
The Stevenson School for Ministry 
Welcomes you to this on line learning opportunity

STEP I  Register your group for the course  click here 
STEP II  Plan how to use this course
STEP III Tell it boldly—get the word out to others, invite others
STEP IV Hospitality—a gracious forming of community

Consider the following choices as you plan how to use this course: 

• Individual when at some point during the week, each person takes the class and then
• Plan a time for a group discussion, perhaps Sunday Morning
• Small Group using a television screen or projector. Set a time for your congregation to take the course 

and work through the material as a group. This can be really helpful for participants without home 
Internet access or computer skills.

Developing small groups for online collaborative learning

Published in the journal Contemporary Issues in Technology and Teacher Education. Teacher Perspectives on 
Online Collaborative Learning: Factors Perceived as Facilitating and Impeding Successful Online Group Work 
(2008)

1. Social Presence: Each congregational small group needs a facilitator so that the learners to be 
successful in online learning environments, begin with introducing themselves, making connections 
with co-learners and establishing themselves as a learning community is critical: 1) introductions at 
the beginning of the course, that includes the instructor’s involvement is helpful,  2) synchronous 
lectures/discussion board and or video chat sessions where students can chat on back channels 
(Twitter, etc), are also helpful 3) orientation activities at beginning of, or before course beginning 
including syllabus, clear expectations of the group and of the instructor, 4) social media platform for 
the class is Moodle but use of  Twitter, Google +, etc. can be determined by the instructor. It’s also a 
good idea to wait two weeks from the course start date before group work begins.   

2. Presence of a Leader: This refers to two aspects, 1) the leadership of the instructor where he or she 
supports group work, ie. dealing with group members that don’t participate, provide instruction 
or guidance, and providing feedback to groups and class on the process and, 2) the presence of a 
positive leader within the group or facilitator.  A leader of the group can be assigned by the instructor 
or selected within the group. The group facilitator also acts as the liaison between the group and the 
instructor. This is very important.

3. Purpose and clear Instructions: Outlining why learners are completing a given learning activity is 
critical, all learners seek meaningful learning experiences. They are more likely to engage and commit 
to a group project when it is aligned closely with the learning objective of the course and or the 
spiritual need of the congregation or themselves. Stating clearly in the syllabus and/instructions, “the 
purpose of this activity______” is appreciated by learners, as are clear instructions that are specific 
to the expected outcomes of the project, the details, including due date, grading scheme, group 
structure etc. are also important. 
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4. Skill Development for Working in a Team: Learners rarely have the skill set required for effective 
group collaboration, sharing and/or discussions in online spaces. The facilitator of the small group 
and the instructor should provide skill development resources for group interaction including 
specific guidelines for communicating [netiquette rules, for example NO CAPITAL LETTERS when 
communicating via text, and using emoticons, steps to solve group problems or disagreements, 
including an option that involves the instructor as a resource. Stepping in as a mediator may be 
required at times, where the instructor can walk students through problem solving steps via a group 
meeting using Skype, or other synchronous medium.

5. Seamless Technology:  Though instructors may not always have direct control over the technology, 
guiding students to the best platforms for communicating synchronously and asynchronously is 
helpful. Technology is very often cited as a barrier by students, minimizing the barriers is within the 
instructors and facilitators control. Ideally online communication should be seamless. Suggesting tools 
for groups is helpful, and providing resources on how-to use the technological tools or applications is 
also critical; better yet is practicing as a class with the tools before the group’s members work together.


