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Educational practitioners are faced consistently with the task of providing increased opportunities
for engaging students in beneficial online learning. The learner’s perception of herself as a valued
contributor in the learning community is a key component. The "a-ha" moment often occurs when
learners recognize that they are knowledge generators, not only for themselves, but also for the
community as a whole.
Engaged learning is not a new approach, but its application in an online environment requires
special consideration in order to maximize learning. The challenge is the facilitation by educators
and learners to move from the traditional passive lecture-based learning environment to the
appropriate dynamically-evolved engaged online community where learners become knowledge
generators. In this ideal online community, students are "the principle arbiter in making judgments
as to what, when, and how learning will occur" (Hannafin, 1992).
Engaged learning does not simply happen. It requires “architectural engineering” by the instructor.
Planning and utilizing activities that assist a learner in moving through the development phases of
engaged learning ensures that learners are motivated and able to successfully interact, collaborate
and eventually independently engage in an online learning environment.
The Phases of Engagement model (Conrad & Donaldson, 2004) provides a framework within
which activities are planned to assist a novice learner in becoming an engaged online participant.
The model's structured approach for creating an online learning community adopts a four-phased
methodology, with evolving roles and responsibilities identified for both the learners and the
instructor. Specific types of activities are assigned for each of the identified phases, and guidelines
for assessing effectiveness and learner engagement are included. The Community Development
Plan (Boettcher & Conrad, 2004) provides a methodology for planning activities with increasing
levels of interaction and student collaboration for each of the Phases of Engagement.
Phases of Engagement Model
The goal of the Phases of Engagement model is to provide an effective methodology for facilitating
the student transition from being a novice learner to being a member of a learning community.
This type of student empowerment “is both a critical element and a desired outcome of
participation in an online learning community” (Palloff and Pratt, 1999).
The Phases of Engagement framework initially began as a tool to manage and to provide the level
of online communication and provide learners and instructors with a perspective on their new roles
in the online environment. This structure provides a methodology for developing effective
activities and sequencing them to maximize the learning opportunities that occur as a result of
those activities. Novice online learners start with introductory community-building exercises that
build trust and assist a group in learning how to work together. Learners are then guided through
additional phases as they gain more confidence and expertise in interaction and course content.
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The following table describes each phase, participant role, suggested time frame within a standard
12 to 16 week course, and the related processes per identified phase (Conrad & Donaldson, 2004,
p.11).
Phase
1

Learner
Newcomer

2

Cooperator

3

Collaborator

4

Initiator/Partner

Phases of Engagement
Instructor
Weeks
Process
Social
1-2
Instructor provides activities that are interactive
Negotiator
and help the learners get to know one another.
Expresses expectations for engagement in the
course. Provides orientation to course and keeps
learners on track. Examples: icebreakers,
individual introductions, discussions concerning
community issues such as Netiquette rules in a
Virtual Lounge.
Structural
3-4
Instructor forms dyads of learners and provides
Engineer
activities that require critical thinking, reflection
and sharing of ideas. Examples: Peer reviews,
activity critiques.
Facilitator
5-6
Instructor provides activities that require small
groups to collaborate, problem solve, reflect
upon experiences. Examples: content
discussions, role plays, debates, jigsaws.
Community
7-16
Activities are learner-designed and/or learnerMember /
led. Group presentations and projects.
Challenger
Discussions begin to go not only where the
instructor intends but also where the learner
directs them to go. Examples: Group
presentations and projects, learner-facilitated
discussions.

An instructor needs not be an adamant constructivist to believe in learner engagement. As is
pointed out by Collison, Elbaum, Haavind, and Tinker (2000) “There is strong evidence to suggest
that learners learn best when constructing their own knowledge. However, there is also a right time
to clearly guide learners or simply give them a critical piece of information to help them move
forward” (p. 97). Following this philosophy means that the acquisition of knowledge is centered on
the learners and their interactions and not solely on a lecture-focused, instructor-centered approach.
Designing Activities that Succeed
The Community of Development Plan (Boettcher & Conrad, 2004) identifies the characteristics
and developmental steps necessary to successfully implement the four phases of engagement. The
initial phase is in the Phases of Engagement model is focused on the instructor’s providing
activities that are interactive, assisting the learners in getting to know one another, and increasing
student comfort levels with course-related technology. Course expectations are described and the
community-building period is initiated. Activities tend to be enjoyable and may include
icebreakers, individual introductions, and discussions concerning community issues such as
Netiquette rules in a Virtual Lounge.
It is important to note that content-related engaged activities should not begin until a learner has
completed the initial phase and moved solidly into the second phase. This is not to say that a
learner in the initial phase cannot do content-related activities. Rather, the most appropriate types
of activities at this particular point would be completed without a partner or team.
Copyright 2005 The Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System.
Duplication or redistribution prohibited without written permission of the author(s)
and The Annual Conference on Distance Teaching and Learning
http://www.uwex.edu/disted/conference/

3

20th Annual Conference on Distance Teaching and Learning
For more resources
click here -> http://www.uwex.edu/disted/conference/

05.06

The second phase involves the instructor forming dyads (teams of 2) of learners and provides
activities that require critical thinking, reflection, and sharing of ideas. This is the phase where
course content is introduced into the online activities. Effective types of dyad tasks include peer
reviews and activity critiques.
The third phase normally is achieved at the beginning of the second month of a three to four month
course. The student becomes a collaborator within the instructional environment and the
instructor's role becomes one of a facilitator of student interaction and learning. The instructor
provides activities that require small groups to collaborate, problem solve, reflect upon
experiences. Examples of these types of activities include content discussions, role plays, debates,
and jigsaws.
The most difficult phase to reach is the final one of learner-initiated and learner-led activities.
Gagne, Briggs and Wager define the five kinds of learning outcomes as intellectual skill, attitude,
verbal information, cognitive strategy, and motor skill (1992). The first three types lend themselves
best to learner-led activities because the activities can be more easily accomplished in an online
learning environment. Learner-led activities can be almost anything described thus far or anything
the learner can imagine. Presentations, discussions, role-plays, debates, games, and so forth, can
all be developed and led by learners instead of the instructor. The key is to ensure that learning
objectives are clearly stated and that learners are choosing the right type of activity based upon the
expressed objectives and expected outcomes. This model assumes that learners are novice activity
leaders and therefore should be encouraged to keep their activities simple both from a pedagogical
and technological perspective.
Learner-led activities need ample time to develop. The following is a suggested approach:
 Discuss the concept of learner-led activities from the very beginning of the course, as
many learners may need to be oriented to the idea of leading a class activity.
 Provide a detailed description of the activity and responsibilities of the learners in the
syllabus.
 Encourage learners to begin thinking about the activities after the first 25% of the
course has been completed.
 Provide time in the course calendar for learners to begin planning the activities around
the middle of the semester.
 Schedule instructor-team discussion time for the activities several weeks before the
team is scheduled to lead an activity. The instructor serves as counselor and
consultant.
One of the most important aspects of student-led activities is to make sure that learners know what
the activity outcomes should be in the context of the overall course plan. Once the learners know
the required outcomes, they may develop additional ones as appropriate for the activity. The
expected outcomes of an activity should be stated in the syllabus so that learners know from the
very beginning of the course what they will be expected to accomplish through their activity.
What if learners are experienced in the online environment? Can phases be skipped? While it may
be possible to move more quickly through the phases, it is still recommended to use at least one
activity from each phase in order to help learners become oriented to the course and become
familiar with the new set of peers who will be working together in the online environment
Assessing for Effectiveness

The assessment of student engagement is especially challenging in an online environment
where the student feedback is usually textual and not visual. The key element to consider
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is how appropriate is the activity for use in an engaged learning environment. The
instructor needs to analyze in what ways this activity will contribute to engaged learning
using the following questions:
 Will the activity help learners use the online tools?
 Does it assist in the social process needed to establish community?
 What type of interaction or collaboration with peers occurs?
 Is reflection required?
 Will a particular problem be resolved?
The instructor should also consider in which phase of engagement the activity could be
classified and whether the activity is placed appropriately in the sequence of the course.
For example, a Phase 4 student-led discussion activity should not occur in the first few
weeks of a course, because the learning community has not been adequately prepared. To
introduce it prematurely would guarantee its failure.
Smith & Ragan (1999) caution that learner enthusiasm and engagement do not always
equate with learning. Activities that lack an instructional goal and purpose will fail in
creating a deeper level of community and knowledge acquisition even though they may be
fun and interactive. Beware of what they term the “activity for activity’s sake" approach.
(p. 17) Sequencing and using activities as defined in the 4-phase approach will assist you
in avoiding the use of meaningless activities.
Final Thoughts
“I would hope that most instructors these days would understand that more learning takes
place in these type of activities than many times will in a more traditional way. Not to take
away from the instructor-led portions of the classes at all, but the learner learns on many
more levels when faced with this type of approach. I would say to an instructor that if their
goal is to have the students truly understand what they are learning, this approach is much
better. If the students have to be active participants, they will invest more of themselves, as
well as time, into the course.”
The above student words validate the Phases of Engagement model and the Community
Development Plan from a learner's perspective. Creating a learning community through online
activities is not about the technology: it is dependent upon effective planning and an understanding
of how to create a collaborative and safe environment between the instructor and learners.
Learners need to become participants in their own knowledge generation as instructors share in
new learning opportunities and evolving learning environments. The new battle cry has become:
"Learning is not a spectator sport" (Chickering & Gamson, 2003).
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