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Abstract:  
A frequently raised concern about online education is a lack of community in comparison to 
traditional, face-to-face classes where connections naturally occur simply by students sitting next 
to one another in class, staying after class to talk with the instructor or teaching assistant, 
gathering with classmates during a break, or stopping by the instructor’s office to ask questions. 
 
But there’s no reason you can’t have a strong sense of community in an online course too! In fact, 
research shows that online courses often have a healthier community than courses in other 
modalities because everyone has the comfort and availability to participate, speak, and ask 
questions. 
 
When you actively help create community in an online course, you are not only building a better 
course for your students but also providing a well-rounded learning experience for them, which 
in turn increases student retention for your school. 
 
You do have to be intentional though! You can easily build into your course many strategies and 
activities that will build community, help everyone to get to know one another, and foster course 
engagement so that students feel connected to the instructor, to their classmates, and to the 
course content.  
 
I’ve created a list of more than 50 strategies and activities that I’ve successfully used in my 
courses or that I’ve seen used in other courses. They are highly effective for building strong 
relational connection in your class. I’ve put them into 5 categories: Basics, Introductory, Groups, 
Content-Related, and Endings. However, the simplicity of many of these activities makes it easy 
for you to adapt them to any course, regardless of the topic, curriculum, level, or modality.  
 
ACTIVITIES: BASICS  

1. It’s amazing what an online profile can do to help students make a connection. 
Encourage your students to upload a profile photo and update their profile in the LMS.  

2. Be sure to set up a Q&A forum where students can ask questions about the course, the 
schedule, the content, etc. Encourage students to post all their questions there in case 
other students have the same question. This will help keep you from having to reply to 
several emails asking the same question.  

3. Students often like to talk with one another about things not related to the course, just to 
get to know one another better or to ask questions. Setting up some sort of social 
forum for the class allows them to form bonds that make the learning experience more 
enjoyable.  
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4. Sometimes instructors hide the class roster from students, but that just creates a 
disconnect. Keep that list open so they can get to know one another. 

5. Set up a few times throughout the course when students can have a synchronous 
online gathering either with you or with their classmates. This usually can’t be 
mandatory since it’s an online course, but most students enjoy the opportunity to talk to 
the instructor and other students using video tool. You can set up a few different days 
and times so each student might find a time that works. The conversation can’t be 
something essential to the course content, but is a good place for questions, 
conversations, examples, etc. 

6. Define clear “Office Hours” for when you will be online. Depending on your subject, 
students, and other variables, this doesn’t have to be by video. It could be as simple as 
being online and ready to answer questions for two or three blocks of time every 
week. This can be invaluable for student interaction and provide another opportunity for 
you to build community with your students. 

7. "How is the course going?" "Do you have any suggestions?" Talk to your students 
early on in the quarter about the course. This is an easy, casual way to get feedback from 
students that might help you provide a better learning experience for them. 

8. Reading the syllabus can sometimes be overwhelming and difficult to grasp all the 
details. Take the time to record a short video reviewing the syllabus with them and 
giving them a video tour of it. This fosters your sense of presence in the class and helps 
answer some of those typical syllabus questions you get every semester.  

ACTIVITIES: INTRODUCTORY 
It’s common to have the standard “Introduce yourself to the class” during the first week. This is 
often done by asking for a brief paragraph, a photo, or maybe a video. It’s often set up as a 
discussion/forum so that everyone can comment and say “hi.” While this standard introduction 
activity works, you may want to change it up or add some things that will create more 
engagement with each other and even the course content. It also gives them the opportunity to 
work with and explore the LMS if they are new to it.  
 
**I strongly recommend that instructors reply to every single introduction. It is your best opportunity to connect with 
students immediately, say “hello,” and welcome them to the course. And, of course, you wouldn’t let someone walk 
into your physical classroom, introduce himself or herself to you, and not say hello and welcome. Also, don’t forget to 
post an introduction of yourself too! You should model the activity for students.** 

Example introductory prompts are below. Some of these would also be good to assign to a group 
as one of their first group activities.  
 

9. Take a photo of your regular workspace (preferably what you see just beyond your 
computer screen) and post a short description of how/why that is your workspace. 

10. What’s a favorite road trip, journey, or route you take each day? Take us along by 
posting photos along the way.  

11. Take a photo of some of the books (besides textbooks) you have recently read or are 
currently reading. 

12. What could you give a 40-minute presentation on with absolutely no preparation? 
13. Create a collage of five pictures or images that best describe you. These can be pictures 

you have already taken or images from other sources. You could have them use an 
online tool like Glogster, a site for creating multimedia posters. (The instructor can 
decide if you want them to also describe the photos or let the photos speak for 
themselves.) 
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14. What’s your favorite town? Take us on a virtual tour of it. Classmates will comment 
on whether they have visited this place before. 

15. What is your favorite movie line? 
16. If you didn’t have to sleep, what would you do with that extra time? 
17. Describe yourself using only six words.  
18. Post a funny meme, cartoon, or humorous photo describing your week. Make sure it’s 

G-rated! 
19. Post two lies and a truth about yourself and classmates will guess which is which.  
20. If you could, when and where would you travel (forward or backward) in time? 

Answer these questions: Where would you go? In which time period? Why? Would you 
want to visit or stay? Is there a specific person you would want to see? 

21. Pick a place (favorite spot, a meaningful location, a spot that fits your personality, etc.) 
and think of three clues that describe it. Classmates will reply to guess where in the 
world you are describing. After everyone has guessed, you will reveal your place and tell 
why it is your favorite place.  

22. Post three URLs that illustrate your favorite hobby. Classmates will then comment 
about their experience with this hobby.  

23. Create a online document that students can edit and generate a list of items relating to 
home, school, and work life. Each student who has done that item types her or his name 
next to the item in the list. Each student needs to find three items they have done from 
the list. If they are unable to find anything on the list they have done, they can add to an 
alternative list. For example, the item list might include: served in the armed forces, is a 
parent, has gone snow skiing, has visited X, etc. 

24. When was the last time you climbed a tree and why? 
25. Where is the worst place you’ve ever been stuck waiting? 
26. What is your "15 minutes" of fame? 
27. What is the longest period of time you have spent in a car? In a plane? 
28. Create an original twitter post of no more than 280 characters to introduce yourself 

to the other members of the class. Then for a designated time they will respond to 
classmates’ tweets with questions and updates to learn more about each other. 

29. If you were offered a soapbox, what would you talk about? Condense your points into 
50 words or less? � 

30. What’s your favorite gadget (tech, kitchen, hobby, etc.) and why?  
31. What was your proudest moment?  
32. What’s your ancestry? What periods of history or literature and which continents and 

countries of the world do you represent?  
33. Ask a 3 – 2 – 1 question like: 3 of your favorite songs, 2 unusual things you have eaten, 1 

time you took a big risk. 
34. Who’s the person (give some parameters) you’d most like to meet and why?  
35. In 50 words or less, what’s the plot of your favorite novel?  
36. What are the most popular given names in your culture? Explain the origin of your 

name, the reason it was chosen, and any special cultural significance.  
37. Create an online document that everyone can edit. Make a table with the header “The 

best class I’ve ever had” and underneath it “What the teacher did” and below that 
“What the students did.” On another header add “The worst class I’ve ever had” and 
then the same two items beneath. Encourage students to complete the info but without 
including specific information about instructors, courses, etc. After everyone has 
completed it, facilitate a discussion/forum about how you will help make this a great 
class and what they need to do to make it a great class.  
� 
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ACTIVITIES: GROUPS 
Any activities from the Introductory section above can easily be assigned to groups. But you want 
to be careful you don’t put everything in groups, especially at the beginning, so that the entire 
class will get to know each other well first. 
 
Group work can be effective for classes that have a lot of students and where discussions can be 
never-ending. Groups help concentrate the conversation and give students an opportunity to 
work closer with other classmates. Example of group activities include: 

38. Ask students to compare what musical talents they have and then create a musical 
group based on those skills. Pick a name, genre and description to share with the rest of 
the class. 

39. Ask students to learn a little bit more about each other and the way they may benefit the 
group dynamics by answering: If we were setting up a business, what could you 
contribute? What products would you make? What role do you often play when you’re 
in a group? 

40. Some good old brainstorming can be done much as it’s done in the classroom. Give 
the group a topic and allow them to brainstorm as much as they’d like. It often works 
best if they are not graded on their comments and not give any word limits.  

41. Ask students in groups to find 1. something that the group has in common (everyone 
has been to France, everyone has brown hair, etc.) and 2. something that is unique to 
each person in the group (plays waterpolo, speaks fluent French, sings in the choir, etc.) 

42. In the jigsaw method, each member of the group is assigned a portion of an assignment 
or research project. Each member must research the material pertaining to their section 
of the project and be prepared to discuss it with their classmates. The success of each 
group depends on the participation of each individual in completing their task.  

43. Think, Pair, Share is a collaborative learning strategy where students work together to 
solve a problem or answer a question. This strategy requires students to first think 
individually about a topic or answer to a question, then pair with another student to 
discuss their ideas, and then share those ideas with the entire class.  

44. Students often connect well with one another when they solve a problem together. 
Give them a mystery to figure out or a scenario to fix. 

45. Ask each group to find an online tool (quiz, puzzle, flashcards, etc.) that will help 
students practice and learn the course content. Have the group set up the tool for the rest 
of the class to try.  

46. Ask students to write a story together. The rule is that everyone is only allowed to post 
five words.They are allowed to post again if at least one other student has posted five 
words. At the end of the exercise (after everyone has posted twice or by a certain date), 
ask students to summarize the whole story for the class or read it and post it as an audio 
file or a video. 

ACTIVITIES: CONTENT-RELATED  
Many of the items on this list can be adapted to fit the particular course or subject being taught.  

47. Give text of great speeches or other quotes related to the course. Ask students to 
paraphrase or condense them into 12 words and discuss the meanings.  

48. Have students interview another student in relation to a particular topic being covered 
or book that has been read for the course. 
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49. What do you know and what do you want to learn about this particular subject and in 
this course? The KW part of KWL - starts students thinking about what they Know 
about a topic, what they Want to know, and what they have Learned in the end. 

50. Create a Class Art Gallery by creating a page that students can edit and ask them to 
find and post artwork related to the course content or a particular assignment. You can 
also ask them to post a description about the art. Ask students to comment on each piece 
of art. 

51. Students ask questions and other students answer. You can also have a guest lecture or 
special guest Q&A session where the students submit questions and the guest answers. 

52. Find a large news website and choose four to five news stories that you think “have legs” 
(that is, they will keep going for at least a week, e.g., the world cup). Assign a URL and 
story to each student. They must “follow” their news story for a week, reading or 
watching items relating to it in from a variety of news sites. At the end of the week, they 
summarize their findings into a report and post it on the course site (or email it to you). 

53. Who’s the historical figure you most identify with and why?  
54. Find a visually attractive web page on a topic related to the course. Choose one that has 

several links on the page. (If using it for a intro activity, a news or magazine site will work 
well.) Tell the students they must start at this page and begin reading whatever sparks 
their interest. However, they are only allowed FIVE CLICKS AWAY from that page. 
At the end of five clicks they stop browsing and take a screenshot of the page they 
reached and prepare a description of 1. that last page and 2. the steps they took to get 
there. Then they post this to a discussion page.  

55. In the fishbowl activity, a group of students are chosen to discuss a given topic. The 
rest of the class watches, listens, or reads the transcript of the discussion. 

56. Wikis have quickly become a standard method of collaborative creation. Create a wiki 
where users can jointly work on the same document. In a wiki-based lesson, students 
work to collaboratively construct a document designed to meet some educational 
objective. 

57. Each person writes three things they consider important to remember from what they 
have read (studied, heard, etc); two things they will find out more about; and one thing 
they will do a project on. 

58. Create a blank document as a Word Wall. Throughout the course, have students list 
words, terms, descriptions, formulas, etc. for periodic reference, review, and use in 
writing. 
 

ACTIVITIES: ENDINGS  
The end of the course is as important as the beginning. Be sure in the midst of the busyness of the 
final few weeks, you wrap up and allow students a chance to say farewell to the community 
they’ve spent months building.  

59. The end of the quarter is often stressful and busy. Don’t simply fade out and disappear. 
Be sure to end the course by saying goodbye and acknowledging the hard work of the 
students.  

60. Ask students how they will respond if someone came up to them in a few weeks after the 
quarter ends and says, “Oh, I see you took XYZ course. Tell me what you learned in 
that course.” Have them give you their short elevator speech answer.  

61. Flip it around and give students feedback on how you experienced the course. Share 
five things you’ll remember about this particular class and one thing about teaching or 
about the content that you’ve learned from them. 



Fuller Teaching & Learning  Ginger G. Eppinette, Instructional Designer 

62. Ask students to make a Top Ten list of things they learned, appreciated most, plan to 
use, etc. from the course.  

63. At the end of the course, set up a forum called Parting Gifts. Invite learners to 
contribute a little virtual gift to the course site as a way of saying goodbye to the group. 
There are many possibilities of things to “gift” online for free. Give a few examples but 
not too many because it’s interesting to see the creativity in what students come up with: 
funny YouTube videos, links to great resources, jokes, recipes, video messages, etc. 
Students will enjoy leaving comments on how much they enjoyed each other’s “parting 
gifts,” and it’s a great way to wrap up the course.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


