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ABSTRACT

Team-​based learning is the norm in higher education courses. However, in many 
online courses, students are expected to navigate teamwork independently with 
few supports built into the course design. Ultimately, this can lead to ineffective 
teamwork and negative learning experiences. This chapter presents a comprehen-
sive lifecycle approach to supporting virtual team success, focusing on the design 
of three essential team development phases: 1) team launch, 2) task launch, and 
3) performance cycles and evaluation. Drawing on established theoretical models 
and empirical research, the authors provide instructors with practical strategies, 
activities, and tools to help students develop teamwork competencies and support 
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overall team effectiveness in virtual learning environments.

INTRODUCTION

Team-​based learning has become an important pedagogical practice in higher 
education, offering numerous benefits for students. Indeed, team projects can foster 
the development of teamwork skills, which have become widely recognized as an 
essential competency in the workplace. For instance, a recent report by the National 
Association of Colleges and Employers found that over 80% of employers evalu-
ating job candidates seek evidence of teamwork ability (NACE, 2024). Teamwork 
projects can also enhance student learning, having been positively associated with 
a variety of beneficial learning outcomes (e.g., Gokhale, 1995; Lohmann et al., 
2019; Terenzini et al., 2013). As such, incorporating teamwork into course design 
can strengthen learning while also providing an opportunity for skill development 
that will foster success in the job market. However, despite the value of teamwork 
projects, many student teams are left to “figure it out” on their own and struggle 
to collaborate effectively. Teams are unlikely to reach their full potential unless 
structural support is built into the course design. When this support is not provided, 
students and instructors alike may have negative experiences, perpetuating teamwork 
as a “dreaded” aspect of coursework. Teamwork challenges may be further exac-
erbated in online courses, as virtual collaboration can be more difficult to navigate 
and troubleshoot (e.g., Gilson et al., 2015; Hertel et al., 2005). However, with a 
thoughtful approach to integrating teamwork into course design, many challenges 
can be reduced or mitigated.

As such, the purpose of this chapter is to provide a guide for instructors seeking to 
effectively embed teamwork into online courses. We take a team lifecycle approach 
and discuss the phases teams progress through, from their initial formation to the 
completion of their final project. In doing so, we describe the key challenges that 
teams must navigate throughout their lifecycle, and recommend strategies, practices, 
and resources for instructors to scaffold teamwork at each phase. We emphasize 
that teamwork aspects of course design should be ongoing, and urge instructors 
to avoid what might be an all-​too-​familiar picture: forming the teams, throwing in 
a brief “team-​building” activity, and sending them off to complete their project, 
intervening only if problems arise.

Instead of a haphazard approach, imagine the following scenario, in which 
teamwork development, monitoring, and feedback are embedded into the design of 
the course from start to finish:
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