
Promoting Interactivity in Tutorials 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Interaction does not occur spontaneously in any class – it is planned by the tutor’. 
 
Learners’ inability or unwillingness to ask questions and interact with the presenter and peers can be 
very disappointing for the presenter.  
 
This situation creates a vacuum into which the tutorial is delivered – the presenter is not able to 
judge how much information is already known (prior learning) and which points need further 
clarification.  
 
The tutor comes away from the tutorial not knowing how useful he/she has been. 
 
A Challenge for Presenters 
 
One of the greatest challenges is keeping learners engaged in the process whilst at the same time 
delivering a very large amount of foundation information, without which, the learners have limited 
capacity to ask meaningful questions and contribute in an interactive way.   
 
Often there will be only one tutorial delivered on a specific topic, so the presenter feels under 
pressure to give a complete and thorough set of information. 
 
The result can be a very information rich tutorial with a very passive audience.   
 
Promoting ‘Deep’ Learning 
 
Learners are usually extremely attentive and often make very careful notes during tutorials but the 
lack of verbal interaction can deny them an opportunity to clarify information by asking questions, or 
checking understanding with the presenter or with their peers.   
 
The result may be ‘surface’ learning rather than ‘deep’ learning and students’ ability to recall or 
apply information may then be limited. 
 
Memory 
 
As well, verbal interaction or discussion helps to move the information from the learners’ short term 
memory to their long term memory i.e. memorizing by understanding  
 
Reviewing information frequently is a means of promoting long term memory and this process can 
begin with an immediate review, at the end of the tutorial, of the most important points of the 
presentation. 
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Tips for Promoting Interaction  
 

1. Involve learners in the first 5 minutes 
 

 Use a roll call or ask a compelling question that engages their thinking 
The questions could be displayed on-screen for them to attempt as soon as they 
enter the room. (This also helps to get them focused and ready to concentrate).    
 

2. “Chunk” your tutorials 
 

 Use sets of 10 – 15 mins on a specific focus  
 In a 50 minute tutorial allow for 3- 4 “chunks” 
 Include about 15 mins for learner activity  

 
3. Use Advance Organizers – Pre- reading 

 
 To encourage informed participation you can set learners tasks to complete prior to 

the tutorial.   This is a good idea if you are worried about learners turning up with 
inadequate basic knowledge.   

 
 Setting a reading task works well.  Select a short article from one of the journals or 

texts that talks about one of your key points and create one or two questions for 
discussion at the commencement of your next tutorial. 

 
*Email tasks to RCS Admin or the PMCT team and they  will see that the request is 
distributed along with any relevant materials in either hard copy or electronic format. 

 
4. Use Questions 

 
Ensure there is a ‘safe’ environment for learners to answer 

 
 Acknowledge and respond positively to every answer – right or wrong 

Even a clearly incorrect answer can be praised as a good attempt 
Learners, who are affirmed, even if their answer is wrong, will try again and remain 
engaged, they will then help to your session to flow by answering and asking 
questions as the session progresses.  They will give your presentation meaning, 
momentum and relevance. 
 
Typically ask a set of about 6 questions of 6 different students within the first 10 
minutes or so of the session.  Start with easy questions that are more about opinion 
than being right or wrong and then progressively become more probing and focused 
with the questions. 
 

 A correct answer may provide the basis for asking the same learner  a more complex 
question in order to develop their understanding further  i.e. coaching them in 
simple steps to the right answer. 
 

  



 Type of questions 
 
 Whole Group 
 

A question to the whole group: needs time for group consideration – pause 
for 30 seconds and resist answering it yourself – you may choose to leave it 
– and ask it again later.  This type of question relies on learners voluntarily 
answering – over time, a pattern may emerge where the same ones always 
answer 

 
 so mix it up with 

 
 Directed questions 
 

 Use this when you have a sense of the group and can be confident the 
learner involved is reasonably comfortable with the challenge. 

 
 Learners who don’t like to be called on may respond by saying they don’t 

know the answer – acknowledge this response without judgment and re-
direct the question to the whole group – check with the learner for 
understanding at a later point. 

 
“Are you comfortable with that information?”  “Has that been helpful?” 

 
 By doing so you are acknowledging that the tutorial and the question is a 

learning experience, not a test. 
 

           Rhetorical Questions                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

Posing a question as a rhetorical question e.g. “one might ask ……..”  allows 
you to ask questions you think learners want to pose – you can then be the 
one responsible for the answer – use this sparingly,  so learners do not 
continually rely on you to give all the information 

 
 Peer to Peer Questioning/Clarification 
 

 One of our greatest teaching resources are the more able learners in the 
group.  Allow time for learners to check information with those sitting next 
to them – you can pose a question to focus the discussion or you can give 
them 2 minutes to chat while you invent a small chore like getting your 
handouts organised, or reading ahead in your notes. 

 
 Chatting between learners about the subject matter is to be encouraged and 

you can acknowledge the importance of that process by saying 
 

“you may like to check information with the person sitting next to you from 
time to time, I’ll try to work at a pace that allows this to happen”. 

 
 You may find further questions result from that technique and that a pair of 

learners is happier to pose a joint question than an individual may be. 
 



Remaining questions 
 

 You may provide a mechanism whereby learners can ask questions for which 
there has been no time in the actual session – a question box is an easy way 
to do this, provided you have the capacity to respond to the learners by way 
of email or by using a discussion thread on MyLO. 

 
5. Use small groups 

 
When the tutorial group exceeds 12 then the presenter needs to think about 
breaking the class into small groups, perhaps for specific tasks, and often rejoining 
the whole group to share ideas. 
 
When small group participants are given a specific task to focus on and understand 
their role in the group the work is highly productive. 
 

Useful facts 
 

High-level questions need wait time. . . . .    
 
When tertiary students were allowed unlimited time to answer, they averaged 9 seconds to answer 
a convergent question (when there is an answer in mind) and over 30 seconds to answer a divergent 
question.   (Ellsworth et all 1991).   
 
The quality of response increased the longer students took.  You might feel embarrassed by 30 
seconds of silence, so work out ways of not being embarrassed. (Biggs 2007) 
 
. . .  the general run of students begin commonly to participate at about 12 in a group, the more so 
as the group becomes smaller.  (Biggs 2007) 
 
. . .  as the group exceeds 12 the tutor increasingly will take centre stage. (Biggs 2007) 
 
 
Being  active while learning is better than being inactive: activity is a good in itself.   
 
When  students were required to learn from text in increasing forms of activity:  from reading 
silently to underlining key words there was a strong correlation between extent of activity and 
efficiency of learning. (Wittrock 1977)  
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