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Summary
BioBeyond is designed to be a learning by doing experience - throughout, students will provide their initial thoughts, interact with simulations, analyze data to draw conclusions, and reflect on their learning. This is a different experience to what students are used to, and can sometimes cause frustration as there is no “easy answer”. 
In this document, you will find advice collected and refined by veteran instructors on how to get the most from your class while teaching this type of courseware. You can find best practices on setting expectations, sample emails and messages to students, and hints on managing discussion boards. If you are teaching a large section of BioBeyond fully online, the last section has advice for Teaching Assistants as well.
We encourage you to read the entire document. As you do, and throughout your course, we strongly encourage you to keep the following key points in mind:
· Familiarize yourself with BioBeyond before the students begin
· Set realistic and positive expectations early
· Work to maintain a positive tone in communications and discussion
· Communicate proactively
· Use the resources available to you
Setting Expectations

Be Proactive
Issue proactive communication from the start of class and reinforce key expectations throughout the duration of the course. Below is an example of what might go in a first post on your discussion boards or your syllabus. Feel free to adapt it for your purposes and students.
“This courseware is designed around a novel and effective theory of learning which says that we learn best by figuring things out, not by being told what to do. So if you find something confusing, don't assume something is broken. And don't assume you are dumb. It may be by design that you have to try some things to figure it out.”

Set Expectations Early
Below, you’ll find an example e-mail used by Professor Ariel Anbar at Arizona State University, the academic lead of BioBeyond and its sister course, Habitable Worlds. Professor Anbar’s welcome e-mail has been refined over several years and used to successfully convey the unique nature of BioBeyond and Habitable Worlds at many institutions. Consider adapting Professor Anbar’s e-mail to use with your students as a welcome. We’ve highlighted areas that tend to vary highly among instructors to help ease the adaptation.
Greetings, Biologists!
You are receiving this message because you are registered for BIO 100 (BioBeyond), which begins on _____________. If that’s NOT correct, please check your course registration. If it is correct, then…
Welcome to BioBeyond! 
I’m your instructor, __________. I’ll be joined this semester by two exceptional teaching assistants, _____________ and _____________. You can read a bit about all of us on the class Blackboard site. 
This note contains some introductory information to help get us all on the same page. Sorry for the length! Please read carefully, however. The “drop date” is _________, so you have to decide quickly if this course is for you. I hope that it is! But if it isn’t, I’d like us to figure that out quickly. 
Overview: As a student in BioBeyond, you are part of something SPECIAL! 
· Biology Beyond (“BioBeyond” for short) is unlike any other online course you’ve taken before… 
· You’ll learn biology by exploring a topic at the frontier of knowledge, rather than a series of topics.
· We make use of many novel technologies to create a game-like experience that tutors you to success.
· We follow an unusual - but very important - philosophy of teaching through problem-solving rather than through lectures and multiple-choice tests. 
But don’t take my word for it. You can read more in this article here. 
· Over 10,000 students all over the world have taken the course before you. Most have found it engaging, thought-provoking, and fun.
· This course is part of an ambitious program reaching beyond our college that won’t impact you directly, but which will be shaped by your experiences. So you are contributing to the development of something really new and special. 
Caution: “Special" does NOT mean “easy".
· Because the course is designed around a “learning by doing” philosophy, you have to do the work to get by - just like in a laboratory class. This is not a class in which you can just take some multiple choice tests to show you know some facts and skate by with a passing grade.
· Because we are using novel content using novel technologies, we may encounter, on rare occasions, rough edges - bugs and other snafus. We’ll work through them and you won’t be penalized. We apologize in advance, and assure you it’ll be ok.
· This all adds up to an intense workload. Don’t expect to breeze through. Don’t procrastinate!
Support: You are NOT alone!
· We are here to help. Really! This is not the sort of online course in which you are on your own. Your TAs and I will be there for you as much as we can be. We pride ourselves on being responsive, and on being teachers. We also encourage you to help each other!
· The main mode for getting help is the Piazza system. More on that below. It should be your first place to turn. And probably your second. Over the years, we’ve found that it’s also a good platform for getting to know each other. Online doesn’t have to be impersonal.
· Use email sparingly.! I’ll give student messages priority as best I can, but if you and all your classmates start emailing me over every little thing then I’ll be swamped and your important message may get lost! Save email for problems that are personal and unique, and that really need to come to my attention first. For questions about course content, assignments, etc., turn to Piazza. And take a moment to search what’s already been posted and the FAQs. You may find your question has already been answered.
· That said, read YOUR email carefully. When it comes to me communicating with you and your fellow students, email is pretty efficient. Especially when things don’t work out as we intend. 
· Read the syllabus and other materials on the course site on Blackboard. Please! Many basic questions are answered there already. 
Logistical Info: The road ahead…
· The Blackboard site will open on Friday! You can access the syllabus and other course information to see what HabWorlds is all about. You should be able to get to it through this website: __________.
· The assignments for this course will NOT be available until __________. They will be accessed through a portal we call the “LearnSpace” that you can access through the Blackboard site.
· Piazza, our first line of help, is accessible via Blackboard. USE IT! Find the link, set up your Piazza account, and get to know the platform. It’ll be time well spent, and it’s better to do it BEFORE you have a problem that needs an urgent answer.
· Finally, be courteous and professional. Online systems sometimes bring the worst out of people - they’ll write things online that they’d never say face-to-face. We’ve all been there, right? Usually, this winds up being embarrassing and antagonizing. So, if you find yourself angry and frustrated about something (we’ve all been there, too, right?) follow the "Golden Rule”: treat your fellow students and the teaching staff the way you want to be treated yourself.
Whew! That’s probably enough for now…. Your TAs and I are looking forward to getting to know many of you as we move along. 
“See” you soon!
Communication

Use Multiple Channels
For fully online deployments, use both e-mail and your discussion boards to communicate with students. Your Learning Management System (Blackboard, Canvas, Moodle, etc.) is another good option for communicating with students. Using multiple channels reduces the chance that a student will miss the message.

Make Key Info Hard to Miss
For key information, use the channels that are near-impossible for students to miss. For online classes, this might be e-mail. For blended classes, an in-class announcement coupled with an alert on your LMS might be an option. Use your experience and discretion to determine which medium is best. 
Building a Positive Tone
Use News Stories
Posting news stories related to course topics with a brief prompt for discussion reminds students that what they are learning has applications outside the classroom and that they are participating in a useful endeavor. 

Foster Discussion
Discussions establish that instructor communications are not just about problems; even if only a few students participate in a discussion, more will see it. Encourage positive students to be visible, and take time to build a culture which discourages ranting in favor of constructive discussion.

Confront Negativity
A sour student can influence others and deter others from even using the discussion board. Your syllabus should have clear rules of the road for behavior and you should enforce them through a combination of private and public responses as appropriate to help negative students see what they are doing that harms others and to help other students see that you care about their needs. You will be surprised that negative students will often quickly back down and apologize for venting when confronted calmly but sharply, and in a way that focuses on the real issue at the root of their concern. 
Sometimes the real issue is a personal one. Don't be afraid to gently open the door to that in private communication, in a professional way. Often, an angry post is really a plea to authority to be heard. If you show you are willing to listen then attitude can change markedly. And remember that "listening" by email is a lot less time intensive than listening to someone's personal story in your office.
Troubleshooting

Start Early
Consider paraphrasing the following message to students in your introductory message:
"This courseware is designed around a novel and effective theory of learning which says that we learn best by figuring things out, not by being told what to do. So if you find something confusing, don't assume something is broken. And don't assume you are dumb. It may be by design that you have to try some things to figure it out."

Use the FAQs
There is an excellent set of Frequently Asked Questions for BioBeyond. Encourage your students to familiarize themselves with the FAQs and to refer to them first before requesting assistance or submitting a suspected technical bug. 

Dealing With “Bugs”
Most student-reported issues or bugs do not have a technical failure at their root. It is not just possible but likely that when bugs are reported, students have not done their own due diligence to determine the root cause of their difficulty. Consider using these questions to help with probing for the cause of a student’s purported bug:
· Did the student follow the directions on screen?
· Has the student checked the FAQ?
· Is the student struggling with a conceptual rather than a technical issue?
· Is the student confused by the user interface?
· Is the student’s complaint born of resistance to the “education through exploration” or “learning by doing” pedagogy the course is designed around?
Tips for Teaching Assistants
Respond Quickly
Students almost universally praise TAs who respond to their posts quickly. Even if you don’t have a final answer, students feel better knowing that you are working on their behalf. Respond as soon as possible to each post, even if it’s just to say “I’m looking into this and will get back to you as soon as I can.”
Respond Courteously
Model appropriate language. Empathize with the student and understand that they are coming to you because they are having difficulty. For some students the online nature of the course can be intimidating and stressful if they are new to using technology. Be patient and open to providing students with clear instructions for non lesson related questions like how to download a browser or take a screenshot. Some of the basic operational instructions are included in the student FAQs but for students who need more orientation, it’s better to include everything in the post rather than direct them to another link, especially if  navigating technology is a hurdle for them in the first place.
Establish a calm and courteous tone when responding to all students. When replying to a student, immediately acknowledge the students concern and assure them you are there to help. Be cognizant of word choice because it can calm a frustrated student or discourage them. Emphasize that you and the student are working as a team to resolve an issue/answer a question with the main goal being the students success. View an example response below to a frustrated student claiming to have a technical issue:
Hello STUDENT FIRST NAME,
I am sorry you are having trouble with ___, let’s see what we can do together to resolve this. First, have you referenced the student <FAQs> to see if you have all of the system requirements needed to run HabWorlds/BioBeyond? Please be sure to check that you are using the newest version of Google Chrome, have a reliable internet connection and have enable Adobe Flash and Javascript. If after checking that you have met all the requirements you are still having issues please provide some more information so that I can diagnose whether the issue is technical. I will need to know the following:
1.) What unit and lesson are you on?
2.) What’s the name of the screen you are on?
3.) What browser are you using? (Chrome is prefered)
4.) What operating system are you using (Mac or Windows)?
5.) Please take a screenshot of the problem (include the page URL).
I understand you are frustrated and appreciate your patience as we work to resolve the issue.
Best, TA NAME

Use the FAQs
Many student issues have already been documented and resolved in the Student FAQs. Encourage students to check the FAQs before coming to ask for help, and when they do, check the FAQs yourself to be sure their questions isn’t already answered there. If it is, politely direct them to the answer and encourage them to use this valuable resource. 

Stay Ahead of the Students
Try to stay several lessons or even a full unit ahead of your students, even if you’ve already taught the course before. By familiarizing yourself with the material, when students come to you with questions you’ll be able to identify the problem area and provide help much faster than if you were looking at the lesson for the first time.

Become an Expert
If staffing for your course allows, split the course up among the teaching assistants so that each TA is responsible for becoming an expert in a one or more units. These expert TAs can more quickly respond to student issues thanks to their deep understanding of the material and course. Try to match the expertise areas to your own background and research - students respond well and often will express curiosity and become engaged with TAs who are passionate about their research and how it relates to what the students are learning.
Encourage Student Self-Sufficiency 
Work to create an environment where students feel motivated to take ownership over their own learning. If students ask you for help with a question do not give them all of the answer, instead guide them using resources from the lessons (i.e. screenshots, quotes, etc). If a student is really struggling with a topic encourage them to reference other reputable sources, such as an OpenStax textbook or a Wikipedia article. If a student posts about an issue they think is technical, work with the student to diagnose what could be going wrong. Ask students to check if their question has already been answered in the FAQ and provide them a link to a relevant section. Often students will call a problem “technical” when it is merely user error such as using an unsupported browser, not having flash installed and enabled, and even being too zoomed into a screen! 
Encourage Collaborative Learning
Most likely If you don’t know how to do something you’ll search online to try to find out if someone has answered your question. If you’re using a discussion board such as Piazza, you’ll often see students asking questions about how to do things or seeking clarification on subject material. If you notice a student who understands the content and is savvy helping other students out, encourage them to keep helping using the instructor endorsement feature (if your board has it) and via private communication of thanks. It’s important to foster a positive environment where students can collaborate and be held accountable for their own learning. 
