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Theories your team relied on in designing the course and sessions 
 

The COUN 531 Preparing Students with Disabilities for the Transition to College online 

course is designed to prepare school counselors in helping students with ADHD and other 

learning disabilities as they transition to postsecondary education. Using an instructivist 

approach, the online course features a structured delivery with defined content that includes 

detailed instruction in directing the student, regular progress assessment, and provided feedback 

to the student. This blended learning environment made up of both synchronous and 

asynchronous activities allows for personalized learning that can be difficult to create in a face-

to-face setting (Boelens, Wever & Voet, 2017). Furthermore, through the interactive learning 

environment, the learners will participate in a collaborative effort, creating a community within 

the online setting. As Kop & Hill (2008) states, “in connectivism, the starting point for learning 

occurs when knowledge is actuated through the process of a learner connecting to and feeding 

information into a learning environment” (as cited in Conrad & Donaldson, 2012, p. 8). 

The instructor will support the learners more or less, adjusting appropriately throughout 

the course, as determined by the individual Zone of Proximal Development, defined by 

Vygotsky as “the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent 

problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 

under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86). 

Vygotsky’s social development theory focuses on social interaction playing a pivotal role in 

cognitive progress (Boettcher & Conrad, 2016, p. 14). In recognizing the student’s ZPD while 

encouraging peer interaction through small group activities, the online course fosters a 

supportive learning context. The participants benefit from the guidance of the instructor, as well 

as the shared resource of the student group. 
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This collaborative environment illustrates John Dewey’s Experiential Learning theory 

(1933) that new knowledge is built on past knowledge, blending the student’s individual 

experiences with the instructor’s role as mentor and facilitator (as cited in Boettcher & Conrad, 

2016, p. 16). This functions closely with engagement, which is central to the success of an online 

course. The student to student and student to instructor interaction benefits from the instructor’s 

role in creating a supportive sense of presence. (Conrad & Donaldson, 2012, p. 11). As 

Manwaring, Larsen, Graham, Henrie, and Halverson (2017) observe, “designing learning 

activities that provide student autonomy and choice and allow them to pursue personal interests 

is one of those factors within the instructors control that contribute to higher levels of emotional 

engagement for higher education students" (p.30). The design of the activities for this course is 

to encourage emotional engagement, coinciding with the student’s perception that each activity 

is relevant to the learning goal. 

The theory of Active Learning by Charles Bonwell is applied to the learning tasks in the 

design of the class. Active learning will “build on traditional education theories… and push one 

step further towards a more constructive approach” to allow for the benefit of more thinking and 

problem-solving skills for the class (Lugossy, 2017). This is used to increase student engagement 

by adding in different things like demonstrations, ungraded discussion posts, class discussions, 

small group works, and case studies to let the leaner divulge more into the content on their own 

with instructor influence. 

Conrad & Donaldson’s Phases of Engagement, “an instructional strategy for guiding 

students through levels of increased collaborative engagement by incorporating appropriate 

activities” (2012, p. 16), guide the activity processes developed for this course.  

a. Connect: introduction activity, course instructions and ground rules, student expectations 
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b. Communicate: discussion posts, small group and large group synchronous discussions 

c. Collaborate: small group breakout activities 

d. Co-Facilitate: discussions and presentations within small group breakout activities 

e. Continue: Final reflection, parent preparation, and student ideas moving forward 

The strategies used for this online course rely on Boettcher & Conrad’s Best Practices for 

Teaching Online (2016, p. 43). The goal of creating a supportive community can be evidenced 

through the weekly activities encouraging collaboration and student to student and student to 

instructor interaction. At the onset of the course, the ground rules and expectations will be 

reviewed to avoid confusion and insecurity. In using asynchronous and synchronous 

environments and varied activities to grow the student’s knowledge base, the online course aims 

to make the connection between content and outcomes. In using these practices, the development 

team will focus on the balance of course content and the student’s purposeful learning process. 

 

Online learning activities your team included in the general weekly activities and 

detailed activities in the first three sessions 

The online learning activities included in the COUN 531 online course include the following: 

● Assigned readings found in the Canvas learning management system, through provided 

links. 

● Synchronous Zoom sessions each week anchored by lecture 

● Weekly check-in to ask questions pertaining to class procedures, technology issues, and 

assignment information 

● Introduction discussion post that includes student photo 

● Kahoot activity to determine current student knowledge level 

● Weekly discussion posts reflecting on readings and determined topics 
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● Synchronous break out small group activities 

o Week 1 

▪ No break out activity; all course-related discussion will be within the large 

group 

o Week 2 

▪ Venn diagram of disabilities laws in secondary and postsecondary 

education 

o Week 3 

▪ Describe “your disability” with discussion 

▪ Choose favorite assistive technology you have found what it is used for 

 

Group reflection and synthesis of theories and activities. 

Jason: Theories were used such as Instructivism, Experiential Learning, and Emotional 

engagement. The instructor needs to direct the students. By doing this the students have a greater 

knowledge of the flow and direction of the class. The instructor will then create an atmosphere 

that will allow the students to feel relaxed in providing feedback. Experiential Learning is great 

for this course for counselors. The prior knowledge will create discussions in the synchronous 

settings that students can build upon, being that they all are currently in the field working with 

disabled students. This engagement will be from emotion. These students will have a background 

of having a sense of care and emotional attachment to the careers that they are in. The students 

will have a personal interest vested in this course as well to better serve their students. 

Alyson: One of the main theories focused on in this project was the theory of instructivist 

approach. This approach allows for the instructor to set goals for the students to reach within the 

class. This works well for the counselors because of how focused this class is on the assistance of 

the students. The design of this class is to allow for those to be prepared to prepare others, there 
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needs to be a direct taught environment on this to allow for more interaction and connection to 

the material.  

Using Vygotsky’s theory of Zone of Proximal Development and tying in Active Learning 

by Bonwell, the design was made for students to benefit from the class using social interaction 

from the guidance of the instructor. The first week there is an activity for a get to know the 

student, this is beneficial for not only the instructor to gain student knowledge but as well for the 

students and instructor to begin to set up a comfortable environment that creates comfort in 

learning. The is essential for learning as the more comfortable a student is within a group the 

more the student will participate, engage, and learn. This also ties in Conrad and Donaldson’s 

Phases of Engagement, because within the Zone of Proximal Development it is a design of what 

students can do with help or without help in its most basic forms. Conrad and Donaldson 

discussed how to arrange the course to allow for the use of appropriate activities to be facilitated 

efficiently for better engagement. The set-up and environment of the course is what the learning 

depends on. This leads to building up and allowing the learners to do more.  Active learning also 

benefits the use of students doing more on their own. In the higher education setting, allowing 

for the use of active learning is seen every day in this course it is seem in the weekly discussions, 

the class discussions, and the papers.  

Jessica: The theories used for this online course include learner engagement and an 

instructivist approach, which are used in a way to form a community within the learning 

environment. Based on Manwaring et al. (2017), learner engagement consists of the emotion and 

effort, and it transforms the learner characteristics and learning experience into the outcomes. 

The goal is to attain the desired outcomes, and this can be positively influenced by the input 

factors of the instructor. These input factors include environmental and perceptual variables, so 
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the instructor’s intentionality is important to reach the desired outcomes. By using a variety of 

synchronous and asynchronous activities, our goal was to keep the class members engaged 

without overwhelming them. Since the duration of the class is short, we had to use our 

intentionality and determine what was important to the learning outcomes to meet our goal. All 

of these aspects also guide the instructivist approach, which means the instructor chooses the 

“what”, “how”, and “why” for specific topics used in the course. Through the instructivist 

approach and our focus on learner engagement, we also wanted to establish a sense of 

community because it is especially important for online classes. From encouraging student input 

for the ground rules to rotating group members for asynchronous activities and breakout 

activities, these are ideas we favored from this class because everyone in the class would get to 

know each other and have the opportunity to gain new perspectives about the same material.  

Kathy: The theories used for this online course encourage a sense of community, 

particularly through connectivism, in developing the learning environment. Community and the 

feeling of inclusion are incredibly important for a successful online experience. The learning 

environment, as discussed by Conrad & Donaldson, depends on a learner connection (2012). 

This collaborative setting cannot be effectively created without a group effort of all participants. 

The connection between students with each other and students with the instructor is imperative 

as a resource for this type of online course. By establishing these relationships, the learner can 

cultivate a sense of security while building a network of resources which benefits all involved. 

This online course relies on interactive activities, such as online discussion boards and breakout 

activities, to build a community of learners focused on counseling education. As students in this 

course learn how to help learning disabled students prepare for the college experience, they also 

learn how to communicate with and help each other throughout the COUN 531 sessions. 
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