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Panelists: 
• Jessica Matthews, English
• David Miller, Communication
• Justin Ramsdell, Psychology
• Esperanza Roman-Mendoza, Modern and 

Classical Languages (on Twitter: @eromanme)

*Representatives from The Stearns Center and ITS 
available during Q&A. 

CHSS Faculty Panelists 

https://twitter.com/eromanme


• Spring Break has been extended through Friday, March 20. Do 
not start your coursework early. 

• Most classes are on a 15-week instructional calendar, including 
classes that are already online. Online instruction will continue 
for the remainder of the semester.

• Online classes that are already on an eight-week instructional 
calendar will begin Monday, March 16.

• The academic calendar will be extended by one week; exams will 
be held May 13-20.

• Faculty who create “traditional works” in support of Mason 
online instruction during the 2020 spring semester will hold 
ownership in that work.

Current Status



Common 
Mason 
Tools 
(FERPA and 
ADA 
compliant)

Tools Category

Blackboard Course Management System

• Announcements
• Content presentation
• Discussion forums
• Assignments & Assessments
• Journals
• Polls, surveys, tests
• Calendar
• Blog, wiki

Blackboard Collaborate Ultra Real-time videoconferencing

Kaltura Screen and webcam recording

PBWorks Wiki platform

WebEx Real-time videoconferencing

OneDrive (Collaborative) MS Office Tools

Qualtrics Surveys



FREQUENT 
COMMUNICATION 
AND CONTACT

REGULAR COMMUNICATION 
WITH YOUR STUDENTS 
IS ESSENTIAL



• We feel anxious, but so do our students. Many of 
them will wake up on March 23 and start taking their 
four or five f2f courses online, and this will create 
chaos in their already busy lives.

• Pay careful attention to your graduate teaching 
assistants. They will be transitioning the courses they 
teach to fully online AND taking all their f2f graduate 
courses online.

HAVE EMPATHY FOR YOUR STUDENTS



WHAT TO 
COMMUNICATE

What is the most essential 
information to communicate to 
your students now?



TECH SURVEY

• Before you make major course design decisions, survey your 
students to see what technology they have:

– At a minimum, ask students if they have a high-speed Internet connection 
and a computer with audio/video and a microphone at home.

– Ask students if they have a browser compliant with Blackboard. If they 
don't, they can get one.

• Use the “survey” tool in Blackboard, or any other polling/survey 
platform such as Qualtrics*, Survey Monkey, Doodle, etc., to 
conduct your survey.

*Mason has a site license for Qualtrics.

https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Student/Getting_Started/Browser_Support
https://its.gmu.edu/service/qualtrics/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/welcome/sem/%3Fprogram=7013A000000mweBQAQ&utm_bu=CR&utm_campaign=71700000059189106&utm_adgroup=58700005410205670&utm_content=43700049188971269&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=adwords&utm_term=p49188971269&utm_kxconfid=s4bvpi0ju&gclid=Cj0KCQjwx7zzBRCcARIsABPRscNmGwv1EJkpVoOeY9BSSOr4O7tA5LSbSRveYYlPsTQrk1Knv5izGO4aAmgLEALw_wcB
https://doodle.com/en/


WHAT TO COMMUNICATE
• NEW COURSE INFORMATION: Clearly communicate what you 

are changing and how students can find it.
– Revise the course schedule portion of your syllabus and share it with 

students.
– If you eliminate or revise a major assignment or redistribute grade 

weight, communicate that clearly, in writing, in your course and 
announce it to students.

– Emphasize new due dates for work. Send students reminders about 
pending deadlines for major assignments.

• HOLD VIRTUAL OFFICE HOURS: Each week, consider holding 
two office hours: one hour during a specific day and one hour 
on a specific night. Make clear to students how they can meet 
with you.



WHAT TO COMMUNICATE

• FEEDBACK ON STUDENT WORK: Providing students with prompt 
feedback earns their respect and gives you more ways to 
communicate. Feedback does not have to be tailored to 
each individual student.

• MAKE IT EASY FOR STUDENTS TO ASK QUESTIONS: Consider 
adding an "Ask a Question" topic to your discussion forum. Put it at 
the top. Subscribe to it so that you get notified if a student asks a 
question. Encourage other students in the class to answer questions.

• CONTACT INFO: Place your contact information in Blackboard
where it will be easy for students to find.

https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Instru%E2%80%A6


HOW TO 
COMMUNICATE

What are the essential tools for 
communicating with your 
students?

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-ND.

http://theconversation.com/delusions-of-candour-why-technology-wont-stop-plagiarism-9004
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


HOW TO COMMUNICATE

• ANNOUNCEMENTS and EMAIL: Start early to establish a regular 
tempo of course announcements. Weekly announcements are 
essential; mid-week ones as well if you find them useful.
– Try to avoid third-party communication tools (Slack, etc.) in order to avoid 

FERPA violations. Use Mason email to communicate with students.
– Select “Email a copy of this announcement immediately” to push the 

announcement to the student’s Masonlive email address.

• VIRTUAL OFFICE HOURS: Blackboard Collaborate Ultra works well 
because students can easily find the session. WebEx, Zoom, and 
Skype work well, too. If you are concerned about students with 
poor bandwidth, go HERE for other meeting options.

https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Instructor/Interact/Announcements
https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Administrator/SaaS/Integrations/Collaborate_Ultra
https://www.iddblog.org/videoconferencing-alternatives-how-low-bandwidth-teaching-will-save-us-all/


HOW TO COMMUNICATE

• DOCUMENT DESIGN CAN MAKE A BIG DIFFERENCE: People 
read differently online and tend to scan and browse, so keep 
written instructions concise.

• Use bullet points and bold font to direct students' attention to 
key aspects of your content, especially due dates.

• Try to have more white space in your instructions.

• Run an accessibility check on Word documents.



HOW TO COMMUNICATE

• FEEDBACK: Creating rubrics in Blackboard can help make the 
feedback process easier and more efficient.

• Go HERE for additional strategies for providing feedback.

• Be careful when introducing new feedback strategies so that 
you don't get overwhelmed.

https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Instructor/Grade/Rubrics
https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/20191108-Advice-Feedback


• Prompt and clear communication is essential, but it 
does not have to be 24/7. Set boundaries around 
when you will respond to students. 

• Now that we will be teaching online for the 
remainder of the semester, you may be building 
content while communicating with students. This is a 
labor-intensive process.

• Fence off days for grading. Stick to it. Turn off your 
email/messaging during those times.

PRACTICE COMMUNICATION SELF-CARE



Organize course content intuitively
• The design and sequence of content and learning 

activities in both realms should be methodical, 
systematic, and purposeful.

• Discouraged and/or irritated students are less likely 
to learn.

• When students use a lot of cognitive resources just 
trying to figure out where to go to access readings, 
videos, discussions, or quizzes, they have little 
mental energy left for the content itself.

Content Organization



Synchronous vs. Asynchronous
• Collaborate Ultra, WebEx or third-party tools?

Content Organization



Content 
Organization
• Scaffolding an assignment or a lesson

• Can be used anytime during a 
course or even within learning 
modules

• Direct correlation to designing 
rubrics and learning objectives so 
that students see what the 
outcome is first. Provide 
examples. Show them the end-
product.



Organize content or lesson plans into folders that can be broken down 
further into weekly modules that are clearly labeled and even dated.

Content Organization



Organize content or lesson plans into folders that can be broken down 
further into weekly modules that are clearly labeled and even dated.

• Strike a balance between scrolling and clicking. Students should be able to access 
content, assessments, and learning activities without constantly clicking more and 
more links.

• Within weekly modules, use the scaffolding method of sectioning off things such 
as "what to read", "what to watch", "reflect" and "apply"

Content Organization



TIP: Minimize the number of clicks students need to make to take them to a place 
you want them to go.

• Prioritize assigned readings separate from supplementary readings or 
viewings.

• For multimedia, embed into the weekly module rather than linking.

Content Organization



Summary:

Strive for a course organization that is clear, methodical, and 
intuitive. 

Help students move through content and activities smoothly and 
seamlessly, so that their attention remains focused on learning the 
material. 

If they have to click out of a module and into another folder to watch 
a required video, that can be distracting — or frustrating if it’s hard 
to find.

Content Organization



Student Engagement and Participation

Two 
Important 

Points

Online education is not 
the same as your on-

campus classroom

When educating 
online, keep things 
short and frequent



Student Engagement 
and Participation

Point #1
You do not need to recreate your face-to-face 

classroom online.

On campus teaching 
feels dynamic, there 

is feedback.

When it works, 
everyone is in sync.



Student Engagement 
and Participation

Point #1
You do not need to recreate your face-to-face 

classroom online.

The online 
environment is 

different.

It's asynchronous.



Asynchronous does not mean boring or 
isolated...

Be a Curator

Professionally made and 
edited videos are 
available.



Asynchronous does not mean boring or 
isolated...

Be a Curator

It’s not just videos... 
award winning podcasts 
are also out there.

There are wonderful 
topics available in places 
you may not expect. 
Don't be afraid to search 
the podcast applications 
for topics.



Asynchronous does not mean boring or 
isolated...

Be a Curator

The same is true for 
websites that provide a 
deep look into specific 
topics.



Student Engagement 
and Participation

Point #2
Keep things short and frequent.

Students thrive 
online with more 

contact and 
shorter, more 
frequent (and 
shorter) tasks.

This breaks down 
concepts into smaller 
(more manageable) 

tasks.

This also provides 
more opportunities 

for feedback and 
grading (decreasing 

anxiety).



Frequent assignments does not mean 
hours spent grading...

Have students 
"map" concepts.



Frequent assignments does not mean 
hours spent grading...

Create a concept 
"scavenger hunt"



Frequent assignments does not mean 
hours spent grading...

Create "wiki" 
assignments



Frequent assignments does not mean 
hours spent grading...

Create peer-
graded

assignments



… and grading is not the only way to assess 
student learning



Modalities

• Online discussions [BB Assignment, PBWorks]
• Open book assignments & exams [BB Assignment, BB Assessment]
• Online quizzes (can be taken more than once) [BB Assessment Respondus Test 

Creator]
• Timed exams [BB Assessment, Respondus Test Creator]
• Self-reflections and portfolios [BB Journals, PBWorks, BB Assignment]
• Problem solving [BB Discussion Board]
• (Collaborative) projects [BB Assignment, PBWorks, OneDrive]
• Oral exams [BB Collaborate Ultra, Kaltura, Webex]

To Keep in Mind

• Adjust expectations and requirements in syllabus.
• Introduce assessment techniques suitable for your course & student learning
• BB Grade Center.
• Develop rubrics. Ask students for input.
• Issues with Respondus LockDown Browser & Monitor (privacy, anxiety...)

Assignments and Assessment

https://its.gmu.edu/article-categories/blackboard-assignments/
https://its.gmu.edu/article-categories/blackboard-assessments/
https://its.gmu.edu/service/respondus/
https://its.gmu.edu/service/respondus/
https://its.gmu.edu/article-categories/pbworks/
https://gmuedu-my.sharepoint.com/:x:/g/personal/eromanme_gmu_edu/EVrUibCq6WRJt7R4JDSQJpABpzVr6RBSJLECW1t3jMNxtg%3Fe=PmxYV2
https://its.gmu.edu/service/blackboard-collaborate-ultra/
https://its.gmu.edu/article-categories/kaltura/
https://gmu.webex.com/webappng/sites/gmu/dashboard%3Fsiteurl=gmu
https://its.gmu.edu/article-categories/blackboard-grade-center/
https://stearnscenter.gmu.edu/knowledge-center/course-and-curriculum-redesign/grading/
https://its.gmu.edu/service/respondus-lockdown-browser-monitor/


Examples

Check comprehension 
and retention (content 

delivered via video 
recorded lectures, 

readings, etc.)

• BB Assignments
o Open book exams

• BB Assessments (tests, polls, etc) 
o Respondus Test Creator
o Timed quizzes
o Open book quizzes

• BB Discussions
o Topics
o Participation



Examples

Check student 
oral proficiency / oral 

presentations

Kaltura

BB Collaborate Ultra

WebEx



Examples

Other assessment 
techniques

(Collaborative) Projects

Problem solving

Portfolios, journals, self-reflection

Self-assessment

PB Works

OneDrive

BB Journals



Examples

Collaborative projects

Collaborative project on OneDrive

https://gmuedu-my.sharepoint.com/:x:/g/personal/eromanme_gmu_edu/EVrUibCq6WRJt7R4JDSQJpABpzVr6RBSJLECW1t3jMNxtg%3Fe=PmxYV2


PB
 W

or
ks



Course hashtags

Twitter

https://twitter.com/hashtag/socialjustice335


• Students' well-being should be our priority.
• You need to be viewed as someone who has a plan but also as 

someone who cares and is flexible.
• Access to technology and high-speed Internet varies across 

students.
• Keep in mind the needs of all students.
• Less is more.
• Don't recreate your classroom online.
• Asynchronous learning is preferred (but help students develop a 

study plan and schedule).
• Be online for "office hours".
• Seek student feedback.
• Don't hesitate to ask for help.

Final Remarks

https://www.seanmichaelmorris.com/pivot-to-online-a-student-guide/
https://ati.gmu.edu/resources/accessibility-resources/
https://canada.national.edu/how-to-create-a-study-schedule-as-an-online-student/


• Mason
o Stearns Center
o Blackboard Readiness – Moving Courses Online
o University Life Resources for Students
o Mason's Coronavirus Information
o Assistive Technologies: Creating Accesible Instructional Materials
o Blackboad Full Manual for Instructors

• CHSS
o Contact person: Jamie Lester

• Individual Units and Disciplines
• Identify faculty who have taught online courses

• Your Students
o Ask students to share short videos or posts with successful (and 

unsuccessful) online learning strategies and study skills.

Support

https://stearnscenter.gmu.edu/knowledge-center/instructional-continuity/
https://its.gmu.edu/knowledge-base/bbready/
https://ulife.gmu.edu/hours-of-operation-for-extended-spring-break/%3Ffbclid=IwAR3KbQK2dX0jWhVS4ddQfTFNdFejYXlEyQCv9FNZKDHmflnR-FGT2rPhUYU
https://www2.gmu.edu/coronavirus
https://ati.gmu.edu/
https://its.gmu.edu/knowledge-base/where-can-i-find-the-full-blackboard-help-manual-for-instructors/
http://gmu.edu
https://masononline.gmu.edu/programs-courses/courses/spring-available-courses/%3Fcmgfrm=www.google.com
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2007/1/how-students-develop-online-learning-skills

