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Flip It or Flop It: Semi-flipping Classes to Promote Student Engagement

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
Research on today’s generation of college students suggests they have different needs and expectations than previous generations (Roehling et al., 2011).  The learning these students engage in is relevant, real-world, and in many cases, technology-based (Wisniewski, 2010).  Because of their diverse needs and expectations for learning, traditional lectures may not be as effective with today’s college students (Roehling et al., 2011); therefore, alternative methods of teaching may be necessary to reach these students.  Implementing learner-centered teaching methods may help address this issue and can lead to greater success for students and increased job satisfaction for instructors (Wright, 2011).  Getting students engaged in an active learning environment promotes higher-order thinking, multiple intelligences, problem solving, and critical analysis and helps students process, understand, and retain the information they have learned (Gleason et al., 2011; Wisniewski, 2010).

With limited time available during class meetings, providing students with the necessary background knowledge and facilitating engaging, learner-centered activities can be a challenge.  One solution to this issue may be through the use of an innovative teaching method known as flipping a course.  Flipping a course involves presenting lecture and homework materials online for students prior to class time.  Students are expected to prepare for class meetings by viewing lectures and completing homework assignments prior to coming to class.  Class time is then used for discussion, application or problem-solving based activities that allow students to be more engaged in learning activities.  Courses may also be semi-flipped which involves flipping only certain topics or units of a course using the same methods. 

How It Works 
The instructor chose to flip the first module (four weeks) of a senior-level, service learning agricultural communications campaigns course as a means of promoting student engagement and student-centered learning.  The first module of the course was dedicated to event planning, and students worked in groups to plan an event for an agriculturally-related client.  

During this module, the course instructor pre-recorded, lecture-style videos using Camtasia software.  The videos were saved in a file format that was compatible to PC or Macintosh computers.  The videos were then uploaded to a Dropbox folder created for the class, which all students in the course had been invited to join.  Students were expected to watch each lecture video prior to the corresponding class meetings, which served as the formal presentation of class material from the instructor.  No in-class lectures were conducted during class time throughout this module of the course.  Quizzes were given at the beginning of each class as an incentive for students to watch the lecture videos ahead of time.  The instructor also provided time for any student questions about the videos or the material presented in them as a means of clarifying anything that may have been unclear to the students.  

By having students watch pre-recorded lectures prior to class meetings, the instructor was able to use class time for student-centered activities that promoted student engagement rather than presenting new material to students.  Since students had been exposed to the lecture material prior to meeting for class, they had the necessary background knowledge to implement their learning in innovative ways during class time.  

Results to Date/Implications
The average quiz grade for students during the flipped portion of this course was 84.7% compared to an average of 76.73% for the non-flipped portion of the class.  Students were observed to be more engaged in class activities, were more willing to speak up during class time, and spent less time on their personal computers during the active class sessions.  They were also observed interacting and communicating with their group members on a regular basis.    

Some technical issues were experienced during the flipped portion of this course.  Some students reported not having audio when they watched certain videos and others had trouble opening video files from their personal computers.  Dropbox also presented some problems with video sharing because some videos were accidentally deleted by students which made them unavailable for the rest of the class to access.  

Student reaction to the course structure was mixed.  Some students commented that they would prefer to watch the lecture online rather than read a textbook.  Others said they enjoyed the opportunity to review the lectures before their projects were due.  However, some stated watching the lecture online was a hassle, and they preferred the in-class presentation of materials so they could ask questions and have more of an interactive class.   

Future Plans/Advice to Others 
The researchers recommend instructors give some type of assessment at the beginning of each class meeting to help motivate students to do the required preparation prior to class.  These assessments may be in the form of quizzes or activities centered on the materials prepared for students ahead of time.  Care should be taken when choosing the mode of delivery of videos to students to ensure that access to the videos is available to everyone in the class.  The instructor should also take care to ensure that video files are uploaded properly and are not corrupted during files transfers.  The researchers also recommend instructors attempt to semi-flip a course before fully flipping a course for the first time.   

Costs/Resources Needed
The most significant resource needed to flip or semi-flip a course is time.  Recording and posting lecture materials prior to class meetings requires considerable time commitments from instructors.  These materials must be planned for, prepared, and posted in a timely manner to allow students adequate time to review them and prepare for class meetings.  It takes additional time to prepare and evaluate assessments that can measure student learning.  Beyond time, flipping courses requires some type of online avenue to post lecture materials to students prior to class meetings.  This can be done through several outlets including Dropbox or an online course management system such as Blackboard.  An audio/video capturing program is also needed to record the video lectures.  There are several of these programs available in a variety of price ranges, including Camtasia, which was used for this course. 
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