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Abstract 
This research has developed a framework to integrate Perusall into teaching and learning for students 
at the undergraduate level. We adopted Perusall for our students at first year and final year of 
undergraduate studies for two business courses. Students were asked to use Perusall to read, make 
comments, and ask questions. These Perusall activities were automatedly assessed by Perusall itself. 
Some students enjoyed the dialogue approach with their peers, but some of the others do not appear 
to have engaged in the activity, even though these were part of their summative assessments.  

We conducted survey and focus groups to try to explore the influencing factors of their Perusall 
engagement and established a framework based upon students’ responses as well as reflections from 
tutors. Results showed Perusall assessment has a positive impact on students’ motivation to study. 
Moreover, influencing factors of Perusall engagement are also evaluated, such as preparation time, 
deadline dates, type of material uploaded, difficulty level, Perusall automated marking criteria setting, 
peer engagement, etc. Furthermore, our Perusall integration framework includes step by step 
information on how to prepare, establish, monitor, and evaluate Perusall activities.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Perusall is a digital platform which helps students get prepared before the class by sharing their 
annotations, questions, and responses to questions of the reading material. It also provides automated 
marking based upon the quality of comments and other parameters such as the amount of comments, 
even distribution of annotations, late submission of comments, etc. [1]. It has been describe as being 
“…an online, social learning platform designed to promote high pre-class reading compliance, 
engagement, and conceptual understanding”[2, p.3]. Moreover, previous research has shown that 
Perusall appears to have some positive impact on students’ engagement with reading material and 
their academic performance [2]. In addition, this platform helps students to foster a collaborative online 
learning environment, voice their opinions, and complete activities that required as part of the Bloom’s 
taxonomy [3]. 

However, limited research can be found that explores the use of this software for business students, 
as most research outlined results collected from students who study subjects in natural sciences 
(physics, chemistry, biology) or engineering [4, 5 & 6]) rather than from a social science perspective. 
Therefore, this research attempt to explore how this software can be used to help with the 
engagement levels of business students. 

2 METHODOLOGY  
We adopted Perusall as a digital online learning tool for two modules for our first year and third year 
Business undergraduate students over two terms in the academic year 2018-19. This was due to the 
institutions desire to move towards an Adaptive Blended Learning (ABL) pedagogy, online activities is 
crucial for achieving this [7]. Five focus groups were conducted for both Year 1 and Year 3 students, 
and collected questionnaire data from Year 1 students (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Sampling Groups. 

 Module Name (Code) Level (Year) Student Number Focus groups Questionnaires 

a Introduction to Management 
(BUS1004) 

Level 4  
(1st Year student) 

22 N = 13 * 1  

b The Political Economy in 
China (ECN3002) 

Level 6  
(2nd Year student) 

128 N = 7 * 4 N = 44 

1 Perusall activities are part of assessments 
For both modules, Perusall is embedded as assessed activities, and these activities are 
distributed in both term 1 and term 2. We published the assessment deadlines at the beginning 
of each term, and students receive penalties for late submission automatically.  

2 Perusall material are from varied types of sources 
The reading material used for Perusall activities is in different formats, which includes videos, 
research paper, PowerPoints slides. Some of these materials are developed by us, and some of 
them are from open public resources. However, for Year 1 students, most of the material are 
PowerPoints and video rather than research paper, but Year 3 students’ Perusall activities are 
more research paper based. 

3 Module leaders give comments and confirm answers via Perusall 
Module leaders provide feedback to students via Perusall by using written comments or clicking 
“upvoted by instructor”. We did not provide comments at the very beginning, however, there 
was no “confusion report” can be generated by Perusall. To be able to identify which questions 
might be the best to answer in the class, and discuss them in the class, we provided responses 
to questions that will not be discussed in the class, and left the ones we feel are more suitable 
for debate. 

4 Students receive scores immediately via the system 
We allow students to check their scores as soon as they put in any comments, and they can 
improve or delete their comments before the deadline. 

5 Timetabling 
BUS1004 students need to the Perusall activities as pre-sessions but not timetabled, but all the 
ECN3002 Perusall activities are timetabled sessions. 

3 RESULTS 
According to the focus group results, questionnaire data, and reflection from tutors, we developed a 
Perusall framework that can be used for developing teaching and learning activities for Business 
students.   

3.1 Observation results 

3.1.1 Attitudes towards Perusall 
According to the questionnaire results, not all students enjoyed their Perusall activities as although 
62.22% indicated that they liked using the software, 20% indicated they did not, with 17.78% indicating 
that they were not sure. 

3.1.2 Engagement patterns  
Using the software analytics, it was noted that the engagement levels of students was varied, with 
some students spending a lot time viewing and active reading but providing limited annotations and 
others providing many annotations but spend a relatively short time viewing and actively reading the 
material (see Table 2) 
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Table 2. Students Attitudes towards Perusall 

Viewing time (min) Active reading time (min) Activity 
19 hours, 56 minutes 17 hours, 56 minutes (90%) 2 annotations 

13 hours, 25 minutes 2 hours, 26 minutes (18%) 6 annotations 

1 hour, 2 minutes 2 minutes, 53 seconds (5%) 1 annotation 

54 minutes, 33 seconds 36 minutes, 30 seconds (67%) 6 annotations 

8 minutes, 32 seconds 8 minutes (94%) 4 annotations 

5 minutes, 50 seconds 4 minutes, 58 seconds (85%) 3 annotations 

3 seconds 0 seconds (0%)  

3.1.3 Engagement Quality and Attitudes Difference between BUS1004 and ECN3002 
In the focus groups, some of the ECN3002 students indicated that they prefer Perusall activities than 
in-class discussion because they can do more research to help them to prepare their answer, and they 
do not feel they “were under pressure”. However, if it is an in-class discussion, they feel they are 
“under pressure to give an answer straight away without giving much thoughts about it, and give a 
response that I am happy with”. However, one of the BUS1004 students argued that “it is completely 
waste of time, I do not know why I have to do make annotations, comments or ask questions, because 
I do not have any comments to make or any questions to ask”.  

 
Figure 1. BUS1004 Student Comments within an Article 
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Figure 2. ECN3002 Student Comments within an Article 

Although ECN3002 students appear to have put in much more information in the comments than 
BUS1004 students, for both material in the text (Fig. 1/2) and video (Fig. 3/4). However, BUS1004 
students put in a lot more annotations which are distributed throughout the document (Fig. 5) and 
generated a lot more smaller comments (Fig. 6). 

 
Figure 3. BUS1004 Student Comments on a Video 
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Figure 4. ECN3002 Student Comments on a Video 

 

 
Figure 5. BUS1004 Annotations in Week 2 
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Figure 6. BUS1004 Number of Comments (Weekly) 

3.1.4 Deadline Management 
More students tried to complete the Perusall activities just 2 hours before the deadline (Fig. 7); 
however, this pattern changed in term 2 when they had Perusall activity every two weeks rather than 
weekly (Fig. 8), and submission time is distributed more evenly throughout the week. Nevertheless, 
the completion rate was extremely low comparing results from term 1. 

 
Figure 7. BUS1004 Heat Map for Submission Time – Term 1 

 
Figure 8. BUS1004 Heat Map for Submission Time – Term 2 

3521



3.2 Evaluation results 
Comparing to academic year 2017/18 (when Perusall was not adopted), the module satisfaction rate 
and perception of how well the module is organised have been improved significantly in 2018/19 
(Table 3). 

Table 3. Module Evaluation Result Comparision Before and After 

 2017-18 2018-19 
Module 
organisation 

  
Overall 
satisfaction 

  

In order to design a framework that can be applied to develop Perusall activities, questions were 
asked in terms of the importance of factors for their online study experience. From questionnaire 
results, students believe “reflective” and “conversational” are the most important factor for online 
activities (Table 4), however, in the focus groups with BUS1004 students, some students maintain that 
they wish the lecturer to help them to identify the relevance and impotance of the actvities first. 

Table 4. Ranking of Factors 

 

4 RECOMMENDATION AND CONCLUSION 
A framework was developed from the results of this research and adapted according to the personal 
development management process framework from the Chartered Management Institute (Fig. 9). 
Personal development management for managers and leaders require Stage 2-8. This may help Year 
1 students to identify the importance and relevant of the learning material, and manage their Perusall 
activities more effectively.  

1 We found stage 1 requires much longer than time than we expected. In the first week (1.5 hour 
session), we used at least 30 minutes to help BUS1004 students to understand how to use 
Perusall, however, we found ECN3002 students engaged much better in the first week as they 
appear to be very clear of what they may need to do via the software. This might be due to we 
spend around 1 hour with ECN3002 students, and asked students to try it several times in the 
class. Although some students already know how to use Perusall before the class by watching 
the videos provided, but the practice session will help all the students to build confidence about 
the enrvionment and feel safe to make comments. 

2 Although we thought enoucraging students to ask questions might be a way to help students to 
learn, some students indicated that they feel difficult to ask any questions or make any 
comments. To allow all the students to be able engage in the activity, we feel we can provide at 
least one question for all the students to answer. This will guide them regarding what they may 
need to understand for the subject area. 

3 This question also need to have relevance to the learning outcomes or employability 
requirements so that students can be willing to answer the question. To help students identify 
the relevance to also motivate them to be more active in the learnigtn process.  

Ranking of the importance level of factors for online learning experience 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
Reflective 0.00% 44.44% 16.67% 0.00% 16.67% 0.00% 16.67% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Conversational 44.44% 16.67% 5.56% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 22.22%
Informatve (rich in content) 27.78% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 27.78% 27.76% 5.56% 5.56% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00%

Innovative 5.56% 16.67% 22.22% 11.11% 0.00% 11.11% 0.00% 16.67% 5.56% 5.56% 5.56%
Entertaining 0.00% 5.56% 16.67% 33.33% 11.11% 5.56% 5.56% 11.11% 5.56% 0.00% 5.56%
Up-to-date 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 22.22% 22.22% 16.67% 11.11% 0.00% 11.11% 11.11% 0.00%

Mobility/flexibility 5.56% 5.56% 11.11% 11.11% 5.56% 0.00% 11.11% 22.22% 11.11% 16.67% 0.00%
Efficient (Quick) 11.11% 0.00% 5.56% 5.56% 5.56% 5.56% 5.56% 16.67% 22.22% 11.11% 11.11%

Personalised 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 11.11% 16.67% 27.78% 11.11% 11.11% 5.56% 11.11%
Practical (useful in workplace) 0.00% 5.56% 5.56% 5.56% 0.00% 16.67% 0.00% 5.56% 22.22% 33.33% 5.56%

Practical (useful for Postgraduate studies) 0.00% 5.56% 5.56% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 16.67% 5.56% 0.00% 16.67% 38.89%
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4 Providing examples of students answers will help them to build confidence and be more 
engaged in the activities. However, a lot students may find difficult to search for appropriate 
resources for answers. This can be arranged in another session to train students about how to 
find information via databases and academic search engines. 

5 Perusall send reminders 24 hours before the deadline if the student has not completed the 
activity. However, some students may ignore the reminders if it is sent via email. As such, 
reminders with infographic through all the social media channels may help. 

6 Although Perusall activities are part of the assessment, but the completion rate for BUS1004 
students in term 2 was very low. Som students may lost interest when the reponses from peers 
are not challenging for them. Interventions from tutors can help to keep students at all levels to 
be engaged.  

7 Not students themselves need to keep their own records, tutors can also share the statistics of 
records from all the students. This is due to peer performance can have positive impact on 
individuals if the overall performance data can be the evidence that peers are well engaged.  

8 Not all students understand the learning process and teachiniques, so some of them might not 
willing to participate. However, given students opportunities to be the team leader to monitor, 
supervisor, facilitate and evaluate their group Perusall performance could facilitate the online 
and offline engagement from all the students. As such, in the class, each group will also need to 
work together to do team-based activities, but each member will have time to do it individual first 
in the class. 

 
Figure 9. Designing and Planning Perusall Activities  
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