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Selected Strategies for 

Interaction in Web-based 

Courses

Annette C. Sherry and Shirley F. Yamashita

n the ideal college classroom,

students would seek multiple

ways to become engaged with

ideas and processes. They would

constantly read, question, reflect,

postulate, experiment, write, and

discuss. Collaboration with class-

mates, independent study, and

interaction with the instructor

would be seamless and, of course,

all would have beatific smiles.

It is the rare institution of higher

learning that does not assert that

excellent teaching is a high priority

(Lazerson, Wagener, & Shumanis,

1999). Researchers, who focus on

quality in teaching at this level, pro-

vide ample guidance (McKeachie,

2003). Accrediting bodies set forth

benchmarks that may or may not

include suggestions about ways to

meet these standards (Institute for

Higher Education Policy, 2000;

Western Association of Schools and

Colleges, 1997). Instructional

designers (Smith & Ragan, 1999)

provide systematic methods for

matching identified learning out-

comes with specific instructional

strategies.

Realistically, though, within

higher education in both traditional

courses and “Web-HiEd” ones

(Web-based college courses), faculty

members know how challenging it

is to achieve the idealized scenario.

With the multiple demands on their

time to balance teaching and

research—and incorporating ser-

vice activities in a meaningful man-

ner—committed faculty members

have little time, and frequently, too

little reward, for designing or rede-

signing courses. Reading and

applying suggested strategies from

theoretical texts, interpreting stan-

dards for specific classes, and deter-

mining which strategies are

potentially relevant for identified

students take a good deal of time

and effort.

When the course under consid-

eration is a Web-based one, espe-

cially if it is an entirely new

offering, the task can seem insur-

mountable. Where then can experi-

enced and fledgling distance

educators begin?

FRAMEWORK FOR 

INTERACTION

Despite questions raised by some

researchers (Lowell & Persichitte,

2003), Moore’s framework for inter-

action in distance learning (Moore,

I
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1989) and Wagner’s for interaction

with technology itself (Wagner,

1994) can provide a way to concep-

tualize and strategize instructional

events for online learners. A grow-

ing emphasis on effective pedagogy

in online courses encourages dis-

semination of proven instructional

strategies (Collis & Strijker, 2003;

McDonald, 2002; Sherry, 2003;

Yamashita, 2003).

Two college faculty members in a

College of Education at a Research I

university located in the western

part of the United States offer a

view of selected strategies they

developed, guided by a four-part

framework for interaction (Moore,

1989; Wagner, 1994). The two

authors design, develop, deliver,

and manage Web-based courses for

their students in the undergradu-

ate-level course taught by one and

in the graduate-level course taught

by the other. Both of these educa-

tors have extensive experience

teaching at the K-university levels,

have received the teaching excel-

lence award from their university,

and have more than 5 years of expe-

rience teaching online courses.

As both are committed to active

learning, they begin the process of

preparing their courses for online

learners by considering how their

students can be guided to success-

fully interact in regard to: learner to

instructor (and, concomitantly,

instructor to learner), learner to

learner, learner to content, and

learner to technology.

Although Moore (1989) suggests

the back-and-forth nature between

the learner and the instructor in the

second interaction, “learner to

instructor,” as well as from the

instructor to learner, one of the

authors noted the importance of

explicitly conceptualizing this con-

struct as two distinct parts to ensure

that both receive equal emphasis as

a Web-based course is developed.

With this framework for interac-

tion, “Web-HiEd” instructors can

begin by asking themselves, “How

can I involve my students with con-

tent; with me and me with them;

with each other; and with the tech-

nology?”

APPLICATION OF 

FRAMEWORK

Ten examples of responses to such

questions are provided in the fol-

lowing strategies the authors devel-

oped for their online courses. These

examples are in no way a compre-

hensive view of the course designs,

but serve to exemplify how each

type of interaction is explicitly

addressed in Web-based distance

learning.

Both courses are taught within

the Department of Educational

Technology in the College of Educa-

tion at their university. The under-

graduate course, Links to Lifelong

Learning, is a 3-credit course in a

cluster of three 3-credit introduc-

tory educational technology

courses. All undergraduate educa-

tion majors are required to choose

one course from this cluster. The

graduate course, Teaching/Training

Technologies, is also a 3-credit

course. It is required for all entering

master’s degree students in the

department and is frequently

elected by other graduate-level stu-

dents in the College. In both

courses, the typical student will

generally report having little to no

experience as an online learner. In

the undergraduate course, little to

some expertise in using technology

is the norm. Reports of some exper-

tise with technology tend to be

somewhat more frequent in the

graduate level course.

STRATEGIES FOR INTERACTION

Two examples of similar strate-

gies that both instructors employ

for each of the four main interac-

tions are described. These 10 exam-

ples depict the relationship

between the strategies and involve-

ment by the learner.

LEARNER-TO-INSTRUCTOR 

INTERACTION

In an online environment, stu-

dents need to have no hesitation in

initiating communication with their

instructors.

Strategy 1. To convey the impor-

tance of active learning from the

start, students are asked to reflect

on their expectations as online

learners.

As they enroll in the graduate

course, students receive a 16-item

self-inventory about their willing-

ness to interact fully as online learn-

ers. If only 12-15 items are

answered positively, a warning

message alerts them to the fact that

they may need to exert extra effort

to be successful. Less than that, the

message turns into an alarm that

suggests they acquire some specific

knowledge and skills prior to

enrolling. Undergraduates also take

a 21-item self-inventory that con-

tains selected questions that also

address their motivation to be

active online learners. Depending

on the total score, different com-

ments and recommendations

appear.

Strategy 2. As each course

progresses, planned outreach is

continued. Engagement with the

instructors is required throughout

both courses.

Graduate level students provide

written reflections about their abil-

ity to address criteria in their culmi-

nating work on electronic

portfolios. Students in the under-

graduate course are asked to write

two reflective papers that answer

key questions about their online

learning experience, detailing areas

of strength and areas for further

development; one paper is submit-

ted early in the course and the sec-
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ond paper is submitted toward the

end of the course.

INSTRUCTOR-TO-LEARNER 

INTERACTION

In regard to the obverse interac-

tion, instructor-to-learner interac-

tion, responses are required from

the students about their involve-

ment. Both instructors overtly

address the hesitancy online learn-

ers frequently experience when

beginning an online course.

Strategy 3. The instructors dis-

play and send warm, welcoming

messages.

The graduates are welcomed

with a letter sent by surface mail

that contains detailed information

about the course. Surface mail is

used before the start of the course

because, regardless of the students’

ability to meet for a face-to-face ori-

entation, one objective is for these

students to function wholly as

online learners so they might

develop their own beliefs about this

type of learning environment. The

undergraduates, on the other hand,

do have an option for attending a

face-to-face orientation. If they are

unable to attend the face-to-face

orientation, a Web-based orienta-

tion is provided. The undergradu-

ates also see an online greeting

designed visually and verbally to be

inviting, as well as filled with practi-

cal information about the course

and the Web site. A relevant and

appealing high-quality animated gif

is included, adding to the friendly

atmosphere.

Strategy 4. Learners soon real-

ize, too, that their instructors are

ready to provide quick responses

for help and feedback about

progress. This information is given

by e-mail messages and in online

discussion forums. When there is

an unavoidable delay, a reason is

provided and options suggested.

Students begin to see that if a prob-

lem occurs in the course, then there

are ways that the instructor will

provide support.

The graduate level faculty mem-

ber uses the student-tracking fea-

ture to identify students who are

not accessing the site frequently.

She follows up with informal e-

mail messages to ensure there are

no major problems in terms of

access. The undergraduate level

faculty member encourages stu-

dents to use the student-tracking

feature to self-evaluate their

engagement with the course. The

undergraduate level faculty mem-

ber also sends encouraging, sup-

portive e-mail to individual

students on an ongoing basis. Both

instructors include questions for

their students, which require

responses to draw their students

into active participation. Interac-

tions between instructors and

learners focus on attitudes, knowl-

edge and skills. Because students

tend to hold more positive views of

their distance learning experiences

when they believe that they can

interact—regardless of whether or

not they actually do so (Fulford &

Zhang, 1993)—support for interac-

tion is embedded throughout both

courses to minimize the psycholog-

ical distance learners can feel in

cyberspace.

LEARNER-TO-LEARNER 

INTERACTION

Students in brick and mortar

classrooms need few reminders that

they are part of a learning commu-

nity. On the Web, this connection is

more tenuous.

Strategy 5. Early in the course,

undergraduates and graduate-level

Figure 1. Portion of the illustrated welcoming letter sent to entering graduate-level 

online students.
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students are asked to contact other

members of the class and get to

know each other.

The graduate-level students par-

ticipate in required synchronous

chats with each other and work in

virtual teams to produce a visual

presentation about the team. In a

similar manner, undergraduates

provide their digitized images,

which are displayed (with their per-

mission) on the password-protected

class Web site and are encouraged

to get acquainted with each other

by e-mail and chat.

Strategy 6. The discussion forum

is used as a way for students in both

groups to display their drafts for

assignments.

Both instructors require peer

review, giving the reviewer an

opportunity to focus on others’

interpretations and the developer a

chance to receive multiple view-

points.

LEARNER-TO-CONTENT 

INTERACTION

Acquiring requisite knowledge,

skills, and attitudes—that is, attain-

ing course goals—is at the heart of

all learning. Given the ready access

to materials and instructors that

online courses can offer distant

learners, these students appear to

have somewhat of an advantage

over their classroom-based counter-

parts. Online courses can readily be

designed to engage learners with

critical content by reaching them as

a whole group and as individuals.

Strategy 7. Both graduate-level

students and undergraduates are

presented with consistent, inviting

interfaces with content revealed on

regular schedule.

For graduate-level students, con-

tent is chunked into five modules

that are revealed approximately

every three weeks. For the under-

graduates, content is revealed

weekly, a strategy that seems to

work particularly well for under-

graduate learning environments, as

it parallels the face-to-face class-

room and requires weekly contact

with the learning environment.

Strategy 8. Individualized prac-

tice and feedback are expected for

both groups of students.

To assess their grasp of key con-

cepts, graduate-level students take

online quizzes in multiple choice

and matching formats. Upon com-

pletion, they see their scores and

comments about the choices they

made. Quizzes may be repeated for

additional practice. Grading is

based solely on completion, not on

results, because the emphasis is on

practice and feedback prior to

beginning related assignments,

which will be formally evaluated

and graded. Weekly updates posted

by the instructor call attention to

Figure 2. Portion of one way undergraduate-level students are informed about partici-

pation in online discussions.
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responses made by the students in

general.

Similarly, the undergraduates’

course is designed to require prac-

tice and feedback. The students

participate in assigned and unas-

signed online discussions with each

other about critical issues. The

open-ended format of their

required, unassigned discussions

provide them with the opportunity

to seek more information about

subject matter if they choose to do

so, while being formally assessed

for participation, not content. The

unassigned discussions also allow

for individuality of contributions, as

the student can also choose to share

ideas relevant to the course, pro-

vide feedback for colleagues, and

provide support and encourage-

ment, among other initiatives. The

results of their required, assigned

discussions are created to parallel

the course topics and are formally

evaluated for content.

LEARNER-TO-TECHNOLOGY 

INTERACTION

Despite the technological sophis-

tication of many of today’s college

students, especially 18-25 year olds

who are apt to have had computers

integrated throughout their school

years, many of the online learners

report uncertainty about being suc-

cessful in “Web-HiEd.” Even stu-

dents with experience in one or

more online courses tend to report

being concerned about adjusting to

their Web-based “classroom.” This

response is not unexpected, given

that unless a university-wide tem-

plate for cyber-classes is mandated,

each online course can have fea-

tures unique to its site as a result of

either, or both, the instructor’s

design or the course software.

Strategy 9. Learners in both

courses are presented with infor-

mation about the technology itself

from the start of the course.

The information that both

groups receive at the beginning of

the semester includes not only

information about content, but also

emphasizes the technologies that

are employed. For example, the

synchronous chat function that is

one of the course tools is explained

and demonstrated in both courses

through required chats sessions.

During those sessions, the instruc-

tors demonstrate ways to send

URLs and communicate privately

with others during the public chat

time.

Job aids consisting of step-by-

step directions and accompanying

screen shots are included on both

sites to guide students in the use of

features, such as using the “drop

box” tool for assignments, creating a

file to link to Web pages students

have created on external servers, or

uploading slide shows to the pre-

sentation area.

Strategy 10. Traditional technolo-

gies are not overlooked.

To mitigate students’ frustration

for instances when access time may

be slow, stopped out, or beyond a

student’s ability to reach a net-

worked computer, the two instruc-

tors remind their students that

telephones and faxes are options,

too.

ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES OF 

STRATEGIES

The descriptions of these

selected strategies give one per-

spective of the ways two online

instructors acknowledge the four-

fold construct for interaction in

their course designs. Additional

perspectives are available at http://

webct2.hawaii.edu. Once there, the

viewer may login to WebCT. To view

information about strategies for the

graduate level students,

“webct2003gr” may be used for

both the login and password. For

the undergraduates, “webct2003sy”

may be used for both.

Instructional Design Viewpoint. As

the strategies are examined, some

readers may wish to consider them

from an instructional design van-

tage point. Within that context,

learning outcomes of declarative

(factual knowledge); concept learn-

ing (physical and conceptual classi-

fications); rule learning—that is

relational rule learning (“if-then”

concepts), procedural rule learning

(steps in a process), and higher

order rule learning (problem solv-

ing); as well as attitudinal learning

(Smith & Ragan, 1999) are sup-

ported with tactics embedded

within the overall course design

when relevant.

Declarative Knowledge.  Through

that prism, declarative knowledge

about the course and the Web site

itself is buttressed using the strat-

egy of carefully organizing and

“chunking” necessary factual mate-

rials (see Strategy 7).

Concept Learning. Students dis-

play their digitized images and

present ideas about specific top-

ics—concept learning—by classify-

ing ideas by physical or defined

properties (see Strategy 5).

Rule Learning. The fourth strat-

egy expresses how relational rule

learning can be recognized as learn-

ers find that if they have questions

for their instructors, they can then

clarify the issues using e-mail. Addi-

tional relational rule learning

occurs as students are informed

abut alternative ways to communi-

cate outside the Web site (see Strat-

egy 10). Procedural rule learning is

planned when step-by-step pro-

cesses are visualized for the stu-

dents in job aids as noted in

Strategy 9 and in the welcoming

explanations about orientation

materials on the Web site described

in Strategy 3. The higher order rule

learning of problem solving is

guided by what might be seen as

“mini” case studies when students

review each others’ projects and

offer peer feedback (see Strategy 6).
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A human version of an expert sys-

tem, another strategy recom-

mended to support problem

solving, is offered as the instructors’

expertise is offered in response to

specific actions by the students (see

strategy 8).

Attitudinal Learning. Tactics for

attitudinal learning outcomes

appear at the beginning of this list

(see Strategy 1). There, the potential

for cognitive dissonance to occur is

incorporated when students are

asked to examine their perspectives

about success as online learners in

relation to an existing framework. If

differences are identified, students

may very well become more open

to new perspectives. As the learners

examine their attitudes about

online courses and specific aspects

of the coursework (see Strategy 2),

attitudinal outcomes are once again

addressed.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Instructional designers rely on

learning outcomes as part of their

“toolbox” for course development.

Including the additional tool—the

distance education interactivity

framework—can complement the

traditional “tools” with its potential

for offering a solid framework for

distance educators and their stu-

dents.
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Teaching Online

Hints from the Trenches

Pat Kelley and Nancy J. Maushak

recent e-mail from a col-

league in eastern Europe

initiated a discussion

about what goes into a Web course

and prompted the writing of this

article. Each person’s experience

with teaching online is unique. This

article will share our experiences in

creating, implementing, and man-

aging an online course including

things to consider such as soft-

ware, policies, and course compo-

nents.

BACKGROUND

Institutions have varied reasons for

offering distance education courses.

Top among these reasons is access.

From a student point of view, access

“anytime, anywhere” is becoming a

necessity. Family situations and

workforce demands make removal

of the traditional time constraints of

attending face-to-face an important

goal of distance education pro-

grams. Students desire and need

access from convenient locations,

including home or work. While the

students are looking for access

“anytime, anywhere,” universities

are hoping that offering distance

education courses will allow them

to access new audiences, which will

result in increased student enroll-

ment.

Many institutions offer distance

education courses with the goal of

making education more affordable

for students and reducing an insti-

tution’s per-student costs. However,

in many cases, this does not occur.

The up-front costs of program

development and technology infra-

structure can greatly impede return

on investment. At many institu-

tions, a reduction in normal fees is

offset by the assessment of a tech-

nology fee, making the cost to dis-

tant students the same or greater

than to on-campus students.

The National Center for Educa-

tional Statistics (NCES, 2002) esti-

mated that 1.6 million students

enrolled in distance education

courses during the academic year

1997-1998. Three years later, this

had grown to an estimated 2.8 mil-

lion students and an estimated

118,100 different college-level,

credit-granting distance education

courses. Approximately one third of

these courses were part of a degree

program designed to be completed

totally via distance education

(NCES, 2003)

If you are thinking about devel-

oping an online course, there are

several factors you need to consider

before really getting started. These

factors include: software options;

interaction; support issues; content

and format issues; institutional poli-

cies; and time. While we cannot

provide you with more time, we

can offer a framework to assist you

in making a decision related to the

other factors.

A
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SOFTWARE 

CONSIDERATIONS

In general, there are two ways to go

in developing an online course: a

course management system (CMS)

or WYSIWYG Web-development

software. Best-known examples of

CMSs are Blackboard and WebCT.

Major WYSIWYG Web-develop-

ment packages include Microsoft

Frontpage and Macromedia Dream-

weaver.

In simplest terms, a CMS pro-

vides the tools and a framework to

assist instructors in the creation,

teaching, and management of an

online course. Your institution may

have already made the decision to

standardize online courses with a

particular CMS. In fact, in the 2002

academic year, 30% of online

courses offered by 4-year institu-

tions used a CMS (Meerts, 2003).

Typical tools and features found in a

CMS include class rosters, grade

book, quizzes, interaction tools,

and, of course, course content. An

excellent source of information

about course management systems

is http://www.edutools.info/course/

index.jsp. At this website, you can

review product specifications and

compare products in order to make

an informed decision when select-

ing a CMS.

Using a CMS has several advan-

tages and, unfortunately, some dis-

advantages. In general, a CMS is

relatively easy to use. Everything is

included in a safe, secure environ-

ment. An instructor can choose to

use all or only a few of the available

tools, which usually include content

management, student manage-

ment, communication, assessment,

and grade book. When all courses

are standardized by using a CMS,

students become comfortable with

the environment and come to rely

on the standardization. However,

the setup of a CMS can somewhat

restrict pedagogical decisions. This

pedagogical restriction and the

degree of standardization can

impact students by not allowing

them to experience the diversity of

faculty perspectives in alternative

environments.

WYSIWYG is an acronym for

“what you see is what you get.”

These programs allow the user to

develop a Web site or interface

without the need to use codes

(markup) such as HTML. As you

create, you can see what the result

will be. Examples of true WYSI-

WYG editors include Microsoft’s

Frontpage or Adobe’s PageMill.

Macromedia’s Dreamweaver works

like a true WYSIWYG editor, but

makes it easy to view code and fine-

tune the results (if you have skills in

HTML).

Microsoft’s Frontpage is perhaps

one of the easiest editors to use. At

Texas Tech University, we have pre-

service students use Frontpage to

set up online portfolios. In less than

an hour, students create a four-page

website, complete with graphics

and hyperlinks. Adding and fine-

tuning the content takes a little

longer, but that is really nothing but

word processing.

Those more comfortable with

technology will find Macromedia’s

Dreamweaver fairly easy to use. It

has a higher learning curve than

Frontpage, but is a more powerful

application. The most current ver-

sion of Dreamweaver has a function

to help the Web designer meet

Americans with Disabilities Act

guidelines. It also works in both PC

and Macintosh environments while

FrontPage only works in the PC

environment. If databases are your

thing, Dreamweaver, along with the

server technology, should be your

choice.

The advantages of using a Web

development tool include low cost,

ease of use, and freedom to “do

your own thing.” While both of us

have chosen to use software instead

of a CMS, we recognize that there is

a downside. The website you create

will not be a secure environment

and will be accessible to anyone

with an internet connection. To cre-

ate interaction among students and

between students and instructor,

you will need to look for alterna-

tives available on the Web.

INTERACTION 

ALTERNATIVES

An online course can be an isolating

environment for both the instructor

and the students. “The most impor-

tant challenge facing distance edu-

cation is the need to develop a rich

level of personal interchange

between professor and student and

among students themselves”

(American Federation of Teachers,

2001, p. 10). The good thing is, there

are many ways to accomplish this

interaction: e-mail, listservs, instant

messaging (IM), discussion groups,

desktop conferencing (both audio

and video), fax, and even phone.

E-mail is something that most

students are already familiar with

and is easy to use. However, you

can quickly become overwhelmed

with e-mail unless you set up some

guidelines. You can have Outlook

filter e-mail from a class into a spe-

cial folder by requiring your stu-

dents to use the course number in

the subject line. While this does not

reduce the number of e-mails you

have to deal with, it does make

managing them much easier. Stu-

dents seem to expect an immediate

response to their e-mail (even if it is

sent at 2 in the morning!). Letting

them know up front to expect a

response within a certain time

frame can help ease some of their

anxiety. Turning in assignments by

attaching them to an e-mail works

well, but you may need to provide a

tutorial on working with attach-

ments for your students.

Instant messaging works great

for synchronous communication.

Students seem to like this real-time
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discussion; however, you should

not require large work groups to get

together this way because schedul-

ing conflicts quickly arise. Requir-

ing students to add you to their list

of contacts for IM is a great way to

have one-on-one conversations

with your students. IM allows users

to see when their contacts are

online, so IM becomes a way of

“running into your students in the

hallway” and is a great way to add

a more personal touch.

Discussion groups or threaded

discussions work well if you pro-

vide specific discussion topics and

monitor the posts. This can be a

great way to allow students to think

about their response before posting

it, but be cautious of requiring a cer-

tain number of posts, as students

quickly fall back on saying such

things as “I agree” or “Good idea”

without putting any thought into

responses.

Sometimes it is just necessary to

fall back on older technologies. A

simple phone call can quickly clar-

ify any misunderstandings and pro-

vide a real personal touch. Fax and

mail work great for students who

are not comfortable sending attach-

ments. Mail can be used to send

CD-ROMs with additional read-

ings, presentations, videos, and so

forth to students.

SUPPORT

The level and type of support pro-

vided to faculty in the developmen-

tal phase and the initial offering of

an online course are important.

Three types of support that may or

may not be available at your institu-

tion are technical support, profes-

sional development, and course

development assistance.

Technical support is crucial to the

success of an online class. Our

server crashed a month after the

start of the semester and was down

for several days. Students were

unable to access the website and, to

make matters worse, no one from

technical support had been backing

up the server. Although this is a rare

occurrence, you should be prepared

for these types of technical prob-

lems and know from whom and

where you can get help.

We have been lucky at our insti-

tution to have a Technology Learn-

ing and Teaching Center that

provides a broad range of profes-

sional development. Many short

courses are offered, including peda-

gogical concerns in moving a tradi-

tional class to the online

environment, as well as courses on

using the variety of software dis-

cussed previously. However, this

level of assistance is not available

everywhere. In reality, most

instructors that teach online have

spent time on their own to learn

hardware and software in addition

to new pedagogy crucial to the

quality of an online course.

As you review websites of insti-

tutions offering online courses and

programs, you will notice that, at

many, course development is done

by a team and not solely by the

instructor. This team may include a

technology professional, an instruc-

tional designer, and a course expert

(you!). If this type of support is

available at your institution, take

advantage of it. For the most part,

we design, implement, deliver, and

manage our own courses. Luckily,

the time requirements for course

design, implementation, and deliv-

ery decrease over time. However,

there are always management

issues connected to the course,

including maintaining the most up-

to-date content and checking links.

POLICY

Policies vary among institutions.

Institutional policies that can affect

your decision to teach online

include faculty incentives for devel-

opment and delivery of online

classes, class size limits, and intel-

lectual property.

Incentives offered by many insti-

tutions include release time, sti-

pends, assistance such as a research

assistant assigned to help with the

class, and recognition toward pro-

motion and tenure. Pachnowski

and Jurczyk (2003) studied motivat-

ing factors and found that adminis-

trators feel that faculty are

motivated by these types of incen-

tives. However, the same study

found that faculty who decide to

teach an online course are usually

intrinsically motivated. They want

to utilize technology, try new meth-

ods, diversify program offerings,

and reach a more diverse student

population. Our personal experi-

ence supports this view. Incentives

offered by the administration have

been few and far between. If we

had waited for policies to be in

place to support online teaching,

we would still be waiting. Hope-

fully, you will find that while you

are personally motivated for teach-

ing online, there are institutional

incentives to support your efforts.

There is no answer to the ques-

tion of what is the ideal class size

for an online course. Class size

should be set through normal chan-

nels and may vary widely, depend-

ing on the subject. Factors to

consider include: the subject matter,

the students, the types of assign-

ments, and the types of feedback

required for the course. The Ameri-

can Federation of Teachers (AFT,

2001) indicates that good distance

education “generally requires more

teacher preparation time than a tra-

ditional class as well as more time

devoted to interacting with stu-

dents” (p. 21). Students may need

more interaction than in traditional

classes to compensate for the lack of

face-to-face interaction.

Several issues arise in regard to

intellectual property when discuss-

ing online courses. Our university is

still struggling with these issues,
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including who owns what part or

all of an online course. Check with

your university to see if such a pol-

icy has been developed and what it

contains. For lack of institutional

policy, we currently operate on the

plan that if we leave the university,

the university keeps a copy of the

course, but we are allowed to take a

copy with us.

CONTENT AND FORMAT

Course development can be easier

if you have a plan for the format

and composition of the website.

This format can provide a template

for future course development.

Remember, this is your primary

communication with your students,

therefore you need to include all

the information you would share

during a face-to-face introduction

(office hours, course objectives,

class policies). Class policies and

protocols should be included in this

section (e.g., your name must be on

the assignment, penalties for late

submission, a statement about

accommodations for students with

disabilities, possibilities for remedi-

ation of assignments, grading, and

academic policies).

There are some parts that need

to be included in every course and

do not vary greatly from course to

course, then there are parts that

should be included in each course

that are specific to that subject and,

finally, there are optional parts that

may be included in some courses—

or not. The same navigation links to

major portions of the course should

be included on each page. The

image in Figure 1 shows the banner

and navigation bar from one of our

online classes.

Information that should be

included in every course may fall

into three categories: general infor-

mation, course modules (or les-

sons), and tools and options.

General information that needs to

be included are the course title and

number, course syllabus/outline,

course schedule, course require-

ments, an introduction to the

course and instructor, textbooks

and required readings, and a copy-

right statement. A START HERE

type of page which gives basic

instructions on registering and dis-

tance education at the university is

always useful.

The course module/lesson sec-

tion would include links to each of

the lessons for the course. This sec-

tion is the “meat” of your course.

You will need to decide if you want

to post (or activate) all of the lessons

at one time or if you want to space

them out and link them to a sched-

ule. A separate page which lists all

of the assignments and their point

values could be included in this sec-

tion. It is useful to have a set format

for each lesson or module, a tem-

plate for you to fill in the blanks. We

generally include the following:

• Introduction

• Objectives

• Step-by-step procedure

• Resources (text, hyperlinks, addi-

tional readings, etc.)

• Evaluation

• Due date

 The tools and options sections

should include: information on

viewing options (for individuals

with disabilities); information about

university e-mail; a tutorial on

attaching documents; using interac-

tion tools (listservs, threaded dis-

cussions, instant messages); a link

to university resources (calendars,

library, registration); e-mail link to

the instructor; directions for sub-

mitting assignments and checking

grades; and protocols for naming

assignment files.

RANDOM THOUGHTS

The following suggestions do not

fall into any category, but we think

they provide useful information

and are things that we have learned

as we have taught courses via the

Internet.

It is important that your courses

are accessible to as many students

as possible, including individuals

with disabilities. Bear in mind that

Figure 1
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many students connect to the Inter-

net on a dial-up system. Try to keep

the course simple; “bells and whis-

tles” can significantly lengthen

download times, and should be

added only when they make a sig-

nificant contribution to the course.

For example, streaming video is

very useful for demonstrations, but

a streaming video that is just a

“talking head” is an inefficient use

of technology. For students with

disabilities, information on enlarg-

ing print or speech access is neces-

sary in order to access the course.

For these students, all illustrations

should include “alt” tags that

describe the illustration, and tables

should have a text format option.

There are several suggestions

related to assignments, due dates,

and submissions. We have found

that due dates are necessary. If you

do not set due dates, you are

swamped at the end of the semester

with assignments to be graded. This

also does not allow time for stu-

dents to remediate their work. In

planning your assignment sched-

ule, it is helpful to have a separate

page that indicates due dates and

assignment descriptions which is

then linked to the various lessons.

This allows you to update each

semester on one page and elimi-

nates the need to go back each

semester to each lesson module.

Maintaining the integrity of tests is

also an issue. You need to decide

the function of the test; as a learn-

ing experience or as confirmation of

knowledge. The tests or quizzes we

use as a learning experience are

written as if they were open-book

tests. For tests that you feel are nec-

essary as a confirmation of knowl-

edge, you will need to set up a

system that identifies a proctor

(located near the student) who will

administer the test.

Students feel more comfortable if

they feel they know the instructor

and the instructor knows them. A

short page that introduces the

instructor, preferably with a photo-

graph, allows the students to con-

nect with the instructor. The

introduction can include a profes-

sional history, research interests,

and may also include personal

information. We find it useful to

have an e-mail or submission of a

self-introduction as the first assign-

ment. This allows the students and

instructor to become familiar with

each other and the submission sys-

tem.

SUMMARY

It is difficult to address all of the

issues related to online instruction

in one short article. Creating, imple-

menting, and teaching an online

course is a unique and ongoing

experience. As with most things

related to technology, change and

development are rapid and contin-

uous. Software options are con-

stantly evolving and becoming

easier and more accessible. Institu-

tional policies and support are

gradually being developed and pro-

vided. As with any course delivery

option, content and format are

being updated as the field develops.

The basic framework can help you

adjust as these changes are being

made.

REFERENCES

American Federation of Teachers.

(2001). A virtual revolution: Trends in

the expansion of distance education.

Retrieved October 19, 2003, from

http://www.aft.org/higher_ed/

downloadable/

Virtual Revolution.pdf

Meerts, J. (2003). Course management

systems (CMS).  Retrieved October

30, 2003 from http://www.

educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/

DEC0302.pdf

National Center for Education Statistics.

(2002). Teaching with technology: Use of

telecommunications technology by post-

secondary instructional faculty and staff

in Fall 1998. Retrieved October 20,

2003, from http://nces.ed.gov/

pubs2002/2002161.pdf

National Center for Education Statistics.

(2003). Distance education at degree-

granting postsecondary institutions:

2000-2001. Retrieved October 20,

2003, from http://nces.ed.gov/

pubs2003/2003017.pdf

Pachnowski, L. M., & Jurczyk, J. P.

(2003). Perceptions of faculty on the

effect of distance learning technol-

ogy on faculty preparation time.

Online Journal of Distance Learning

Administration, 6(3).
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DEVELOP A RICH LEVEL OF PERSONAL INTERCHANGE BETWEEN PROFESSOR AND STUDENTS AND 

AMONG STUDENTS THEMSELVES’ (AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS, 2001).”

"STUDENTS FEEL MORE COMFORTABLE  IF THEY FEEL THEY KNOW THE INSTRUCTOR AND THE 

INSTRUCTOR KNOWS THEM."

—PAT KELLEY AND NANCY MAUSHAK
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The Classics are Coming Back!

Seven classic publications in the field of instructional technology are once again available. These seven are a must for profes-

sionals in the fields of instructional technology or distance education. 

Extending Education Through Technology, a collection of writings by Jim Finn, long considered the “father of educational

communications and technology,” features articles written by Finn decades ago that are still widely quoted and directly rele-

vant to the issues of the field today. 

The history of the field, The Evolution of American Educational Technology, by Paul Saettler is the basic reference for how the

field has grown and become the driving force in education and training that it is today. 

Three books on this list of classics, Ball and Barnes’ Research, Principles, and Practices in Visual Communications, Chu and

Schramm’s Learning from Television, and Ofiesh and Meierhenry’s Trends in Programmed Instruction, are the primary

sources for research and design in instructional technology and distance education. Some claim, and they are probably correct,

that much of what are considered “best practices’ today can be traced directly back to the conclusions provided by these three

extremely important monographs..

Robert Heinich’s often quoted and rarely found classic, Technology and the Management of Instruction, is a masterpiece of

writing and advice about the field that resonates strongly today. This monograph may be Heinich’s best work.

With little doubt, the 20 years of Okoboji conferences set the stage and provided a platform for leadership development and

intellectual growth in the field. The Okoboji conferences have been often mimicked but never duplicated. This summary of the

20 years of conferences by Lee Cochran, the driving force behind them, provides a comprehensive overview of the Okoboji

experience

Extending Education Through Technology:

Selected Writing by James D. Finn on Instructional Technology

(1972) AECT. ~334 pp. $25.95

The Evolution of American Educational Technology

 Paul Saettler,  (1990), ~570 pp. $29.95

Research, Principles and Practices in Visual Communication 

Ball, J. & Barnes, F. (1960). AECT. ~160 pp. $25.95

Learning from Television: What the Research Says 

Chu, G. & Schramm, W. (1967). NAEB. ~275 pp. $25.95

Technology and the Management of Instruction – Monograph 4

!"#$#%&'()*(+,-./0*((1234*(5,-6(77* $25.95

Trends in Programmed Instruction: Papers from the First Annual Convention 

of the National Society for Programmed Instruction 

Ofiesh, G. & Meierhenry, W. (1964). NEA. ~290 pp. $25.95

Okoboji: A Twenty Year Review of Leadership – 1955-1974

Cochran, L. (1975) Kendall Hunt .~300 pp. $25.95

Buy the entire set for $165.00 plus shipping. Call Today to place your orders

Published by:

Information Age Publishing Inc.

PO Box 4967      Greenwich, CT 06831

Tel: 203-661-7602   Fax: 203-661-7952  URL: www.infoagepub.com

The Classics are Coming Back!
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Should Distance 

Education Constitute 

Different Rewards for 

Faculty?

Lisa O’Quinn and Michael Corry

hile higher education

has attempted to react

to economic demands

for skilled workers by delivering

courses in formats convenient for

students (i.e., distance education), it

is questionable if institutions of

higher learning have addressed the

impact these demands have had on

the internal core of the university—

the faculty. Many facets of faculty’s

roles have changed as a result of

technology and distance education

(Baldwin, 1998; Gunawardena, 1992;

Strain, 1987; ), but it is questionable if

higher education’s infrastructure

has provided any impetus for faculty

to more fully integrate technology

into their courses or participate in

distance education (DeSieno, 1995).

The development of distance

education technologies has created

conditions that require faculty to

adapt to a new way of teaching and

communicating with their students.

In some distance education settings,

instructors and students do not

have the usual face-to-face contact

that exists in traditional classroom

settings. Thus, special means must

be devised for assigning, guiding,

and evaluating students’ work. In

order to communicate with stu-

dents, instructors frequently utilize

sophisticated and expensive tech-

nological devices which are not

under instructors’ exclusive control

and often require special technical

knowledge that instructors may not

fully possess.

Distance education requires not

only that faculty learn how to use

new technologies, it also requires a

paradigm shift in how educators

orchestrate the act of learning (Dil-

lon & Walsh, 1992; Hassenplug &

Harnish, 1998). As Beaudoin (1990)

noted,

The emergence of increasingly

student-centered learning activi-

ties in the 1970s facilitated by new

instructional technology intro-
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duced in the 1980s contributing to

a dramatic evolution in faculty

roles raises fundamental ques-

tions within the professorate

about how it will contribute to the

teaching-learning process in the

1990s and beyond.

In addition to creating new

learning strategies that are more

student-centered and learning how

to use new technologies, faculty

teaching distance courses also must

develop their course content and

determine how it will be deliv-

ered—months prior to the course

start date. Planning and prepara-

tion must be seen as a front-end

activity rather than a formative one

that continues throughout the

course (Cyrs, 1989; Wolcott, 1993).

Faculty must decide by what means

they will deliver courses, define the

content, and decide how they will

address the content of the course in

the time they are allowed.

Thus, given the time and effort

that faculty must devote to learning

to identify appropriate means of

using new technologies and adopt-

ing new ways of facilitating learn-

ing, the question remains, as faculty

roles change, should institutional

rewards also change?

The literature reveals that very

few institutional rewards exist for

the purpose of motivating faculty to

teach via distance education. Wol-

cott (1999); Betts (1998); Clark

(1993); Olcott and Wright (1995);

Dillon and Walsh (1992); Wagner et

al. (1999); Smith, Eddy, Richards

and Dixon (2000) all noted the

absence of institutional rewards for

faculty participation in technology

and/or distance education training

programs. Survey results from Wol-

cott (1999) and Betts (1998), both of

whom conducted their research at

Carnegie I classified institutions

provided a means by which faculty

could receive credit toward

research or scholarship through

their participation in distance edu-

cation. Most faculty surveyed by

Betts and Wolcott did not receive

additional monetary compensation

for developing or teaching distance

education courses At best, the most

external recognition faculty could

hope to have achieved was recogni-

tion from a department chair for

“carrying their academic load” for

the department via distance educa-

tion.

Betts’ study, conducted at the

George Washington University, also

measured what factors motivated

faculty to participate in distance

education. Betts surveyed 8 deans

and 993 faculty and received

responses from 532 faculty and 7

deans. More than half of the faculty

surveyed replied that they did not

believe that they should be

rewarded any differently for their

involvement in distance education

(Betts, 1998).

Wolcott (1999) pilot tested a sur-

vey of faculty at 45 Carnegie Cate-

gory I (research) private and public

institutions to examine three fac-

tors: (1) locus of motivation; (2)

institutional values and commit-

ment; and (3) return on investment.

The 33 of 46 faculty members who

responded included tenure track,

research, and clinical faculty who

had taught or were teaching a dis-

tance education course at the uni-

versity.

In response to Wolcott’s (1999)

questions which attempted to ascer-

tain how faculty measured the

return on their investment of decid-

ing to teach distance education

courses, faculty tended to be neu-

tral in many of their responses,

leaning toward the disagree

response scale. The only exception

to these neutral to negative

responses was one question which

addressed the equity of their

rewards for teaching via distance

education as compared to the

rewards (if any) received by their

colleagues. Forty-six percent of fac-

ulty surveyed said that they agreed

that the rewards they received for

teaching distance education courses

were comparable to compensation

other faculty received for the same

type of work. Fifteen respondents

strongly disagreed with the state-

ment that their distance education

teaching had earned them strong

recognition from their department

chairs, college, or university.

The majority of faculty who

responded to Wolcott’s (1999) sur-

vey strongly disagreed with the fol-

lowing statements: (1) their

participation in distance education

earns them credit toward improv-

ing their record of research and

scholarship (69.7%); (2) compensa-

tion for teaching a distance educa-

tion course is equitable (66.6%);

(3) faculty receive equal credit for

producing distance education

materials (54.6%); (4) the rewards

they receive in return for teaching

distance education are proportion-

ate to the amount of time and effort

they put forth (54.6%); (5) their

efforts in distance education earn

them informal merit (54%) and

(6) their participation in distance

education allows them to have a

positive impact on their ability to

receive tenure or promotion in pro-

fessorship rank (51.1%). The results

from Wolcott’s survey reinforce evi-

dence of a lack of rewards in dis-

tance education (Gilcher & John-

stone, 1989).

Wolcott’s (1999) findings also

revealed a correlation between type

of response and faculty’s academic

rank. Assistant professors strongly

disagreed that the rewards they

received for involvement in dis-

tance education were equal to those

their colleagues received for class-

room education. Assistant profes-

sors also disagreed more frequently

than their fellow respondents that

the rewards for distance education

were equal to those rewards given

for classroom teaching (67.6%) and

equal with respect to the amount of

time and energy invested (83.4%).



Volume 1, Issue 4 Distance Learning 15

Associate professors, more often

than assistant professors or full pro-

fessors surveyed, disagreed more

strongly that their efforts in distance

education had a positive effect on

their gaining tenure or advance-

ment in rank. They strongly dis-

agreed that their involvement in

distance education earned them for-

mal rewards or recognition (66.7%)

or that it had a positive impact on

them earning merit increases

(55.6%). These two areas of distance

education (lack of formal rewards

and lack of merit increases), coupled

with the lack of distance education’s

impact on tenure and promotion,

generated more strongly held nega-

tive responses by assistant and asso-

ciate professors. These two groups

of faculty also strongly disagreed

that their participation in distance

education earned them more credit

in improving their record of services

and earning informal recognition.

When examining the land grant

institutions that were included in

Wolcott’s (1999) survey, they pro-

vided evidence of engaging in alter-

native delivery methods and

reaching students beyond the phys-

ical bounds of their campuses. All

the universities surveyed included

distance education in their mission

statements, but their commitment to

distance education was not rein-

forced in their fiscal allocation for

distance education programs. When

evaluating faculty performance, all

institutions that participated in the

survey rewarded faculty more

highly for their research than for

their distance or classroom teaching.

However, given the small sample

size of Wolcott’s survey, these find-

ings may not be representative of

the literature which perceives a lack

of equitable rewards for faculty who

engage in distance education

The differing levels of support

and recognition of distance educa-

tion faculty between the university

and department levels led one fac-

ulty member included in Wolcott’s

survey to mention that the provost

should recognize the value of dis-

tance education and reward faculty

accordingly. Department chairs

cannot run the risk of rewarding

their faculty if the provost fails to

see the value in this type of educa-

tion. Thus, the attitude of the

administration has a direct bearing

on faculty teaching in distance edu-

cation and this support allows

departments to reward their faculty.

Most distance learning pro-

grams utilize both full-time and

part-time faculty in the delivery of

their programs, as few distance

learning programs have enough

full-time faculty who can devote

their entire teaching loads to dis-

tance education courses. Some insti-

tutions hire practitioners to serve as

distance learning mentors who are

academically credentialed, but have

very little distance learning experi-

ence. Although having practitioners

serve as course mentors or assis-

tants is accepted, the credibility of

the distance learning course still

rests on full-time faculty, even if

there are small numbers of these

faculty who choose to participate in

distance education programs (Beau-

doin, 1990). Thus, universities find

ways in which to reward these fac-

ulty, as rewards will enable univer-

sities to not only recruit faculty to

teach in distance education, but to

retain them as well. If faculty are

not rewarded or recognized for

their contributions to distance edu-

cation, they may choose to engage

in other activities that are more

highly valued by the institution, as

faculty are cognizant of the risk

they may run by participating in

distance education.

BACKGROUND OF THE 

STUDY

This study analyzed faculty

responses to the questions “Should

community college faculty be

rewarded differently for their

involvement in distance educa-

tion?,” “How should faculty be

compensated for participating in

distance education training?,” and

“How should faculty be compen-

sated for developing distance

courses?” The population of this

study included division chairs and

faculty at five campuses of one

community college in the South-

eastern part of the United States

whose teaching loads consisted of

(1) distance education courses and

classroom courses; (2) solely dis-

tance courses; and (3) solely class-

room courses. At the time this

survey was conducted in the fall of

2001, the total student headcount

consisted of 39,138. All division

chairs (15) and faculty (572) were

surveyed, and 13 division chairs

and 167 faculty replied.

The community college where

this study was conducted offered

courses via distance education

using four methods: (1) written cor-

respondence courses through the

use of the U.S. Postal Service; (2)

Blackboard via the Internet; (3) tele-

courses; and (4) audiovisual

courses. Telecourses are delivered

through the seven cable television

systems currently available in the

state where the community college

operates. The audiovisual courses

are provided through an asynchro-

nous learning network. Blackboard

version 5 is a comprehensive and

flexible e-learning software plat-

form that delivers a course manage-

ment system, and, with a Level Two

or Level Three license, a customiz-

able institution-wide portal and

online communities. In addition, a

Level Three license includes

advanced integration tools and

application programming interfaces

to seamlessly integrate Blackboard 5

with existing institution systems

(http://www.blackboard.com/).
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FACULTY CHARACTERISTICS

The divisions in which the 116

“classroom faculty” who responded

to the survey taught included a

range of seven disciplines from lib-

eral arts to the sciences and social

sciences, the 51 multiple delivery

faculty who responded to the sur-

vey taught across five disciplines,

and the “distance-only faculty”

who responded reflected three dis-

ciplines. The 13 division chairs who

responded to the survey repre-

sented six disciplines (see Table 1).

FACULTY APPOINTMENT STATUS

The vast majority of faculty were

hired on a contract basis (85% of

“classroom faculty,” 84% of “combi-

nation-delivery faculty,” and 100%

of “distance-only faculty”). Only a

small percentage had received ten-

ure (11% of “combination-delivery

faculty” and 5% of “classroom fac-

ulty.”

FACULTY COURSELOADS

“Combination-delivery faculty”

who taught both distance and

classroom courses appear to have

had a heavier teaching load than

did their colleagues who only

taught classroom courses or those

who taught only distance courses.

However, any faculty member who

teaches via distance education at

this community college has to con-

tend with “rolling admission” (a

policy which allows students to be

admitted to their classes at any

point during a semester). Division

chairs were required to teach one

course each academic year that

could be taught either in a tradi-

tional classroom setting or via dis-

tance. The reader should note a

limitation of this study; courseload

was calculated by the number of

different courses faculty taught, not

by the number of sections (see

Table 2).

YEARS OF EXPERIENCE IN 

DISTANCE EDUCATION

“Combination-delivery faculty”

and “distance-only faculty” had, on

average, the same number of years

experience in distance education

(see Table 3).

FACULTY TRAINING IN

DISTANCE EDUCATION

As expected, higher percentages

of faculty who taught distance

courses had received distance train-

ing than did faculty who only

taught classroom courses (see Table

4).

DESIGN AND 

METHODOLOGY

Survey methodology was deemed

the most appropriate means of data

collection for this study, as it is

meant to serve as a foundation for

Table 1. Divisions in which Classroom Faculty Respondents Teach

Liberal 

Arts 

Division

Math,

Science, and 

Engineering

Business and 

Technologies

Social 

Sciences

Health 

Technologies

Visual and 

Performing 

Arts Nursing

Classroom 

Faculty  

Respondents

32% 24% 16.5% 11.2% 8% 6% 2%

Multiple 

Delivery

Faculty

35% 18% 39%.5 0%.5 6% 0% 0%

Distance-only 

Faculty

43% 14% 43%.5

Division 

Chairs

15% 31% 23%.5 15.5% 8% 7%

Table 2. Course Loads by Faculty Type

Faculty Group

Average Number of

Classroom Courses Taught

Average Number of

Distance Courses Taught

Classroom Faculty 4.35 0.25

Combination-delivery Faculty 3.53 2.25

Distance-only Faculty 3.35 0.25
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future data collection at other com-

munity colleges. During the fall of

2001, 572 faculty and 15 division

chairs at this community college

received cover letters that provided

an overview of the study and a

copy of the survey. Of the 167 fac-

ulty who responded, 116 faculty

taught only classroom courses; 7

taught distance courses, and 44

taught classroom and distance

courses. Eight of the 13 division

chairs who responded to this sur-

vey had taught a distance course.

The survey was based on Betts’

(1998) instrument. The first section

of both surveys addressed demo-

graphic questions. Additional ques-

tions focused on faculty support,

rewards, and the changing role of

the faculty member in distance edu-

cation and how faculty and division

chairs perceived distance educa-

tion as relating to the community

college mission. Data analysis

included both qualitative (short

answer questions), and quantitative

(means, standard deviations, fre-

quency distributions and percent-

ages).

Faculty were divided into three

categories by the means they used to

deliver their classes: (1) “distance-

only faculty” refers to faculty who

taught courses via distance educa-

tion (i.e., via the Internet, correspon-

dence, CD-ROM, or a combination

of all three delivery systems); (2)

“combination-delivery faculty”

refers to those faculty who taught

traditional classroom courses and

distance courses; and (3) “classroom

faculty” who taught only traditional

face-to-face classroom courses. All

classroom faculty, distance faculty,

and division chairs were asked to

respond to the questions “Should

community college faculty be

rewarded differently for their

involvement in distance education?”

“How should faculty be compen-

sated for participating in distance

education training?” and “How

should faculty be compensated for

developing distance courses?”

Results from the question,

“Should community college faculty

be rewarded differently for their

involvement in distance educa-

tion?” were measured in the means

of responses from faculty and divi-

sion chairs. Means averaging

between 1.0 and 2.0 were cited as

strongly disagreeing, means aver-

aging between 2.0 and 3.0 were

noted as disagreeing, means aver-

aging between 3.0 and 4.0 were

neutral, means averaging between

4.0 and 5.0 were noted as agreeing,

and means greater than 5.0 were

noted as strongly agreeing.

Responses to the follow-up ques-

tion of “If yes, why should they be

rewarded, and if no, why shouldn’t

they be rewarded?” were coded as

qualitative data and are presented

in a summary format with actual

quotes to illustrate faculty’s actual

viewpoints.

In order to respond to the ques-

tions “How should faculty be com-

pensated for participating in

distance education training?” and

“How should faculty be compen-

sated for developing distance

courses?” faculty were asked to

choose one or all of the following

responses: release time, stipend,

neither stipend or release time.

Answers to these questions were

analyzed in terms of percentages by

faculty group.

Table 3. Years of Faculty Participation in Distance Education

Faculty Group

Mean Number of 

Years Teaching Via 

Distance Education

Over 10 Years of 

Experience Teaching 

Via Distance 

Education

6 to 9 Years of 

Experience Teaching 

Via Distance 

Education

2 to 5 Years of 

Experience Teaching 

Via Distance 

Education

Combination-

delivery Faculty 

5 years 28% 17% 33%

Distance-only 

Faculty

5 years 44% 28% 28%

Table 4. Percentage of Faculty Who Have Received Distance Education Training and

Their Interest in Further Training

Faculty Group Have Received Training Interested in Further Distance Training

Classroom Faculty 16% 7%

Combination-delivery Faculty 56% 31%

Distance-only Faculty 43% 43%
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DATA ANALYSIS

Table 5 displays the results when all

survey respondents were asked if

distance faculty should or should

not be rewarded differently for

their participation in distance edu-

cation.

Table 6 displays the results when

all survey respondents were asked

if distance faculty should be

rewarded by release time or stipend

or not rewarded at all for participat-

ing in distance education training.

Table 7 displays the results when

all survey respondents were asked

if distance faculty should be

rewarded by release time or stipend

or not rewarded at all for develop-

ing distance courses.

ANALYSIS OF FACULTY 

RESPONSES TO OPEN-ENDED 

QUESTIONS

Classroom faculty who believed

that distance faculty should be

rewarded differently for participat-

ing in distance education based

their decision on the extra work

involved in distance education (i.e.,

the time they take to respond to

students’ e-mails, training, course

design and development, and

updating of materials). “Yes, dis-

tance faculty should be rewarded

differently, based upon how many

students they support.” “Based

upon the amount of students equals

increased work should equal

increased pay.” “Distance faculty

should be rewarded differently if

the in-put for distance courses is

more.” “Distance education is more

time intensive in many ways—

training development, managing

the technology and troubleshoot-

ing.” Only one faculty member

voiced concern over intellectual

property rights: “If course develop-

ment includes development of

media (like textbook) faculty should

reap some long-term benefit. Espe-

cially if sold!”

A large percentage of classroom

faculty voiced a concern that all fac-

ulty should receive the same

rewards regardless of how their

courses are delivered. “Course

development is course develop-

ment. It all takes time for new and

novel approaches or new courses.”

“A course is a course and all have

different demands.” “I don’t believe

that community college faculty

should be rewarded differently as

they are both teaching—one isn’t

necessarily better or more compli-

cated than the other. Distance fac-

ulty should receive comp time.”

“Both modes of delivery are diffi-

cult to do, so they shouldn’t be

rewarded differently.” “People

should be rewarded regardless of

their approach. Rewards should be

based upon results not methods or

approach.” “Distance faculty

shouldn’t be rewarded differently.

Table 5. Distance Faculty, Classroom Faculty, and Division Chairs’ Responses to the Question

“Should Faculty be Rewarded Differently for their Participation in Distance Education?”

Faculty Type

Different Rewards for Distance Education

Yes  No  Not Sure

All Distance Faculty 51% 37% 12%

Distance Faculty Who Teach

Only Distance Courses

43% 43% 14%

Classroom Faculty 33% 45% 6%

Division Chairs 46% 39%

Table 6. Distance Faculty, Classroom Faculty, and Division Chairs’ Responses to the Question

“How Faculty Should be Rewarded for their Participation in Distance Education Training?”

Faculty Type

Release

Time Stipend

Neither Stipend nor 

Release Time

Either Stipend 

or Release Time

Both Stipend and 

Release Time

All Distance Faculty 29% 12% 18% 4% 22%

Distance Faculty 

Who Only Teach

Distance Courses

29% 0% 0% 29% 14%

Classroom Faculty 27% 8% 22% 1% 15%

Division Chairs 8% 8% 39% 15% 15%
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Teaching is a person to person

thing, not a person to machine

thing.” “Distance faculty shouldn’t

be rewarded differently. Just

because someone teaches in this

environment doesn’t mean they are

working harder, doing more, being

more effective, etc. than someone

teaching in traditional ways and

using technology, i.e., power point

presentations.”

Other classroom faculty thought

that delivery method should not

automatically dictate a reward.

“Teaching is teaching—different

techniques aren’t what we should

reward. You should reward for a job

well done—not the technical

alone.” Some faculty perceived that

faculty rewards should continue to

be based on how many full-time

enrollees (FTE) they produce,

regardless of how much time and

effort they devote to distance

courses. “Much more work is

involved and the continued time in

interaction is not reflective of FTEs.”

Others believed that rewards

should be based on the quality of

the instruction. “This is a case by

case decision—need to know what

distance education means, show-

ing videos or detailed interaction

with the individual.” One faculty

member believed that compensa-

tion for distance education should

be less than the amount classroom

faculty receive. “I think they should

be paid less. It’s not nearly as diffi-

cult. I don’t get anything for learn-

ing new material and developing

new courses.”

Classroom faculty who had pre-

viously taught via distance cited

many of the same reasons as did

their colleagues for not participat-

ing, mainly the heavy workload

involved in delivering distance

courses, the lack of rewards, and

the absence of intellectual property

rights. “I never felt that I was fairly

compensated for all the additional

work that distance education

requires.” “The preparation and

workload are extremely demand-

ing. The teacher is responsible for

all aspects of the course plus techni-

cal and support areas.” “Designing

classes is very labor intensive and

not properly remunerated at the

community college where I pres-

ently teach. I receive no compensa-

tion for the time spent developing

the distance course, yet I do not

own the copyright to it.” Classroom

faculty also criticized the way in

which faculty load is calculated,

and a few said that if they taught

distance courses, they would gener-

ate more teaching credits than they

need and therefore would not be

paid for them.

Other classroom faculty cited the

heavy workload of distance educa-

tion as the reason why they have

not become involved in this deliv-

ery method. “Any faculty member

involved in distance education

must spend endless hours being

available to students, some of

whom are night owls and expect

you to be so too. No extra consider-

ation, appreciation or remediation

accords to distance faculty. Their

time is abused.”

Distance faculty’s preference for

asynchronous or a mix of synchro-

nous and synchronous communica-

tion had a direct bearing on their

support of release time for training

and course development. They jus-

tified their need for release time by

the increased workload they

encounter as a result of teaching via

distance. “Distance faculty should

be granted release time as distance

education is more time consuming

to design and deliver.” “Faculty

who participate in distance educa-

Table 7. Distance Faculty, Classroom Faculty and Division Chairs’ Responses to the Question

“How Faculty Should be Rewarded for Developing Distance Education Courses?”

Faculty Type

Release Time for 

Course 

Development

Stipend for Course 

Development

Neither Stipend nor 

Release Time

for Course 

Development

Either Stipend or 

Release Time

for Course 

Development

Both Stipend 

and Release 

Time for 

Course 

Development

All Distance 

Faculty

37% 12% 4% 4%.5 39%

Distance

Faculty Who 

Only Teach 

Distance 

Courses

14% 0% 0% 14%.5 57%

Classroom

Faculty 

35% 8% 10% 1%.5 24%

Division Chairs 39% 8% 8% 15.5% 31%
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tion should be rewarded differently

for the time to develop course mate-

rials necessary to learn the software

and there should be a decrease in

class size since distance learning

requires more individual attention

and contact with each student.”

“There are just different forms of

education. The time demanded for

preparation has to be considered

for distance education.” “Faculty

should be rewarded for course

design and development because of

the long learning curve for web

design and the time spent develop-

ing it.”

Other distance faculty expressed

concern about the number of

courses and students in each class

that constitutes an equitable work-

load for distance faculty.

“Student cap at twenty and

thereafter an overload ratio.” “The

intensive nature of one to one inter-

vention with students must be con-

sidered in calculating reasonable

workloads.” “Classes should be

smaller. Distance education is a

labor intensive way of teaching –

amounts to one to one with many

students.” “Yes, distance faculty

should receive rewards at certain

levels of enrollment.” “The College

needs to take into account the num-

ber of students in an on-line course

and reward accordingly.”

A small percentage of distance

faculty agreed with their colleagues

who teach classroom courses that

faculty who teach classroom

courses and those who teach dis-

tance courses should receive the

same rewards. “Distance faculty

should not be rewarded differently

as we all have the same teaching

load.” “Distance education should

be regarded as another method, not

better or worse.” “If they keep the

teaching load the same for tradi-

tional classes, I don’t think faculty

should have any special rewards.”

“No, distance faculty should not

receive different rewards. It’s simi-

lar to classroom teaching.”

The majority of faculty who only

taught distance courses thought

that distance faculty should be

rewarded or receive greater com-

pensation. Their rationale was

based on their experience of dis-

tance education requiring a “longer

learning curve at the beginning”

and a greater time commitment

overall than classroom teaching. Of

the seven faculty at the community

college whose teaching loads were

comprised solely of distance

courses, only two did not perceive

distance faculty as deserving

greater rewards. Distance faculty

who expressed a desire for greater

rewards defined them as including

higher pay, release time, technical

support, and greater flexibility in

campus office hours. Although

when asked what effect greater

rewards would have on their partic-

ipation in distance education, they

all agreed that it would have little

impact, as they all enjoy teaching in

this delivery mode. They all agreed

that their community college was

committed to providing quality dis-

tance education, but some believe

this commitment was hindered by

lack of state funding.

The majority of division chairs

replied that distance faculty should

receive some type of reward for

their participation in distance edu-

cation, but should not be rewarded

for participating in distance educa-

tion training. Two division chairs

believed that distance faculty

should be given a choice of release

time or stipend. One chair reasoned

that “stipend or release time are

incentives for them to learn a new

method of instruction.” One chair

thought that faculty should be

rewarded differently, but only to

design distance courses. Another

division chair though that faculty

should be rewarded differently due

to the increased workload and

added that a reduced teaching load

and release time for development

should also be given. Two division

chairs explicitly stated that their dis-

tance faculty should not receive dif-

ferent rewards. One chair reasoned

that both classroom and distance

faculty have equal teaching loads

while the other claimed that we

should not be rewarding faculty but

should spend our time trying to

recruit faculty who want to teach

via distance.”

Distance faculty also believed

that quality distance courses should

be directly related to compensation.

“I believe that the more important

issue regarding compensation deals

with the quality and student enroll-

ment.” Some distance faculty per-

ceived their loads and roles as

educators to be the same as their

colleagues who teach in traditional

classrooms, and therefore their

rewards should be the same as well.

SUMMARY

Faculty who responded to this sur-

vey represented a broad range of

academic disciplines. However, the

researcher cautions the reader to

limit generalizations of findings to

community colleges that are located

in large metropolitan settings and

have a small percentage of the fac-

ulty who teach distance courses.

Faculty and chairs’ generated

differing views in response to the

question, “Should their college

reward distance faculty differently

for their involvement in distance

education than for their teaching

traditional classroom courses.” Of

those faculty and chairs who

responded, division chairs nar-

rowly approved of different

rewards for distance faculty (46%

approved while 39% did not favor

different rewards). Classroom fac-

ulty were more ardent in their dis-

approval of different rewards for

distance education faculty (45% did

not favor different rewards and

only 33% supported a different

reward system), as they reasoned
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that distance faculty have the same

responsibilities as classroom faculty.

The only classroom faculty who

supported different rewards for dis-

tance education teaching were

those who had previously taught in

this type of environment. They sup-

ported a different rewards system

based on the workload and greater

number of students that distance

faculty must accommodate. Faculty

who exclusively taught distance

courses and those who taught a

combination of classroom and dis-

tance courses were divided over the

issue of different rewards. “Dis-

tance-only faculty” were evenly

divided (43% favored different

rewards and 43% did not favor any

rewards), while 51% of “combina-

tion faculty” favored different

rewards and 19% did not. A portion

of “distance-only faculty” perceived

themselves as having the same

responsibilities as their colleagues

who taught traditional classroom

courses, and did not deem their

choice to teach in a different envi-

ronment as a rationale for different

rewards. However, other “distance-

only faculty” thought that different

rewards were justified by their

workload and larger classes.

Division chairs were once again

narrowly divided on the issue of

faculty rewards for distance educa-

tion training (39% did not support

any type of reward while 46%

favored some type of compensa-

tion). Of the classroom faculty who

responded to this question, 49%

were against faculty receiving

rewards for distance training and

only 33% favored some type of

compensation. Both groups of dis-

tance faculty overwhelmingly sup-

ported some type of compensation

for training (66% of combination

delivery faculty and 98% of dis-

tance-only faculty supported

rewards for training).

When the question of compensa-

tion for distance course develop-

ment was posed, all four groups

overwhelming supported either

release time, stipends, or both (68%

classroom, 100% of combination-

delivery faculty, 92% of distance-

only faculty and 92% of division

chairs).

CONCLUSION

The skills and knowledge that dis-

tance faculty must develop in order

to deliver distance education

courses are quite different from

those they learned for classroom

instruction. Thus, as faculty’s roles

and responsibilities change and as

the expectations of faculty change,

so too should the reward system

respond to that change (Garrett &

Weiner, 1999; Harrison & Bergen,

2000). Traditionally, higher educa-

tion has rewarded professional

development with promotion and

tenure. Merely expecting faculty to

embrace distance education with-

out any rewards linked to promo-

tion and tenure can only discourage

faculty participation (Olcott, 1991).

The related issues of release time,

monetary compensation, teaching

load, and available training all

shape faculty’s perceptions of dis-

tance education and thereby their

willingness to engage in it. Thus,

institutions must provide the

proper support for faculty and

enable them to see, through an allo-

cation of resources, that distance

education is a priority at their insti-

tution (Olcott & Wright, 1995).

Institutions should also institute

measures that will ensure high aca-

demic standards for distance

courses. Faculty who have taught

only in traditional classroom set-

tings still have reservations about

distance learning, especially in

regard to the their perceptions of its

required workload and the quality

of learning (Freberg, Floyd, & Marr,

1995). Classroom faculty question,

from a pedagogical context, the

quality of student and faculty inter-

action, peer relationships that are

formed, the role distance education

serves within the mission of the col-

lege, and how it contributes or

detracts from the school’s relation-

ship to the surrounding community

(Clark, 1993; Newson, 1999). The

role distance education plays in

serving the community is especially

relevant to the community college.

In addition to the impact dis-

tance education has on relation-

ships involving the faculty, the

college and the student, classroom

faculty also seek evidence of how

technology has improved teaching

and learning, as many view it as

substituting their role as educators

(Beaudoin, 1990; Ehrmann, 1999).

Classroom faculty also project that

they would miss students’ verbal

cues so easily seen and interpreted

in a classroom setting (Gunawar-

dena, 1990).

However, while distance educa-

tion courses are being examined for

their content and academic rigor,

classroom courses need to be held

accountable to these same stan-

dards. A dean of distance learning

who was interviewed for this study

stressed that the professor, course

content, and teaching methodolo-

gies used for every distance course

continue to be assessed. However,

he questioned, “So when they say,

‘It’s not as good as’—on what crite-

ria? You’ve got good and bad on

campus, you’ve got good and bad

distance education. The difference

is we know.” Thus, as enrollments

of distance education students con-

tinue to increase, colleges should

establish standards of teaching and

learning for distance and classroom

courses and hold all accountable to

the same criteria.
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“WHILE HIGHER EDUCATION HAS ATTEMPTED TO REACT TO ECONOMIC DEMANDS FOR SKILLED 

WORKERS BY DELIVERING COURSES IN FORMATS CONVENIENT FOR STUDENTS, IT IS QUESTIONABLE 

IF INSTITUIONS OF HIGHER EDUCATION HAVE ADDRESSED THE IMPACT THESE DEMANDS HAVE HAD 

ON THE INTERNAL CORE OF THE UNIVERSITY—THE FACULTY.”

“THUS, AS ENROLLMENTS OF DISTANCE EDUCATION STUDENTS CONTINUE TO INCREASE, 

COLLEGES SHOULD ESTABLISH STANDARDS OF TEACHING AND LEARNING FOR DISTANCE AND 

CLASSROOM COURSES AND HOLD ALL ACCOUNTABLE TO THE SAME CRITERIA.”

—LISA O’QUINN AND MICHAEL CORRY
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A Model for Designing 

Online Collaborative 

Learning

Anthony R. Artino, Jr.

he educational value of

well-developed collabora-

tive learning activities has

been demonstrated in both tradi-

tional and online learning environ-

ments (Felder & Brent, 1996; Hiltz &

Benbunan-Fich, 1997; Smith &

MacGregor, 1992). For educators,

however, the difficult part is know-

ing how to start the development

process and what to include in a

collaborative learning activity. The

purpose of this article is to provide

a systematic roadmap for design-

ing online collaborative learning

activities. By following the instruc-

tional design model presented here,

educators can produce well-

planned, interactive, collaborative

learning activities that encourage

teamwork and social negotiation,

and challenge students to construct

their own understanding of new

information.

For most traditional classroom

instructors, designing collaborative

learning (CL) activities for a dis-

tance learning course is no easy

task. Questions like “What needs to

be included in an online collabora-

tive activity?” “How should the

class be grouped?” and “How will

student performance be measured

and graded?” are just a few of the

many questions that come to mind.

The goal of this article is to help the

average instructor answer these

and many other difficult questions

by providing a “how-to guide” for

creating online CL activities. To

accomplish this goal, the paper is

organized into four sections: (a)

rationale—a discussion of the need,

purpose, and value of online CL; (b)

procedures—a description of the

step-by-step procedures for design-

ing online CL activities; (c) design

model—a discussion of how the

step-by-step procedures can be

organized into a general CL design

model; and (d) analysis—a short

discussion of how each stage in this

general model is similar to and/or

different from the Dick and Carey

model, a traditional instructional

systems design (ISD) model.

RATIONALE

In a traditional face-to-face class-

room, the burden of communicat-

ing course material resides

primarily with the teacher (Felder &

Brent, 1996). In this paradigm, the

teacher is responsible for lecturing,

designing individual and group

assignments, and grading. In most

online courses, however, much of

the burden is shifted to the stu-

dents, as they are required to

assume increased responsibility for

their own learning. With this shift

toward a more learner-centered

environment, the instructor also

assumes a new and often unfamil-

iar responsibility: providing stu-

dents “with opportunities to learn

independently and from one

another” (Felder & Brent, 1996,

p. 1). 

A well-designed and developed

CL activity fits perfectly into this

new, learner-centered paradigm.

Collaborative learning is a term that

describes an educational approach

characterized by students interact-

ing in groups with other students,

T
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with teachers, and with the course

material (Smith & MacGregor,

1992). This type of learning is

“learner-centered rather than

teacher-centered and knowledge is

viewed as a social construct, facili-

tated by peer interaction, evalua-

tion and cooperation” (Hiltz &

Benbunan-Fich, 1997, p. 2). 

The educational value of well-

developed CL activities has been

demonstrated in both traditional

and online learning environments

(Felder & Brent, 1996; Hiltz & Ben-

bunan-Fich, 1997; Smith & MacGre-

gor, 1992). Some of the benefits of

student-centered CL activities

include “increased motivation to

learn, greater retention of knowl-

edge, deeper understanding, and

more positive attitude toward the

subject being taught” (Felder &

Brent, 1996, p. 1). As a fundamen-

tally constructivist idea, CL activi-

ties also encourage social

interaction, teamwork, and knowl-

edge construction as students work

in purposeful ways with new infor-

mation, ideas, and skills that are

embedded in rich contexts. Exam-

ples such as collaborative writing,

cases studies, and debates all

require that students be actively

engaged in course content, becom-

ing immediate practitioners instead

of distant observers (Smith &

MacGregor, 1992).

PROCEDURES

Although the pedagogical benefits

of using CL activities in a distance

learning course are undeniable, the

practical side of actually creating

effective CL activities is difficult.

There are, however, a number of

step-by-step procedures that, when

followed, can help remove some of

the guesswork from the design and

development process. The follow-

ing is a list of questions to ask and

procedures to follow when creat-

ing online CL activities. These steps

fit into an overall design and devel-

opment model for CL activities that

will be discussed in more detail in

the next section.

1. ESTABLISH YOUR OVERALL 

INSTRUCTIONAL GOAL

What is your overall instruc-

tional goal? This question should

begin the design and development

process and represents the first of

four planning stages. This is a very

broad stage where you determine,

on a macro scale, what you want

your students to get out of the

activity. At this stage, you should

also begin to think about the struc-

ture of your course and how a CL

activity could fit into that structure,

as well as with your students’ expe-

rience level and the course content.

Some practical questions to con-

sider include “Where would a CL

activity logically fit into the class?”

“How large is the class?” “What are

the student demographics?” “How

experienced are the students with

CL activities?” and “How well do

the students know one another?”

(Cooper & Robinson, 1997).

2. IDENTIFY COLLABORATIVE 

LEARNING ACTIVITY OBJECTIVES

The next step in the planning

process is to identify, more specifi-

cally, the learning objectives that

you expect your students to achieve

by the end of the CL activity. It is

important to keep in mind that

most CL activities do more than just

improve student achievement.

They also require that students use

social skills, work together in teams,

and deal with the multitude of

problems that can occur during

group assignments (i.e., conflicting

schedules, communication prob-

lems, and personality clashes).

Additionally, course objectives must

be clearly defined in this stage. Is

the goal of the activity to help stu-

dents master concepts and facts, or

do you intend for the CL activity to

enhance student skills and change

attitudes? These questions should

be addressed in this stage, keeping

in mind the idea that CL activities,

by their constructivist nature, tend

to promote advanced cognitive out-

comes such as analysis, synthesis,

and evaluation (Driscoll, 2000).

Finally, both your overall instruc-

tional goal as well as specific learn-

ing objectives must be well

developed; they will need to be

clearly articulated to your students

when you write your activity

instructions (see Step 5, below).

3. CHOOSE AN OVERALL 

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 

STRATEGY 

The third step in the planning

process is to choose from a variety

of CL activities, based on the spe-

cific learning objectives identified

above. One important item to con-

sider in this stage is do you want

your CL activity to require syn-

chronous (i.e., chat rooms, instant

messages, and phone meetings) or

asynchronous (i.e., e-mail and

threaded discussion boards) group

interaction? Bear in mind, your

answer to this question need not

be limited to one or the other.

Blended activities that utilize both

synchronous and asynchronous

communication technologies may

be more appropriate and may

allow you to capitalize on the bene-

fits of both. For a more complete

list of things to consider when

choosing between synchronous

and asynchronous interaction

options, see Similarities and Differ-

ences Between Modes of Communica-

tion, by Jeong (2002). 

Another important item to con-

sider when choosing an overall CL

strategy is instructor feasibility. Spe-

cifically, how difficult is it going to

be for you (or another instructor) to

facilitate, monitor, and grade the CL

activity? Additionally, if you plan to

include multiple CL activities into
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one course, how feasible is it to do

these things week after week? CL

activities require a significant time

commitment on the part of the stu-

dents, but they also increase

instructor workload. Do not under-

estimate your time commitment; it

may be greater than the time

required to prepare and deliver a

traditional lecture (Cooper & Rob-

inson, 1997). 

Although a complete list of

online CL activities is outside the

scope of this article, the following

list is provided to give you a better

feel for some of the available

options. Types of online CL activi-

ties include: (a) student debates,

both synchronous and asynchro-

nous; (b) collaborative writing activ-

ities; (c) group Web-development

projects; (d) case study examina-

tions; (e) discussion groups; (f) peer

editing activities; and (g) informa-

tion collections. For additional CL

ideas, please visit the following web

resources:

• Doing CL, http://www.wcer.wisc.

edu/nise/CL1/CL/doingcl/

DCL1.asp

• What is Collaborative Learning,

http://learningcommons.

evergreen.edu/pdf/collab.pdf

• Collaborative Activities, http://

www.wvu.edu/~ruralnet/

current/whatare.htm

• Online Collaborative Projects, http:

//eduscapes.com/tap/topic1.htm

• Computers in Teaching and Learn-

ing, http://www.staffs.ac.uk/cital/

collab.html

4. PLAN COLLABORATIVE 

LEARNING ACTIVITY 

The final step in the planning

process is to determine the specifics

of your chosen CL activity. Items to

consider include: 

How are students to be grouped?

Generally speaking, the shorter the

activity, the smaller the groups, and

heterogeneous groups are normally

better than homogenous groups

(Cooper & Robinson, 1997). Addi-

tionally, groups can be manipulated

to ensure maximum interaction. For

instance, a debate might be orga-

nized such that students with dif-

fering opinions on a topic are

grouped together, thereby encour-

aging them to interact and negoti-

ate group consensus.

How structured is the CL activity?

Normally, the less experience your

class has with CL activities, the

more structure you will need to

provide (i.e., you will have to give

them well-defined end points,

establish individual roles within the

group, and provide a step-by-step

method for completing the task). As

the class gets more experience with

CL, the structure of your activities

can be loosened (i.e., you can give

them more open-ended assign-

ments, let the group decide specific

roles, and provide little or no spe-

cific instructions for completing the

task).

5. WRITE STEP-BY-STEP 

INSTRUCTIONS 

Once you have planned your CL

activity, it is time to write step-by-

step activity instructions. This step

is extremely important, as the activ-

ity description is the first thing stu-

dents will reference if they have

questions concerning the assign-

ment. Step-by-step instructions

should include activity objectives,

concepts to be covered, the activity

timeline, activity structure, the spe-

cific deliverables, student and

group success criteria, and student

assessment criteria (i.e., grading).

Remember that inexperienced stu-

dents will not only need more

structure in their activity, but will

likely need more detailed instruc-

tions as well. 

6. DEVELOP ASSESSMENT TOOLS 

The final step before you imple-

ment and test your newly devel-

oped CL activity is to determine

exactly what assessment tools will

be used to grade student perfor-

mance. Deciding how to grade CL

activities is one of the most chal-

lenging aspects of the design and

development process. This is

because 

collaborative activities often have

several goals—individual learn-

ing on the part of each student,

the successful functioning of a

team, and a collaborative product

that may be measured against

diverse criteria. In other words,

one reason why it is difficult to

evaluate collaboration is that you

must examine the process as well

as the product of the group’s

work. (Enerson, Johnson, Milner,

& Plank, 1997, p. 3).

 One way to address this chal-

lenge is to combine process grades

with final product grades to pro-

duce an overall grade. While assess-

ing the final product is fairly

straightforward, assessing the pro-

cess can be more difficult. It can be

accomplished, however, by moni-

toring and observing group interac-

tions and by requiring that each

student evaluate his or her fellow

group members. Final product

grades and process grades can then

be weighted based on your specific

activity objectives. However you

decide to grade your CL activity,

remember to “inform the students

of the grading policy at the start of

the project, so that your expecta-

tions for the assignment are clear”

(Enerson et al., 1997, p. 3). Finally,

provide regular feedback to your

students both during and after the

CL activity. Frequent feedback will

help all participants know if they

are on the right track and will elimi-

nate surprises at the end of the

activity (Cooper & Robinson, 1997).
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COLLABORATIVE 

LEARNING DESIGN 

MODEL

All of the questions/procedures

listed above can be organized into a

general CL design model (see Fig-

ure 1). This model is a derivative of

the Reiser and Dick model, a tradi-

tional ISD model originally created

for teachers, not instructional

designers (Gustafson & Branch,

1997). The original teacher-oriented

model emphasizes instructional

planning, an idea that is consistent

with the CL design model pre-

sented here. To address some of the

CL-specific procedures discussed in

the previous section, the Reiser and

Dick model has been modified to

include identification of a general

CL strategy and writing of step-by-

step activity instructions. The

revised CL model also includes a

summative evaluation stage

(described in detail below), some-

thing not specifically addressed in

the Reiser and Dick model. For

more information on the Reiser and

Dick model, see Gustafson and

Branch (1997). 

Although most of the stages in

the CL design model were dis-

cussed in detail in the previous sec-

tion of this article, the following

discussion is designed to complete

the explanation of the CL activity

design model. It includes informa-

tion on the entry point for the

model, summative evaluation, and

revision of your CL activity. 

ENTRY INTO THE COLLABORATIVE 

LEARNING DESIGN MODEL 

For most instructors considering

online CL, the logical entry point

into the CL design model is stage

one—identify instructional goals.

That being said, it is not unusual for

an instructor to begin the process at

another stage. For example, you

might discover an interesting CL

activity that you would like to try in

your online course. In this case, the

activity may already have step-by-

step instructions, as well as estab-

lished assessment tools. With those

stages already addressed, you

should still plan to identify an over-

all instructional goal and specific

learning objectives. Likewise, you

should consider some of the items

inherent to the planning of a CL

activity, including student group-

ing, activity structure within your

online class, and your students’

experience level with CL activities.

IMPLEMENTATION AND 

SUMMATIVE EVALUATION 

Once you have planned your

activity, written your instructions,

and developed assessment tools,

you are ready to implement and

evaluate the CL activity. Unlike a

large ISD development project that

undergoes testing and formative

evaluations throughout the design

process, it is likely that your first

chance to evaluate your activity will

be just after its implementation. The

summative evaluation stage is your

chance to determine the degree to

which your original instructional

goals and learning objectives have

been realized (Gustafson & Branch,

1997). In this stage, you should

obtain student reaction to deter-

mine how much they enjoyed the

CL activity being used. You should

also evaluate student learning by

comparing the results of the activity

with your established learning

objectives. The question to ask here

is “Have the students met the objec-

tives and learned from the CL activ-

ity?”

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 

ACTIVITY REVISION 

Well-designed CL activities are

never fully complete, and revision

is an ongoing process. As a general

rule, activity revision should reflect

the information gathered in the

summative evaluation phase. Based

on “student performance on each

objective and student attitudes

towards your instructional activi-

ties” (Gustafson & Branch, 1997, p.

43), you should make appropriate

changes. As Figure 1 indicates, revi-

sions to your CL activity can be

made at various stages in the design

model. For instance, after evaluat-

ing an activity, you might decide

that although the students enjoyed

the activity, your learning objec-
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Figure 1. Collaborative Learning Activity Design Model (modified from Riser and Dick as cited in Gustafson and Branch, 

1997) .
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Figure 2.  CL activity design model compared to Dick and Carey ISD model.  Similar stages are displayed using the same pattern.  

Stages do not necessarily match up one-for-one (i.e., one stage in the CL activity model may correspond to three stages in the 

Dick and Carey model, or one stage in the Dick and Carey model may correspond to a portion of a stage in the CL activity 

model).

Pattern-coded Dick and Carey ISD Model (modified from Dick & Carey, as cited in Gustafson & Branch, 1997)

Pattern-coded CL Activity Design Model (modified from Reiser & Dick, as cited in Gustafson & Branch, 1997)

tives were not met. In this case, you

might either make changes to the

CL plan itself or consider using the

activity in another portion of the

class, taking advantage of the learn-

ing outcomes that your students

did attain. Alternatively, you might

find that although your students

enjoyed the activity, you were not

able to effectively measure their

learning outcomes. In this case, you

would want to go back and rede-

sign your assessment tools. 

Finally, the process of revising a

CL activity can, in and of itself,

become an effective CL activity. For

example, you might try a CL activ-

ity early in an online course and

then later ask your students to rec-

ommend ways to revise and

improve on the original design. The

advantages of this strategy are two-

fold: (a) you have effectively turned

one CL activity into two; and (b)

your students, with an entirely dif-

ferent perspective than yours, will

likely discover problems and rec-

ommend improvements that you

could not have imagined. 

ANALYSIS

While the CL design model pre-

sented here is a derivative of the

Reiser and Dick model, it is also

similar to another classic ISD

model, the Dick and Carey model

(Gustafson & Branch, 1997). Figure

2 shows the CL design model and

the Dick and Carey model side-by-

side. The stages of both models are

pattern-coded to show similarities

between the two. Although, in most

cases, the stages do not match up

one-for-one, they are very similar.

For example, in the CL model, the

first stage, identify instructional goals,

is very broad. This single stage,

however, is equivalent to, though

less comprehensive than, the first

three stages in the Dick and Carey

model, which include identify

instructional goals, conduct instruc-

tional analysis, and analyze learners
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and contexts. Likewise, the CL model

identifies only summative evalua-

tion, while the Dick and Carey

model specifies both formative and

summative evaluations. Finally,

while both models recognize revi-

sion as an integral part of the design

and development process, the CL

model places the revision stage

after the activity has been imple-

mented, while the Dick and Carey

model emphasizes revision before,

during, and after each step of the

process. 

Ultimately, the differences

observed between these two mod-

els reflect a fundamental difference

in their intended use. The CL

model is designed primarily with a

classroom orientation and is useful

to professional teachers creating

online distance learning activities.

As such, this model is fairly simple

in its conceptual framework, pro-

viding teachers with a general road-

map to follow (Gustafson & Branch,

1997). The Dick and Carey model,

on the other hand, is designed pri-

marily with a system orientation

and is of interest to highly trained

instructional designers developing

entire courses. As such, this model

assumes “that substantial resources

will be made available to a team of

highly trained developers”

(Gustafson & Branch, 1997, p. 57),

requiring much more front-end

analysis, testing, and revision.

CONCLUSIONS

It is clear that students who partici-

pate in well developed CL activities

realize significant learning benefits

(Felder & Brent, 1996; Hiltz & Ben-

bunan-Fich, 1997; Smith & MacGre-

gor, 1992). The difficult part,

however, is knowing how to start

the development process and what

to include in your activity. The pur-

pose of this article is to provide you

with a systematic roadmap for

doing just that. By following this

process, modified from a traditional

design and development model,

you can produce well-planned,

interactive CL activities for your

online courses that encourage

teamwork and social negotiation,

and challenge students to construct

their own understanding of new

information.
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We Need a Plan

An Instructional Design Approach for 

Distance Education Courses

Michael Simonson and Charles Schlosser

n October 25, 1965, down-

town St. Louis stopped in its

tracks and thousands

watched as the last piece of the mam-

moth Gateway Arch was put into place.

The weight of the two sides required

braces to prevent them from falling

against each other. Fire hoses poured on

water to keep the stainless steel cool,

which kept the metal from expanding as

the sun rose higher. Some horizontal

adjustments were required, but when

the last piece was put into place and the

braces released, it fit perfectly, according

to plan, and no one was surprised (Lig-

gett, 1998).

Just like the Arch, distance edu-

cation programs require a careful

planning process that includes sys-

tematic design and implementa-

tion. There will be success if all the

pieces of the plan receive the same

attention as the most obvious. The

base sections of the Gateway Arch

required more engineering savvy

and study than any other compo-

nent. The last and most visible span

that connected the two halves

received the most attention from

the thousands of onlookers, but

success was directly related to how

the original supports were posi-

tioned.

One key to effective distance

education is correct instructional

design, a systematic process that

applies research-based principles to

educational practice. If the design is

effective, instruction will also be

effective. This article presents a

review of what we know about

“best practices in distance educa-

tion,” and proposes an easy-to-

apply approach to guide those who

are designing classes.

DISTANCE TEACHING AND 

DISTANCE LEARNING

Distance education has two major

components: distance teaching and

distance learning. Distance teach-

ing is the efforts of the educational

institution to design, develop, and

deliver instructional experiences to

the distant student so that learning

may occur. Designers of instruction

concentrate on distance teaching,

while students are responsible for

learning.

EFFECTIVE DISTANCE 

EDUCATION: A SYNOPSIS 

OF WHAT WE KNOW

Distance education has been prac-

ticed for more than 150 years, pass-

ing through three phases: first,

correspondence study, with its use
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of print-based instructional and

communication media; second, the

rise of the distance teaching univer-

sities and the use of analog mass

media; and third, the widespread

integration of distance education

elements into most forms of educa-

tion, and characterized by the use

of digital instructional and commu-

nication technologies. Peters (2002)

has suggested that “the swift,

unforeseen, unexpected and unbe-

lievable achievements of informa-

tion and communication

technologies” will require “the

design of new formats of learning

and teaching and [will cause] pow-

erful and far-reaching structural

changes of the learning-teaching

process” (p. 20). Peters’ views are

well-accepted, but there is also con-

sensus that the most fruitful way of

identifying elements of quality

instruction may be to re-examine

“first principles” of distance educa-

tion and mediated instruction.

Perhaps the first of the “first prin-

ciples” is the recognition that dis-

tance education is a system, and

that the creation of successful

courses—and the program of which

they are a part—requires a “sys-

tems” approach. Hirumi (2000)

identified a number of systems

approaches, but noted a concept

common to all: that “a system is a

set of interrelated components that

work together to achieve a common

purpose” (p. 90). He described a

system that involved the efforts of

faculty, staff, administrators, and

students, and consisted of eight key

components: curriculum, instruc-

tion, management and logistics,

academic services, strategic align-

ment, professional development,

research and development, and

program evaluation.

Bates (in Foley, 2003) proposed

12 “golden rules” for the use of

technology in education. These

offer guidance in the broader areas

of designing and developing dis-

tance education:

1. Good teaching matters.

Quality design of learning

activities is important for all

delivery methods.

2. Each medium has its own

aesthetic. Therefore profes-

sional design is important.

3. Education technologies are

flexible. They have their own

unique characteristics but

successful teaching can be

achieved with any technol-

ogy.

4. There is no “super-technol-

ogy.” Each has its strengths

and weaknesses; therefore

they need to be combined

(an integrated mix).

5. Make all four media avail-

able to teachers and learners.

Print, audio, television, and

computers.

6. Balance variety with econ-

omy. Using many technolo-

gies makes design more

complex and expensive;

therefore limit the range of

technologies in a given cir-

cumstance.

7. Interaction is essential.

8. Student numbers are critical.

The choice of a medium will

depend greatly on the num-

ber of learners reached over

the life of a course.

9. New technologies are not

necessarily better than old

ones.

10. Teachers need training to use

technology effectively.

11. Teamwork is essential. No

one person has all the skills

to develop and deliver a dis-

tance-learning course; there-

fore, subject matter experts,

instructional designers, and

media specialists are essen-

tial on every team.

12. Technology is not the issue.

How and what we want the

learners to learn is the issue

and technology is a tool (p.

833).

A number of these “rules” are

overlapping. Three of them (1, 2,

and 11) address course and pro-

gram design. Any examination of

“first principles” should first exam-

ine instructional design. While it

has been noted that instructors,

even those new to distance educa-

tion, can learn to adapt courses and

create materials for online delivery

(Ko & Rossen, 2003), and the

author-editor model has long been

an element of correspondence

study programs, “what is strikingly

missing in these arrangements, usu-

ally, is an instructional designer and

many good features of the instruc-

tional design approach” (Moore &

Kearsley, 1996, p. 104). The team-

based approach to distance educa-

tion course development is gener-

ally regarded as more likely to

result in high-quality materials,

experiences and, hence, more satis-

factory teaching and learning expe-

riences (Hirumi, 2000).

Bates’ triumvirate of subject mat-

ter expert, instructional designer,

and media specialist is the standard

core of the course design team,

which may be expanded—one

source (Hanna, Glowacki-Dudka, &

Conceicao-Runlee, 2000) has sug-

gested as many as eight members—

based on the particular needs of the

program and the media employed.

No one approach to course design

is ideal; as Moore and Kearsley

(1996) noted, the course team

approach results in “materials [that]

are usually much more complete

and effective. Furthermore, [it]
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tends to emphasize the use of mul-

tiple media in a course” but is “very

labor-intensive and therefore

expensive, and it involves a lengthy

development period” (p. 106). Of

the two approaches, “the author-

editor approach is the only one that

makes economic sense if courses

have very small enrollments or

short lifetimes, while the course

team approach is justified for

courses with large enrollments and

long-term use” (p. 107).

Foley (2003) has noted “there are

general principles of good design

that can be applied to all distance

learning activities” (p. 831) but

noted the following influences:

• the target audience of the activ-

ity;

• the content of subject matter to

be delivered; and

• the outcomes or objectives

desired (p. 831).

Other considerations having

“profound effects on the design of

the learning activities” (p. 831)

include:

• the cost effectiveness of the sys-

tem;

• the opportunity costs of alterna-

tive systems and methods;

• the availability of technology to

the provider and to the learners;

• the geographical location of the

learners; and

• the comfort level of the learners

with any technology that is used

(p. 831.)

Foley notes that these factors

apply equally well when designing

instruction for any given audience,

from children to adults. When

designing the World Bank’s Global

Development Learning Network,

“results of more than 30 years of

research on adult learning were

applied to the distance learning

programs” (p. 832). The criteria

included:

1. They are based on clearly

established learning needs

and built around succinct

statements of outcome.

2. They are based on a variety

of teaching and learning

strategies and methods that

are activity based.

3. Effective distance learning

materials are experiential …

they address the learner’s

life experience.

4. Quality distance learning

programs are participatory

in that they emphasize the

involvement of the learner in

all facets of program devel-

opment and delivery.

5. Successful distance learning

programs are interactive and

allow frequent opportuni-

ties for participants to

engage in a dialogue with

subject matter experts and

other learners.

6. Learner support systems are

an integral part of any suc-

cessful distance learning pro-

gram (p. 832).

The Indiana Partnership for

Statewide Education (IPSE, 2000)

proposed “Guiding Principles for

Faculty in Distance Learning”:

• Distance learning courses will be

carefully planned to meet the

needs of students within unique

learning contexts and environ-

ments.

• Distance learning programs are

most effective when they include

careful planning and consistency

among courses.

• It is important for faculty who

are engaged in the delivery of

distance learning courses to take

advantage of appropriate profes-

sional developmental experi-

ences.

• Distance learning courses will be

periodically reviewed and evalu-

ated to ensure quality, consis-

tency with the curriculum,

currency, and advancement of

the student learning outcomes.

• Faculty will work to ensure that

incentives and rewards for dis-

tance learning course develop-

ment and delivery are clearly

defined and understood.

• An assessment plan is adapted or

developed in order to achieve

effectiveness, continuity, and

sustainability of the assessment

process. Course outcome assess-

ment activities are integrated

components of the assessment

plan.

• Learning activities are organized

around demonstrable learning

outcomes embedded in course

components including: course

delivery mode, pedagogy, con-

tent, organization, and evalua-

tion.

• Content developed for distance

learning courses will comply

with copyright law.

• Faculty members involved in

content development will be

aware of their institution's poli-

cies with regard to content own-

ership.

• The medium/media chosen to

deliver courses and/or programs

will be pedagogically effectual,

accessible to students, receptive

to different learning styles, and

sensitive to the time and place

limitations of the students.

• The institution provides appro-

priate support services to dis-

tance students that are

equivalent to services provided

for its on-campus students.

• The institution provides its stu-

dents at a distance with accessi-

ble library and other learning

resources appropriate to the

courses or programs delivered

via technology. It develops sys-

tems to support them in access-

ing and using these library and

other learning resources effec-

tively.

• It is important to provide the

appropriate developmental
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experiences for faculty who are

engaged in the delivery of dis-

tance learning experiences.

• The institution implements poli-

cies and processes by which the

instructional effectiveness of

each distance learning course is

evaluated periodically.

• Timely and reliable technical

support is vital to the success of

any distance learning program.

• It is recommended that a system

of faculty incentives and rewards

be developed cooperatively by

the faculty and the administra-

tion, which encourages effort

and recognizes achievement

associated with the development

and delivery of distance learning

courses.

• The institution will communicate

copyright and intellectual prop-

erty policies to all faculty and

staff working on distance learn-

ing course development and

delivery.

• The institution complies with

state policies and maintains

regional accreditation standards

in regard to distance learning

programs. (www.old.ihets.org/

learntech/facprinc.html)

Commonalities between these

principles and those suggested by

other authors and organizations

may be readily perceived. For

instance, careful planning and the

need for teacher training are cited

by Bates (in Foley, 2003), and the

emphasis on the unique needs of

students in a variety of contexts is

mentioned by Foley (2003). The

IPSE principles make an important

contribution by highlighting need

for consideration of copyright law

and policies, intellectual property

ownership, faculty incentives, and

state policies and accreditation stan-

dards.

Because education (including

distance education) is a system,

each of its elements interacts with

other elements, making the isola-

tion of elements difficult. Interac-

tion (its type, quantity, quality,

timing, etc.), for instance, cannot be

separated from instructional philos-

ophy, choice of media, and other

factors.

Whatever media are selected to

facilitate instructor-student and stu-

dent-student interaction, it should

be recognized that these forms of

mediated discussion should not

completely replace the face-to-face

element in courses. As Peters (1998)

noted, those who believe that new,

digital media will “supply the inter-

activity and communication lacking

in distance education … cherish a

hope here that will prove to be seri-

ous self-delusion” (p. 155). Peters’

comments on the topic (in the con-

text of videoconferencing, a rela-

tively rich “high bandwidth” form

of communication), trenchant and

incisive, are worth quoting at

length:

Communication mediated

through technical media remains

mediated communication and

cannot replace an actual discus-

sion, an actual argument, the dis-

course of a group gathered at a

particular location. Mediated

communication and actual com-

munication stand in relationship

to one another like a pencilled

[sic] sketch and an oil painting of

the same subject. What takes

place in a discussion between two

or more people can only be trans-

mitted in part electronically. What

is missing is the consciously per-

ceived presence of the other per-

sons, their aura, the feeling of

being together that differs each

time the participants meet. All

this supplies genuineness and

liveliness to the communication.

A virtual university that does

without face-to-face events by

referring to the possibility of vid-

eoconferencing can only ever

remain a surrogate university.

A distance teaching university

in a multimedia system, with its

face-to-face study counselling

[sic] and its tutors in the study

centres, is much more fortunate

in this regard. Even the most

extensively developed virtual

university cannot do without

these meetings. This is not an

argument against video-confer-

encing as such. It is a new

medium for learning and teach-

ing in distance education, with

particular advantages and disad-

vantages, whose effect has still to

be developed. There is no doubt

that to a certain extent [videocon-

ferencing] will improve the struc-

ture of communication in

distance education—but it cannot

ever take the place of personal

communication in distance edu-

cation. (p. 155)

Peters’ views on virtual commu-

nication have not been significantly

modified with time. More recently

(2002), he has noted that the losses

inherent in mediated communica-

tions are serious:

They reduce, surround, parcel

out, spoil or destroy experiences

gained at school or university. For

this reason, it may be concluded,

learning in virtual space will

never be able to replace com-

pletely teaching in real spaces.

(p. 104)

The effective use of a variety of

media to facilitate communication,

combined with critical quantities of

well-structured face-to-face instruc-

tion and learning, have character-

ized many distance-delivered

programs. They are two key ele-

ments of the Nova ITDE model of

distance education, what has been

called “the best of both worlds”

(Schlosser & Burmeister, 1999).

As important as is the appropri-

ate selection and use of technolo-

gies of instruction and com-

munication, Moore (1998) has noted

that these technologies are not criti-

cal elements in shaping students’

satisfaction with their distance

courses. Rather, satisfaction is deter-

mined by “the attention they



Volume 1, Issue 4 Distance Learning 33

receive from the teachers and from

the system they work in to meet

their needs” (p. 4). Those needs,

“what all distant learners want, and

deserve” include:

• content that they feel is relevant

to their needs;

• clear directions for what they

should do at every stage of the

course;

• as much control of the pace of

learning as possible;

• a means of drawing attention to

individual concerns;

• a way of testing their progress

and getting feedback from their

instructors; and 

• materials that are useful, active,

and interesting (p. 4).

At the same time, it should be

noted that frustration with the use

of complex, inadequate, malfunc-

tioning equipment, as well as per-

ceptions of emotional distance

engendered by the use of distance

education technologies, have nega-

tively affected students’ attitudes

toward—and, in some cases,

achievement in—distance educa-

tion.

Bates’ seventh “golden rule,”

that “interaction is essential,” is

well-accepted by the field, and is a

central element in most definitions

of distance education (see, for

instance, Keegan, 1996; Schlosser &

Simonson, 2003). Keegan (1996)

noted that distance education must

offer “the provision of two-way

communication so that the student

may benefit from or even initiate

dialogue” (p. 44). Initial provisions

for interaction were primarily for

student-instructor interactions but,

with the availability of expanded

communication technologies in the

1990s, came an increasing emphasis

on additional forms of interaction.

Three forms of interaction are

widely recognized by the field: stu-

dent-content, student-instructor,

and student-student. It is this third

form of communication, reflecting,

in part, andragogical and construc-

tivist perspectives, that has

increased dramatically with the rise

of online education.

Concurrent with the expansion

of online education and the diffu-

sion of new communication tech-

nologies, there arose the mistaken

belief that, if interaction is impor-

tant, “the more interaction there is

in a distance education class, the

better” (Simonson, 2000, p. 278). As

Simonson (2000) has noted, early

research in the field had “demon-

strated clearly that the provision for

interaction was critical” (p. 278), but

later research indicated as clearly

that “interaction is not a magic

potion that miraculously improves

distance learning” (p. 278). Indeed,

“the forcing of interaction can be as

strong a detriment to effective

learning [as is] its absence” (p. 278).

When quantifying and qualify-

ing student-teacher and student-

student interaction, perceptions

may be less than reliable. In a study

comparing distance students’ per-

ceptions of interaction (as com-

pared with observations of their

interaction), Sorensen and Baylen

(2000) noted that students accu-

rately noted that: across-site inter-

action was very low, that within-site

interaction was very high, that

interaction changes with instructor

location, that remote site students

participate less, and that group

activities increase interactions.

However, students perceived that

less interaction occurred over time

(when, in fact, interaction

increased), and that technology

inhibits interaction (when, more

accurately, it seems to create differ-

ent patterns of interaction (p. 56).

Although Sorensen and Baylen

examined interaction in the context

of an interactive television course,

their findings have implications for

other distance education modali-

ties. The researchers concluded that

a sense of community formed

among students at the distant sites,

but interaction increased when the

instructor was present at a given

distant site. Having instructors

rotate among sites encouraged

interaction. Interaction was ham-

pered when students were unable

to see or hear their distant class-

mates. Allowing constant displays

of distant students would likely

increase interaction. Maintaining

students’ attention in a distance-

delivered course “appears to be a

more difficult task than perhaps in

the traditional class” (p. 56).

Sorensen and Baylen noted that

“varying activities and including

hands-on exercises and small and

large group discussions were

instructional methods appreciated

by the students” (p. 56). Students in

the Sorensen and Baylen study

expressed satisfaction with the “dis-

tance learning experience,” but sug-

gested that the course include “at

least one opportunity for students

to meet face-to-face” (p. 57).

Distance-teaching institutions

(and their students) have a wide

variety of instructional and commu-

nication media from which to

choose. These two categories

(instructional and communication)

may be, to some extent, addressed

separately, but they are often one

and the same. Bates’ fourth “golden

rule,” that there is no “super-tech-

nology,” is well-accepted and

understood by experienced instruc-

tional technologists and distance

educators, but often less so by those

new to the field (and many of

today’s practitioners fall into this

latter category). For this reason, it is

important to invoke the findings of

Clark (1983), who noted, two

decades ago, that “media do not

influence learning under any con-

ditions” (p. 446). Indeed, “The best

current evidence is that media are

mere vehicles that deliver instruc-

tion but do not influence student

achievement any more than the

truck that delivers our groceries



34 Distance Learning Volume 1, Issue 4

causes changes in our nutrition” (p.

446). Clark’s conclusions have been

bolstered by Russell (1999), whose

well-known “No Significant Differ-

ence Phenomenon” articles have

summarized the conclusions of

decades of media-comparison stud-

ies.

If, as Clark (citing hundreds of

studies and decades of research)

maintains, the application of any

particular medium will neither

improve student achievement nor

increase the speed of learning, what

criteria might a distance-teaching

institution apply in the selection of

media for the delivery of instruc-

tion and the facilitation of commu-

nication? Cost (to both the

institution as well as to the student)

is an obvious criterion. Less obvi-

ous, perhaps, are the culture of the

institution and expectations of stu-

dents (or potential students).

At a very practical level, Ko and

Rossen (2003) suggested that, prior

to selecting media and instruction

for online education, the institu-

tion’s resources be assessed and the

following questions asked:

• What’s already in place (what, if

any courses are being offered

online; who is teaching them,

etc.)?

• What kind of hardware and

operating system does your insti-

tution support?

• What kind of network has your

institution set up?

• What kind of computer support

does your institution provide?

(p. 19).

As Ko and Rossen noted, “the

tools an institution uses and the

support it offers very much influ-

ence the choices [the instructor will]

need to make” (p. 18).

Other guidelines for selection of

media for synchronous communi-

cation, in the context of one “best

practice” in distance education—

collaborative, problem-based stu-

dent work groups—have been

offered by Foreman (2003). Fore-

man noted the usefulness of a wide

variety of synchronous technolo-

gies: chat, telephone conference,

Web conferencing and application

sharing, voice-over-IP, virtual class-

rooms, and videoconferencing. Of

the technologies at either end of the

spectrum—chat and videoconfer-

encing—“neither works especially

well as a tool for collaborative team-

work” (para. 5) because chat is slow

and awkward, and because video-

conferencing is expensive, is fre-

quently of low technical quality,

and often fails to capture many of

the visual cues so helpful for com-

munication.

Telephone conferencing, how-

ever, “is highly effective for organiz-

ing small-team distance learning

experiences” (para. 6), as it “pro-

vides immediacy, a high rate of

information exchange, and complex

multiperson interaction facilitated

by a familiar audio cueing system.”

Foreman recognizes that telephone

conferencing can be expensive, but

counters that significant savings

may be realized through inexpen-

sive three-way calling options—

which, “despite its name, four or

more people can use … at once”

(para. 7)—available through most

telecom providers.

Commercially-provided Web

conferencing, combining telephone

and Web technologies, overcomes

the limitations of voice-only tech-

nologies through the provision of

“application sharing,” but its tele-

phone component is costly. Voice-

over-IP is a promising technology

but, at its current level, is “intrusive

and clumsy” because of sometimes-

lengthy lag time and overall low

fidelity (para. 15).

Virtual classrooms focus on syn-

chronous teacher-student and stu-

dent-student interaction through

application-sharing and voice-over-

IP. Virtual classrooms have been

available for several years, but only

recently has usability advanced to a

level considered acceptable by

many. Foreman suggests that this

final category is most promising, as

it can:

create inexpensive cyberspaces

where geo-distributed students

can perform their learning work

through the preferred medium

for intense communication—talk.

Their talk will focus on shared

screen objects...that facilitate the

dialogue.... Under the best cir-

cumstances, the students will

divide the work, perform it sepa-

rately, and then gather online to

share their findings and integrate

them into a deliverable product

that can be assessed by the

instructor. This is the decentered

classroom taken to a logical

extreme by an emerging technol-

ogy. (para. 21)

Adams and Freeman (2003) have

noted the benefits of the virtual

classroom, noting that the interac-

tions within them “in addition to

allowing for the exchange of infor-

mation, provide participants with a

shared feeling of presence or imme-

diacy that reinforces their member-

ship in the community.”

In the end, all of the above crite-

ria are considered and, frequently, a

pragmatic approach is adopted. As

Bates recommends in his fourth

“golden rule,” “each [medium] has

its strengths and weaknesses, there-

fore they need to be combined (an

integrated mix)” (Foley, 2003,

p. 843).

The literature abounds with

guidelines for distance education

and identified “best practices” of

distance education. Sometimes

these are based on careful research

but are, in most cases, the products

of practitioners relating practices

that have proven successful for that

author. Still, some common threads

have emerged.

Graham, Cagiltay, Lim, Craner,

and Duffy (2001) have offered

seven lessons for online instruction:
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1. Instructors should provide

clear guidelines for interac-

tion with students.

2. Well-designed discussion

assignments facilitate mean-

ingful cooperation among

students.

3. Students should present

course projects.

4. Instructors need to provide

two types of feedback: infor-

mation feedback and

acknowledgment feedback.

5. Online courses need dead-

lines.

6. Challenging tasks, sample

cases, and praise for quality

work communicate high

expectations.

7. Allowing students to choose

project topics incorporates

diverse views into online

courses. (http://ts.mivu.org/

default.asp?show+

article&id=839)

In his eighth “golden rule,” Bates

notes that “student numbers are

critical.” While this observation is

made in the context of cost and

media selection, student numbers

are, indeed, critical in at least two

other respects: class and working-

(or discussion-) group size. Distance

education has been embraced, in

some quarters, as an opportunity to

reduce costs by increasing class

sizes. The literature clearly indicates

that there are practical limits

beyond which the quality of

instruction and learning are com-

promised. As Hanna et al. (2000)

noted, “demand for interaction

defines the size of face-to-face class-

rooms and the nature of the interac-

tions within those classrooms; the

demand for interaction has a similar

effect upon online classrooms”

(p. 26). Palloff and Pratt (2003) have

suggested that experienced online

educators can “handle” 20 to 25 stu-

dents in an online course, while

“instructors who are new to the

medium, or instructors teaching a

course for the first time, should

really teach no more than fifteen

students” (p. 118). Chat sessions

should be smaller, with perhaps 10

to 12 students (Palloff & Pratt, 2003),

and work/discussion groups might

have four or five members (Fore-

man, 2003; Hanna et al., 2000).

On a larger scale, institutions of

higher education should under-

stand that distance education is not

the “cash cow” that some have mis-

takenly suggested (Berg, 2001).

Indeed, the development and sup-

port of distance-delivered courses

and programs is normally more

expensive than for similar tradi-

tional courses and programs. When

exceptions are occasionally noted, it

is usually found that a difference in

scale could explain the savings, as

in the University of California-

Davis study that found that prepar-

ing and offering a large (430 stu-

dents) general education course at a

distance was less than the cost of

the same course delivered tradition-

ally (Sloan Consortium, 2002). A

second exception is the instance of

the very large distance-teaching

universities, such as the Open Uni-

versity of the United Kingdom,

where large enrollments and a long

“product cycle” reduce the unit cost

per student to about half that com-

mon among traditional graduate

programs (Moore & Kearsley, 1996).

Care should be taken when

schools search the field for suitable

models. As Garon (2002) has noted

“academic attempts at providing

universities online have been mar-

keting failures and academic dis-

tractions. New York University,

Temple University, and other

famous universities have closed

their virtual doors” and “highly

touted start-ups such as Columbia

University’s Fathom.com and West-

ern Governors University … [have]

dramatically downsized the

attempts to provide online degrees”

(para. 2). Garon cites two successful

for-profit institutions—the Univer-

sity of Phoenix and DeVry Univer-

sity, while noting that their success

may be because, given their model

for instruction, they “are much

closer to large, national community

colleges than traditional four-year

colleges, but the model serves their

community of adult learners well”

(para. 6). Schools, then, should

clearly identify the type of students

they wish to attract, the needs of

those students, and the type of uni-

versity they aspire to be.

Distance education is a broad

field with a long history. It is impor-

tant to remember that, the views of

some authors notwithstanding,

there is no one “right” way to con-

duct distance education. At the

same time, it would be foolish to

ignore the insights and recommen-

dations of longtime practitioners of

distance education, as well as those

whose field is the study of distance

education. Distance education has

experienced a marked expansion—

and, to a certain extent, reinven-

tion—in the past few years (coincid-

ing with the rise of the Web and

entrepreneurial forces in educa-

tion). However, it should be borne

in mind that online education is not

the sum of distance education, that

the field existed long before the

Web, and that enduring principles

of education did not become obso-

lete with the development of new,

electronic technologies.

DISTANCE DELIVERED 

INSTRUCTION:

THE U-M-T APPROACH

This section includes recommenda-

tions that are intended to provide a

way to organize a course. These rec-

ommendations are guiding princi-

ples to help make courses with

equal numbers of semester credits

equivalent in terms of comprehen-

siveness of content coverage, even

if these courses are offered in differ-

ent programs, cover different top-
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ics, and are delivered using

different media.

ORGANIZATIONAL GUIDELINES

In traditional university courses,

the 50-minute class session is the

building block for courses. Usually,

15 classes are offered for each

semester credit. This is the Carnegie

unit, which usually means that for

each semester credit, a traditional

course must have 15 50-minute

class sessions, for a total of 750 min-

utes of face-to-face instruction.

Distance-delivered courses do

not normally have class sessions, as

such. It is proposed that the

designer of distance instruction use

the topic as the fundamental build-

ing block for a course. Topics are

then organized into modules that are

further organized into units that are

roughly equivalent to a semester

credit.

The designer can organize a

course like this:

• each semester credit = 1 unit,

• each unit = 3–5 modules,

• each module = 3–5 topics, and

• each topic = 1 learning outcome.

When applied, a typical 3-credit

course might have 3 units, 12-15

modules, 48-60 topics, and 48-60

learning outcomes.

Working definitions of unit,

module, and topic are:

Unit. A unit is a significant

body of knowledge that represents

a major subdivision of a course’s

content. Often, one unit of a course

would represent 4 or 5 weeks of

instruction, and would be equiva-

lent to a semester credit. For exam-

ple, in a 3-credit educational

statistics course a unit might be the

study of descriptive statistics.

Module. A module is a major,

distinct, and discreet component of

a unit. Generally, a unit such as

descriptive statistics might be

divided into 3–5 major components,

such as statistical assumptions,

measures of central tendency, mea-

sures of variation, and the normal

curve. Modules generally are the

basis for several class sessions and

are covered in about a week of

instruction and study.

Topic. A topic is an important

supporting idea that explains, clari-

fies, or supports a module. A topic

would be a lesson or a presentation.

Three topics in a module on central

tendency might be median, mode,

and mean.

These three terms can be used in

a variety of ways. Of importance is

the idea that topics form modules

and modules form units, and units

are the main subdivisions of

courses.

ASSESSMENT GUIDELINES

Assessment is defined as the

determination and measurement of

learning. Ultimately, assessment is

used for grading. Assessment is

directly related to learning out-

comes. Normally, there is at least

one learning outcome for each

course topic.

A typical 3-credit course might

have the following assessment

strategy:

• 1 examination,

• 1 10- page paper,

• 1 project,

• 3 quizzes,

• 3 small assignments (short paper,

article review, activity report),

and

• graded threaded discussions, e-

mails, and chats

LEARNING OUTCOME

A learning outcome is observable

and measurable. Learning out-

comes are a consequence of teach-

ing and learning—of instruction

and study. Often, learning out-

comes are written with three com-

ponents: conditions under which

learning is facilitated (instruction),

observable and measurable actions

or products, and a minimum stan-

dard of expectations. Usually, there

is at least one learning outcome for

each course topic. For example, a

learning outcome for a topic in a

statistics course dealing with median

might be:

After studying the text, pages 51–

53, reviewing the PowerPoint

with audio presentation on mea-

sures of central tendency, and

participating in synchronous

chats, the student will analyze

two sets of test data to identify

the median for each.

CONTENT GUIDELINES

Traditionally, instructors have

offered content by making presen-

tations during face-to-face instruc-

tion. Additionally, readings in

textbooks and handouts are com-

monly required of students in

courses.

In distance teaching situations,

readings in texts, handouts, and

information on the Internet are

often used to deliver content. For

high-quality courses, there often is

an emphasis on the use of various

forms of visual media to offer

instructional content. Videos, visual

presentations with accompanying

audio, and other graphical repre-

sentations of important topics are

important in a well-designed

course. A variety of delivery sys-

tems for content can be considered,

including the use of compact disks,

electronic files posted to Web sites,

and streaming.

As described above, content is

organized into topics. Topics are

combined into modules of similar

topics and modules are used to

form units.

Modules might have 3-5 topics

presented in the following ways:

• readings in the text or other writ-

ten materials;
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• videos supplied on CD, DVD, or

streamed;

• audio recordings of speeches or

presentations supplied on a CD,

as an e-mail attachment, or

streamed;

• recorded presentations using

PowerPoint with prerecorded

audio; and

• synchronous chats with content

experts.

INSTRUCTION/TEACHING 

GUIDELINES

The pace of instruction for learn-

ers is a critical concern for the dis-

tance educator. Because many

distance education students are

employed full-time, it is important

to offer instruction in a way that

complements their other responsi-

bilities. These guidelines relate to

the pace of instruction and the need

for continuing interaction between

instructors and students:

• 1 module per week;

• Instructor e-mail to students

each week;

• 1 synchronous chat per week;

• 2-3 threaded discussion ques-

tions per topic, or 6-10 questions

per week;

• Instructor comments on discus-

sions as part of threaded discus-

sion; and

• Progress reports (grades) submit-

ted to students for each module

These course design guidelines

are based on the literature of dis-

tance education and are derived

from the analysis, review, and dis-

cussion of quality courses delivered

at a distance.

A FINAL WORD

The simplicity of the Carnegie Unit

has made it the standard for course

design, primarily because it was

easy to apply. It is easy to count

class sessions in order to determine

if a course “measures up.” Distance

education, with few if any face-to-

face sessions, does not have such a

widely accepted standard. The unit/

module/topic approach is being

used in courses, and seems to be

quickly and accurately applied,

while establishing a standard of

quality.

The successful placement of the

final section of the St. Louis Gate-

way Arch depended on planning

and design that was completed

years earlier. Distance learning is

facilitated by distance teaching, if

distance teaching is well planned

and designed, often months before

the course is taught.
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“DISTANCE EDUCATION HAS TWO MAJOR COMPONENTS: DISTANCE TEACHING AND DISTANCE 

LEARNING.”

“IT IS PROPOSED THAT THE DESIGNER OF DISTANCE INSTRUCTION USE THE TOPIC AS THE 

FUNDAMENTAL BUILDING BLOCK FOR A COURSE. TOPICS ARE THEN ORGANIZED INTO MODULES 

THAT ARE FURTHER ORGANIZED INTO UNITS THAT ARE ROUGHLY EQUIVALENT TO A SEMESTER 

CREDIT.”

"THE DESIGNER CAN ORGANIZE A COURSE LIKE THIS:

• EACH SEMESTER CREDIT = 1 UNIT

• EACH UNIT = 3-5 MODULES

• EACH MODULE = 3-5 TOPICS

• EACH TOPIC HAS ONE LEARNING OUTCOME”

—MICHAEL SIMONSON AND CHARLES SCHLOSSER
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Ends and Means

What’s Really Important?

Ryan Watkins

ll of us know—either

intrinsically or owing to

some glossy 1990s moti-

vational poster—that business ini-

tiatives are intended to accomplish

an assortment of useful results for

our organizations: direct revenue,

required skills, cost savings, neces-

sary certifications, increased pro-

ductivity, or the like. Nevertheless,

the daily tasks associated with

designing, developing, and main-

taining a distance education initia-

tive that achieves these objectives,

and many others, are typically the

distractions or troublesome misad-

ventures that occupy our atten-

tion; often delaying our insistence

on measurable performance to

another day.

While there is no doubt that the

accomplishment of “small” results

is essential for “big” success, when

these daily tasks blur our ability to

see the long-term objectives we

often start to make near-sighted

decisions that take us away from

our intended goals and organiza-

tional contributions. 

As a result, when our predispo-

sition becomes a focus on the rela-

tively less-critical (i.e., we “sweat

the small stuff”), what becomes

critical to our performance is how

we distinguish between what is

important and what is not so

important. This ability to differen-

tiate the two not only allows us to

better balance our attention across

competing demands, but also

helps us regain control over our

long-term professional and organi-

zational goals. 

Suboptimization and micro-

management are just two symp-

toms of our difficulties with

knowing what is important and

what is not. Both symptoms

decrease the effectiveness of the

overall organization and jeopar-

dize our ability to achieve long-

term success.

So how can we break some old

habits? The first divergence we

will want to take away a focus on

the trivial is to regularly differenti-

ate between ends and means. 

Ends are the results we accom-

plish. Ends can be anything from

e-mail messages to dictated let-

ters, comprehensive evaluation

reports to completed e-learning

courses. Although ends will not

always leave a physical artifact,

most often they end with tangible

products of our efforts. As a result,

the ends we create are typically

the outcomes by which our success

or failure is later judged.

Closely related to the ends we

achieve are the means we use to

realize those results. Means are

thereby the processes, tools, and

techniques we use in our efforts to

accomplish and contribute ends.

Means can be anything from a the-

oretical construct to a circular saw,

a computer software application to

a high-tech global positioning gad-

get. 

Like ends, means can be related

to physical objects such a cell

phone, although often times we

will use intangible means, like

models and matrices, in our efforts

to attain results. 

By clearly delineating between

ends and means, you can begin to

sort through the daily activities of

most any task, thereby punctuat-

ing the results you wish to accom-

plish and pruning your efforts that

fixate on details while forgetting

the bigger picture. 

A

Ryan Watkins, Associate Professor, 

Educational Technology Leadership 

Program, George Washington Univer-

sity, 2134 G Street, NW, Washington, 

DC 20052. Telephone: (202) 994-

1701. Web: www.ryanwatkins.com
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The differentiation of ends and

means is in no way, however,

intended to detract from the reality

that you must attend to the daily

operations of any successful e-

learning project. After all, both god

and the devil are found “in the

details.” But when we fixate on the

daily tasks for too long we risk los-

ing sight of the “big picture,” which

can lead to those debilitating occur-

rences of micromanagement and

suboptimization.

The rather unassuming, yet com-

pelling and valuable, distinction

between ends and means can have

a significant impact on how you go

about determining what is really

important in your daily tasks.

When you are attentive to this dif-

ferentiation you may find yourself

spending less time describing how

you “want things to be done,” pre-

ferring a focus on the results you

want to have accomplished—and

how those results will contribute

strategically to the organization. Or

you may reconsider the use of tradi-

tional evaluation criteria (such as

time on task, amount of effort, or

“did you do what I told you to do”

criteria), opting instead to develop

clear standards for the products,

outputs, and outcomes (i.e., the

ends or results) that are to be deliv-

ered. 

It is often useful to routinely jot

down a list of the tasks currently

consuming your attention, and

then indicate for each if you are

focused on the ends (i.e., results)

with long-term benefits or just the

means for short-term rewards. The

long-term success of any e-learning

initiative will be measured by the

value of the ends that it accom-

plished and, as a result, you will

want to focus a healthy portion of

your time each week on accom-

plishing the ends that will define

your success.

CALL FOR PAPERS

PUBLISH IN DISTANCE LEARNING

THE EDITORS OF DISTANCE LEARNING WOULD LIKE TO PUBLISH YOUR PAPER. WE ARE 

INTERESTED IN PAPERS DEALING WITH PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF DISTANCE EDUCATION 

IN A VARIETY OF SETTINGS. CONTACT MICHAEL SIMONSON, EDITOR, IF YOU HAVE 

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR IDEA (954-262-8563; SIMSMICH@NOVA.EDU). GUIDELINES 

FOR SUBMITTING YOUR PAPER CAN BE FOUND ON PAGE ii OF THIS ISSUE.
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New Media, New Learning

Face Value

Craig Ullman

oo many of us in distance

learning (and I would put

myself at the front of the

line here) love to focus on the bells

and whistles of our enabling tech-

nologies, rather than focus on the

simpler and more difficult issues of

cognitive psychology. I’ll give you

a for instance: what form of com-

munication would you say has the

most impact on the people com-

municating?

I think most of us would agree

that a face-to-face discussion has

the most impact on its participants.

As pure information exchange, a

face-to-face is actually very ineffi-

cient: few people are well spoken,

much less eloquent, and rarely

does one take (or even have) the

time to carefully organize one’s

thoughts before speaking. Typi-

cally, a verbal discussion is filled

with elisions, redirections, repeti-

tions, and just plain stalling (“that,

you know … the thing of it is.…”)

In that sense, a written commu-

nication would provide more

information, more carefully pre-

sented. And yet, how often has

something we have written been

misconstrued or ignored? I’m sure

we all know particular people who

have habitually taken offense at e-

mails, creatively reading in an

intent of the message that was not

actually there.

The piece we are missing is, of

course, the emotion associated

with the statement. If you believe

that an emotion associated with a

statement is merely a sidecar, an

encumbrance that can only slow

down your motorcycle of thought,

then you are making the until very

recently widely accepted mistake

of Cartesian duality. Descartes

believed that emotions and logic

were separate, often opposed,

entities. However, the cognitive

research that has been done in the

last couple of decades indicates

quite the opposite: emotion is not

only concomitant to everything

we think or say, it is a necessary,

built-in process that we cannot—

nor would even wish to—avoid.

Emotion’s value is to give

weight to facts and help us come

to decisions more quickly. If, for

instance, you hear someone say “A

lion!” and did not receive or could

not interpret the emotion inter-

twined with the fact, you might

spend a considerable period of

time deciding what the statement

meant, any possible relationship of

the statement to your own circum-

stances, and so on. While you

stand there processing these

issues, your leg could, of course,

become a delightfully invigorating

tartare for the lion.

So, the play of emotions

between speakers is the missing

piece that makes a face-to-face dis-

cussion so powerful. The emotive

content is revealed (and some-

times betrayed) by the voice, facial

expressions, and body language of

the other speaker: An arched eye-

brow, a pregnant pause, a rising

tone, all serve to expand the mean-

ing of what the speaker says—and

how the speaker is reacting to

what you say. Voice, facial expres-

sion, and body language create a

powerful feedback loop for any

communication.

Every step we take away from

face-to-face communication nar-

rows the amount of information

T
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and feedback we receive from the

speaker, making miscommunication

or weak communication that much

more likely.

So what implication does the

importance of emotion have in dis-

tance learning? In most instances,

we cannot effectively or efficiently

use technology to create a face-to-

face discussion between teacher and

student, or between students. How-

ever, we can use technology to bottle

and distribute some of that emotion

through the use of video. Even

though the teacher or student might

be seen in a box in a corner of the

screen, if the audio and video of the

person can be clearly understood,

than the emotive content of the

speaker can be understood as well.

It is not an ideal solution, and

thousands of hours of online learn-

ing have been built consciously

avoiding or minimizing the use of

the human face. It is now time we

embrace the importance of emo-

tion in distance learning and take

greater advantage of it.

WHAT IS A DISTANCE LEARNING LEADER?

A LEADER IS A VISIONARY CAPABLE OF ACTION WHO GUIDES AN ORGANIZATION’S FUTURE, ITS 

VISION, MISSION, GOALS, AND OBJECTIVES. THE LEADER GUIDES THE ORGANIZATION AND ITS 

PEOPLE WHO HAVE FAITH IN THE LEADER, AND HAVE A CLEAR UNDERSTANDING AND 

ACCEPTANCE OF THE ORGANIZATION’S WORTHWHILE AND SHARED VISION AND GOALS. A 

DISTANCE LEARNING LEADER HAS COMPETENCE IN KNOWING, DESIGNING, MANAGING, 

LEADING AND VISIONING DISTANCE EDUCATION.

—SIMONSON (2004)
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Pedagogy Corner

Rubrics

Score One for the Instructor and

One for the Student

David Graf

n recent years, the use of scor-

ing rubrics has become more

and more commonplace

across all levels of secondary and

postsecondary education. And for

good reason. From my standpoint,

rubrics are—or should be—an

important tool in the online

instructor’s arsenal of assessment

tools. If you are not using rubrics

in conjunction with student learn-

ing assignments, I encourage you

to begin doing so.

WHY USE RUBRICS?

There are two simple reasons why

you should use rubrics in your

online course. The most important

reason is that rubrics serve to

inform students how their assign-

ments and other work will be

graded. As a scoring guide, a well-

constructed rubric delineates a

consistent set of precisely defined

criterion statements that can be

used to assess student work. The

process of creating a scoring rubric

causes you, the instructor, to think

deeply about each element of an

assignment. The idea is to arrive at

criterion statements that define

varying levels of excellence about

those elements. Sharing the final

rubric with students provides

them with a clear understanding

of what constitutes excellence in

the preparation of their assign-

ments, thus allowing them to self-

assess their work before submit-

ting it to you for evaluation.

Another reason for using

rubrics is to make your job of

assessing student work that much

easier. Creating a quality rubric

requires a great deal of up-front

thinking but, in the long run, the

process of grading student work is

greatly reduced. The use of rubrics

also makes the grading of student

work more consistent. While there

is always a level of subjectivity in

assessing student work, rubrics

help reduce the tendency to com-

pare one student’s work against

another. 

In their watershed work, Her-

man, Aschbacher, and Winter

(1992) indicated that a carefully

constructed scoring rubric will:

• Help teachers define excellence

and plan instruction that will

help students achieve it;

• Communicate to students what

constitutes excellence and how

to evaluate their own work;

• Communicate goals and results

to parents and others;

• Help teachers or other raters be

accurate, unbiased, and consis-

tent in scoring assignments and

projects; and

• Document procedures used in

making important judgments

about student work.

I
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RUBRIC ELEMENTS

There is no standardized way of

creating a rubric, nor is there a stan-

dardized way a rubric should look.

There are, however, certain ele-

ments that should be included in

every scoring rubric. Herman et al.

(1992) suggested the following ele-

ments of a scoring rubric:

• One or more traits or dimensions

that serve as the basis for judging

the student response.

• Definitions and examples to clar-

ify the meaning of each trait or

dimension.

• A scale of values on which to rate

each dimension.

• Standards of excellence for speci-

fied performance levels accom-

panied by models or examples of

each level.

Table 1 shows one way to begin

structuring a rubric for assessing

the dimension of student participa-

tion in small group chats (note that

a complete rubric would address

additional dimensions). Upon read-

ing this portion of the rubric stu-

dents would understand what is

expected of them in order to

achieve high marks for their work

in small groups. Using rubrics like

this—and chat logs—instructors

can shorten the time required to

assess student participation and

remove much of the subjectivity so

often associated with assessing

group work in online courses. 

There are, of course, many things

that need to be considered when

constructing rubrics. For example,

in Table 1, each of the items might

be weighted differently, thereby

placing more emphasis on desired

performance indicators. Also, the

headings that serve to denote a cer-

tain level of “competency” may also

be changed to reflect varying levels

of acceptable work. 

My purpose in preparing this

column was to convince you to con-

sider adding rubrics to your assess-

ment arsenal. I hope I have

achieved that goal. If I have, then

the next step for you is to visit any

of the Websites listed below to read

more about how to construct and

integrate rubrics into your courses.

Using rubrics in your courses will

Table 1

Beginner Novice Proficient Advanced

• Little or no 

advance prepara-

tion for sched-

uled chats (1)

• Moderately prepared 

in advance (2)

• Well prepared in advance of 

scheduled chats (3)

• All of the markers of 

proficient participation, 

plus

• Allows others to 

set and pursue 

group agenda (1)

• Takes some part in set-

ting group goals and 

agendas (2)

• Takes an active role in setting 

group goals and agendas (3)

• Draws out ideas or con-

cerns of others, espe-

cially those who have 

contributed little (4)

• Participates

passively and

contributes little 

or nothing during 

chats (1)

• Participates in chats, 

letting other group 

members provide the 

direction (2)

• Actively participates in chat 

discussions and asks ques-

tions (3)

• Revisits issues or ideas 

that need more atten-

tion (4)

• Merely responds 

to questions and 

rarely initiates 

dialogue (1)

• Occasionally intro-

duces information or 

asks questions during 

a chat (2)

• Listens actively and shows 

understanding by paraphras-

ing or by acknowledging and 

building on others’ ideas (3)

• Helps the group stay on 

track (4)

• Attendance in 

scheduled chats is 

haphazard and 

inconsistent, often 

without prior 

notification (1)

• If likely to be absent or 

late, informs others 

ahead of time and 

arranges to cover 

assigned responsibili-

ties (2)

• Volunteers willingly and car-

ries own share of the group’s 

responsibilities (3)

• Summarizes group

decisions and action 

assignments (4)

Adapted from “Levels of participation.” Bowling Green State University. http://www.bgsu.edu/offices/provost/Assessment/

Particip.htm
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ultimately score points with your

students (pun intended).
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“’TIS DISTANCE LENDS ENCHANTMENT TO THE VIEW.” 

—THOMAS CAMPBELL

“EXPERIENCE NEEDS DISTANCE AND WHAT YOU WRITE OF AT A DISTANCE TELLS NOT SO MUCH 

WHAT YOU WERE LIKE AS WHAT YOU HAVE DISCOVERED SINCE.”

—DAVID WADE
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Higher Education Viewpoint

What’s Ahead for Learning 

Management Systems in 

Higher Education?

Michael Anderson

hen a university asks

its current learning

management system

(LMS) vendor what’s the differ-

ence between their 2002 and 2003

LMS products, the vendor calmly

states, “about $50,000.” This quip

underscores the recent transition

of learning management systems

from departmental postscript to

institutional necessity. Under-

standing how vendors have trans-

formed their products into critical

infrastructure helps forecast where

LMSs may evolve. The systems

must maintain the features that led

to widespread adoption, but

expand to provide new rationales

for continued reliance.

It is useful to briefly discuss the

evolution of LMSs and to under-

stand the pertinent acronyms that

illustrate the pattern of LMS devel-

opment.

A course or content manage-

ment system (CMS/LCMS) is a sys-

tem for managing course content.

Typified by Blackboard 5 or

WebCT Campus, a CMS is the con-

tent repository which stores, man-

ages, and maintains learning

content. The CMS separates the

content from its delivery so that

content can be authored once and

reused in many courses. In higher

education, the CMS was born from

local solutions to Web-enhanced

course delivery.

A learning management system

(LMS) is a system for managing

learner progress through courses.

Exemplified by Blackboard 6 or

WebCT Vista, an LMS interacts

with the student to manage access

to learning content and support

services. The LMS manages the

learning process and is learner-

focused, rather than content-

focused. In higher education, the

LMS was born from local student

information systems.

Today’s learning management

systems started as local solutions

and evolved into proprietary ven-

dor products. According to Acadi-

ent (2004), the current CMS/LMS

market is dominated by three com-

panies: Blackboard (38%), WebCT

(32%), eCollege (11%). Other com-

panies account for the remaining

19% of the market. The “other” cat-

egory includes home-grown sys-

tems (such as the University of

Phoenix’s rEsource and the Uni-

versity of Maryland University

College’s WebTYCHO), pioneers

(such as VCampus and FirstClass),

newcomers (such as IntraLearn

and Angel), and systems with a

strong corporate training presence

(such as Saba and Docent). Three

years ago, the market was

extremely fragmented, but as fur-
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ther consolidation occurs, only a

handful of products will survive.

WHERE DO WE WANT TO 

GO?

The products that survive will con-

tinue to improve learning for both

students and faculty. From a stu-

dent perspective, the CMS concen-

trates on individual needs: greatly

expanded syllabi detail learning

expectations; online testing and

gradebooks provide immediate

feedback. The student/consumer

has come to expect the same uni-

versal access, efficient responsive-

ness, and accommodation he or she

is receiving elsewhere in an econ-

omy shifting from manufacturing

to information services.

From a faculty perspective, the

LMS solves administrative head-

aches: over the past 10 years, less

than 5% of higher education tech-

nology budgets were devoted to

the administrative aspects of

instruction or to instruction itself

(Byrne, n.d.). The LMS offers auto-

matic registration, tracking, and a

comprehensive record of communi-

cation.

Instructional management sys-

tems in the future will continue to

solve these service problems for stu-

dents and faculty but must also

evolve or be replaced by custom

solutions. Already, several free

LMSs have emerged from both the

North American and European

communities. While proprietary

systems offer stability, and although

Gartner Group projects that 80% of

institutions implementing an LMS

in the next year will use a propri-

etary system, Scalise (2004) notes, “A

proprietary LMS is like a municipal

bus. It may get you to where you’re

going but you can’t change the

route or the engine.”

HOW WILL WE GET 

THERE?

The following technology trends

should be integrated into future

systems to provide custom routes:

• LMSs should be based on XML

to allow the interchange of data

among disparate but industry-

specific systems using a common

vocabulary.

• LMSs should center on learning

objects to allow recognition and

recombination at different lev-

els, instead of being stuck in the

course mentality.

• LMSs should disaggregate rather

than integrate tools. Because few

institutions utilize all the capabil-

ities (Biesinger, 2002) of six-figure

monolithic systems, higher edu-

cation requires a menu

approach. This requirement is

reflected in the emergence of the

Open Knowledge Initiative, a

collaborative focused on the

development of modular tools.

• LMSs should be customizable to

the unique pedagogical needs of

different disciplines with inte-

gration implemented via Web

services.

• LMSs should focus on collabora-

tion (Trondsen, 2003) and incor-

porate communication tools

ranging from instant messaging

to blogs. New collaboration tech-

nologies enable the transfer of

tacit knowledge.

HOW WILL WE KNOW 

WHEN WE’VE ARRIVED?

When instruction returns to the

“why” while the CMS handles the

“what,” when enrolling in a course

is more straightforward than buy-

ing a hamburger, when distance

discussion is easier than a phone

call, and when the technology is as

transparent as the classroom win-

dow, the LMS voyage will be com-

plete, and the learning journey can

begin. And, as all educators know, it

always was and always should be

about the learning, not the toys.
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istance learning, while a

force in education for

more than 150 years, has,

in the last dozen or so years, taken

on a much greater role. This promi-

nence stems from the union of two

powerful forces. First, fiscal con-

straints compel both academia and

business to control costs and

improve return on investment. Sec-

ond, technology—with the ubiqui-

tous nature of desktop computing,

wide area networks, and inexpen-

sive broadband—provides an effec-

tive means of delivering educa-

tional value.

Those of us in the distance learn-

ing industry applaud these devel-

opments. At the same time, we

realize that, with greater opportu-

nity, usually comes increased

responsibility.

Diploma mills have been around

for decades. They are not a function

of distance learning; indeed, rarely

does any learning take place in that

greedy world. But because these

operators tend to exploit the online

environment, they are a problem to

us. They could breed “guilt by asso-

ciation” and erode public confi-

dence in our product.

The thousands of schools that

work hard to provide value and a

first-rate educational experience

face a host of challenges. Not only

do they want to distance them-

selves from disreputable operators,

they also are looking for ways to

enhance their effectiveness. They

seek higher-quality academics and a

stronger operational base.

The Distance Learning Accredi-

tation Board (DLAB) was created by

the United States Distance Learning

Association (USDLA) to help

address these pressing needs.

USDLA, founded in 1987, was

the first nonprofit distance learning

association in the United States to

support research, development,

and praxis across the entire spec-

trum of distance education and

training. Our consistent focus has

been on quality approaches and

professional growth. It is fitting,

then, that in 2003 USDLA began the

quality improvement organization

now known as DLAB.

DLAB complements USDLA’s

existing program to credential indi-

vidual distance learning practi-

tioners. DLAB, in essence, extends

credentialing to the institutional

level. At the same time, DLAB fos-

ters professionalism in a climate of

continuous improvement.

DETERMINING ELIGIBILITY

DLAB promotes excellence in dis-

tance learning on a global basis and,

in doing so, serves a broad cross-

section of schools. There are two

overriding elements that distin-

guish these schools. First, they are

engaged in distance learning. Nei-

ther the format nor the scale of this

distance learning operation is at

issue, only the fact that learning

takes place at a distance. The sec-

ond factor is that the schools adhere

to the Principles of Best Practice for
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Distance Learning developed by

DLAB in conjunction with USDLA.

Because accreditation is an

intense process, DLAB focuses its

efforts on those institutions with a

strong likelihood of success

The DLAB staff researches each

application and forwards it to the

Accreditation Advisory Committee

for their review. With the concur-

rence of the committee, the institu-

tion may then apply for candidate

status. Eligibility is open to that

institution for a 12-month period.

DLAB is somewhat unusual in

that we do not charge for an eligi-

bility determination. We believe

that an open process is in the best

interests of both parties.

If the initial eligibility is with-

held, the institution may seek clari-

fication from the staff concerning

the action. There is no formal

appeals process for eligibility.

There are both objective and sub-

jective criteria for DLAB accredita-

tion. Logically, the objective

elements are more prominent in the

preliminary stages. The subjective

components come to the fore dur-

ing self-study and review.

OBJECTIVE REQUIREMENTS

DLAB credentials educational pro-

viders in three categories: K-12

schools, colleges/universities, and

corporate/professional develop-

ment. DLAB accepts applicants on a

global basis; the key element is not

where on the globe a particular

school or its student body is located.

It is essential, though, that for some

portion of the student body, learn-

ing process takes place at a distance.

What delivery mechanism the insti-

tution uses for its distance learning

is immaterial.

Whatever the composition of the

institution, it must have the follow-

ing characteristics:

• Academics. The institution

awards appropriate credit to stu-

dents for academic work on their

respective level. The school

employs a sufficient number of

qualified faculty who have direct

and regular contact with the stu-

dents.

• Authorization. The institution

must have appropriate authority

for awarding credit or degrees.

Its distance learning must be

consistent with its operating

authority and mission.

• Governance. The institution

(though not necessarily the dis-

tance learning unit) must have a

chief executive whose primary

responsibility is managing the

institution. The institution is

accountable to an oversight

board.

• Services. Distance learning stu-

dents must be provided with ser-

vices—such as, counseling, help

desk, placement—and learning

resources (e.g., library resources)

commensurate with their needs

and level.

• Stability. The institution and its

distance learning unit must have

sufficient financial revenue to

support its mission and ongoing

operations.

During the eligibility review the

institution will likely be asked to

affirm many of these areas. This

reflects the importance of these

attributes to a sound operation and

to the successful accomplishment of

the candidacy process.

SUBJECTIVE CRITERIA

Subjective criteria primarily fall in

the realm of adherence to the 10

Principles of Best Practice for Distance

Learning, which are available at

www.USDLA.org.

The institution’s adherence to

the Principles is the primary focal

point of the self-study and on-site

review. Certainly at the eligibility

stage, institutions should be famil-

iar with the Principles and how the

Principles relate to their program.

STATUS

Once eligibility is established, an

institution has 12 months to apply

for candidacy. Eligibility, as such,

does not confer a relationship

between the institution and DLAB.

Thus, an institution may not pub-

licly disclose or imply a relationship

with DLAB prior to official accep-

tance by DLAB into candidacy for

accreditation. At that point, the

institution will be given specific

guidelines for describing its status

with DLAB.

BENEFITS OF DLAB 

ACCREDITATION

There are several direct, immediate

benefits that stem from DLAB

accreditation:

• Use of the distinctive DLAB

“approved” emblem.

• Participation in the DLAB refer-

ral service for educational con-

sumers.

• News releases from DLAB her-

alding the institution’s achieve-

ment, sent to both local and

educational media.

• Announcement on the USDLA

and DLAB Websites.

• Complimentary admission or

reduced rates to USDLA profes-

sional meetings and tradeshows.

• A special-interest forum within

USDLA, designed for DLAB-

accredited institutions.

• An ongoing framework for con-

tinuous improvement and pro-

fessional development within

the institution.

USDLA welcomes your partici-

pation and support as the new

DLAB service is launched. For addi-

tional information please contact:

dlabinfo@usdla.org.
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. . . The Chapters

Premier Conferences Rise to 

the Top

Marci Powell

lose your eyes. You’re

getting sleepy. You’re

eyelids are getting

very heavy.” What do a hypnotist,

the USDLA President, and Julie

Young, Executive Director of Flor-

ida Virtual Schools, have in com-

mon? They were all keynote

speakers at the recent TxDLA

Annual Conference held in

Galveston the last week of March.

The Texas Distance Learning Asso-

ciation is one of the largest state

chapters under the United States

Distance Learning Association.

This year's theme at TxDLA’s

conference was "Surfing the Big

Wave." Those involved in distance

learning know that the ride can

sometimes be rough, the waters are

often deep, and it is crucial to have

the necessary knowledge and skills

to navigate through this constantly

evolving field. One of the premier

distance learning conferences in the

country, TxDLA, provided opportu-

nity to gain knowledge and skills

while capturing practitioners’ atten-

tion with their healthy lineup of

more than 100 breakout, showcase,

roundtable, and how-to sessions.

Hypnotist Tom DeLuca made the

opening session memorable. Tak-

ing attendees on a trip through the

“Theatre of the Imagination,” Tom

wove together the light-hearted fun

of a comedy show with a motiva-

tional message. Innovation can only

come from the imagination, and

Tom DeLuca’s hypnosis perfor-

mance demonstrated just how

innovative people can be when

they are relaxed and free of pres-

sure. Tom was able to get volunteers

to break through mental barriers by

allowing them to use their own cre-

ativity to fuel the show.

USDLA President Darcy Hardy,

also Assistant Vice Chancellor for

Academic Affairs of the University

of Texas System, and Director of the

UT TeleCampus, delivered an

“Introduction of Five Pillars Con-

cept” while serving as the modera-

tor for a panel sponsored by the

Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. Panel-

ists included Tana Bishop of Univer-

sity of Maryland University

College; Ron Brey, Associate VP for

Instructional Resources and Tech-

nology at Austin Community Col-

lege; and Karen Swan, Research

Center for Educational Technology

at Kent State University. The key-

note session addressed how to meet

quality standards for learning and

cost effectiveness and examined

what reasonable benchmarks and

milestones define accomplish-

ments. Using the Sloan Consor-

tium’s Five Pillars of Quality Online

Education as a frame for panel and

audience discussion, the session put

primary emphasis on learning, fac-

ulty satisfaction, and student satis-

faction.

Julie Young served as the closing

keynoter, speaking on “Redefining

Education: Riding the Wave of the

Future.” As Young noted, “In our

current system, time is the constant

and achievement the variable. We

have it backwards. Achievement

should be the constant and time the

variable.” Citing the 1992 SCANS

“C
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Report, Young examined the need

for the United States to explore new

models of learning. “Given the soci-

etal changes in our 21st-century

work and family environments,

coupled with the changing expecta-

tions of today’s students, we must

stand ready to redesign education

as we know it. The new generation

of learners are living in the digital

age, yet existing in an educational

institution designed around an

agricultural timetable in an indus-

trial setting,” she said. Young

emphasized that educational mod-

els that design and organize teach-

ing and learning around the needs

of the student, not the institution,

will be the wave of the future.

While the keynote sessions were

truly outstanding, the other jam-

packed sessions and activities were

invigorating, intense, and provided

highly beneficial information. Ses-

sions not only addressed distance

learning issues for K-12, higher edu-

cation, healthcare, government,

and corporate applications, but also

focused on technical and adminis-

trative issues. Attendees left the

conference with valuable resources

and peer networking to tap into

throughout the year.

If you didn’t have the privilege

of having your imagination free to

release innovation at the hypnotic

TxDLA conference, don’t worry.

Numerous conferences are on the

horizon over the next few months.

Depending on what type of dis-

tance learning you are embracing,

such as online, videoconferencing,

satellite, or blended learning, sev-

eral conferences rise to the top as

premier opportunities for gaining

valuable information and resources.

Among the top-quality confer-

ences, both nationally and interna-

tionally, are the International

Forum for Women in E-Learning

Conference (http://www.usdla.org/

html/events/ifwe/), the Keynote

conference (www.K12videoconf.

org), and the Online Learning Con-

ference & Expo. Further informa-

tion about these and other

conferences may be found at the

USDLA Website: http://www.usdla.

org/html/events/conferences.htm.
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It’s Not the Technology

Darcy W. Hardy

hat is it about technol-

ogy that causes dis-

tance educators to

make poor decisions? Do we get so

excited about the latest and greatest

application that we forget about

design and pedagogy? Or, are we

still on that tired mission to find the

“killer app” in the form of technol-

ogy for distance learning—the one

that will make learning better?

How we select appropriate tech-

nology to deliver education and

training has always intrigued me.

As I thought about my column for

this issue, I thought I would revisit

an article I cowrote in 1994 titled,

“Motion vs. Non-Motion Curricula

in Distance Education: Technology

Selection Reconsidered.” That arti-

cle addressed the mistake of select-

ing a particular technology to

deliver instruction simply for the

sake of the technology, as opposed

to selecting appropriate technology

based on the content being deliv-

ered.

I’ll admit I hadn’t read this article

since it was accepted for publication

in the Canadian Journal of Educational

Communication (volume 24, number

2), yet I have always felt it was a

timeless piece. Imagine my surprise

when, upon reading it 10 years

later, I came upon these words:

“Most distance education providers

agree that the ideal distance learn-

ing classroom is one that is com-

pletely live two-way video and

audio delivered via fiber optic tech-

nology, with a small number of stu-

dents.”

We said that? As my kids would

say, LOL! Here we were writing an

article about how to select appropri-

ate technology for distance learning

(or so we thought), and this state-

ment appears on the first page. I

suppose this makes my current col-

umn even more important. In 1994,

we (as distance educators) were

high on live two-way videoconfer-

encing as the ideal technology. I am

not by any means knocking ITV. I

think it is an excellent delivery sys-

tem, and I’m sure my colleagues at

Tandberg, Polycom, and VTel would

heartily agree. But, so is the tele-

phone, fax machine, satellite,

printed paper, videotapes, and of

course, the Internet! We thought we

were writing a ground-breaking

article but fell into the same old trap

while we were writing. It’s not the

technology.

So now that I have aged and

somewhat shamed myself (and my

coauthors), let me go back to the

real reason behind the writing of

that article and why it’s still impor-

tant today.

Our article categorized instruc-

tional content into two categories:

motion and nonmotion. This is how

we defined the categories: “A course

contains motion curriculum if the

instruction requires motion in its

presentation to the student. In

other words, if motion is a manda-

tory part of the delivery in order for

the student to understand the con-

cept(s) being presented.… On the

other hand, non-motion curricula

are those that can be taught without

motion in the delivery.”

Within the article, we provided a

means by which to select appropri-

ate technology based on whether or

not motion was required in the

instructional delivery. We empha-

sized a focus on content and learn-

ing outcomes first, and delivery

method second. Let the content

drive the technology decisions, not

the other way around. And yet,

W
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today—just as it was 10 years ago—

we find ourselves talking the talk

but not walking the walk.

Using the Web to deliver instruc-

tion has taken over. This is not nec-

essarily a bad thing. As far as

electronic delivery, the vast major-

ity of learners can now access the

Internet from home, work, school,

or a library. But just as distance edu-

cators earlier adopted microwave,

satellite, videotape, and interactive

videoconferencing, we’ve done the

same thing with the Internet.

Throw streaming media into the

mix and you can get some in our

profession so excited they can’t wait

to develop their next course as a

completely streamed series of lec-

tures over the Internet! Bleah!

If we are going to retain the high

quality of distance education, we

have to focus on the quality of the

instruction, not how it’s delivered.

The delivery is important, and there

are many factors that will influence

decisions, but the content must be

the driver in the process. Even if a

course is developed completely for

online delivery, the selection of

appropriate technology still applies

within. We are a creative profession.

We shouldn’t be taking the easy

way out by just picking a technol-

ogy (1) because we already own it,

(2) we already know how to apply

it, or (3) because it’s the new

“thing.” Having a choice is what

distance learning is based on—why

not extend that to development?

It’s not the technology, it’s the

content. Sorry, my vendor col-

leagues. We do need all of the tech-

nologies you offer, but we must let

the content—not your products or

services—drive our decisions.

To summarize the issue, here is

what my brilliant communication

manager, Jennifer Rees, had to say:

No one talks about what kind of

paints Pollock or Matisse used.

No one asks John Grisham what

PC and version of MS Office he

uses. No one asks about Francis

Ford Coppola's camera. Because

… they are communicating ideas

and concepts and what's impor-

tant is the communication strat-

egy. People do care what car

NASCAR drivers drive, what

plane Lindbergh flew, etc.

because they were not communi-

cating ideas and concepts (at least

not primarily), they were/are

about the technology. We aren't

talking about how fast our videos

can stream, we’re talking about

what they teach. We aren’t talk-

ing about what CMS our expert

faculty house their course in, we

are talking about their content.

It’s not about the technology, it’s

about the teaching and learning.

Couldn’t have said it better myself.

Wish I had, though. ☺ 

YOUR ADVERTISEMENT OR ANNOUNCEMENT COULD BE HERE

CONTACT KATHY CLEMENS

USDLA

8 WINTER STREET, SUITE 508

BOSTON, MA  02108

800-275-5162

KCLEMENS@USDLA.ORG
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N O V A  S O U T H E A S T E R N  U N I V E R S I T Y

NSU’s Fischler Graduate School of Education and
Human Services offers 14 education degrees 
including associate’s, master’s, educational specialist,
doctorates, certification, and recertification
in more than 65 specializations to students 
throughout the world. Most are now available online 
or through a combination of live and online classes. 
Live classes in a number of specializations are offered 
at more than 60 sites throughout the United States 
and in other countries; online classes are available to 
students almost anywhere in the world.

www.fgse.nova.edu

Fischler Graduate School of 
Education and Human Services

Visit our Web site at

Nova Southeastern University admits students of any race, color, and national or ethnic origin. ! Nova Southeastern 
University is accredited by the Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (1866 
Southern Lane, Decatur, Georgia 30033-4097, Telephone number: 404-679-4501) to award associate’s, bachelor’s, 
master’s, educational specialist, and doctoral degrees.

Doctor of Education in 
Instructional Technology and Distance Education

 
Fischler Graduate School 

of Education and Human Services 

Led by some of the nation's most progressive and 
knowledgeable faculty, NSU's Ed.D. in Instructional 
Technology and Distance Education develops leaders 
who can plan, organize, manage, and teach 
effectively using instructional technology in the 
classroom, on the job, and online through a variety 
of electronic delivery systems.  Students progress 
through the three-year program in cohorts, 
engendering a dynamic camaraderie among cohort 
members as well as full-time and adjunct faculty.  

For information, visit the ITDE Web site at 
www.fgse.nova.edu/itde or call 800-986-3223, 
Ext. 8500.
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And Finally . . .

Class Size

Where is the Research?

Michael Simonson

myth is a legend or story

that attempts to account

for something in nature.

Often myths are invented by

someone or some group to explain

a situation or phenomena, or to

create something supernatural.

Myths conjure up names like Her-

cules, Orpheus, and Ulysses, or in

more recent times, Superman,

Captain Marvel, or Wonder

Woman.

Distance education is not with-

out its myths. Two come to mind

quickly. The first is called the

“more work” myth, and it goes

something like this: “Teaching at a

distance takes more work.” The

proof of this myth is often stated

thusly: “Why, I had 200 emails last

week alone.”

The second myth deals with

class size and is even more inter-

esting because it is proposed dif-

ferently by different people,

almost always depending on their

job. The first interpretation of the

class size myth is that smaller is bet-

ter—10, 12, or 15 students are the

maximum size for a distance edu-

cation class. Most often, the same

group that says teaching at a dis-

tance is more work are the advo-

cates for smaller class sizes.

A second group makes the

claim that, because distance educa-

tion courses do not require a class-

room, one course can have

dozens—even hundreds—of stu-

dents enrolled. It really makes no

difference how many, if the course

is organized correctly. This group

is almost always made up of

administrators or those who are

not teachers. And, there is even a

major disciple of this approach.

Otto Peters and his theory of

industrialization have demon-

strated the economies of mega-

sized educational organizations

called Open Universities. Interest-

ingly, when Peters’ principles have

been tried in the United States,

they have been much less success-

ful than in Europe.

If distance education is to be

credible and adopted widely, then

definitive statements about

instructor effort and class size

must be developed. And, the only

truly definitive statements about

issues such as these, statements

that will stand close inspection, are

those based on research. The ques-

tions are many; unfortunately, the

mythical answers are many also.

Questions such as these require

clear, definitive answers. Is dis-

tance teaching really more work?

Must classes be small to be interac-

tive? And, if they are small, is it

possible to have learners work in

teams? Should classes be large so

teaming is easier, and so the econ-

omies of scale come into play?

And finally, traditional educa-

tion has answered questions about

class size and work load, if not by

research, at least by common prac-

tice. Any professor or teacher can

tell you how many students

should be in a class, and they know

within limits what constitutes a fair

work load. Where are the distance

education researchers to help us

develop our own answers?
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