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Avenues for Increased Participation
Emily Post once said, “Ideal conversation must be an exchange of thought, and not, as many of those who worry most about their shortcomings believe an eloquent exhibition of wit or oratory” (Conversation). This quote is relevant because many college students have chosen not to actively participate in online courses for this very reason. The motives not to participate are many, thus while the constraints of this paper preclude reasons for lack of or decreased participation, the bulk of this writing will address instructional techniques to increase participation from a constructivist approach. The techniques discussed will include the following: an online debate, a web quest activity as a group project and an online quiz. I will introduce each to the online course in the hope that it will enhance the level of participation among students.
To elaborate, Conrad (2007) highlights the following constructivist principles of Collins and Berge: provide only primary structures and then encourage learner’s self motivation, present several perspectives and give emphasis to prominent points, be members of team learning, introduce broader systems of evaluation, and work together with learners to reestablish the teacher-learner dynamic. Thus, each will work in combination to foster a successful learning environment. 
In knowing the dimensions of a constructivist thinker, the first instructional technique is an online debate exercise, but it must first be noted that this will not be the first exercise for the group. This is important to establish because since this is a group debate, everyone needs the opportunity to view each other’s personal profiles so all involved may better understand and react to another’s viewpoints. The question for the debate is posted a few days prior to the actual conference being open to submission and would correspond with the material being studied at the time. The group is divided into two teams; one pro and one con, at random by the instructor and clear rules are explained. The rules will include but are not limited to the following: a reporter is to be chosen within the group to summarize their side of the debate with stating the 5 most convincing arguments first, followed by 5 weaker arguments. The date and time of start and end of debate for both national and international time zones will be posted along with how to handle technical issues, grading of the assignment using a rubric and netiquette. Students are encouraged to investigate outside sources to support their claims. Each group will use the study group area as the primary area for communication and use chat as a secondary tool, if time schedules allow. The reporter will submit the summary under the link placed in the conferences area.  Discussion will follow by the whole class to allow for final responses showing multi-facets of the debate. The goal is to cultivate interaction that characterizes good quality collaborative online learning centered on a meaningful and content rich assignment. 
The second activity to augment online participation is a web quest, commonly referred to as a scavenger hunt. As in the prior activity, procedural clarity is essential to engage students in active online participation. The instructor will divide the class into groups of 4 and post the groups a few days prior to the active assignment beginning to allow group members to exchange ideas and strategies. The rules will also be posted in advance along with a grading rubric so questions can be answered prior to the event starting. Start and end dates and times will additionally be posted for simplicity. The web quest will consist of 50 questions which must be answered correctly and must include a corresponding website to back up the answers. Questions in the web quest would be predicated on a particular subject. A reporter for each group must be chosen within the group for reporting so the instructor is not inundated with email. Once received, the instructor will check for accuracy of answers and return them to the group for correction to be resubmitted. There is no limit to the number of times the work may be resubmitted. The group will receive points based on number of correct answers in the allotted time frame. A sample grading scale would be as follows: 35 to 40 correct answers, 20 points; 30 to 34 correct answers, 15 points; 25 to 29 correct answers, 10 points; and below 25 correct answers, 5 points. Each student will also be required to complete a peer-to-peer evaluation for each member in their group including themselves on a grading scale of 0 to 5, with zero being least favorable and a five being the most favorable. The numbers will be averaged for each group member and added on the total points, thus a perfect score would be 25 points. 
The rationale for both of the prior exercises is to address the socio-constructivist element by offering interaction among the group members, thus a learning team. Anderson (2004) addresses the constructivist model by “stressing the value of peer-to-peer interaction in investigating and developing multiple perspectives. Work on collaborative learning illustrates potential gains in learning tasks, as well as increases in completion rates and the acquisition of critical social skills in education.” In essence, the exercise allows for reciprocal teaching as the teacher provides the initial structure emphasizing salient points and allowing the students to join forces to develop interpersonal skills and expand their knowledge in a paced, collaborative learning environment. 

The final avenue to increase online participation is by means of an online quiz using Blackboard or similar software, which has an easily adaptable interface. This would be an individual activity that would have the directions posted a week prior to once again allow for any clarification needed. The quiz would be open for a selected date and time frame. The quiz material will be derived from prior readings assigned earlier and the student will have 3 opportunities to achieve the best grade. The quiz will be automatically graded once the student completes the exercise with the results being forwarded to the instructor. The quiz will be 20 multiple choice questions with no time limit. True, students may take all day to do the exercise, work in groups or even print off the exercise and look up the answers and return later to input them, but the major goals of the exercise is for each student to participate in the activity and arrive at correct responses. Thus, the quiz will be designed to enhance knowledge in the subject and hence, exacerbate learning opportunities. 
The value of this exercise is many-fold. Anderson (2004) speaks of learning activities by saying that students have the propensity to learn “facts through association, drill, memory, and questions and learn reasoning through puzzles, problems, and examples.” This activity will not only reduce the blandness of the online learning environment, but also encourage learner’s self direction.  

Equally important to note is the value of feedback in each of the exercises discussed. Feedback is necessary so the learner can judge his or her performance and aid in ensuring the current information is being committed to long-term memory. Mayes (2006) reflects from a constructivist view by stating “the learner actively constructs knowledge, achieving deeper understanding through the performance of learning activities.” As such, these activities will allow constructivist learning by giving emphasis to ownership of the task, coaching and modeling of thinking skills, scaffolding, guided discovery and opportunity for reflection. As learners carry out the tasks set, their performance renders visible to the agent providing the feedback (Mayes, 2006).  A central method of feedback for two of the activities mentioned is a rubric to evaluate a student's performance based on the sum of a full range of criteria rather than a single numerical score.  Rubrics have a number of grand qualities such as the following: they have the propensity to improve student performance by clearly showing the student how their work is evaluated and what is expected, they allow the assessment process to be more objective and consistent and they provide students with more informative feedback about their strengths and areas in need of improvement.
To conclude, each activity mentioned is built from a constructionist point of view to motivate online participation and build upon the learning experience via online tasks. Each exercise has an initial structure emphasizing significant points to encourage the student’s self direction, and at times, to be members of a learning team as to generate with learners the learning space and redefine the teacher-learner connection.  Each strategy allows existing knowledge to be transformed to new levels as interaction and feedback play crucial roles in the learning process. 
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