Regular and Substantive Interaction

An Overview for Faculty of Online Courses at the Community College of
Vermont

The U.S. Department of Education requires that all online courses for which students may use Title IV funds
(federal financial aid) “include regular and substantive interaction between students and instructors.” The
Department of Education has the authority to review distance learning offerings at colleges and universities that
receive federal funds. In fact, at least three community colleges in Washington have been subject to such
reviews since late 2017.

Regular and substantive interaction is more than a federal requirement, however. It is also a hallmark of effective
teaching. Decades of research have established that teacher-student interactions are an essential component of
learning. So while it may be tempting to see the Department of Education’s mandate as a burden imposed from
outside the college, the reality is that ensuring regular and substantive interaction is entirely consistent with
CCV’s mission and values as an educational institution.

Characteristics of Regular and Substantive Interaction

Initiated by the instructor
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grades, unless they are accompanied by personalized feedback or % You post an announcement about an upcoming
suggestions for improvement. This doesn’t mean that assignment deadline

interactions designed to welcome students or build classroom % You post to the course’s “General Topics” discussion
community aren’t important, merely that they aren’t sufficient thread lamenting the outcome of last night’s Red Sox

by themselves. game...again
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Recommendations for Promoting Regular and Substantive Interaction in Online Courses

There are as many ways to promote regular and substantive interaction online as there are approaches to
teaching face-to-face courses. The following recommendations are general suggestions for incorporating
interaction into your course, but you should freely adapt and personalize them to support course objectives, the
needs of your students, and your own teaching goals.

Set clear expectations for interaction in the syllabus

The syllabus is a good place to tell your students how you’ll communicate with them as well as how you expect them to
communicate with you. Let students know how frequently they can expect to hear from you, when you will or will not be
available to respond to messages, and how quickly they can expect a response to questions and to work they submit. If you
have participation expectations for your students, be sure to include those as well—especially if they affect students’ grades.

Send course announcements or other messages at regular intervals throughout the semester

Announcements often focus on procedural information, like reminders of course deadlines, but they can also be used to
support instruction. For instance, a weekly announcement can: synthesize and then comment on questions from the previous
week; note trends observed in assignments; or highlight, contextualize, or illustrate key concepts students will encounter. Try
to establish a general rhythm for course communications, using a pattern that is consistent with the structure or thematic
organization of the course. Regardless of their frequency, announcements can be treated as genuine invitations into the
subject matter of the course rather than mere reminders.

Provide timely, individualized, and in-depth feedback on student work

Research shows instructor feedback is most beneficial when it comes soon after students submit work, so avoid lengthy
delays in providing students with comments about their progress. Feedback can take many forms: written comments, audio
or video notes, individual conferences conducted in person or via online meeting tools, and so on. In all cases, though,
feedback should go beyond simply assigning a grade or automatically displaying pre-written comments or general statements
(“good work,” “needs improvement,” etc.). Effective feedback communicates to students both what they have accomplished
and areas where they may need to improve. It also often offers examples and concrete suggestions for actions students can
take in the future to make further progress in their learning.

Actively facilitate online discussions

A common misconception about online discussions is that instructors shouldn’t play an active role in facilitating them. While
it's true that a hands-off approach can be appropriate in some contexts, there are many benefits to facilitated discussions.
Consider posting regularly to course discussion forums in order to: pose guiding questions related to the academic subject;
propose counterpoints or alternative points of view that students may not be considering; establish connections among
students’ ideas; engage in Socratic dialogue; and provide encouragement for students who may be struggling with the
complexities of the subject. If the only voices regularly present in discussions are those of students, your course is missing a
valuable mode of online instruction.

Choose online tools and learning environments that make interactions easy — and easy to document

When selecting online tools or platforms, consider carefully how they are likely to affect ease of communication for you and
your students. When possible, select ones that help you document your communications. Email, discussions, chats, or the
learning management system gradebook will do this automatically. But it’s good idea to apply extra scrutiny to external
platforms, such as those operated by publishers. These can sometimes be difficult to access after a course has concluded,
making it hard to go back later to retrieve messages or feedback you gave students. If you do use publisher platforms, be sure
to have a plan for documenting interactions in the course; this will help ensure you’re prepared in case you are asked to
provide evidence of regular and substantive interaction in the future.



Other Recommendations

Collect Mid-Semester Feedback from Students

Every course and instructor can benefit from mid-course student feedback. You may already be using mid-semester surveys or
other types of formative assessment to find out more about your students’ perceptions partway through your classes. If so,
consider adding a question or two about interactions in the course. For example, you can ask students whether they feel they
hear from you frequently enough, what types of interactions they consider to be most valuable, or whether they have
expectations about interaction that aren’t being met. Once you’ve had a chance to consider your students’ responses, tell
them what you learned and what (if anything) you intend to change during the second part of the course.

As with all mid-semester feedback, this is also an opportunity to ask students to reflect on their own contributions to the
class. Invite students to suggest one or two changes they could make to enhance interactions or to help those interactions
contribute more fully to their learning. This will help reinforce the idea that a successful course depends on the efforts of
both teacher and students. It may also give you a few new ideas for helping students engage more fully with one another and
with you.

Ask for feedback from your CTL
One way to be sure that your online course includes regular and substantive interaction is to have your CTL observe the
course and then provide you with detailed, constructive feedback.

Use the Interactive Course Design Rubric

The CCV Course Design rubric with accompanying best practices for online teaching was developed by CCV in 2021 to aid
faculty in course design and construction. The tool is intended for faculty self-assessment and may also provide the college
with areas for professional development activities in the future. Please use the Interactive Online Rubric for your own course
review and self-assessment. It includes examples of best practices from colleagues and other resources, summary reports, and a
way to track and update your course reviews.

The Research Behind Regular and Substantive Interaction

As noted previously, the value of regular and substantive interaction between instructors and students has a well-
established basis in the scholarship of teaching and learning. Here is a small sampling of some of the relevant
research, as well as some resources for how to increase RSl in your classes:

The Neuroscience Behind Productive Struggle

WCET: Regular and Substantive Interaction: Resources to Support Learning, Neuroplasticity,
and Regulations

RSI One-Stop

Regular and Substantive Interaction (RSI), SUNY Empire



https://ccv.edu/t/coursedesign
https://vsc.instructure.com/courses/22827/files/4397101?wrap=1
https://vsc.instructure.com/courses/22827/files/4397101?wrap=1
https://vsc.instructure.com/courses/22827/files/4397101/download?download_frd=1
https://www.edutopia.org/article/neuroscience-behind-productive-struggle
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwcet.wiche.edu%2Ffrontiers%2F2023%2F03%2F02%2Frsi-resources-to-support-learning-neuroplasticity-and-regulations%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjaa05100%40ccv.vsc.edu%7C9f668058ddaa445d8fb908db9902f69a%7Cb17e9703dbdd49fa909c03dfd13086af%7C0%7C0%7C638272011627537658%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=vp4CglMyXu2YKN3Zt6dleDggzVHnm4KMSgh5GPKX3d4%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwcet.wiche.edu%2Ffrontiers%2F2023%2F03%2F02%2Frsi-resources-to-support-learning-neuroplasticity-and-regulations%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjaa05100%40ccv.vsc.edu%7C9f668058ddaa445d8fb908db9902f69a%7Cb17e9703dbdd49fa909c03dfd13086af%7C0%7C0%7C638272011627537658%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=vp4CglMyXu2YKN3Zt6dleDggzVHnm4KMSgh5GPKX3d4%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.interact123.com%2Frsi&data=05%7C01%7Cjaa05100%40ccv.vsc.edu%7C9f668058ddaa445d8fb908db9902f69a%7Cb17e9703dbdd49fa909c03dfd13086af%7C0%7C0%7C638272011627537658%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=eqYv5%2BZiGO9FhbsUCO8Uky8YJEzo5d%2FUQzTuy9EZqL4%3D&reserved=0
https://www.esc.edu/dlis/design-your-course/regular-and-substantive-interaction/#:%7E:text=not%20distance%20education.-,Regular%20and%20Substantive%20Interaction%20(RSI),an%20essential%20component%20of%20learning
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