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About the project 

T4T - Tools4Teaching in Digital Education Settings project focuses on supporting adult educators and
formal, non-formal and informal training providers to effectively shift towards digital education and
to provide the same level of learners’ interaction and ‘human-like’ experience, as in the physical
environment. The overall project objective is to strengthen the capacity of adult educators and
training professionals to build and sustain effective group dynamics in digital education settings, so
as to better engage their online learners.
Development of Guidelines how to better set up effective group dynamics in an online learning
environment will help adult educators and training professionals improve their competences about
the specifics of building and sustaining effective online group dynamics and ensuring a high level of
learners’ experience in digital classrooms.
The 6 modules provide general methodological guidelines to adult educators how to be more
effective in building and sustaining group dynamics in online learning environment: 

● what digital tools and software саn use
● what behaviour to adopt
● how to engage learners in small group online activities
● how to use artistic exercises to boost creativity, etc.

Module objectives

Working in groups or teams is a useful way for students to develop their problem solving,

communication and critical thinking skills, and also gives them the opportunity to work with – and

learn from – their peers just as they would in the real world.

The goal of this module is to build the awareness of the importance of building learners’

engaging and inclusive groups in online learning. When working remotely it is essential for students

to feel comfortable and valued in order to maximise their learning potential. Being able to engage

the group as a whole, rather than on an individual level seems to be curtailed. Small group tasks that

encourage critical thinking and creative problem solving can serve to increase student ownership and

participation in the course. Devising tasks that involve smaller group work and making room for

relationship building activities can also be especially important.

In this module, e-educators will learn how to gather and maintain learner’s engagement.

They will also receive some helpful tips on how to deal with planning, conducting and assessing

classes in order to keep participants alert and inclusive. Adult educators will also gain insight on how

to conduct working in small groups online.
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Pre-requisites

Thanks to educational technology, active learning methods can be easily and effectively

moved to the online realm and used in online and hybrid teaching. Most strategies that you can

incorporate into your non-traditional classroom will require some basic tech-savviness but most of all

– your engagement, creativity and maybe some general knowledge of how the Internet works.

Expected learning outcomes (skills and competences)

After going through this module, it is expected adult educators to improve their skills and

competences in the following directions:

● gather and maintaining student engagement online

● choose proper online learning engagement strategy

● plan, conduct and asses highly engagement classes

● use working in small groups as a technique of building the involvement
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Topic 1: Specifics of Engaging Learners Online

Student engagement is the motivation, attention and interest learners have in the class. It’s

easy to notice when it’s present, and even more when it’s not. Whether they’re in-person or online,

engaged students work better, help create an attentive learning environment and are more likely to

retain key information. But at home or in the workplace – where many of your learners will be

joining you from – there are any number of distractions there simply wouldn’t be in a physical

classroom. Also, when people are on their devices, there’s a huge temptation for them to turn their

attention elsewhere.

This makes online learning engagement strategies a potentially defining factor in the success

of the virtual classes and courses. There’s a wide range of techniques you can use to gather student

attention during virtual learning.

1. Keep it simple and clear

● Be in touch with the students for the entire duration of the course.

Reach out them prior to the start of the course with welcoming students to your online course

environment, introduce yourself and pass along any information they will need to succeed (info

about technical requirements, the course textbook or any other materials they may need, scheduled

class meetings, course quick guide with a list of due dates by week/unit/module etc.) If it’s possible

make the course available early on the platform, which you use. It gives students time to explore the

interface and become familiar with the course navigation. Send an announcement to let students

know the course is available.

See examples of how you can contact students before the first day of class
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● Set office hours and share them early.

It allows students to ask questions and to connect with you periodically throughout the course.

Provide also a clear schedule of the activity and assignment due dates for your course.

● Make sure that your on-line students understand goals, tasks and expecting outcomes.

By keeping the instructions clear and tasks simple you help ensure your students keep up with your

lesson plan and reduces the chances of students feeling overwhelmed. By crafting exercises that are

straightforward, you increase the chances of it engaging your students. It’s a good practice to start

each class with presenting your class learning objectives. Learners are far more invested in exercises

when they understand what you’ll be covering, why, and what they’ll be able to do as a result.

● Be careful with to use of language and terminology.

Provide explicit guidance in academic and technical terms, avoid colloquial expressions and jargon.

Encourage your students to let you know if they don’t understand anything you say or write.

● Ask concept-checking questions and provide regular feedback.

Using feed-forward and feedback helps keep the momentum of the group going, gives students time

to incorporate any changes or new learnings into a subsequent task and keeps students more

engaged in their learning.

After you’ve presented a topic or given a set of instructions, create a live poll that asks

concept-checking questions to see how well they’ve understood your explanation. This can be a fun

way for learners to show what they’ve learned and compare themselves with the rest of the class.

Feedback can be delivered in a variety of forms: 

- Facilitator feedback – should be goal-referenced, tangible, transparent, actionable,

user-friendly (i.e. specific and personalised), timely, ongoing and consistent. Remember that

student-teacher feedback sessions should be conducted 1-to-1

- Peer-review feedback – a good way for students to get a lot of concentrated feedback from

one another but needs to be guided and managed to ensure meaningful outcomes

- Automated feedback – some of the learning elements included in the design of your online

subject may include automated feedback, e.g. in some interactive resources

- Responsive feedback –give feedback within a specific timeframe or advise the student when

you will follow up if an issue cannot be immediately addressed; include points and

comments that will help students to understand and manage their performance better

If you do this regularly and make it a feature of your teaching process, students will anticipate a

concept-checking question and be more engaged in topics and discussions as a result.

2. Keep it interesting and fun

● Engage students with interesting educational and learning materials

This may sound cliché, almost as if it should go without saying, but it’s really important to give

students something more than a plain lecture packed with facts and instructions only. You can either
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prepare or find materials regarding the topic that are easier to digest, or even designed to be a little

extraordinary.

First of all, look for new ways to engage learners by putting the right online engagement solutions in

place. Let technology help you –the range of online teaching tools, platforms and apps is really wide.

You have to compare the available options on the basis of their engagement features and choose this

suits you most.

● Use mixed media

When teaching online, you’re in no way limited to just talking your way through a virtual conference.

You can also use a digital whiteboard to present information and solve problems together with your

students, show pictures and charts, play clips, podcasts and YouTube videos. Sharing songs, music

videos, gifs, or memes will surprise your students. Is a great way to press the reset button and

re-engage your audience.

● Support students’ ability to explore, edit and create

The creative skills of students can be a great asset. If appropriate, offer students choice in how they

complete an assessment or ask them to find their own content which fits your parameters. Review

the curriculum and look for ways to diversify and enable students to shape the contents. 

3. Keep it personal

● Create an inclusive environment

It’s hard to do it online, but try to get to know your students, provide them the opportunity to tell

you a little bit about themselves, their hobbies, personal experiences, learning motives, etc.

To help your students make a natural connection with one another (and you!) and open up a bit you

can start your own little traditions, like 10 minutes of relaxed conversations about anything school or

non-school-related every week or sending a personal message of congratulations if your students

pass a milestone.
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● Recognize the different life experiences of your students

Remember not all students have the same access or experience with digital technologies. Make sure

you are providing information using accessible formats, be flexible and adaptable to students’

efficacy to engage in learning activities. Be aware that some students may struggle with some

distractions, the others don’t: they may have children at home while they are online etc.

● Provide 1-to-1 sessions

To give students special attention and arrange some extra time to walk them through topics they

struggle with you can organise 1-to-1 student-teacher sessions.

They are crucial, especially when it comes to students who are having some difficulties and

progressing slower than others. 1-to-1 sessions are also the perfect opportunity to build a

connection with your students, an opportunity that you don’t really get that easily when in the

physical classroom.

No time to spare for 1-to-1 sessions? Make short slots at the end of your classes for students who

want to have an individual chat or a video call with you. If you take 10 minutes out of your class for

such sessions every once in a while, you needn’t worry it will do the rest of the class any harm. In

fact, you can occupy the rest of your students with group work or a video in the meantime (or assign

a video for them to watch at home).

4. Keep it social

● Foster community and group dynamic

At a time when everyone has been dispersed into their own home and they’re working behind their

computer alone, fostering a sense of community in your classroom is more important than ever. Try

to plan your course timetable with peaks and valleys when students’ attention spans ebb and flow by

including activities, reflections or knowledge quizzes. You can plan and boost online learners'

engagement through artistic activities or some movement.

● Regular check-ins and assessment

Knowing whether everyone in the classroom is following along with the content of the lesson can be

difficult when you’re all in the same room, this problem is made doubly difficult when the class is

hidden behind a computer screen and it is difficult to read body language and to check everyone is

really paying attention and engaged. Checking in at regular intervals with even something as simple

as “Is this making sense?” can activate your class and keep your lesson on track.

You have to allow students to track their progress and improve their work through timely grading and

constructive assessment. If possible, grade papers within one week of students submitting

assignments- longer than that, students begin to forget what they have turned in.

● Encourage participation in critical and reflective discussion

Some students have a much easier time typing out their thoughts, rather than saying them out loud

in front of the whole class. An online discussion space can be a great opportunity for everyone to

participate, give their opinion, get to know the views of others and learn the rules of polite

conversation. This kind of learning activity also gives students a chance to think about a matter and
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form their thoughts and opinions at their convenience. This helps to build a sense of belonging and

purpose.

Look for opportunities to get learners talking to each other and exchanging ideas. For example, you

can place small groups of two to four students in breakout rooms and ask them to review a subject

you’ve just discussed, compare homework, or decide what questions they’d like to ask you or the rest

of the group. An individual can then report back to the class to summarise their conversations,

debates, or results. You can also use social media to create shared spaces (groups) for your classes.

Create topics and threads connected to your course or the topic of particular class. Encourage

students to come up with their own ideas or topics if they’d like to start a discussion. Here you can

find more tips for planning and facilitating quality online discussions.

https://youtu.be/7me751l54wM

Find out 5 online discussion tools that fuel student engagement.

● Read the room

Getting a clear sense of how focused or engaged learners are can be a challenge in a virtual setting,

but reading the room is still a necessary skill for teachers. Even during online classes your students

are still a group so use engagement tools and analytics to help you.
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Topic 2: Working in Small Groups in Online Learning Environment

Group work is something that you would normally do when in the brick-and-mortar classroom, and

thankfully, there’s no reason to stop doing this activity while online! Well-planned group work can be

the perfect opportunity for students to polish their social skills and learn to cooperate with one

another. What makes this a strategy for increasing student engagement? Peers tend to learn better

from each other, and being part of a group will motivate them to complete the task. If a student has

a role that lets them put their greatest strengths on display, they will be happy to participate.

Participating in group work plays a large part in the university experience. It’s also the basis for

building relevant future work experience. Group work is compared to an authentic workplace as

colleagues do not necessarily select the teams they work in. During the courses, authentic work

environments, such as ethics committees, industry interviews and role-played counselling sessions

are often created, all as a part of group assessment tasks.

Student feedback has often identified an adversity to working in groups, due to issues with conflict

between group members, a lack of defined roles, students absenting themselves, ill-equipped

leadership and poor organisation. However, it’s important that students are given the opportunity to

enjoy rich group-based experiences. They can also help in managing feelings of isolation and may

contribute to fostering good working and socially inclusive relationships.

Group work may include one-off activities, scaffolder class exercises and practice - oriented tasks. It

can take on a variety of purposes focussing on; teamwork, a product or outputs, or professional

endeavours such as networking. Engaging students with group work tasks and enabling a satisfying

experience for them will require academics to create an inviting environment for learning and to

design meaningful and discipline-relevant activities. Additionally, it requires students to take

initiative and feel a sense of accountability, in order to contribute meaningfully. 

1. Keep it real

● Remind your students that group work helps develop highly employable soft skills. You

can link them e.g. to UTS HELPS: Why Group Work video
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● Explain group work tasks clearly – if the task can be into discrete sub-tasks, flag this,

● Make sure the responsibilities are delineated to ensure success for all group members.

Also, be clear about how the group will be graded, the standards for participation, and

repercussions for students not meeting standards for participation.

● If possible, have groups schedule short virtual meetings with the instructor so that the

instructor can stay abreast of group progress and the group can actively resolve issues.

2. Keep it collective!

● Limit sizes of groups for exercises to 3-5 people. You can use online platforms (e.g. Canvas) to

allocate students to groups or ask students to self-select. If using self-sign up for groups,

create a discussion board for students to introduce themselves and their interests to help

facilitate groups with shared goals e.g. want to work on the same topic.

● Set ground rules for working and communicating – this could involve students discussing

group roles and responsibilities, setting a plan for meeting or staying in contact and ensuring

that students establish where their group members are located and what time zone.

● Encourage groups to meet informally too: for online coffee catch-ups, social media chats or

exercising together.

● Assign or make sure groups assign a leader to be the first contact point for group work status

and submission of final work – have students create an online table or template for group

members to share contact details.

● Provide guidelines for students to regularly meet to work on group task

● Help the groups to decide roles and responsibilities for each group member to ensure that all

students are clear on who is doing what and what is expected of them

● Help students to establish rules of engagement and group protocols

● Provide clear information about individual contributions versus group output, and evidence

of teamwork and collaboration – you could record a short video screen-sharing the

assessment criteria (with an explanation). 

● Create a template for students to reflect on their own participation in the group task –

perhaps an unmarked survey to get feedback from students on their group work

experiences.
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● Take care of technical issue: create digital whiteboard projects for students to work on in

their groups and supervise them all synchronously. Show students how they can meet up

with each other online using a secure conferencing tool or a school LMS (like Canvas,

Microsoft Teams). If you create links to meetings and set up the times beforehand, you can

also join them at any time to monitor student activity and check if they need your help with

something.

● Suggest useful tools and best practices to help support their collaborations, many of which

offer transparency and accountability by leaving clear records of what each team member

has contributed.

● Always make sure that all of the students are participating in the group task.

Listen more about experiences of doing group work in the remote learning environment

3. Again-keep it simple

● Create clear explanations in order to manage group tasks, students rely on.

● Be clear about expectations and use good exemplars early

● Encourage students to create workable agendas for their groups, clearly explain the task and

develop a sound rubric.

● In group tasks, it is important that students have the opportunity to provide feedback about

the input of their peers and reflect upon and evaluate their own experience.

● Tasks should provide opportunities for learners to make choices and be given time and

instruction around reflection.

If possible, make collaborative projects short and simple, gently building up their complexity over

time. This should help learners get used to the best way of working in an online team, and give you a

chance to see who works best with who.
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Practical activity

Create an online quiz, following described techniques of building learners engagement and working

in small groups in online learning environment.

1. Go through some apps and platforms, compare their  available options on the basis of their

engagement features choose the platform that suits you most.

You can use: Kahoot, Quizlet, Quizizz, Quizalize, Mentimeter or Google Forms

2. Create an account in a chosen platform (often you can use your Google, Microsoft or Apple

account)

3. Log in and explore the interface

4. Create a Kahoot!

5. Set the options of your
quiz and type
questions.
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6. Save your quiz and test it

7. If your quiz is ready, ask your students to open Kahoot! on their devices, enter a game pin

and nicknames. When everybody is in- start the game. Enjoy!

What we have learnt

After finishing this module, e-educators, trainers, teachers and tutors should know how to

build group member’s engagement and maintain it during the whole course. In addition, they should

be able to plan, run and facilitate lessons with groups working online. And last but not least – they

will have access to a rich pool of online teaching tools, platforms and apps that may help with

building group cohesion on-line.

Glossary
Feedback - information or statements of opinion about an action, event, or process, that can tell you

if it is successful; the transmission of evaluative or corrective information; the source of

improvement

Group dynamics is a set of interactions, attitudes and behaviours between a group of people who

are working together. The term was first used by an American social psychologist, Kurt Lewin. Lewin

believed that groups can alter the individual behaviour of the group members.

Group leader - the person who is in control of it or in charge of the group.

Assessment - a wide variety of methods or tools that educators use to evaluate, measure, and

document the academic readiness, learning progress, skill acquisition, or educational needs of

students.
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Small – group learning is a method that can supplement case discussions, lectures and other class

formats. Students work together in groups of typically 3-6 members, helping each other think

critically, master course concepts, and apply them to real-world situations. Students are motivated

toward a common goal and work together to support each other’s learning.
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