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INTRODUCTION

The adaptation of traditional, face-to-face courses 
to the online format requires instructors of all 
disciplines to overcome serious pedagogical chal-
lenges. The online teaching environment differs 
considerably from the traditional face-to-face 
classroom. Course developers need to rethink all 

components of the teaching process from course 
design to classroom interaction. Distance learning 
also changes the role of the instructor and presents 
a new type of instructor-learner and learner-learner 
interaction. Material delivery, requirements, as-
signments, discussions, and evaluation need to 
be modified to better respond to the needs of an 
online learner. Clarification of technical aspects 
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The adaptation of traditional, face-to-face courses to the online format presents both challenges and 
opportunities. Many pedagogical practices need to be rethought when designing online courses. A suc-
cessful online course needs to be intellectually stimulating and engaging. The chapter demonstrates 
how to create an engaging learning environment without any additional budget. The author describes 
approaches that she has developed, experimented with, and found to be effective in asynchronous online 
art history courses, as well as learner engagement strategies she has implemented in the eLearning 
environment. Advantages of scenario-based discussions board assignments and the effects of role play-
ing in discussion forums are discussed. The author shares examples of personalized discussion board 
assignments aimed to motivate online learners, create a collaborative learning environment, improve 
peer-to-peer interaction, and prevent plagiarism.
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of online teaching is readily offered to novice 
online instructors, whereas pedagogical aspects of 
online teaching are more often left to individual 
instructors’ intuition. Instructors feel isolated and 
many would like to learn effective pedagogical 
strategies (Bailey & Card, 2009). In addition, there 
are fundamental pedagogical problems pertain-
ing to specific disciplines. Art history is not an 
exception; there are almost no research studies on 
pedagogical aspects of online art history teaching 
(Donahue-Wallace, 2008).

I design and teach asynchronous art history 
online courses since 2003. My first online course 
design experience was at Sacred Heart University 
in Fairfield, a rapidly growing private catholic 
university in suburban Connecticut. Since 2006 
I design and teach art history online courses also 
at Massachusetts College of Art and Design, a 
state art school, located in Boston, Massachusetts, 
a large, densely populated city in northeastern 
United States, and at Albertus Magnus College 
a small private catholic liberal arts school in 
New Haven, Connecticut, a city of a little over 
one hundred thousand inhabitants, home of Yale 
University. In 2008 I developed two online courses 
at Southern Connecticut State University, a large 
state school, located also in New Haven, CT. 
Courses range from foundational-level one and 
two-semester Western art history survey courses 
to upper-level courses in the area of my specializa-
tion, twentieth-century art, Russian modernism, 
and Armenian architecture.

Examples of assignments in this article are 
from foundational-level History of Art I and His-
tory of Art II online courses I taught at Southern 
Connecticut State University and Albertus Magnus 
College. I used blog-type and threaded discussions. 
Students were comfortable using both types. Stu-
dents were able to see all postings and instructor 
comments. Commenting on peer postings was 
encouraged, but not required and not graded. Thirty 
to forty students were enrolled in each class. Each 
week students had to complete a timed online test 
and post one discussion board topic.

The general aim of this experiment was to 
create an engaging collaborative learning environ-
ment and an atmosphere conducive to creativity, 
achieve improved learning outcomes, increase 
students’ participation in discussions, and foster 
critical thinking. The specific aim was to encour-
age students to explore political, religious, and 
historic conditions of the societies where works 
of art were produced and research artists’ and art 
commissioners’ motivations and inspirations. 
Although originally plagiarism prevention was 
not among general or specific goals, I see a sharp 
decline in attempts to use readily available para-
graphs in discussions in the result of very specific 
scenario-based assignments.

Learning management systems, discussion 
board forums are among the educational tools 
to drive the experiment. Observation is used to 
assess results of the experience.

BACKGROUND

The importance of building online community in a 
virtual classroom has been emphasized in research 
on online teaching (Paloff & Pratt, 2007). Instruc-
tors apply different methods to build communities 
in the virtual classroom. Some instructors suggest 
holding synchronous chat sessions stating that 
real time dialogue tends to increase the sense of 
community (Bailey & Card, 2009), while others 
prefer asynchronous communication, as it allows 
for a possibility to take time and evaluate best 
responses before engaging in classroom discus-
sion (Lyons, 2004).

Distance education is strongly associated with 
sharing of information and construction of knowl-
edge through interaction with peers. The theory 
of computer supported collaborative learning 
(CSCL) examines the problems of co-construction 
of knowledge. Stahl (2004) suggested collabora-
tion theory and introduced the term “building 
collaborative knowing” to describe the kind of 
learning that takes place when a group of learners 
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