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Assessing Participation in the Time of Black Squares



Context

• Land acknowledgment: Evanston, IL is on the original land of the 
Anishinaabe people, known as the Council of the Three Fires, 
comprising the Ojibwe, Potawatomi, and Ottawa nations. 

• Columbia College Chicago is a liberal arts school with a focus on 
fine, performing, and media arts. No mathematics major and the 
minimal LAS math requirement is a course at the level of 
Quantitative Reasoning. 

• My experience during the pandemic has been with Liberal Arts 
Mathematics (typical LAS core course) and Introductory 
Statistics. 



Participation: What, why, and when?

In class:
• Attendance.
• Discussion in open class.
• Engagement in group activities.
• Presentation of results or prepared work. 
Out of class:
• Online forums
• Individual communication (office hours, emailing with questions).



Participation: What, why, and when?

My six-year-old’s kindergarten Zoom class



Participation: What, why, and when?

My online class (image credit 
contactmapping.com)

My six-year-old’s 
kindergarten class



Participation: What, why, and when?
My online class 
(image credit 
contactmapping.com)

My six-year-old’s 
kindergarten 
class

My in-person class (what do you notice, what do you wonder?)



Participation: What, why, and when?



Participation: What, why, and when?

Why was I grading participation to begin with?



• Participation: showing me and the rest of the class 
how you think and work.

• The most interesting part of my live classes has always 
been treating math like a conversation.

• Conversations have tangents and allow for creativity. 
Conversations create content and give space for ideas 
that are not centered around my own experience.

• Conversations are sometimes surprising and fun.
• I wanted to see this practice and encourage these 

conversations even in the time of black squares. 

Participation: What, why, and when?



What did I do this year?

• In my live classes, I gave students space to participate without 
talking or showing faces.



What did I do this year?
In my live classes, I gave students space to participate without talking or 
showing faces.

• Building a “live textbook” with Miro (free accounts for educators)
• Results of all activities exported and posted immediately.



Building a “live textbook” with Miro

Prompt: How many ways can you arrange the letters A, R, and E in order?

I built a set of movable Scrabble tiles; the students copied and moved them around 
in real time to build the words.



Building a “live textbook” with Miro

Prompt: Draw and name a stick figure.

The student drawings became the 
subjects in our experiments with 
factorials, permutations, and 
combinations.



Building a “live textbook” with Miro

The Sieve of Eratosthenes

Students crossed off the non-prime numbers in real-time.



Asynchronous participation
In asynchronous courses, I built online discussion forums with problems that 
deliberately sent students on tangents. 

• Online forum with directions to go and do math.
• Students posted their results in Miro spaces.



Asynchronous participation

Building a complicated Venn diagram

Students built 
their diagrams 
in Miro in a 
page open to 
comments 
from me and 
the class. 



Asynchronous participation

Student responses were great! 

1. You have $50 to spend at the store and you need to get as many bouquets of flowers as you can. Each 
bouquet is $5, but you can't spend ALL your money on the flowers. How many bouquets of flowers can you 
buy without spending all $50?

• Self-contained online forums



Student response

• As for the discussion questions some days I did participate and some of the questions helped me understand how to do 
the problems. Other days it didn't motivate me.

• I found the discussion questions to be a nice change of pace and for the most part I didn’t have any issues with them.

• I found the discussion questions to be interesting, although I definitely did not dedicate as much time to them as I 
should have, and oftentimes I felt the answer I was going to give had already been stated several times before me.

• The discussion questions totally inspired me to think about the topics we were covering that week. It also allowed me to 
see what my classmates were doing and interact with them.

• The discussion questions helped me think about the lessons in more practical contexts which helped my understanding 
of the topics.

• [I] never really did the discussion posts so i can't speak on that[…]

• The discussions and material in the class did inspire me quite a bit.

• I understood the need for the discussion questions and found them a good way to apply what we had been covering to 
make sure I understood everything as intended and was executing what we learned in each module correctly. Also 
helped put into perspective the need for logic and reasoning aspects of math

• I personally didn't like the discussions because once I was done with the homework for the week, that discussion 
section was just another thing I needed to do when I've done a lot of note taking, doing the practice and homework.

• The discussion questions were definitely a good challenge.

A pretty good reflection of the response I usually see when I ask about class 
participation in a regular class!



What did I learn?

• Students can be engaged even if they’re not showing it in the 
classroom/Zoom.

• Responsibly measuring engagement requires me to give my 
students more and varied opportunities for doing so.

• Tools and practices I developed will be helpful even next year as 
we emerge from the pandemic restrictions and move back to 
being in person. 
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Thank you.


