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ABSTRACT 

Social Annotation (SA) is a learning technology that allows people to read, highlight, and 

comment on specific parts of text. SA tools like Hypothes.is enable users to highlight and 

annotate texts and documents online and respond to others’ annotations via text, sharing links of 

documents, audio, or video. Research on SA in higher education online learning has increased 

exponentially in the past two decades. However, this rich body of literature mainly studied the 

evaluation of SA tools and their effectiveness on student-related measures. However, very few 

studies discuss instructors’ perspectives and their use of social annotation. There needs to be 

more knowledge about the processes and challenges instructors face in using and implementing 

social annotation in undergraduate online courses. The lack of studies on instructor perspectives 

on social annotation makes it challenging to understand the teaching, assessment, and 

participation strategies that effectively achieve the course objectives, improve student learning 

outcomes, and engage students in learning. This study aims to understand how and why 

instructors use social annotation to achieve their pedagogical goals, the processes behind the 

thoughtful and intentional design of social annotation activities for their online classes, and their 

perception of how it impacts student learning experiences.  

This qualitative, descriptive case study delves into instructors’ design and pedagogical 

processes using social annotation tools for their online undergraduate courses. The findings of 

this study illustrate rich descriptions of instructor design and implementation processes of five 

instructors teaching online courses in two modalities, asynchronous and synchronous. It details 

how the course objectives, context, design, and pedagogical processes influence learner 

participation in various social annotation activities. Thematic analysis of qualitative data sources 

also elaborates that instructors use social annotation tools to create an authentic, collaborative 
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learning community for student discussion and to ensure student perspectives are more visible. 

Instructors’ design and pedagogical processes, like providing guiding prompts, participation-

based assessment strategies, and instructor participation to further student discussion, are also 

evident. The study’s implications indicate how there should be more focus on instructor use of 

learning technologies, support them institutionally with professional development, and 

communities of practice.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

I keep telling everyone that most of my education happened in teacher-centered, lecture-

based environments. I was curious about a classmate’s idea and wanted to learn more about it, 

but my teacher thought that discussing more would be “plagiarizing” and that I should think of 

my own ideas. I wanted to talk to my peers, learn more about their ideas, and discuss and 

develop them further with my perspectives. As that curiosity developed, more questions arose, 

and so did the need to talk and share in class. I wanted to know what happens when students 

share and discuss work together. I wanted to know more about how to make that happen. I 

wanted to know more about teaching, learning, and technology. However, when I started 

working with Indian K-12 public schools after earning my master's degree, teaching, and 

learning strategies remained the same. Listen. Remember. Repeat. Pedagogy was still teacher 

centered. Technology was mainly to support lectures. Students with a minimal voice to ask and 

answer, teachers with minimal choice of pedagogies and resources.    

These experiences motivated me to pursue my Ph.D. in Learning Technologies. “I want 

to support teachers in integrating technology more meaningfully,” I decided. So, when I joined 

the program, I was delighted to see the university's welcoming, collaborative, student-centered 

classes. I was excited to participate in discussions with my peers and instructors in both face-to-

face and online classes. As an online learner, I was amazed at the different online platforms and 

tools used in the classes for collaborative discussions. In one of the classes, I learned about an 

online social annotation tool called Hypothes.is. Social Annotation (SA) was new to me as an 

online learner and a novice graduate instructor teaching undergraduate online courses. My 

interest in working with social annotation increased when I realized collaborative discussions in 

online classrooms can be structured through social reading. As a learner, social annotation was 
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extremely helpful when included in the course design. I could annotate the aspects of course 

readings that I found significant, relevant, and engaging. Interacting with peers in the class while 

reading through texts helped me learn from their perspectives on excerpts, I found relevant to my 

interests and how similar/different they are from others. Soon, I wanted to embed social 

annotation tools into the asynchronous online courses I taught as a graduate instructor. I started 

looking for studies on annotation and social annotation in online learning environments to 

understand them better.   

What is an annotation? Annotation is a practice related to reading, thinking, and scholarly 

writing and discourse that predates the digital era by centuries (Adler, 1940; Kalir, 2020; 

Marshall & Brush, 2004; Skains, 2019). Digital annotation tools in the past two decades have 

been helping with practices like reading comprehension, collaboration, peer review, and 

assessment (Gao, 2013; Schacht, 2015). Research in collaborative annotation technologies 

developed what is currently called Social Annotation (SA). Kalir (2020) defines social 

annotation as “a genre of learning technology that enables the annotation of digital resources for 

information sharing, social interaction, and knowledge production” (p. 2). Some examples of 

social annotation tools include Hypothes.is, Diigo and Perusall, which allow users to highlight 

and annotate texts and documents online and respond to the annotations others have made. They 

have been studied to support sustained discussion, allowing learners to create shared annotations 

to a text, construct, revise, and tune their comprehension of a topic (e.g., Blyth, 2014; Chan & 

Pow, 2020; Zarzour & Sellami, 2017). Social annotations have also been studied to improve 

learner reading and language, knowledge construction and sharing, student collaborative 

discussion, fostering a link between multiple learners and instructors’ perspectives, and for 
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feedback and assessments (e.g., Chen & Chen, 2023; Erylmaz et al., 2013; Jan et al., 2016; Lin 

&Lai, 2014; Sun & Gao, 2017). 

Social annotation literature mainly discusses student experiences with SA activities and 

how they impact learning outcomes (e.g., Zarzour & Sellami, 2017). Studies also highlight social 

reading and discussion as an alternative for online discussion alongside or replacing threaded 

discussion forums (Chan & Pow, 2020; Gao, 2013; Sun & Gao, 2017). Unlike threaded 

discussions, these scholars argue that SA activities encourage social reading and meaningful and 

sustained discussion among learners-content-instructors during the knowledge construction 

stage. While these are essential areas of study to understand the uses and benefits of social 

annotation, there should be more instructor perspectives on how and why they design and deliver 

online classes with SA. In a systematic review conducted on social annotation tools in higher 

education (Ghadirian et al., 2018), the authors discussed that most studies focused on the 

evaluation/survey of social annotation tools and their effectiveness on student-oriented measures. 

The review mentions that few studies look into instructor participation and intentional design and 

how they improved student learning outcomes. They discuss the need for further research on 

instructor roles and support.  

But why is knowing the perspectives and experiences of instructors essential? Various 

studies (e.g., Adams & Wilson, 2020; Sun & Gao, 2017), systematic reviews (Ghadirian et al., 

2018), and literature reviews (Krouska et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2020) discuss the affordances of 

social annotation tools in higher education and how they support social reading, student 

interaction, shared experiences, and collaborative knowledge construction. The studies highlight 

that social annotation activities are effective when designed with intentional, student-centered, 

and socio-constructivist pedagogies and that these platforms provide ample opportunities. Novak 
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et al. (2012), in one of the first literature reviews on social annotation, highlight the importance 

of instructor support in designing SA activities to maximize student learning. Zhu et al. (2020) 

also discuss that designing annotation strategies with specific pedagogical goals, intentional 

participation of instructors in annotation activities, purposeful scaffolding through prompt 

questions, and constant guidance are essential. The research on social annotation in online 

learning presents that student experiences with the tools and activities designed for them are 

positive (e.g., Zarzour & Sellami, 2018). Understanding instructors’ processes behind this is vital 

to designing, facilitating, and scaffolding online classes with social annotation to maximize 

student learning experiences in different contexts.  

Research Problem 

Research studies on social annotation in online collaborative learning broadly fall into 

two areas: (a) functions and features of various social annotation tools and (b) student 

experiences and learning outcomes after using a social annotation tool. Many studies focus on 

the impact of various social annotation tools on students' social reading of course texts, peer 

feedback, discussion, knowledge construction, and learning outcomes (Chen & Chen, 2023; 

Eryilmaz et al., 2013; Thoms & Poole, 2017). Very few studies delve into instructor experiences 

with social annotation tools and their pedagogical choices in designing online instruction 

activities. One study by Schneider et al. (2016) discusses the increasing number of social 

annotation tools available in the past decade but notes the limited investigations from an 

instructor’s perspective and regularly teaching online with annotation activities. In this study, 

instructors who integrated classroom reading and discussion activities using the Lacuna tool 

discussed their pedagogies and experiences. They mentioned how the tool helped them get to 

know their students better, incorporate their perspectives into their pedagogies, and help create 
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authentic classroom dialogue. Teachers also reflected on negotiating with student-led discussions 

and discovery while providing essential scaffolding and guidance to steer their learning on a 

specific path. Schneider et al. (2016) discuss the need for insights into the self-reflection of 

instructors. The time instructors spend participating or reviewing student annotations for 

discussions, assessment, and feedback illustrates the intentionality, reflection, and iterative 

processes in instructors’ design and use of the platforms.  

Therefore, this study's problem is that there needs to be more knowledge about the 

processes and challenges instructors face in using and implementing social annotation in 

undergraduate online courses. The lack of studies on instructor perspectives on social annotation 

makes it challenging to understand the teaching, assessment, and participation strategies that 

effectively achieve the course objectives, improve student learning outcomes, and engage 

students in learning. I am interested in understanding how and why instructors use social 

annotation to achieve their pedagogical goals. I want to understand the processes behind the 

thoughtful and intentional design of social annotation activities for their online classes and their 

perception of how it impacts student learning experiences. I hope this study brings awareness to 

more instructors in being intentional about their pedagogical practices and having the 

information to choose social annotation to improve online learning experiences for themselves 

and their students. I also hope this study supports instructional designers interested in embedding 

social annotation in course designs that support social and collaborative reading and knowledge 

construction.  

Potential Significance and Value of the Study 

The implications and benefits of this study directly impact online learning in a post-

pandemic world and beyond. Online education has been reported to have continued growing 
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before and since COVID-19, with newer technologies opening up for online teaching and 

learning (Brown et al., 2020; Seaman et al., 2018). Researchers discuss how online learning may 

continue or take different, adaptable shapes to accommodate multiple learners and their needs 

(Rapanta et al., 2020). This highlights the need for tools and activities that support contextual, 

interactive, and engaging online discussions among learners; “for every course that encourages 

students to engage with their peers to clarify terminology, interpret concepts, or construct new 

knowledge, the social annotation will serve as a low-barrier entry point for higher-level thinking 

and collaboration” (Zucker et al., 2021, p.8).  

This study also contributes to the existing theories and perspectives on using social 

annotation in online undergraduate education. Instructor perspectives and experiences working 

with online social annotation help create more awareness for new and experienced teachers to 

inform and refine their pedagogical practices. Understanding their design and facilitation 

choices, processes, and challenges in social annotation may help other instructors transition to 

other technologies and platforms. Studying the processes of working with these tools brings out 

equitable and paced collaborative activities for online learners that build a sense of community. 

Delving into instructors’ processes from design to implementation can help us understand how 

pedagogical beliefs turn into practices. Multiple changes and iterations in designing social 

annotation activities on a spectrum from simple social reading to deep integration in a social 

discussion can help improve online teaching techniques. 

Research Questions 

Social annotation literature in higher education shows a gap in understanding how and 

why instructors use it in online classes. Many studies discuss student experiences with annotation 

tools, improved processes, and performance outcomes (e.g., Zarzour & Sellami, 2017).  
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Researchers also compare social annotation to threaded discussion forums to highlight the value 

of sustained and contextual discussions focusing on learner interaction during knowledge 

construction (e.g., Sun & Gao, 2017). However, a gap exists in addressing why instructors use 

social annotation tools and how they design online learning experiences around them. While 

research indicates that student experiences are positive with social annotation and that the impact 

on these activities is evident through content analysis, the processes and pedagogy behind the 

design are rarely discussed. Understanding instructor perspectives provides awareness of 

teaching online with social annotation and informs their pedagogies for research and practice.  

Transitioning from a threaded discussion forum or a learning management system (LMS) 

to choosing a new tool, online platform, or social annotation can be difficult for new and 

experienced instructors. Providing a solid and in-depth awareness of learner-content-instructor 

interaction, design, and facilitation in online learning environments is crucial. It is helpful to 

gather perspectives and experiences from instructors who transitioned from discussion forums to 

social annotation, used them alongside other platforms, or used SA as their primary discussion 

platform. My research questions, therefore, focus on understanding instructor perspectives, 

processes, and problems in using social annotation activities and how it has helped them with 

their pedagogical goals. This study uses a qualitative case-study approach to address these 

research questions:  

1. Why are instructors using SA in their UG online courses?  

2. How do instructors design and implement activities with SA?  

3. What are instructors' participatory pedagogies in implementing SA in their UG online 

courses? 

Overview of Chapters 
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The next chapter, Chapter 2, reviews the literature on the theoretical frameworks that 

guide the study, social constructivism, and sociocultural theory, and how they translate to and 

inform design and pedagogy in online learning environments. This chapter also reviews the 

literature on social annotation in online learning, student perspectives on using social annotation 

tools for collaborative learning, knowledge construction, language, literacy, and feedback. 

Chapter 2 concludes with a brief discussion of research studies examining instructor perspectives 

on social annotation.  

Chapter 3 discusses the methodology of this study and the rationale for a qualitative, 

descriptive case study. This chapter also details my data collection and analysis processes and 

the validity strategies I used to view and organize my study. The chapter also includes my role 

and perspective as a qualitative researcher.  

Chapter 4 describes the course designs of all five focal instructors of this study. Two 

instructors (River and Cedar) teach entirely online, asynchronous courses, and the first part of the 

chapter elaborates on their course design and pedagogical processes with social annotation. One 

instructor teaches one section of synchronous and asynchronous courses (Aspen), and two 

instructors (Aurora and Clay) teach online synchronous courses.  

Chapter 5 shares the thematic analysis across all five focal instructors’ interviews and 

answers all three research questions. This chapter shares the ideas visible across all five 

instructors’ interviews and how they inform the research questions.  

Chapter 6 summarizes the study, discusses the findings and how they relate to existing 

research, and shares implications based on the findings for future research. This chapter also 

shares the limitations of this study and provides some practice recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
This chapter briefly introduces how learning happens, followed by an overview of this 

study’s theoretical frameworks, which view learning as a social process. This section is followed 

by an overview of the role of instructors in constructivist pedagogies, a brief review of learning 

design and pedagogies used in online environments, and the importance of student participation 

and discussion in online learning. The next section reviews social annotation and its tools, 

followed by a detailed review of literature on social annotation from the learners' perspective and 

for different learning processes and outcomes such as collaborative learning, knowledge 

construction, language and literacy, and assessment. Finally, this chapter concludes with a brief 

overview of instructor perspectives on using social annotation.  

Researchers continue to study how people learn and the factors influencing learning, 

including the individual’s situated context, culture, relationships with family, developmental 

stages, and individual experiences (National Academies of Sciences, 2018). Over the past few 

decades, researchers have understood that learning is a product of both physical processes and 

environments of individuals. One of these factors is people's culture, or learned behavior that is 

shaped according to goals and transmitted across generations through social learning (Dirette, 

2014; Nasir & Hand, 2006). Culturally, it is expressed through actions, beliefs, expectations, and 

physical elements like artifacts, tools, and norms for interaction. It is also reflected based on the 

time and society, where people adapt cultural practices from generations or tailor them to suit 

contemporary circumstances (Cole & Packer, 2006; Tomasello, 2016).  

The conception and development of educational technologies are considered significant 

educational milestones as they enable flexible interactions, transmission of information, and 
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multidirectional and collaborative information exchanges (Anderson & Dron, 2011; Siemens & 

Dawson, 2015). The Association for Educational Communication and Technology (AECT) 

defined educational technology as the “study and ethical practice of facilitating and improving 

performance by creating, using and managing appropriate technological processes and 

resources” (Januszewski & Molenda, 2008, p. 1). Educational technologies include using tools, 

processes, procedures, devices, and approaches such as mobile technologies, virtual realities, 

collaborative learning, social networking, and more to support formal, informal, blended, and 

online learning (Huang, 2019). With the rapid development of these technologies, researchers 

have studied their importance and relevance to learning and how learning theories and 

educational technologies are connected (Spector et al., 2014). Different theories of learning 

influence and lead to different conceptions and uses of technologies that support how students 

acquire knowledge (Harasim, 2017).  

Alongside the evolution of information exchange with technologies, researchers also 

understand that learning is not mere transmission of information but is constructed socially and 

culturally (Vygotsky, 1978). Social learning theories posit that learners are active agents and 

construct new knowledge from their existing knowledge (Anderson & Dron, 2011). This shift to 

more interactive, dynamic, and socially constructed learning theories was supported by 

technologies that helped instructors and learners communicate and exchange knowledge, ideas, 

and perspectives in multiple contexts (Vrasidas, 2000). With these broad ranges of affordances 

educational technologies provide, the effectiveness and the relevance of educational technologies 

depend on how they are used by instructors (and students) in a classroom to achieve their course 

objectives (Bruce & Levin, 1997).  
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The in-person and online learning shifts to socially constructed knowledge construction 

and sharing using relevant educational technologies have transformed learning design and 

development. Instructors facilitate learning through relevant and meaningful domains (Dede, 

1996; Jonassen, 1996). The learning process and activities are surrounded by discussion and 

collaboration in a learning community where students create and understand multiple 

perspectives to construct knowledge (Vrasidas, 2000).  

As this study focuses on using social annotation tools in entirely online courses, I first 

delve into describing social constructivist and sociocultural learning theories as the theoretical 

frameworks guiding this dissertation and how they inform learner-instructor-content interaction 

in online learning environments.  

Theoretical Frameworks 
 
Learning as a Social Process 

Research conducted in the past few decades discussed how learning happens cognitively 

and through individual and social experiences. The book How People Learn 2: Learners, 

Contexts, and Cultures (National Academies of Sciences, 2018) identifies and discusses how 

cultures and contexts influence learning. This report also compiled decades of research on 

learning and how, over time, the studies evolved from understanding learning as a linear process 

of knowledge and skill acquisition to a complex process of interactions over time for people to 

make sense of their experiences.  

These researchers also explain how various characteristics like age, gender, cultural 

experience, and resources influence learning. People actively encounter problems, ideas, and 

situations in the world, engage with different experiences, and shape their abilities and skills 

(National Academies of Sciences, 2018). This implies that learning is both a biological process 
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and a social process. Following such empirical and evidence-based research, I draw from 

learning theories that focus on learning as a social, contextual, and cultural phenomenon and how 

it shapes an individual’s learning. 

Social Constructivism 

Harasim (2017) states that learning theories help us understand how people learn and 

“determine what we see, what we consider to be important, and how we will design and 

implement our practice” (p. 4). Understanding different learning theories from major scientific 

“epistemologies,” or the view of how one acquires knowledge, illustrates how learning has been 

perceived throughout history. One of the early learning theories, behaviorism, suggests that 

learning happens sequentially with the acquisition of procedural knowledge and terminal 

behavior testing (Bereiter, 2002; Drucker, 1993). Following this, cognitivist learning theory 

viewed learning as transmitting knowledge to the mind through information-processing models 

and constructs (Gagne & Medsker, 1996; Jonassen et al., 1993). Notably absent in these two 

learning theories is a discussion of the role environments and larger contexts play in an 

individual’s learning.  

In the nineties, scholars began to explore the role of culture and context in learning. They 

also explored the idea of the learner actively constructing knowledge instead of being a passive 

recipient of information (Winn, 1993). This constructivist theory posits that individuals construct 

knowledge and understanding through their experiences of the world and their interactions with 

the community and environment (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996). The construction of knowledge 

is beginning to be understood as dynamic, multidimensional, and related to internalizing 

experiences in different developmental stages (Piaget, 1977; Santrock, 2008). Piaget (1977), a 

biologist and psychologist, discussed that knowledge is acquired through constructive processes 
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where individuals organize, structure, and restructure their experiences through existing schemes 

of thought and modify and expand them. Research has since explored that while the basic brain 

structures and processes are similar, learning happens in different culturally defined ways and 

contexts for everyone. Learning is now recognized as a complex process of both physical 

processes and environments to which learners belong.  

The role of culture and context in learning is drawn from theories about development by 

Lev Vygotsky. While Piaget focused on biological human development, Vygotsky investigated 

the social context of human development. He discussed that the internalization of dialogue by 

humans leads to speech and thought. Bruner (1962) discussed Vygotsky’s approach as “for it is 

the internalization of overt action that makes thought, and particularly the internalization of 

external dialogue that brings the powerful tool of language to bear on the stream of thought” 

(Bruner, 1962, pp. 6-7). Vygotsky argued for the importance of social interactions in human 

cognitive development, focused on social activity, and viewed it as leading to higher cognitive 

functions. Cognitive growth happens through children's social interactions with peers or adults 

with more knowledge. The use of cultural tools developed and adapted by generations as people 

learn to use them is also discussed as an essential aspect of cognitive development (Wertsch, 

1991). Following this stance, researchers discuss that learning happens in multiple social, 

emotional, cognitive, biological, and temporal contexts and refer to learning as socio-cultural.  

Understanding the social and cultural nature of learning is done through detailed 

examinations of how cultural practices structure and shape our thinking and problem-solving 

skills (e.g., Gauvain & Monroe, 2012; Rogoff, 2003). These studies informed the idea that 

learning is embedded in the practices and cultures of communities, and as they change over time, 

adaptation and transformation happen within them for problem-solving (Greenfield, 2009). The 
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development of cultural tools and their adaptations, from calculators to the internet, has helped 

what and how people learn (National Academies of Sciences, 2018). Social theories of learning 

embrace these ideas, leading to critical theoretical shifts in the propositions about learning being 

a social process with cultural meaning (National et al., 2009; Tomasello, 2016).  

Social constructivism in an online learning environment emphasizes the role of 

communication using online tools and delivery media. Multiple instructional technologies and 

computer-mediated communication tools that include synchronous and asynchronous options 

support learners in articulating their thoughts and perspectives and presenting them to their peers 

to engage in discussion (Jonassen, 2000). Within the constructivist framework, technology helps 

design authentic learning activities connected to real life and dynamics (Duffy & Cunningham, 

1996). Additionally, emphasis on learner collaboration and participation in online learning 

courses where students interact with each other helps them with knowledge construction and 

meaning making (Chametzky, 2014).  

Sociocultural Theories of Learning 

Since the 1970s, research on learning has also explored the role of culture and context 

and how they influence individual learning. The influence of culture on learning has been studied 

from the beginning of life, socially transmitted from one generation to another, and adapted and 

transformed to fit goals and circumstances (Dirette, 2014; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Nasir & Hand, 

2006; Tomasello; 2016). This research thread is also rooted in the theory of cognitive 

development proposed by Lev Vygotsky, who emphasized the social context of human cognitive 

development (Bruner, 1962). He focused on social activity and viewed socialization as leading to 

higher (individual) cognitive functions. Sociocultural theory is rooted in the social constructivist 

paradigm of learning that posits that knowledge is constructed through social interaction (Lave & 
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Wenger, 1991). Learning and development occur when individuals interact with other people, 

objects, and events (Vygotsky, 1978).  

The importance of contexts like culture and social settings is emphasized in cognitive 

development and is mediated by cultural tools like language, artifacts, and symbols (Johnson, 

2009). Vygotsky explains that learning and development occur on two levels: First, on a social 

level during interaction with others and an individual level, and second, within the learners 

themselves, describing that learning is not limited to social interaction (John-Steiner & Mahn, 

1996). Human development happens through progressive and complex interactions between 

humans and their physical and social environments. National Academies of Sciences (2018) 

sums up sociocultural theory as the brain provides the physiological platform for learning while 

the social and cultural influences outside the individual shape it. Learning is socially 

contextualized, and it happens in the context of experiences, relationships, and cognitive 

opportunities that are subjectively perceived and experienced emotionally by an individual, and 

cultural norms shape how and what people think (Rogoff, 2016; Tomasello, 2001).  

Sociocultural theory also posits learners as active participants and creators in classrooms 

that emphasize student-centered learning (Smagorinsky, 2013). The theory also focuses on the 

learning process as ongoing meaning-making among learners as they participate in discussions 

and learning activities (Kumpulainen & Wray, 2003; Mercer & Howe, 2012). Sociocultural 

theory also discusses scaffolding, where instructors progressively support and facilitate learners 

moving from one cognitive level to another. Instructors are encouraged to design for 

collaborative learner discourse that leads to conceptual understanding and meaning making 

(Wenger, 1998). 
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Sociocultural theory also elaborated on the role of tools and how they mediated the 

learning processes. These tools can be psychological like languages, signs, or symbols to express 

thinking, or tools like calculators, computers, and online technologies (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Sutherland et al. (2004) discussed how the tools can be considered external and internal. The 

learner initially externally uses the tool with the instructor’s facilitation for knowledge 

construction, and eventually, it supports internalization when they use it for problem-solving and 

presenting their ideas. Aligned with this idea, effective online learning environments should be 

designed to include active, engaging interaction among all the participants and include 

characteristics like meaningful activities, cultural tools, learner uniqueness, metacognition, and 

reflection. As posited by sociocultural theory, learning technologies and online learning 

environments offer many affordances to design and implement collaborative discourse. They 

provide opportunities for discussions in an online platform where learners can explore multiple 

perspectives, seek common ground, problem-solve, and have contextual understanding (Fecho & 

Botzakis, 2007).  

Social annotation tools support constructivist and sociocultural learning by allowing 

learners to interact with peers, content, and instructors to construct knowledge, share 

perspectives, and create meaning together (Zhu et al., 2020). Student participation and 

interaction with peers on tools like Perusall and Hypothes.is helps build an online learning 

community, increase collaborative learning, and improve student learning outcomes (Adams & 

Wilson, 2020; Gharidian et al., 2018; Sun & Gao, 2017). Learner knowledge construction 

happens in social annotation through negotiation, reflection, and discussion around specific texts 

(Vygotsky, 1978). The anchored discussion in social annotation fosters learner interaction and 
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brings out multiple perspectives, replicating more authentic online discussions (Cecchinato & 

Foschi, 2020).  

Constructivist Pedagogies and the Role of Instructors 

Following the tenets of constructivism on how learners actively construct knowledge to 

make sense of the world, constructivist pedagogies focus on how learners develop meaning and 

understanding. These pedagogies are centered around the learners and their active role in 

knowledge construction. Vygotsky discussed the importance of social interaction by positing that 

children learn through interaction and receiving feedback on their tasks. Vygotsky termed this 

the Zone of Proximal Development, where a child discusses a problem or concept with an adult 

or a more competent peer to get the required assistance to solve it (Harasim, 2017). Several 

pedagogical approaches stemmed from this constructivist view of learning, such as active 

learning, learning-by-doing, scaffolded learning, and collaborative learning. These approaches 

discussed the role of instructors as the “guide on the side” and not “sage on the stage” (King, 

1993), indicating that instructors' role needs to evolve into more of a facilitator.  

As discussed above, the instructor’s role in an online constructivist learning environment 

is to guide learners as they construct knowledge (Schell & Janicki, 2013). The instructor 

facilitates the learning process by providing questions and prompts for students to consider and 

navigate their thinking, elaborates on the course content, mentors, coaches, and consults with 

learners (Vonderwell et al., 2007). Researchers also suggest that online instructors set the course 

climate for discussion, develop course objectives for learner participation and meaning making, 

and design a learning environment that fosters open communication. Instructors can also 

facilitate understanding by focusing on various points of discussion related to the course topic, 

guiding critical thinking, and ensuring knowledge construction and sharing (Gold, 2001).  
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Online educators who use constructivist pedagogies also argue that instructor facilitation 

should include effective feedback, a summary of the discussed topics, and promotion of student 

participation in the discussion platforms (e.g., Graham et al., 2001). Instructors must also know 

their roles in designing and implementing online courses for diverse learners and their needs. 

Instructors should also ensure learners engage in discussions that guide their critical thinking, 

higher-order thinking, and reflection and provide meaningful feedback (Gaytan & McEwen, 

2007). Assessment and feedback are essential to motivate learners to participate in learning 

activities related to the course, and the instructor plays a significant role in helping students 

achieve their learning goals (Heinze et al., 2007). The role of an instructor in designing and 

implementing an online course using a social annotation tool is similar to that of a facilitator and 

mentor who guides learner interaction to move their thinking forward.  

Designing Online Learning Environments with Social Learning Theories 

Online courses continue to become mainstream in higher education, particularly during 

and since COVID-19, as they provide the affordance and flexibility for learners to participate in 

learning from anywhere. Design is an essential feature of online courses. Learning design is a 

descriptive framework for teaching and learning activities to support educators in adopting 

effective practices into their courses through various learning activities (Dalziel, 2015; 

Hernandez-Leo et al., 2018). Online course design is context-specific for courses, including 

phases like design, facilitation, evaluation, and assessment (Martin et al., 2019). Different course 

designs are offered in higher education settings - asynchronous, synchronous, and bichronous. 

Research has identified that learner-content interaction is the strongest predictor for student 

learning and satisfaction (Kuo et al., 2013). Courses must be designed to meet students' needs 
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and consider students’ prior knowledge, time constraints, and desired competencies (Martin & 

Bolliger, 2023).  

While many studies have investigated online course design, I will highlight recent 

literature on how instructors design their courses related to this study. Martin et al. (2019) talked 

to eight instructors who systematically designed online courses. The instructors considered 

learners’ needs, created opportunities for students to interact with content and each other, and 

had various assignments with rubrics. DeVine et al. (2013) discuss that teaching strategies such 

as being communicative with students, being flexible, using a facilitator approach, providing 

continuous feedback, and developing a sense of community can help students succeed online.  

Crews et al. (2015) discuss the role of technology and online tools in course design and 

implementation. Chickering and Ehrmann (1996) remind us that technologies should be used as a 

lever and utilized consistently with design principles in online environments. Wang et al. (2003) 

also highlight the importance of designing for adult learners to be active, engaged, and 

independent thinkers in an online learning environment. Roper (2007) also shares strategies like 

engaging heavily in online discussion, applying knowledge to real-world concepts, asking 

questions, and making connections to fellow students as some effective design practices. Grant 

and Thornton (2007) add to this by sharing the importance of good pedagogy and course design 

to facilitate learning experiences. This focus on the online course design and implementation also 

highlights the shift toward constructivist philosophy, where course activities are developed to 

have an active student engagement and interaction.  

A successful online course design and implementation is tailored to the learners’ needs, 

abilities, and experiences (Knowles, 1990). Designing for authentic and meaningful activities 

should include the use of resources that support student sharing and reflecting on each other’s 
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perspectives. Strategies like engaging students in collaborative and contextual learning activities, 

providing autonomy, and motivating student discussion and participation are helpful (e.g., Maor, 

2003; Martens et al., 2007). Instructors should encourage learner participation on various 

discussion platforms, provide relevant and timely feedback, and reinforce student participation 

by setting a higher percentage for participation and response to peers (Maor, 2003). These 

activities helped learners share and understand each other’s perspectives, engage in critical 

discussions, and support learning.  

Instructor Online Pedagogies to Support Learner Participation  

Pedagogy is a science that includes awareness of various learning strategies and how, 

when, and for whom to apply them, depending upon the philosophies instructors hold about 

learning (Bruner, 1999). Constructivism, as a philosophy, provides a shift in paradigm about 

learning by discussing how individuals construct meaning based on their experiences and social 

relationships. Instructors' beliefs and perspectives are essential in understanding how learners 

construct meaning and how to design learning experiences that facilitate them (McCarty & 

Schwandt, 2000).   

Online courses are designed differently from traditional face-to-face courses, allowing 

learners to access course material online providing more control over their learning pace and 

process (Palocsay & Stevens, 2008). Another affordance of an online course is the aspect of 

interactivity and participation with peers and instructors (Frey & Alman, 2003). Elements like 

instructors’ guidelines, questions, and problem-solving scenarios encourage learner cognitive 

presence and deep learning (Garrison et al., 2001). Learner interaction and discussion about 

course content in an online course are essential for learner success (Chen & Willits, 1999). 

Interactive class participation encourages learners to be critical, apply course concepts in 
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discussions, and become active and collaborative learners. Researchers also discussed how 

participation supports reflective learning and promotes higher cognitive thinking (Gravett & 

Petersen, 2002). Following Chickering and Gamson (1987), researchers identified seven 

effective pedagogical practices for online learning: encouraging contact between learners and 

instructors, learning as a team effort, active learning with discussions, timely student feedback, 

using one’s time well, communicating higher expectations, and providing a diverse delivery 

system (Brew, 2008; Morrison & Finnegan, 2008; Palloff & Pratt, 2005).  

While these activities support learning, the role of instructors in this process is essential. 

Learning experiences in online environments should be designed for learners to reflect on 

readings and their peers' experiences, elaborate on the discussions, and pose questions that 

provoke learners to think critically (Keeton, 2004). Researchers also suggest that instructors in 

an online setting should take on the role of a facilitator (King, 1993). Instructors in online 

courses need to focus on guiding students to collaborate to understand course content, relate it to 

their personal experiences, and encourage student initiative and participation with each other 

(Palloff & Pratt, 2005).  

Studies on online learning also explore how effective online learning focuses on 

instructor pedagogies that provide effective student feedback, encourage student participation, 

and take up social roles (Hogan & McKnight, 2007; Morris & Finnegan, 2008). Instructor 

guidance, facilitation, and interaction help establish a sense of learning community in the online 

environment (Desai et al., 2008). Faculty who adapts their designs and pedagogical roles to suit 

an online environment provide prompt student feedback and encourage them to engage with 

content and each other actively are successful (Morris & Finnegan, 2009). Balkin et al. (2005) 

discuss how instructors require training and professional development to design effective student 



22 

collaboration and participation and adapt their teaching strategies to online settings. They also 

need guidance on using relevant technologies in their course design and implementation (Gabriel 

& Kaufield, 2008). As many researchers highlight, this can be done only by providing valuable 

theoretical underpinnings for using technologies in online learning (Harasim, 2017).  

Another factor contributing to a successful online teaching experience is the relevant use 

of technologies and embedding them effectively into the course curriculum (Bailey & Card, 

2009). Technology used in the course should be compatible to support student and instructor 

needs (Osman, 2005). Online course design should include different content exploration and 

transmission methods and opportunities for students to have open conversations, discussions 

about course content, and reflection (Liu et al., 2010; Tee & Karney, 2010). Tee and Karney 

(2010) also note that online discussions in an efficient platform can bring out student insights 

and perspectives that may have yet to come out otherwise.  

Over the last two decades, there has been an immense increase in participatory 

technologies, which have reshaped how one can access information and construct knowledge. 

Participatory technologies also shape teaching and learning by providing instructors with tools to 

support reflective, collaborative learning, increase student autonomy, and create learning 

communities. The instructor's role is necessary to understand how learners construct meaning 

(McCarty & Schwandt, 2000). Instructors must shift and modify their pedagogical approaches to 

embrace participatory technologies in the classroom and move more towards social constructivist 

and learner-centric approaches. The literature on online learning identifies the importance of 

learner-centered strategies, learner participation in structured online discussion platforms, 

collaborative learning activities, and interactive participation as ways instructors can support 

constructivist learning through pedagogy (Mason, 1998). While online learning and the 
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affordances of multimedia technologies provide opportunities for learners to participate, an 

engaging online discussion depends on the individuals and how the discussions are structured 

(Mason, 1998).  

Participatory pedagogy is an approach where learning is focused on students, allowing 

them to create course content and structure through active creation (Siemens, 2008). 

Kumpulainen et al. (2009) elaborated that participatory pedagogy relates to a sociocultural 

approach to learning and addressed that participatory pedagogy allows learners to position 

learners as agents. Participatory interactions of learners can influence the course when students 

bring topics from their contexts to the classroom and promote each other’s participation in their 

learning environment (Kumpulainen et al., 2009). Participatory pedagogical approaches support 

a dialogic learning culture that aims to support student learning experiences.  

With the use of relevant Web 2.0 technologies and the collaboration between instructors 

and students, it is possible to establish participatory pedagogy in an online course. DiPietro 

(2013) discussed how participatory pedagogy involves an interactive learning environment 

where instructors have students use technology tools in the class, understanding how they take in 

the information and learn with these technologies. DiPietro (2013) designed a case study with 

undergraduate students where they were asked to collaborate on a media-rich assignment for a 

new media course. Students were put into groups and worked on a project that followed the 

instructor’s guidelines, and then they were observed on how they worked together and used 

technology in the process. The study revealed that students actively shaped their experiences, 

contributing to the instructor’s teaching methods based on their desire to learn and complete the 

project.  
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Participatory pedagogy also highlights the importance of the instructor being a facilitator 

in the classroom, designing and reiterating the curriculum based on student feedback (Farkas, 

2011). The instructor creates an online learning environment that allows a flow of ideas between 

students, introduces diverse perspectives when students only seek out ideas that confirm their 

beliefs, and adjusts their approaches based on changing student needs (Farkas, 2011). As Farkas 

(2011) shares, participatory pedagogy also focuses on classroom dialogue and questions for 

students that let them explore various approaches to answer them. Students should also be 

allowed to work in groups to develop collaborative knowledge construction (DiPietro, 2013). 

Bobish (2011) suggests that technology tools like wikis and blogs can help engage students in 

active discussion, communication, and learning. These studies highlight that online learning is 

supported through participatory pedagogies that include high-quality interactions between 

students and instructors (Siemens, 2005), collaborative use of technologies (Kennedy et al., 

2008), and effective instructor facilitation (Mandernach et al., 2009).  

Student Participation and Collaboration in Online Learning  

Researchers and educators continue identifying and understanding the factors enhancing 

online learning. The dialogue between learner-learner, learner-content, and learner-instructor 

(Moore, 1989) is vital in online learning environments as it promotes active and collaborative 

thinking. Collaborative learning through interaction, participation, and building on each other’s 

ideas in an online course is identified to be constructivist (Ashcraft & Treadwell, 2008). 

Meaningful interaction in an online setting builds critical thinking, team, and community-

building skills and effectively addresses course goals for students (Du & Wagner, 2007; Lock & 

Redmond, 2006). However, studies also highlight that effective collaboration and participation 

cannot be translated from a face-to-face teaching practice into an online setting but can be 
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curated to suit their online course context. Using relevant technologies designed and tailored to 

support student participation can increase student interaction and a sense of community 

(Anderson & Simpson, 2004; Chou & Chen, 2008). Embedding interactive elements through 

online technologies (like discussion posts and social annotation tools) in online courses has been 

studied to increase perceived interaction among learners-instructors-content and help them with 

the course outcomes (Banna et al., 2015; Martin & Bolliger, 2018).  

Like a social annotation tool, a text-based discussion platform can help learners annotate 

course readings and interact with peers. Learners can make annotations, share, and respond to 

their peers to build upon each other’s ideas and make meaning (Beach, 2012). Social annotation 

in higher education has been used for language learning, collaborative knowledge construction, 

fostering conversations among educators, and assessment (Kalir & Perez, 2019). As a mediation 

tool, social annotation allows learners to view peers’ thoughts, interact with them, and engage in 

text-based conversations for knowledge construction. The next section of this chapter elaborates 

on social annotation, how it has been studied concerning online teaching and learning, and the 

research gaps related to this study.  

Social Annotation 

Annotation has been a part of the history of reading for a long time (Wolfe & Neuwirth, 

2001), where annotated marginal notes were often transcribed along with original texts when a 

manuscript was copied. Often used recently to promote critical reading, annotations have been 

studied to develop active reading in learners that improves critical thinking and meaning making 

on a deeper level (O’Dell, 2020). Novak et al. (2012) define social annotation as “an online 

social bookmarking tool that allows annotating (adding comments, highlights, sticky notes) of an 

electronic resource and supports easy online information sharing” (p.40). While physical or 
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digital annotations can impact individual readings, social annotations in an online learning 

environment also provide a collaborative dimension to individual annotations. Social annotations 

provide readers/learners with an affordance to read and interact with text and peers in a shared 

context (Novak et al., 2012, p. 40; Cohn, 2019). This practice has been studied to develop a 

contextualized and focused discussion space for learners (Gao, 2013), aid in knowledge 

construction (Plevinski et al., 2017), meaning making (Kalir, 2020), and interdisciplinary 

teaching and learning (Reid, 2019).  

Social annotation helps learners interact with course documents and helps them with the 

compilation of resources, information seeking, and collective sense-making (Glazewski & 

Hmelo-Silver, 2019; Kalir, 2019). They also help construct learner knowledge as they interact 

with the text and peers while socially annotating course readings (DiIorio & Rossi, 2018). The 

theoretical orientation of social annotation that views learning as social and collaborative helped 

researchers study how SA as a social technology shapes student engagement in learning ( Halic 

et al., 2010; Martin & Bolliger, 2018). Particularly in higher education settings, many studies 

have looked at student perceptions of social annotation activities, peer interaction, and value in 

social learning contexts (Chen & Chen, 2014; Kalir, 2019; Kalir, 2020).  

To understand instructor experiences using social annotation, I needed to review the 

existing literature on social annotation in online learning. This section details a brief review of 

the literature on the topic. Social annotation in undergraduate and graduate online courses has 

been studied in the past two decades. The research falls into two main categories — SA tool 

evaluation and student-oriented measures. In this review, I only briefly summarize the SA tool 

evaluation literature because it is not directly relevant to my study. I summarize SA-informed 

student-oriented measures like knowledge construction, collaborative learning, contextual and 
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subject-specific learning, and assessment. These studies elaborate on student experiences and 

learning outcomes but seldom discuss instructors’ pedagogical choices, design, and participation 

with social annotation.  

Social Annotation Tools 

Annotation has been a popular activity for many centuries, both as a private practice and 

a form of communication with others (Anderson, 2011; Wolfe & Neuwirth, 2001). It has 

typically promoted active and critical reading in learners by forcing them to slow down and be 

aware of their thinking, processes, ideas, and connections in the readings (Donnell, 2004). Social 

annotation adds a collaborative dimension to annotation, where learners read and annotate with 

other learners online. Some examples of SA tools include Hypothes.is, Perusall and Diigo. SA 

tools support learners by providing learners with the affordances to annotate digital texts and 

respond to what others have written online. Blyth (2014) discusses that SA tools also allow 

learners to make individual and critical contributions to course readings through annotations, 

thereby coming out of passive reading practices.  

Social annotation tools vary in features and purpose in online social reading and writing. 

Perusall is a collaborative reading annotation tool designed to improve student reading rates. 

Perusall does this by scoring student annotations to encourage them towards a more social 

learning environment. It has been developed to be simple and intuitive for teachers to either work 

directly with their website or integrate it into their course Learning Management System (LMS). 

Many files like PDFs, EPUB files, and Word and Excel documents can be uploaded to the site, 

adding custom features like minimum annotations, specific dates, and grades (Clarke, 2021). It 

also has simple navigation features for students’ use. Learners can create an account or work 

through their LMS, contribute to annotations asynchronously, flag questions and inquiries, and 

https://www.perusall.com/
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provide reinforcements and feedback to peer annotations. These features have been designed to 

be collaborative. Similarly, another SA tool called Hypothes.is has been developed for the 

collaborative reading of online course materials. Hypothes.is is free, open-source software that 

allows learners and instructors to highlight and annotate online text (Shrout, 2016). Learners 

have different options (only me, public, group) to annotate their readings, and instructors can set 

up groups according to their preferences for learners to annotate and interact with their peers as 

they read.  

SA tools have also been explicitly designed for specific learning contexts, for instance, to 

support the reading and writing instruction of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. Lo 

et al. (2013) developed an annotation tool called the Paragraph Annotator and studied how it 

impacted student reading comprehension. The authors note that the tool was designed for 

interactive reading and provides features like highlighting (topic sentences, controlling ideas, 

supporting details), comments, and a dictionary that helps learners with interactive reading. The 

tool supports learners with identifying paragraph structure and enhancing their reading. It allows 

readers to analyze paragraphs by marking down paragraph elements and adding comments to the 

highlighted elements with different colors to visualize the paragraph structure and easily 

understand the critical elements of a paragraph. It also includes a supportive reading strategy 

button where students can look up new and unknown words by highlighting them, using the 

dictionary button, and looking them up on Yahoo Online Dictionary. Similarly, SA tools like 

Online Annotator for EFL writing (Yeh & Loh, 2009) were also developed and used for 

corrective feedback and error analysis for EFL learners.  

Social Annotation for Learners 

https://web.hypothes.is/
https://web.hypothes.is/
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Student participation through interaction is an essential element of active learning, where 

students engage in conversations about the course content (Bloom, 1984; Fleming, 1987). 

Ingram and Hathorn (2004) specify that student collaboration and knowledge sharing are crucial 

for student learning in an online learning environment. Liu et al. (2007) discussed how a sense of 

community, student engagement, and participation play a significant role in online learning. 

Collaborative learning experiences enhance student critical thinking, shared perspectives, and 

feedback, developing student participation and connectedness (e.g., Holley & Dobson, 2008). 

These supportive and sustained conversations help students share their thoughts and ideas and 

construct knowledge collaboratively in a safe online environment to support their understanding 

of course topics (Snyder, 2009). A vast body of literature delves into how social annotation tools 

in online learning support students' measures like collaborative learning, knowledge 

construction, and domain-specific learning. The sections below briefly review some of these 

studies and their recommendations on focusing on instructors, their design, and pedagogies to 

maximize student learning.  

Social Annotation for Online Collaborative Learning 

The educational use of social annotation tools in higher education has been studied 

during the past two decades. SA tools have supported many learning practices like reading 

comprehension, peer feedback, and collaborative learning (Gao, 2013; Kalir, 2019; Schacht, 

2015). Researchers have also studied how SA supports group-level processes in CSCL, 

collective expression, negotiation, and meaning-making (Stahl, 2017; Kalir, 2020). Many studies 

on social annotation discussed how having a shared, contextual learning space to interact and 

comprehend course materials can help learners with collective meaning-making. Social 
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annotation can help instructors design for learners’ online collaborative learning, co-construction 

of knowledge, collective expression, and negotiation (Kalir, 2020; Stahl, 2017).  

Gao (2013) used a case study approach with undergraduate students to study student 

interaction and learning supported by a social annotation tool called Diigo. The researcher 

developed a coding scheme to analyze student annotations and the types of interactions while 

reading course materials. They also gave Likert-type survey questions for students to rate their 

experiences with the annotation tool. The study's findings indicated that students actively 

participated in the collaborative learning activities, posted far more comments than required, and 

the posted annotations were specific to the sections of the text they were discussing. The survey 

responses also reiterated the results, with students mentioning that the annotations helped direct 

their attention to the specific sections of the article. However, students also indicated that 

annotations made getting a holistic perspective of the article difficult. The researcher discussed 

that to be more effective while using social annotation, instructors should embed more questions 

and prompts within relevant sections of the text, design synthesizing or summary activities for 

students to understand the reading and recommended that future studies focus on identifying 

learning tasks and objectives that best suit social annotation.  

Sun and Gao (2017) compared social annotation and threaded discussion forums to 

support collaborative learning in an undergraduate online course for preservice teachers. Their 

study findings illustrated the different types of affordances the two environments provided and 

how they impacted learner participation. The authors discussed that learners posted more 

comments on the annotation platform, but the comments on the threaded discussion forum were 

much longer. Findings also showed that Diigo's annotation tool allowed students to focus on 

specific parts of the online texts rather than a summarized reading discussion. Learner 



31 

annotations were, therefore, detailed, and specific, in contrast to the comments on the discussion 

forum, which were general and surface-level. The types of interaction in both platforms also 

differed starkly. Self-reflection and alternative/commentary were the main interactions on the 

threaded discussion forum. 

In contrast, alternative/commentary, self-reflection, internalization, and elaboration were 

evenly distributed in learner interaction on the annotation tool. The authors suggested that both 

platforms provided different affordances for learners, impacting their participation in the 

environments. The study also indicated that social annotation tools can be used by instructors to 

design for learners to focus on specific aspects of the readings and collaborative discussions with 

peers. On the other hand, threaded discussions can be used to summarize course material 

reviews.  

Johnson et al. (2010) studied how social annotation can improve first-year college 

students' teaching and learning through various instructional strategies like team-based learning 

with a collaborative learning annotation tool called HyLighter. Researchers conducted two 

studies where students participated in reading course articles and doing individual and group 

annotations with peers. They studied student reading comprehension, critical thinking, and 

metacognition when students made individual and group annotations where they responded to 

peers. Study 1 with individual annotations only showed improvement in student critical thinking 

skills over the course period. Study 2 significantly improved students’ reading comprehension 

and metacognition when annotating texts with teams/peers. The study suggested that student 

engagement and discussion with peers using the annotation tool led to more significant learning 

and improved comprehension of course content due to communication. The authors 
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recommended further research into instructional strategies and conditions focusing on students' 

learning processes and skills.  

Following this, two other studies were conducted in 2012 by Razon et al. (2012) using 

the same annotation tool, HyLighter, to test undergraduate students’ learning comprehension, 

learning-related affect, and motivation. Like Johnson et al. (2010), Study 1 looked into students’ 

doing individual annotations for course readings, and Study 2 looked into students reviewing and 

commenting on peers’ annotations. The results were also similar, with Study 1 not showing any 

significant differences in student motivation and emotion associated with learning but a higher 

frequency of positive emotions and learning motivation than those who did not use the 

annotation tool. However, Study 2 did not show significant student affect and motivation results 

when using individual and peer annotations. In conclusion, the authors suggest that instructors 

must actively guide and participate in collaborative annotations to enhance student use and 

learning. They recommend future research to examine the aspects of instructional support that 

promote student learning with social annotation.  

These arguments were also supported by Zarzour and Sellami (2016, 2018) in two studies 

conducted on the impact of collaborative annotation with linked data technology and learning 

achievement. The 2016 study examined Algerian university students’ attitudes toward the 

annotation system and its impact on learning achievement. The findings showed that the students 

who learned with the annotation system achieved significantly better outcomes than those in the 

other group. The 2018 study investigated Algerian undergraduate students' learner attitudes, 

motivation, and achievement as they used collaborative annotation with linked technology. The 

findings of this quasi-experimental study also reported the potential of social annotation on 

student interaction, enhancing their learning achievement. Students in the control groups made 
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more private annotations while reading the materials, and those in the experimental group spent 

more time on reflection, sharing linked private annotations with peers, and having in-depth 

discussions. Students’ motivation and attitudes towards the course were also significantly higher 

for the experimental group. These studies concluded that social annotation tools provided 

learners with learning opportunities to share, review, and comment on their instructors’ and 

peers’ annotations, contributing to their learning outcomes.  

Similarly, Adams and Wilson (2020) studied how Perusall, a collaborative annotation 

tool, supported the development of the community in an asynchronous online graduate course. 

They discussed the development of the community in an online course while working on tasks 

and assignments that capture learners’ in-process thinking instead of focusing on summative 

understandings and discussions on a threaded board. Their study used a social annotation tool to 

focus on during-reading discussion asynchronously. The study used a design-based research 

approach to collect and analyze learner annotations. The findings showed an increased text and 

peer-to-peer interaction of learners on the annotation tool. The learners' interactions showed 

evidence of mutual engagement, shared repertoire, and collective meaning-making while 

capturing student thinking processes during interactions. Chan and Pow (2020) looked at the role 

of social annotation in collaborative inquiry-based learning in undergraduate students. A few 

other studies (Kalir, 2020; Michelson & Dupuy, 2018) also recommended widening the research 

into social annotation to look into different learner-peer-instructor interactions and how they 

relate to collaborative learning.  

Social Annotation for Collaborative Knowledge Construction and Sharing 

Asynchronous discussions facilitate online learning's reflective, collaborative, and 

knowledge-construction processes (Gao et al., 2013). Following the critiques on the design of 
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threaded discussion forums, researchers turned to social annotation tools to support more 

profound, meaningful construction of knowledge anchored within reading online course texts 

(Gao, 2013; Plevinski et al., 2017). Yu et al. (2010) designed a Personalized Annotation 

Management System (PAMS 2.0) to explore student annotation behaviors, manage and share 

individual and collaborative annotations, and discuss annotations. The study showed that 

university students found that PAMS 2.0 helped them think critically about understanding their 

peers’ annotations, and they showed higher learning achievements than those in the control 

group. The study showed improved learning outcomes due to annotation, mainly when learners 

shared and discussed annotations. As one of the first studies exploring collaborative knowledge 

sharing, this study recommended focusing more on the curriculum design, activities, and 

instructor and assigning articles to maximize learner participation. 

 In a similar study by Yang et al. (2011), the authors examine whether the same tool, 

PAMS 2.0, helps learners raise questions and provide answers as they read, comment, review, 

and discuss assigned readings online. The study used an experimental approach to understand if 

annotation-based collaboration enhances learner knowledge sharing in online group reading 

activities. For five iterations, the average student reading scores of experimental and control 

groups were compared before and after the group reading annotation activities. Results showed 

that the experiment class achieved a much higher average after using PAMS for collaborative 

reading and discussion than the control group that did not use annotation tools. Following these 

findings, the authors discuss the need to extend the use of similar annotation tools for online 

communication and collaboration in communities of practice.  

Studies have been conducted during the past two decades to understand the impact of 

social annotation activities on learners' collaborative knowledge construction. Eryilmaz et al. 
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(2013) studied learning by social interaction by looking into anchored discussion as an 

alternative to threaded discussion forums. Conventional discussion forums require learners to 

switch back and forth between the part of the discussion they intend to respond to, thereby 

reducing the link between discussion and study material (Van der Pol et al., 2008; Wolfe, 2008). 

Using anchored annotation messages specific to the text or material helps learners contextualize 

their knowledge construction to specific learning content. Using the Annotation Tool developed 

by the authors, this study showed that the annotation functionality increased two types of 

knowledge construction activities in learners: assertion and conflict. The authors explain that the 

shared focus of the annotation functionalities helped learners express complex ideas, recognize 

flaws in peers’ reasoning, and create new ideas. The study also highlights that annotating and 

connecting a text with related discussion can improve discussions' quality and individual 

learning outcomes. These findings have also been reiterated in a later study by Plevinski et al. 

(2017) to study how anchored annotations support the collaborative knowledge construction of 

graduate students in an online class.  

While these studies elaborate on the impact of social annotation activities on learner 

knowledge construction and sharing, their implications for further research go beyond learner 

focus. The authors discuss the need to be intentional about the goals of online discussion in 

choosing the right platform, design, and delivery affordances for instructors to create 

opportunities for maximizing content comprehension.  

Social Annotation for Language Learning and Literacy 

Another central area of social annotation research is literacy and language learning. 

Understanding how SA has been used to teach English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in 

university settings can help instructors design contextual and subject-specific activities for 
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learners. Researchers discussed that identifying the nature of reading has challenged learners in 

the EFL context. To address this and design active class environments for students to be more 

responsive to peers and instructors, annotating while reading is considered a valuable strategy for 

language learning. Lo et al. (2013) developed and used the SA tool, Paragraph Annotator, for 

university students learning English. The tool offered affordances like highlighting, commenting, 

and dictionaries to support learners with interactive reading. It also helped them learn paragraph 

structure in online texts and allowed them to analyze paragraphs, mark down different elements 

in the paragraph, and add their perspectives to the paragraph text. Students were given an essay 

related to English language reading to read, annotate, and take two reading tests based on their 

reading.  Students who used the tool performed significantly better on the reading 

comprehension tests compared to those who did not use the annotation tool.  

 More researchers studied the role of social annotation in EFL education in online 

settings. Solmaz (2020) studied the use of digital social annotation called SocialBook on second 

language socialization of EFL learners in an undergraduate reading course. Language 

socialization is a process of novices interacting with the experts of a particular community to 

socialize in it by using semiotic resources and literacy practices in an online space (Solmaz, 

2020). During week 1, the instructor uploaded the reading and annotated comments, questions, 

images, and links and was purposefully active in the week's discussions to help students become 

familiar with the tool and the activities. From weeks 2-5, students were asked to form groups of 

their own, and each group member was asked to find readings, upload them to the annotation 

tool, annotate them, and initiate the conversation and discussion on the platform. From weeks 6-

8, students were encouraged to participate in group and non-group members’ readings. Data was 

collected from a pre-study survey, student annotations, and reflection journals. The author 
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discussed that many students found the annotation tool enabled them to socialize in the 

communities they constructed and helped them co-construct meaning and incorporate ideas in 

discussions. Students also mentioned they could improve their viewpoints on various topics due 

to members’ multiple perspectives. Content analysis of annotations showed how students take on 

novice and expert roles while choosing and guiding discussions of readings they selected. 

Multiple annotations like praising, suggesting, and sharing resources, developing interpersonal 

relationships, and clarifying questions were evident. The findings also indicated that while they 

followed the structure set by their instructor in the first week, they developed their discourses as 

the weeks progressed and moved beyond the instructor's structure. The features of the annotation 

tool also allowed students to engage in hybridized communicative practices (e.g., integration of 

linguistic and textual practices like the use of language and emoticons or abbreviations) that are 

essential for EFL socialization. 

Learner-learner interactions were also studied using an online annotation tool for 

collaborative learning in Second Language Learning. Thoms and Poole (2018) studied the 

linguistic, literary, and social affordances and interactions among learners using the online 

annotation tool HyLighter for a Spanish poetry course. None of the students indicated that their 

native language was Spanish. All the students were given three to five poems per week during 

four weeks of the course that they read and commented on for this study. During the 4-week 

study period, students' annotations and comments to peers were considered the analysis 

assignments of the poems they read. Students were asked to make at least one individual 

annotation on each assigned poem for the week and respond to another student’s annotation on 

each poem. The findings indicated that engaging in collaborative reading through online social 

annotation can help learners with a closer reading of texts and an interactive social community 
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among learners and instructors. However, the authors discussed that it is vital for instructors to 

consider how to structure the annotation tasks carefully. Some challenges they mentioned 

included students feeling unnecessary pressure to contribute something novel or meaningful 

when their peers have already commented and instructors carefully designing for assessing and 

supporting students' second language learning and proficiency, or the course objectives, instead 

of merely annotating and commenting.  

Tseng And Yeh (2018) used Google Docs with undergraduate EFL students to study 

reading and language comprehension skills. Annotation strategies were found to help students 

from a passive reading of course texts to a deeper understanding. Other researchers also 

elaborated on the affordances of social annotation in language acquisition (e.g., Thoms et al., 

2017; Yang et al., 2013). All these studies discussed that social annotation tools allow learners to 

read the text closely, construct meaning with their peers, and discuss meaning and perspectives 

about literary texts through social annotations. These studies also indicated that social 

annotations allow learners to be engaged non-traditionally and improve their reading 

comprehension in the context of reading and language learning.  

Social Annotation for Feedback and Assessment 

Social annotation researchers have also explored its relevance in instructor and peer 

feedback and assessment. The SA and assessment research can help instructors design peer and 

instructor feedback and assessment of learners’ annotation activities. Instructors can annotate the 

excerpts they want the learners to focus on. For example, Yeh and Lo (2009) discussed this 

process of providing feedback to learners via SA by addressing specific areas that need 

improvement in second language learning. The authors discussed the importance of constructive 

feedback, interactive feedback, and error correction strategies that guide them in becoming 
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independent writers. This study used the Online Annotator tool to understand its effectiveness in 

undergraduate students’ error recognition and correction for EFL writing. It addressed the 

relative effectiveness of computer-based corrective feedback to paper-based feedback on 

students’ error recognition. Students were asked to write a short essay about their favorite 

celebrities. One group of students was rated by the instructor using paper-based feedback, and 

the other group used the editing feature of the annotation tool. The instructor gave feedback 

about the errors made by the students, the nature of the errors, and the correct language form. 

While both groups of students received similar feedback, the annotation group could see the 

errors they made in the document viewer and analyze the result features of the tool. Students 

were then asked to write another essay about their lives as undergraduate students, which was 

graded similarly. Grading the second essay revealed that the student group that used the Online 

Annotator tool identified more errors, missed some incorrect texts, and developed error 

correction strategies compared to the group that used the paper feedback group. This study 

showed how online social annotation can scaffold students by identifying and reflecting on their 

errors in a second language or EFL writing.  

Yeh et al. (2014) extended the research on error correction and feedback in their 2014 

study on EFL writing instruction. Using online annotation activities, they developed a web-based 

error correction practice system for error correction and peer feedback. They evaluated the effect 

of the annotation system on student writing and peer feedback performance. They also designed 

the system for instructors to conduct strategy training for error correction practice and peer 

feedback activities. The findings of this study also showed significant differences in writing error 

ratios among learners. They improved writing performances and peer feedback accuracies, 

particularly for low-level learners with difficulties identifying writing errors in their texts.  
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 In another study, Lin and Lai (2011) developed an Annotation-Sharing and Intelligent 

Formative Assessment (ASIFA) system to provide formative feedback to learners instead of 

evaluating them for grades. Their study uses online collaborative annotations as formative 

feedback by having students annotate collaboratively on the annotations with the instructor. Lin 

and Lai (2013) expand on this previous study by designing continuous formative assessment 

activities with collaborative annotations to improve student participation and performance on 

final summative assessments. These studies use social annotation techniques and affordances to 

enhance student learning achievements.  

Social Annotation and Instructor Perspectives 

Studies on social annotation extensively discuss student perceptions, experiences, and 

challenges with various tools. Few SA studies focus on the instructors, their experiences, design, 

and pedagogical processes. Even though many instructors in higher education are interested in 

supporting deep reading and comprehension of academic texts, multiple factors pose pedagogical 

challenges for instructors, including adding a new tool to their learning contexts, designing topic 

and genre-based reading strategies for digital texts, and encouraging and engaging with learners 

in collaborative reading practices, grading, and assessments.  

Lebow et al. (2011) shared the experiences of three professors with the annotation tool 

Hy-Lighter and the learning and assessment activities they designed in three different areas. The 

first professor used the tool for a screenplay writing course for their students to read and evaluate 

each other’s work critically. Discussing student scripts and having them provide substantial peer 

and instructor feedback was challenging, but Hy-Lighter helped review and provide feedback. 

The professor also discussed that implementing the tool Hy-Lighter brought new relevance and 

meaning to classroom discussions. The annotation activities created a sense of community, 
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shared purpose, and enhanced learning experiences among students and the professor. A second 

professor used Hy-Lighter as an additional assessment tool for asynchronous, text-based courses 

on graduate-level Forensic Toxicology. Students either commented on a highlighted area by the 

professor or independently highlighted and annotated the text as an assessment. Students were 

also encouraged to see each other’s annotations and engage with them before submitting their 

answers. This design choice indicated that students could acknowledge and correct their mistakes 

based on others’ comments, transfer knowledge acquired to written modules, and evaluate their 

answers with peers using collaborative discussion approaches. Finally, the third professor used 

the Hy-Lighter tool for enhanced multiple-choice testing, where students were required to 

answer multiple-choice questions and annotate the reasons for their responses. The professor 

designed this activity to understand students' knowledge of what they were confused about or 

failed to grasp and provide them with relevant feedback. This activity also helped students see 

models of good explanations from their peers. This study indicated different cases of activity 

design with social annotation tools in different subject areas. This article discusses instructors' 

experiences using the Hy-Lighter tool and presents the thinking and pedagogical processes of the 

instructors.  

These arguments are also supported by (Wright et al., 2013), who used the PDF 

annotation tool Nota Bene for undergraduate biology students, and their annotations were 

analyzed based on their responses and collaborative discussions. The authors discussed the 

importance of effective instruction to understand and support students’ needs and indicated that 

social annotation tools can help provide instructors with mental models and ideas students bring 

to the classroom. They also mentioned that using a social annotation tool for class discussions 

shifted the classroom culture towards a student-centered approach, with the role of the instructor 
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changed to a facilitator. This study also highlighted how an online annotation tool could help 

instructors guide learner participation, encourage them to ask questions, and get a deeper 

understanding of concepts.  

Schneider et al. (2016) examined the shifts in pedagogies and learning experiences 

enabled by the Lacuna social annotation tool. This study explored the perspectives of two 

instructors on integrating the tool into a graduate literature course and students' experiences with 

annotating with the tool. The course was designed for students to make 20 weekly annotations 

from each student. Instructors discussed that one of the significant pedagogical shifts was to 

design for students to annotate and react to readings. They mentioned that instructors had to 

increase their engagement with the course to comprehend the understanding of students better. 

Annotation activities also resulted in meaningful and intense conversations with students. While 

instructors mentioned how sometimes students diverged away from the themes related to the 

course text, designing for flexibility, and identifying struggling or difficult areas in student 

annotations helped them prepare better for the class. The instructors also highlighted the time 

spent reviewing student annotations, which they said was only possible with a teaching assistant. 

The two instructors also discussed how annotations helped get to know students better related to 

their reading and thinking, as they brought their annotations back to the class and addressed 

themes in their comments. There were also varied types of negotiation in class, as instructors 

found places in the readings where students had the most confusion, difficulty, or disagreement 

and how they addressed those issues. Instructors’ perspectives in this study detailed the design 

processes to create authentic dialogue, deeper learning, and flexibility in interpretations of 

readings. They acknowledged the importance of social annotation tools while highlighting the 
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need to negotiate the space for students to discover their perspectives while guiding them 

through their learning processes.  

Clapp et al. (2021) discussed in their study how social annotation became a “signature 

pedagogy” in literature studies for instructors, as they used the tool Hypothes.is in undergraduate 

literature courses. Ten instructors who participated and designed social annotation activities were 

invited to a round table to discuss their experiences. The authors shared that instructors found 

annotation activities to be engaging for students as more students participated actively. 

Instructors also indicated that student responses provided a way for instructors to understand 

their thinking processes and observed that students felt comfortable discussing their opinions. 

Instructors’ discussions also revealed how they could indicate and highlight compelling 

performances in literary analysis that allowed students to follow them as benchmarks for further 

responses. The only downside to annotation activities that instructors discussed is the time spent 

on the annotation activities instead of face-to-face discussions. While this study attempted to get 

instructor perspectives on social annotation, most conversations were limited to their 

observations on student annotations. The study did not delve into instructors’ design and 

pedagogical processes in teaching undergraduate courses in literature education.  

Sievers (2021) presented an elaborate, action-based study on her experiences teaching 

digital reading with social annotation. The author discussed that using a tool like Hypothes.is in 

an introductory literature course is valuable for learners to develop closer reading skills, 

construct arguments, and co-construct knowledge through interpreting the text. Sievers outlined 

several modified goals as she redesigned the course to embed social annotation tools – reading 

with attention to detail, looking up information, asking reflective questions, and developing 

nascent interpretations to full arguments. She also elaborated on her design strategies that 
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focused on the course objectives; annotations were required for every reading and were 

considered essential for critical and close reading of text. These were graded as complete 

assignments if they posted the required weekly annotations. The second strategy consisted of 

informal writing and analysis students completed based on their annotations. The assignments 

included blog posts for students to interpret texts they annotated, and a final assessment included 

a formal essay. An optional/additional strategy was to create and link their peers’ annotations in 

their blog posts or essays. The author discussed the effectiveness of these pedagogies using two 

approaches (asking students using survey questions and observing and analyzing their writing 

assignments). Student consensus on annotation activities was helpful, as students commented on 

helping them understand the text better. Student social experiences and connections between 

activities and reading skills were less relevant, as students mentioned completing required 

annotations or responding to peers only as a requirement. The authors’ observation and analysis 

of annotations showed that students were asking questions, modeling the reflective practices of 

their peers, and effectively drawing from annotations for their formative assessments. The study 

elaborates on an instructor’s case study on her experiences and pedagogies with social 

annotation. It is an example of the type of research needed in social annotation – a focus on the 

instructor’s choices, reasons for using social annotation tools, and their intentions behind 

pedagogical choices.  

Instructor perspectives on using social annotation tools highlight that the choice of tool 

and design should align and reflect the learning outcomes for the class, emphasizing student 

perspectives. Instructors should also be intentional and aware of the time, pedagogical choices, 

and participation they intend to contribute to the annotation activities they give, as this takes out 
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additional preparation time. There is also the need to focus on instructors’ thoughtful design and 

use of these tools to achieve the intended pedagogical impact.  

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I provided an overview of the learning theories related to this study and 

reviewed social annotation research in higher education. This literature review identified gaps in 

the SA research and illuminated recommendations for future research to focus on instructors, 

which is the rationale for my study. In the next chapter, I describe this dissertation’s research 

design.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 
This dissertation explores how and why online undergraduate instructors use social 

annotation in their classes and their perceptions and challenges in implementing SA. Instructor 

perspectives on their design, pedagogy, and participatory reasons for using social annotation in 

online classes can contribute to understanding course design and implementation with SA. This 

qualitative case study focuses on instructors’ perspectives, processes, and problems in using SA 

activities related to pedagogical goals by using a qualitative case study approach to address the 

following questions.  

1. Why are instructors using SA in their UG online courses?  

2. How do instructors design and implement activities with SA?  

3. What are instructors' participatory pedagogies in implementing SA in their UG online 

courses? 

Pragmatism 

As a qualitative researcher, my positionality, epistemological stance, and background 

influence the study’s conceptualization and implementation. As an online learner, I used SA in 

my courses and started designing and implementing SA tools in the online classes I have been 

teaching. Many of my teaching practices were inspired by my experiences as a learner. I want to 

learn how instructors use SA to enhance student participation and learning. So, for this study, a 

pragmatist approach helps me understand how this study informs practice. Pragmatism focuses 

on constructing knowledge and its products through an active inquiry process (Dewey, 2008; 

Morgan, 2013). Pragmatism adopts a value-oriented approach by focusing on action rather than 

theorizing (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Pragmatism also elaborates on how multiple 
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theories and perspectives can coexist to be helpful to practice and practitioners (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Pragmatism welcomes different research methods to answer research 

questions to inform methodological choices that are relevant, practical, and applicable (Cresswell 

& Plano Clark, 2011).  

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) shared that pragmatic research is based on a practice-

based problem and not a search for truth, and that is how this dissertation study has been 

conceptualized. Grounded in the pragmatic purpose, in this research, I sought to understand why 

undergraduate online instructors transitioned or started using social annotation tools, how they 

designed and implemented learning activities with SA that maximized course objectives, and 

how their pedagogical processes supported the implementation. I focused on instructors, their 

perspectives, and how their experiences with SA tools guided their design and pedagogical 

processes. Through this focus, the study's findings lay the foundation for other instructors 

looking to transition to SA or similar tools to improve their teaching experiences and enhance 

student learning.  

Methodology and Methods 

 Qualitative Case Study 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that qualitative research is conducted to “achieve an 

understanding of how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process of meaning-

making, and describe how people interpret their experience” (p.15). Qualitative research is also 

committed to studying a phenomenon in depth, bringing out uncertainties, and seeking 

clarification of specific factors (Sandelowski, 2010).  A qualitative methodology is appropriate 

because it aims to elaborate on how and why instructors use SA.  
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Case studies satisfy the tenets of qualitative research: describing, understanding, and 

explaining interpretation in context (Tellis, 1997). Merriam (1998) defines a case “as a 

phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context” (p.27) and explains that a case can be 

a person, program, group, policy, and so on. She describes a qualitative case study as an 

intensive, holistic, and bounded phenomenon of a social unit. This view aligns with this study’s 

purpose. Merriam (1998) mentioned that qualitative case study designs are suitable for 

understanding educational phenomena. They are intensive descriptions and analyses of a 

bounded system, making them different from other qualitative approaches. This qualitative case 

study is bounded by instructors using social annotations in their undergraduate online courses at 

one institution.  

Yin (2009) notes that a case study is a relevant methodology for “how” and “why” 

questions asked about an event or a phenomenon. Merriam (1998) expands this idea by stating 

that case studies help researchers understand processes and delve into the characteristics of 

contexts. They facilitate the in-depth investigation of a phenomenon in its real-life context. 

Specifically, a case study entails an in-depth investigation of a bounded case, defined as a single 

organization, scenario, or process (Merriam, 1998). With this design, the researcher is focused on 

the process rather than the outcomes, as the method allows the study of the phenomena in 

complex settings (Baxter & Jack, 2008)—a case-study method provides a specific focus and in-

depth analysis of instructors’ perspectives.  

I chose a descriptive case study design for this research. A descriptive case study 

explores a phenomenon in a context by trying to understand contextual conditions and presenting 

its detailed description (Gerring, 2004; Yin, 2009). This study intends to get insights into how 

instructors in undergraduate online classes design courses with SA activities, how they 



49 

participate in those activities, and the challenges they face in implementing their courses. 

Designing and implementing a technology tool like SA and having learners participate in 

annotation activities is a complex, contextual process. The scope and depth of the design, 

pedagogy, and participatory processes must be distinct from the course context and be captured 

and described elaborately. A descriptive case study seeks a holistic approach and uses multiple 

forms of data to understand instructors' pedagogical choices, interactions, and behaviors. This 

study elaborates on the characteristics of individual teachers, the online classroom contexts and 

climate, classroom interactions, SA-specific interactions, and instructor participation. Through 

this, I hope to provide a detailed perspective on how instructors designed and implemented 

courses with SA, their activity, and interactions in the SA platform with learners, and their 

pedagogical choices throughout the course period.                                             

Study Design 

I received the IRB approval for this study in November 2022 (see Appendix A). 

Obtaining this approval required detailing the purpose of the study, establishing the consent 

process, minimal risks, and confidentiality measures for instructors. As part of this process, I 

outlined the interview protocol and the incentive/compensation for the participants of this study.  

Participant Selection 

For this study, I was interested in working with online instructors who teach 

undergraduate courses. I narrowed this group to focus on instructors who facilitated online 

courses with social annotation in the 2022-2023 academic year at one university. I used 

convenience and purposeful sampling to select participants for this study (Patton, 1990).  

To locate possible study participants, I contacted instructional technology (IT) fellows in 

two separate humanities and social sciences schools to obtain details about instructors using SA. 
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I selected these two schools because I was an instructor in one of them and had knowledge that 

instructors in these two schools were using SA tools in their online courses. One IT fellow 

recommended me to the university vendor for the social annotation tool Hypothes.is. The vendor 

provided me with the details of 30 instructors currently (2022-2023 academic year) using the SA 

tool Hypothes.is in their online courses within the two schools. I contacted 20 instructors via 

email from the list (see Appendix B). I created selection criteria to identify participants for 

introductory, exploratory interviews.  

● Instructors needed experience using SA activities in their online undergraduate 

courses within the last six months.  

● Instructors should have previous experience teaching an undergraduate course 

online.  

● Instructors must have experience using different technologies and tools in online 

learning. 

Ten instructors responded positively to participating in the study. Two of them shared in 

their response to my email that they only used SA once over two years ago and would be happy 

to participate if required. I selected the other eight instructors who responded positively to 

introductory, exploratory interviews because they matched the selection criteria. 

I scheduled an initial introductory interview with each of these eight instructors in 

January and February 2023. I conducted these exploratory interviews to explain the research 

study to participants and ask preliminary questions about their teaching and experiences with SA. 

I conducted these introductory interviews online via Zoom with all participants. After the 

interviews, I developed second selection criteria to refine and identify my focal participants for 

the study, where I would conduct one more round of in-depth interviews and member reflection:  
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● Instructors with different design and implementation strategies for using SA tools in their 

online courses.  

○ The rationale for choosing instructors using different design and implementation 

strategies is to understand how these processes relate to their course learning 

objectives, design, and pedagogies. It was also vital to see how their design and 

pedagogies relate to using SA in the online class to enhance student learning.  

○ Instructors should be able to articulate their reasons for choosing, designing, and 

implementing course activities with SA.  

 These selection criteria helped narrow my participants from eight to five instructors.  

Table 1 

Overview of introductory interview participants. 

Potential Participant 
(pseudonyms) 

Role Reason for Exclusion in the 
Next Phase of Study 

Aspen Teaching Professor Included 

Aurora Professor Included 

Cedar Graduate Instructor Included 

Clay Graduate Instructor Included 

River Graduate Instructor Included 

Participant X Graduate Instructor Only used SA in one course. 
Never participated in student 
annotations or responded to 
any of them and did not 
articulate the reason for using 
SA except that it helped with 



52 

“active reading.” The design 
was “annotate-reply” each 
week. 

Participant Y Senior Lecturer Uses social annotation in a 
Spanish language learning 
course. Only one SA activity, 
reading and annotating a 
novel- did not elaborate on 
how SA helped student 
language learning or the 
reason for her design to 
annotate a Spanish language 
novel.  

Participant Z Lecturer Uses social annotation for 
Russian language learning 
course. Did not articulate 
reasons for using SA except 
for mentioning how it helped 
students with non-fiction 
reading. The design included 
annotate-reply, and students 
never discuss or go back to 
annotations or questions or 
discuss language learning 
through annotations. 

 

Participants 

I contacted the five focal participants to participate in a second round of interviews via 

email (see Appendix B). The five instructors included three graduate instructors, one full-time 

non-tenured teaching professor, and one tenured professor. I selected more graduate-student-

level instructors for variability in their enthusiasm for working with and adapting various 

technologies like SA for student engagement. I chose senior faculty to understand their 

experiences transitioning to newer technologies like SA. These five instructors fit the rationale 
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and were enthusiastic and articulate in the initial interview about using SA in their online 

courses. All the focal participants have online teaching experience for at least five years. 

Although they work for the same university, these instructors represent different and 

distinct content areas and have independent pedagogical strategies. They all have experience 

teaching synchronous and asynchronous online classes and have also taught a variety of class 

sizes. Notably, the online classes they discussed for this study were smaller (25 students or less). 

After participants confirmed their participation and continuation in the study, I set up a date and 

time on Zoom for in-depth interviews. I sent interview questions to all the participants one week 

before the interview and informed consent forms for them to sign and return to me. I provided 

the five focal instructors who participated in all the study phases with $50 gift cards for their 

time, energy, and insights. 

Table 2 

Focal Participants.  

Instructor Name 
(pseudonym) 

Teaching 
Experience 

Course Modality Interview Date 

River 12 years Online asynchronous Introductory 
interview: 01/11/2023 
 
In-depth interview: 
03/14/2023  

Cedar 5 years Online asynchronous Introductory 
interview: 01/12/2023 
 
In-depth interview: 
03/13/2023 

Clay 5 years Online synchronous Introductory 
interview: 01/27/2023 
 
In-depth interview: 
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03/13/2023 

Aspen 11 One section of 
synchronous and one 
section of 
asynchronous 

Introductory 
interview: 01/27/2023 
 
In-depth 
interview:03/17/2023 

Aurora 16 Online synchronous Introductory 
interview: 02/01/2023 
 
In-depth interview: 
03/08/2023 

 

Social Annotation Tool (Hypothes.is) 

Hypothes.is (https://web.hypothes.is/) is an online social annotation tool used by all five 

focal instructors in this study. Hypothes.is allows users to annotate online text on websites, 

blogs, journals, and articles and create learning groups to share their text and resources. The 

website features include allowing users to annotate privately as a note-taking tool and 

collaboratively with others. It is open and accessible and integrates readings into the course 

LMS. Instructors and learners can also create a free account and start a private learning group 

within the tool if they keep their SA activities separate from the course LMS. Users must 

download a Chrome extension or a bookmarklet and highlight it before they start annotating. The 

tool also has tag features for users to tag their annotations to topics they are interested in, and the 

annotations with the same tags can be compiled together. While many other SA tools are 

available, the instructors chose Hypothes.is due to its features, ease of use, open source, and 

LMS integration.  

Data Collection 

https://web.hypothes.is/
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I collected the data for this study between January and March 2023 and shared member 

reflection summaries with the focal instructors for their review during the summer of 2023 (see 

Table 3). The multiple data sources were grouped and utilized as primary or secondary sources. 

Primary Data Sources 

The primary data sources for this study included in-depth semi-structured interviews with 

five focal instructors, course syllabus, LMS and social annotation walk-through observation 

protocol, transcript annotations with jottings, and researcher analytic memos.  

Table 3 

Timeline of study.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Pre-Data Collection 

Timeline Activity 

Summer 2022 Pilot study with two graduate 
instructors 
 
Refined interview questions 
and study design 

November 2022 Thesis proposal meeting and 
approval 

November-December 2022 Completed and submitted 
IRB, recruitment, consent 
forms, and emails- IRB 
approval 

December 2022 Identified pool of participants, 
sent recruitment emails 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

January- February 2023 ● Introductory, 
exploratory interviews 
with eight participants 

● Selected five focal 
participants for in-
depth interviews  

● Created research 
memos 
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Simultaneous Data Collection 
+ Analysis 

● Interviews transcribed 
● Initial coding and 

analysis of interviews 
to develop questions 
for in-depth interviews 

March 2023 ● Second round in-depth 
interviews 

● Interviews transcribed 
● Created summaries of 

interviews for member 
reflections 

April- August 2023 ● Continued coding of 
interview data 

● Compiled findings 
from LMS walk 
through protocol and 
research memos 

● Sent summaries for 
member reflections 

● Categories constructed 
from open codes 
through constant 
comparison 

● Thematic analysis of 
categories conducted 

 

Ongoing Analysis + Writing March 2023- October 2023 

 

In-depth Semi-Structured Interviews. During the Summer of 2022, I conducted a pilot 

study with two graduate instructors with all the drafted interview questions for this study 

(introductory, second-round interview, and member reflection interview). The pilot interview 

was informal and conversational, where the instructors and I discussed the design of the 

qualitative study and each interview question. Both the instructors in the pilot provided 

suggestions to add/remove/rephrase/retain each question and recommended changes to the study 
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design. After the conversations, I reviewed and refined the interview questions (see Appendices 

C and D for final interview questions).  

For this dissertation, the interviews (45-60 minutes each) with the five instructors were 

conducted in February and March 2023. The questions were based on the protocol I developed 

and refined during the pilot. The interviews focused on how and why instructors used SA in their 

courses, their experiences and perspectives on SA, and their participation in SA activities. 

Follow-up questions included asking them how they view their design, implementation, and 

presence in the course. I also asked them to elaborate on the processes behind establishing and 

sustaining their participation and presence in the course.  

All five focal instructors participated in the initial introductory exploratory interviews to 

inform participant selection. The relevant content from those interviews was included in the data 

analysis. All the interviews were conducted online via Zoom and recorded there, as Zoom 

provided automatic transcripts for the interviews, which were cleaned and revisited multiple 

times during the analysis.  

Course LMS and Syllabus. During both introductory and semi-structured interviews, I 

asked instructors to select and talk about a specific online undergraduate course they had taught 

in the past six months where they used SA. The reason behind giving the instructors a choice was 

to understand the faculty’s perspective and to provide them with the comfort and flexibility to 

discuss their experiences. Offering this choice to the instructors helped them explain their 

reasons for using SA in that class. Instructors also shared the course syllabus and walked me 

through the course LMS during the Zoom interviews instead of providing me direct access to the 

LMS. This decision ensured the level of comfort continued with the instructor and for me as a 

researcher to get a sense of the course structure and climate from the instructor’s perspective.  
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Social Annotation Activity Compilation. During the introductory exploratory interview 

and the in-depth interviews, I asked all the interviewees to share their screens and show some 

activities they designed and implemented using the SA tool Hypothes.is for the class. Three 

instructors used the Canvas LMS integration feature with the tool to create SA activities for 

students. Two instructors created private class groups within the Hypothes.is for students to 

annotate specific course articles. During the interviews, I asked instructors to explain how they 

designed and implemented the activities, their chosen course articles, their pedagogy, 

participation, and how they facilitated student interaction in the SA platform. I made notes using 

the observation protocol I developed (see Appendix F) and my research memos. Some SA 

activities and designs were revisited during the in-depth interviews with focal instructors, where 

I asked follow-up questions on their design and pedagogical choices.  

Interview Transcripts, Recordings, and Archives. All the interview transcripts and 

recordings (video and audio on Zoom, audio backup on the recorder app) were downloaded and 

cleaned manually. I watched and rewatched the video recordings and cleaned the transcripts line 

by line in Google Docs. I also fine-tuned transcripts using archived recordings for pauses, 

emphases, and any additional details like facial expressions and gestures.  

Researcher Memos and Jottings. I kept a journal to add my memos and jottings to add 

my thoughts and perspectives on the data. This includes my jottings during interviews with each 

participant, post-interview thoughts, emerging questions, categories and themes from instructor 

interviews, and my analysis processes. These memos helped me reflect on what I missed during 

interviews with participants, any prejudices or biases, notes about what interested me, and 

aspects to focus on.  

Secondary Data Sources 
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Secondary data sources for this dissertation included introductory exploratory interviews 

with eight instructors conducted during early spring 2023, out of which the five focal participants 

were selected.  

Introductory Exploratory Instructor Interviews. These exploratory interviews 

included discussing a brief description of the study with the instructors, explaining the purpose 

and goals of the study, providing space and time for instructors to ask questions (part of the 

consent process), and establishing a rapport. I also asked them preliminary questions about their 

experiences and pedagogies as online instructors and SA (see Appendix C). These conversations 

provided context for the requirements and analysis of the study.  

Member Reflections. After analyzing the five focal participants' interview transcripts, I 

sent summarized versions to these instructors in the summer of 2023. These were conducted as a 

form of member reflections, as recommended by Tracy (2010). Member reflections are done to 

take “findings back to the field and determine whether the participants recognize them as true or 

accurate” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 242). Tracy (2010) also shared that member reflections 

allow collaboration and help understand if the participants find research meaningful as they 

reflect, react, or find problems with the research. This process also provides another option for 

additional data that adds to the credibility of the research. I sent the participants summaries (the 

interview transcripts were long and detailed) because shorter, summarized themes and categories 

were more respectful of their time. Composing them was also part of my analysis process. I 

asked instructors to provide feedback to check for accuracy in my coding and analysis. I used 

their feedback to reflect on my initial round of analysis and check for accuracy. I used this data 

in the next round of analysis to refine and triangulate my findings. 

Data Analysis Process 
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Merriam (1998) defines data analysis as making sense of data. Moreover, making sense 

of data involves “consolidating, reducing and interpreting what people have said and what the 

researcher has seen and read - it is the process of meaning-making” (Merriam, 1998, p.178) and 

discusses simultaneous data collection and analysis as an essential attribute of qualitative studies. 

While the guidelines are elaborate, she leaves autonomy for the researcher’s perspective on 

analysis and writing. Following Merriam’s (1998) guidelines, this study’s analysis began with 

data collection in spring 2023. I asked the same questions to all eight participants in the 

exploratory interview. For the five focal participants, I started with the list of questions I wanted 

to ask everyone. Also, I developed some questions more directed to their specific teaching 

contexts (see Appendix D for in-depth interview questions). I asked each instructor impromptu 

follow-up questions based on their responses to other questions. I spaced each interview to give 

myself the time for jottings, memos, and initial reflections. This was also done to inform the data 

collection and analysis process together, as Merriam (1998) indicated. I cleaned each transcript 

immediately after the interview when the interview was fresh in my mind. I used the automated 

transcript provided by Zoom and the video and audio recordings to clean any words or phrases 

that had not been transcribed correctly. I used a qualitative data analysis process called constant 

comparative analysis to analyze the interview data (Harry et al., 2005). This process includes 

coding the interviews with open codes, categorizing them into groups, organizing the categories 

into themes, and explaining how the themes address the study’s research questions (Harry et al., 

2005). I elaborate on my analysis processes in the sections below. 

Qualitative Open Coding Analysis.  

I began my qualitative open coding analysis by reading and tagging sections of instructor 

interviews with words or phrases that explain what the instructors are talking about (Harry et al., 
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2005; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I coded each transcript manually and developed inductive, open 

codes for each interview. Table 4 outlines a few excerpts from the instructor interviews and the 

initial open codes I gave them.  

Table 4 

Example instructor interview excerpts and open codes. 

Excerpts from the instructors’ interviews Open Codes: 

 “There is nothing less authentic than a discussion board post, and 
everybody knows it. You could do many things in class, but social 
annotation is a nice way to ask people to pull out a chunk of 
reading and talk about it in class.” [Aspen, 2nd interview]  

Inauthentic discussion 
boards; social annotation 
for better class 
discussion. 

“You have different perspectives when you see people with 
different perspectives. When you see how people rationalize their 
viewpoints, you think critically about your thoughts and ideas.”  
[River, 2nd interview] 

Brings out different 
student perspectives; 
critical thinking in 
students  

“What we do when we socially annotate is, we are communicating 
a meaning that we are seeing across a text together.”  [Clay, 2nd 
interview] 

Communication; 
relational; meaning 
making 

 

Compiling Categories  

After open coding all the interviews with the five participants, I categorized the open 

codes depending on how they related or belonged to larger categories. I compiled groups of open 

codes together and created categories for each group. I did all this manually using sticky notes to 

see which groups of codes belonged together. This process helped me understand how to group 

and regroup different open codes, how and why I labeled them together, and how they informed 

the processes of different participants. After this, I labeled all the categories for each group (see 

Table 5).  

Table 5 
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Sample open codes and categories. 

Open codes Categories 

Student perspectives are coming out; students 
think critically. 

Visible student perspectives and thinking. 

Inauthentic discussion boards; I do not like 
discussion boards; SA is anchored, unlike 
discussion boards. 

The inauthenticity of discussion boards. 

Reading as a social practice; building an online 
community; social connection with peers. 

Building a learning community through 
SA.  

 

Thematic Analysis  

The next step in the coding and analysis processes included comparing the categories I 

compiled with each other to understand how they relate. Harry et al. (2005) called this thematic 

analysis because they captured the summary of what instructors said within these codes. I used 

sticky notes on a large poster to merge categories into themes and color-coded open codes to 

group them into categories and themes. I also supported this process by cutting up instructor 

interviews and placing them next to different codes and categories to ensure they are connected. I 

curated each theme by going back to the interviews, comparing them with the syllabus and social 

annotation walk-through protocol to ensure they captured specific components and how they 

informed each other. I initially gathered eight themes, which I reviewed and condensed again to 

five themes that addressed all three research questions. Table 6 provides an example of themes 

and categories.  

Table 6 

Sample Themes and Categories. 

Theme Category 
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Authentic conversations and a learning 
community in an online course are important. 

Designing for authentic online conversations; 
building a learner community in an online 
learning environment. 

Student engagement and participation in SA 
goes beyond “Annotate and Reply.”  

Using guiding prompts and questions, 
connecting social annotation with other tools. 

 

My Researcher Positionality and Lens  

One of the first jobs I had in education was with a quantitative researcher years ago. 

While he was a brilliant statistician and taught me so much, I wanted to be able to go beyond 

averages and outliers. As I progressed in educational research and started exploring other 

methods and methodologies, I had to learn and unlearn new languages in educational research. 

One of the common things that I kept referring to from quantitative life was the word “sample.” 

My advisor commented on one of my proposals, “Change it to participants, not sample – 

humanize them.” And that was when the importance of my research hit me. As researchers put it 

(Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Roth, 2018), educational research is about humans, the people 

behind the averages and outliers, people whom we study and learn about, and how they have a 

presence, relation with us as researchers, as they share parts of their lives.  

The excerpt above explains why qualitative researchers emphasize and reiterate, 

powerfully and often, that the researcher “is the primary instrument for data collection and 

analysis” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 16), explaining that researchers bring advantages and 

shortcomings to the study. Through the intersection of my many scholarly identities, I brought 

much of myself into the study, impacting how I designed and conducted this study. My 

experiences as a learner, beliefs as an instructor, values, and reflexive processes as a researcher 

helped me reflect and remind myself how they shape my research. I also brought much of myself 
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and the research into the writing process, documented and presented my perspectives, and how 

they influenced the study.  

I keep telling everyone who lends me an ear about my absolute love for collaborative 

learning. I grew up keeping my questions and answers to myself, wanting to ask a peer more 

about their ideas and enjoying the work of creating something as a group. As a learner, I have 

been on both sides, enthusiastically participating in a discussion to silently lurking and noting 

everything. As a researcher, I have seen “aha” moments that technology and collaborative 

learning brought to student learning experiences, instructors' beliefs, and practices visible in their 

pedagogies and lesson plans, and even institutional change and support to address the needs for 

online learning and technology integration.   

As an online instructor in a university setting who uses many educational tools and 

technologies, including social annotation, to support and enhance student learning, I am a strong 

proponent of the social and collaborative aspects of learning. When I started exploring SA both 

as a learner and an instructor, there was a need for more resources on designing and 

implementing online courses with social annotation tools and engaging undergraduates in rich, 

participatory experiences. It took me a while to understand my design, pedagogy, and challenges 

to navigate the SA space and work with learners of varying interests and motivation levels. Even 

as I continue to read through many research papers on social annotation in online higher 

education settings, they focus on student use and perspectives about different tools and seldom 

on instructors. I had the opportunity to discuss more about social annotation tools with a cohort 

of instructors in my program who were using SA in their courses and had similar issues with 

design and implementation. During the discussions with my colleagues, I understood the need to 
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focus on instructors' experiences with social annotation, design processes, challenges, and the 

need for support.   

I also realized that I was never alone in this process - I had to learn and unlearn many 

things, but that was only possible because of the guidance, support, and scaffolding from 

colleagues, supervisors, and peers. This “social” journey continues to shape my learning and 

research trajectory and contributes to my passion for collaborative learning and annotation. As 

exciting as this fiery passion was, it had to be nurtured with the right amount of wood and fuel 

during this study.  

Before the study, I spent much time reading the literature on the topic, understanding 

where the gaps existed and what to focus on in my study. I winnowed down many questions 

during this process to choose the aspects I wanted to get insight into. I developed interview 

questions based on my experiences as both a learner and instructor using social annotation tools. 

I piloted my initial interview questions with two colleagues and refined them based on their 

suggestions. I channeled my instructor identity into this study's facilitator and listener role. While 

I was so excited to say, “Yes! I went through something similar,” or more, I focused on learning 

and understanding the experiences and perspectives of instructors. I was conscious of the 

thoughts that ran through my mind during the interview and jotted them down in my notes - 

about what the instructors shared, their emotional and physical cues, their walk-throughs of the 

course LMS, and the SA tool. I constantly referred to my course and SA walk-through protocol 

(see Appendix F) to ensure my focus remained on the instructor's use of social annotation tools, 

their design, and pedagogical strategies, and how they related to the course learning objectives. I 

also developed questions specific to each participant, teaching and learning contexts, and 

experiences. I was mindful of keeping my thoughts and perspectives to a minimum during the 
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interviews and established trust and rapport with participants to allow them to express 

themselves openly. 

Despite my efforts to reach a wide variety of participants within the university, I had 

three participants who had been my colleagues for a few years before this study. With all three of 

them, I had to be conscious of how our relationship may influence my analyses and 

interpretations. The shared interest in embedding social annotation tools in online learning was 

one reason that brought us into a learning community together, and I cherished that with each of 

them during the interview. These prior relationships have also helped me fill some gaps in my 

questions for the participants and keep me aware of my biases.  

I conducted all interviews online and cleaned automated transcripts provided by Zoom, 

which I read, proofread, and updated with notes, annotations, tones, and gestures. Through each 

part of the study, my annotations through notes and memos helped me reflect on the different 

stages of my research process. The data analysis process involved multiple steps of going back 

and forth with the data to understand what participants said and how they related to my notes and 

memos.  

As a researcher, I was also prepared to pay attention to specific points that were not part 

of my questions but were sometimes relevant to be added to the research as they shaped the 

participants’ experiences and were sometimes perhaps tangential to the topic. I understood the 

need for constant reiteration of the researcher being the primary instrument. You need to be 

aware. You need to be mindful. Most importantly, you need to be human and be one with your 

research. 

Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research 
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Merriam (1998) states how a case study depends on the investigator’s integrity and bias 

and how one has to rely on one's instincts and abilities throughout the research. Following this, it 

was essential to be aware of my subjectivity and personal biases and design the study 

accordingly. For example, I used purposeful sampling based on a set of identifying data and used 

multiple data sources to triangulate the findings. I also used detailed field notes, observation 

protocols, and personal memos for each interview and SA activity to be aware of my personal 

biases and to be able to balance the subjectivity and interpretation of the data. I was also guided 

by Tracy’s (2010) inclusive eight-point model and criteria for a high-quality qualitative research 

approach for rigor and trustworthiness: a worthy topic, rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, 

resonance, significance contribution, ethics, and meaningful coherence. Three criteria from 

Tracy’s model were essential in helping me ensure my research quality and understand the 

nuances and differences of this proposed study.  

Establishing Rigor  

Weick (2007), as cited in Tracy (2010), explained that high-quality qualitative research 

should include generous, bountiful descriptions of data generated through various theoretical 

constructs, data sources, samples, and contexts. Golafshani (2003) added that qualitative research 

should include enough data supporting the study’s goals, such as field notes, interviews, and 

analysis procedures. They also noted that rich and rigorous qualitative data prepares a researcher 

to see nuance and complexity in the data and make effective choices about analysis processes. 

These details about the data and the analysis processes are considered essential for researchers to 

provide significant claims.  

I used all these procedures to help establish rigor in this qualitative study. I established 

rigor by collecting different data types through interviews, course and annotation activity walk-
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throughs, and member reflections. Open inductive coding strategies (Harry et al., 2005) were 

used for the data analysis process to understand different themes that come up during the coding 

and analysis process.  

Sincerity  

Tracy (2010) explained that sincerity in qualitative research is established through self-

reflexivity and transparency. Self-reflexivity is achieved by being introspective, understanding 

and assessing biases and motivations, and questioning how they are suited to study the topic. As 

a researcher, I understand that my perspectives, biases, and positionality influenced the study’s 

processes. Throughout this case study, I made space and commitment for self-reflexivity by 

being introspective and aware of my biases in my research memos. I used these memos through 

the analysis process.  

Tracy (2010) explains that transparency is another way of achieving sincerity in 

qualitative research. Transparency is being honest about the research process by providing 

detailed auditing accounts (Seale, 1999). Qualitative research is an intense and subjective 

process, and my perceptions inform the study and its implications. I am transparent about the 

research process by providing an audit trail (Seale, 1999). My research memos and notes 

comprise my audit trail, including elaborate documentation of the research processes, activities, 

and study decisions. These documents are included in the Appendix (C, D, E, and F) 

recommended by Creswell and Miller (2000). Along with this detailed methodology chapter, my 

audit trail provides insight into the study’s context, participants, field notes, transcribing process, 

the study’s challenges, and limitations, and how they changed during the timeline.  

Credibility  
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Credibility is the “trustworthiness, verisimilitude, and plausibility of research findings” 

(Tracy, 2010; p.842). Tracy (2010) elaborates that credibility is achieved through the thick 

description and detail of knowledge, triangulation, and member reflections and that the 

interpretive analyses should be plausible and persuasive. Geertz (1973) and Bochner (2000), as 

cited in Tracy (2010), explain the need for thick descriptions to account for the complex 

specificity and circumstantiality of the data. Researchers should provide enough details for the 

readers to form their interpretations. This detail is also necessary for researchers to have tacit 

knowledge (Altheide & Johnson, 1994) that goes beyond surface-level speech, text, or discourse. 

For this study, I used the words and direct quotes of the participants in many places to 

provide descriptions and details, so their words are not taken out of context. I also relied heavily 

on cleaning up and understanding the interview transcripts to capture better the participants' 

responses, cues, and emotions. I tried to complete cleaning the transcripts on the same day of the 

interview and used the video recordings on Zoom with the transcripts to rewatch and edit the 

transcripts. I also cleaned up the transcripts by removing speech fillers like “like,” “umm”s, and 

“ah”s to clarify the meaning of the participants better.  

Tracy (2010) also discusses triangulation in research as a form of credibility using 

multiple methods, resources, or frameworks. Triangulation in qualitative research assumes that 

multiple data sources, theoretical frameworks, or data types come to the same conclusion, which 

is more credible (Denzin, 1978). Researchers also indicate that, while triangulation does not 

often indicate improved accuracy, it often helps increase scope, deepens understanding, and 

encourages consistent interpretation. 

I have included multiple data sources to establish credibility through triangulation. I 

interviewed five online instructors with varying teaching expertise levels as my primary data 
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source. I also used their course syllabus, LMS, and social annotation activity walk-through to 

understand their course context and SA design.  I used secondary data sources through non-focal, 

introductory interviews from 8 purposefully sampled participants. They provided context on the 

instructor's use of social annotation, how and what I need to focus on for my focal participants, 

and different design and implementation strategies.   

Chapter Summary 

For this dissertation, I used a qualitative, descriptive case study approach and social 

constructivist and sociocultural perspectives as my theoretical frameworks to explore instructors' 

perspectives using social annotation tools in their online courses. I conducted introductory 

interviews with eight online undergraduate instructors and purposefully chose five of them as my 

focal participants. These five instructors participated in a second in-depth interview and shared 

their course syllabi and design formats. Using a deductive, open coding approach and a constant 

comparative method, I analyzed the interview transcripts to compile themes across all the 

participants to answer the three research questions.  

The following two chapters share the findings of my analysis, highlighting the 

similarities and differences between instructors using social annotation tools in their 

undergraduate online courses and the efforts, design, and pedagogical changes they made to 

transition and integrate social annotation in these courses. Chapter 4 discusses the online course 

designs, implementation, and pedagogies used by the five instructors teaching synchronous and 

asynchronous courses. Chapter 5 discusses the common themes from a comparative, thematic 

analysis of instructor interviews that also address the research questions and how they support 

and add to existing literature.  

 



71 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4: DESCRIPTION OF COURSE DESIGNS WITH SOCIAL ANNOTATION  

Online learning environments are designed in different ways: asynchronous, 

synchronous, and blended (Martin et al., 2020). An asynchronous online learning environment 

does not require the instructor and students to meet at a set time, and learning is facilitated via 

emails, video lectures, and discussions using various learning technologies (Viriya, 2022). In this 

modality, students have time to think and plan their learning as there is flexibility in the design 

and affordance to set their learning pace (Chen & Liu, 2020; Coogle & Floyd, 2015). A 

synchronous online learning environment includes real-time communication and interaction 

between instructors and learners through video conferencing, chats, or discussion boards 

(Moallem, 2015). It is designed to minimize the distance in online learning and focuses on 

student engagement. This modality provides the affordance of real-time knowledge construction 

and sharing, along with having discussions and getting questions answered by the instructor 

(Skylar, 2009). Social annotation is widely used in synchronous and asynchronous learning 

environments. It provides a more dynamic, anchored, and structured discussion related to the 

course text and as a pre-class reading activity (Croft & Brown, 2020; Miller et al., 2018).  
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This chapter describes the course designs of all the five focal instructors who taught 

online undergraduate courses. Two instructors (River and Cedar) taught asynchronous courses, 

and the other three (Aspen, Aurora, and Clay) taught synchronous online courses. Their design, 

implementation, pedagogies, and challenges with the SA tool, Hypothes.is, are detailed in this 

chapter to illustrate how social annotation tools inform learning objectives, processes, and 

outcomes. The chapter does not highlight one design or pedagogy but instead richly describes the 

perspectives, experiences, and challenges as instructors themselves view them. It begins with the 

two instructors who taught asynchronous courses, River and Cedar. 

Participant #1: River (She/ Her) 

River is a doctoral candidate and graduate instructor in the education program. She taught 

English for eight years in her home country before joining the doctoral program and has been 

teaching for the doctoral program for four years. To date, she has taught multiple online courses 

about technology to undergraduate students. She is interested in online collaborative learning, 

understanding how students use technology, and using learning analytics to inform the learning 

designs of instructors. River discussed that her pedagogy mainly focuses on social constructivist 

principles, where she facilitates the interaction between learners so they can construct knowledge 

together. She designs learning activities to include negotiation, discussion, and meaning making 

among learners. She enjoys teaching online and designing activities that include students 

working together and sharing perspectives. During the introductory interview, she discussed her 

teaching philosophy. She said that she believes learners are active agents of learning and they 

can construct knowledge based on context, negotiation, and interaction with learning 

environments.  
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I like to let students lead the conversations by themselves and co-construct knowledge 

together, and as a teacher, I am more like a facilitator. My designs also shift based on the 

student feedback and perceptions of the content towards the design. [Interview 1, January 

11, 2023] 

River’s asynchronous online course design focuses on online discussions where students 

negotiate, share perspectives, and reflect on them. Students are at the center of her design and 

implementation processes, and their opinions on learning materials are significant to her 

reiteration processes; “The interaction between students, their exchange of ideas, and negotiation 

is based on the idea that they can construct knowledge together. So, they have more 

interpretations and help each other better understand the concepts” [Interview 1, January 11, 

2023]. During the interviews, River also talked about teaching undergraduate students and the 

heterogeneity in student motivation for online courses. While some students take courses for 

credit, others are interested in learning from and with their peers. 

Discussing Social Annotation  

River learned about social annotation tools as a doctoral student when she used 

Hypothes.is in one of the online courses she took for her degree. She found them powerful and 

valuable, particularly asynchronous online courses, where learners can share and discuss ideas 

based on the course text. She mentioned that Hypothes.is has exciting features like private class 

groups, LMS integration, tags, open-access, and easy and intuitive navigation. She initially 

started using the tool as a student and for her reading, and then she began using it in the courses 

she teaches. She observed that SA built a learning community in her online class, and students' 

critical thinking was evident in their discussions. She especially found using SA tools to be 

effective during the COVID-19 pandemic, when courses shifted online, and there was an 
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increased need to connect better with students; “Students liked it, especially during the COVID-

19 pandemic…Students needed that because they felt more connected with their peers” 

[Interview 1, January 11, 2023]. 

Designing with Social Annotation 

 I asked River to discuss how she designed her online asynchronous course with the SA 

tool Hypothes.is and how she saw the course's learning objectives aligning with SA (see Figures 

1 and 2). River began talking about the learning theories she draws from, including social 

constructivism and her belief that the interaction between students, their ideas, and content is 

vital for knowledge construction. Using SA, students can negotiate and help each other 

understand course content better and share different perspectives they bring in. This also helps 

create a learning community in a class, and she centers her course design around it.  

 

Figure 1. Excerpt of River’s Canvas LMS course design. 

River talked about one specific online asynchronous course that discusses the relevance 

of social media in adults' personal and professional lives. It is a 14-week, completely online, 
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asynchronous course for undergraduate students with an average class size of 20. River creates 

private course groups on the Hypothes.is for students to join the class group, activate the Chrome 

or Safari browser plugin, and annotate the articles. The primary learning objectives of the course 

are providing students with a deeper understanding of social media and how it affects their lives, 

thinking and reflecting critically about social media, and building an online learning community.  

 

Figure 2. River’s course design to connect different technologies. 

During the second interview, Rivers shared that “in the asynchronous setting, when you 

assign readings for the students, you do not know what they are thinking. Social annotation 

provides a platform for students to discuss specific viewpoints, the sentences, or text that 

interests them” [Interview 2, March 14, 2023]. She elaborated that social annotation also helps 

students see different perspectives, relate them to real-life experiences, and use them to guide 

their thinking. River shared that students also cite their peers’ annotations in their writing 

reflections, helping them view and understand the different perspectives they bring to the course. 

She added that social annotation allows her to see students' rationale with different viewpoints, 

think critically about something they missed, and how that topic supports their thinking about a 

course topic. River reflected,  
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This does not happen in a discussion board because people make long posts. They focus 

more on their thinking. There are some replies also, but they do not go very deep. It is 

usually a very general thought on the whole topic. [Interview 2, March 14, 2023] 

 

Figure 3. Prompt questions provided by River for her online asynchronous class. 

Students in River’s online asynchronous course read and annotate course articles every 

week (see Figure 3). She asks students to make two individual annotations highlighting specific 

parts of the course text and respond to at least two annotations made by their peers. She asks 

students to make the two annotations by Friday and respond to peers by Monday. She creates 

staggered deadlines for individual annotations and responds to peers so students can review 

others’ annotations and replies (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Staggered deadlines and prompt questions provided by River. 

 She provides prompt questions for students to focus on and encourages them to use the 

tag feature on Hypothes.is for specific topics and her name for their questions (see Figure 3). 

Students also complete an individual summative reflection activity at the end of the week. River 

encourages students to cite annotations of themselves or their peers in the reflection activity to 

boost their points. She shares exciting student annotations on Twitter, provides summaries of 

weekly annotations, and encourages students to share peers’ annotations on Twitter to continue 

discussions on the topics.  
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Figure 5. River’s summary of student annotations as a concept map. 

Instructor's Role in Facilitating and Participating in Student Annotation Activities  

River discussed that one of her prominent roles in the course is guiding student 

conversations on Hypothes.is. She also sometimes takes on the role of a synthesizer, moving the 

student conversations forward and showing their thinking:  

There are two types of annotations [that I make]. Sometimes, I jump in early. I answer 

their questions, respond to one or two students, and guide the conversation. The second 

role I take is that of a synthesizer. After students complete their annotations, I summarize 

their perspectives. That is why we use tags. [Interview 2, March 14, 2023]  

 

Figure 6. An example of River’s response to a student annotation. 

She elaborated that she compiles student perspectives from their tags, creates concept 

maps and summaries (See Figure 5), and shares them with students on Twitter or via email. She 

also added that she responds sparingly to student annotations because it removes their autonomy 

and space (see Figure 6). 

The best role instructors can take is to be a facilitator, propose questions from the 

students’ annotations, and ask them to think more. The frequency with which the 

instructor is involved and what we post there can push the conversation. The time and 

type of instructor annotations are essential. [Interview 2, March 14, 2023] 
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Bringing Students Back to Annotations 

River is often worried about one design aspect with SA – students annotate, respond to 

one or two peers, and then never come back to see what everyone else shared. River 

contemplated,  

I think it is a challenge to get everyone to talk more about each other’s annotations. It is 

probably necessary to have a synchronous or online meeting with everyone to discuss 

annotations and how they could apply their learning to their writing. I am thinking about 

how to use annotation text as in-class material. It is still a challenge. [Interview 2, March 

14, 2023] 

River shared that some of her students annotate early in the week and get replies from 

their peers. Some other students, despite sharing engaging perspectives later in the week, only 

sometimes get as many responses from their peers. River also added that she often encourages 

students to cite annotations and responses in individual writing reflections. She noticed that her 

students cited their peers’ annotations in other assignments and shared how those discussions 

changed their perspectives.  

Assessment and Feedback  

River shared that she grades student annotation activities for completion. Although she 

does not have a formal rubric, she encourages students to give reasons in their annotations and 

explain why the excerpt is interesting or relevant to them in some way. She also uses an analytics 

tool called “Chromewell” that counts student annotations and responses as a completion 

checkpoint. She added that students must respond to their peers to get total credit points; “They 

need to converse with others, or we only share our ideas. That is not the goal of using social 

annotation in this course” [Interview 2, March 14, 2023]. River goes on to explain that 
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A good annotation has reasons. I want to understand what they [students] are thinking, 

whether they have a rationale or give reasons for their perspectives. Moreover, while replying to 

others, say why you agree or disagree with the person. Do not simply paraphrase what your 

peers are saying. Even if it is a disagreement, it is a good annotation, and you explain why. 

[Interview 2, March 14, 2023] 

River contacts students individually via email to help them if they need help participating 

in social annotation activities. She shared that students sometimes need help finding the right 

class group or falling behind in course activities. She helps them individually and provides 

feedback and flexibility to catch up with the work.  

Challenges  

River discussed some student-related challenges she faced while using Hypothes.is. First, 

she mentioned how students sometimes post in the wrong group, and it takes more time for her to 

find their posts and redirect them to the right places. She also noted that getting students 

“continuously engaged in the discussions is difficult. The problem is that I think they all jump 

into the annotation and annotate very early. For those students, people reply” (Interview 2, 

March 14, 2023). 
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Figure 7. An example of one of River's tags on Hypothes.is to encourage students to tag 

similar annotations with the same tag (#definition). 

Also, everyone does not respond to each other, but she continues to think about 

scaffolding, so they stay encouraged about participating in the SA activities. Finally, River 

identified another challenge in using SA: students need to use the tag features in the Hypothes.is 

often, despite her encouraging them to do so (see Figure 7).  

Participant #2: Cedar (He/Him) 

Cedar is a doctoral candidate and graduate instructor in River's education program. He 

has taught online, asynchronous courses at his current university for three years, including before 

and during the pandemic. He teaches an online course on ethics and technology for 

undergraduate business students. Cedar discussed that his course design and pedagogy mainly 

focus on collaborative knowledge building and designing for engaging and real-life applications 

with the content.  

Cedar is interested in using new tools and opportunities for students in his online 

asynchronous course to collaborate and work together. He discussed that his course designs 

emphasize practical and relevant topics to students’ personal and professional lives and focus on 

students taking agency and leadership and sharing things relevant to them. Cedar also talked 

about the heterogeneity in undergraduate student motivation and the need for more scaffolding 

from the instructor in an online environment. He also reflected on his experiences as an 

undergraduate student and his lack of online learning opportunities. In his introductory interview, 

he shared that online learning is new territory for both students and instructors, and engagement 

is the most critical and difficult thing to address; he says, “It is a new context for learning, and it 

is reading heavy, dense articles online. Making it more relevant and interesting to them by 
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having them relate [topics] to their own life is useful” [Interview 1, January 12, 2023]. He added 

that engaging students is one of his primary goals for his class, along with providing the required 

structure and scaffolding in online courses.  

Discussing Social Annotation 

 Cedar learned about the social annotation tool, Hypothes.is, in an online course that he 

took as a doctoral student. He found that SA was a very engaging way of reading and discussing 

course texts, so he began using it in his undergraduate courses as an instructor. In his first 

interview, he said, 

 It was a really engaging way of reading an article to highlight and annotate various 

interesting things. And having other people jump in and say their opinions and how they 

could develop the idea further on that level.” [Interview 1, January 12, 2023] 

He wanted to integrate social annotation into the course to support collaborative 

knowledge construction in students. He shared that using a tool like Hypothes.is more engaging 

than Canvas discussion boards and aligns better with his teaching interests. His use of SA 

focuses on organic discussions about a course topic. Cedar reflected that SA is more formative 

when students develop perspectives about a topic and do not take away momentum and context 

from what students bring up to discuss.  

Designing with Social Annotation  

Cedar discussed his design and implementation approaches for the ethics course and how 

he uses the SA tool Hypothes.is to align the learning objectives. His design is structured around 

student agency, setting learning goals, and having students reflect on their learning processes 

throughout the semester. He wants students to contextualize their learning interests with the 

course topics and create artifacts that reflect their approach. He says, “Students come in with 
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varying experiences related to the subject. They need different levels of scaffolding. Some 

students need more nudging than others, and I check in and work with them to understand their 

interests” [Interview 1, January 12, 2023]. He added that he wants students to interact with each 

other and share ideas and perspectives.  

 

Figure 8. An example of Cedar’s guiding prompts on Hypothes.is 

During the in-depth interview, Cedar talked about his course learning objectives and how 

they relate to his use of SA. His course is writing intensive, and students do much of their writing 

through SA discussions as they share and challenge each other’s beliefs about course topics; 

“Students have ideas about the ethical use of technology, and you need them to interact with 

their peers and challenge their beliefs. Having them read and reply to each other, and disagree 

even, to challenge preconceptions” [Interview 2, March 13, 2023]. He also added that another 

objective is to connect course topics to real life and make connections as a learning community.  

Cedar shared that social annotation provides the affordance of situating learning in the 

context of the topic that a discussion board does not have; “when annotating an article, you are 

picking out and highlighting passages and discussing in a way different from [discussion 

boards]” [Interview 2, March 13, 2023]. His class does social annotation activities on 

Hypothes.is every week. He does not use the Canvas integration but has a private course group 

where students annotate articles as a whole class. He asks students to read the article once and 
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choose excerpts they find interesting, significant, and worth commenting on. He also asks 

students to find aspects that they found personally relevant. 

 Once they do that [make individual annotations], I ask students to go through and find 

an annotation that they agree or disagree with. I want to ensure that everybody gets at 

least one reply and at least replies to another person. [Interview 2, March 13, 2023] 

Cedar added that he would like to go beyond the annotation and reply design and have 

students do more, but he does not want to increase student workload (see Figure 9). He has 

staggered deadlines for posting individual annotations and responding to peers during the week. 

His weekly design primarily focuses on striking a balance between consistency and variety. In 

his introductory interview, he explained that students like the course design to be consistent each 

week and don’t want to download a new application or tool and learn about it. However, it is also 

important to have variety in course activities by keeping the design consistent, so students are 

engaged. He added 

 It is about striking a balance between the two things. Introducing much complexity to 

have them download different things creates a scattered experience. I have soft and 

staggered deadlines during the week and house most things on Canvas. Having a 

structure like this helps. [Interview 1, January 12, 2023] 

 

Figure 9. Cedar’s requirements for student annotations and responses. 

Instructor's Role in Facilitating and Participating in Student Annotation Activities  
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Cedar reiterated the need for providing more scaffolding as an instructor in an online 

undergraduate course and achieving a balance between designing for student engagement and 

workload. He shared that he provides a few guiding prompts for students’ annotations but does 

not respond to their discussions as much as he likes to. He occasionally answers student 

questions or comments on an interesting annotation but leaves the annotations open for student 

discussion. He reaches out to students individually and guides their participation if their 

annotations are inadequate. He also provides individual feedback about their annotations in their 

grades. 

Bringing Students Back to Annotations  

Cedar shared that social annotation situated learning differently than a discussion board. 

While his initial design with SA was merely reading and annotating, he introduced new activities 

like reading in small groups, providing better prompts, and replying with agreement or 

disagreement to a peer’s annotation. With these design changes, he noticed how students 

engaged better, their learning experiences became richer, and they enjoyed annotating.  

Cedar also discussed the importance of a synchronous component in online courses, 

which his courses do not have: 

If there was a synchronous component, [I would have] small groups of students cover 

certain parts of the article and present it back to the class. It is sometimes difficult to 

understand how well the student has engaged with the article. It is not just seeing that 

they have annotated twice. What did they understand about the whole article? How is the 

knowledge being constructed throughout? [Interview 2, March 13, 2023] 

He also identified that having a space to answer student questions or have conversations 

they could bring to that week’s class and share it with everyone would have been helpful. 
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However, he mentioned that he strives to strike a balance without giving extra workload for 

students to do the annotation activities, doing a synthesis, and keeping students engaged 

throughout the course.  

Assessment and Feedback  

Cedar requires a minimum of 280 characters for student annotations and responses. He 

also asks students to make at least two individual annotations and one response and grades them 

for completion. He uses the analytics tool Chromewell to count student annotations they made 

and does not use a formal rubric to assess them. However, he requires students to make 

significant annotations; “An annotation has to be significant—a few lines related to the text that 

cover the idea, not one word. I show them examples of good annotation from past courses” 

[Interview 2, March 13, 2023]. He added that he has a similar requirement for the reply to peers 

and should include a core argument that is more than a sentence long. The specificity and depth 

of the annotation are essential for credit, along with providing evidence for their perspective. 

Cedar commented that students are often diligent about providing substantial annotations. For 

those who require help, he reaches out to them individually and guides them through the skills 

they need to work on.  

Challenges  

Cedar identified a few challenges in using SA. He talked about balancing the different 

tools and multimedia used in a course because it may create a cluttered learner experience. He 

also discussed how it is essential to be consistent with SA activities without overwhelming 

students with too much complexity and giving them just enough to engage them in discussions. 

Cedar also wondered if SA activities are more like discussion boards without appropriate 

facilitation. He worries whether students are merely skimming the course text and finding a 
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paragraph and a peer response to reply randomly without taking in the complete learning 

experience. Finally, while he considers making the SA activities more rigorous, he questions if 

the workload for undergraduates “would be too demanding for students taking the course online. 

So, you are unsure how to evaluate their complete understanding of the entire piece” (Interview 

2, March 13, 2023).  

Participant #3: Aspen (She/Her) 

Aspen is a non-tenure track teaching professor in the communication department. She has 

been teaching for 11 years and entirely online since the pandemic. She commented that she loves 

teaching online. She is the course coordinator for the communication studies programs. She 

teaches communication studies, a writing intensive analysis of argument class for 

undergraduates. She teaches two sections online, one asynchronous and another synchronous, 

and was able to articulate her design and implementation differences in both course modalities. 

Aspen also discussed her pedagogical and research interests, which include accessibility and 

critical pedagogy: 

I am interested in access issues. My research happens at the intersection of 

communication and disability and how we can harness Universal Design for Learning 

and pair it with Critical Communication Pedagogy. Everybody does better when we focus 

on people with barriers to education access. That guides my thinking. I am interested in 

culture, power relationships, and reducing access barriers for people in higher 

education. [Interview 1, January 27, 2023] 

Aspen considers herself a critical communication pedagogue. Her design and pedagogies 

focus on active learning, where students can construct knowledge together. She uses a backward 

design approach centered around universal design for learning principles. She focuses on the 
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primary learning goals for the course, the different types of students that take the class, the 

barriers they might encounter in accessing the curriculum, and designs to reduce them. All her 

activities and assignments offer flexibility as much as possible, and she revises her strategy 

based on student feedback and suggestions.  

Discussing Social Annotation 

 Aspen came across the SA tool Hypothes.is as she was reading about facilitating 

discussions online:  

I knew the tool existed. I did not know how to talk about it or how it would work. I teach 

my class remotely and wanted to recreate discussions with the asynchronous class. From 

what I understood, students would have conversations in the annotation that would be 

useful in their understanding of course material. So, I decided to try it. I tried it with zest. 

[Interview 1, January 27, 2023] 

She started using the tool Hypothes.is in an asynchronous class first and expanded to a 

synchronous course. She shared how there was not much guidance on implementing SA when 

she learned about Hypothes.is; after experimenting with the tool, she learned more about design 

and implementation from the Hypothes.is design team that the tool provides.  

Designing with Social Annotation  

Aspen teaches one synchronous section and one asynchronous section of a 14-week 

undergraduate course on argument analysis. She uses Canvas to share the weekly modules and 

activities and uses a version of the application that allows integration into her Learning 

Management System. Students are required to download the Hypothes.is plugin, activate it, and 

annotate the course reading (online, in a PDF integration with the canvas LMS).  
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Figure 10. Aspen’s annotation activities on her course Learning Management System. 

Her main learning objective for this course is for students to use language to recognize, 

explore, analyze, and produce sound arguments by reading others’ work and recognizing how 

they use the topics from the course to make arguments. Aspen also shared how to use 

Hypothes.is helps her align the learning objectives better. Students connect primary concepts 

better, read and reflect on others’ arguments, and integrate them into their work.  

One of the goals of the course is to take perspective to develop desirable communication 

skills and practices that are valuable as an employee or an employer. I found in the 

social annotation that I never found on discussion boards unless it was the rare student 

who liked conflict. I never saw them disagree. In social annotation, they disagree with 

one another. [Interview 2, March 17, 2023] 

Social annotation provides a safe space to disagree and have an authentic conversation 

and helps her facilitate and draw perspectives out of students. Students evaluate and deploy 

strong evidence to support their arguments when they make responses in social annotation and 

ask each other questions. She said in her in-depth interview, “Social annotation helps students 
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critique something and use it to move their thinking along.” That, to her, is one of the most 

crucial course learning goals.  

 

Figure 11. Aspen’s syllabus annotation during the first week of the course. 

Syllabus Annotation  

Aspen talked about the importance of modeling social annotation by beginning the 

semester by having students complete syllabus annotations (see Figures 11 and 12). “I have them 

annotate the syllabus and use that as a training session for them; this is how you do it” [Interview 

2, March 17, 2023]. During the syllabus annotation, she explains to students who do not annotate 

or reply according to requirements that they will not receive full credit if they do not complete 

the required annotations. 

She also helps students understand annotation assignments and provides much support 

and feedback about annotating course readings from the following weeks; “If you do not answer 

your peers’ questions next time, I will take off 4 points. I let them know, and it is up to them to 
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read and follow the feedback” [Interview 2, March 17, 2023].  She also provides space for 

students to ask questions and recommends reviewing the instructions and feedback.  

 

Figure 12. Student annotations to Aspen’s course syllabus. 

Annotation Design Before the Synchronous Class Meeting  

Aspen’s Course Designs with Hypothes.is have evolved, but many components remain 

similar. For example, she provides diving board prompts for students to annotate and respond to 

a course reading (see Figure 13); “I tell them they have to ask and respond to a question. I offer 

them opportunities to connect to our current chapter and give questions about the content” 

[Interview 2, March 17, 2023]. Aspen uses a pre-class annotation activity for students to go over 

course readings actively, annotate specific aspects they would like to learn and discuss more in 

their upcoming synchronous class meeting, and come up with questions or ideas they want to 

discuss more. This annotation activity provides the students with the space and time to come up 
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with questions and perspectives on course topics, and the synchronous discussions and silent 

annotations provide a chance for students to see how their ideas have changed. Aspen also shared 

in her introductory interview that “social annotation gives students the time to think and come up 

with questions ahead of the class and lets them marinate and have a better discussion and 

conversation with peers.” 

 

Figure 13. Aspen’s annotation activity design with prompt questions. 

 Aspen also provides prompts that bring out student perspectives and help facilitate 

conversation. She asks students to make three annotations, one of which is a question, and 

respond to one peer. She grades the response to the peer most heavily. She added that while there 

are other ways to have discussions online, she finds this more authentic and contextual.  

Silent Discussions/Silent Annotations in Synchronous Class Meetings  

Aspen shared her innovative, synchronous annotation approach called “silent discussion.” 

After giving staggered deadlines for students to make individual annotations and respond to a 

peer’s question, everyone annotates together during the synchronous class meeting. 
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We read the questions for about 3 minutes. They pick a question they want to respond to, 

and they make an annotation for another 3 minutes. We read responses for another 3 

minutes and have three more minutes to see how the questions have changed or what the 

conversations have been. [Interview 2, March 17, 2023] 

 

Figure 14. Student discussion on Hypothes.is 

Aspen believes that without silent discussion, students would not go back to probe further 

into each other’s questions and reflect on different perspectives. She added that students are 

more willing to disagree and contribute better to the conversation when not put on the spot. This 

design also helps her reduce access barriers for people who need more communication. Before 

asking students to wrap up the silent discussion, she asks them if they want to share anything 

with the class.  

Bringing Students Back to Annotation  
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Aspen also described using SA in her asynchronous course section. She says that 

asynchronous classes cannot be similar to their synchronous counterparts – students get different 

experiences through different modalities and designs. She wants her content to be meaningful for 

students in both sections and for students returning to the annotation platform to work better in 

the synchronous modality. In the asynchronous section, she says,  

I dislike that people can post on Tuesday, respond to a question, be done, and never 

return. I want them to come back on Thursday and see what everyone else has said, and 

that is the sticking point in asynchronous learning for me that I have not been able to 

figure out right. [Interview 2, March 17, 2023] 

She added that there are many steps for students, moving in and out of a weekly 

discussion. So, she provides summaries of student annotations and questions in the following 

week’s overview videos in her asynchronous section and tries to keep student responses closed 

until everyone makes annotations. She is continually trying to figure out ways to improve 

bringing students back to annotations.  
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Figure 15. Aspen’s participation and response to student annotations. 

Instructor Participation in Annotation Activities  

Aspen participates in SA more in her asynchronous section than in her synchronous one. 

Her comments focus on the reading, why it is interesting, and helping facilitate student 

participation (see Figures 15 and 16). She also provides feedback to students if they are meeting 

the requirements and what they need to complete for credit. Aspen added that it is challenging to 

balance participating, not concluding the course topics, and leaving annotations open for students 

to discuss. She elaborated that if the student discussions are going well, she focuses more on 

facilitation through prompts and silent discussion but jumps in to ask and answer questions if 

they are not coming back to complete the activity. She also talked about some students needing a 

response from the instructor or a peer, and it is challenging to go back and address questions. 

However, she ensures that students get their queries answered or tied back to in some way or 

another through a summary or feedback; “They might not get my feedback tied exactly to that 

moment, but all the assignments have a purpose, and I will always touch on them at some point” 

[Interview 1, January 27, 2023]. 
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Figure 16. An example of Aspen’s response during “silent discussions.” 

Assessment and Feedback  

Aspen grades student annotations for completion and sets a higher percentage of the 

grade for responding to peers’ annotations. 

The assignment is worth 8 points. If you do it, I will give you all the points. However, if 

you do not have a response to a peer, you lose 4 points off the top because that is 

valuable. If you do not have a question, you lose two more points. The other two 

individual annotations are worth one point each. It is not a formal rubric, but what 

matters most is that they are engaging with each other. They are jumping from their 

ideas. [Interview 2, March 17, 2023] 

She asks students to think about what they want from the class and tells them that the discussions 

should go beyond head nodding and saying the right thing; “Students want me to pay in points 

for what they do, and I just want them to learn. Well, let us strike a medium. Show me your 

learning, and I will keep giving you points” [Interview 2, March 17, 2023]. Aspen wants students 
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to focus more on identifying the levels of argument in the readings and moving beyond merely 

commenting on specific aspects of the text. She asks students to explain their credibility and 

provide evidence for their arguments.  

Challenges 

  In her second interview, Aspen identified some challenges in designing and 

implementing online courses with SA. She commented in the second interview, “Do I know if 

they read the whole piece? Do they read a paragraph and then just make an annotation? Are they 

getting the gestalt? I do not know.” Despite this challenge, Aspen shared that instructors 

generally may never know if students understand what you need them to, at least a few of them. 

As an instructor, the real focus for her is on designing with SA to focus on bringing out students' 

perspectives, perceived connections to the course topics, and their real lives. However, despite 

some challenges, she thinks designing with SA is worth using in online courses: “There are so 

many wonderful things about it (SA) that even if something falls through the cracks, you just 

have to go with it because it is such a great tool; it is worth the accidents” [Interview 2, March 

17, 2023]. 

Participant #4: Aurora (She/Her) 

Aurora is a tenured dance department associate professor. She has over 15 years of 

teaching experience and started teaching online during the pandemic. She teaches two online 

synchronous courses to undergraduates, an introduction to dance class and a class about dance in 

popular culture. In our conversations, Aurora shared that her teaching interests and pedagogies 

mainly focus on practices of racism, anti-racism, and social change. Her pedagogies and course 

designs focus on everyday life racism happening in a white supremacist society and using 
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theories of improvisation to understand and address social change using conversation. Aurora 

considered redesigning reading activities for her introductory course before COVID-19: 

How do I test them on their reading? Do I give them a pop quiz just to make them read? 

Nothing seemed effective, and students did not like the strategies because they were not 

authentic in that we had to read or get a pop quiz! I was leaning towards ideas for having 

students read together.  [Interview 1, February 01, 2023] 

She also talked about wanting to get her students excited about reading, writing, and scholarship 

and understanding why they are essential. 

 

Figure 17. Aurora’s social annotation activities on the Canvas LMS. 

Discussing Social Annotation 

 When COVID-19 forced everyone to transition to emergency remote learning, Aurora 

needed help with design and pedagogy while teaching online. Two researchers from another 

department at the university introduced the social annotation tool, Hypothes.is, to her as a part of 

their research project and asked her to participate in their study. She found SA interesting when 

they explained how it works. In her introductory interview, she shared that she was happy to 
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have found a tool that is helping her teach students how to read. I was very excited when they 

contacted me and thought this would be great because I did not know what I would do for fall. I 

loved the idea of using Hypothes.is because one of the horrible things about COVID-19 was the 

isolation students were experiencing” [Interview 1, February 01, 2023]. 

Aurora’s passion for using SA is evident in her interview; the first thing she mentioned in 

her introductory interview was, “I love studying SA. I also talk a lot about it and give workshops 

on how I use it.”  

Designing with Social Annotation 

Aurora strongly believed that reading does not have to be a lonely activity. She did not 

want her students to read in a vacuum or for credit. Students need to get feedback as they read 

and change their understanding of reading.  

I wanted them to consider reading as students' knowledge from different understandings 

and skill levels. When they come to my online, synchronous class, I aim for students to 

share their knowledge and get different perspectives on what we are discussing. 

[Interview 2, March 08, 2023] 

The researchers who approached Aurora provided design frameworks for her to 

contextualize and implement in her online courses when using Hypothes.is. While the 

frameworks given by the researchers were interesting, Aurora initially simplified their use for 

two of her classes on dance and theater arts, which were synchronous 14-week undergraduate 

online courses. She used Canvas for the course and shared all the weekly modules, activities, and 

deadlines on the LMS page (see Figure 17). Hypothes.is has an LMS app version integrated with 

a university Canvas LMS, and Aurora also used this integration for all the reading activities. 

Students annotated the weekly readings by activating the Hypothes.is plugin in their course 
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modules. One of her main goals for her students was to get them excited about reading, writing, 

and scholarship; “My theory for this class is that to be a good writer, you have to be good 

readers. Moreover, how do you teach them that in meaningful ways? When I started teaching 

with Hypothes.is, I said, '' Oh, this is helping me teach them how to read'' [Interview 1, February 

01, 2023] 

Aurora’s courses include studying topics on race and culture in the African diaspora with 

a decolonial feminist pedagogy. She elaborated that students have different ways of approaching 

the course readings and bring in various knowledge about the text. Her learning objectives 

include students gaining confidence as readers, sharing, changing, and challenging perspectives, 

and synthesizing them in her writing-intensive course. Aurora added that Hypothes.is helps bring 

student perspectives together, supports critical reading in students, and helps develop reading as 

a social activity. SA brings students from different backgrounds together as they challenge and 

critique each other.  

Annotation Design Before the Synchronous Meeting  

Aurora provided articles for students to read and annotate every week. She asks students 

to make two individual annotations, highlight specific excerpts from the text, and respond to the 

annotations made by two of their peers. She has staggered deadlines for making individual 

annotations and responding to peers so everyone in the class has the time to read and respond to 

others. She also encourages students to use the tag features available on Hypothes.is to tag 

specific course topics, questions directed to her, and topics they would like to discuss in class. 
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Figure 18. Aurora’s prompt questions for a social annotation activity. 

Aurora also stressed the importance of giving guiding prompts and questions for students 

to guide their thinking as they move through articles (see Figure 18). She explains, “I try to give 

prompts that also move them through the reading comprehension. I say, what do you want to 

know? What questions do you have? How does the author characterize blackness or diaspora?” 

[Interview 2, March 08, 2023]. Aurora discussed that she facilitates student thinking and 

knowledge construction as they share their perspectives in the annotation space. She also guides 

students to critique text from the reading, disagree if required, and make their argument. She also 

has some annotation activities without prompts to see how conversations flow without her 

direction. 

Student Roles  

The researchers who initially approached Aurora about using Hypothes.is in her courses 

helped her with course design frameworks. They explained using Hypothes.is could effectively 

be integrated into her Canvas LMS course page. They showed her the model of having different 

student roles to facilitate conversations in a synchronous online course. In this design, students 
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have three roles: facilitator, synthesizer, and summarizer (see Figure 19). Student facilitators 

facilitate group conversations by posing questions, guiding prompts, and directing student 

responses. Student synthesizers combine and synthesize the group’s ideas about the text and 

course topic in Hypothes.is. Student summarizers summarize the annotations and discussions and 

share them with the class during synchronous Zoom meetings. While Aurora tried implementing 

this structure in her courses, students were confused about their roles and did not complete work 

on time. She also found it challenging to facilitate student participation without a teaching 

assistant who could send reminders and help students. She shared that she returned to a 

simplified annotation and response design but hopes to resume and evolve this suggested design.  

 

Figure 19. An example of student roles in their social annotations. 

Bringing Students Back to Annotations  

Aurora designs for her students to return to their annotations during her synchronous 

class meetings on Zoom. She wants them to see what has changed in their annotations and 

responses, what some effective annotations are, how they have influenced or changed their 
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perspectives about the topic, and what can be discussed or questioned further in class. She asks 

students to meet in Zoom breakout rooms for a few minutes and compile exciting annotations. 

Next, students bring them back to the class and explain why they found those annotations 

interesting. She also reads student annotations, questions, and tags before class and adds some 

questions or annotations on a Google Slide for further in-class discussion. This way, students can 

fill in knowledge gaps in their way without having to raise their hands or be on the spot for any 

question or a different perspective they might have. This activity also allows for a holistic 

reflection for students to understand how their thinking about a topic evolved during the week.  

Post-Class Reflection Activity  

Aurora has an end-of-semester reflection activity related to the annotations that students 

engage in throughout the semester (see Figures 20 and 21). Students sort annotations associated 

with each other in a course topic or an overarching question she gives.  

I wanted them to come to an understanding of what is diaspora. It is like giving them an 

exam without giving the exam. They had to develop six annotations of their own or from 

others they could cite, group them into three or more groups, and label them. They 

analyze why they fit together.  [Interview 2, March 08, 2023] 

She explained that students analyze the topic and summarize in their writing reflection what 

holds the chosen annotations together and why. 

 

Figure 20. Aurora’s writing reflection activity is based on social annotation. 
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Figure 21. Example of a student’s writing reflection, which includes analysis of 

annotations. 

Along with grouping and writing about annotations, students in this writing-intensive 

class also compare, contrast, and synthesize their reflections about the topics and present their 

arguments. Connecting student annotations to their final papers helped her design a well-layered 

assessment that improves student writing and analytical skills.  

Instructor Participation in Annotation Activities  

Aurora discussed her participation in guiding and scaffolding students’ discussion on 

Hypothes.is. She explained that she sometimes responds to students’ questions, and when she 

had a teaching assistant, they were actively scaffolding student discussion. Now that she does not 

have one, she tries to respond to a few students each week and focuses more on compiling 

student ideas and questions for synchronous discussion. She shared an example of how she 

scaffolds student discussion.  
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If students do a discussion post, they tend to cherry-pick and summarize responses. 

Moreover, in social annotation, you know their thinking process and how it changes. As I 

read students’ annotations, I see some shallow comments like I love diaspora, wonderful 

sharing of dances. I ask them what different ways of thinking about diaspora are. What is 

happening at the heart of it? Colonization, enslavement, human trafficking- that is not so 

wonderful, right? How do we be careful about thinking about diaspora? [Interview 2, 

March 08, 2023] 

Assessment and Feedback  

Aurora shared that she provides students with assessment and feedback using an informal 

rubric for effective annotations they help create.  

Early in the semester, I ask students to discuss effective annotations. When you read 

through annotations, I want you to find your favorite ones and consider why they are 

good. In breakout rooms for 5 minutes, what about these annotations that people made 

that made them interesting for you? Why did they stand out? And then I make a list. 

[Interview 2, March 08, 2023] 

She said her students share ideas like answering the prompt, going in-depth, or quoting 

another reading. When students create the rubric, she provides specific feedback on what she 

would like them to discuss further. She tells students, “You mean interesting. The interest says 

nothing. Why is it interesting? We want something vivid, even if it is one great sentence” 

[Interview 2, March 08, 2023].  This way, she has students create their rubric about making a 

good annotation and has them refer to it for the following annotation activity.  

Aurora’s assessment also requires the completion of annotations and responses by the due 

date; “They get 100 points in total. Each annotation is worth 25; if they only did 3, they get 75.” 
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She also asks students to go back and complete the missing annotation to receive their missed 

points.  

Challenges 

One of Aurora’s biggest challenges is teaching a writing-intensive course without the 

support of a teaching assistant. She discussed how having a teaching assistant in the past helped 

keep track of student roles and keep them engaged on the SA tool. Still currently without a TA, 

she tries to send reminders to students about the assignments and their roles (facilitator, 

synthesizer, summarizer) and respond to student questions. However, having synchronous 

meetings allows her to discuss student annotations further, even when she cannot respond to 

them directly on Hypothes.is.  

Participant # 5: Clay(he/they)  

Clay is a doctoral candidate and a graduate instructor in a liberal arts program. He has 

four years of teaching experience and teaches the first-year writing courses all undergraduates 

must take. Clay mainly mentions emotions, discussions, feedback, and writing projects when 

describing their pedagogy. He discussed that he does not give any grades to his learners except 

for the final one, which allows them to focus more on participation, essentially engaging in 

discussions instead of incentivizing participation with points. Their teaching draws from Paulo 

Freire’s book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2020), and he follows the anti-banking approach. He 

gives students much space to talk about emotions in their course. The writing projects for the 

course include a literacy narrative, a synthesis paper, and a research project or an essay. Because 

Clay has a small number of students in his classes, they can focus individually on students, 

scaffold, provide individualized feedback, and guide their thinking and writing. Their design and 

pedagogy are mainly dialogue and discussion-based, providing students the voice and agency to 



107 

decide on activities they like. Clay uses an activity called Keep.Start.Stop where students can 

suggest what they want to keep and what they want to start and stop at the end of every project. 

Clay also allows students to contextualize projects according to their interests. 

Discussing Social Annotation  

Clay first heard about social annotation as one of the available resources in the 

department orientation for first-year writing instructors. He was curious about Hypothes.is and 

started experimenting with his course design around social annotation. They provided a template 

to their students on using Hypothe.is along with some context on why social annotation is 

helpful. Clay adds, “You can see your peers working with you and what interests them. If you 

are worried if your point is right, look at what your peers are doing. You can build off what they 

said” [Interview 1, January 27, 2023]. 

 

Figure 22. Clay’s social annotation activity design on their Canvas LMS. 

Designing with Social Annotation  
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I asked Clay to share how they designed and implemented the first-year writing course 

and how social annotation aligns with the learning objectives (see Figure 22). His course is 14 

weeks long, completely online synchronous, and they meet on Zoom for two hours once a week. 

The course is on Canvas and Hypothes.is is integrated into this LMS. One of Clay’s main 

learning objectives for this course is to focus on relational communication through the course 

and practice being interested in each other’s ideas and perspectives. He said in his introductory 

interview, “It is also interesting to see what parts of text students are gravitating towards and 

what is getting them to say what they are saying” [Interview 1, January 27, 2023]. 

 

Figure 23. Clay’s social annotation activity design includes guiding prompts. 

He also wants his students to locate, critically evaluate, and communicate information 

effectively. His other learning objectives for the course include developing students’ critical 
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thinking, writing process, and collective meaning-making. He discussed that social annotation 

helps students communicate the meaning they see across a text, share different perspectives, 

identify the lens through which they understand the topic, and think deeply about it. Social 

annotation in a writing course also helps students become critical readers and build relationships 

and a learning community with peers as they find meaning together. 

 How can we be in an ethical, empathetic, and critical relationship with one another? I 

use social annotation as an example of this kind of communication. It is not an activity 

you are doing for points. Are you building relationships with your peers through writing 

because you are getting to know something together? It does not matter what the artifact 

is. It is more about being conscious of how we respond, react, and are with each other in 

a relational space. [Interview 2, March 13, 2023] 

Annotation Design Before the Synchronous Meeting  

Most of the weekly annotation activity happens in Hypothes.is before the synchronous 

class meetings. They ask students to make two to three annotations on each course reading and 

respond to peers. Clay does not specify the exact number of individual annotations or responses, 

leaving it open to students. However, they provide guiding prompts and emphasize the focus of 

annotations on embodied experiences and emotions students feel while reading the article (see 

Figure 23]. Students are required to make annotations and responses before they meet 

synchronously. He emails students and discusses student participation or the lack thereof on 

Hypothes.is. Annotation activities do not have any grades; students only get a final course grade 

at the end of the semester. Clay’s guiding prompts for student annotation provided a foundation 

and context about the course reading and instructions on annotating; “I offer them specific ideas 
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like, what emotions merge or swim through you as you read the article? Where in your body do 

they emerge?” [Interview 2, March 13, 2023]. 

Clay shared that the embodied experience of reading course text through SA is valuable 

for students to realize that they are not alone in experiencing and sharing a particular emotion 

with others. They want their students to listen and think about what it means to listen and 

understand others’ feelings and ideas. Clay also provides general prompts to address the 

readings, like, “Why is this an interesting piece of writing? How can you respond to what your 

peers have already annotated?” [Interview 2, March 13, 2023] 

Using the guiding prompts, he strives to compile various student questions and ideas they 

can discuss and explore further in SA and synchronous class meetings. His prompts guide active 

reading in students to think and respond critically to text and peers’ annotations.  

 

Figure 24. Student annotation discussions on Hypothes.is 

Bringing Students Back to Annotations  
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Clay added that annotation helps connect course readings with real-life experiences, and 

the social part of responding to each other is making these connections through comparison, 

contrast, and responding (see Figure 24). Students gather in small groups in synchronous Zoom 

meetings, find their peers’ annotations, and read them. He asks students to focus on “What 

interests you about your peers’ annotations? What are you curious to hear more about? What are 

they saying that you had not thought about before?” [Interview 2, March 13, 2023]. 

He asks students to ask more questions or aspects they want to learn more about and 

shares some more prompt questions. Their idea behind giving time in class to go back to 

annotations is to practice being interested in each other’s ideas and see how their perspectives 

have changed.  

Instructor Participation in Annotation Activities  

Clay shared that they do not participate in annotation activities as much as they want (see 

Figure 25). While he initially tried to respond to every student, he needed more time to respond 

to everyone. So, he focuses on answering students' questions, providing individual feedback, or 

facilitating student conversations by asking questions; “Sometimes, when a student says 

something exciting. Moreover, I think I have not thought of that. I am responding because that is 

a seer-like moment” [Interview 2, March 13, 2023]. 
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Figure 25. Clay’s response to student annotations. 

Assessment and Feedback  

The hallmark of Clay’s course design is not having formal individual grades for any 

activities except for the final course grade. They shared that students were uncomfortable with 

not getting grades for assignments, but it subsided a few weeks into the course. Clay asks 

students to make a few weekly annotations, respond to some of their peers, and then provide 

individual feedback throughout the semester.  

I gently email them if they do not [complete] my requirements. I want them to make space 

beyond the bare minimum like this is interesting. However, what matters most to me is 

having an interaction and having points of interest that they can go to so they do not have 

to re-read the whole text again but use moments they are interested in class. [Interview 2, 

March 13, 2023] 

He also added that the purpose of his email reminders and checking in with students focuses on 

supporting them on aspects they need help with.  
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Challenges  

Clay shared that one of the biggest challenges they experience in using SA is taking the 

time and energy to integrate SA more effectively into the courses. He wants to think more about 

whether there is space in the curriculum to integrate better, considering the student workload in 

his course. He also wonders whether students only consider SA as one of the many activities 

they have to do for the class. They also added that it is essential for them, as an instructor, to 

design better activities so students are connected better to the platform and their engagement 

within the tool.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter described how all five focal instructors from this study used the SA tool, 

Hypothes.is, in their online undergraduate courses. It summarized the design processes of each 

instructor as they shared details about their course context and learning objectives, as well as 

their pedagogical processes in facilitating student discussions in the social annotation platform.  

Two instructors (River and Cedar) teach online, asynchronous undergraduate courses. 

Their design and implementation approaches focus on student participation and engagement in 

an asynchronous learning context. SA is one of their major “during the week" course activities 

and has a large percentage towards the final grade. Most of the student discussions happen on 

Hypothes.is for both instructors and a few other collaborative tools like blogs, Twitter, and Jam 

board. Instructors spoke about going beyond the “annotate and reply” design to engage students 

better through SA, which can provide them with an authentic, contextual space to build a 

learning community. Both instructors also discussed that their participatory pedagogies include 

balancing facilitation and participation as instructors and encouraging student discussions. They 
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also shared some challenges they face while teaching an asynchronous section and engaging 

students in SA and discussed how they want to evolve their designs.  

Three instructors (Aspen, Aurora, and Clay) teach online synchronous undergraduate 

courses. For these instructors, SA activities happen as pre-class before students and the instructor 

meet online synchronously. Each instructor has their version of discussing students' annotations 

and responses before the class. Aspen has students annotate and reply silently during their Zoom 

session, while Aurora and Clay ask students to discuss in small groups about each other’s 

annotations. All three instructors also discussed integrating SA activities into other course 

activities to engage students better. They also discussed challenges like lack of time to 

participate and better facilitate student discussions on SA and how to improve and integrate SA 

in their online courses.  

The next chapter provides a thematic analysis of instructor interviews that address the 

research questions for this study.  
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CHAPTER 5: THEMATIC ANALYSIS  

My dissertation study aims to explore why and how instructors use social annotation in 

their undergraduate online courses. I used the in-depth interview transcripts and research memos 

to address this question. I conducted a comparative thematic analysis to identify themes across 

all five focal instructors’ design and pedagogical processes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Five 

themes were prominent in this analysis as focal instructors talked with me about using SA in 

their online courses: 1) authentic conversations and a learning community are important to 

facilitate an online course; 2) social annotation encourages meaningful dialogue and critique 

among students and makes their knowledge construction and sharing visible; 3) designing for 

student participation in SA goes beyond “annotate and reply”; 4) striking a balance between 

facilitation and involvement as an instructor; and 5) Instructors’ design and pedagogy continue to 

evolve with the use of SA. This chapter uses illustrations and examples from instructor 

interviews, syllabus walk-throughs, and research memos.   
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Theme 1: Authentic conversations and a learning community are important to facilitate an 

online course.  

All five participants had different course modalities and contexts that accounted for their 

design and implementation differences. However, organic, and authentic student discussions and 

building an online learning community were some of the primary learning objectives for all 

instructors. While instructors mentioned using other learning technologies like discussion boards, 

those platforms only allowed learners to share summarized perspectives on course topics. In 

contrast, social annotation provided the affordance of highlighting specific points from a course 

text, discussing it within the context of the topic, and sharing their formative ideas around it. 

Additionally, instructors also shared that organic student conversations build a learning 

community in an online environment. When students discuss, share, and critique each other’s 

perspectives, they create and sustain a learning community in the course.  

Authentic discussions on a social annotation platform. All five instructors shared their 

dislike for threaded discussion boards and indicated that as one of the main reasons for exploring 

SA. Clay discussed that discussion boards often take away context from the topic, making it less 

engaging for students. Student learning and meaning making are more visible when they focus 

on excerpts of a course text and explain what they think of it. As Clay puts it, social annotation is 

more “formative when students are developing ideas.”  

Aspen shared that discussion boards are often inauthentic, and learners do not actively 

read and critique the course material, unlike SA tools, where students negotiate, disagree, and 

debate the text and their peers’ annotations: 

There's nothing less authentic than a discussion board post, and everybody knows it. You 

could do other things. But social annotation is an excellent way to get people to pull out 
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[points] in the reading and then talk about it in class. I like social annotation because it 

replicates a more authentic discussion. [Interview 2, March 17th, 2023] 

She also indicated that she could design for students to engage in actual discussion in a more 

natural context. For students, SA is more anchored to having authentic conversations about 

course content.  

River shared a similar perspective about how discussion boards only help students focus 

more on their individual and summative thinking of course topics. Cedar also indicated that SA 

provides a structured environment for students to read, annotate, and respond to peers instead of 

coming to discuss “something that vaguely fits the prompt and pulling it out of context” 

(Interview 1). 

These instructors indicated that they shifted from discussion boards to reading and 

annotating using SA to engage students in active and focused reading. SA tools like Hypothes.is 

allow replicating contextual and authentic discussions in an online class. Aurora discussed that 

reading doesn’t have to be a lonely activity. SA helps students have organic conversations with 

each other, share and learn each other’s perspectives, and construct meaning together:  

When I think about any kind of reading that students do in any of my classes, it's just such 

a lonely activity. and sometimes I wish that I could have conversations with people I 

know while I'm reading, so I impose that idea on other students thinking that you know if 

this is assigned reading to them rather than feeling so lonely as they're reading like 

reading in a vacuum. Why not also learn what other people think about the reading? 

[Interview 2, March 8th, 2023] 
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She also mentioned designing for her students to be excited about reading, writing, and 

scholarship, which are some learning objectives of her writing-intensive classes. Hypothes.is has 

helped her teach them how to read and write academically.  

Designing and facilitating organic communication through an online learning platform 

was one of the primary objectives of all five instructors and why they started using SA. It helped 

instructors design an online class that builds connection through active reading, writing, and 

discussion.  

Building an online learner community through social annotation. Instructors noted that 

building an online learning community is challenging due to the absence of in-person 

discussions, particularly in asynchronous online courses. SA tools can create an online student 

community as they engage in conversations with their peers and the instructor and learn from 

each other. River discussed that SA provides the affordance of creating a learning community 

with her class online where students “feel connected to both social and cognitive aspects” of 

learning. She also mentioned that SA is a powerful tool for asynchronous online courses as 

students can feel more connected to each other where usual physical cues are absent.  

 Cedar discussed using social annotation to “introduce new tools and opportunities for 

students to collaborate and work together on course activities.” He added to this by mentioning 

that students are more connected to the text and each other, with the SA activity designed to be 

more situational and contextual. Aurora reiterated that students do not have to read course 

materials in a vacuum when SA tools can help them learn what their peers think about the topic 

and have conversations around it. Clay emphasized the importance of relational communication 

through social annotation and “being aware of how we are responding, reacting, and being with 

one another in a relational space.” He also discussed that contextualization and active reading are 
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essential for his writing class to build a learning community by drawing ideas together, 

communicating those thoughts, and making collective meaning.  

Theme 2: Social annotation encourages meaningful dialogue and critique among students 

and makes their knowledge construction and sharing visible. 

 Instructors used social annotation to guide students' shared perspectives and ideas and 

facilitated situated and contextual conversations about course topics. They also shared that 

learners are more comfortable disagreeing and critiquing each other’s perspectives without being 

harsh and using peers’ ideas to guide their thinking. They said they didn’t see this in other online 

platforms as much.  

Student perspectives, disagreement, and critique are visible. Aspen noticed that 

student participation in social annotation differs from other online tools. She is amazed at the 

student’s willingness to participate in discussions and critique perspectives while being 

respectful to each other. She also mentioned that while many students in a class are willing to 

answer every question, they seldom ask one. Aspen designed for her students to ask each other 

questions and move the discussion along: 

I found in the social annotation that I never found on discussion boards unless it was like 

the rare student who liked conflict. I never saw them disagree. Okay. In social 

annotation, they disagree with each other's responses, and that's super exciting because I 

think a class discussion is challenging. It is one of the hardest things for me to facilitate 

and draw out of people, so social annotation gets everybody participating. It lets people 

take different perspectives in a way that doesn't feel harsh. They get to do different stuff, 

and you know that's a skill to critique something else and then use it to move your 

thinking along. That's why it's essential. [Interview 2, March 17th, 2023] 
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River also had a similar perspective about the evidence of student participation using SA. 

Student annotations show evidence of critical and deep thinking, and “they have discussions on 

controversial topics and share opinions back.” River shared an example of how a student referred 

to and drew from a peer’s annotation in another individual reflection assignment. She considers 

this integration to motivate her to continue using SA more so students can learn from each 

other’s writing. Clay echoed River’s reflections: 

Many of my goals while bringing annotations to the classroom are about practicing 

being interested in one another’s ideas, which many students don’t think is something you 

can control. But it is the beginning of practicing it right. It is sincerely trying to connect 

with someone and changing yourself positively rather than negatively. [Interview 2, 

March 13th, 2023] 

She mentioned that SA is a lot richer in terms of learning experiences and that it isn’t 

merely responding to prompts. Student learning is situated and “more contextual, as you can see 

what the student finds interesting and comment on it.”  

Cedar discussed that learning objectives focus on bringing out perspectives. He said he 

uses SA to bring out students’ thoughts and ideas and use each other’s perspectives to move or 

change their thinking. Particularly in an online asynchronous class, using SA to read, annotate, 

and respond helps students think critically about something they missed and how it supports their 

understanding. He explains, “A lot of my learning objectives are related to ensuring students do a 

lot of writing, individually and in the form of a discussion. I want to ensure students interact and 

challenge their beliefs about certain topics” [Interview 2, March 13th, 2023]. 

Aurora shares a perspective similar to Cedar and explains how undergraduate students in 

her online classes come from different backgrounds and abilities. She explains that her goal for 
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the students is to “share their knowledge and to get different perspectives on what we are talking 

about” in class. Using SA gives that space to approach readings in different ways and the 

awareness that there are multiple approaches to learning from each other. She explains that she 

values students' different kinds of knowledge about the text and guides their thinking and 

confidence as readers and writers.  

Student knowledge construction, change, and synthesis of ideas are visible. Another 

idea that instructors discussed was how student knowledge construction, critical thinking, and 

learning outcomes were more visible in SA activities than in other course assignments. Aspen 

shared that it can be difficult to clearly understand what students are taking away from a course 

activity. So, she focuses more on how her class applies the skills and learning objectives she 

intends for them to acquire. Critiquing course text or a peer’s perspective, using each other’s 

annotations to show how their understanding of a topic has changed, and sharing sources in an 

annotation to boost their argument are examples of visible student learning for Aspen.  

 River explained that students in her class were more comfortable citing and using 

annotations to move their thinking along. She discussed that “they used their annotations and 

their peers' annotations in their reflective writing. They also give credit and cite their peers’ 

annotations.” She explained how students saw different perspectives of their peers around a 

specific point in the text and went deeper to unpack that. She also explained that a mere 

summative reflection activity could not have achieved these objectives.  

Aurora elaborated on an example of how a student’s thinking and perspectives changed 

during an annotation discussion on Hypothes.is. She explained how a student annotated reading 

material praising a form of dance while missing the racist tones that the article was focusing on. 
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However, as the learner read the annotations of other students critiquing the slavery and racism 

aspects, her responses later differed, with a change in thinking:  

The student suddenly says, yes, I agree. It is horrific to think that colonizers used the fact 

that black people could dance to justify slavery, and she suddenly shifted her thought in 

the text. That is interesting. So, I feel like they read. They have a response, but here they 

are starting to synthesize ideas. This is excellent evidence of the learning one of them 

had. [Interview 2, March 8th, 2023] 

In summary, instructors' design and implementation processes with social annotation are 

centered around students and how they interact with the platform, peers, and instructors. Students 

critiquing each other and sharing perspectives and resources indicate their comfort and safety in 

using the platform to express themselves. This also helps instructors to continue their design and 

pedagogical processes with SA tools in a way that encourages students to have more 

conversations on SA platforms.  

Theme 3: Designing for student participation in SA goes beyond “Annotate and Reply.” 

While the reasons for instructors using social annotation tools like Hypothes.is in their 

online courses are similar, some of their design and implementation processes differed. 

Instructors’ learning designs, pedagogies, and assessment approaches depended on the learning 

objectives of the course, their teaching philosophies, and the modality of the online course. This 

theme includes some similar elements in instructors’ design and pedagogical processes.  

All instructors talked about designing with the SA tool Hypothes.is in their synchronous 

and asynchronous online courses. Instructors spoke about planning for student participation, 

discussion, and engagement in an undergraduate online course in a way that encourages students 

to come back to the annotation platform, Hypothes.is. Cedar shared,  
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It [social annotation] can lend itself to a similar thing you see in a discussion board 

where you give students a question, and they respond. Here, they skim the text, find a 

paragraph, say it is interesting, pick a reply at random, and finish the activity. So, how 

are you evaluating [and designing] for their complete understanding? [Interview 2, 

March 13th, 2023] 

Instructors go beyond the discussion board approach in the kind of prompts and questions 

they provide for students to annotate and respond, which brings out skills like active reading, 

critical thinking, and evaluation instead of merely answering questions.  

Using guiding prompts and questions. All five instructors provided guiding prompts, 

facilitating student discussions on the SA tool. They emphasized the importance of giving these 

prompts and how they are designed for student participation, responding to peers, and returning 

to the course content. Three instructors shared that their prompt questions ask students to connect 

their annotated readings with the previous week's content or compare it to their real-life 

experiences. Aspen says,  

If we are learning about arguments of evaluation, I’ll ask them for something we are 

currently doing, and then I’ll ask them to make connections to previous chapters. I’ll 

remind them of some things they might know- what evaluative argument is the author 

making? How do you think you would evaluate this in your own life? [Interview 2, March 

17th, 2023] 

Aurora also has a similar approach that guides student participation by integrating course content 

with other course topics. This strategy encourages students to read, think critically, and evaluate 

the text while annotating; “It causes them to go back and review the one I led up to because it 

takes time to develop their reading skills.”  
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Cedar’s guiding prompts connect student annotations to their real-life experiences. He 

wants students to engage with the course content, share personal meaning and relevance, and 

focus on how their perspectives changed or differed. He doesn’t provide a lot of prompts, except 

for a few questions for students to dive off, and leaves the annotation space open for organic 

student conversations. On the other hand, Clay’s prompts and questions are very elaborate as 

they provide specific ideas for students to focus on; “I contextualize social annotation and active 

reading. I tell them that annotating this text in our writing community is collaborative reading, 

thinking, and questioning by marking a text together.” His requirements are not heavy-handed 

for an undergraduate course, and he asks students to mark and annotate aspects that emerge for 

them. His prompts support students who need help with active reading and writing.  

Connecting social annotation with other activities. Instructors discussed their designs 

beyond the annotate and reply format to ensure better student participation. River discussed how 

some of her students who annotate early get responses from their peers, but others who annotate 

later in the week seldom get any. She mentioned that not getting responses from peers can 

discourage students and affect their motivation to engage in discussions actively. One of the 

ways River addressed this was by sharing student annotations on Twitter, which she uses as 

another learning tool for the course: 

I ask students to share annotations [of themselves and their peers] on Twitter. I also 

share some annotations on Twitter and ask them to have a Twitter discussion based on 

the annotations. I encourage them to make annotations on Hypothes.is, share others' 

annotations on Twitter, summarize them, and use them in their reflection posts. They can 

go back to the annotations, review them, and write a reflective summary. [Interview 2, 

March 14th, 2023] 
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River added that connecting social annotation tools with Twitter and blogs has helped her 

scaffold students to go back and review annotations and discussions they may have missed. “I 

share interesting annotations on Twitter because it is amazing to see different perspectives of 

students about the topic. But from now on, I want to ask students to do this- it is a lot of work for 

me, and I want them to spend more time on Hypothes.is.” Sharing interesting annotations on 

Twitter also motivates students to participate in another platform, and they enjoy making 

connections on two different platforms. 

Aurora discussed her designs for integrating social annotation activities with other course 

assignments. She shared that her individual writing reflection activities embed students’ weekly 

annotation activities. She has three major writing reflection activities during the semester and 

asks students to “come up with six annotations of their own or from others, that they could cite 

and write down. The next part was grouping them into three or more groups and labeling them.” 

Students analyze why the annotations they grouped fit together and summarize their reflections 

in a paragraph about the topic. 

The writing reflection after the annotation activities: I wanted them to come to an 

understanding [about a course topic]. It's Like giving them an exam without giving them 

an exam. The question was, what is Diaspora? They had to develop six annotations of 

their own or others that they could cite and write. The next part was grouping them into 

three groups, labeling them, and writing about why they belong together. [Interview 2, 

March 8th, 2023]   

Aurora added that these summaries and reviews refine student analysis and writing skills 

and bring out any more questions they might have about the issues, the arguments or claims they 

are making in the synthesis, and how she can work with student understanding. 
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 Clay also shared that he encourages students to quote and refer to student annotations in 

their synthesis papers. His design and implementation focus on helping students practice citing 

peers’ annotations and how to use them to connect to their argument.  

Instructors who teach asynchronous courses discussed that having a space where students 

can have conversations and questions and synthesize their knowledge construction after 

annotations would be helpful. They, however, mentioned that they are designing to strike a 

balance between creating different experiences in different modalities; “I have been wrestling 

with the idea that an asynchronous class cannot be synchronous. They get a different experience, 

and I am constantly thinking about it. There are things I cannot replicate”.  (Aspen, Interview 2) 

Instructors also elaborate on how to curate their activities to scaffold student participation 

in the annotation space and beyond without increasing student workload. Providing overviews of 

student annotations, individual writing assignments using SA activities, and designing staggered 

deadlines for students to annotate text and come back a few days later to respond to peers are 

some ways that all instructors use to bring students back to the SA tool in an asynchronous 

modality.  

Assessment for Participation. One of the recurring ideas in the instructor interviews 

was related to their evaluation of student annotations. All five instructors do not have a formal 

rubric to assess student participation and grade for completion of the required number of 

annotations. However, all instructors focus on the type and quality of individual annotations and 

peer responses. River shared that she grades students for completing requirements but requires 

replies and emphasizes the importance of SA as a conversation with peers and not highlighting 

and talking about excerpts from the text. Instructors also facilitate student participation by setting 

a higher grade percentage for responding to peers. Aspen’s assessment design involves four out 
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of eight points, or 50% of the grade set, for responding to one peer’s annotation. She elaborated, 

“It is not a formal rubric, but what matters most to me is that they engage with each other.” 

Students in Aurora’s class develop an informal rubric early in the course for effective 

annotations and use it as a reference for their SA activities.  

Cedar’s assessment strikes a balance between requirements for annotation and student 

workload. He requires students to make a significant annotation and reply, with at least 280 

characters, and not a one-word response. He shows examples of student annotations from past 

courses to model examples of good annotation. He encourages students to be specific with their 

annotations and think deeper and critically about the topic. 

Mostly, students are diligent about providing lengthy, interesting contributions to the 

dialogue. For the students who reply with something short or unrelated, it is reflected in 

their grade for that week, and I send feedback. Next time, I ask them to mention a 

connection and cite a source. [Interview 2, March 13th, 2023] 

Of all the instructors I interviewed, Clay is the only one who doesn’t give a grade for any 

course activities, including SA. They shared that their focus is relational communication and 

sharing perspectives among students. Clay shared, “There was a little discomfort [from students] 

about not getting grades individually, the fears subside two or three weeks into the course, and 

students are interacting with each other better, they improve their writing and how they think 

about it” (Interview 2). 

Theme 4: Striking a balance between facilitation and participation as an instructor.  

Instructors discussed their role in facilitating student conversations and discussions using 

the SA tool. For example, River shared, “I think the best role instructors can take is to be a 

facilitator and not jump too much [into student conversations].” They shared that while they 
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don't participate in the SA discussions as often as they like to, they sometimes respond to student 

annotations. Their facilitation to enhance student participation included strategies like providing 

prompt questions, giving specific roles for students to lead their discussion, small group 

discussions, and features like tags. Instructors shared that their participation and responses to 

student annotations should focus on when and how to respond in a way that moves student 

discussion forward. Instructors also discussed that they need help to dedicate time to respond to 

annotations and questions while striking a balance and not taking the autonomy from students 

leading conversations. River mentioned that she checks students' annotations once or twice 

during the week and joins the discussion when she can. She also discussed that she pushes the 

conversation among the students but prefers to avoid involving too much to take up their 

learning space and drive away the discussion from them. River added that the timing of 

instructor participation is more important than the frequency of responding to students. She said 

the best way to engage students by participating “is to be a facilitator by proposing good 

questions from your students’ annotations.”  

Cedar indicated that he doesn’t participate in the annotation activities as much as he’d 

like but provides them individual feedback about their annotations while grading. He also 

discussed that he checks the annotations often, responds to any student questions, writes to them 

via email, and encourages them to participate more if he finds students' annotations inadequate. 

Students are “pretty diligent about providing lengthy and interesting contributions” in their 

annotations, but replies can often be short or unrelated. So, he designed the activity for students 

to mention a connection to their life and find something in a peer’s response that they agree or 

disagree with.   
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Aurora discussed that she used to have a TA who would respond to student annotations 

and guide the participation effectively. She no longer has one, so she reviews student annotations 

and responds to a few each week. Finally, Aspen sometimes participates in student annotation 

activities and wonders if she concludes them by answering questions or having them engage 

more with the given idea. One of the interesting points that she discussed is how only some get a 

response or feedback to their annotation or a question. She mentioned that she might not have an 

answer or feedback to their questions immediately, but she touches on them at some point or lays 

the background for other course topics.  

Theme 5: Instructors’ design and pedagogy continue to evolve with the use of SA.  

“I cannot imagine not teaching without social annotation. It makes me a better teacher.” 

[Aurora, Interview 2, March 8th, 2023] 

During the interviews, instructors addressed the changes they have noticed in their 

pedagogy since implementing online courses with SA. They also shared how they want to 

continue growing and improving their design and pedagogy using SA tools for their online 

courses. Instructors who teach asynchronous courses discussed the affordance of having a space 

for learners to return and continue the discussions they started on Hypothes.is. While they agree 

that the designs cannot be the same for both modalities, they want to improve their course 

designs and embed annotation activities better. 

River mentioned how she began thinking more about her asynchronous course design, 

using SA better, and responding to annotations:  

Having a synchronous online meeting with people talking about their annotations is 

necessary. They can discuss how it could apply to their writing and what they would 
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share with others. I think about how to use annotation text as class material. Because it is 

a challenge in asynchronous online spaces. [Interview 2, March 14th, 2023] 

She also talked about how her teaching theory continues to evolve with every course and how 

she tries harder to structure SA activities to engage students better. She added, “I became more 

active with teaching. I spend more time reading student annotations and summarizing 

perspectives. I am more involved; simultaneously, I leave space for them to learn 

independently.” 

River wants to connect different online technologies and collaborative learning spaces 

with SA to develop richer learning experiences. She aims to improve her design to engage 

students using Hypothes.is tag features better, asking them to summarize or compile similar 

points and share them on Twitter or their writing reflections. She also talked about encouraging 

students to use tag features better in student annotations. Aurora elaborated more on not using 

the tag features in her classes; “I realize how important tags could be, and I have never done 

them justice. I wasn’t pushing them to tag when I noticed they didn’t.” She mentioned designing 

better with tags and using different roles for students to annotate course text. She also discussed 

changing structures for accessibility by having students make more minor annotations and 

providing feedback individually to those who need more scaffolding. 

Aspen indicated that social annotation helped her be more creative and better scaffold her 

class. She values that and aims to explore using SA better. She talked about how her silent 

discussions work very well in a synchronous Zoom class, where students take 12 minutes in 

small groups to go back to that week’s annotations and ask and answer questions. However, in 

her asynchronous section, she finds it difficult to bring students back to the annotation space: 
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I dislike that people can post on Tuesday, and if someone has asked them a question, they 

can answer it, be done, and never return. I want them to take the step to come back on 

Thursday and see what everyone else has said, and that is the sticking point in 

asynchronous learning for me that I haven’t been able to figure out right. [Interview 2, 

March 17th, 2023] 

Cedar also discussed how he started using SA to include more situated and collaborative 

reading experiences for his students. However, he continued to evolve as a designer and a 

pedagogue to improve SA activities that enrich learning experiences. He plans to design better 

small-group annotations and have groups of students annotate different parts of a course article 

and present it back to the class. He also discussed using Natural Language Processing models 

and AI for social annotation and using them to provide detailed feedback for student annotations 

or help them answer questions. Clay had a similar perspective about explicitly integrating SA 

and having them draw more from these activities. They discussed effectively integrating social 

annotation into their curriculum better beyond using it as a “collaborative reading and 

annotating” activity before class. He added  

I am not integrating it as explicitly and thoroughly as I could for them. They probably 

still see it as another thing they’ve got to do [for class], which is not how I want them to 

think about it. What should I do to make social annotations more substantial and 

fulfilling in class?” [Interview 2, March 13th, 2023] 

Cedar ended his interview by adding that SA and its integration should be discussed more 

as educational technologies. He would like to explore and learn more about SA if the university 

had a Community of Practice.  

Chapter Summary 
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This qualitative descriptive case study aimed to explore how and why instructors use 

social annotation in their undergraduate online courses. This chapter discussed thematic analysis 

from the instructor interviews that answered the three research questions: Why are instructors 

using social annotation in their undergraduate online courses? How are instructors designing 

their online courses with social annotation? What are instructors’ participatory pedagogies 

concerning their use of social annotation tools? Notably, while all five focal instructors teach 

different subjects and have varying degrees of teaching experiences and teaching philosophies, 

during the conversations with them and analysis of the interview transcripts, they shared 

commonalities in their reasons for using social annotation and their design and implementation 

methods. The next chapter, Chapter 6, connects the findings and themes to existing literature and 

provides recommendations for future research. 

 
CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The role of social annotation tools in enhancing student learning processes and outcomes 

in online and hybrid learning has been studied extensively (e.g., Adams & Wilson, 2020; Novak 

et al., 2012); however, very little of this research has delved into instructors’ pedagogies and 

design processes with SA tools. Scholars have cited the need for more research to understand 

how and why instructors use SA in their courses (Ghadirian et al., 2018; Schneider et al., 2016). 

Therefore, this dissertation aims to address this gap in the literature and was guided by these 

research questions: 

1. Why are instructors using SA in their UG online courses?  

2. How do instructors design and implement activities with SA?  
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3. What are instructors' participatory pedagogies in implementing SA in their UG online 

courses? 

 This final chapter will summarize the findings of my study, answer its research questions, 

discuss how the findings support current literature, identify implications, and provide 

recommendations and future research directions for researchers and practitioners.  

Summary of Dissertation Research 

The participants in this dissertation were five instructors who teach online undergraduate 

courses at a midwestern university. The criteria for selecting participants were that they had 

taught entirely online courses for at least one year and used any social annotation tools the 

semester before or during the study.  The findings consist of detailed case descriptions of each of 

these instructors’ experiences using SA and five common themes about how they design and 

implement social annotation tools in their online courses:  

● Authentic conversations and a learning community are essential to facilitating an 

online course.  

● Social annotation encourages meaningful dialogue and critique among students 

and makes their knowledge construction and sharing visible.  

● Designing for student participation in SA goes beyond “annotate and reply”.  

● Striking a balance between facilitation and involvement as an instructor and 

● Instructors’ design and pedagogy continue to evolve with the use of SA.  

The following sections discuss the study’s findings related to the research questions. The 

results are supported by current research and social constructivist and sociocultural theories, 

which were the theoretical frameworks for the study.  

Discussion of Findings and Connections to Prior Research 
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The findings of this study, the detailed descriptions of the instructors’ course designs, and 

the thematic analysis of the instructor interviews support the existing literature on how social 

annotation tools enhance aspects like collaborative learning, online learning community, and 

visibility of student perspectives. The findings also underscore significant tenets from the 

theoretical frameworks of this study, drawn from social constructivism and sociocultural theory.  

RQ1. Why are instructors using SA in their UG online courses?  

Analysis from the primary data sources revealed several reasons for using SA, mirrored 

in the research discussed in Chapter 2. In conjunction with their different modalities, learning 

contexts, and course objectives, instructors described why they started using SA in their UG 

online courses. Some themes from the analysis of instructor interviews, course LMS, social 

annotation and syllabus walk-through, researcher memos, and jottings are discussed below, along 

with how they connect to prior research. 

Authentic discussions on a social annotation platform. The instructors in this study 

use social annotation tools to support students’ ongoing learning process through active reading 

and discussion with peers, which supports social learning theories. Social learning theories posit 

that using different instructional technologies and online tools supports learners in articulating 

and sharing their perspectives with peers through authentic discussions (Jonassen, 2000). 

Research also emphasizes the importance of collaboration and learner interaction, which helps 

construct knowledge and meaning making (Chametzky, 2014). The instructors’ use of social 

annotation for authentic online discussions among learner-content-instructors also reflects the 

elements of social constructivism and sociocultural theory. Engaging students in authentic and 

collaborative learning activities that encourage them to participate in discussions is vital in 

online constructivist learning environments (Martens et al., 2007).  
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Aspen shared that threaded discussion boards in an online environment have yet to help 

her facilitate effective online participation among students. Her decision to transition to SA for 

her online courses was motivated by the need to design and facilitate authentic discussions. 

Cedar’s thoughts are similar, as he discussed how SA is a structured and contextual space for 

discussions instead of students writing long posts on discussion boards that vaguely fit the 

prompt. River and Aurora firmly established the importance of active reading and peer 

discussion, where students have organic conversations based on the course topics. 

These findings align with studies conducted by Gao (2013) and Sun & Gao (2017), who 

shared that SA effectively engages learners in collaborative reading and discussions for specific 

parts of the text and has a focused discussion around it. These studies also shared how the 

structure of SA supports student participation by focusing on specific parts of the course text, 

reading, and responding to related comments from peers. Sun and Gao (2017) summarized that 

threaded discussion boards are helpful for summative, synthesized reflections, while SA supports 

contextual, formative, and active discussion. Similarly, the other instructors in this study also 

mentioned using SA for what earlier studies deemed effective: online collaborative learning, 

shared contextual space for interaction, and meaning making (Kalir, 2020; Zarzour & Sellami, 

2016, 2018). 

Building an online learner community through social annotation. One of the primary 

reasons instructors in this study used SA was to help build community in their online classes. For 

example, Clay discussed how students share emotions about the topics, respect, and interest in 

each other’s perspectives in their discussions on SA tools, which helps them build relationships 

with each other. River also uses a similar approach,  



136 

“As a teacher, I can see that Hypothes.is really builds the class community, although 

students do not see each other face to face. They still have strong interactions and 

discussions on controversial topics and share opinions” [Interview 2, March 14, 2023].  

This finding is supported by Adams and Wilson (2020), who identified a significant 

increase in text and peer-to-peer interaction on their SA tool Perusall over a semester, indicating 

community growth. Other researchers also reiterate that using SA helps understand student 

thinking in the learning context, similar to a face-to-face environment (Chan &Pow, 2020; 

Plevinski et al., 2017).  

When designing for collaborative discussions in an SA platform, instructors need to 

ensure that learners can engage with each other meaningfully in an online learning community 

(Vrasidas, 2000). Social constructivist pedagogies highlight the importance of creating learning 

communities in online environments that facilitate discussion and collaboration (Anderson & 

Dron, 2011; Carwile, 2007). Cardullo et al. (2018) also elaborate that an online tool or platform 

is only effective when the instructor embeds its use with meaningful content, pedagogy, and an 

adaptive approach to teaching.  

Student perspectives, disagreement, and critique are visible. Another theme from the 

analysis is that instructors use SA to bring out student perspectives. Four out of five focal 

instructors mentioned that students taking, sharing, and challenging each other’s perspectives 

was one of their course’s learning objectives. One of Aurora’s goals for her students is to “share 

their knowledge and perspectives on what we are talking about.” Her objective for using SA in 

online courses included “students from different backgrounds and cultures come to the 

university. Sharing their ways of approaching reading can help them become aware of how they 

can learn with and from each other” [Interview 2, March 8th, 2023]. 
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Aspen and River shared a similar perspective and mentioned that they saw evidence of 

students using their peers’ annotations to move or shift their perspectives about a topic. 

Constructivist learning environments encourage promoting learner perspectives in different 

contexts and using multiple ways of solving problems and sharing solutions (Vrasidas, 2000). 

These findings echo earlier research on how SA helped students become more reflective 

and critical during argumentative reading (Greenhow et al., 2009; Lebow et al., 2011). Yang et 

al. (2011) also found that students asked more questions and shared better answers when they 

used the social annotation tool, PAMS, to read and annotate. Similar to the findings of this 

dissertation, Erylmaz et al. (2013) also found that student discussions significantly improved 

with the use of an SA tool. Students expressed complex ideas, created, and shared new ideas, and 

recognized flaws in each other’s reasoning, which the instructors also expressed in this thesis's 

findings. This study found that when instructors intentionally design the course learning 

objectives using social annotation, it maximizes student participation and learning outcomes. 

RQ2 + RQ3. How do instructors design and implement activities with SA? What are 

instructors' participatory pedagogies in facilitating online courses with social annotation 

tools? 

The second and third research questions for this study sought to understand how 

instructors design different activities with SA and how they implement them. Social annotation 

activities, LMS walk-throughs, and instructor interviews indicated that the designs and 

implementations of SA vary for synchronous and asynchronous course designs. While some 

aspects remained common for both modalities, others, like synchronous annotations and 

individual reflections, differed.  
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Using guiding prompts and questions. One of the central tenets of social learning 

theories is viewing the instructor’s role as a facilitator (King, 1993). Schell and Janicki (2013) 

stated that the role of an instructor in an online environment is to provide prompts and questions 

that help navigate student thinking. The five focal instructors’ interviews revealed the common 

practice of providing prompts and questions to facilitate student participation in the SA platform. 

Clay discussed how they provide guiding prompts and questions as a foundation for students to 

start from; “I provide some context - why are we doing this? Why are we reading this? What 

emotions swim through you as you read this article?” Clay also elaborated that having an SA tool 

is valuable for students because it helps them realize they are not alone in thinking a certain way 

or sharing with others. Cedar shared that he provides guiding prompts for individual annotations 

and peer responses while allowing students to find excerpts from course text relevant to their 

lives. He said, “I ask them to go through and find a comment [peer’s annotation] that they agree 

or disagree with. This ensures that everybody gets at least one reply and at least replies to one 

person.”  

This finding aligns with researchers' argument about the type of guidance instructors 

should provide in collaborative online learning environments. In facilitating discussions, the 

instructor should steer the discussion by providing guiding questions that help students probe 

deeper into the course topics and evaluate their thought processes critically (Maloch, 2002; 

Mosenthal et al., 2004). Wright et al. (2013) supported these arguments by indicating the 

importance of the instructor’s role as a facilitator in understanding and supporting student 

learning. They also shared that instructors could create a practical, student-centered approach in 

an SA environment by guiding learner participation and encouraging them to ask and answer 

questions.  
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Going beyond the “Annotate and Reply” format. In their synchronous classes, Aspen, 

Aurora, and Clay all provide a few minutes of their online class time for students to go back to 

the annotated text, review peer responses, and respond to them. This practice is an effort to get 

students to engage more with the annotations, moving beyond the “annotate and reply” to read, 

reply, and repeat. For example, Aspen described her design of a synchronous, silent discussion 

with annotations in the online class:  

I have a silent discussion where we do a waterfall chat. I give them time to see all the 

questions. Choose one that they want to respond to and reply. People are more willing to 

disagree quietly when their body is not on the line. This also lets me help reduce access 

barriers to people who would not communicate in the class otherwise. [Interview 2, 

March 17th, 2023] 

Clay has a similar approach where he asks students to meet in small groups on Zoom, 

find their peers’ interesting annotations, and share them with the whole class. This practice by 

these instructors encourages students to engage in discussions and reflect on each other’s 

perspectives while fostering open communication (Gold, 2001). d’Entremont and Eyking (2021) 

discussed a significant increase in student annotations on Perusall compared to in-class 

discussions and linked it to SA's anonymity. These scholars also shared how speaking in class is 

considered a high-stakes activity compared to annotating anonymously. Aspen’s synchronous 

annotation particularly illustrates these findings, where students critique and disagree with each 

other without worrying about giving the correct answer or being judged for their responses.  

Another pedagogical strategy instructors use with social annotation is providing different 

roles to students as they annotate weekly course readings in small groups. For example, in 

Aurora’s course, the facilitator guides the student conversation in Hypothes.is by assigning 
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different roles to students (e.g., the synthesizer compiles ideas from student annotations, and the 

summarizer presents the summary of the annotation discussion to the synchronous class). This 

design is based on the scaffolding framework for online discussion with social annotation, 

described by Zhu et al. (2020). The authors refer to it as the participation roles strategy that helps 

connect small group annotations with class collaborations and individual reflections.  

Three instructors who teach online asynchronous courses shared that a challenge is the 

lack of synchronous course components that may help shift students past “annotation and reply. 

For example, River mentioned, 

 Getting everyone to talk about their annotation is challenging. It is necessary to have a 

synchronous or online meeting with people to discuss their annotations. They [students] 

have to discuss how to apply annotations to their writing and what they would share with 

others. I am considering using annotation text as class material. [Interview 2, March 14, 

2023] 

Cedar is also considering including a synchronous component along with SA to ensure 

students engage well with the article and go beyond making an annotation or two. Despite this 

challenge, the instructors intentionally designed asynchronous activities for students to review 

and reflect on weekly annotations. River asked students to write a weekly individual reflection 

activity where she encouraged students to cite annotations from that week’s SA activity. She also 

provides a concept map of student annotations on Twitter or via email. Aspen shared a similar 

design in her asynchronous course section, where she summarized student annotations in the 

following week’s overview video. These designs are consistent with findings from earlier 

research on the importance of the instructor providing a summary of course topics (e.g., Graham 

et al., 2001). In an SA study by Schneider et al. (2016), instructors teaching with the tool Lacuna 
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shared similar perspectives on how visible student annotations helped them prepare for the class 

by reviewing student annotations and identifying themes and points they wanted to address, 

summarize, and clarify.  

Assessment for Participation. Constructivist pedagogies in online environments discuss 

the importance of effective instructor feedback and assessments that encourage students to 

participate in course-related activities (Hienze et al., 2007). All five instructors in this study use 

staggered deadlines to guide student participation by giving separate deadlines for individual 

annotations and to read and respond to their peers. Aspen and Aurora give more points for 

responding to their peers, and all instructors encourage students to make substantial responses to 

their peers by asking questions, sharing something relevant, or critiquing their perspectives. 

These findings connect to earlier studies on the importance of instructors reinforcing learner 

interaction through precise specifications for assessment, including setting a higher percentage of 

the grade to online discussion activities (Auyeung, 2004; Maor & Hendricks, 2001). Aspen’s 

design and practice of syllabus annotation with students during the first week of the course was 

studied by Kalir (2019), where the author stressed the importance of turning the syllabus into an 

open, live document where students can co-design the course with the instructors and discuss 

learning activities collaboratively. 

Cedar and River discussed that they provide individual feedback to their students while 

grading their SA activities and scaffold and support those who need guidance responding 

substantially to peers. These findings are consistent with the research on providing prompt 

feedback and encouraging students towards better participation (Morris & Finnegan, 2008). 

Studies that delve into the role of assessment and feedback using social annotation also identified 

the effectiveness of constructive and interactive feedback from instructors. Yeh and Lo (2009) 
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discussed providing feedback to learners by addressing areas that need improvement through 

constructive, interactive, and error-correction methods. In two studies by Lin and Lai (2013) that 

explored an approach similar to Clay’s in this dissertation, instructors developed an annotation 

system that gave learners feedback instead of giving them grades. They designed for continuous 

formative assessments using collaborative annotations to improve student participation and 

performance on summative assessments. While not many studies discussed the role of 

participation-based assessment in social annotation, providing effective, timely, and constructive 

feedback for students has been consistently studied and discussed (e.g., Yeh & Lo, 2009; Yeh et 

al., 2014).  

Facilitating learner participation. Prior research shared that instructors should create 

learning environments that allow for a flow of ideas among students where they can share 

diverse perspectives, challenge, and change their beliefs, and move their thinking (Farkas, 2011). 

All five instructors in this study use guiding prompts and questions to facilitate student 

conversations on the SA platform. The types of prompts used by instructors in this study 

included commenting on specific aspects of the text, connecting it to their life experiences, and 

asking or answering peers’ questions. They also provided summaries of student annotations, 

implemented synchronous annotation discussions, and gave individual reflection activities that 

weave into SA activities.  

These strategies are also considered effective in prior studies in online design and 

pedagogy (Roper, 2007). A few studies on social annotation have emphasized the role of 

instructors as a facilitator to guide learner participation. Wright et al. (2013) discussed how 

instructors should guide student discussion by posing questions and encouraging them to ask and 

respond to peers more. Another significant study by Schneider et al. (2016) elaborated on 
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instructors’ role in facilitating student participation. Instructors in this study shared the 

importance of designing for student participation in the SA tool, their increased engagement to 

facilitate student discussions, and identifying and scaffolding for areas where students struggled 

with comprehension. Schneider et al. (2016) also found similar themes as this thesis – increased 

time and engagement from instructors to design and implement SA activities, reviewing and 

facilitating student conversations, and bringing themes from annotations back to the class for 

further discussion and summary.  

Instructor participation in annotation activities. The instructors in this study used 

multiple, effective pedagogies for online discussions using SA, which included providing proper 

feedback, facilitating, and participating in discussions along with students, which support a 

dialogic and participatory pedagogy (DePietro, 2013; Kumpulainen et al., 2009; Hogan & 

McKnight, 2007; Morris & Finnegan, 2008) 

All five focal instructors expressed that they would like to participate in the SA activities 

more than they do. While they checked student annotations, responded to questions, and 

provided individual feedback, they all shared the need for more time so they could participate 

differently. River’s time and the quality of participation focus on guiding student conversations 

on the SA platform and providing feedback. Aspen and Aurora respond to a few annotations 

each week, and their participation is majorly focused on the synchronous Zoom discussions 

where students talk more about each other’s annotations. Clay’s participation is limited, but he is 

also actively involved in synchronous Zoom discussions and reaches out to support individual 

students. This need for more time is documented in existing research, including Schneider et al. 

(2016) and Clapp et al. (2021) studies that identify how instructor participation in SA activities 

was only possible with the help of a teaching assistant, which was also discussed in this thesis.  
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Prior research found (Dennen, 2005; Mazzolini & Madison, 2003) that the threshold of 

instructor participation is crucial to lead students to participate more and develop their thinking 

without overwhelming or discouraging student participation. This aligns with River’s thoughts 

on the time and quality of instructor participation in being able to strike a balance with 

participation.  

Implications for Research and Practice 

In addition to the design and pedagogical affordances of social annotation, the instructors 

shared additional insights on what intrigued them about using SA in undergraduate online 

courses. A few unique contributions of this dissertation extend the scholarship on social 

annotation in higher education as they provide directions for further research and practice.  

From Using to Integrating Social Annotation Tools  

The research questions themselves, and most of the responses from instructors used the 

term “using” social annotation tools in their online courses. Instructors' reasons for using SA 

included having a platform for authentic student discussions, making visible student 

perspectives, and creating an online learning community. All five instructors designed social 

annotation as one of the course activities for active reading and responding throughout the week 

for asynchronous courses and before synchronous class meetings. Most research studies on 

social annotation in online learning discussed a similar design and pedagogical approach 

(reading and annotating asynchronously or before the synchronous class meeting) (e.g., Adams 

et al., 2022; Kalir., 2020). It was interesting to note that while the instructors I spoke to enjoy the 

affordances of SA, they did not want SA to become akin to an asynchronous discussion board 

eventually.  
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For example, one instructor, River, wanted to go beyond the Read.Annotate.Respond 

design and intentionally integrated social annotation activities with other learning technologies 

she used for the course activities. She also shared student annotations and responses on Twitter 

and encouraged students to cite annotations in their reflection blogs and Twitter discussions. She 

compiled interesting annotations and summaries of student tags and provided weekly overviews 

of student ideas. River’s integration of social annotation with Twitter and Blog writing extends 

student participation and helps keep them motivated to participate in student discussions. While 

most SA studies use SA as a pre-class activity for knowledge construction and sharing, 

combining it with other social media tools that students actively engage in can create more 

agency for students in leading their discussions. The division of student discussions into multiple 

platforms also provides space for a more informal setting, and students can connect ideas from 

one platform to another.  

Instructor integration of social annotation with other learning technologies they use in 

their classes can be explored further. Connecting to multiple online platforms provides students 

with a richer learning experience and engages them more authentically, particularly in an 

asynchronous environment. Research and practice can continue to explore instructors’ design 

and pedagogical approaches and their presence in social annotation and other discussion 

platforms to understand their processes. Frameworks like Community of Inquiry (Garrison, 

2000) can be used to understand instructor presence and instructor social presence in SA spaces 

and how instructors perceive their roles in facilitating and making annotations with students, 

along with connecting annotation discussions to blogs or tweets. Of course, this also leads to the 

possibility of further exploring the time, energy, and effort instructors put in weekly while using 

SA and how it relates to student learning outcomes.  
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Student-Designed Rubrics  

All five instructors talked about grading and assessment and using strategies such as 

staggered deadlines and a higher percentage of grades for peer responses. Instructors in this 

study indicated that these strategies directed students’ focus more on participation, being 

interested in each other’s perspectives, and critiquing and disagreeing with them. They also 

encouraged students to make substantial annotations by modeling or guiding students through 

prompts or participating in annotations. While these approaches have been supported by studies 

on social annotation and online learning, some design approaches in this study take the research 

and practice further.  

Aurora, one of the instructors I interviewed, uses social annotation as a reading and 

annotating activity every week before students meet for their Zoom class. Early in the semester, 

she asks students during the Zoom class to get in small groups, go over annotations made by 

everyone, and find and share a few of them that they find interesting. Using her guiding 

questions, students create an informal rubric in class that assesses their annotations from the 

following weeks. Aurora also encourages students to read each other’s annotations consciously 

with the rubric in mind and give feedback to each other accordingly. Aurora added that she does 

not ask students to share ineffective annotations. She also mentioned that students often think 

critically about their own and their peers’ annotations when creating the rubric categories. She 

believes this motivates students to go back and reflect on their annotations and think about what 

they have written and how to improve their writing: 

How did my peers do that? How can I deepen my understanding? There is something to 

be said; even if no one talked about my annotation, that is still okay. Invisibility allows 

you to escape but still work on another annotation activity where, hopefully, you can gain 
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skills without the same or being at the risk of making a mistake. [Interview 2, March 8th, 

2023] 

This interview excerpt summarizes the idea of centering and directing the discussion 

more around students and giving them the opportunity and power to learn to annotate from each 

other.  

A significant part of social annotation research is focused on students and their 

experiences using SA tools to read and annotate. However, instructors base assessment and 

feedback designs on what they, not the students, consider substantial or compelling. Studies have 

used social annotation tools to provide feedback for error correction in language learning (Lin & 

Lai, 2009), but students have yet to be at the center of designing their rubrics. Future research 

that explores how students associate SA with their active reading and writing processes and how 

they think critically about their annotations and their peers will help us better understand student 

learning processes. Research in this area can also explore what students consider critical to their 

learning, where they need instructor support and scaffolding, and how they connect their learning 

to their peers.  

Facilitating Student Participation Without a Grade Incentive  

Social annotation tools have been designed and used in online courses mainly for 

collaborative learning and student engagement. Instructors in this study talked about the 

heterogeneity in undergraduate student motivation, particularly related to participation and 

discussion. While some students are motivated by a grade, others participate actively in 

discussions and share in-depth perspectives. Some instructors in this study shared that they 

incentivized student participation by setting a higher percentage of the grade for student 

responses to peers’ annotations. One instructor talked about the no-grade method he 



148 

implemented in his course. Clay teaches first-year writing to undergraduate students and shared 

that he does not give any grade except for the final course grade. They explained this strategy; “I 

spend much time with students in conferences throughout the semester. I have a small size and 

the capacity to meet with them individually, frequently, and throughout the semester, and I talk 

to them about it.”  

Clay mentioned that his pedagogy is focused on flexibility, discussion, and feedback and 

taking students' voices and choices in course design and implementation. He added that students 

do not automatically get an A in the course, but Clay will support them by working with them if 

they need to catch up. They shared that while students initially hesitate about the no-grade 

system, they get used to it and focus on activities better. Their annotation activities focus on 

reading and annotating course readings using Clay's guiding prompts and questions. They 

provide a lot of context and scaffolding related to what students must focus on while reading and 

responding to annotations. He emphasizes the emotions and communicates them to the 

highlighted text, not the product. This design is also evident in his annotation requirements, as 

their details focus mainly on prompt questions while leaving the number of annotations and 

responses to the students.   

“When you have not mandated anything about replying to two or three people, you can 

see what pages captured student attention. Students initially build up [annotations] and 

keep reading [without annotating] later. I do not know if this signifies what was 

interesting, but where was the labor?” [Interview 2, March 13th, 2023] 

Clay’s smaller class size is one of the main reasons he can effectively facilitate an online 

discussion around social annotation while also reaching out to students who need more guidance 

to participate. Their design to keep the workload lighter compared to other courses students take 



149 

encourages students to view this as a safe space to talk, share perspectives, and build a 

community. Clay's consistent guidance, scaffolding, and facilitation encourage student 

participation, reiterating their agency and voice in the design and being flexible and available to 

work through their struggles.  

It is important to reiterate what all the instructors in this study identified – designing for 

undergraduate students’ continuous engagement in SA discussions in online classes can be 

challenging. Instructors’ design to set a higher percentage of courses for participation is effective 

and helps them support student participation better. Designing online courses without the 

individual grade incentive can take different directions if implemented without consistent 

scaffolding, guidance, and instructor presence. Understanding student participation in social 

annotation can also help researchers understand instructor social presence to facilitate student 

discussions. Future studies can also dive into student groups in the SA space, cliques, response 

times, depth of annotations, and responses to peers using social network analysis and temporal 

analysis techniques. 

Accessibility in Social Annotation  

All five instructors used the social annotation tool, Hypothes.is. Two of them talked 

about accessibility in social annotation, Aspen and Aurora. Aspen’s design focuses on 

accessibility and Universal Design for Learning. One of the first things she discussed in her 

introductory interview was that Hypothes.is is a very well-designed tool for SA, but it is still 

behind in terms of accessibility. While screen readers seemingly work for Hypothes.is, many of 

Aspen’s students had problems using them. Aspen’s silent discussions are also a product of an 

accessibility design, allowing students to respond without putting them in the spot. She added 

that there is a lot to think about designing with accessibility for SA. Aurora also briefly talked 



150 

about accessibility and SA and designing activities beyond giving extra time to students who 

require accommodations. She mentioned that designing student annotations that are not too long 

makes it easier for everyone to read and reply. While these are the only two things shared in this 

study related to accessibility and SA, there is much to explore related to how inclusive 

collaborative reading and responding can be redesigned in online learning environments. 

Encouraging student participation by making it authentic and organic without enforcing it is 

essential. Research must explore how SA activities can be designed to be more inclusive and 

accessible and how student learning outcomes about participation can be created without forcing 

students to participate in SA activities for a grade.  

Accessibility design in social annotation has massive potential for future design, research, 

and practice. Most studies on SA design focused on student experiences with SA tools and 

learning experiences. However, they have yet to delve into experiences with screen readers or 

motor issues for navigation. Instructors’ implementation of SA activities also needs to weave in 

accessibility regarding how students are required to annotate and reply. Design and 

implementation in the future should also focus on encouraging student participation without 

forcing it for a grade. In addition, the reality is that in a course, some students get many 

responses to their annotations, others send many responses, and some students lurk and learn. A 

lot of SA design must be centered around student participation and discussion, but there is also a 

need to rework the understanding of mandatory visible participation regarding accessibility. 

Future studies can focus on restructuring student participation in SA and in other platforms with 

this focus.  

Learning Analytics in Social Annotation 
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 Two instructors, River and Cedar, used an analytics tool called Chromewell to count 

student annotations. They discussed interest in using other learning analytics tools and 

dashboards to help them understand and facilitate student participation in Hypothes.is but 

expressed that they do not have the time to do so. Cedar wanted to try analytics that goes beyond 

student annotation counts and understand higher-order engagement and where and how students 

are struggling with participation and response.  

Integrating learning analytics with social annotation is an impactful future research 

direction. Instructor-student-content interaction on an SA platform yields a vast, rich body of 

data that can be mined using machine learning, content analysis, and social network analysis 

methods. These can be explored to understand student interactions, the students who are most 

and least active in the SA space, students who need scaffolding to participate or respond, those 

who need guidance related to understanding course content, and more. With the increase in the 

use of generative artificial intelligence in both K-12 and higher education, studying social 

annotation with AI for providing student feedback for annotations and summaries of course texts 

can lead to exciting insights to improve design and practice. 

Bringing Social Annotation into K-12 Environments  

Aurora shared that bringing social annotation, active reading, and writing into K-12 

education is essential. She added that students in her undergraduate-level theater arts and dance 

courses are incredible at dance. However, she wants them to be more excited about reading and 

scholarship as university students. Nurturing and expanding students' reading and writing 

activities in middle and high school can help them prepare for college better. Studying the 

ongoing use of SA tools with young people who grew up with technology can potentially inform 

instructors’ designs and practices.  
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Limitations of the Study 

This study has limitations that need to be recognized and addressed. One of the 

limitations is how I selected participants. I used a purposive sampling method, which included 

participant selection based on their in-depth knowledge of the phenomenon being studied 

(Patton, 1990).  All the participants also represented humanities and social sciences contexts – no 

one from a STEM discipline existed. The perceptions, design, and pedagogical choices of faculty 

from STEM disciplines in using social annotation may differ from social sciences, which were 

not explored in this study. 

 Another limitation of this study is the need for additional data sources, such as gathering 

and analyzing instructor and student annotations, to help better triangulate instructors’ 

participation. Due to all five instructors' minimal participation in annotation activities, I decided 

not to compile those activities to triangulate their annotations with their interview responses. 

However, analysis of instructors’ annotations would have helped provide richer case descriptions 

and informed how the instructor’s participation impacts student discussions on the SA tool. As 

an educator, I have extensively used social annotation tools in the undergraduate online courses I 

taught for at least five years, which initially motivated me to conduct this study. While my 

extensive personal experience is a strength I brought to this study, I simultaneously wanted to be 

cautious about projecting my personal preferences and ideas during the conversations with the 

instructors and narrowing my analysis. I followed Tracy’s (2010) guidelines for conducting 

effective qualitative research to keep myself in check. I maintained detailed notes, audit trails, 

and research memos, providing me with structures and processes to facilitate openness and 

honesty during data collection and analysis. I also ensured that the interview protocols were 

piloted with two online instructors before the dissertation, allowing me to refine them.  
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Recommendations for Institutional Support 

This study highlights the need to invest in and provide higher education instructors with 

training and professional development opportunities to support their use of social annotation in 

online courses, including developing their technical and Informational Technology (IT) know-

how. Instructors should have the skills to design and implement engaging courses where learners 

actively annotate course text collaboratively with their peers. Many SA tools’ features can be 

seamlessly integrated into LMS spaces and are affordable or have open access, so institutional 

adoption can greatly help motivate instructors to use SA. Post-secondary institutions can also 

help support instructors by minimizing the effort and time they need to invest in embedding SA 

tools in their courses. This can be done by understanding SA’s value beyond mere integration 

and delving into the use of dashboards and learning analytics tools alongside SA tools that help 

instructors understand where their learners need support and scaffolding. Providing teaching 

assistants to instructors who can facilitate student participation in SA environments, instructional 

designers to guide them through design and pedagogical support, and IT and technical support to 

students struggling with challenges related to the SA spaces can all aid in seamlessly integrating 

SA tools.  

 Instructors should be supported in addressing the technical, design, and pedagogical 

challenges they face in designing and implementing SA tools in their online courses, including 

their instructor roles. Faculty should be provided with professional support to help them 

understand their roles as facilitators in guiding student participation on an SA platform and 

curating it to their learning contexts. Creating communities of practice where instructors can 

come together to discuss, collaborate, and share their processes and challenges related to the use 

of SA with each other can be very helpful. Communities of practice allow instructors to share 



154 

innovative designs and pedagogies to engage undergraduate (and graduate) students in active, 

collaborative reading, writing, and scholarship through SA. 

With adequate support from institutions, instructors can work on how SA can be 

embedded in ways that meet course objectives and learning outcomes and how it can be 

integrated into course design and other activities and assignments. Participants in this study 

mentioned that they needed more support from their institution – they did not even know if and 

which colleagues within the university were using SA. The recommendations offered here are 

starting points for institutions as they figure out how to support instructors better using SA tools. 

Concluding Statements 

Social annotation tools have facilitated active reading, collaborative knowledge 

construction, and domain-specific learning in higher education environments. The findings from 

this study illustrated the importance of designing an online course with SA by situating it with 

learning objectives. Despite needing more institutional support to adopt SA tools, instructors 

individually learned and implemented them in their courses to enhance learning environments 

and make experiences richer for their students. Instructors provided guidance, scaffolding, and 

structure to student participation, allowing students to shape discussions, explore, and challenge 

perspectives through annotations. This study centralized the design and pedagogies of the teacher 

as essential factors in the use of SA in undergraduate online courses.  

The findings of this study documented that the type of instructor prompts, instructor 

participation in the SA platform, and their assessment and feedback strategies influence student 

participation. With strong scaffolding from instructors, there is evidence of students challenging 

each other’s perspectives, using peers’ annotations to change and move their thinking along, and 

exhibiting rich, contextual dialogue around course topics. I hope this study illuminates what 
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teachers go through while designing and integrating new tools into their courses. While seeing 

improved student learning outcomes is exciting, it is essential to note instructors' labor- and time-

intensive efforts when integrating new technological tools into their teaching and learning design 

and practices. We need to shift the focus on instructors, understand their needs, requirements, 

and processes, and shine a light on them and support their needs.  
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Appendix C 

Introductory Interview Questions 

 

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself. 
2. How long have you been teaching in-person and online? What are some of your 

favorite classes?  
3. Describe yourself as a teacher. What is your teaching philosophy or a motto that you go 

by? 
4. What are your perceptions about teaching an undergraduate online class? 
5.  Describe your general approach to teaching a course/the course you shared with me 

online. How do you design and implement an online undergraduate course? What are 
the pedagogical aspects and/or learning theories that you focus on? 

6. Describe a memory you have with annotation, paper or digital, as a student. Explain 
your experience annotating a coursebook or an article. 

7.  How did you first learn about social annotation? Describe your experience as a learner 
or an instructor working with a social annotation tool.  

8. Explain why you used Social Annotation in your online class. How do you choose the 
social annotation tool for your class goals?  

9. What are your goals for using SA in your class? How does using SA relate to your 
course objectives? 

10. Do you assess the SA activities that you give to your students? Do you have any rubrics 
to assess them? 

11. How often do you check or read your students’ annotations? 
12. Do you participate in SA activities? How often do you participate and respond to 

annotations? 
13. Can you walk me through the course LMS/Canvas page and explain how the course is 

designed and implemented? 
14. Can you walk me through the course syllabus and share the learning objectives and 

assignments? 
15. Please share the course SA group with me. Or Please walk me through your SA 

activities which have been integrated into your Canvas LMS course page. 

 

 

 

 

 



185 

 

Appendix D 

In-Depth Interview Questions 

Design-related questions 
 

- How do reading and discussion align with your course objectives? 
- Why did you move away from your general approach to online discussion to 

implement SA in your online class?  
- Tell me about one undergraduate course (online/hybrid- synchronous/asynchronous) 

that you have taught or are teaching. Can you explain any 3 learning objectives of the 
course? Discuss how the social annotation tool fits the course learning goals and 
objectives.  

- Walk me through the process of how you design this UG course. What are the types of 
learning activities and assignments you design in this course? 

- What are the different types of social annotation activities you design in this course and 
why? 

- Follow-up: Why do you design social annotation activities in small groups? What are 
the learning outcomes you are looking for in designing an activity like this?  

- What are the aspects that are going well about using SA? What is the value you see in 
designing a course with SA? 

- What aspects of SA (tool and designing with SA)  did you find challenging? Can you 
give me an example of the challenges you faced? How did you address these 
challenges? 

- What do you do or who do you reach out to when you face design challenges while 
using an SA tool/activity in your class? 

- How do you assess the annotations and responses students make in the SA group? Do 
you have any protocols or rubrics that you developed or used? Walk me through an 
example from the SA group. (Share your screen) 

 

Pedagogy-related questions 

- How do you prepare for a class? How do you return student annotations to your 
teaching and an asynchronous or synchronous class?  

- Can you share an example of a learning outcome students achieve because of using 
Social Annotation activities in this course? 

-  How do you think SA is helping student learning? Can you share an example or 
memory of student learning and participation with SA? 

- What difference did you notice about your teaching after you started using SA? How 
does it compare to the time you taught classes before using SA? 

- How do you address student questions about social annotation? 
- Do you participate in SA activities? If yes- How do you participate in the SA activities?  
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- How often do you respond to student annotations? What makes you respond to student 
annotations?  

- What questions or prompts do you provide your students to annotate and respond to 
each other? How does that help student participation and learning? 

- If you do not directly participate in the annotation activities often, how do you facilitate 
learner-instructor-content interaction in your class through annotation activities? 

- What are your reasons for not participating in SA activities and responding to students 
on annotations as often as you’d like? 

- How do you guide/direct/support student annotations and responses?  
- How much instructor participation do you think is required for student annotation to be 

substantial?  
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Appendix E 

Member Reflection Questions 
 

 
 

1. Do you think the transcripts/ summary memos reflect our discussion accurately? 
2. Did I understand your perspectives on SA the way you intended? 
3. Are there any aspects in the interviews that we missed discussing that you would like to 

talk about? 
4. What do you think of the initial categories and themes that came out of our interview? 

Are there any aspects that you would like to discuss more about? 
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Appendix F 

Course LMS and Social Annotation Walk-through Protocol 

Course Information 
 
Name of the course: 
Course Modality:  
Number of weeks: 
Semester: 
Any other course related information:  
 

Features Yes/No (highlight one) Observer Notes 

Course Syllabus Shared Yes/No   

Course overview shared Yes/No   

Course objectives shared Yes/No   

Course calendar and 
deadlines shared 

Yes/No   

Weekly deadlines for 
assignments and activities 
provided 

Yes/No   

Materials and textbooks 
provided weekly 

Yes/No   

 
 
Course Design Details 
 

Features Yes/No or on a scale of 1-5 Observer Notes 

Instructor overview 
videos/audios are available 

Yes/No   

LMS layout is organized 
weekly 

Yes/No   
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Communication: 
There is space and details to 
reach instructor 

Yes/No   

There is space to ask 
questions 

Yes/No   

There is space for learners to 
talk to each other and share 
resources 

Yes/No   

Gradebook and student 
tracking are available for 
learners to view 

Yes/No   

Grading rubrics are used by 
instructor and shared 

Yes/No   

Class values are shared in 
LMS or syllabus page 

Yes/No   

Flexibility in design and 
delivery and assessments 
and deadlines 

1-5 scale  

Accessibility features 
provided by the instructor 

1-5 scale  

Course is designed according 
to UDL guidelines 

1-5 scale  

LMS Layout is easy to 
navigate 

1-5 scale  

Any other course design 
related details 

  

 
 
Technology and Tools 
 

Features Observer Notes and Details 

Multimedia technologies used (Add the 
names in the notes) 

 

Other participation and discussion platforms 
and tools used (Add details in the notes) 

 

Collaboration and discussion spaces used  
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apart from LMS- like slack, website, text chain 

Other details about technology and tools  
 
 
 
Course Activities and Participation 
 

Features Observer Notes and Details 

Different activities and assignments in the 
course (Add details in the observer notes 
section) 

 

Types of student discussion and participation 
activities 
(Add details in the observer notes section) 

 

Percent or weight of the total grade for 
student participation 
(Add details in the observer notes section) 

 

Learning analytics used for student tracking 
and grading: 
Name of tracking tools 
Methods of analysis 
(Add details in the observer notes section) 

 

Other types of assignments and quizzes tools 
used: 
(Add details in the observer notes section) 

 

Other details related to course activities and 
assignments: 
(Add details in the observer notes section) 

 

 
 
Instructor Presence 
 

Features Yes/No Observer Notes 

Instructor overview 
videos/audios are available 

Yes/No  

Instructor participation in LMS 
and discussions  

Yes/No  
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Instructor feedback is 
provided for assignments and 
activities: 
 
How, where, and how often is 
it provided: 
(Add details in the observer 
notes section) 

Yes/No  

Instructor support information 
and frequency (Add details in 
the observer notes section) 

  

Other details related to 
instructor presence (Add 
details in the observer notes 
section) 

  

 

SA details in the course LMS and Syllabus 
 

Features Yes/No Observer Notes 

SA tool used (Add details in 
the observer notes section) 

  

SA group shared Yes/No  

Student familiarity with SA 
discussed in LMS 

Yes/No  

Tutorials for SA included in 
LMS: 
 
Browser support and 
instructions are provided 

Yes/No  

Space in LMS for students to 
discuss questions related to 
SA  

Yes/No  

How the course objectives 
align with the use of SA 
activities (Add details in the 
observer notes section) 

  

Percent of the total grade for 
SA activities (if graded) 
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(Add details in the observer 
notes section) 
 
If not graded, discuss why 

Any rubrics for SA grading 
 
(Add details in the observer 
notes section) 

  

Any integration or analytics 
used by instructors for SA 
(Add details in the observer 
notes section) 

  

Other SA related details in 
LMS 
 
(Add details in the observer 
notes section) 

  

 
 

 

 


