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II. Explore > 5. Defining the Problem & Identifying Key Questions > Defining Features Matrix 

Defining Features Matrix 

Hand out a simple table where students decide if a defining feature is 

present or absent. For instance, they might have to read through several 

descriptions of theories and decide if each refers to behaviorist or 

constructivist models of learning. 

 

How to do this online

 

First, identify two concepts that have several similarities. Students can readily 

confuse the characteristics of key features or concepts that exhibit some 

similarities (e.g., hurricanes vs. tornadoes, Lincoln vs. Douglas, Picasso vs. 

Matisse).  

 

Next, list the important characteristics (features) of the two concepts. These 

may include characteristics that are similar in both cases or different (or even 

absent in both cases). 

 

Finally, ask students to create a matrix. The simplest matrix has a left-hand 

column with characteristics and two columns on the right for the concepts. 

Students indicate whether the feature is present or absent using plus and 

minus symbols in the cells. 

 

This can be done in a simple table and turned in as an assignment or posted 

in a discussion. Alternatively you could use the Canvas Quiz tool. This is also a 

good group activity.  

 

PROS: If you use a Canvas Quiz with a multiple drop-down question type 

(rather than a matrix), the exercise could be self-graded and students could 
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re-do the exercise as many times as they like. Students have time to consider 

their answers. 

  

CONS: Could be difficult to provide immediate assistance if students get 

stuck. 

   

Tools you could use: 

 Canvas Quiz - 

https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assignquiz 

 Canvas Assignment - 

https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assignnew 

 Canvas Discussion - 

https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assigndiscuss 

 

How to do this in the classroom 

 

First, identify two concepts that have several similarities. Students can readily 

confuse the characteristics of key features or concepts that exhibit some 

similarities (e.g., hurricanes vs. tornadoes, Lincoln vs. Douglas, Picasso vs. 

Matisse).  

 

Next, list the important characteristics (features) of the two concepts. These 

may include characteristics that are similar in both cases or different (or even 

absent in both cases). 

 

Create a matrix handout. The simplest matrix has a left-hand column with 

characteristics and two columns on the right for the concepts. Students 

indicate whether the feature is present or absent using plus and minus 

symbols in the cells. 

 

https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assignquiz
https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assignnew
https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assigndiscuss
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This activity can be done individually or in groups and can be a jumping off 

point for other activities such as a debate. A caution is that it can be 

challenging to come up with features that are wholly in one category or 

another.  

 

PROS: Can give immediate feedback 

  

CONS: Students may not have time to thoroughly think about their answers 

  

Tools you could use: 

 Handout 

 PowerPoint slide or a Word document that is displayed on a screen 

  


