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What is Regular and Substantive Interaction?
Regular and Substantive Interaction (RSI) is a Department of Education requirement for online courses that receive Title IV financial aid. Online courses at USU fall under these requirements. In this area, federal requirements align nicely with the core principles of quality online education at USU. We know that students learn best when they regularly interact with their instructors in meaningful ways.

The USU Online Quality Design Standards and Online Teaching Standards account for, and encourage, RSI through both the design and delivery of online courses. Effective online courses create intentional opportunities for students to engage with their instructor, receive feedback, ask questions, and actively participate in their learning.

RSI and Quality Online Education at Utah State University
We need to shift our focus and consider how RSI supports most principles of quality online teaching through instructor presence, feedback, engagement, and student support.

Instructor Presence
Students should know there is an engaged instructor who is actively guiding the course in real time. Examples of instructor presence include:
· Weekly announcements
· Inbox messages
· Weekly check-in videos
· Discussion participation
· Office hours
· Proactive outreach to struggling students

These actions align directly with our expectations for instructor presence and communication.

Timely Feedback
Instructor feedback is one of the most important forms of substantive interaction. Examples of timely feedback include:
· Written feedback on assignments
· Video or audio feedback on assignments
· Comments on rubrics
· Proactive outreach and encouragement
· Feedback on drafts of formative assessments

Feedback should help students learn and improve and shouldn’t simply justify a grade.

Active Learning and Engagement
Students in online courses should do more than passively consume information. Examples of active learning and engagement include:
· Guided discussions
· Case studies
· Simulations
· Reflection activities
· Collaborative projects
· Problem-based learning

Instructors who actively facilitate and guide these learning activities are supporting RSI in their courses. 

Student Support and Success
Online instructors should find ways to proactively support students before problems in the course become barriers to success. Examples of student support and success include:
· Reaching out to students who don’t submit an assignment
· Reaching out to students who score low on auto-graded assessments
· Providing reminders about deadlines
· Connecting students with appropriate support resources
· Responding promptly to questions
· Offering options for remediation

These instructor-initiated interactions help students stay engaged and persist in the course.

What Makes Interaction “Regular”?
Interaction should occur consistently throughout the course and shouldn’t be concentrated just at the beginning or the end.
· Regular interaction often includes:
· Weekly announcements written for the current cohort of students
· Active participation in ongoing discussions
· Timely responses to student questions
· Frequent feedback on student submissions
· Proactive outreach to students who may be struggling

What Makes Interaction “Substantive”?
Substantive interaction involves teaching, mentoring, guiding, and supporting students through their learning.

Substantive interaction often includes:
· Providing constructive feedback on student work
· Explaining difficult content
· Asking probing questions that increase understanding
· Connecting concepts to professional practice
· Offering personalized guidance
· Conducting review sessions 
· Holding office hours

Things like simply posting grades, sending automated reminders, or having students interact only with content or quizzes will not meet the requirements for RSI. 

RSI Self-Check
If you are wondering if you are doing enough in your course to meet the RSI requirements, start by asking yourself about your instructor presence in the course. Do students regularly hear from you? Would students describe you as actively involved in the course? When thinking about student learning, are you guiding students through difficult concepts? Are you creating opportunities for meaningful engagement? Are you giving students constructive feedback that can help them improve? Are you supporting students by reaching out when they are struggling or seem disengaged?

If you can answer yes to these questions, you are probably demonstrating quality online teaching and regular and substantive interaction.

RSI and USU Online Quality Standards
At USU, RSI supports several key areas of course quality:
· Interaction and Engagement
· Active Learning
· Assessment and Feedback
· Instructor Presence
· Student Support and Success
· Authentic Assessment

When instructors design courses using these principles as the foundation, RSI occurs naturally as part of the high-quality online learning experience.

RSI in Large-Enrollment Courses
A common question about RSI is how to meet the requirements in online courses with high enrollments. While strategies used in a course with 20 students may differ from those used in a course with 200 students, the underlying principles remain the same.

RSI does not mean that instructors must have individualized interactions with every student every week. RSI is not measured by the number of interactions an instructor has with students, but by whether those interactions are regular, instructor-initiated, and substantively support student learning. Instructors should focus on demonstrating active teaching practices, monitoring, intervention, and engagement throughout the duration of the course.

You can meet RSI expectations in large courses through scalable strategies like:

Maintaining Visible Instructor Presence
· Post weekly announcements that address current course content
· Create short videos that respond to common or recurring questions
· Provide guidance about upcoming assignments and expectations
· Participate in course discussions

Using Data to Support Students
· Use the “Message students who....” feature to reach out to students who miss assignments or perform poorly on assessments
· Monitor course participation and engagement
· Connect struggling students with available campus resources

Facilitating Meaningful Interaction
· Divide students into smaller discussion groups
· Maintain and monitor an “Ask the Instructor” discussion board
· Highlight strong examples of student work (after getting student permission)

Providing Feedback at Scale
· Use a combination of automated and instructor-graded assessments
· Provide class-wide feedback on common strengths and challenges
· Offer targeted feedback on major assignments
· Enable peer-reviewing on appropriate assignments
· Use detailed rubrics to provide consistent feedback
· Provide built-in feedback on auto-graded assessments

The goal is not to maximize the number of instructor interactions. The goal is to ensure that students experience an active, engaged instructor who is guiding learning, monitoring progress, and providing meaningful support throughout the course.





