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Three Levels of

Motivation in Instruction
Building Interpersonal Relations

with Learners

s teachers and instructors,

what role do you think you

should play in students’
lives? Take a minute to think about
it: did you have a professor who
helped shape your life (in a positive
way)? On the other hand, was there
a professor to whom you never
went back again? The teacher’s goal
should not simply be to teach the
items in the curriculum, but also to
be an example as a person and a

Katy Xinquan Cao, Department of
Instructional Systems Technology,
Indiana University, W. W. Wright
Education Building, 201 North Rose
Ave., Bloomington, IN 47405.
E-mail: xkcao@indiana.edu

respectable scholar for students.
What kind of scholar you are and
what you offer in your instruction
are important motivators for stu-
dents, and will impact their lives
tremendously. The ties between
teachers and students are loaded
with emotions and responsibilities.

This article proposes a model that
identifies three levels of motivation
(BLOM) in instruction. It suggests
that motivation can be addressed at
three different levels: inclusion,
entertainment, and edification. It
looks at motivation from the per-
spective of social interaction. The
focus of the model is to describe the
teacher’s role as an active party in
the process of teacher-student inter-
action. The assumption is that ideal
instructional interaction in class, as
with any other types of social inter-
action, should attend to, and indeed
give priority to, the students’ certain
needs and desires. Otherwise, it will
turn into a bad experience that the
participant does not want to repeat.

The following are the values
underlying this model:

* The purpose of instruction
should serve the positive needs
of society and promote the devel-
opment of society.

Katy Xinquan Cao

* The instructor should first of all
have sufficient expertise and
good qualities or standards that
are acclaimed by the majority of
society.

* The process of instruction and
learning is one type of social
interaction that should be carried
out accordingly.

* The instructor should seek to
understand the needs of each
student.

* The instructor’s first priority is to
teach the things listed in the cur-
riculum.

e If he or she can, the instructor
should explore the learner’s
potential and provide guidance
for the learners to achieve their
potential.

* Learners have free agency. The
instructor is not to force changes
on them but cater to their indi-
vidual potential and ambition.

An important stimulus of the
model is Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs. The way that the three levels
are organized as a hierarchy follows
exactly Maslow’s hierarchy. The
highest level, edification, is the edu-
cational equivalent of Maslow’s
ideas of self-actualization and self-
transcendence. Other references to
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literature in instructional design
principles, motivation, and good
practice in classroom have also con-
tributed to the development of the
three levels in this model of motiva-
tion.

MAsSLOW’S HIERARCHY OF

NEEDS

The 3LOM model developed its
framework from Maslow’s (1943)
hierarchy of needs, which stated
that “human beings are motivated
by unsatisfied needs,” and “certain
lower needs need to be satisfied
before higher needs can be satis-
fied.”

In the hierarchy, Maslow
included general types of needs
(physiological, safety, love, esteem,
and self-actualization). He argued
that these “needs must be satisfied
before a person can act unselfishly.”
He called these needs “deficiency
needs. As long as these cravings are
satisfied, human beings will move
toward growth, toward self-actual-
ization. Satisfying needs is healthy;
blocking gratification makes us sick
or evil” (Maslow, 1943).

“Needs are prepotent. A prepo-
tent need is one that has the great-
est influence over our actions.
Everyone has a prepotent need, but
that need will vary among individu-
als” (Maslow, 1943). An actress may
have a need to feel that her change
of image is liked by the audience. A
prisoner will need to satisfy his
cravings for freedom and will not
worry about his appearance. In a
school setting, a professor may need
students’ respect and attendance in
class. A student may feel that he
needs to keep up with the rest of
the class. Maslow’s theory provided
an effective tool that helps us
understand ourselves as human
beings.

Based on Maslow’s theory, we
should view instructional interac-
tion as a social process in which the

learners are motivated by certain
needs to be active.

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF
INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN

The three basic principles in
instructional desgn are that: instruc-
tion should be appealing, effective,
and efficient (Smith & Ragan, 1999).
All the three can be considered as
constructs of motivation. Lacking
any one of the three is likely to
result in discouraging students’
interest in the instruction. The
3LOM model aims to help achieve
these goals in instruction.

RELATED LITERATURE ON
CLASSROOM MOTIVATION

Literature on methods of motiva-
tion and classroom practices were
referenced to make the 3LOM
model more applicable. Two of the
writings are especially enlightening.

Bonk and Dennen’s (in press)
article “We’ll Leave the Light On
For You: Keeping Learner Moti-
vated in Online Courses” provided
very detailed tips that are imple-
mentation-oriented. Bonk and Den-
nen summarized 10 points that are
motivating in the online classroom:
tone/climate, feedback, engage-
ment, meaningfulness, choice, vari-
ety, curiosity, tension, peer
interaction, and goal driven.

The 3LOM model is in agree-
ment with the above article. All the
10 points map directly onto one or
more of the three dimensions of the
3LOM model. For example, tone/cli-
mate and peer interaction are vital.
Engagement, variety, and curiosity
are all valuable methods that will
build up the dimension of enter-
tainment. Feedback and goal driven
are methods for edification.

Chickering and Gamson (1987),
in their Seven Principles for Good
Practice in Undergraduate Educa-

tion, listed the following ideas: (1)
Encourage contacts between stu-
dents and faculty; (2) Develop reci-
procity and cooperation among
students; (3) Use active learning
techniques; (4) Give prompt feed-
back; (5) Emphasize time on task;
(6) Communicate high expectations;
(7) Respect diverse talents and ways
of learning. These seven principles
also can find their counterpart in
the 3LOM model. The first princi-
ple, “encourage contacts between
students and faculty,” refers to
inclusion, and the second one,
“develops reciprocity and coopera-
tion among students,” refers to
inclusion. The third one, “using
active learning techniques,” is more
about entertainment. The fourth,
sixth, and seventh principle all fall
into the dimension of edification.

Although the 3LOM model has
many things in common with the
other two articles, there are some
principle differences too. First of all,
as stated at the beginning, the
3LOM model looks at the issue of
motivation from a social psychologi-
cal point of view. It emphasizes that
motivation can be gained at three
different dimensions instead of
many isolated points. Second, the
3LOM model implies that the
teacher is an active party who is
aware of the students’” needs in the
teacher-student interaction process.
Teachers take the initiative to satisfy
those needs and make the teacher-
student interaction alive.

LEVEL OF INCLUSION

Inclusion is a prerequisite for
social interactions. We need to be
included in a group to carry out
communications or interactions.
One implication of inclusion is
unconditional acceptance. Student
should feel that they are welcome
simply because they are students in
the class. The teacher should be
careful not to be judgmental with
students when they first meet.

Distance Learning
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Unconditional acceptance is the
door opener for the newcomer. To
include people, we give them sig-
nals by responding to their presence
and paying them attention, respect,
or care. This is to satisfy the
learner’s social or emotional needs.
As Dale wrote in Audio-Visual Meth-
ods in Teaching (1946), “Good teach-
ing involves the feelings as well as
the intellect.” In class, if students
feel ignored or rejected in their
attempt to start a conversation, or
come across some unfriendly com-
ments, they would not find the
atmosphere comfortable. An
instructor should include all stu-
dents in the learning process.

Inclusion can be achieved
through two types of relations built
in the instruction/learning process:
first, a positive personal relationship
between the instructor and individ-
ual learner; second, esprit de corps
in the classroom. The earlier these
relations are formed, the better they
will help the instruction and learn-
ing process. Dale expressed similar
views years ago. He used the word
“mood of mutuality.” As he said,
“Learning blossoms in a mood of
mutuality. Such a mood must per-
meate the classroom, the shop, the
home, or wherever else teaching
takes place, if it is to be good teach-
ing” (1946).

Building a Positive Personal
Relationship Between the
Teacher and the Learner

A positive personal relationship
between the instructor and the
learner should be a two-way rela-
tionship that includes two facets:
the instructor genuinely cares about
the learner and the learner trusts
and looks to the instructor for guid-
ance if he or she requires any. For
the instructor to form a personal
positive relationship with the indi-
vidual learner, the instructor should
prepare to build rapport with the

individual learner from the very
beginning. The instructor should
attempt to promptly gain the
learner’s trust, in class as well as
after class. It is important that this
friendly relationship be built in the
first few contacts because the first
impression is a very powerful factor
that shapes our perceptions of other
people. This does not mean that the
teacher has totally lost the chance if
he or she did not promptly become
friends with the students, but an
early friendship is preferable. The
following methods can be used:

1. Know the students person-
ally. This includes remember-
ing students’ names and
addressing  students by
name, and chatting with the
students to find out some rel-
evant background informa-
tion, such as their interests
and career goals.

2. Show appreciation of stu-
dents’ abilities.  Teachers
should know clearly how the
students perform in the class.
It is important for teachers to
spot one or two things that a
student is good at and show
sincere and generous appre-
ciation. Teachers should also
be understanding. If a stu-
dent is not doing well, the
teacher should find out the
reasons and help with solu-
tions.

3. Be available when students
need help. Besides the teach-
ing-learning interactions in
class, teachers should also
maintain good communica-
tion with students after class,
such as keeping regular
office hours or replying to e-
mails carefully and promptly.
The point here is that stu-
dents should get the idea
that the teacher is approach-
able and ready to help when
needed.

Maintaining Esprit de Corps in
the Classroom

For a student, unpleasant feel-
ings with one or two peer students
in the class are likely to ruin the
whole learning experience. Teachers
should be careful not to encourage
any friction between students, con-
sciously or unconsciously. Often,
top students receive much of the
teacher’s favor, while problematic
students obtain much of the
teacher’s attention—either in a pos-
itive or negative way. It is easy for
students to feel that they have dif-
ferent status in the class. Negative
feelings such as jealousy or con-
tempt among students are not likely
to help with students” growth, and
should be prevented.

1. Teachers should treat every
student equally.

2. Students should be encour-
aged to respect and help
each other before they com-
pete. Students should also be
encouraged to remember
each other’s names.

3. Learning groups can be
formed and shuffled regu-
larly.

4. Fair group work norms
should be formed in the
class.

LEVEL OF ENTERTAINMENT

The idea of entertainment means
making the learning process fun
and relaxing instead of boring and
frustrating. The point is to remove
the fatigue or stress resulting from
the intense cognitive process in the
learners’ brain and help the learners
to concentrate on the learning.
There are three aspects to con-
sider when designing entertaining
instruction: choosing entertaining
learning materials, using entertain-
ing delivery methods, and using the
instructor’s  personally-developed
entertaining teaching style. These
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three methods are complementary
to each other.

CHOOSING ENTERTAINING
LEARNING MATERIALS

If the instructor has the authority
to decide what materials to use, he
or she can choose learning materials
that are more appealing to the
learners, such as using books writ-
ten in a language that is more collo-
quial rather than deep and
complicated professional prose.

USING ENTERTAINING DELIVERY
METHODS

Most of the time, instructors do
not have much freedom to choose
easy learning materials. If this is the
case, the instructors can work on
making the delivery methods enter-
taining. Most popular examples of
entertaining delivery methods are
the use of multimedia such as video,
audio, graphics, games, and many
other creative ways to make the
instruction fun. For example, many
professors bring refreshment to
their classroom or arrange for stu-
dents to bring food once in a while.
Others start the class by playing a
little piece of lively music. These dif-
ferent strategies all serve one pur-
pose, which is building a relaxing or
refreshing atmosphere in the class-
room.

TEACHER-DEVELOPED
ENTERTAINING PERSONAL
TEACHING STYLE

A teacher’s teaching style is
much related to his or her personal-
ity. Some people have the talent to
be humorous, witty, or funny when
they talk. Others might be born
with an easygoing and happy tem-
perament that lightens up things.
Telling jokes is a method that can
help a teacher to be entertaining.
However, the jokes should be rele-
vant to the instruction, clean in both

the language and ideas. If used
wisely, the jokes can greatly help
the learners understand and
remember the learning material.

It is hard to sum up all the meth-
ods of entertaining instruction in
class. Different people have differ-
ent strategies. Depending on the
specific circumstances, the instruc-
tor should adopt the appropriate
method to cheer up the learners.

LEVEL OF EDIFICATION

Literally, edification means intellec-
tual, moral, or spiritual improve-
ment. In the instructional process, a
learner experiences a revolutionary
upgrade in his or understanding in
one or all of the above domains,
which results in positive changes in
his or her way of thinking and/or
behavior.

Intellectual edification deals with
our understanding of the objective
world. In the process, we move
closer and closer toward the truth.
Edification in the spiritual and
moral domains deals more with our
life views. It helps to answer ques-
tions such as “What is the meaning
of life?” and “What is a good way to
lead this life?”

The strategy recommended for
edification is self-actualization, and
self-transcendence for spiritual and
moral development. Self-actualiza-
tion means to “become more and
more what one is, to become every-
thing that one is capable of becom-
ing.”  (Maslow,  1943)  Self-
actualization was used by Maslow
in his hierarchy of needs. Edifica-
tion in instruction should be aligned
with each student’s self-actualiza-
tion to be most motivating. How-
ever, helping learners achieve self-
actualization is not exactly what edi-
fication means. The instructor
should first make sure that the
learners’ self-actualization will ben-
efit the world; otherwise it is not
edification.

EDIFICATION IN THE
INTELLECTUAL DOMAIN

Intellectual edification means the
increase of knowledge about the
objective world, which includes us
as human beings, nature, and the
relations and rules of the objects in
the universe. At a basic level, learn-
ers should be exposed as much as
possible to general knowledge and
skills, which allows them to func-
tion well and handle the problems
of daily life. At a second level, they
should acquire some awareness of
their own strengths and weak-
nesses. Based on this, they will be
able to focus on their strengths and
fully develop their potential. The
result of the basic level is that stu-
dents should have the confidence to
say that “I am as good as anybody
else.” Besides, some students should
be able to say “I am really an expert
in this area.” As a matter of fact, due
to either biological or social factors,
it is not reasonable to expect every
student to reach this level.

Acquiring General Knowledge
and Skills

General knowledge and skills
have received much attention in
education. One example is K-12
education: what the students are
expected to learn through the K-12
years is mostly focused on general
knowledge and skills. In almost
every country and educational sys-
tem exists a curriculum that defines
the goals and objectives of K-12
education. The curriculum specifies
what kind of skills and knowledge
every student is expected to obtain
in his or her school years. Those
skills and knowledge focus on dif-
ferent subjects: language, mathe-
matics, arts, history, physics,
chemistry, geography, and so on. To
better understand all the different
general knowledge and skills, let’s
borrow Gardner’s (1993) theory of
multiple intelligences, which notes
that:

Distance Learning
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all human beings represent the
culmination of an evolutionary
process that has yielded at least
eight relatively discrete informa-
tion-processing mechanisms. All
of us possess linguistic intelli-
gence; logical-mathematical intel-
ligence, musical intelligence; spa-
tial intelligence; bodily-kines-
thetic intelligence;  naturalist
intelligence; interpersonal intelli-
gence; and intrapersonal intelli-
gence.

Based on multiple intelligences
theory, some general knowledge
and skills students should have are:
the capacity to observe and gather
useful information, the capacity to
effectively communicate with other
people orally and in written form,
the capacity to maintain good rela-
tionships with people, the capacity
to understand the emotional world
of oneself and other people, the
capacity to make sound judgments
on things that have happened and
react properly, the capacity to
understand nature and the uni-
verse, and the capacity to appreciate
different types of arts.

Help Studentss to Become
Experts in an Area (or Areas) of
Interest
Teachers should pay enough

attention to students so as to detect
students’ strengths or potential.
After communicating with the stu-
dents about their interests or ambi-
tion, teachers should provide
guidance in determining an area of
interest and further development.
In other words, teachers should
help students be aware of their
strengths and potential. Students
should be encouraged to become
expert in one or more areas of inter-
est or whatever their potential is.

Because of limited opportunities
of contact or large number of stu-
dents to work with, it might not be
easy for a teacher to know students
well enough to determine their

potential. Some other ways can be
used to help the teachers. First of all,
teachers should get involved with
students as much as possible; sec-
ond, students should be encour-
aged to exhibit their strengths
whenever there is a chance; third,
teachers should work closely with
students’” parents or families to
learn more about the students.

EDIFICATION IN MORAL AND
SPIRITUAL DOMAINS

There are two levels in moral and
spiritual edification: self-actualiza-
tion and self-transcendence.

Self-Actualization

As Maslow (1943) noted, “the
need for self-actualization is the
desire to become more and more
what one is, to become everything
that one is capable of becoming.”
One key question here is “How can
one know what one is capable of
becoming?” There are two ways an
individual finds out about his or her
potential: personal awareness and
external influence. Personal aware-
ness is mostly developed as individ-
uals accumulate life experiences. In
the process, they gradually come to
realize their potential and become
determined to fully develop it.
External influence comes from an
individual’s community or society,
such as a certain way of living or
some social standards in the culture.
As the individual grows up in the
culture, he or she is expected to
achieve it as an ideal.

Those who came to know their
potential through personal aware-
ness are most likely “people who
have everything can maximize their
potential. They can seek knowl-
edge, peace, esthetic experiences,
self-fulfillment, oneness with God,
etc.” (Maslow, 1943). However, the
appreciation and support from their
family, friends, or mentors might
not be indispensable but important.

An example of living up to the
standards of the society to carry out
self-actualization is found in Confu-
cianism, a traditional Chinese phi-
losophy, which is also understood
as a scholar’s philosophy in China.

In the past, all scholars (men
only) in China were taught to go
through the same life ladder. First, a
man should practice self-cultivation,
which means that he should seek
education and cultivate good quali-
ties. Second, a man should raise a
good family and maintain a harmo-
nious household. This implies that
men should be good husbands and
fathers. Third, a man should use his
wisdom and skills to serve and gov-
ern his country, like obtaining a
prominent  position in  the
emperor’s court. Fourth, a man
should aim to make world peace.

Nowadays, people have much
freedom to choose the things they
like. Edification can happen in
many different ways. Cultural back-
ground such as lifestyle and values
is an important factor that influ-
ences self-actualization.

Self-Transcendence

Self-transcendence means to
“connect to something beyond the
ego or to help others find self-fulfill-
ment and realize their potential”
(Maslow, 1943).

Examples of this are mostly
found in different religions. In
Christianity, Jesus Christ is regarded
as the savior of the world. He sacri-
ficed his own life for the world. A
recent example would be Mother
Teresa, who lived and worked to
promote the happiness of a people
in a strange land. In some Western
churches, people are encouraged to
become like God and Jesus Christ.
In Buddhism, it is believed that
everybody can become a Buddha,
who is regarded as saint and
almighty because he is completely
unconnected with, therefore unre-
strained by, the secular world.
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The above are some areas which
instructors might look to edify his
or her learners morally or spiritu-
ally. A key idea with the results of
edification should be changes in a
learner’s way of thinking, behavior,
or both. Otherwise, edification does
not happen on the learners’ side.

Methods to Make Edifying

Instruction

* Choose meaningful, relevant,
and applicable learning content.
Learning materials should be
related to learners’ careers, goals,
or something that is part of the
students” themselves or their
lives.

* Encourage self-reflection.
Encourage students to check
their own progress. Students
should learn to learn from their
own experiences and be able to
adjust their goals.

* Provide intervention when nec-
essary. Teachers should be aware

of students” development and be
prepared to give further guid-
ance when needed.

Inclusion, entertainment, and
edification are the three things a
teacher can look at to make instruc-
tion motivating. They are hierarchi-
cal in the way that they motivate
the learners at different levels based
on the needs and desires as
expected in the psychological pro-
cess of human interaction. Among
the three, the levels of inclusion and
entertainment are not the final goal
of instruction. Rather, they help to
achieve the third level of edifica-
tion. Without reaching the level of
edification, inclusion and entertain-
ment have little significance in an
instruction-learning interaction.
Also, there are no absolute rules as
to when and how to implement
them in the instruction. But it is crit-
ical that teachers should use them
flexibly at the appropriate time.
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New Technologies for the
Education Market Smash
Barriers in Distance Learning

hush fell over a group of

high-school students at

Lakeside High School. The
Ashtabula City School District class-
room waited to be connected via
videoconference to Japan and one
of the last survivors of the
Hiroshima atomic bombing. This
live, two-way interaction between
students and a survivor of one of
the most profound events in U.S.
history impacted students in a way
that no textbook or lecture ever
could.

Russ Colbert, Global Education
Market Director, Polycom, Inc. and
University of Notre Dame’s Executive
Education Program.

E-mail: Russ.Colbert@polycom.com

Because of advances in, and
availability of, videoconferencing
technology, similar interactions are
becoming more commonplace in K-
12 and university classrooms. Poly-
com, Inc., the world’s leading pro-
vider of wunified collaborative
communications, has long served
the distance learning market with
its ClassStation™ solutions. Poly-
com’s products seamlessly inte-
grate audio, video, and instructional
multimedia tools to provide a com-
prehensive video communications-
enabled classroom in one system.

Through interactive distance
learning, an instructor can motivate
and expose participants to people,
places, and experiences without the
traditional restrictions of time or
location. In less-advantaged school
districts, the educational equity of
videoconferencing gives students a
high degree of classroom collabora-
tion allowing students to interac-
tively participate regardless of
geography or classroom size.

MAKING THE DISTANCE

LEARNING CHOICE

Budget shortfalls often make it diffi-
cult to achieve full educational
equality. Therefore, interactive dis-
tance learning has proven to be
increasingly critical for K-12 and

Russ Colbert

higher education schools, corporate
training, continued medical educa-
tion, and military distributed learn-
ing environments.

By incorporating distance learn-
ing, teachers experience the techno-
logical freedom to teach the way
they want to teach, enhancing both
the participant and instructor expe-
rience. Real-time interactive com-
munications sparks creative and
responsive learning. With easy to
use systems that bring high quality
video reliability to every call, teach-
ers can focus on the education and
not on the technology.

Ruth Block, director of distance
learning for Cooperating School
Districts (CSD) of Greater St. Louis,
a nonprofit educational consortium,
knows that nothing sets a child on a
path to success like a solid educa-
tion. The work Block accomplishes,
thanks to interactive video confer-
encing content and technology,
enriches the curriculum for 300,000
students—one third of the public
school students in the state of Mis-
souri.

“Polycom’s video conferencing
products have enriched the lives of
at-risk students, allowing an inter-
action different from what they get
at home,” says Block. “Video confer-
encing has improved the experience
IQ for many students in our 64
schools. It gives them the ability for
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higher achievement and really tears
down the walls of the classroom.”

PoLYcoM’s
CLASSSTATION™
SOLUTIONS

In  October 2004, Polycom

announced four additional educa-
tional solutions based on its Poly-
com VSX™7000 and VSX™8000
video communications platforms—
ClassStation™ Primary, ClassSta-
tion Secondary, ClassStation Small
and ClassStation Large. These solu-
tions are specifically designed by
educators and for educators, for use
within any environment and any
application.

The complete system enables
teachers to expand a classroom
around the world, achieving educa-

tional equity, gaining access to two-
way interactive content, subject
matter experts, museums, research,
different cultures and even elec-
tronic field trips.

The Primary and Secondary sys-
tems are based on easy-to-install
appliances, and the Small and Large
Classroom solutions are based on
tightly integrated installed-room
systems. Both offer a seamless envi-
ronment for rich-media collabora-
tion and feature the highest quality
H.264 video, Polycom StereoSur-
round™ audio, closed caption sup-
port, segment icons, Web server,
Web director, People & Content™,
array microphones, and automatic
camera operation to the classroom.

The VSX™7000 conferencing
products are ideal for primary and
secondary packages for fewer stu-
dents and smaller rooms, delivering

robust audio and video in a set-top
form wusing the most advanced
video technology and customizable
interface.

Polycom performance room sys-
tems, like the VSX™8000, provide
the industry’s most advanced audio
and video technology, maximum
flexibility input and output connec-
tivity, and robust management tools
designed to fit even the most
demanding classroom environ-
ments. The VSX™8000 is specifically
designed for larger packages for
more students and larger rooms.
The 1U rack amount configuration
of the VSX8000 is ideal for inte-
grated environments, like universi-
ties and corporate training sessions
that require state-of-the-art interac-
tive distance learning video confer-
encing.

“REAL-TIME INTERACTIVE COMMUNICATIONS SPARKS CREATIVE AND RESPONSIVE LEARNING.
WITH EASY TO USE SYSTEMS THAT BRING HIGH QUALITY VIDEO RELIABILITY TO EVERY CALL,
TEACHERS CAN FOCUS ON THE EDUCATION AND NOT ON THE TECHNOLOGY."

—Russ COLBERT
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Modeling Distance Education
Practices for Graduate Students

raduate students in educa-

tion are facing new

demands on their skills
when they complete their program
of study. A quick perusal of current
job descriptions for those with a
master’s degree in education often
finds phrases like “experienced in
distance learning” and “must be
able to collaborate with others.”
Each year, rising travel costs encour-
age more organizations to use the
Internet to provide training and
manage project workflow for staff
in both satellite offices and on the
road. For these new distance pro-
grams to be successful, administra-
tors must be hired who have

Sandra Raticliff Daffron and Edward Webster

experience in both the philosophy
and mechanics of distance educa-
tion and distance collaboration.
However, college and wuniversity
curricula for graduate students in
education typically lack required
coursework in distance education;
workplace collaboration with the
Internet is rarely even discussed.
Graduate students are leaving their
programs unprepared to set up and
administer distance education and
collaboration systems for education,
non-profits, and industry. The Con-
tinuing and College Education
department at Western Washington
University created three no-cost,
online resources with the course

Sandra Ratcliff Daffron, Assistant
Professor, Department of Educational
Leadership, Woodring College of Edu-
cation, Western Washington University,
Bellingham, WA 98225-9087.
Telephone: (360) 650-2977.

E-mail: Sandra.Daffron@wwu.edu

Edward Webster, Institute for
Professional Training and Education,
1616 Sudden Valley, Bellingham, WA
98229. Telephone: (360) 715-1916.
E-mail: Edward@TrainandEducate.com

management system Blackboard to
better prepare master’s degree
graduates for these new directions
in adult education and business
communications. The Adult Educa-
tion Distance Learning Lab
(AEDLL) is a cyber-lab for field
experience students to develop both
distance education and collabora-
tion solutions as they interact
entirely online with their real-world
clients from education and industry.
The Student Support Center pro-
vides practical resource sharing,
communication, and collaboration
services for graduate students on
several campuses, showcasing state-
of-the-art groupware concepts. The
Learning Object Repository,
designed and managed by students
for use by faculty, illustrates the
power of electronic content sharing
and peer collaboration. This article
explains how these three online
Blackboard resources were created
for graduate education students to
observe and experience contempo-
rary educational theory and tech-
nology first-hand.

INTRODUCTION

Graduate programs in education
are very traditional in their offer-
ings. It is not unusual to find a cur-
riculum that was created 25 years
ago still in place with only minor
modifications. Each curriculum has
its foundation courses, research
courses, teaching and instructional
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design courses, and an occasional
instructional technology course.
Students graduate and leave the
program prepared to teach, design
curricula, research topics and
understand the principles of tradi-
tional educational delivery. How-
ever, with the dramatic changes in
the delivery of information and the
technological innovations brought
on by the telecommunications
explosion, graduates may find
themselves in a world in which they
are ill-equipped to handle.

The world around academia has
changed dramatically in the past 10
years and classrooms are starting to
change also. Most campuses now
have at least some of their courses
delivered electronically. This dra-
matic change in delivery has come
about in a relatively short period of
time. Less than 10 years ago, most
courses were offered in a traditional
face-to-face fashion. The term “face-
to-face” wasn’t even in use 10 years
ago. Classrooms then usually had a
screen, an overhead projector, and
traditional  chalk  blackboards.
Today’s classrooms are equipped
with multimedia computers con-
nected to the Internet to accommo-
date many types of e-learning,
learning accomplished with the use
of electronic (e) technology. Less
than 10 years ago, students most
likely used a library computer and
communicated by telephone, fax,
and postal (“snail”) mail. Today’s
students use wireless laptop com-
puters to download assignments
and exams nearly anywhere, chat
with other students on cell phones,
and routinely use e-mail for com-
munication and to submit assign-
ments. Most students seldom have a
need to come to the main campus or
study in the university library.

With the convergence of educa-
tion and telecommunications over
the last 10 years, changes have been
revolutionary. Sloman (2001) and
others have noted that education
and training are in the midst of a

revolution as a result of these dra-
matic changes. The impact of this
revolution in Sloman’s figures from
the U.S. Department of Commerce
compares the length of time for var-
ious delivery systems to take hold.
Radio took 38 years to become
established, PCs, 15 years, television
just 13 years, and the Internet ... a
mere 4 years! It is clear that the
Internet has quickly become an
integral part of our daily lives and
its impact can be readily seen on
U.S. culture, especially in academia.

Harden (2005), in discussing con-
tinuing medical education, sug-
gests that a strategic vision for
medical education today requires a
strategic vision with a revolutionary
view of the role of technology in the
future. He is looking at a new mind-
set for the classroom and describes
the International Virtual Medical
School (IVMEDS), an international
partnership of medical schools and
health institutions. Instructors and
students are trained to use the new
technologies along with new learn-
ing tools that help them rethink
learning. The key piece in IVMEDS
is collaboration using the Internet.

Neff (1998) looks at technology as
a catalyst for reinventing learning in
the community college. Neff
describes the Center for Interactive
Learning at Sinclair Community
College in Dayton, Ohio, created to
help faculty members redesign their
curricula to meet the new demands
of e-learning. The center allows stu-
dents, faculty, and staff to connect
with others in the global commu-
nity and collaborate on education
and technology strategies and solu-
tions.

Because students often prefer
distance-delivered classes to face-
to-face classes, institutions like Sin-
clair Community College are scram-
bling to help their faculty move into
the realm of e-learning. The prepa-
ration emphasizes that the students
should be independent and self-
directed learners. McCartan (2000)

finds that, in spite of the huge
increase of distance-delivered post-
graduate courses, there has been lit-
tle research into student reaction
and student satisfaction with this
kind of learning.

Graham and Scarborough (2001)
and others have found that faculty
often deliver their distance courses
in a similar manner as they do in a
traditional face-to-face classroom.
Online faculty must provide hand-
outs and course work electronically
well before class, which leads, in
their minds, to the conclusion of
“extra work without extra pay.”
Since the students are not sitting in
front of them in the classroom they
often develop the mindset, “out of
sight, out of mind.” Bumip (2004)
says that, to make the distance
learning course successful, the fac-
ulty member should “incorporate
embedded support mechanisms”
that encourage interaction with the
materials and with other students.
These are lessons that are often dif-
ficult for faculty members to grasp.
Graduate students do not intu-
itively understand these lessons
either, and leave their programs
with little thought about these intri-
cacies of distance education.

Burge and O’Rourke (1998)
describe the sense of personal free-
dom instructors feel when they get
past “all that jargon” and their fear
of distance education and begin to
use the technology, often at first
with limited department support.
Ehrmann (1998) uses a multilevel
tower analogy with an ascending
complexity of materials, pedago-
gies, and basic and advanced tech-
nologies to help explain the
relationship of distance education
to traditional education. But easily
accessible, working models of dis-
tance education and collaboration
may be the most powerful way to
de-mystify the technology, demon-
strate instructional strategies, and
encourage innovation and experi-
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mentation for both students and
faculty.

THREE BLACKBOARD
RESOURCES THAT MODEL
BEST PRACTICE

A course management system is a
Web-based portal through which
distance instructors and students
exchange materials, information,
and ideas. Many graduate programs
nationwide use Blackboard, a popu-
lar course management system to
teach courses online in traditional
distance education fashion. The
master’s degree program, Continu-
ing and College Education (CCE) at
Western Washington University
(WWU), uses Blackboard in a non-
traditional fashion to teach gradu-
ate students how to develop and
administer innovative and effective
distance education and distance col-
laboration solutions for application
in education, nonprofit, and indus-
try sectors.

Blackboard allows the instructor
to easily create an online classroom
by customizing a prebuilt template.
Each course typically has course
material areas, discussion forums,
and group workrooms for the dis-
tance education instructor to con-
duct class. However, Blackboard has
the flexibility to allow instructors to
create a “course” for nonclassroom
collaborative activities, enroll
“course” members as they choose,
and recycle this “course” term after
term.

RESOURCE ONE:
ADULT EDUCATION DISTANCE
LEARNING LABORATORY (AEDLL)

The traditional face-to-face class-
room is the setting commonly used
to teach instructional design theo-
ries and the fundamentals of facili-
tating effective distance learning. In
the past, CCE graduate students

supplemented their classroom work
with “laboratory” work, designing,
creating, and administering dis-
tance-learning exercises for fellow
students. However, distance educa-
tion in the real world is quite differ-
ent from the laboratory experience.
A typical learning institution’s first
exposure to distance learning is
often in a setting where:

* Instructors have little or no extra
time or expertise to prepare dis-
tance learning material;

* Students have a variety of hard-
ware and software problems and
issues;

* Faculty and students are con-
fused about what distance educa-
tion is and what it isn’t; and

* Course management systems are
often difficult to understand and
operate without someone to pro-
vide guidance.

As part of the degree require-
ments for the WWU CCE program,
students are required to complete
an education-related field experi-
ence. Each term, a number of stu-
dents want to learn how to deliver
distance education as part of their
field experience to broaden their
experience and be more valuable in
the job market. But many chal-
lenges faced them as they:

* Wanted to learn how to deliver a
distance education course with-
out taking a full instructional
technology course on distance
learning;

* Needed to learn collaboration
techniques to allow them to
exchange distance learning solu-
tions and techniques—to learn
from other students;

* Share lessons learned with past
field experience students; and

* Lived all over a 600 square mile
area, making it nearly impossible
to gather all field experience stu-
dents together in one distance
education lab.

A Blackboard course site was set
up and named the Adult Education
Distance Learning Lab (AEDLL);
enrolled in this “course” were field
experience students and their CCE
faculty advisors. The elements of
any physical laboratory are easy to
visualize directly, but the elements
of this cyber laboratory are easier to
visualize as analogies:

* Lab Building (Blackboard course
site);

* Lab Resources (URLs, reference
documents, and multimedia);

* Lab Equipment (Software and
document templates);

e Lab Bulletin Board (Blackboard
discussion forums);

* Lab Archives (Electronic archive
of past student field experiences);

* Lab Instructor (faculty supervis-
ing field experience project);

* Lab Assistant (student volunteer
to maintain the AEDLL); and

* Lab Students (students conduct-
ing field experience work)

When the field experience
started, students were given their
own Blackboard course site to
develop, using a sample syllabus
and several Blackboard tutorials
supplied by the Lab Assistant. The
students used the tutorials to guide
them through the wide array of
configuration menus and to get to
know the capability of Blackboard.
After several weeks of practice and
feedback, students set up their own
“dummy” course for critique by the
Lab Assistant and Lab Instructor. If
their development work met certain
standards, the graduate student
was considered ready to work with
a real-life client.

As with other CCE field experi-
ences, AEDLL students researched,
proposed, and set up their own
field experiences with an area client
in the business, education, or the

non-profit sector. However, for
AEDLL, the CCE student’s field
experience had to specifically
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involve teaching a client how to
plan and set up a distance educa-
tion or distance collaboration sys-
tem. It was felt that to really
understand distance learning, the
graduate student should success-
fully work in a real-life situation
with a subject matter expert, teach-
ing him or her to present material
effectively online. AEDLL field
experience clients included WWU
and area community college faculty,
directors of nonprofit organizations,
and state agencies. Students collab-
orated on solutions for their indi-
vidual client’s projects with faculty
advisors and other students using
AEDLL discussion forums. Dis-
tance learning resources and mate-
rials as well as the CCE student’s
formal field experience paper are
archived permanently each term on
AEDLL for review by future stu-
dents. AEDLL is recycled and
reused each term so all resources
and student work added to the
cyber-lab will not be lost.

Often, the CCE student develops
a client’s online course or group col-
laboration site using a separate
Blackboard course site or the client’s
actual Web site or course manage-
ment system. The faculty advisor,
the Lab Assistant, and fellow
AEDLL students provide feedback
and advice on the development of
the distance technology project in
AEDLL message forums; the client
provides feedback and material via
e-mail directly to the student.

The AEDLL cyber laboratory is
self-sustained by the resources and
projects contributed by CCE stu-
dents each term. A graduate assis-
tant, a CCE student taking academic
credit, or a CCE student volunteer,
handle the cyber-lab maintenance
duties as a Lab Assistant each term.

Empowering CCE graduate stu-
dents to learn to collaborate and
share real-world distance learning
theory and practice was the major
goal of AEDLL. In addition, faculty,

and community clients all realize
benefits from the cyber lab:

* Student: real distance education
and collaboration experience
with peer support;

* Faculty: increased university and
community exposure for depart-
ment; and

* Client: enlightened assistance
with distance education and col-
laboration.

The cyber laboratory requires no
set-up cost and little faculty effort to
sustain once established. The
archive of student distance learn-
ing projects in AEDLL provides a
highly visible showcase for gradu-
ate student work and helps new
AEDLL students develop more
innovative projects with each new
term.

RESOURCE TwO: THE STUDENT
SUPPORT CENTER

Students in the CCE graduate
program at WWU attend classes on
both the main campus in Belling-
ham and a satellite campus in Ever-
ett, a Seattle suburb. Students are
typically returning adults, busy
with family and career obligations,
and many take their classes through
distance learning. Interaction with
other students and instructors on
the other campus is often limited to
department-sponsored events, elec-
tronic newsletters, and informa-
tional e-mails.

It is common for a student on one
campus to never meet or even
know the names of most of his or
her cohorts on the other campus.
Students from the Everett campus
use telephone, e-mail, and postal
letter for nearly all department com-
munication and rarely visit the
main campus departmental offices.
It is a challenge for the faculty to
build and maintain a sense of com-
munity among this time-chal-

lenged, geographically diverse,
student population.

The CCE program provides stu-
dents with academic and learning
resources in the form of books,
pamphlets, and multimedia in a
common department office area. An
office bulletin board is available for
students to post messages to other
students about selling books, tutor-
ing help, and so forth, and for fac-
ulty to post photos of new students
on the main campus. But because of
the satellite campus, DL classes, and
electronic communication, the
majority of CCE students see the
department office just once or twice
in their graduate career.

Blackboard offers several distinct
advantages as a platform for cyber
version of the CCE department
office:

* The software is already in use
and familiar to both students and
instructors;

* Access to the cyber resource cen-
ter is secure and limited to the
CCE program; and

* The cyber resource center can be
easily maintained by CCE stu-
dents themselves.

A cyber resource collaboration
center called “The Student Support
Center” was created using Black-
board. However, The Student Sup-
port Center Blackboard course site
is quite different from a traditional
DL course site in two ways:

* Each term the same Student Sup-
port Center course site is recycled
and reused, and

* Each term all current CCE stu-
dents are added as members of
the Support Center.

“Chatrooms”—discussion forums
on a wide variety of nonclass related
topics—are in the support center,
and help all students communicate
much easier; students frequently
request new chat rooms with differ-
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ent topics. A “Gallery” of photos,
bios, and contact information of all
students and instructors in the CCE
graduate program help everyone
from both campuses put a “face with
the name.” An easily navigated
“Library” of CCE related electronic
resources include:

* Web links to pertinent CCE and
education Web sites;

* CCE-related articles and books
organized by subject;

* Annotated bibliography of arti-
cles covering the field of adult
education;

* Help files for CCE course related
software and technolog;

* Archive of CCE program forms,
pamphlets, and CCE program
newsletters;

* Archive of photos and materials
from department events and
symposiums; and

* Self help files provided by stu-
dents to help study for compre-
hensive exams

A single volunteer graduate stu-
dent or independent study student
easily maintains The Student Sup-
port Center each term. For virtually
no cost, the cyber Support Center
enhances the WWU CCE graduate
student community, provides easy
access to learning resources and
serves as a working model of peer
collaboration and resource sharing.

RESOURCE THREE: THE LEARNING
OBJECT REPOSITORY

Instructors in the CCE program
use computers to create a variety of
electronic resources for both face-to-
face classes and distance education
classes, including:

* Word processor files;

* Slide presentation files;

¢ Audio and video files; and

* Portable document format (PDF)
files

However, the organization and
cataloging process of these elec-
tronic resources for reuse in future
courses is not easy for most instruc-
tors. Faculty and graduate students
developed an innovative depart-
ment-wide solution using Black-
board and learning objects.

Alearning object is any electronic
resource used and reused in tech-
nology-enhanced education and
distance education, differing from
their paper-based counter parts in
two significant ways:

* Learning objects can be easily
distributed to students at virtu-
ally no cost, and

* Learning objects can be easily
shared between instructors in
different courses

A new Blackboard course site, the
Learning Object Repository, is dif-
ferent from a typical Blackboard
course site:

* Enrollment in the Learning
Object Repository is limited to
CCE faculty and staff, and

* Each term, the Learning Object
Repository course site was recy-
cled and reused

Adding learning object files, with
tittes and descriptions, to The
Learning Object Repository was no
different for CCE faculty than the
addition of material to their individ-
ual Blackboard courses. But there is
significant saving in effort by
uploading the learning object file to
the Learning Object Repository just
once, then easily copying it multiple
times to future course sites with
Blackboard’s copy utility.

To minimize confusion, a few
simple rules were established:

* Submission of learning objects by
CCE faculty was voluntary;

* Learning objects may be used by
any CCE faculty in any course;

* Learning object titles and
descriptions should be clear and
concise;

* Learning object titles, descrip-
tions and content should contain
no specific course references;

* Learning objects should be orga-
nized by topic, not course; and

* Learning objects should include
author and creation date infor-
mation.

The wording of the title and
description of the learning object is
especially important to minimize
student confusion when the file is
used in future courses. If desired,
the learning object author informa-
tion and creation dates may be hid-
den in Blackboard metadata fields
for future reference by CCE faculty
only.

When a learning object in the
CCE Resource Center is needed in a
new Blackboard course site, the
learning object itself, its title, and
description are all easily copied to
the course site with a menu-driven
Blackboard copy utility in one oper-
ation. No editing or alteration of the
title or the object itself is needed.
Entire folders of learning objects in
the repository can be copied to
Blackboard course sites with this
same copy utility. For example, an
entire folder containing a rich mix
of Web links, documents, and multi-
media files on the subject of grant
writing could be copied to any CCE
Blackboard course site in one step.

The ease of copying learning
object files encourages CCE instruc-
tors to provide supplemental learn-
ing material to graduate students.
The WWU CCE program is not a
lock-step program, and often stu-
dents are asked to use education
concepts in a current course that
they have yet to learn. For example,
a CCE instructor can choose to copy
an entire learning object folder of
sample lesson plans to a Blackboard
course site to supplement a related
discussion on instructional design.
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With minimal effort, the instructor
has provided a rich mix of support
material to support and enhance
student learning.

Keeping all CCE course material
in one secure location on the WWU
Blackboard server system and not
solely on individual faculty comput-
ers enhances file security; a CCE
graduate assistant archives the
entire CCE Resource Center weekly
for additional safety.

Skepticism of the technology and
concerns for intellectual property
often punctuate discussions about
sharing electronic instructional
materials among department fac-
ulty. The experimental use of learn-
ing objects by graduate faculty can
be encouraged with a no-cost, easy-
to-use Blackboard-based repository.

SUMMARY

If recent articles on distance educa-
tion and collaboration are correct
and we are at the beginning of a
revolution in learning brought on
by the Internet, then our graduate
students need to leave our pro-
grams with tools ready to partici-

pate in the revolution. By using a
course management system to teach
graduate students how to deliver
instruction at a distance and facili-
tate collaboration, they can leave
graduate programs ready, not only
to participate in the revolution, but
also to lead it. With a little imagina-
tion, some clear direction by faculty,
and lots of student effort, any grad-
uate program can replicate and
build on these three modeling
resources.
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IN THE REVOLUTION.

IF RECENT ARTICLES ON DISTANCE EDUCATION AND COLLABORATION ARE CORRECT AND WE
ARE AT THE BEGINNING OF A REVOLUTION IN LEARNING BROUGHT ON BY THE INTERNET, THEN
OUR GRADUATE STUDENTS NEED TO LEAVE OUR PROGRAMS WITH TOOLS READY TO PARTICIPATE
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Virtual Student Organizations
Building Community in
Online Degree Programs

ust as community building has

been an important mechanism

for engaging users in e-com-

merce, the value added by
developing community also applies
in online education. The newest
incarnation of education commu-
nity building is burgeoning in the
form of the student organization.
Virtual = Student  Organizations
(VSOs) can alleviate distance stu-
dents’ sense of isolation from a
physical campus, as well as deepen
the engagement of students in their
studies. These organizations ensure
student representation, provide

Erika K.H. Gronek, master’s degree
student, Educational Leadership and
Technology program, The George
Washington University, and president
and founder of the Educational Lead-
ership and Technology Student Orga-
nization (ETLSO).

Web: http://www.gronek.net

academic support, serve as a liaison
between students and instructors,
as well as aid graduates with net-
working opportunities.

Student representation is espe-
cially important to student popula-
tions that are isolated from a
physical campus. Individual voices
and occasional evaluations convey-
ing administrative and academic
concerns will not typically be given
the same weight as the voice of a
recognized and unified student
group. By broadening the represen-
tation of students to include student
organizations that support students
who are taking courses solely at a
distance, educational institutions
can recognize and address many of
the challenges faced by distance
students.

VSOs can help administration
and faculty to better serve their dis-
tance student body. In some ways,
being a distance student can be
analogous to having a physical dis-
ability that limits access to academic
resources. Distance students often
have trouble with administrative
paperwork, receiving student iden-
tification cards for library access,
technical issues, and transitioning
into an online format. The “disabil-
ity” of not being physically on cam-
pus can, however, be overcome by
engaging in a proper dialogue
between students and administra-
tion/faculty. The VSO is an orga-

Erika K. H. Gronek

nized channel of communication
that can help improve the distance
student experience.

Through VSOs, online students
can also take advantage of opportu-
nities to develop leadership skills
and responsibilities. Organizing a
VSO requires leaders to conceptual-
ize and communicate the value of a
student organization differently
with peers, administrators, and
instructors. After all, since interac-
tions are conducted via threaded
bulletin boards, polls, e-mails, and
chat rooms, the unique leadership
and communication strategies must
be selected carefully. Leaders partic-
ipating in student organizations as
officers can additionally have the
opportunity to lead by working on
initiatives and delegating tasks to
committees. Officers must also help
facilitate conversations, answer
questions, and communicate the
group’s concerns to administration
and faculty. Newsletters are espe-
cially vital to VSOs because they
convey the achievements and direc-
tion the group has taken, and offer a
record for future leaders in the
organization.

Using online bulletin boards,
VSOs offer students the ability to
support each other in their aca-
demic pursuits. While many indi-
vidual online courses have a
student lounge for social interac-
tion, the advantage of a VSO-sup-
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ported bulletin board is that it is
both continuous from semester to
semester and it can be available to
all distance students in general, or
distance students within a particu-
lar major. This allows students to
confer about classes, textbooks,
graduation, seminars, job opportu-
nities, conferences, and other edu-
cational opportunities. This
interaction can, furthermore, help
foster long-term bonds between
students as they progress through a
program of study:.

A VSO can also lend a personal-
ity and a face to students, instruc-
tors, courses, and the school.
Students feel connected to the
school through a VSO, and may feel
a sense of allegiance and belonging.
This can set up a vital behavior pat-
tern of involvement, which is fun-
damental to the existence of a VSO,
and can help promote the e-learn-
ing study skills necessary for suc-
cess in classes that require
participation.

As an aid to students as they
transition into the workforce, a VSO
can additionally provide a network
of peers in the same industry.
Instructors, alumni, and students
can use the bulletin board as a
means by which to distribute job
postings, share industry news, as
well as advice and mentoring.
Oftentimes, online programs try to
blend students’” work experiences
and what they are learning in their
classes. A VSO can further support
these efforts and this advantage can
last beyond the scope of the single
semester. In addition, the asynchro-
nous nature of a VSO adds flexibil-
ity for members so they can have
opportunities to participate in stu-
dent organization activities that
have traditionally been available
only to on-campus students.

VSOs serve a vital role in trans-
forming the identity of distance stu-
dents and can influence how
students interact. A VSO commu-
nity can engage students deeper

into their major, deepen counselors/
faculty relationships, and provide
opportunities for unique student
involvement. The identity of a dis-
tance student is often described as
one of a faceless e-mail address that
generates papers and participates in
online forums. As a result, distance
students are often forgotten when it
comes to offering job postings,
internships, publication opportuni-
ties, and student government activi-
ties.

To date, there have been very few
examples of sustained VSOs. Some
institutions support their student
organizations with program admin-
istrators, while other student orga-
nizations are student-sponsored,
-developed, and -maintained. VSOs
can also be differentiated by those
that are completely online and
those that have a blended format
with elements of online communi-
cation as well as a face-to-face com-
ponent.

The George Washington Univer-
sity has a VSO that is a model of a
completely student-initiated and
university-sponsored group. The
Educational Technology Leader-
ship Student Organization (ETLSO)
was established to connect distance
Educational Technology Leader-
ship (ETL) graduate students with
each other and The George Wash-
ington University campus. ETL stu-
dents live all over the world. They
are separated by time zones and
locale, but are joined through tech-
nology. ETLSO is intended to be a
social, educational, and networking
forum for ETL students. Through
ETLSO, ETL students have oppor-
tunities to demonstrate leadership,
practice their technology skills, and
prepare for the workforce.

A look at the inner workings of
the group can reveal many useful
rules, roles, and norms involved in
creating a successful and sustain-
able VSO. For example, members
must subscribe to the online news-
letter and bulletin board, as it is the

only centralized form of communi-
cation, and members are considered
to have voluntarily withdrawn from
the student organization if they
remove themselves from the news-
letter mailing list. There are no dues
for the organization, though dona-
tions are always accepted. In order
to sustain the organization and
develop internal leaders, there are
seven officers in the Educational
Technology Leadership Student
Organization: president; vice presi-
dent of communications; Web site
administrator; recruitment and
public relations officer; and facilita-
tors of education, leadership, and
technology.

The role of the president is to
lead and plan the activities of the
organization, as well as direct the
activities of the other officers. The
president must help ensure high
participation levels in the organiza-
tion, as well as ensure that the orga-
nization members have a positive
and active experience. The Vice
president of communications’ func-
tion is to coordinate members’
involvement in the weekly and/or
monthly newsletter. The vice presi-
dent will personally create and/or
seek out newsletter submission top-
ics, articles, links, requests, inquir-
ies and all other meaningful
content.

The role of the Web site adminis-
trator is to update and organize
online content for the organization.
He or she helps to facilitate a sense
of belonging and online commu-
nity. The recruitment and public
relations officer is in charge of pro-
moting the ETLSO to ETL students
without spamming them, and he or
she informs new ETL students of
ETLSO’s existence and what ETLSO
has to offer. the facilitators of educa-
tion, leadership, and technology
help initiate and moderate online
bulletin board discussions and
chats. They also seek opportunities
for the organization to become
more involved with its members,
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the campus, and the community. All
of the officers contribute to the
newsletter, as that is the centralized
means of facilitating communica-
tion.

Even though ETLSO is still a pio-
neer of virtual student organiza-
tions, it has reaped positive results
for ETL students, the instructors,
and the academic program. The
forums get especially busy when
topics like class registration, book
purchasing, and graduation are dis-
cussed. Students have been able to
hold educational chat sessions on
practical topics, such as Web page
creation and educational technol-
ogy. A few students have been for-
tunate to meet in person after
networking and discussing their
travel plans for various seminars
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around the country. Some postings
have even sought advice for practi-
cal job-related issues, such as choos-
ing a learning management system,
while other postings report the lat-
est news in educational technology.

ETLSO’s plans involve more
communication with alumni and
employers, as well as scheduled
guest “speakers” for chat room
events. Alumni and employers have
great potential in regard to net-
working for jobs, internships, and
volunteer opportunities. Through
guest speakers and visiting profes-
sors, the goals of the VSO are to sus-
tain interest and engagement, to
enlighten members on industry
trends, and share wisdom about
current topics.
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Overall, VSOs are a rethinking of
how conventional student organi-
zations function and the role of dis-
tance  learning  students in
education. Technology is a great
translator of physical world activi-
ties into virtual ones. The ability of
technology to create useful commu-
nities for online students is a story
that is just now being written. With
the  dynamic = communication
options offered by the Internet,
VSOs now have the potential to
offer engaging and active online
experiences to students that may
never set foot on the traditional
campus and, with virtual student
organizations, online degree pro-
grams can add value to what could
otherwise be an isolating, imper-
sonal educational journey.
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Project Management
for Online Course
Development

Dong Li and Rick Shearer

Transferring face-to-face courses into online Web-based courses is a trend in higher education.
Whether this course transition is for distance education or for resident instruction, faculty mem-
bers play a critical role in the process. Faculty members not only provide lesson content, they also
provide important insights into how content has been best presented in classes semester to semes-
ter. However, faculty involvement alone does not guarantee a quality online course. It is the com-
bination of faculty working with an instructional designer and the instructional design team that
molds the content and personal teaching experience into a rich learning environment for the
online students. Further, this transition process must be guided by a solid project plan that out-
lines major milestones for the faculty and team members, for without a solid project management
plan, content may not arrive when needed and resources cannot be scheduled to assure that the
course is completed in a timely manner. Delayed or unexpected lesson content will lead to project
cost overruns and missed deadlines.

Dong Li, an instructional designer,
reach Building, University Park, PA

E-mail: DXL239@PSU.EDU

Penn State World Campus, 225 Out-

16802. Telephone: (814) 865-9549.

Rick Shearer, Assistant Director, Instruc-

tional Design and Development, Penn
State World Campus, 225 Outreach
Building, University Park, PA 16802.
Telephone: (814) 865-0642.

E-mail: RXS57@PSU.EDU

THE PENN STATE WORLD
CAMPUS

he Pennsylvania State Uni-

versity has been involved in

distance education since
1892 and has produced courses that
have been delivered via a variety of
media. While the traditional rolling
enrollment courses had occasionally
integrated various Internet technol-
ogies, such as listserves and
gophers, it was not until the launch
of Penn State’s World Campus in
1997 that development of wholly
online courses commenced. The
launch of the World Campus, the
primary delivery unit for courses
offered to students at a distance,
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marked a shift in design models and
project management challenges.
From the first online courses in Turf-
grass Management and Noise Con-
trol Engineering, delivered by
WebCT and FirstClass, the World
Campus has grown to over 200
online courses being offered via
Angel and related technologies to
students around the globe.
Throughout the past 7 years, the
Instructional Design and Develop-
ment unit of the World Campus has
changed, adapted, and modified
the project management strategies
used in the design and develop-
ment of these Web-based courses.
Responsibility for the transition-
ing of traditional rolling enrollment
courses and face-to-face courses to
online courses rests with the
Instructional Design & Develop-
ment (ID&D) Team of the World
Campus. This team consists of a
director, assistant directors, project
managers, instructional designers,
instructional designer specialists,
graphic artists, a multimedia team,
production specialists, technical
typists, and a technology team (pro-

grammers) who have different
responsibilities.
Authors of the Web-based

courses are Penn State full-time fac-
ulty members. These faculty mem-
bers work with the instructional
designers to determine learning
goals and objectives, generate ideas,
write the lesson content and story-
board, provide test items and exer-
cises, and suggest multimedia
selections.

It is the task of the instructional
designers to develop the courses
within a given timeframe and
within budgetary constraints. This
role takes on great significance as
more academic units look to tech-
nology as a means of offering
hybrid courses and wholly online
courses in residence and at a dis-
tance to assist with student demand
and a need for greater flexibility in
scheduling. It is imperative that

these ventures be done within bud-
get and on time in order to show a
return on investment for both the
institution and the academic units.

PROJECT MANAGEMENT
MODELS

Over the years, distance education
at Penn State has had a tried and
true project management practice
for the development of print-based
independent learning courses. This
model allowed for an 8- to 12-
month development cycle in which
faculty authors first met with the
designers to review their existing
face-to-face course and examine
existing print-based courses. At the
end of the initial meeting, the fac-
ulty left with a course design guide
in hand and were tasked with the
construction—in writing—of their
course content. This process nor-
mally took 6 to 8 months. Once the
faculty member had finished the
draft of the content, he or she once
again met with the instructional
designer who then worked with the
faculty member to tailor the course,
learning activities, and assessment
strategies to the distance education
students. Once the faculty member
and the designer had crafted the
course, the final product went to the
academic unit for approval and was
then sent to the technical typists for
final preparation in the templated
study guide format. As these
courses were independent rolling
enrollment courses, they did not
open to student registration until
they were completed and copies of
the course study guide were avail-
able for distribution. Therefore, if
timelines were missed it had little
impact on student expectations, and
costs were contained as faculty
were paid a flat rate for develop-
ment, and designers did not begin
work on the courses until all con-
tent had arrived.

As Penn State moved to begin the
transition of face-to-face courses to
online courses, it was perceived that
a similar project management cycle
would work for the online courses.
Therefore, the original project man-
agement model for the design and
development of online courses mir-
rored that of the print-based
courses, with one semester allocated
to the development of content by
the faculty and the second semester
being dedicated to the production
of the course in the WebCT environ-
ment.

However, what worked well for
the design and development of the
print-based courses did not trans-
late well to the development of
online courses. The online courses
tended to be semester-based
courses and part of integrated cur-
ricula. Therefore, it was often the
case that the announcement of
these courses and program of study
preceded actual development, and
timelines for delivery were locked
down due to the advanced registra-
tions. Thus, missed deadlines led to
delayed launches or courses starting
when they were not complete. This
added a great deal of pressure to the
faculty authors, designers, and
instructors.

An all-too-frequent experience in
the early development of the online
courses using the two-semester
model was delayed content deliv-
ery. Faculty authors for the online
courses were full-time faculty with
great demands on their time, thus
the idea of sitting down to write a
full course was often overwhelm-
ing. Therefore, it was not all uncom-
mon at the end of the first semester
of development that content was
not complete and both the faculty
and the design staff had to cut cor-
ners and work long hours to get the
course finished by the end of the
second semester.

Upon examining these process
failures, it was determined that a
better project management model
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needed to be implemented. This led
to a series of benchmarking visits
with the corporations involved in
the development of online courses
and with other institutions involved
in distance education. The final
result was a project management
model dubbed the 2-week cycle
model.

TwWo-WEEK CYCLE MODEL
VERSUS THE
TWO-SEMESTER MODEL

As stated above, the two-semester
project management model pro-
vided faculty with one semester to
write and develop content, and
then the design staff were given a
second semester to develop the
course. However, in several
instances, content arrived late, thus
pushing out the projected comple-
tion dates. In 2003, a new 2-week
cycle model was adopted that
adjusts expectations for the faculty
in terms of content due dates, and
allows the content to be mocked up
and tested in a cyclical process.

The Two-Week Cycle model
allows designers to develop and get
each lesson or unit of a course ready
for review in two weeks. During the
first week of each 2-week cycle,
designers work closely with faculty
in order to get lesson content on
time. Then, during the second
week, the design staff mocks up the
lesson online and prepares it for
review by the faculty. Also, within
the second week, faculty begin writ-
ing the next lesson or unit of con-
tent. By the end of the first week of
the next 2-week period, content for
another lesson is ready for the
designer to develop and integrate
into the Web-based course. If a Web-
based course has 12 lessons, ideally,
24 weeks (6 months) later, the
course should be ready for final
review and editing prior to open-
ing. One of the key benefits of the
Two-Week Cycle model is designers

receive content every other week,
which keeps things moving.
Another benefit is constant commu-
nication with faculty, who go over
design questions each week with
the designer as the lesson is being
developed and get a real feel for the
instructional design process. Faculty
and designers can anticipate areas
to modify in the lessons as the
course unfolds which results in a
better course when development is
completed. Thus, the 2-week devel-
opment cycle allows faculty to get
each of the lessons in on time,
which is the desired goal of the
designer.

While the conception of the two-
week model is around a 2-week
cycle, designers have adapted this
to meet the schedules of certain fac-
ulty. Some have adopted a 3- or 4-
week cycle with two or three les-
sons due at the end of each cycle.
Regardless of the length of the
cycle, which should be no longer
than 1 month, the process helps
keep the faculty authors and the
design team focused on the devel-
opment needs and the agreed-upon
development milestones.

CRITICAL STAGES OF THE
Two-WEEK CYCLE MODEL

Critical to the 2-week cycle
model is the first 5 weeks of the
project management model. During
this 5-week period, five key things
must occur. First, the faculty must
deliver a completed draft of their
course outline or syllabus. This ini-
tiates the first design team meeting
where the team discusses, with the
faculty, all aspects of the course.
During this meeting the course is
dissected, graphic and multimedia
elements are reviewed, readings are
identified, and copyrighted material
is discussed. At the end of this first
meeting the faculty and design
team have a good conceptual idea
of how the course will be developed

and what resources are required to
complete the task.

Following this first meeting, the
designer works with the faculty to
mock up one of the lessons. This
process provides further insights
into design requirements and
resource needs. Also, during this
process all copyrighted material is
identified that will need clearance.
Upon completion of the mock up of
the lesson the design team meets
once again in the fifth week to final-
ize the design, budget, and timeline.
A product of this meeting is the
final design document for the
course.

How 10 WORK WITH
FACULTY INVOLVED IN THE
DEVELOPMENT OF A NEW
WEB-BASED COURSE

The above has outlined the concep-
tual aspects of the 2-week model.
However, what are the tools
employed that facilitate the pro-
cess? Designers need to work with
faculty efficiently and effectively to
guide faculty through writing
online lesson content and providing
the necessary materials. In order to
do so, designers may use the follow-
ing steps:

e create a project management
Gantt chart;

* create a mini Web site for the
project management;

* provide a detailed course outline
form with a sample;

* provide a lesson content tem-
plate with examples; and

* make a regular communication
plan.

CREATE PROJECT MANAGEMENT
GANTT CHART

It takes time to establish a long 6-
month timeline using a calendar.
With software, such as Microsoft
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Project 2003, one can easily create a
Gantt chart that contains timeline,
project tasks, names of who need to
complete a specific task, task start-
ing date and ending date, and task
time duration, and so forth. Gantt
charts allow a convenient way to
make a detailed project manage-
ment plan, as well as remind all of
the team members what tasks they
should do and the completion
deadline for each task.

CREATE MINI WEB SITE FOR
PROJECT MANAGEMENT
(SEE APPENDIX A)

While the Gantt chart provides
the designer and team members
with a detailed look at the project
management plan, it is difficult to
share in a printed format due to its
length. But you can easily create a
mini Web site (two to three pages
when printed) for project manage-
ment based on the Gantt chart with
team member tasks and deadline
for each task highlighted. Com-
pared with Gantt chart, the mini
Web site is easier and more conve-
nient for team members to check
what they should accomplish each
week and be aware of their tasks
and deadlines so that they can plan
their time accordingly. Also, a mini
Web site provides a blueprint of the
project for the whole team. More-
over, it is easy to update in order to
track a project.

PROVIDE DETAILED COURSE
OUTLINE FORM WITH A SAMPLE
Once a faculty member has a
project timeline in hand, and
understands what to do overall, it is
time for him or her to review how
lesson content has been written for
other distance education courses.
The first thing the faculty member
should draft is a detailed course
outline. This provides faculty with a
clear idea of what the final course
will include. It can also serve as the

basis for the syllabus for the course.
Below is a typical course outline
that shows what might be included:

* Course description. In this section,
faculty may answer the following
questions. What will be covered
in the course? Will this course be
an independent learning course,
or will there be other students
pacing through the course at the
same time (as they would in a
face-to-face class)? Will you
expect students to interact with
fellow classmates? Will you
expect students to stick to a pre-
scribed pace of study or can they
work through the course at their
own pace?

* Course goals/objectives. List four or
five broad statements describing
what faculty hope students will
know, or be able to do, or have
experienced as a result of taking
the course.

* Course prerequisites. Let students
know if there are course prereg-
uisites for this course.

* QOutline of overall course structure.
The following questions will be
answered in this section: How
many lessons will be included in
the course? How much time will
students spend to complete the
course? How much time will stu-
dents have to work through a
single lesson? How much time
do faculty expect students to
devote to the course each week?

* Required course materials. List any
textbooks, articles, workbooks,
videos, software, or other special
materials students will need
access to in order to complete the
course. For each item, provide as
much identifying detail as possi-
ble (such as ISBN number for a
textbook or ordering informa-
tion for a brochure).

* Course  requirements. List the
graded assignments for the
course (papers, projects, quizzes,
exams, class participation grades,
etc.) with directions that students

can follow to complete assign-
ments, as well as the percentage
of the course grade that each
assignment will be worth.

* Each  lesson-specific ~ objectives.
Objectives for each lesson are
listed here.

* Proposed schedule. Lesson titles,
scheduled timeframe, related
readings, and assignments will
be listed.

* Grading scale. Let students know
the grading policy, such as how
many points are required for an
“A” grade, and so on.

It is good practice to provide faculty
a sample course outline from a real
course to help them understand
how to draft their own course out-
lines for online courses.

PROVIDE A LESSON CONTENT
TEMPLATE WITH EXAMPLES

With the course blueprint—
detailed course outline in mind—
faculty can start to work on lesson
content. After many years working
with faculty, we have found that it
is easier and really helpful if we pro-
vide faculty a lesson content tem-
plate. A lesson content template
with examples lets faculty know
what they should write without tak-
ing too much time to determine
how to get started. A lesson content
template might include.

e Introduction;

* Lesson objectives;

* Reading assignment;

* Reading tips/summary;

* Lesson content/commentary/
class notes;

e Lesson activities; and

* Lesson summary.

MAKE A REGULAR
COMMUNICATION PLAN

A regular communication plan
will allow the designer to work
closely with the faculty—for exam-
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ple, weekly phone calls can save
time in terms of tracking the project
or solving problems.

CONCLUSION

In summary, designers need to
work with faculty closely to meet
tight project deadlines. When the
designers spend time creating sam-

ples, template, and detailed guide-
lines for faculty, this will save time
and avoid the need to revisit many
details in later discussions between
designers and faculty during the
course development process. With
the above method to manage a
project, the 2-week cycle model,
and the above documents to guide
faculty to write lesson content, the

Web-based course project will be
effectively and efficiently designed,
developed, and will, it is hoped,
meet the project deadline on time
and within budget. We hope that
these ideas are helpful for you
when you work with faculty to
transfer a face-to-face course into
online Web-based course.

for 2003
at

Information Age
Publishing’s
Education Gatalog

Information‘Age Publishing Inc.
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... But First There Are the

Communication Skills

INTRODUCTION

e live in exciting days.

Never has it been easier

and cheaper to commu-
nicate. Instructors and learners can,
provided that they have access to
appropriate technology, now bridge
geographic boundaries by using the
advanced communication media
and possibilities that we have at our
disposal such as e-mail, fax, and
computer conferencing. The new
opportunities have led to a renewed
and challenging interest in e-learn-
ing (in most instances e-learning
includes distance education) which
depend on instrumentally rational
and strategic actions that have to be

Lya Visser and Muriel Visser

imparted with the help of technol-
ogy (Peters, 2000). However, new
channels of communication do not
necessarily imply better ones. The
critical issue, from a communication
perspective, is thus to deploy and
integrate technology in such a way
in the teaching and learning process
that deep and meaningful learning
takes place.

Contrary to many of the other
contributions in this interesting
journal, this contribution will not
focus on communication technol-
ogy itself, but will focus on those
communication processes that are
conducive to learning and instruc-
tion (i.e., that encourage and foster

Lya Visser, 5, rue du Figuier, Eyragues,
France 13630.
E-mail: Ivisser@learndev.org

Muriel Visser, 8, bd. du Clos du
Capoun, Molléges, France 13940.
E-mail: mvisser@learndev.org

learning processes). We briefly dis-
cuss some theoretical aspects of
communication and then bring into
this discussion the opinion of dis-
tance learners from a variety of con-
texts and areas by presenting the
results of a pilot study and a follow-
up exploratory study of communi-
cation skills and processes in dis-
tance learning environments. The
theoretical background and the
results of these studies will lead to a
variety of suggestions as to how to
improve communication and thus
enhance the learning experience of
students.

The nature and quality of com-
munication in various (learning)
environments have been the focus
of a number of studies and scholarly
reflections over the past decades.
We have selected from the contribu-
tions to this area of thinking three
different but complementary per-
spectives that served as the impetus
for the two research studies and for
our recommendations.

THREE IMPORTANT
DEVELOPMENTS IN THE
SCIENCE OF
COMMUNICATION

SHANNON AND WEAVER'S VIEW

Let’s first look at what happened
some 50 years ago. About 10 years
after World War I, the exciting pos-
sibilities that audiovisual instruction
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offered began to receive significant
attention in teaching and learning
environments. The challenges and
opportunities audiovisual instruc-
tion offered, mostly through the
development and expansion of
radio and television networks,
sometimes caused the practitioners
to forget how important sound
communication processes are and
the role of communication as the
glue that holds a system together.

The new opportunities to offer
audiovisual instruction were accom-
panied by interesting thoughts that
communication specialists and psy-
chologists like Shannon and Weaver
and Rogers developed. It started out
in a very simple way with state-
ments such as that a communication
process involves a sender of a mes-
sage, a receiver of a message, and
content and that, if one of these
three elements is missing, there can-
not be any communication. Numer-
ous subsequent theories and models
of communication were based on
this early work. By the end of the
1940s, Shannon and Weaver had
developed a very simple communi-
cation model that basically looked at
three elements: a transmitter who
develops or produces a relationship
(the signal) that travels to a receiver
(Shannon & Weaver, 1963). Shannon
had a personal and professional
interest in communication, as he
was a scientist at Bell Telephone
Company.

Berlo (1963, who was a communi-
cation specialist, built on the work
of Shannon and Weaver and identi-
fied two encoding skills: speaking
and writing, and two decoding
skills: listening and reading, and a
crucial fifth skill that relates to both
encoding and decoding: thought
and reasoning. How we think, what
we think about, and how we
express our thinking are deter-
mined by our ability to use lan-
guage effectively: we need to have
the ability to encode the thoughts
we have. Many of us have been

abroad and have experienced the
frustration of not being able to
express oneself well in the language
of the country that was visited.
Finding the right word is not find-
ing a word that expresses more our
less what we want to say; it should
have the same meaning for the
“decoder” as for the “encoder,” in
other words, for the person receiv-
ing the message as for the sender of
the message. Berlo emphasized the
importance of the relationship
between the skill level of the
receiver of the message and the
source of the message, and thus
draws our attention to the unpre-
dictability of communication: an
incapable decoder will find it hard
to decode effectively.

Thus, how we see the world and
how we think are not only affected
by the codes we use, but also by
how skillfully we use the codes.
Berlo (1963) emphasized the impor-
tance of the quality of communica-
tion and saw the relationship
between the source and the receiver
as an important variable in the com-
munication process. He had some
words of warning for those who
enthusiastically thought that all
problems would be solved now that
we had better communication
means and media: “As a communi-
cation man I must argue strongly
that it is the [communication] pro-
cess that is central and that the
media, though important, are sec-
ondary” (1963, p. 378).

These days, it is generally agreed
that students do not only need
effective communication to support
the intellectual part of the learning
process, but also in the affective
area; that is, students need cogni-
tive (academic) and affective
(empathic) comprehension. Com-
munication processes are related to
building relationships, and relation-
ships in turn are vehicles for growth
(Rogers, 1969).

We will briefly discuss the contri-
bution of Carl Rogers, a scientist

with a background in psychology,
whose work has applications far
beyond the counselor-client rela-
tionships on which he based his
research. A little later in this article it
will be seen how the research that
we conducted confirmed Rogers’
ideas and identified, among others,
a general lack of emphatic compre-
hension in distance education.

We all agree that oral communi-
cation is often preferable to written
communication. Oral communica-
tion includes the joy of hearing
words that have inherent a timbre,
sometimes a musical inclination,
passion, care, and interest, but also
can transmit worry, anger, or lack of
passion. Spoken words may include
more than the conscious intent of
the speaker. Oral communication
often offers the possibility to a direct
reaction: a dialogue.

ROGERS’ VIEW: THREE
BEHAVIORS ESSENTIAL TO
EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION

Rogers (1962) wrote a ground-
breaking article in which he argued
that the quality of the interpersonal
encounter with the client, in our
case the student, is extremely
important to make it possible to
build up a relationship and to make
it possible for this relationship to
grow in a mutually satisfying man-
ner.

What we can learn from Rogers is
that the way in which we communi-
cate in personal relationships and in
instruction is very important. He
identified three behaviors that form
the basis for successful communica-
tion: open disclosure, warm affirma-
tion, and empathic comprehension.
The first behavior, open disclosure,
means that the relationship is
mutual and is based on more than
the minimum information to work
together. If we look at a face-to-face
class, many students have more
information about the instructor
than the bare minimum. Students
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often know where their instructors
have studied, where they live, what
kind of car they drive, what kind of
sport they like and other, more per-
sonal, details. They meet their
instructors at parties, seminars, and
sport events. At a distance, that is
more difficult. The absence of face-
to-face interaction creates a barrier
that makes it difficult and some-
times undesirable to engage in inter-
action on nonacademic topics. This
causes the instructor and the stu-
dent to stay, in the real sense of the
word, at a distance and to maintain
a relationship that is based purely
on academic and professional
dimensions of interaction. The sec-
ond behavior, warm affirmation,
relates to how student and instruc-
tor feel at ease with each other, how
their relationship develops. Does it
stay at a distance or does the student
feel that the instructor is not only
teaching or facilitating because he or
she has to do it, or wants to earn
some extra money, but is really
interested in the student and has the
wish to know the student better, not
only as a “pupil” but as a person?
The third behavior, empathic com-
prehension, refers to the capacity of
the “other” (i.e., either the instructor
or the learner) to place himself or
herself in the position of the oppo-
site party and to be understanding
and partial of his or her position.
Student and instructor should have
the feeling that the other knows
what it is “to be me.” Rogers’ empa-
thy concepts are clearly aimed at
dissolving alienation and at creating
positive outcomes.

HOLMBERG’S GUIDED DIDACTIC
CONVERSATION

Holmberg (1986) noticed that
communication in classroom situa-
tions often is conversational. Stu-
dents and teachers/instructors
participate in a process in which
students—and possibly instructors
as well—are learning through talk-

ing about a topic. There are ques-
tions raised and answers provoked.
Handy (1992) describes a learning
situation as a wheel in which ques-
tions lead to ideas, which in turn
lead to the testing of the ideas to
produce reflections, which in turn
lead to new questions. Creating
such a learning situation is not so
easy in distance education. Students
frequently study on their own,
although these days chat sessions
and instructional classes may be
included in the e-learning process,
but as we will later see when dis-
cussing the results of the two stud-
ies, do not necessarily reduce the
sense of isolation. It is, however,
also true that, at times, the sponta-
neous interaction so valuable in a
classroom situation is absent, and
this has consequences for the other
dimensions of the instructional
environment, such as critical think-
ing, spontaneity, and creativity,
important ingredients to an
enhanced learning process. In addi-
tion, instructors in a classroom set-
ting may be more at ease to give
“personal” examples from when
they were students, from their fam-
ily life, and/or from those little
occurrences that have influenced
thinking about certain things or
have changed views. Instructors
also have some basic information on
the students. Is he or she punctual,
difficult, widely read, understand-
ing, or maybe stubborn?

Holmberg (1986) advocated the
creation of learning situations that
aimed at reducing the distance in
distance education by simulating a
conversation between student and
instructor. He argued that learning
materials should not focus exclu-
sively on “transmitting” factual
knowledge, but should act as an
instructive conversation between
instructor and a student or stu-
dents, in this way creating some
kind of virtual dialogue. In commu-
nicating with the student, the
instructor should develop the feel-

ing of personal communication, of
belonging. Instructors should use
clear and somewhat colloquial lan-
guage, write in a personal style, and
appeal to the student’s emotional as
well as intellectual participation.
The empathy of the instructor is,
according to Holmberg, of particu-
lar importance. Empathy and per-
sonal  approaches are thus
considered guidelines for the pre-
sentation of learning matter in dis-
tance education.

SOME CRITICAL REMARKS

Although Holmberg’s approach
seems to be interesting and attrac-
tive, there are a number of observa-
tions to be made. First of all, there
are considerable differences
between teaching a face-to-face
class and teaching in the distance
education mode. Students—and
sometimes instructors, too—face a
transition from talking to writing,
and from listening to reading about.
This change may take time to get
accustomed to. Many instructors,
especially those new to e-learning,
are better at explaining things orally
than in writing. It may also be easier
to show empathy and use colloquial
language in a face-to-face situation
than it is, for instance, online.
Empathy, like spontaneity, cannot
be produced on command. Many
introverts have problems in
expressing their feelings and senti-
ments, and this may be even more
difficult in writing. It is, however,
quite well possible to become better
at written communication, to show
more care and to be more approach-
able. As to the language used, a col-
loquial style may not fit every
program, course, or instructional
process. It is widely recognized that
teaching advanced science using e-
learning is not easy and needs not
only special skills, but also a high
degree of methodological thinking
(Peters, 2000).
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REFLECTIONS

The work of Holmberg, Rogers, and
others is no longer new, but many
of the critical issues they and others
have raised continue to be relevant
and pressing today. In the second
part of this paper we let the stu-
dents speak and we will see that, in
their analysis of communication in
distance learning environments,
there are key issues that are under-
represented or missing in many e-
learning environments. First, we
very briefly discuss the support
needs identified by students of
three different universities (diploma
courses) in an exploratory research
study. This will be followed by the
results of a follow-up study with
students of three different universi-
ties. This study aimed at getting a
better insight into the nature of the
communication processes between
the instructor and the student and
the extent to which these communi-
cation processes conform with the
expectations of Rogers and Holm-
berg, among others. After discuss-
ing the results of these studies we
will make a number of recommen-
dations to make online instruction
more successful.

IDENTIFIED SUPPORT
NEEDS IN DISTANCE
EDUCATION

THE FIRST EXPLORATORY STUDY
In this study, students at a dis-
tance university in Hong Kong, one
in South Africa, and a third one in
England were asked to identify
their needs for student support (Vis-
ser & Visser, 2000). The three identi-
fied needs areas were the following:

* Cognitive communication and sup-
port. Cognitive communication
and support could be enhanced
through instructional strategies
such as collaborative learning
and required participation in

online activities and, if applica-
ble, in face-to-face sessions
according to the students.

* Affective, motivational  support.
Students indicated that they
were looking for an integration
of affective and cognitive sup-
port. Interest in the student as a
person was considered to be
important.

* Communication strategies to ensure
that students maintained involve-
ment in the courses. Strategies that
reduce the isolation of the stu-
dent and that encourage a part-
nership between students and
between student and instructor
are needed.

There were obviously cultural
differences. The students in Hong
Kong wanted the instructor to take
more responsibility for the students’
progress and eventual success. They
suggested more contact, more feed-
back, and more monitoring of their
progress. The South African stu-
dents were, in general, less
demanding. They were appreciative
of the limited help that was offered,
but would still welcome more per-
sonal involvement of the instruc-
tors. They were very positive about
the research study, mentioning that
they were honored that their voice
was heard and as such felt that their
problems—mainly dealing with
lack of communication—would
soon be solved. The students in
England were generally satisfied,
but expressed the feeling that more
contact was needed between the
instructor and the students, and
that more emphasis should be
placed on the student-student and
student-instructor relationship.

This exploratory research clearly
indicated the need for communica-
tion that would go beyond the tra-
ditional feedback and standard,
often prescriptive, encouragement.
The nature of the communication
by the instructor, from a content
perspective, was seen as important.

THE SECOND EXPLORATORY
STuDY

In order to get to a better under-
standing of the importance of com-
munication in distance learning
environments, a further study was
undertaken. This study sought to
determine to what extent communi-
cation, or lack thereof, is an issue in
distance learning and online pro-
grams, and to what degree there
was, in the interaction between stu-
dents and instructors, evidence of
Rogers’ three  communication
behaviors. Table 1 shows how these
behaviors were operationalized.

The second study took place in
2001/2002 and involved two univer-
sities in the United States and one
university in England. A total of 122
distance education students
received a questionnaire with 32
open- and close-ended response
questions. These questions focused
on a variety of issues related to vari-
ous dimensions of the communica-
tion process, including the nature,
the quality, and the frequency of the
interaction, and the extent to which
students’ expectations as to student
support were met. The response
rate on the questionnaires was 53%
(Visser & Visser, 2001).

A summary of the study indi-
cated that:

e Communication is considered
important to very important by
82% of the students.

e Communication between
instructors and students is, in
80% of the cases, initiated by the
instructor. Students rarely took
the initiative to be the first one to
get in touch with the instructor.

* Less than two thirds (62%) of the
students received timely infor-
mation on how to contact fellow
students. As a result, there was
not much interaction between
course participants in the first
week of the course. However,
once a “dialogue” between and
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Table 1

Operationalization of Roger’s Communication Behaviors

Open Disclosure

Warm Affirmation

Empathic Comprehension

Frankness & clarity

Initiating communication
Two-way communication

Information about self
Interaction with students

Positive feedback

Prompts and rapid feedback
Reinforcement of the learning pro-
cess

Understanding of difficulties and
challenges

Understanding of the student’s situ-
ation (personal, professional, aca-
demic)

Confidence building
Help with deadlines

Confidence building
Help with specific problems

among students got going, most
of them engaged in it.

* Only 10% of the students did not
contact their fellow students at
all during the course.

* The speed of reply of the fellow
students was better than that of
the instructor.

* Most instructors provided some
information about their profes-
sional/personal background. The
nature of the information
received was, however, consid-
ered to be less than in traditional
learning situations and less per-
sonal.

* For four out of every five stu-
dents (81%) the interaction
between the instructor and the
student was limited to twice a
month.

* The bulk of communication
between students and instructors
took place by email. Instructors
made limited use of other tools
and technology available in
many online teaching environ-
ments.

* Most students considered the
quality of the communication
more important than the fre-
quency of the communication.

* Communication with fellow stu-
dents is considered less impor-
tant than communication with
the tutor.

* Students on the whole felt quite
comfortable to discuss academic

problems with their instructor. In
contrast, only just over 10% of
the students indicated that they
felt free to approach the instruc-
tor with personal problems (e.g.,
financial or time management-
related problems).

* Just over 60% of the students
reported having had one or more
instances of miscommunication
with their instructor; miscommu-
nication being defined as
instances in which they felt that
what they had attempted to con-
vey had been misunderstood or
misconstrued, or had resulted in
a totally unexpected response.

* Half of the 40 students who
reported having had some mis-
communication with the instruc-
tor indicated that this had
negatively affected their motiva-
tion. As a result of this occur-
rence, they had felt less inclined
to get in touch with the instruc-
tor on subsequent occasions, felt
insecure, and/or (temporarily)
experienced a loss of motivation.

By contrasting the remarks made
by students with key elements in
Rogers’ model, we can conclude
that, although aspects of the disclo-
sure, affirmation, and apprehension
dimensions were present in the
communication process with the
students, there are evident and
sometimes critical shortcomings in

the open, warm, and empathic com-
ponents. In other words, there is a
reasonable amount of communica-
tion going on, but it does not meet
the expectations of the students in
terms of the quality of the interac-
tion and the degree of comfort and
motivation provided. These are,
therefore, the aspects that this study
indicates have to be strengthened.

SUGGESTIONS TO MAKE

THE MOST OF
COMMUNICATING IN AN
E-LEARNING
ENVIRONMENT

Instructors and planners can

address these shortcomings in the
following practical ways:

* Provide training in the form of
guidelines/handbooks/seminars
to instructors and mentors on
effective and efficient ways of
communication, including guide-
lines on etiquette.

* Collect information on the expec-
tations and the requirements of
students.

* Offer a session or set an assign-
ment at the beginning of the
course that teaches students
about the etiquette of communi-
cation.
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* Make use of the full range of rele-
vant communication possibilities
in online courses such as chat
rooms only if these provide
meaningful interaction. Require-
ments for students just to make
postings for the sake of having
them “interact” are not condu-
cive to the learning process and
do not contribute to the students’
satisfaction with the course.

* Do not copy the teaching style
you use in a face-to-face class-
room; use only those elements
that enrich the e-learning envi-
ronment.

* Make sure that communication
serves to create a shared experi-
ence (active) rather than an expe-
rience that is shared (Schrage,
1991).

* Consider language as more than
a tool for communication; use it
as a tool for collaboration

* In the formative feedback of the
course, include concrete ele-
ments that assess the quality/fre-
quency of communication and
students’ perception of these ele-
ments.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Effective communication is results-
based and requires careful and pro-
found reflection on how, when, and
what to communicate. Interactive
technologies can greatly increase
the possibilities for personalized
dialogue and for active participation
in learning processes. E-mail mes-
sages, newsletters, telephone meet-
ings, and computer conferencing
can be very effective to enrich the
learning process and to increase stu-
dents’ (and instructors’) pleasure in
doing a course. A “just in time” per-
sonal note to a student can do won-
ders. The dedicated and caring

instructor should make sure that all
available communication means are
used effectively to increase the qual-
ity of the learning and teaching
environment. Awareness of the
opportunities that adequate com-
munication processes offer to
enhance the e-learning environ-
ment will, in an important way, con-
tribute to bringing about deep and
meaningful learning.
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Quualitative Evaluation of
Facilitators’ Contributions to
Online Professiondl
Development

he Florida Online Reading

Professional Development

program  (FOR-PD) s
funded by the Florida Department
of Education and is housed at the
University of Central Florida (UCEF).
FOR-PD is an online staff develop-
ment project designed to help
teachers improve reading instruc-
tion for learners in grades preK-12.
As indicated in the Request for Pro-

Yuanming Yao, Yedong Tao, Vicky Zygouris-Coe,
Debbie Hahs-Vaughn, and Donna Baumbach

posal (RFP) from the Florida
Department of Education, for exam-

ple, “feedback and leader-peer
response” and “monitoring of
assignments” were considered

essential. In response to the RFE the
UCF proposal for FOR-PD high-
lighted the role of facilitators, assert-
ing in the grant proposal text,
“Feedback by facilitators is critical to
the performance of participants.”

Prior research (Berge, 1996; Davie,
1997; Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff,
1996; Hiltz, 1995; Kimball, 1995;
Lieblein, 2000; Riel, 1996; Spitzer,
Wedding, & DiMauro, 1996) has
emphasized facilitators’ roles in
online education or training
courses, “facilitating online dia-
logue, community, and ultimately,
education”  (Collison,  Elbaum,
Haavind, & Tinker, 2000).
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RECRUITING FACILITATORS

We relied on three core criteria for
selecting facilitators for FOR-PD.
First, the facilitator needed to have
strong content knowledge in read-
ing. Second, we sought online facili-
tators who had experience as
literacy leaders and literacy experts.
Third, we looked for facilitators
who expressed desire to learn along
with us about helping preK-12
teachers develop their reading
knowledge and expertise. Given the
novelty of this large-scale high pro-
file state online project, prior experi-
ence with the Internet was not
mandatory. However, we knew that
some facilitators were reasonably
comfortable with online education
since they had been involved in it
before as students or facilitators.

FOR-PD FACILITATORS

FOR-PD facilitators play a vital role
in developing and maintaining an
online professional development
program that is effective, efficient,
and supports the realization of the
FOR-PD project objectives. The pri-
mary purpose of a FOR-PD facilita-

tor is to interact with FOR-PD
course participants. This translates
to encouraging and replying to e-
mail messages and discussion post-
ings, providing feedback on assign-
ments, and being the “point person”
for answering their questions. They
must also be responsive to individ-
ual district requests and needs.

A facilitator in the online envi-
ronment must possess a unique set
of skills to perform effectively. Some
of the basic criteria for a person to
be successful as an online facilitator
include the following:

* Facilitators must be able to create
a supportive environment in
which all students feel comfort-
able participating and especially
where students know that their
facilitator is accessible.

* Facilitators should give students
timely quality feedback on stu-
dent contributions to discussions,
assignments, and quizzes.

* Facilitators should keep students
advised of their progress respect
to the course evaluation process
on a regular basis

* Facilitators should feel comfort-
able communicating in writing.
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The face-to-face contact tradi-
tionally available in a classroom
setting is not available in the
online learning process. The abil-
ity to verbally communicate is
replaced with a keyboard. Facili-
tators must be comfortable com-
municating in writing because
that is the fundamental process
of online learning. The facilitator
is the primary person partici-
pants interact with who provides
the human factor.

* Facilitators should be experi-
enced and well trained in online
learning. This includes sending
and receiving email, using dis-
cussion boards, using chat tools,
and using a Web browser.

FACILITATOR TRAINING
AND CERTIFICATION

COURSE

To become a certified FOR-PD facili-
tator, interested educators must
complete an online application and
possess the following qualifica-
tions: (1) successful completion
(80% mastery or above) of the FOR-
PD course; (2) a minimum of three
years teaching experience; (3) mas-
ter’'s degree in reading or other
related areas; (4) advanced knowl-
edge of research-based reading
strategies; (5) ability to provide
explicit instruction in the following
elements of reading as they apply to
appropriate  grades:  phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocab-
ulary, and comprehension; (6) abil-
ity to systematically use effective
reading strategies that have been
tested and have a record of success;
and (7) identified by school or dis-
trict as a reading/literacy leader. In
addition to these requirements, suc-
cessful completion of the FOR-PD
Facilitator Training and Certification
Course is also required. The FOR-
PD Facilitator Training and Certifi-
cation Course is a 25-hour online
professional development course
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intended to ensure that our facilita-
tors have the knowledge and skills
they need to become successful
online class facilitators for the Flor-
ida Online Reading Professional
Development Course. The course
consists of the five lessons that
encompass an introduction to FOR-
PD, details about the project and
goals of FOR-PD, information on
online learning, and support
options to facilitators.

Following completion of the
FOR-PD Facilitator Training and
Certification Course, facilitators are
expected to demonstrate mastery of
the following skills: (1) describe the
FOR-PD course and the goals of the
course; (2) identify advantages of
online learning; 3) identify potential
disadvantages of online learning
and describe at least one way each
disadvantage can be addressed; (4)
identify the role of the online class
facilitator; (5) describe techniques
for facilitating an online course; and
(6) identify and use online tools
such as chat, discussion boards, e-
mail, and grade books.

There is no charge to take the
FOR-PD Facilitator Training and
Certification Course. An electronic
certificate (pdf) is emailed to partici-
pants upon successful completion,
their district staff development
office is notified, and they are then
added to the pool of certified FOR-
PD facilitators. Completion of the
FOR-PD Facilitator Training and
Certification course and certification
as a FOR-PD facilitator does not
guarantee employment as a facilita-
tor. For the most part, facilitators are
selected by school districts from the
pool of qualified facilitators. Many
school districts have a “favorite”
facilitator or two who they assign to
facilitate again and again. These are
generally reading specialists, read-
ing coaches, or literacy leaders in
the district with particular knowl-
edge of the unique qualities of the
district, its reading programs, teach-
ers, and student population.

FACILITATOR SUPPORT VIA

FACILITATOR FORUM

Housed on the FOR-PD course
server, the Facilitator Forum is a
series of discussion boards offering
24/7 access for facilitators to interact
with each other to share informa-
tion and ideas about the FOR-PD
course, to ask for help from others,
and to share successes. Specific dis-
cussion areas include a place to
meet fellow facilitators; to ask for
and offer help, hints, and advice; to
make suggestions; and to share suc-
cess stories. The Facilitator Coffee-
house discussion board enables
facilitators to interact with each
other on matters unrelated to the
FOR-PD course, but likely to be of
general interest. Finally, there is a
discussion area specifically for facili-
tators to discuss issues related to
each of the 14 FOR-PD lessons.

QUALITATIVE EVALUATION
ON FACILITATORS’ FORUM

The outside interim report of the
first year of the FOR-PD project and
course, drawn from various sources
including narrative reports from
facilitators, surveys of participants
at the end of the course, and follow-
up telephone interviews with
administrators, reported the follow-
ing:

* Over 87% of FOR-PD partici-
pants indicated they would make
changes and/or additions to
classroom reading instruction as
a result of FOR-PD.

* Over 90% (93%) of participants
indicated that the value of read-
ing strategies introduced in FOR-
PD was excellent or good.

* Approximately 97% of partici-
pants indicated FOR-PD was
excellent or good in covering the
state and national reading initia-
tives, with nearly three-fourths of
participants  (73%) indicating

FOR-PD covered the reading ini-
tiatives to an excellent degree.

* Over 90% of participants indi-
cated that FOR-PD has contrib-
uted to their knowledge of
effective reading theory,
research, and instructional prac-
tice to an excellent or good
extent. The extent FOR-PD con-
tributed to understanding stu-
dent needs and instructional
adaptations for struggling read-
ers to an excellent or good extent
was 89% with over one half indi-
cating excellent (52%).

* Over 90% of participants rated
the support from their facilitator
as excellent (74%) or good (17%).

For the purpose of the qualitative
evaluation of FOR-PD in phase II of
the project, internal and external
documents were reviewed. Hun-
dreds of pages of qualitative data
were collected and analyzed from
the discussion boards of facilitators,
with a focus on what contributions
FOR-PD facilitators have made to
the program, how they have experi-
enced the program and, particu-
larly, how they like the changes and
revision of the FOR-PD course since
summer 2003.

EVALUATION METHODS

The site and major data source for
the current qualitative evaluation
was the facilitators’” discussion
board postings from September
2003. There were 161 postings as of
December 31, 2003, including topics
such as: meeting peer facilitators
and introducing their backgrounds;
making comments; extending greet-
ings to each other for the new (fall)
semester 2003; offering help, hints,
and advice; sharing success stories
of FOR-PD participant learning;
providing suggestions the FOR-PD
facilitators” electronic newsletters;
providing general ideas and sugges-
tions; posting messages related or
unrelated to FOR-PD course; and
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discussing Lesson 1 to Lesson 14.
The data used for the evaluation
consisted of 120 messages posted by
the facilitators out of the total of 161
on the discussion board since the
beginning of phase 2. As the major
source of data for the present evalu-
ation, facilitators” discussion board
met some requirements of the RFP
and a few focuses indicated in the
UCEF proposal for FOR-PD.

Robert Yin's (1994) case study
method was used for the design of
this qualitative evaluation and one
of its dominant modes, the combi-
nation of “pattern-matching” and
“time-series analysis” was applied
to analyze and explain facilitators’
perceptions and experiences of
FOR-PD. Moreover, with the quali-
tative software Nvivo Revision [1.3],
automatic coding of the data was
used in addition to hand coding,
and various codes were developed.

FINDINGS

From the facilitators’ discussion
board postings, two major catego-
ries emerged, messages conveying
facilitators’ comments and messages
conveying facilitators’ activities.
Meanwhile, the frequency of post-
ings on the discussion board varied
largely from month to month at dif-
ferent data points: September, Octo-
ber, November, and December. As
Table 1 shows, of the total 161 posts
including coordinator or instruc-
tor’s messages, there are 95 more in
the first half of the semester (Sep-
tember and October) than the latter
half (November and December).

FACILITATORS” COMMENTS
Operationally, “encouragement”
included expressions like “look for-
ward to new session,” “like the
changes since summer,” “learn a lot”
from FOR-PD, and so on, while
“criticism” connoted “frustrating
about participants who dropped
out,” “unavailable assistance,” and

Table 1
Monthly Posts in Facilitators’ Discussion Board Phase 2

Month Number of Posts
September 89
October 39
November 20
December 13

Table 2
Monthly Posts of Comments in Facilitators’ Discussion Board Phase 2
Comments
Encouragement Criticism
September 50 8
October 7
November 0
December 0

so on. In terms of comments (see
Table 2), the first half of the semester
had a contrastingly larger amount
of “encouragement” from facilita-
tors than the latter half of the
semester, with a ratio of 57 to 3.
Likewise, 15 negative messages
appeared in the first half, while
none in the latter half. In general,
there were many more “encourage-
ment” messages than “criticism”
messages during the whole section.

“Encouragement” messages were
divided into six categories (Table 3).
Specifically, = many  facilitators
expressed cheerfulness, looked for-
ward to new session, and liked the
changes of layout and content since
summer.

Following are quotes identified
and extracted from the discussion
board for “encouragement” mes-
sages from facilitators.

The summer course design was
SO much easier to manage. I just
wish that more teachers would
take advantage of this wonderful
opportunity.

I took the FOR-PD course as a stu-
dent last fall and was impressed
I found that the FOR-PD
course offered that and a window
to the ever-changing legislative
directives. The more I learn the
more I can share with my stu-
dents, teachers and parents.

I truly enjoy the notes I've
received from course participants
sharing how they've used strate-
gies from the FOR-PD course in
their classrooms. It’s exciting to be
a part of the process of having
EVERY teacher become a reading
teacher!”

Table 3 also shows that, through
the whole course, there were 15
messages in which facilitators pro-
vided “criticism,” all of which
appeared in the first half of semes-
ter. Some conveyed facilitators’ con-
fusion and frustration over
technical problems, including those
that might be caused by the change
since summer, or facilitators” uneasi-
ness about participants’ low com-
pletion rate. As one facilitator noted,
“It's been frustrating because of par-
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Table 3

Facilitators’ Comments in the Discussion Board in Phase II

Facilitators” Comments Sept. Oct. Now. Dec.

Encouragement

look forward to new session and like the changes, including the scor- X X X

ing rubric

enjoy being a facilitator, and show pride in completion rate X X

like FOR-PD course X

appreciate facilitator discussion boards X X

Identify with participants' encouragement X

share influence of for-pd course in both schools and families, some- X X X

thing beyond participants’ learning

Total monthly number 50 7 2 1
Criticism

frustration over participants’ low completion rate X

complaints/confusion about technical problems, some caused by the X X

changes in the new session

empathy with participants’ frustration over assistance from FOR-PD X X

project staff, such as help desk

Total monthly number 8 7 0 0

Table 4
Facilitators’ Activities in the Discussion Board in Phase 2
Facilitator’s Activities Sept. Oct. Now. Dec.

ask for information; seeking help including how they could solve prob- X X X X
lems for participants’
report to FOR-PD UCF program coordinator and discuss with peer facili- X X X X
tators about technical, administrative and content problems and errors in
different aspects, including access to quizzes and participants’ course
pacing.
respond/give suggestions to questions from peer facilitators X X X X
Total monthly number 27 16 11 7

ticipants who didn't complete.”
Moreover, a few facilitators
expressed they could not reach
administrative and technical sup-
port, such as the help desk.

FACILITATORS’ ACTIVITIES AND
CONTRIBUTIONS
One great use of the discussion

forum was to ask for help, report to
the FOR-PD program coordinator

about problems and errors, and
respond to or give suggestions to
questions raised by other peer facili-
tators (see Table 4). Facilitators’
posts of activities, similar to their
comments, were posted more fre-
quently in the first half of the
semester than in the latter half, with
a ratio of 43 to 18.

An example of a comment from a
facilitator asking for information or
seeking help, including how they

could solve problems for partici-
pants, follows:

Could you please send me more
brochures? I want to share them
with the faculty again. Some peo-
ple have shown an interest in tak-
ing the course. Is it possible for
someone to sign up now for the
fall course?

Following is a series of posts con-
cerning accessing quizzes which
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provides an example of reporting
correspondence with FOR-PD UCF
program coordinator and discus-
sion with peer facilitators about
problems and errors:

I have a participant that can not
access quiz 3. I have called the
help desk, she has called the help
desk, I have tried her in every
way that I can. She has submitted
lesson 2's quizzes and they have
been graded. She still cannot
access the quizzes. Now she is
considering dropping from FOR-
PD. What can I do? We can't fig-
ure out why she can't access the
quizzes. The Help Desk sees no
reason why she couldn't access
the quizzes. I am at a loss!!!!

Has she done all the quizzes prior
to Lesson 3 and the pre-course
survey and have grades been
posted for all? I do know that it
will not let you skip a quiz. Has
she tried to use another computer,
some of my participants are hav-
ing difficulties with their school
computers.

I had a participant who couldn't
do the quizzes because the pop-
ups were turned off on her com-
puter. That's yet another thing to
check.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings from the facilitators’
discussion board showed several
ongoing problems in the FOR-PD
program. Following are a few rec-
ommendations to address them and
a couple of suggestions for the final
qualitative evaluation of FOR-PD
program.

The help desk currently has a
goal of addressing and resolving
technical problems within a 24-hour
period. Careful attention to continu-
ing quick response should be moni-
tored to ensure efficient and
effective support in response to
problems encountered by FOR-PD
facilitators and participants.

Facilitators should not only be
updated and familiarized before
changes are made in the FOR-PD
system to ensure they are comfort-
able with and understand how the
changes will impact the course and
can thereby be more effective in
assisting participants, but they
should also be reminded about the
changes—for example, the changes
of access to quizzes caused some
confusion with facilitators.

While FOR-PD has been overall
effective in using the online system,
various technical problems have
been frustrating to some partici-
pants and facilitators, which may or
may not have been problems within
FOR-PD itself. It is suggested that
attention to improving the technical
aspects of FOR-PD and researching
and implementing ways to make
the technology more user-friendly
should be continued.

To understand the factors that
have an impact on FOR-PD better,
additional = qualitative  analyses
should be conducted including tele-
phone/online interviews and/or
focus groups with five key audi-
ences: school districts, participants,
facilitators, Florida Department of
Education staff, and FOR-PD con-
tent contributors or course design-
ers/instructors.
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Book Review

Don Olcott, Jr.

Reflections on Research, Faculty and Leadership in Distance Education, by Michael E Beaudoin (Ed.).
(Oldenburg, Germany: Bibliotheks- und Informationssystem der Carl von Ossietzky University,
2004, 141 pages, ISBN: 3-8142-0905-2, softcover)

eflections on Research, Faculty

and Leadership in Distance

Education, by Michael Beau-
doin, is a mandatory, prerequisite
resource for any practitioner,
researcher, faculty member, and
technology manager who is reflect-
ing on his or her role in distance
education theory and practice.
Whether you are new to the field or
are an experienced distance educa-
tion practitioner, this book is a five-
star read that will provide you with
the philosophical and practical base
to reflect on your own view of the

Don Olcott, Jr., Executive Director,

Division of Extended Programs and
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University, 345 N. Monmouth Ave.,
Monmouth, OR 97361. Telephone:
(503) 838-8483.
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field, your work, and the future of
distance education in higher educa-
tion.

Beaudoin draws on his distin-
guished career of over 2 decades in
serving as a distance education
leader, program manager, writer,
presenter, faculty member,
researcher, and theorist in the field.
Moreover, he has adapted a unique
and innovative approach to examin-
ing a range of critical issues facing
the field by reviewing various arti-
cles on distance education practice,
theory, and research that were pub-
lished since 1991 to determine if this
literature is still relevant today and
how (or if) it provides direction and
vision to the next evolution of the
field. Beaudoin draws on literature
that focused on the state of research
practice, the changing roles of fac-
ulty, and the status of leadership in
the field.

At a time when the “mainstream-
ing” of distance education with
campus instruction is pervasive
across higher education, Beaudoin
takes a calculated risk in today’s
ubiquitous information and tech-
nology age to suggest that distance
education researchers, practitioners,
and leaders must pause and reflect
on the field, where it's been, where
it'’s going and how we are going to
get there. He asks some very candid
questions:

Where is the literature on “lead-
ership” in distance education?
Do we, in fact, know very much
about effective leadership in dis-
tance education and the skills
and attributes that the next gen-
eration of leaders will need to
move the field forward?

In an era of unprecedented infor-
mation and research via the Web,
is research that was conducted 5
years ago obsolete and irrelevant
to today’s distance education
environment?

Have faculty roles changed due
to technology adoption and/or
have faculty roles changed
because our views and philo-
sophical basis for what consti-
tutes effective teaching and
learning changed? Or both?
Given the accelerated access to
information, research, and other
resources, is the quality and pre-
cision of today’s distance educa-
tion research lacking in terms of
methodological and assessment
approaches?

Has the distance education field
made a critical error in viewing
distance learning as synonymous
with “online teaching and learn-
ing” only? We have been combin-
ing technologies in course
delivery for decades, yet today
we throw around words like
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“blended learning” as if we have
created this in the past 5 years.

Distance education is at a cross-
roads. Beaudoin has insightfully
accentuated this point in his book.
In many ways he points out what
Yogi Berra told us about leadership
and change ... if you don’t know
where you're going, you're going to
end up somewhere else. As the
reviewer of this book, I can dispense
with “politically correct” jargon and
summarize Beaudoin’s major points
below.

First, the field of distance educa-
tion does not know where it’s
going. Perhaps more disconcerting
is that the current generation of
practitioners and researchers has a
simplistic and irreverent view of
previous work and research con-
ducted in the field.

Second, visionary leadership is
absent from the field. There’s not
just a void in the leadership contin-
uum, but the field has failed to draw
on the exponential research and
practice on leadership in general to
formulate guiding assumptions for
leadership in distance education.
Today, everyone and no one is a
leader in distance education. In the
absence of genuine leadership, peo-
ple will listen to whoever will step
up to the microphone or, in our
case, the research journal, the next
keynoter, or the next wordsmith
who has a new version of an old
concept such as “blended learn-

ing.” Distance learning, distance
education, distributed learning,
online learning, and the hits just
keep on coming. We can’t even
make up our minds as to what to
call our field.

Third, today’s researchers in the
field need to seriously get back to
basics. Perhaps most fundamentally,
they need to review their literature.
I serve on a number of prestigious
editorial boards and am mystified to
read manuscripts that do not even
mention critical research on their
particular topic that was done in the
past decade by prominent research-
ers across the globe. This predispo-
sition with “we get to redefine and
start all over” because we are the
Web generation is doing a disservice
to the field and to our colleagues
who have contributed to the theory,
practice, research, and assessment
of distance education.

At a recent conference, a very dis-
tinguished faculty member told me
that the roles of our best teachers
are constantly changing and this
was true long before the advent of
technology. The best teachers, by
nature, are innovative and creative
and always searching for better
ways to teach, better ways for stu-
dents to learn, and better ways to
measure and assess the degree to
which the teaching has produced
the learning. Perhaps viewed from
another perspective, technology
does not make average teachers
good teachers ... it makes good

teachers great teachers and facilita-
tors.

In summary, I applaud Beaudoin
for this exemplary piece of work
that should be read by every profes-
sional in the field. And, this is not
because he has all the answers or
solutions or because the book is
receiving numerous awards for
scholarship. In fact, this book’s very
admission that the field is not
addressing these critical issues and
is not formulating new leaders and
visions, is not creating new transi-
tion models for faculty roles, and
has not established new standards
for research is the book’s inherent
value. More important, this book
does not underscore the important
contributions and successes of the
field. Beaudoin has provided a
thoughtful and illuminating expose
of the field in 2004. He, like most us,
would like to ensure that the future
leaders of distance education are
still writing about the contributions
of distance education to higher edu-
cation in 2024. The choice is ours.

Editor’s Note: This review was
originally published in the Interna-
tional Review on Research in Open and
Distance Learning (IRRODL), 6(2),
July 2005. Online at: http:/www.
irrodl.org/content/v6.2/olcott.html
Copyright © 2005. Reproduced
with permission of Athabasca Uni-
versity—Canada’s Open Univer-
sity.
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Ends and Means

Dimensions of a
Comprehensive Needs
Assessment

ithin most traditional

problem-solving frame-

works, practical deci-
sion making starts with either a
formal or informal assessment of
“needs.” These initial assessment
processes are the preliminary steps
in determining the performance
criteria by which alternative solu-
tions can later be evaluated and
selected. To facilitate this critical

Ryan Watkins, Associate Professor,
George Washington University, and
Visiting Scholar (IPA) with the National
Science Foundation.

Web: www.ryanrwatkins.com

step in problem solving, needs
assessments typically identify and
prioritize discrepancies between
the current and desired accom-
plishments. And these assess-
ments are most valuable when you
define “needs” solely as the gap
between what results should be
accomplished and what results are
currently being accomplished
without discussion of disparities in
resources, inputs, processes, or
other means.

In organizational practice, how-
ever, needs assessments are often
informally skirted when organiza-
tions immediately respond to a
request (for example, “we need xyz
training program,” “I need a new
computer,” or “we need more dis-
tance education courses”) with
either a causal analysis or a course
development process while the
yet-unverified need continues to
be assumed as a performance
problem.

By assuming, and neither mea-
suring or validating that the “need”
identified in the request is actually
a reflection of a discrepancy
between the results that are
expected to be achieved and those
currently being achieved, the prob-

Ryan Watkins

lem-solving and decision-making
processes begin without adequate
justification. Not only may the
“need” be exaggerated, misunder-
stood, or miscommunicated, the
“need” may actually be a strength
or asset when measured. But with-
out a systematic assessment pro-
cess, the assumed “need” drives
decision-making rather than allow-
ing for measurable evidence and
clear criteria to be the drivers for a
successful intervention.

As a result, a comprehensive
and systematic needs assessment
process is necessary for practical
decision making. Comprehensive
assessments are defined on multi-
ple dimensions, including a first
dimension that requires that the
assessment collect evidence that
includes both hard and soft data;
hard data being those that are
independently verifiable and soft
data being those that are not inde-
pendently verifiable. For the
assessment process, this distinction
of data (rather than the traditional
qualitative and quantitative differ-
entiation) is of greater value, since
it is the ability to validate the data
that is essential to making good
decisions (more so than the tools
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and techniques used to classify the
data).

A second dimension for a com-
prehensive assessment is that it
must address results at three levels
of focus: societal, organizational,
and individual/small group. At the
societal level the assessment focuses
on the outcomes and contributions of
the organization to the community
at large (i.e., clients, clients” clients,
and others). The organizational
level of a comprehensive assess-
ment examines the outputs of the
organization, and at the individual/
small group level the assessment
observes the distinct products of
individuals or teams (Kaufman,
Oakley-Brown, Watkins, & Leigh,
2003). Only when all three levels of
results have been included in the
assessment can problem-solving
processes adequately align the
types of results to be accomplished
with the distinct beneficiaries of
those results.

A third dimension is the compar-
ative relationship of the current
results being accomplished (i.e.,
What Is) with those that desired or
required (i.e., What Should Be). This
relationship of results is essential for
identifying discrepancies and ties
the assessment process to the long-

term strategic directions of the orga-
nization. By collecting data during
the assessment that addresses both
the current achievements and the
necessary achievements for long-
term success, the assessment’s data
can be most valuable during deci-
sion-making (specifically, providing
the required data for the next three
dimensions of comprehensive
assessment).

A fourth dimension of compre-
hensive assessments is the inclusion
of both needs and strengths in the
analysis of data. By comparing data
collected with regards to the results
that should be accomplished with
the data concerning what results
are be achieved, the assessment can
define both the strengths and the
needs of the organization. When
the desired or required results are
greater than those currently being
achieved, then a “need” exists. Like-
wise, when the desired or required
results are being achieved (i.e., the
data regarding “What Is” are equal
to greater than the data regarding
“What Should Be”), then a
“strength” has been identified.

By identifying both needs and
strengths in the single assessment,
decision-makers can better deter-
mine how to prioritize resources.

Table 1
Six Dimensions of a Comprehensive Assessment

Dimension

Characteristics

Data verification

Hard and Soft (i.e., externally verifiable and not

externally verifiable)

Results focus

Outcomes/Societal, Outputs/Organizational, and

What Should Be (i.e., desired or required) and

What Is (i.e., current)

Relationship of data regarding What Should Be

Products/Individual
Comparative
Needs and strengths

and WhatIs
Spread

and What Is

Perceived priorities

Size of the discrepancy between What Should Be

Relative relationship of strength or need to others

identified during data analysis

Many strengths can be leveraged to
help close needs. Some strengths
may be maintained and monitored,
just as some needs will be moni-
tored and closed at a later time. In
any case, having the availability of
data for comparing data regarding
the current accomplishments and
future requirements is valuable to
most any problem solving process.

A fifth dimension of a compre-
hensive assessment that supports
useful decision-making is identify-
ing the spread of data between
What Should Be and What Is. The
greater the differential between
data supporting these two states
(i.e., future requirements and cur-
rent accomplishments) then the
more attention decision makers
should likely pay to the associated
strength or need. This isn't to say
that strengths or needs defined by
small discrepancies are any less
important the those defined by
larger differences, but the size of the
strength or need as defined by the
data from the assessment should be
included in the analysis of the data
as a key variable in a problem-solv-
ing process.

The final dimension of a compre-
hensive needs assessment is the pri-
oritization of a strength or need as
defined by its relative position to
other strengths or needs. For exam-
ple, if an assessment included sur-
vey data from  employees
(identifying perceived discrepancies
in results) on a Likert-type scale,
and responses indicated that there
was a need with regards to cus-
tomer service support with an aver-
age What Is score of 1 and a What
Should Be score of 3; And the sur-
vey indicated that employees per-
ceived another need with technical
support, scoring What Is at 3 on
average and What Should Be at 5.
Then, in problem solving, decision-
makers may want to consider that
employees view the size (or spread)
of the needs as roughly equal (2
points on a Likert-type scale),
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although they perceive that the
need related to technical support is
more critical given its higher posi-
tion on the scale relative to the cus-
tomer service support need.

By collecting and analyzing data
along all six dimensions of compre-
hensive needs assessment, the
assessment process can better sup-
port valid and useful decision-mak-
ing. A dual-matrix assessment
design (with data being collected
for both What Should Be and What

Is) is one way to develop assess-
ments that are capable of support-
ing these six dimensions (see
Kaufman, Watkins, & Leigh, 2001).

Acknowledgment: Thanks to Doug
Leigh from Pepperdine University
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ing this article.

Note: Any opinion, findings, and
conclusion or recommendations
expressed in this material are those
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Higher Education Viewpoint

A Funny Thing Happened on
the Way to the Distance
Learning Research Forum

he Canadian Association

for Distance Education

(CADE) held its annual
conference this year in Vancouver,
British Columbia, in early May. I
was invited to serve on a panel for
the Canadian Institute for Distance
Education Research preconference
seminar on research in distance
education as part of the CADE
meeting.

Don Olcott, Jr., Executive Director,

Division of Extended Programs and
Summer Session, Western Oregon

University, 345 N. Monmouth Ave.,
Monmouth, OR 97361. Telephone:
(503) 838-8483.

E-mail: olcottd@wou.edu

The panel topic was titled
“Research Views from Over There”
and was designed to provide par-
ticipants with an international fla-
vor of the challenges facing
distance learning researchers and
practitioners. The other invited
panelists were internationally
known in the field and included
Christine von Prummer, Fernuni-
versitat, Germany; Morten
Paulsen, NKI, Norway; and Asha
Kanwar, Commonwealth of Learn-
ing (COL), Vancouver (Canada).

The general charge to the panel
was to provide a status report on
distance learning research in our
respective countries and to discuss
challenges for future research. I
was not sure how to approach the
topic and presumed (incorrectly)
that the diversity of the panel
members from their respective
countries would result in a panel
discussion that accentuated the dif-
ferences more than the similarities
for distance learning researchers.
So my first task was readily appar-
ent ... I needed to talk to some U.S.
researchers and experts and find
out just what challenges were fac-
ing researchers.

Don Olcott, Jr.

I called a number of my col-
leagues from across the United
States and just took notes on their
insights about research in the field.
I next talked extensively with Dr.
Michael Moore, director of The
American Center for the Study of Dis-
tance Education and editor of The
American Journal of Distance Educa-
tion. The center and AJDE are
housed at Penn State University, a
leader in distance education
nationally and internationally.
There were many similarities
among this group and the issues
they identified around research in
distance education. Finally, in my
preparation, I had just finishing
reviewing Reflections on Research,
Faculty and Leadership in Distance
Education by Dr. Michael E Beau-
doin for the International Review of
Research in Open and Distance Learn-
ing IRRODL).

I had done my homework,
infused my own observations,
gathered up my resources and
headed for Vancouver to engage in
this unique discussion of distance
learning research with my interna-
tional colleagues fully expecting
that the similarities that emerged
from my U.S. colleagues would
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give way to diverse and varied dif-
ferences the day of the panel. The
only thing I forgot was to heed my
own advice, expect the unexpected.

The following is an annotated
summary of the keys issues that I
discussed in my presentation.
Moreover, although there was some
variance among panelists, the data I
had gathered from my U.S. col-
leagues, and from Michael Beau-
doin’s book, the common
similarities from all three sources
was illuminating.

WHERE HAVE ALL THE
LITERATURE REVIEWS
GONE?

Today’s researchers in the field
need to seriously get back to basics.
More fundamentally, they need to
review the literature. There appears
to be a growing indifference to con-
necting research with previous
knowledge in the field derived from
empirical inquiry. Beaudoin sug-
gests in his book that today’s
researchers view any research over
five years old as obsolete. Paradoxi-
cally, the online revolution has also
created a void in this process. There
seems to be a predisposition by
today’s researchers with “we get to
redefine and start all over” because
we are the Web generation which,
in effect, is doing a disservice to our
colleagues across the globe who
have contributed to the theory,
practice, research, and assessment
of distance education. The current
generation of researchers has a sim-
plistic and irreverent view of previ-
ous work and research conducted in
the field.

THE LEADERSHIP ENIGMA

Visionary leadership is absent from
the field. And, there is minimal
research on leadership in the litera-
ture. There’s not just a void in the

leadership continuum, but the field
has failed to draw on the exponen-
tial research and practice on leader-
ship in general to formulate guiding
assumptions for leadership in dis-
tance education. Today, everyone
and no one is a leader in distance
education. In the absence of genu-
ine leadership, people will listen to
whoever will step up to the micro-
phone, or in our case, the research
journal, the next keynoter, or the
next wordsmith who has a new ver-
sion of an old concept such as
“blended learning.” Distance learn-
ing, distance education, distributed
learning, online learning, and the
hits just keep on coming. We can't
even make up our minds what to
call our field.

A KOoDAK MOMENT

The majority of distance learning
research still focuses on “snapshot”
approaches that study distance
learning for a short period of time
(e.g., academic quarter, 3-day train-
ing seminar, etc.). This, in and of
itself, is not necessarily a limitation.
The problem lies in overgeneraliz-
ing the generalization of results. In
other words, researchers are extrap-
olating their results from a mini-
study and inferring these results to
a broader macro view of distance
education. This is perplexing given
the inherent challenge of control-
ling all extraneous variables in a
research design. Differences in
delivery environments, attributes of
faculty, different uses of technolo-
gies, and others make inferences
from a short-term study limited at
best.

This raises one more method-
ological issue. Given the preponder-
ance of short-term, snapshot
research, the field seems to have
marginalized the importance of rep-
lication studies of previous research.
These are powerful affirmations of
our field and coupled with more
longitudinal = research  designs

would enhance the quality, preci-
sion, and generation of results of
distance education research.

DISTANCE LEARNING AND

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The global marketplace is changing
from a supply-driven to a demand-
driven economy. For many devel-
oped and developing countries, dis-
tance education is becoming a
global economic and political strat-
egy. The exponential increase in the
use of distance education to provide
workforce training, deliver profes-
sional development, and educate
and inform the masses accentuates
this pivotal role for distance educa-
tion. As this trend increases, the
field will need more “models” for
using distance learning as an eco-
nomic development strategy that
can be shared with nations develop-
ing their human and workforce
potential.

DEMYSTIFYING FACE-TO-
FACE VERSUS DISTANCE
EDUCATION

This somewhat adversarial, mis-
guided approach to assure quality
in distance education has run its
course. We need to replace this
obsolete message with a new mes-
sage: face-to-face and distance
learning are mutually reinforcing
learning interventions. When mis-
informed politicians, resistant fac-
ulty, and institutional administra-
tors who have not had a creative
leadership idea of late approach dis-
tance learning, they simply fall back
on the adage that distance learning
is inferior teaching and learning
compared to traditional, face-to-face
instruction. Did they ever think that
the quality and pedagogical effec-
tiveness of what goes on in tradi-
tional classrooms might be pretty
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poor examples/models for aspiring
teachers and trainers?

As the mainstreaming of campus
and distance education continues
across education globally, the gap
between face-to-face and distance
will disappear. As it does, it will be
replaced with a simple message that
we should have been focusing on 20
years ago: what constitutes effective
teaching and learning regardless of
where, how, through what technol-
ogies and at what pace it is deliv-
ered.

THE MILLENNIALS AND

MULTITASKING

Today’s K-16 youth generation is
technologically literate and techno-
logically cultured. They view tech-
nology as common and natural as
my generation viewed the type-
writer and pencil. Moreover, they
engage in multitasking (working on
the computer, listening to music,
talking on their mobile phones
simultaneously) much more com-
fortably than do members of the
baby-boomer generation.

We have very little research on
the implications for effective learn-
ing influenced by multi-tasking. We
know virtually nothing about the
multi-tasking characteristics of dis-
tance learners or traditional face-to-
face learners and, in fact, we know

very little about the effects of multi-
tasking on learning in general. This
will be a growing area for future
research and will have significant
implications for how we organize,
structure, communicate, and share
information with the millennial
generation.

In summary, here are some of the
key issues for distance learning
researchers and the field that were
discussed in this panel, identified by
my U.S. colleagues, and written
about in Michael Beaudoin's book.

* Distance learning research needs

to get back to basics. This
includes more thorough and
comprehensive literature

reviews, more objective infer-
ences about the generalization of
results, and advocating the
importance and credibility of
replications studies.

* Distance learning research needs
to focus on leadership in all its
enigmatic and varied forms. We
need to develop and articulate
visions for the field that cross
boundaries and are not just the
latest hot topic keynote. More-
over, we need more research on
the attributes of effective dis-
tance education leaders includ-
ing a serious look at leadership
differences among women and
men. Women have generally
been very successful in the tech-

nology-related professions and
we need further empirical stud-
ies on this phenomenon.

* The field needs to dispense with
the face-to-face versus distance
education dichotomy, period. We
must focus on what constitutes
effective teaching and learning
and focus less on technology.

* The field needs practical models
of how distance education is
increasingly becoming a strategy
and tool for economic develop-
ment. This body of knowledge
will provide developing nations
with “alternatives” to consider
for education and workforce ini-
tiatives.

* What can the millennial genera-
tion teach us about teaching?
What can they teach us about
learning? What can they teach us
about  multi-tasking?  More
research, more research, and sim-
ply more research.

As this experience taught me, dis-
tance learning researchers and prac-
titioners have a lot more in common
and are facing many of the same
challenges across the globe. Perhaps
my own misperceptions contrib-
uted to my surprise at the similari-
ties. Indeed, a funny thing did
happen on the way to the research
forum.
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And Finally . . .

Technology Plans and

Distance Education

ost have heard about,

and some have read,

the U.S. Department of
Education’s National Educational
Technology Plan, titled “Toward a
New Golden Age In America Edu-
cation” (http://www.ed.gov/about/
offices/list/os/technology/plan/
2004/plan.pdf). If you have not
obtained a copy, you should. Actu-
ally, it is not bad reading.

One recurring theme of this
plan is the importance today and
in the future of distance education/
e-learning/virtual schools. Accord-
ing to the report,

Michael Simonson, Editor, Distance
Learning, and Program Professor,
Programs in Instructional Technology
and Distance Education, Fischler
School of Education, Nova Southeast-
ern University, 1750 NE 167 St., North
Miami Beach, FL 33162.

Telephone: (954) 262-8563.

E-mail: simsmich@nsu.nova.edu

About 25% of all K-12 public
schools now offer some form of
e-learning or virtual school
instruction. Within the next
decade every state and most
schools will be doing so ... tradi-
tional schools are turning to dis-
tance education to expand
offerings for students and
increase professional develop-
ment opportunities for teachers.

(p-34)

The report goes on to list and
explain seven major recommenda-
tions. These seven are:

1. Strengthen Leadership
2. Consider Innovative Bud-
geting

3. Improve Teacher Training

4. Support E-Learning and
Virtual Schools

5. Encourage Broadband
Access

6. Move Toward Digital Con-
tent

7. Integrate Data Systems

The plan’s 46 pages are supple-
mented by lists of federal activities
that support the use of technology
in education.

It is interesting that this plan
often identifies some aspect of dis-
tance education as critical to the
future of education. Virtual schools
are given special attention as
important to the future of Ameri-
can education. It is also significant

Michael Simonson

that the importance of leadership is
stressed in the Plan and is the first
of the seven recommendations. It is
implied that, without enlightened
leaders, effective  technology
implementation will not occur, and
without technology schools will
continue to fail.

The Plan is a starting point.
Schools and organizations might
use the Plan as they develop their
own strategy for encouraging e-
learning and distance education.
Certainly, more specifics and clear
direction for implementation than
found in the USDE Plan would be
needed.

Distance education has become
mainstream—widely ~ practiced,
generally understood, and criti-
cally important. Distance teaching
and learning are innovations, even
today, although these two compo-
nents of distance education are
soon to become regular and
expected aspects of education. Our
field must now live up to this long
sought after importance.

And finally, in this era of grad-
ing and rating schools, it is obvious
that the school that does not
include instructional technology
and distance education in its vision
for the future and its planning for
today is a school that is outdated
and out of touch—a school that is
failing.
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