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Lessons learned from the Digital Learning Arena project

0. Summary
0.1 Background
In 2015 the top-ranked BI Norwegian Business School (BI) initiated a project that would become
a 5-year development project based on the BI2020 report, with the purpose of finding out how
the students' digital learning environment should be developed. The project started with the goal
of increasing student engagement in Higher Education, but evolved along the way to focus on
reducing dropout rates.
EdTech Foundry AS was founded as a private company to be a research and development
partner for BI LearningLab, that could also collaborate with other institutions and operate
independently.
In the collaborative project with BI, there has been conducted pilots with the existing solutions,
such LMSes (Canvas, Itslearning), Social Media (Facebook) and Communication Platforms
(Slack) and three new co-created platforms (Learn, Trive, Differ).
We have also gained experience with Moodle, Teams, Whatsapp and similar tools with over 20
institutions including the University of Oslo, Lancaster University, Ashford University, ETH
Zurich, University of Granada, Webster University, EFMD Global network and others.
This document summarizes what EdTech Foundry have learned from the project, and gives our
technology-agnostic recommendations and comments on implementation in large and complex
organizations with many and strong individual opinions.

0.2 Insights
To increase student engagement, you must first give the students a feeling of social and
academic safety. This is in line with Tinto's model. Together with the research organisation
Sintef, we have documented that the student’s feeling of safety needs to be created
considerably earlier than first assumed. Our learning indicates that the institution should help
students create personal relationships as early as possible and no later than the semester start.
As a consequence of this new insight, the project shifted its focus from student engagement and
teaching to creating online student communities. We further developed the project to address
social onboarding - even before the start of studies. The reason is that feeling of safety and
(social & academic) integration are prerequisites for student involvement.
Based on a goal of reducing dropout, the learning in the project indicates that BI and other
institutions have more to gain from focusing on admission and student induction rather than
improved teaching software. Improved teaching and LMS technologies are not the most
important measures to reduce dropout rates, and is therefore not included in this report.
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See chapter 2 for additional information on learning in these phases and chapter 3 for the
different user groups that include students, lecturers and administration / teaching support.
All the measures are feasible regardless of technology and can be done with both limited and
large resources. See chapter 3 for more information.

0.3 Recommendations
Recommendations for lower dropout rates in higher education
Given that the goal is lower dropout rates, we have the following main recommendations:
1. Establish 1-1 relationships with all new students before the start of studies.
2. Help all students find social relationships.
3. Follow up students who have not established social and academic relationships.
Recommendations for teaching support
None of the recommended measures for lowering dropout rates are related to the teaching or
the lecturer's role. Given that the goal is improved teaching, we have the following main
recommendations:
1. Give lecturers maximum autonomy.
2. Establish digital mentoring for students.
3. Facilitate internal communication and collaboration between lecturers.
Recommendations for lecturers
1. Separate academic content and informal communication in various tools.
2. Help the students get safe - do not push for student engagement.
3. Establish rules for all communication. Share the rules with everyone. Follow the rules.

0.4 Implementation
Considerable emphasis should be placed on coordinated efforts on social and academic
onboarding. The student journey (figure below) should have clear ownership and be anchored
as part of the student induction. It is especially important to emphasize the weeks and months
before the start of the semester when a large proportion of the unwanted dropout is originated.
At the same time, the desired dropout can be identified during this period. The teaching and the
academic staff follow after the social and academic onboarding, but their work should not be
separated. A successful implementation is the result of an internal sharing culture. Success
cannot be decided.
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1. Background
The project was initiated by BI learningLab in 2015, based on the report BI2020. To get
maximum freedom to make quick decisions, raise more capital, and be independent, the project
was organized as a stand-alone company. The premise for the project was that the company
should make its own decisions, have full ownership of developed technology, and share
learning with BI along the way. BI participated with some resources in the form of expertise as
well as some minor amounts in the first pilot phases.
This report is a summary of the main insights and gives recommendations from EdTech
Foundry. Both learnings and recommendations are considered relevant to all higher education
institutions.
Based on the initial assumption that we should create a new and better LMS, the initial working
name for the project was Digital Learning Arena. Through 5 phases, the project changed its
shape and goals. Summary of each phase below. See Chapter 2 for phase-specific learnings.

Data sources
User interviews:
We have completed (estimated):
● About 300 in-depth interviews
● About 300 micro-interviews
● About 1,500 responses to surveys
● About 3,000 support calls with users
User activity
Total*

Differ

Unique users

About 35 000

19 551

Number of students in courses

About 120 000

About 80 000

Number of course rooms

About 1 300

1 092

Number of user sessions

About 4 200 000

2 800 000

Number of messages sent

About 550 000

400 859

Total data points

N/A

22 368 836

* NOTE! Exact figures for all platforms in all phases and tests are estimates since we do not
have access to detailed data from external tools. The figures for Differ are from August 17 to
May 19. The majority of the project activity was generated during this time period.
Please contact us if you would like access to detailed statistics.
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Phase 1: LMS (itslearning, canvas, learn.bi etc)
Our starting point was the assumption that student engagement had a positive
relation on student retention. We examined existing LMSs and analyzed what created
activity. In addition, a self-developed LMS (Learn.bi) was implemented based on the
early insight work and to gain access to more data. Learn.bi was discontinued.
●
●
●

User interface:
Software:
Implementation

Files with files and the ability to comment on the files
Itslearning, canvas, moodle and learn.bi
Pilots. Individual courses. Est 500 students

Phase 2: Facebook for learning (Trive)
Trive was a self-developed feed-based learning tool inspired by Facebook,
but customised for education. In addition, we obtained learning from other
"facebook for learning" tools in the market. Trive was discontinued.
●
●
●

User interface:
Software:
Implementation

Feed with posts and possibility for commenting
Facebook, Trive
Pilots. Individual courses. Est 500 students

Phase 3: Course communication on chat (Slack)
Slack is designed for team communication, but was increasingly used in
education because LMSs did not create activity. We implemented Slack with
some customizations including proprietary chatbots for education.
●
●
●

User Interface:
Chat
Software:
Slack + chatbots + Teams / Discord insights
Implementation:
Piloted in selected courses on 1st and 3rd year
and approximately 3,500 students at BI and 4 other universities

Phase 4: Courses with Learning Assistants (Differ)
Pilots carried out to date revealed the need to develop a dedicated
communication software for higher education, but there was nothing
satisfactory on the market. In this phase, we started developing Differ.
The focus with Differ in this phase was course communication with or
without lecturer presence. Emphasis was placed on using learning
assistants to facilitate student communication and free up time for
lecturers.
●
●

User Interface:
Software:

Chat
Differ, Itslearning, Canvas
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●

Implementation
Conducted in three semesters on all 1st and 3rd grade students at
BI and 10 other universities. Total 19,551 users.

Phase 5: Creating relationships and reducing loneliness
The Norwegian SHoT study indicates a severe deterioration of the students' mental health, 42%
report mental illnesses and 29% feel socially isolated. At the same time, only 4 out of 10 of
those struggling seek out the offers at the institutions. A report from the UK also states 87 % of
first-year students find it difficult to cope with social aspects of university life.
In Phase 4, we saw a clear connection between social and academic integration, and student
involvement and drop-out. Differ was therefore further adapted to this problem and received
shortly after great support in the Higher Education industry and funding from education
technology investors in the USA, France and Norway.
●
●
●

User Interface:
Software:
Implementation:

Chat
Differ + chatbots developed in collaboration with SINTEF
At least 20 institutions in Norway, UK, USA, Swit, and Austria.

The piloting in the Digital Learning Arena project was formally completed June 2019.
All insight and developed technology is owned by EdTech Foundry AS.
Any further cooperation between the parties is not discussed in this report.
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2. Insights per project phase
Based on the learning in the project, we changed the focus from LMS and teaching, to chat,
chatbots and connections between students. The original goal of increasing student
engagement was gradually replaced with the goal of connecting students before and during
study start. The reason is that security and integration are a premise for student engagement
and the majority of social and academic integration takes place during the period from
acceptance of study up to the start of the studies.
The summary of our learnings from the five main phases are summed up below. Note that the
points below are only main findings. The underlying data material and detailed insight are not
described. A more thorough walk-through can be agreed upon request.

2.1 Phase 1: LMS
Insights
a) Course content is to a small extent a catalyst
for student engagement
The graph on the right shows the connection
between student engagement and retention.
Our initial hypothesis was that we would be able to
create increased student engagement by
optimizing how course content (curriculum,
articles, videos etc) was presented and organized.
We found no evidence validating our hypothesis in
either existing Learning Management Systems (LMS) or our custom made solutions.
b) Students log in, download, and log out
The students have a clear usage pattern associated with the use of the digital learning
platform. This is what we call "Log In - Download - Log Out". They quickly navigate the
system to find what's new from the last time they were logged in, download what they
need and store it locally in their own system. The student will do this once a week,
mainly related to the lecture.
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Number of logins increases one hour before lecture and drops when the lecture is over.
The figure above contains real data showing how the lecture day (pink) and lecture hour
(blue) dictates the use of the LMS. The usage pattern is well established in the student
group regardless of semester and university. The usage pattern has also been confirmed
through interviews. There is reason to assume that this is a pattern the students bring
from other educational institutions, both secondary and higher education.
c) The LMS is not designed to create dialogue
The desire for dialogue with the students clearly supports our pedagogical starting point.
That the student himself has to ask, produce and generally be active in his / her own
learning fits well with both pedagogical theory and the general development in the
sector. Unfortunately, this is not related to the students' "job-pains gains". They want
simplicity and structure, and are more concerned with what they "get", in contrast to what
efforts they put into the learning activities. The LMS is primarily built to provide
messages and structure information to students.

Practical implications
●

●

The lecturer is responsible for both organizing content and creating student
engagement. Two different user needs in the teaching.
a. Be the answer w
 ith the academic content. The LMS is the industry standard.
b. Facilitate the informal communication channel. No industry standard exists.
It is today the lecturer's responsibility to solve both needs.

Moving forward
We wanted to look into technologies with the main goal of creating student engagement.

2.2 Phase 2: Facebook for learning
In phase 2 we used Facebook and our self-developed solution Trive instead of the LMS.
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Insights
a) Social media engages a minority (1-9-90 rule)
Social media usage studies show patterns where, on average, 1% of
users are active and initiate conversations, 9% of users are responders
(e.g., commenting on posts), while 90 of users are passive observers.
The two top categories creates the impression of high user activity.
Through a series of experiments, we managed to beat the average for
social media, but still met the challenges all as described in 1-9-90 rule.

b) The conversations change significantly based on group size
Experience gave a clear indication that activity changed from who and how many people
saw the messages. Through a series of tests with direct and group conversations, we
managed to increase the number of active students. The activity level was directly
related to the size of the group and increased the students' confidence.
c) Feed-based technology did not contribute to a significant increase in activity
We introduced a learning feed in Trive with tags and smart sorting of content. Although
feed technology had a better effect than in the LMS in phase 1, user interviews indicated
that the threshold for participating in the large room was still considered high.
d) Student activity is strongly dependent on the role of lecturers
The lecturer dictates strong guidelines on the environment that is created in the digital
learning arena. Just by having the lecturer present, the students restrict themselves and
expectations to the platform change. Simply put, if lecturers are available, students will
expect answers to their questions and do not take an active role themselves.
e) The students want feedback from and proximity to the lecturer
In user interviews, the students clearly stated that they appreciated being able to
communicate with lecturers online. There was a clear contradiction about the desire to
read feedback other students had received, but a reluctance to have their own feedback
openly available.
It is worth noting that students rate the value of the feedback from who gives it. They
primarily want direct feedback from an authority (lecturer etc.) rather than other students.
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Practical implications
●
●
●

Students must have the opportunity to communicate in open spaces, in small groups and
direct conversations.
The ability to communicate is not sufficient. Feeling of safety must be created and the
technology designed according to the specific use case.
Anyone who gives feedback must have a felt authority for it to be considered sufficient
for the students.

Moving forward
Explore how to create increased dialogue lecturer-student and student-student using chat.
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2.3 Phase 3: Chat-based course communication
In phase 3 we used Slack with self-developed chatbots instead of the LMS and Facebook
groups.

Insights
a) Chat technology creates increased student activity
Almost all users were comfortable using chat as the main communication method. We
got a significant increase in the number of active students. But at the same time, the
possibility of instant messaging to lecturers combined with the students expecting faster
response gave, in part, significantly increased workload for lecturers. This led to new
challenges in creating communication guidelines and set the right expectations for
response time and lecturer availability.
b) Team collaboration tools do not work in education
In education, there is a massive authority gap between the lecturer and the students. No
matter how it is presented, not all users are equal. Slack, Teams, Discord etc. are
collaboration tools created for teams where users have relatively similar authority. This
creates challenges in regards to roles and what content should be available for which
people.
A clear pattern was that when the students were afraid to seem stupid, they found other
communication channels where lecturers were not present.
c) Chatbots should not answer questions
We developed chatbots to quickly answer frequently
asked questions. But when the bot failed to give the
correct answer, the students quickly lost confidence.
Given the fact that good chatbots respond correctly
to about 50% of the questions, it quickly leads to a
decrease in usage.
An even bigger challenge is that by introducing FAQ
chatbots, we trained students to talk to robots
instead of humans. Learning happens between
people.
d) Collaboration and professional content should be separated
In Phase 1, we identified the importance of distinguishing between the answer and t he
informal communication. In Phases 2 and 3 we tried to solve both of these needs with a
single software. We failed. If a student logs in to find a piece of content, they expect a
structure or folders. If they want to talk to someone, chat is the preferred interface.
We found no good examples where both of these needs were addressed in an efficient
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way and we did not succeed in developing sufficents solutions for it ourselves.

e) Students first ask a friend, then the study group and then the open room
When a student is stuck, there is a clear order of who they ask. First, they contact a
person they feel confident with. If they do not get a satisfactory answer from this person,
they will reach out to the smaller group. If still unsuccessful, they might reach out to the
shared open course/class room. But in all these three steps, there is a large drop-out.
This means that most questions are never asked and most large digital learning
environments are not very active.

Practical implications
●
●
●
●

Use chat technology for informal chat in an area outside the LMS.
Chats need to have a role-based access structure (student, lecturer, LA etc).
Lecturers must be clear about what students can expect.
Do not introduce chatbots which answer questions.

Moving forward
Develop an informal chat platform for education

2.4 Phase 4: Courses with learning assistants
Insights
a) Insecure students do not participate in conversations
From Phases 1 to 4, we worked based on the assumption that the students felt safe
enough to participate in conversations. Experiences done in phase 4, on the other hand,
show that this is not the case. Still, feeling of safety and social relations are needed to
participate.
The Flow Theory for Education (made by Geir Sand
Nilsen) shows the need to start with connections not engagement.
An active digital learning environment highly
depends on how safe the students feel when in
community is established. Learning activities made
during the course have less influence on the digital
learning environment and are rather a
consequence of the students' feeling of safety and
social connections.
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b) The students who are likely to drop out are the most difficult to reach
In the project, we had so far focused on the characteristics of the active participants. We
realize after phase 4 that this is the wrong focus. It is those who have not created
relationships with others who are the most important students. The active students have
the loudest voices and have the best requirements to succeed. If we are to have a
positive impact on retention, we should focus on the passive students likely to drop out.
c) The digital culture is no better than how it is introduced
It is remarkable how students from different institutions and courses perceive the chat
platforms and the digital culture introduced, despite the fact that the technology and the
setup are close to identical. The different perceptions can largely be traced back to when
the chat platform is introduced and how the first students are met. We see a clear
connection between who introduces the platform, how it is done, and which usage
expectations the lecturer and the course activities create.
An example: if the lecturer introduces the platform, it is perceived as a lecturer-driven
arena. It creates a larger barrier for students to participate and less student involvement.
d) There will always be individual preferences on where and how to communicate
All students and lecturers have their own communication habits and preferences. It is far
from straight-forward to force a change of habits. When relationships between two or
more users are established, it is most likely best to let them communicate as they
please. Email, social media, chat, SMS or whatever. The job of the informal platform is to
create relationships - not to dictate where personal communication and collaboration
should happen.
e) Sharing culture must be created - it does not arise by itself with technology
Technology enables communication. People communicate. Focus first on creating a safe
and open communication culture. In a good culture, users choose their own solutions
and adjust along the way.

Practical implications
●
●
●
●

Begin by creating a feeling of safety instead of pushing student engagement.
Make sure all students are safe and find them a friend.
Be aware of how digital tools are introduced.
Build a safe and open communication culture first. Then invite to participation.

Moving forward
Focus on reducing social isolation in higher education.
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2.5 Phase 5: Creating relationships
The development of Phase 5 has been made and is being done in collaboration with SINTEF
and partnering institutions.
Please note! This phase is ongoing.

Insights
a) Great uncertainty before the first study day
A significant proportion of the drop-out rate in higher education takes place before the
start of the semester. Studies indicate that social uncertainty and loneliness are crucial
factors. We must therefore begin long before the start of studies to help students create
safe relations.
b) Students must be matched with their first relations and conversations are started
proactively
Most people prefer to join a conversation rather than starting one. This also applies to
students. We must therefore ensure we help students with their first relationship and
make sure conversations are started.
c) High barrier to form new relationships
Research has shown that students do not contact others out of fear of being rejected.
The longer they wait, the greater the barrier to contact others. Already after the first
study week, students find that "everyone" has close friends.

Practical implications
●
●
●

We must contact and talk to students before the first study day
Students must be matched with a first relationship and conversations start
Those who do not establish relationships must be followed up

Moving forward
Digital student induction
The main focus for EdTech Foundry is currently reducing social isolation in higher education.

2.6 Summary from SINTEF (independent analysis)
(Source: Sintef Digital)
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Key findings
a) Differ is a good way of finding study buddies
Four participants found a study buddy through Differ. One found a friend in the class and
the last three didn’t get connected with anyone. Those who found a friend through Differ
valued this relation and benefited a lot from discussing both personal and "professional
topics". Differ was an essential part in identifying this person for all four participants.
b) Importance of teacher/supervisor
All students started to use Differ due to encouragement from the teacher. Initial usage of
Differ thus seems to depend upon the teacher’s view on the platform. All participants
also find it important that the teacher or a supervisor is active in the platform on a
general basis as this is an important source of information on the platform.
c) Differ benefits students in several ways
Differ have several benefits. The students seem to benefit from each other's activity,
those who answer questions learn a lot by doing so, and it is an efficient way of getting
practical information and accessing teachers.
d) The activity level in differ is not necessary a good measurement of usage
While the majority of Differ were active users who participated with questions and
answers, two were not active themselves but benefited a lot from other activity. This
indicates that students can get value from the platform, even if only a few students are
active
e) Institutions matter
How Differ is introduced to the students shapes their activity and relationship with the
platform. Students who only have Differ as a platform view Differ as a natural part of their
studies and would not stop using it before the school told them to ( mentioned by 4),
while those who use Differ in addition to other platforms, experience less value of Differ
(mentioned by 4). How early Differ is introduced also seem to matter, and it is perceived
as important that students are onboarded before alternative platforms, such as
Facebook, is used.

Practical implications
●

Introduce Differ early.
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●
●
●

Think about how Differ is introduced as this will influence how the students use the
platform.
Use Differ as the main platform for communication and avoid having Differ as "one of
many". This can lead to frustration.
Have a teacher or supervisor who are active in the platform.
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3. Insights per user group
3.1 Students
Insights
a) The fear of being stupid is the dominant feeling
A majority of the students say they feel unsafe and are afraid of participating or asking in
fear of looking stupid. The fear largely dominates more positive feelings like willingness
to participate.
b) The majority wants answers, not being "engaged" or participating in discussions
The desire to get through the studies and get a job is considerably bigger than the desire
to learn. This is especially true in the early years of the university. As a result, the
students want to get "correct" answers to questions that make them pass the exam.
Student engagement solutions are often perceived pushy and avoided.
c) Personal feedback = responses to my work done
Students generally report they want more feedback. A majority seem to think of feedback
as affirmation that what they have done is correct. Examples are read my report, give me
a template I can copy from, or give me the answer to the questions. Although others
have received similar feedback, many students believe their situation is unique.
d) Students changes behavior based on whether the lecturer or other authorities are
present
The lecturer is an authority. If the lecturer is in the room, the students will most likely be
reluctant to attend to allow the lecturer to answer questions. The preferred behavior is to
establish a separate safe area (facebook, whatsapp, differ..) outside the share area or
ask the lecturer questions on instant message.
e) The most talkative students are not the ones at risk
The culture of a digital learning environment is created by the first followers. Simplified
and generalized, we see that students who are the most active will do OK independent
of the institutions initiatives. The first students have a great influence on the rest of the
community, but it is still very important not to generalize based on the most active
proportion. It is the least active that are most likely to drop out.
f) Expect to get the right information
The behavior of a majority of students indicates that they believe they are entitled to
proper and tidy information. The students easily have to criticize a program if it does not
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meet expectations, but few come up with constructive suggestions for improvements.
They think it's not their area.

3.2 Lecturers
Insights
a) Digital student involvement can hardly be triggered
All lecturers want more student involvement and most plan student participation
activities. On the other hand, we see that triggering engagement can have a negative
effect. It tends to be the same group of students that take active parts, but the students
that have the biggest need for collaboration rather feel alienated by the activities and
withdraw further from class activities if they are exposed.
b) Lecturers need encouragement and support from peers
Many lecturers find it lonely and vulnerable to teach. They take it personally if the
students drop out, but are uncertain of where and how to get support from their
institution to improve. We have had many conversations with lecturers who sincerely
want more support in an exposed and challenging position. The support from the
institution is, in many cases, seen as insufficient or non-existing.
c) Too often lecturers operate alone
We have had the best results when lecturers have collaborated across campuses,
courses, and institutions. Nevertheless, we find that lecturers largely operate alone or in
small silos. This is both at their request and from uncertainty whom to collaborate with.
Many lecturers have very strong opinions about their own teaching and require full
autonomy in implementation of pedagogy and software. The result is that implementing
new technical solutions or creating educational support is challenging. Lecturers who
have shown real openness to discussing their teaching have received the most and by
far the best support, but have also felt that they should embrace new technologies that
have been presented.
d) Lecturers have little insight into the inner student environment
There is, and must be, a social distinction between lecturers and students. The
consequence is that the lecturer does not know what the students actually think and
what they discuss among themselves. Although the lecturer asks for input, few students
want or dare to give constructive feedback.
In cases where the lecturer does not want to be active online, we at Edtech Foundry
have in many cases taken the job as learning community managers. We find that with
relatively simple steps we have gained more insight into what the students think than

Lessons learned from the Digital Learning Arena project

what the lecturer has. If we bring this insight to the lecturer, we have too often been
faced with negativity and unwillingness to embrace our first-hand information from the
students.
e) Feedback takes place primarily in direct channels, but have the potential to be
scaled with technology
Student counseling has a two-sided challenge; most lecturers want more academic
discussion with their students, but at the same don’t want to spend more than the
financial compensation they receive.
Most lecturers intuitively believe that academic discussions and feedback must take
place in direct communication or in smaller groups and have difficulty in envision how it
can be scaled. We have found that scaling of mentoring and feedback can and should
be scaled with technology and exploit economies of scale through cross-campus
collaboration and implementation. See, for example, the "online asynchronous
mentoring" case study.

Practical implications
●
●
●

Find a student insider.
Lecturers should make clear restrictions on their own time.
Help students create and find safe relations rather than push about activity.

3.3 Teaching support
Insights
a) There is a large unrealized potential in parallel course implementations
In large courses, most institutions have parallel lecturers/classes with the same content.
One lecturer is then given responsibility for a group of students. There is very a variable
degree of collaboration between these lecturers despite they do the exact same job.
We have found that scaling of mentoring and feedback can and should be scaled with
technology to exploit economies of scale. See, for example, the "online asynchronous
mentoring" case study. Today, this seems to be have a large unrealized potential despite
being quite straight-forward to implement.
b) The introduction of digital tools is crucial to how it is used
As described in phases 3 and 4, the way pedagogical and communication software is
introduced has more influence on their use than the features in the solutions. Today,
much of this work is left to the lecturers themselves or to those who stick their heads out
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and they take responsibility. The challenge is that few dare to stand out to avoid creating
more work for themselves. As a result, there is little coordinated activity.
A coordinated and a more precise introduction will increase value for all parties involved.
c) A digital second-line support channel provides significant value
Navigating in a large educational institution is for most people challenging and complex.
In the project, we established unofficial second line support channels with ambassadors.
Selected lecturers and other key people have been given access to chat rooms and
have helped answer questions cross campuses, departments, and courses . Our
experience is that a second-line support channel can be run by few people and requires
little resources, but still provide a better and more cost-effective service to students.
d) Providing support for lecturers is challenging
A large proportion of the lecturers have clear opinions about their own teaching and want
to be in the driver's seat. Although most people are sincerely dedicated to helping their
students, it is in some cases very challenging to provide educational support. Lecturers
want to be presented with alternatives, consider how it fits into their course, and make
their own independent decisions.
e) Two extremes of lecturers
To be able to give good teaching support, the admin must be aware of the different
lecturer types. Simply put, there are two extremes:
- The "teaching machine" t hat teaches their subjects as one profession. These
copy-paste from last year and expect the students to contribute. This group
wants support that will optimise their time spent.
- "The emotionally engaged". The other extreme is the lecturer who do everything
possible to support, help, and give feedback to their students. It’s personal if the
students are not engaged. This group wants teaching support to get in touch with
and help more students.

Practical implications
●
●
●

Lecturers must be treated individually
Teaching support should work to create a sharing culture among lecturers.
Culture is created similarly to how learning communities are created for students. See
wiki: (dif.re/wiki)

3.4 Learning Assistants (LAs)
Insights
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a) Lecturer's authority might be transferred to LAs
Students primarily want to ask the lecturer directly to be sure that they receive the
correct answer. Nevertheless, we have seen that the perceived confidence in an answer
can be transferred from lecturer to others. Done correctly, an LA's answer can be
perceived with the same value as an answer from the lecturer. We have also found that
a completely external person can have the same confidence without a formal connection
to the institution. We have achieved that ourselves on several occasions.
b) Access to the lecturer is crucial for LA's work
An LA works directly with the students. To be able to relieve the lecturer and create trust
with the students, it is absolutely crucial that they connect with the lecturers. This is been
done to varying degrees mainly based on the lecturers willingness to open up.
c) LAs need help to connect with lecturers
LAs have, in part, had major challenges in connecting with lecturers. See the
experiences in 3.2 for insight into our analysis of the problems that have arisen.
d) LAs feel responsible for the activity
Most LAs feel a personal responsibility for creating student activity. This is reflected in,
among other things, quick responses and dedication to the job, but also an emotional
burden. As a result, LAs can end up pushing for student activity with good intentions, but
end up being alienate the students. (see 3.2 a)

Practical implications
●
●
●
●

Create early relationship between teaching support, LAs, and lecturers.
Establish a digital second line support channel.
Expect teaching support to help establish the necessary relations.
LAs need clear instructions.

See introduction to learning community management in Learning Community wiki
(https://dif.re/wiki)
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4. Recommendations
4.1 Recommendations to the institution reduce dropout rates
Given that the goal is higher retention / lower dropout, we have the following main
recommendations:
1. Establish 1-1 relationships with all new students before the start of studies
Ideally the closest possible to admission. Do not wait until the start of studies or
thestudents initiate contact themselves.
2. Help all students find social relationships
The majority of new relationships are established during the first few weeks, but many
drop out. Establish relationship activities beyond the introduction week(s).
3. Follow up students who have not established social and academic relationships
Identify risk students and follow up before, during, and after the start of studies. Don't
wait until the semester has started.

4.2 Recommendations for teaching support (admin support, etc)
None of the recommended measures for increased are related to the teaching or lecturer's role.
Given that the goal is improved teaching, we have the following main recommendations:
1. Give lecturers maximum autonomy
Teaching is improved by motivated lecturers. Respect their platforms requests and
communication methods as much as possible. Forced measures usually backfire.
2. Establish digital mentoring for students
Give all students access to a personal mentor. Make this available digitally and in live
chats, not in the form of group mentoring or require physical attendance.
3. Facilities internal communication and collaboration between lecturers
No lecturers are or should be the same. Instead, create a sharing culture where lecturers
can discuss, support each other, and make available expertise for lecturers in digital
surfaces.
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4.3 Recommendations for lecturers
1. Separate course content and informal communication in different tools
Course content should be in the LMS. All other communication should be elsewhere,
preferably an informal communication channel. Try to avoid email if possible. Remember
that you must have the opportunity to both class, group, and direct communication.
2. Help students feel safe, not bothered by engagement
Feeling of safety is a requirement for student engagement. Help everyone stay safe, find
study groups, and create an arena the students are comfortable with. Push or trigger /
nudge student engagement is not recommended.
3. Make rules for communication
It is your responsibility to create and set rules at the beginning of the course. It is equally
important for lecturers who get a lot and little inquiries. As a rule of thumb, answer all
questions in open forums where all students can read as much as possible. Even when
the question is coming in private channel (“A student asked about [question], here is the
answer…”)
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5. Implementation
General learnings on the implementation of technology in higher education and specific
recommendations related to the implementation of an improved digital student onboarding.

5.1 Insights
a) Implementation cannot be decided on top and pushed down
The Christensen Institute writes the following in its analysis on innovation in education
School leaders should not design initiatives (..). Teachers are not inspired by a
quest for improving their school. (..) Although a teacher is motivated to change,
he is not necessarily motivated to implement change. (See report in attachment)
We have a similar experience and support the conclusion from Christensen Institute.
b) Culture and communication is the way to create positive change
Positive change has occurred to a large extent in direct dialogue with and between
lecturers, LAs and teaching support. Success is largely related to how successful we
have been at involving key personnel in the work.
c) Ambassadors are crucial
An implementation comes back to what happens in informal watercooler talk. The
informal chatter can create both resistance or willingness to change. Consequently, it is
absolutely essential to involve ambassadors early on and have them feel ownership.
Consider carefully who those should be.
d) Implementation must be owned internally by a person with the necessary
authority
In the project, we have had both project managers inside and outside the institution. Our
experience is that a large-scale implementation should be managed internally in the
institution by a person with the necessary mandate, authority, and time. Unclear
responsibility lead to stagnation and less likelihood of a successful implementation.
e) People are more important than experience and background
Implementation of technology causes change. We have not seen any clear relationship
between position title / academic experience and success on a technological
implementation. Rather, it is related to personal fit.
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5.2 Recommended implementation of student onboarding.
NOTE! This recommendation is general and needs to be customized for each institution

5.2.1 Online buddy before admission
New students are connected with a student assistant
Implementation
● No systems are replaced.
● All students are offered a personal buddy ("mentor") after admission and before the start
of studies (dates is decided with the dedicated students).
● Upon login, students are matched with a personal mentor based on a certain criteria.
Give the students a personal experience and a main buddy contact.
● The buddy acts reactively. They do not seek students, but respond within certain times
when students use the service.
People:
● A few students devoted as mentors. Selection based on personal fit.
● One of the students has coordination and follow-up responsibility.
● The buddy has access to a digital second line support.

5.2.2 Online LA at the start of studies
New students are connected with a learning assistant
Implementation
● Similar to the pre-admission, but this time new students are matched with a LA (learning
assistant) who has specific academic knowledge.
● Note the difference:
○ LA = Expertise in subjects and has a relationship with the lecturer
○ Mentor = Non-academic contact (exams, registration, payment, admin ..)
People:
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●
●

LAs are employed by Differ or the institution.
A main LA coordinator is responsible for all communication on both offline and online
activity to lecturers / course responsible.

5.2.3 Find pers to work with
All students get help finding someone to work with.
Completion
Setup depending on the institution. Not described here.
People:
● LAs are employed by Differ or institution
● A main LA coordinator is responsible for all communication on both offline and online
activity to lecturers / course responsible.
We strongly recommend implementing 5.2.1 - 5.2.3

5.2.4 Identification and follow-up of risk students
Traditionally, drop-out analysis and follow-up of risk students are made from at least about
100-150 days after the start of the semester.
We strongly recommend implementing follow-up of students on three occasions.
a) 1-2 weeks before the start of the semester
Based on data from the work in 5.2.1 online buddy, where all students receive a
personal buddy before the start of the semester.
Identify which students have not created a relationship and do a personal follow-up on
chat or manual methods (phone, email).
b) 1-2 weeks after the start of the semester
Based on data from the work in 5.2.2 online LA, where all students get an online LA
before the start of the semester.
Identify which students have not created a relationship and do a personal follow-up on
chat or manual methods (phone, email).
c) 3-4 weeks after the start of the semester
Based on data from the work in 5.2.3, where all students are helped to create their own
relationships.
Do an analysis of behavior, identify potential risk students and do a personal follow-up
on chat or manual methods (phone, email).
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6. Documents
6.1 Documentation from each phase
Introduction: https://dif.re/history
Phase 1: LMS
● Status report written by BI in 2017: (redacted, BI ownwership)
Phase 2: Facebook for learning
● Experiment in Trive: https://dif.re/lms-fase2a
● Learning from Trive: https://dif.re/lms-fase2b
Phase 3: Courses Communication on chat
● Learning from Slack: https://dif.re/lms-fase3
Phase 4: Course with learning assistants
● Learning from Differ v1: https://dif.re/lms-fase4
Phase 5: Creating relationships
● General intro to create relationships: https://dif.re/nfye

6.2 Case studies
●
●
●

How to kickstart collaboration in informal study groups: https://dif.re/case-peergroups
Online asynchronous peer mentoring: http://dif.re/case-bi18
How an online school went from 22,5% to 67,6% course completion rate in one
semester: https://dif.re/case-nki

6.3 Other resources
●
●
●
●
●

Learning Community Management wiki: https://dif.re/wiki
Christensen Institute: How School Leaders can motivate instructional innovation.
https://dif.re/lms-innovation
General summary: https://dif.re/lms-gen
Chatbots and AI in higher education: https://dif.re/aim2
How to create student engagement in digital learning environments
https://dif.re/lms-blend

