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As director of Synergies of Difference 

Dr Anne Russell (INFP) explores 

the synergies in organisations and 

families and between individuals. 
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When designing an online course, I’m 
always conscious of the needs of the 
learner. Perhaps a single parent with 
teenage children, a full-time job, and 
one computer in the house? Or a sole 
earner in a family with a non-working 
partner and children, living full life-
styles? 

These are some stereotypes, obviously 
not true of everyone—but, as with any 
stereotype, there is some element of 
truth. 

Online teaching can provide a variety 
and flexibility often not found in face-
to-face teaching. In a well-designed 
course, each person has the opportunity 
to learn in ways best suited to their 
personality preferences. Some prefer 
to learn independently, others to be 
part of a community of learners. Both 
can be catered for in the same course. 

In teaching external and online courses 
over 20 years, I have invited feedback 
on what is happening in the learners’  
minds and environments. 

 

 

At the conclusion of a four-week online 
module that introduced the MBTI to 
postgraduate teacher-librarians, I asked 
each student for insights into their learn-
ing experiences. They experienced 
many different emotions: 
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Recognising the fears and motivations 
of different personalities has helped me 
design online courses to meet the spec-
ific needs of students: 
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To illustrate the experiences instructors 
might consider when designing and 
teaching online courses, the tables on 
the following pages present voices from 
each of the 16 types. These expressions 
might also be useful for learners to 
understand how they might approach 
online courses. 
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My courses have three phases: 
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In this phase, participants introduce 
themselves via an email list or discuss-
ion forum, with information about their 
work or home environments, and what 
they expect to gain from the course. 

Extraverts often desire a video or audio 
conference, photos or webcam attached 
to a chat room, so that they can see their 
peers’  body language or hear their voice 
inflections. 

A fun activity related to course content 
is appropriate at this time. I might pro-
vide a photograph on a web site for the 
students to comment on. 

In my instructions I stress that their 
responses will be quite different, and 
that these differences are valued. A 
web forum for posting the responses 
provides the evidence of the 
individual differences. Every response 
is, of course, correct! 

(Students reflect on their responses 
during Phase 2.) 

To introduce the course, an early web 
forum posting is stimulated by direct-
ing the students (via a website, or in 
the course materials) to a relevant, 
easily-accessible article. Each student 
identifies one aspect of the article for 
discussion, and provides a personal or 
practical example to support or contra-
dict its content. 

Every contribution is acceptable and 
differences are valued, ideally leading 
to student-to-student forum discussions. 

 

 

In Phase 1 I encourage informal reflect-
ive writing and responses to colleagues. 
I do not use the forum to respond to 
individual students or their contribut-
ions, as that may divert their attention 
to me as an authority, away from their 
reflective colleagues who have much 
to offer in the learning environment. 
(I might post a comment on, or summ-
ary of, the discussions.) 

Students are required to post a reflect-
ion on their understanding of the course 
content, with examples of applications 
in their work or social environments. 
I interact with each participant with a 
‘compassionate critique’  interspersed 
through their message, and return this 
email privately. If relevant, students 
will share my comments with others 
in a chat room or discussion posting. 

A Frequently-Asked Questions page 
provides an anonymous place where I 
can post answers to personal or group 
questions. Sometimes I create questions 
from the personal emails I receive, so 
that all participants have the opportun-
ity to be guided in a particular direction. 
Alternatively, I will post as a general 
summary to the discussion forum. 
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In this phase, students are required to 
research and understand the course 
content. To explain their understanding 
they identify specific aspects with per-
sonal applications or examples. These 
are posted to a discussion forum where 
other participants can read, reflect and 
understand a variety of approaches to 
the content. 
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Providing different topics for students 
to select from addresses their personal 
interests and offers a wider coverage 
of the course content. Ideally, several 
students address each topic to provide 
diversity in approach and understand-
ing. I might create several different 
forum topics for discussion. Students 
may be required to post a question or 
insight to a forum other than the one 
on their selected topic. 
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For many types, for different reasons, 
sharing personal reflections is difficult. 
Some are afraid of ‘getting it wrong’  
and being ridiculed. It is essential to 
provide a compassionate environment 
where critiques are constructive, offer-
ing other perspectives. 

Many students appreciate examples of 
what’s expected, before they are com-
fortable contributing to a public forum. 
Students with a perceiving orientation 
want to gather more information from 
their colleagues and resources, and need 
definite dates for their contributions. 

 

 

I usually ask for at least two thoughtful 
contributions per week. Some students 
aim for perfection and spend many more 
hours than I expect on their contribut-
ions. This is a concern for me. 
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In some courses I organise participants 
into teams of four or five. Each team 
is given (or selects) a unique topic to 
explore, using personal research com-
bined with discussion forum, email, 
chat, and any other strategy they elect. 

Having introduced the concept of the 
synergy of different personalities work-
ing together, I encourage team dynam-
ics that value a variety of approaches. 

In the final stage of Phase 2 each team 
teaches their topic to the rest of the 
class. Their ‘presentation’  may be in 
the form of an interactive website, a 
webquest, a trivia quiz (where clues 
are given and people explore websites 
to find the answers), or any other inter-
active strategy. 

Each individual explores other teams’  
presentations, and so builds a richer 
understanding of the course content. 
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Because of the vagaries of assessment 
as part of a team, I assess participants 
individually, according to the course 
content they have learned, and their 
recognition of relevant applications in 
the future. In the discussion of the 
course content, I require analyses of 
the processes of information gathering 
and knowledge creation. 

If there have been extensive discuss-
ions and public interactions, I ask the 
students to nominate a number of in-
teractions as their most important 
contributions to the course, on which 
they wish to be assessed. 
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Online courses can provide multiple 
opportunities for addressing personal-
ity differences. 

When the participants and the teacher 
each understand their own preferences, 
opportunities are presented for differ-
ent approaches to the course content. 
While the participants are required to 
follow some rigour, each is able to 
employ strategies best suited to their 
individual learning style. 

Can learning be achieved online just 
as well as—or even better than—in 
face-to-face situations? 

As one student, an INTJ, wrote: 
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As a researcher and consultant, Anne Russell 

PhD (INFP) explores synergies in organisations 

and families, and between individuals. Anne’s 

publications and presentations include research 

related to personality preferences, online learning 
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As a faculty member in Education at Queensland 

University of Technology until last year, Anne 

introduced interactive videoconferencing to her 

online learning courses. She is now director of 

Synergies of Difference. 
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