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Rationale/Need

• Commission on Dental Accreditation requires Self-Directed Learning as part of the 
curricular instruction. 

• “Faculty must serve as role models demonstrating that they understand and value scientific 
discovery and life-long learning in their daily interactions with students, patients and 
colleagues. 

• Educational programs must depart from teacher-centered and discipline-focused pedagogy to 
enable and support the students’ evolution as independent learners actively engaged in their 
curricula using strategies that foster integrated approaches to learning.” 

• Dental education focuses on problem-based and case-based learning to fulfill this 
requirement. 

• Blogs made PBL/CBL scalable
• Since the early 1990s, PBL engages small group discussions on any topic, while CBL presents 

progressively disclosed case scenarios to prompt discussion. 
• Since the early 2000s, micro-blog technologies have been used to increase the scale and 

integration of PBL/CBL into the didactic instruction. 
• In 2008, the author created a technology for grading participation in these discussions - thus, 

increasing the use of the technique.



Methods/Description

• Yammer (micro-blog) was used to 
subset the students into groups 
of 5-6 members, and to facilitate 
discussions using threads and 
posts. 



Methods/Description

• Within the grading system, each post is 
categorized into 4 types

• Content posts - add research to the thread
• are secondarily tagged with a microcompetency code 

which maps the post to the program competencies, 
and is given a relative value (between 0.1 and 1) based 
on the quality and quantity of the content. 

• Logistics posts - are used to identify questions and 
leader direction. 

• Other posts - track positive social interactions -
support and praise for the group. 

• Trash posts - eliminate error posts from grading. 
The group score is based on a combination of 
individual and group participation.



Methods/Description

• Yammer (micro-blog) was 
used to subset the students 
into groups of 5-6 members, 
and to facilitate discussions 
using threads and posts. 

• Each week, the data from 
these discussions was 
exported into a comma-
separated values file which 
is ingested into a custom 
grading system. 



Methods/Description

• Group reports
• Ranks student groups
• Ranks students within the groups
• Ranks the students in the class

• Live data
• Students can see their rankings as 

each week passes

• Counts as part of student 
“honors”

• Have to be in the top of the class 
in Yammer, Clinic and Didactics to 
graduate with honors.



Results

• Points and Posts:
• 2013 (2017): 

• Student average points: 349.3
• Student average content posts: 485.5

• 2014 (2018): 
• Student average points: 347.5
• Student average content posts: 1,372

• 2015 (2019): 
• Student average points: 665.3
• Student average content posts: 2,046

• 2016 (2020): 
• Student average points: 682.0
• Student average content posts: 2,273

• 2017 (2021): 
• Student average points: 1,000.10
• Student average content posts: 3,582



Results

• Increase in performance over the years



Results

• “Capacity”



Challenges Encountered

Student Resistance to active 
participation
They like the idea of active participation
“It’s not fair”

Curriculum ”Packing”
Can’t we use that time for more lectures?

Constant renewal of cases
Students hand down cases to “save” the 

next class from having to ”work” during 
the cases.



Lessons Learned 

 (1) Few students would actively participate in student-directed learning activities without 
the reward of points or the risk of a poor grade from not participating. 

 (2) Students struggle to create their own questions. 
 (3) Specific student behaviors become evident. 

 (a) “Instigators” enjoy starting posts to drive student participation. 
 (b) “Fillers” enjoy answering questions with content posts. 
 (c) “Cheerleaders” enjoy making group-supporting encouragement posts. 
 (d) “Lurkers” minimally participate and watch the others posts. 

 (4) Any faculty participation in a thread increase the group participation by a factor of 4. 
(5) No student who has finished in the top 50% of Yammer discussions has ever failed the 
national board exams.



Next Steps

Would love to create our own discussion platform that would handle 
the basics of post-type identification.
Would add a few more types of posts.
”I Wonder” Post – would allow for rhetorical questions as content.
“Connecting the Dots” Post – would allow for two concepts to be shown as 

connected.

Expand cases into all courses.
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