
 Leading an Audioconference  
 

The following tips for distance educators on how to effectively lead an audioconference were 
gleaned from suggestions made by students in the Theology Programme. Note that students 
are divided on the matter on roll calls, however the rest is clear cut. This is what they said...  

Edited by Dr Tim Cooper, Theology Distance Programme Co‐ordinator. 27 September 2010 

 

Do...  
Structure:  

Have a roll call at the start.  

Give a brief outline of the structure of the audioconference at the beginning (for example, ’We 
are going to cover x, y and z, and then break at whatever time for five minutes, then cover a, b 
and c’).  

Establish rules early on about expectations and ways to make the audio conference a safe place. 
For example:  

 ‘Please say your name and location each time you answer’;  

 ‘Every student is expected to participate’;  

 ‘Be aware of the need to give others the opportunity to share, especially if you are 
someone who likes to contribute’.  

 

Talk on the module or topic of the audioconference for about fifteen minutes to get everyone 
more into the subject before asking for responses.  

Be firm in controlling the flow of the audioconference.  

Allow time for general housekeeping questions, and remind class members that they can email 
questions to you.  

Spend as little time as possible on administration.  

Include a short break. Apart from the obvious benefits, class members in a centre can have 
some helpful discussions among themselves during the break, and this can be a worthwhile part 
of the audioconference.  

Summarise the most important learning points and conclusions at the end of the 
audioconference.  

When you give an instruction (for example, ‘back in ten minutes’, or ‘read over this section’, or 
‘do this homework’), repeat what you’ve said and, if reasonable, check that people have 
understood it.  

 

 

Your Teaching:  



Offer your own personal opinion – students want to hear your expertise.  

Give the students key pointers on the topic and what is expected of them (it is the only ‘real 
time’ input distance students get).  

Repeat an interrupted sentence (for example, when you hear a beeping ‘signing in and out’ 
sound).  

Refer to the page numbers you are working from every now and again.  

 

Questions and Answers:  

Assume that the students have read the notes and readings.  

Aim to get as many students involved as you can.  

Have questions to prepare in the written material.  

If your readings contain ‘Points to Ponder’, then focus on these. This means that students can be 
well‐prepared to engage in the discussion, and you can usually anticipate that the students will 
aim to be as well‐prepared as they can be. Often one slogs through the readings, but it is hard to 
abstract the answers to the questions. If you attend to them, maybe even more than going 
through the readings etc, then that will promote a bit more discussion and application of what 
has been read (this will be closer to having a discussion group or a tutorial).  

Ask for students’ general thoughts, questions or impressions of a topic or issue to get people 
talking.  

Ask clear, focused, specific leading questions.  

Pause after you’ve asked a question for longer than you would in a normal tutorial. People need 
time to think of an answer, work out how to press the microphone button, and to check they 
aren’t about to talk over someone else – all this can take longer than might feel ‘normal’.  

Summarise responses from students as sometimes others do not understand or could not catch 
what they said because of a heavy accent, they are too quickly or softly spoken, or there is a bad 
telephone line.  

Make a brief comment after each student’s answer to a question (agreeing, adding to or 
adapting the response) and then open up that discussion to others by asking a supplementary 
question.  

Keep opening up discussion. For example, ‘What do others think about that?’  

Interrupt if someone has completely misinterpreted the question, or is reading the wrong 
section, or isn’t loud enough etc. It’s embarrassing to find out after your long spiel that you 
were off in the wrong direction, and you just wish someone had told you earlier.  

Encourage ‘experts’ to make a longer contribution, from time to time, if they clearly have 
something really worthwhile to share – this can be very interesting.  

Tie up discussions with your own comments on what has been said.  

Encourage those who are at centres to have further discussion off conference. Continuing 
general discussion during the break can give a chance for someone to tell their story at length to 
those who want to listen.  

 



Your Presence and Personality:  

Be upbeat and affirming.  

Keep a lively tone to your voice – avoid a monotone  

Encourage students and show enthusiasm and energy when good things are being said.  

Be mindful of how you give criticism – it must be constructive or students may not want to say 
much.  

 

Bringing the Students Together:  

Encourage students to develop their own learning groups. Sometimes there are several people 
who live close to each other and they might want to meet together outside of the 
audioconference. This might cultivate a better exchange of references or resources that people 
have found useful.  

Encourage students to provide a brief description of themselves, their contact details and even a 
photo.  

Encourage the class to form a Facebook page.  

 

Don’t...  
Arrive late to the audio‐conference.  

Have a roll call at the beginning.  

Ask for responses shortly after beginning the audioconference when half of the students are not 
quite ready.  

Go over material students have already read in preparation, or read out the notes already 
supplied to the students – except points of key importance.  

Go off course by bringing in new readings that none of the students has read.  

Speak too fast (sometimes it’s hard to pick up the detail).  

Completely dominate the discussion.  

Talk down the phone line for big chunks of time as this can feel like one‐way traffic – the 
audioconference is meant to be a discussion/conversation, not a lecture over the phone.  

Leave long silences.  

Single out a particular student to ask for their views on a subject.  

Let people get too side‐tracked from the discussion points unless it is vital information.  

Ask a question then allow one student to talk at great length.  

Ask a question, listen to someone’s answer, and then talk for fifteen minutes about that 
person’s answer. This can make other class members feel excluded.  

Respond to students’ comments with something minimal like ‘ok’ or ’thanks’ – this doesn’t 
encourage or open up further conversation  



Require students to work on collaborative presentations during an audio conference.  

Go over the allotted time for the audioconference.  

 

The Challenging Student...  
The responses identified two particular challenges: the student who says too much, and the 
student who says nothing at all. For example:  

‘I struggle when there is a small number of very long‐winded and dogmatic individuals 
who use more than their share of air time. Some are a bit off‐topic; others are very 
difficult to understand.’  

‘I get annoyed with students from whom you never hear. I am not at all sure what you do 
about them but there must be some way of getting something out of them, even asking 
them by name might help. It does not really matter what they say – so long as they say 
something. It is not as though most Theology students are straight out of school and too 
frightened to speak.’  

‘Be aware that some people have the gift of the gab and are more eloquent, and can 
“highjack” an audioconference, but some others are more reserved, are better in writing 
down their views, or can have an answer formulated in their mind but are not that 
articulate in speech – or are just plain nervous!’  

‘As a student who doesn’t contribute much to audioconferences, I would suggest that 
managing the “mute” button is a problem in the flow of conversation. There is the 
checking if one can be heard, and before I can do that another student has jumped in, or 
the lecturer thinks that there is no contribution and has moved on. Another minor 
problem is the feeling that the other students are much more knowledgeable than you, 
and even asking a question would show up your ignorance! When I listen to the podcasts 
I can be much more relaxed and can take in the information far better because I’m not 
on tenterhooks, thinking I might be asked a question. I appreciate others’ contributions 
and sometimes feel that that would have been what I would say!’  

 

There were some creative suggestions for handling these twin challenges:  

In the first audioconference you could briefly cover some ground rules or expectations that 
include the aim for everyone to be able to contribute without some students dominating and 
some not speaking at all – this could help the people who might unwittingly dominate the 
discussion be aware of this as a possible issue. These ground rules could be:  

 ‘Try to contain comments to 2‐3 minutes’ (or whatever length);  

 ‘Try not to speak more than x times during the audioconference’ (which I know sounds 
draconian but it can work); or  

 ‘If you have spoken already tonight please leave time for other students to comment 
before you make your next contribution’.  

 

Let the extroverts, who have to speak to know what they think, go first. By then the introverts, 
who need to think before they speak, will be ready to contribute.  



Allow a longer time, perhaps one to two more minutes, for shy students or those new to 
audioconferences to also respond after a flurry of quick responses from braver or more 
experienced ones.  

When a student goes on a random tangent, bring that person back in and get us back on topic 
without making that person sound ridiculous.  

To draw out the quieter people, divvy up topics to prepare in advance and report back on. 
Putting a quiet person on the spot with a question they’re not really prepared for isn’t that 
helpful. This could happen from week to week, or just over the break, or give reading time 
within the audioconference.  

Direct a question to a particular centre or location to answer. Or invite students x y and z to 
prepare 2‐3 minutes of comments about the discussion topic for the following audioconference.  

Ask the ‘South Island’ folk to prepare something, and give the ‘North Island’ another question. I 
think you could be even more specific and indicate that a certain group or a certain centre 
should be ready to present something.  

Acknowledge student(s) who have contributed more than three times in one audioconference 
as a hint that they have done more than expected.  

Encourage those who still have things to say to use Blackboard more freely – one strand 
addressing a specific issue; another optional strand for those who have more to contribute.  

If there is one student who is consistently talking far too much, you could contact them outside 
of the audioconference. Obviously don’t frame it as ‘You talk too much’, but rather ‘You’ve got 
great contributions but we want to hear from other people in the limited time frame and some 
of them are quite shy about coming forward so we need to make sure they’ve got plenty of 
space, etc’.  

I guess it comes down to you being prepared to stop people mid flight and asking others to 
contribute by name! A max length to speak at any one time! A buzzer!!  


