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SPOTLIGHT ARTICLE

Engage the Disengaged

Strategies for Addressing the Expectations 

of Today’s Online Millennials

Usha Jagannathan and Risa Blair

INTRODUCTION

ollege students enrolling in intro-

ductory classes and not participat-

ing in classrooms or learning

communities have demonstrated a higher

attrition rate and a lower completion rate

(Briggs, 2012; Neal, 2009; Southerland,

2010) as compared to college students who

were engaged and participated in learning

communities; the latter academically out-

performed nonparticipants (Lerma, 2010;

Raftery, 2005; Wilmer, 2008). In order to

increase student retention rates in web-

based learning environments, colleges and

universities need to look at how they are

engaging students. Tighe (2008) stated that

focus on retention should begin the

moment the student signs up for classes,

and mandatory orientation should be a

part of every first year student’s experience

in undergraduate programs. College

administration perceives student reten-

tion rates as indicators of academic quality

and student success (Tighe, 2008). Today’s

C
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6301 Kaplan University Avenue,
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Risa Blair,

Kaplan University,

6301 Kaplan University Avenue,
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students are reliant upon technology, sur-

rounded with computers, video games,

and MP3s. Educators observe that the stu-

dents they teach today are confident in the

positive value of technology, have some-

thing that they are really good at and

something that has an engaging, creative

component to it (Teo, 2013).

The first year can be overwhelming for

many students, especially when transition-

ing from high school to college level or if

returning back to school after a long gap.

Investing in first-year student engage-

ment programs can help students feel

more connected to the institution, and in

turn, may help increase retention efforts

(Cazabon, 2009; Clounch, 2010). Higher

education institutions must focus on stu-

dent success and determine predictors of

student retention (Fike & Fike, 2008).

Administrators within higher education

institutions need to find ways to train staff

and faculty on student engagement initia-

tives and to monitor how the established

initiatives are supporting students achieve

academic success (Alward, 2012). Higher

education institutions must also find ways

to engage students to help them feel

appreciated and motivated. 

Factors that contribute to students’ per-

sistence and academic success for today’s

generation include; student engagement

(Alward, 2012; Cazabon, 2009; Clounch,

2010; Fike & Fike, 2008; Fruzzetti, 2011;

Kress, 2007; Lerma, 2010; Southerland,

2010; Willekens, 2009), improving student

motivation and influencing learning strate-

gies (Khan, 2009; Vanthournout, Gijbels,

Coertjens, Donche, & Peter, 2012), faculty

and peer mentoring (Corella, 2010;

Forbess, 2007; Meyers, Silliman, Gedde, &

Ohland, 2010), authentic learning (James,

2011; Keeley, 2011; Lombardi, 2007) and

college support personnel (Schreiner, Noel,

Anderson, & Cantwell, 2011). This article

focuses on exploring ways instructors

engage students in virtual classrooms

through various engagement factors for

millennials and stresses the importance of

keeping students engaged for retention

and academic success. 

According to Astin (1985), rather than

judging educational excellence on the basis

of institutional reputation and resources, it

should be judged according to the intellec-

tual and personal development of stu-

dents. Astin’s theory of involvement

focuses less on what the educator does and

more on what the student does, leading

the student to be an active participant in

the process of learning. The most basic

principle of Astin's “Theory of Involve-

ment” (1985) is that the more students

learn, the more actively they are engaged

in the academic and social aspects of the

collegiate experience (Hutley, 2008). 

With the growing popularity of online

and blended learning, there has been an

increase of literature related to effective

online teaching and learning practices,

much of it focusing on the value of deep or

“significant learning” strategies (Fink,

2003). Some recent studies further suggest

that deep learning theory involves a vari-

ety of learner-centered approaches that are

designed to encourage students to use

higher order thinking skills and to work

directly with information, thus promoting

deeper, more significant levels of under-

standing (Fink, 2003; Floyd, Harrington &

Santiago, 2009; Majeski & Stover, 2007). In

today’s digital age, it is necessary for

online students to be information literate

and know how to navigate, search, ana-

lyze, and use information to be successful

in an academic environment as well as pre-

paring for the workplace (Zachery, 2010).

Some students seem to have very specific

technology skills. For instance, they may

know exactly where and how to download

the latest version of their favorite video

games, or how to post an album or movie

on Facebook, but have limited skills in

searching for academic articles in an online

college library required to write a paper.

Successfully integrating technology into

the instruction by actively engaging col-

lege students within the college environ-
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ment is a crucial concern for improving

student success and learning in the first-

year undergraduate programs. 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

Student engagement is generally viewed

as the degree to which a student feels

involved or connected in a variety of edu-

cationally related activities (Southerland,

2010). If student involvement or engage-

ment is related to learning objectives, stu-

dents tend to be more engaged with their

educational activities and connected to

their institution (Cazabon, 2009). Creating

student engagement tools and resources is

important as many new students encoun-

ter obstacles in their transition into college,

including inadequate academic prepara-

tion, lack of an educational plan or clear

goals, psychological or social adjustments

to college, unfamiliarity with the institu-

tion, finance challenges, and other outside

responsibilities (Clounch, 2010). Student

engagement activities that have been

found to create a positive student outcome

include participation in collaborative

learning activities, interacting regularly

with staff, faculty and other students, and

taking a genuine interest in completing

meaningful academic work (Lerma, 2010). 

MOTIVATION

Motivation is another key factor men-

tioned regularly in the literature for stu-

dents to achieve academic success by

participating in college support programs.

Studies on retention of college students

(Ke, 2010; Khan, 2009) indicate that stu-

dents who enter college with a desire and

strong motivation to graduate with a col-

lege degree are more likely to persist. Col-

lege institutions should provide

workshops, resources, tutorials, and other

student aids to help keep students

engaged in their academic program

(Collins, 2011). Students who are highly

involved in their institution and education

tend to spend more time studying, utilize

resources provided by the institution

including workshops and extracurricular

activities, and have more frequent contact

with staff, faculty, and other students

(Clounch, 2010). Similarly, the most suc-

cessful first-year college students are the

ones who have a strong support system

(Collins, 2011; Cruz-Johnson, 2012). Insti-

tutions who invest in support programs

and student resources geared to accommo-

date the adult learner will likely see

increased student retention and successful

degree completion (Southerland, 2010;

Wilmer, 2008). 

FACULTY AND PEER

MENTORING PROGRAMS

The process of becoming socially and aca-

demically integrated into the institution

via peer and faculty support is important

for students, especially in the first year of

their college education, and has proven a

significant factor for student retention

(Clounch, 2010). Faculty and peer mentor-

ing programs are commonly used within

higher education institutions to help inte-

grate first-year college students to the insti-

tution. Peer mentoring programs are very

effective within higher education institu-

tions for building connections with other

students (Corella, 2010; Forbess, 2007;

Meyers et al., 2010; Willekens, 2009). Stu-

dents are generally more comfortable

going to another student rather than their

instructor to ask questions or seek clarifica-

tion on subject matter material. Student-to-

student or peer support groups help pro-

vide support to students, especially

throughout the first year of college experi-

ence. These peer groups are offered

through the college services (Corella, 2010)

for students in their first-year degree pro-

grams, thus offering social and emotional

support while students acclimate to college

and seek help with any course difficulties.
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AUTHENTIC LEARNING

Authentic learning is built on the concept

of learning-by-doing and focusing on real-

world applications. Authentic learning is

seamlessly integrated or implanted into

meaningful, real-life situations (Jonassen,

Howland, Marra, & Crismond, 2008). By

engaging learners in authentic activities,

learners’ motivation increases, and they

develop skills that they can immediately

apply on the job. On-the-job training with-

out the job is the essence of authentic

activities. This performance-based instruc-

tional strategy engages, enlightens, and

intrigues the learners. When educators do

not effectively integrate technology into

educational process, students are not fully

engaged and miss out an authentic learn-

ing experience emphasizing collaboration,

creativity, and innovation (James, 2011).

This may leave students unprepared to be

productive digital age citizens and partici-

pants in the highly competitive, global,

digital workplace. ISTE (International Soci-

ety for Technology in Education, 2011)

believes the convergence of technology,

coaching, and building community is

essential to model learning and teaching

effectively in a connected, global society. To

develop a transformational learning eco-

system, the most effective professional

development for teachers to teach effec-

tively in a globally connected, digital soci-

ety should be technology rich, delivering

via a coaching model, and enhanced by the

power of community and social learning.

Students learn best when they are faced

with genuine challenges, choices, and take

ownership for their learning. It becomes

the responsibility of the educator to pro-

vide a curriculum that is authentic and

engaging. Learning should be experiential

and provide the social activity that helps

students make connections between

knowledge and societal issues or problems

(Starratt, 2008). Also, the presence of com-

munication tools alone is not enough for

effective online learning; knowledge is

constructed through social interactions,

reflection, feedback, and authentic real-life

activities (Ruey, 2010).

SUPPORT SYSTEMS

Adult learners, young or middle-aged,

attending a higher education institution

for the first time will undergo a dramatic

role adjustment to their new environment

(Southerland, 2010). However, this adjust-

ment is often complicated as many 4-year

institutions focus on online learning today.

For instance, there are more services

offered for online students at 4-year insti-

tutions including creating a college culture,

student activities, and extracurricular

events including clubs and organizations

(Collins, 2011).

Though college support programs rec-

ognize that each student comes with dif-

ferent learning requirements, the key to

student success depends on how much

involvement the students show in aca-

demic activities and also outside the class-

room for other college activities. The most

successful students are those who actively

participate in collegial activities, not only

focused on their academics, but also in stu-

dent support groups and peer tutoring,

and have constant communication with

faculty for academic success and in

enhancing their skill set (Klem & Connell,

2004). Recent reports indicate that the skills

that are most important to employers

when hiring recent college graduates are:

teamwork skills (44%), critical thinking

and reasoning skills (33%), oral and writ-

ten communication skills (30%), and the

ability to assemble or organize information

(21%) (NLC, 2011). 

INTERACTIVITY

Interactivity can be achieved through inte-

grating technology as the major compo-

nent and a striking characteristic of web-

based learning environments (Chou, 2003).

An interactive web-based learning envi-

ronment often involves four types of inter-
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action: learner-content, learner-learner,

learner-instructor and, learner-interface

(Wang, 2007). Most of the web-based simu-

lation games being used in the higher edu-

cation field today aim at developing core

knowledge of the course skills with situ-

ated problems using collaborative learn-

ing. On the most practical of levels, one of

the great advantages when using

computer-based strategy games in the

classroom is that these games are so famil-

iar to the students who have grown up

using them (Proske, Narciss, & Körndle,

2007). Once the students are engaged, the

graphical user interface of the game pres-

ents the critical learning material in win-

dows and pop-up screens that require no

training or a user guide. The flow of the

game and the navigational schemes are

entirely intuitive and familiar to the gamer

generation. Interactive video games and

newer web 2.0 tools should be seen as a

complement to, not a replacement for,

other teaching tools and methods (Gher-

gulescu & Muntean, 2010).

CONCLUSION

Thus the most common factors mentioned

in the literature to engage the disengaged

students in online and blended learning

environments can be achieved through:

student engagement, collaboration

between students and instructor for com-

munity-based learning, peer-mentoring to

help with course difficulties, authentic

learning, and enhancing student motiva-

tion. These key elements help students to

build a sense of confidence to actively

engage in the classrooms, as well to partici-

pate in other college activities that pro-

mote learner satisfaction and academic

success. 
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DIFFICULTIES, AUTHENTIC LEARNING, AND ENHANCING STUDENT MOTIVATION.



8 Distance Learning Volume 10, Issue 4

!"#$%&'()*'+$%,&-'.*'/0(.

QUARTERLY REVIEW OF DISTANCE EDUCATION,

SUBSCRIBE TODAY!

WWW.INFOAGEPUB.COM



Volume 10, Issue 4 Distance Learning 9

PBL and Technology

A Perfect Match

Miroslava B. Vargas

roblem-based learning (PBL) has

been found to strengthen students’

problem-solving skills through col-

laborative efforts and it has been used in

face-to-face classrooms. The approach

requires the learner to collaborate with

peers and brainstorm to develop a driving

question (Bender, 2012; David, 2008;

Okobi, 2012). It has been used and

researched in various disciplines. Lunde-

berg, Yadav, Bunting, and Subedi (2011)

found that students enrolled in an electri-

cal engineering course earned higher

scores when they experienced both the tra-

ditional approach to teaching and PBL. 

Interestingly, students’ responses indi-

cated that they did not see any differences

in learning between the lecture and the

PBL approaches. The medical field has also

used PBL. Hung, Jonassen, and Lui (2008)

found that traditional approaches were not

preparing medical students to work with

realistic problems in the workplace. The

need for an approach that created an edu-

cational environment where students

would interact and solve realistic situations

was desired. Besides the electrical engi-

neering and the medical fields, colleges

from different disciplines have begun to

use the PBL approach. 

Williams (2003) identified organizations

in which PBL through the use of technol-

ogy increased student performance and

increased test scores. The studies were

based on the SRI International on the use

of technology, a study by the Center for

Research in Educational Policy, and a study

by the Center for Children and Technology

at the Educational Development Center. At

this center, eighth graders from a New

Jersey school scored 27% higher on stan-

dardized measures than did eighth graders

from other urban school districts. Williams

(2003) also noted that PBL could be used in

a variety of disciplines such as science,

social studies, mathematics, and language

arts.

It has been noted that PBL increases test

scores; however, the approach does pres-

ent challenges in articulating the curricula

(Jonassen & Hung, 2008). The implementa-

tion of PBL is also challenging (Marx,

Blumenfeld, Krajcik, & Soloway, 1997).

These challenges stem from pedagogical

P
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approaches. The shifting from teacher-

centered instruction to inquiry-based

instruction is problematic when teachers

are not accustomed to using the approach.

Other factors that impede effective imple-

mentation are the length of class periods

and the pressure to meet the curriculum

topics. 

Taking the PBL literature into consider-

ation, a course was designed based on the

characteristics of PBL. The learners

engaged in the project through obtaining

knowledge of the approach, live chats and

the use of scaffolding for topic selections.

Learners engaged in the PBL process by

collecting, researching, and recommend-

ing strategies to address the issues in pub-

lic schools. The learners as teachers in

public school interacted on topics of inter-

est that would enable to better instruct

their students. The main student popula-

tion was English language learners (ELLs).

ELLs have difficulty in academic achieve-

ment as documented on state standardized

tests. There is a high percentage of ELLs in

the South Texas region (Texas Education

Agency, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). The learners

engaged in the education course were

teachers seeking a master’s degree in bilin-

gual education. The goal was to create a

learning experience that was meaningful

and motivational and would provide a

hands-on experience with the approach. 

Several aspects of the graduate online

course, besides the PBL phases, were the

development of the collaborative research

that learners were required to complete.

The PBL research project required the

learners to conduct explorations, collabo-

rate, develop a curriculum based on their

findings, and provide assessment. The

instructor for the course worked as a facili-

tator and used scaffolding techniques to

guide students into developing the

research question. The facilitator also

designed the various sections that were

needed in order for the learners to com-

plete the project. The course was held dur-

ing one semester. 

Although the process was new to stu-

dents, the majority were able to engage in

the project successfully through live chats

and by participating in the scaffolding

phases. Learners engaged in the PBL pro-

cess by collaborating, researching, and rec-

ommending strategies to address the

issues in public school ELLs’ classrooms

problems. 

COLLABORATION 

Discussions are necessary in order to cre-

ate a project that is developed through a

mutual agreement. Mutual agreements

that result from authentic reflections and

interactions provide students with owner-

ship of a project. A student driven project

develops motivational drive, increases

responsibility for project completion, and

instills a sense of interdependence and

connectedness. Palloff and Pratt (2007)

note the importance of learners being able

to connect with peers and the instructor

and to respond to one another in order to

build a community of learners. 

Motivation is a factor that determines

learning success. It influences self-manage-

ment and self-monitoring, two significant

factors in learners completing a project

(Abd-El & Sabry, 2010; Diaz-Rico, 2004).

Motivation is also an integral part of online

PBL courses. Strategies that support moti-

vation are: setting goals, task values, self-

efficacy, learner beliefs, autonomy, and

community support (Diaz-Rico, 2004;

Svinicki, 2013). PBL courses structured to

include ownership of the research ques-

tion lead to a positive relationship between

the instructor and learners. Motivation,

either intrinsic or extrinsic, is viewed as a

means for student learning. Intrinsic moti-

vation is internally controlled by individu-

als who generally engage in a task either

because they are seeking information or

because they have achieved a level of

belief in their own intellectual capabilities.

Extrinsic motivation is externally con-

trolled and the learners engage in the task
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because they have to and not by choice

(Raffini, 1996). Fullan (2011) identified the

consequences of extrinsic motivation based

on Pink (2009). Findings indicated that

intrinsic motivation is extinguished,

learner performance is extinguished, cre-

ativity is eliminated, and learners have a

tendency to engage in cheating and other

unethical behavior. Furthermore, extrinsic

motivation is addictive and results in short

term understanding (Fullan, 2011). 

On the other hand, intrinsic motivation

produces long-term learning. The neces-

sary requirements for intrinsic motivation

include having a purpose, providing

opportunities for autonomy, and creating

an environment where the learner is able

to connect to others (Fullan, 2011). Learn-

ers that seek immediate feedback through

grades are more extrinsically motivated

and may have difficulty engaging in syn-

chronous forums. 

Thompson, Wade, and Fauske (2008)

provide literature that supports both stu-

dents’ preference for the asynchronous

and synchronous forums. The argument

stems from whether the learner needs to

review, reflect individually before

responding. However, in PBL, a question

for the project has to be selected. An

exchange of ideas and online discussions

facilitate the process. Synchronous activi-

ties such as chat rooms where the discus-

sions are out in the open cause a learning

outcome. Learners become risktakers and

learn to develop self-confidence in their

abilities. The task of group problem solving

led by the instructor is necessary to initiate

the process. For online courses, learners

who engage in project-based learning can

acquire lifelong abilities in problem solv-

ing. 

Besides motivation, the idea of being

part of a team increases the responsibility

factor. Members of a team know that their

participation and contributions are essen-

tial for the completion of the project.

While, online courses provide learners

with self-paced materials, a project based

learning course has “positive” limitations.

The limitation of having time periods for

discussions and interactions eliminate risk-

ing inability to meet deadlines, a common

situation that occurs when learners are not

accustomed to online courses. By provid-

ing learners with a window of time for

interactions and scholarly discussions,

they had a positive limitation. 

Each member involved in a project

becomes interdependent on each other

rather than on the course instructor. While

learners can select research topics, they are

still dependent on the instructor for feed-

back and guidance. For PBL online courses

students become less dependent on the

instructor and become more dependent on

their peers. The interplay of discussions

between the peers and questions asked to

the instructor provides an environment in

which all can participate. Learners are

aware that the instructor is participating as

a collaborator and part of the project. 

Figure 1. Collaboration.
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SCAFFOLDING

The instructor’s role in project-based

learning is to facilitate the process (Bender,

2012). The facilitator designs instruction

with the necessary components that will

assist the learner in successful completion

of the project in several phases. Scaffolding

by the facilitator can take several forms; for

the online project based learning, several

phases are necessary to guide students to

successful completion. 

For the graduate online course that

implemented the PBL approach, several

phases were observed. At the onset of the

course, the conception phase was initiated.

During this phase, the learners were

assigned readings on the PBL approach. It

was critical that learners developed a foun-

dation of knowledge on the approach

before engaging in discussions. Interac-

tions and questioning techniques on the

approach between the facilitator and

learners followed. Authentic assessments

on the topic demonstrate the learner’s

knowledge and comprehension.

A second phase was the development of

the project question or the expansion

phase. To develop a project question,

learners engaged in several live chats con-

cerning current issues in public schools.

This phase was critical. The selection of a

topic that is meaningful to the learners and

the provision of opportunities for discus-

sion result in academic success for the

Figure 2. Collaboration.

Figure 3. Scaffolding.
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learner (David, 2008). The issues had to be

current, without any previous research on

the topic. Guided questions by the instruc-

tor led the learners to arrive at a mutually

agreed research question for the project.

Learners interacted about concerns and

issues in working with the ELLs. In

Laredo, Texas, there exists approximately

42-62% population of ELLs in public

schools (Texas Education Agency, n.d.-a,

n.d.-b). The scores on standardized tests

indicate that schools are at an academically

acceptable level; however, scores on stan-

dardized tests seem to indicate low aca-

demic achievement for ELLs. Several

weekly interactions took place before a

research question for the project was

selected. The research question that

resulted was based on the factors affecting

ELLs’ academic success and how instruc-

tion for this group could be improved.

Scholarly discourse was the third phase.

One-to-one interactions and group inter-

actions occurred during online activities

such as live chats scheduled on a weekly

basis. Live chats provide an excellent

source of information for all the learners.

Live chats are transparent and are

recorded for course participants who

might not have been able to attend or for

those learners who did attend or those that

want to revisit their thoughts and those of

their peers. Although synchronous forums

were desired, asynchronous forums were

available for those learners who were not

able to participate. Weekly interactions are

also essential to discuss progress and /or

questions that might may developed dur-

ing the different phases of the project. 

Input was the fourth phase in which the

learners contributed their research find-

ings. A project based learning format was

provided to the learners for inputting their

information. The final phase was the shar-

ing of the information or the distribution

phase. This phase is necessary in order to

complete the project. The recommenda-

tion or remedies to solve the problem need

to reach the targeted audience. The distri-

bution could take various forms such as

publications, presentations at the local,

state, or national conferences, and profes-

sional development for public school per-

sonnel. The intent is to conduct

meaningful research in order to solve

problems and improve conditions. 

By having students engaged in PBL

online, there were several stages that were

Figure 4. Scaffolding.
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identified as needed to develop future

course curriculum and the learners devel-

oped several recommendations. The chal-

lenges are many; however, the benefits to

the learner make it a worthwhile

approach. 
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Learning at

Georgia Virtual School

Courtney L. Teague

INTRODUCTION

earing school bells ring, lockers

closing, and school bus engines

running are becoming sounds of

the past. Classrooms are no longer four-

wall rooms filled with uniformed learners

sitting in desks and chairs. Learners are no

longer wearing backpacks filled with

heavy and outdated textbooks. Learners

are now using mobile devices, tablets,

smartphones, desktops, and laptops. Geor-

gia’s educational system includes learners

with diverse needs: 1,639,077 enrolled in

2,289 schools (Georgia Department of Edu-

cation, 2011). In 2005-2006, an estimated

700,000 K-12 learners were enrolled in

online courses (Picciano & Seaman, 2007).

In 2009, more than 3 million K-12 learners

have taken an online course (Horn &

Staker, 2011). Research suggests that by

2019, more than 50% of high school

courses will be offered online (Christensen

& Horn, 2008). Georgia Virtual School,

established by Georgia Department of

Education, is set up like a Georgia public

school without a physical location. The

address is a web URL (Hawkins, 2013). 

This article will discuss Georgia Virtual

School’s (GaVS) background, mission, stra-

tegic learning plan, course offerings, pro-

gram accreditation and evaluation, and

instructional technology. GaVS was estab-

lished in 5 years, demonstrating the diffu-

sion of innovation theory. Diffusion of

innovation is described as, “the process by

which an innovation is communicated

through certain channels over time among

members of a societal system” (Rogers,

2003, p. 5). Elements of diffusion include

communication, a mission, evaluations

and assessments by experts. 

GEORGIA VIRTUAL SCHOOL 

In 2001, the Georgia State Board of Educa-

tion approved the virtual learning business

plan to endorse online Advanced Place-

ment courses. The virtual learning plan

addressed the needs of Georgia’s learners.

Georgia learners need to be prepared to

compete with their global counterparts. In

2001, Georgia was a second-year AP Nexus

recipient, a United States Department of

H
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Education Advanced Placement Test free

program grant that focused on at-risk

learners (Georgia Department of Educa-

tion, 2007). The online courses provided

course options for learners in rural areas,

in areas with a lack of highly qualified

teachers, scheduling conflicts, and limited

curricular offerings (Georgia Department

of Education, 2007). 

BACKGROUND

GaVS is the child organization of Geor-

gia Virtual Learning. GaVS courses are cre-

ated based on the following factors:

program need, Department of Education

requirements, fund availability, graduation

requirements, and public request (Georgia

Department of Education, 2007). Each of

the courses is designed to meet Common

Core Georgia Performance Standards

(J. Cozart, personal communication, July

29, 2013). 

GAVS STRATEGIC PLAN

GaVS does not grant diplomas or course

credits independently, but in a collabora-

tive effort with local school degree award-

ing districts. The strategic plan includes

the following vision, mission, belief state-

ments, and goals (J. Cozart, personal com-

munication, July 29, 2013):

Vision: 

• quality learning, 

• innovating opportunities, and

• elevating performances.

Mission: Serve as a stimulus for dynamic

change by providing quality digital pro-

grams to strengthen teaching and learning.

Belief statements:

• change creates opportunity;

• make education work; and

• open, equitable learning.

Goals: 

• learner performance exceeds the state

average;

• provide opportunities for learners with

annual growth of at least 20%;

• all teachers demonstrate quality teach-

ing; and

• prepare learners for college and career

readiness.

ENROLLMENT IN GAVS

For the 2012-2013 school year over

18,567 learners from 479 schools were in

enrolled in 332 online courses. The overall

completion rate for GaVS is 90%. GaVS

total enrollments since 2005 is 67,787

(J. Cozart, personal communication, July

29, 2013). Schools can sign up their learners

for whatever class period that works for

them. In order to enroll in a GaVS course, a

local school facilitator must approve.

Home school and out of state learners will

be assigned a GaVS facilitator (Georgia Vir-

tual School, 2010). Registration is a two-

phase process. Public school learners

receive preferential enrollment. Phase 1

allows public school learners the right to

enroll and register for courses before and

the courses are available to private school

learners and home school learners. Phase 2

allows private and home school learners

the opportunity to enroll (Georgia Virtual

School, 2010). The course start dates are

flexible and the course ends before the tra-

ditional course ends because grades have

to be submitted earlier. 

GAVS LEARNERS’ NEEDS

GaVS learners can experience individu-

alized learning. Prior to starting an online

course, the learner can complete an online

course self-assessment inventory. The

online inventory asks questions about the

personal attitude and technology. The

learner rates each question “1 = never, 3 =

sometimes, 5 = always” (Georgia Virtual,

School, 2010). The scores serve as an indi-

cator as to whether the learner is a good
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online candidate. What follows are ques-

tions that the learner answers on an online

self-assessment inventory (Georgia Virtual,

School, 2010): 

Personal Attitude 

• “I stay on task when doing schoolwork.”

• “I schedule my time well at school.”

• “I schedule my time well outside of

school.”

• “I stay on task while doing work on the

Internet.”

• “I follow through on requests from my

teachers.”

• “I answer e-mail in a timely manner.”

• “I turn in my assignments on time.”

• “I ask teachers for help when I need it.”

• “I am willing to put in extra time for a

challenging class.”

Technology Skills

• “I have access to the Internet at home.”

• “I know how to login to my home Inter-

net provider.”

• “My home computer has a word pro-

cessing program like Word, WordPer-

fect, or Works.”

• “I know how to use a word processing

program.”

• “I know how to use e-mail.”

• “I know how to do Internet research.”

• “I know how to copy and paste text.”

• “I know how to download a file from a

web page.”

• “I know how to attach and send a file

through e-mail.”

GaVS learners also complete a survey at

the beginning of the course to indicate

desired course length. During the fall and

spring Advanced Placement learners can

choose their courses to be 14, 16, or 18

weeks long. Regular learners can chose 12,

14, 16, or 18 weeks long. The summer

courses can be 5 or 6 weeks long. All of the

courses have the same workload and end

on the same date (Georgia Virtual School,

Course Information, 2010). 

Learners take online courses because

approximately 77 of Georgia’s high schools

do not offer Advanced Placement courses.

Learners are placed in an at-risk category

and are at a disadvantage when applying

for college because they lack college level

skill application that would be provided

through the AP curriculum (Georgia

Department of Education, 2007). Georgia

has 180 public school systems. Sixty-four

percent of the school districts are under-

staffed. There is a need for highly qualified

teachers and some school districts are too

small. As a result of a lack of highly quali-

fied teachers, the schools have to limit their

course selection offerings. Thirty-seven of

Georgia’s high schools have fewer than 500

learners enrolled. Many learners want to

have a greater course selection, take

advanced courses, get ahead, repeat a

failed course, and manage their schedule.

Learners may have transferred from

another state or private school setting and

require additional coursework to meet

Georgia’s graduation requirement (Geor-

gia Department of Education, 2007). 

GaVS learners have said: 

“I’m taking Mandarin Chinese. It’s

always been a dream of mine to travel to

Asia and be an English as second or other

language teacher,” Sierra said. “I feel that

Mandarin would help me in a way secur-

ing my place at that job.” (Benton, 2010,

para. 5)

It’s really different. It’s very exciting, and

it’s a new way to challenge yourself.

(Benton, 2010, para. 6)

GaVS provides accommodations for

learners with disabilities. GaVS has to

receive a compliant Individualized Educa-

tion Program or 504 plan each semester the

learner enrolls. Online courses are not for

everyone, but may be the correct place for

individuals with disabilities.

A mother of a GaVS learner with disabil-

ities said: 
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“We have been so pleased with our expe-

rience. Kelly Walker, his special needs

consultant, has been very professional

and easy to communicate with,” said

CeCe, the mother of a 10th Grade GaVS

learner. “I am impressed with his teachers

and their kindness and nature to reach

out to our son when he needs more time

or more understanding of a lesson.”

(Houck, 2013, para. 4)

Virtual learning can allow learners with

disabilities the opportunity to learn at their

pace without anxiety (Shah, 2011). Some

learners with disabilities accommodations

are already incorporated into the format of

an online course. Some of the learners

accommodations requires a copy of notes,

frequent use of modeling which could be

demonstrated through the video compo-

nent of the course, repeat directions that

the learner could replay the audio, and

information differentiated (Houck, 2013).

However, not all accommodations are con-

ducive to an online learning environment

(Georgia Department of Education, 2011). 

The Digital Learning Act, Senate Bill

289, focused on the essence of digital and

virtual learning, requires learners entering

ninth grade during 2013-2014 school year

to complete at least one online class. The

bill requires that all end of year core sub-

ject assessments to be offered online (Sen-

ate Press, 2011). 

GAVS COURSES

COURSE DEVELOPMENT 

 Each course is designed to contain con-

tent aligned to the Georgia Performance

Standards as mandated by the Georgia

Department of Education. Courses are

being redesigned to align to Common Core

Georgia Performance Standards. Courses

are developed in two phases by a develop-

ment team. A development team consists of

authors, test writers, content development

specialists, development coordinator, and

an instructional designer. The instructional

designer is an employee of Georgia Public

Broadcasting Company. During Phase 1,

the development team creates a course out-

line. The content development specialist

completes a detailed development plan and

timeline that has to be completed by the

development coordinator. The authors will

create course materials that are assessed for

special education and copyright issues. In

Phase 2, it is considered the testing phase

(Georgia Virtual School, n.d.). The courses

typically take 9 months to design (J. Cozart,

personal communication, July 29, 2013). 

GaVS offers Advanced Placement

Courses, which are courses that will allow

high school learners to be awarded college

credit if they pass the College Board

Advanced Placement Test (Georgia Virtual

School, Course Information Advanced

Placement, 2010). In addition to AP Courses,

GaVS offers career and technical education,

world languages, math, language arts, sci-

ence, social studies, health and physical

education, fine arts, and test preparation. 

GAVS COURSE RECOVERY PROGRAM

Georgia Virtual School Course Recovery

Program is a free chance that will allow

high school learners who were not able to

successfully pass a course to have an

opportunity to retake courses. The learners

have mastered the time requirement but

not the course standard requirements

(Georgia Virtual School, 2010). 

GAVS ACCREDITATION AND EVALUATION

GaVS is accredited by the Southern

Association of Colleges and Schools

(SACS). SACS evaluates the middle and

high school courses (Hawkins, 2013). GaVS

is evaluated through multiple evaluative

tools. GaVS receives an occasional audit

from Georgia’s auditor’s office. GaVS

reports the virtual learners End of Course

scores versus state average (J. Cozart, per-

sonal communication, July 29, 2013).

Digital Learning Now! (2012), evaluated
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GaVS and found the following strengths

and weaknesses.

The strengths of GaVS include: 

• learners have customized learning;

• learner access to high quality digital

content;

• learners have access to high quality pro-

viders; and

• learner learning assessment and

accountability.

The weaknesses of GaVS include: 

• the infrastructure does not support digi-

tal learning;

• GaVS funding creates incentives; 

• the learner progress based on demon-

strated complexity; and

• all learners are not digital learners.

GaVS adopted the Southern Regional

Educational Board (SREB) standards for

quality online courses to establish if

courses are meeting standards. The stan-

dards for quality online courses are as fol-

lows (SREB, 2006, pp. 3-8): 

1. The course provides online learners

with engaging learning experiences

that promote their mastery of content

and are aligned with state content

standards or nationally accepted con-

tent.

2. The course uses learning activities that

engage learners in active learning; pro-

vides learners with multiple learning

paths to master the content based on

learner needs; reflects multicultural

education and is accurate, current and

free of bias; and provides ample

opportunities for interaction and com-

munication learner to learner, learner

to instructor and instructor to learner.

3. The course uses multiple strategies

and activities to assess learner readi-

ness for and progress in course content

and provides learners with feedback

on their progress.

4. The course takes full advantage of a

variety of technology tools, has a user-

friendly interface and meets accessibil-

ity standards for interoperability and

access for learners with special needs.

5. The course is evaluated regularly for

effectiveness, using a variety of assess-

ment strategies, and the findings are

used as a basis for improvement. The

course is kept up to date, both in con-

tent and in the application of new

research on course design and technol-

ogies. 

GAVS END OF COURSE POLICY

During fall and spring semesters public

school learners will take the End of Course

Test (EOCT) at their local school at a sched-

uled time. Home school, private school,

and out-of-state learners will take the

EOCT at an assigned Educational Technol-

ogy Center (ETC). During the summer

semester all learners will take the EOCT at

their designated Educational Technology

Center (Georgia Virtual School, 2010). The

following courses require the EOCT: ninth-

grade literature composition, American lit-

erature composition, biology, physical sci-

ence, accelerated mathematics I and II,

Accelerated CCPG coordinate mathematics

I and II, Accelerated CCPG algebra, ana-

lytic geometry A, CCPS coordinate algebra,

GPS algebra, GPS geometry, mathematics I

& II, U.S. history, and economics (Georgia

Virtual Schools, 2011). The learner must

have a minimum score of 70 for all sub-

jects. For learners who were ninth grade

for the first time before July 1, 2011, the

EOCT counts for 15% for the learner’s final

grade and 20% for learners who were

enrolled after the date (Georgia Depart-

ment of Education, 2011).

GAVS TEACHER 

TEACHER CERTIFICATION

Online teachers must obtain a valid

Georgia teaching certificate in subject area
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from the Georgia Professional Standards

Commission (Hawkins, 2013). Teachers

must complete online learning for an add-

on endorsement (Georgia Department of

Education, 2007). The virtual add-on

endorsement requires that the teacher

demonstrate competency in three areas

(standards): online teaching and learning

methodology, instructional technology

concepts, and online assessments

(Hawkins, 2012). 

The online teaching and learning stan-

dard makes sure that the teacher will be

able to provide a meaningful online envi-

ronment with proper communication and

transparent objectives while modeling

good digital citizenship in a diverse set-

ting. When teaching in a traditional face-

to-face class instructors are accustom to

“reading” the body language and facial

cues of the learners. Therefore in an online

course, it must be assumed that the learn-

ers display the same body language (Ko &

Rossen, 2012). 

The online assessment standards exam-

ine the effectiveness of the assessments.

Teachers will create reliable assessment

tools that are valid for an online environ-

ment. The instructional technology con-

cept standard tackles the teachers’

instructional technology competency. The

teacher must demonstrate knowledge,

skills, and understanding of instructional

technology.

GAVS ADJUNCT TEACHER SALARY

The adjunct teachers’ salaries are paid

through Georgia Department of Educa-

tion. The teachers are paid per learner each

semester. The payments are the following:

$130 for half Carnegie Unit Course, $155

for half Carnegie AP Unit Course, $260 for

one block Carnegie Unit, $310 for one

block AP Carnegie Unit (Georgia Virtual

School, 2010). 

LEADERSHIP

Organizational management style influ-

ences the decision making and the imple-

mentation of tasks. The top-down

approach is when all guidelines, objec-

tives, funding, and other information come

from the top of the organization. A leader

communicates the expectations to be

achieved by the organization (Filev, 2008).

The advantage of the top down approach

includes clarity of expectations. The disad-

vantages of the top down approach

includes bureaucracy, inflexibility, lack of

moral motivation, and dominant control

(Finzel, 2000). 

In a bureaucratic organization, all tasks

are divided into specialized jobs that are

performed based on technical qualifica-

tions and uniform rules (Gibson, Ivancev-

ich, Donnelly, & Konopaske, 2006).

Managers with expert knowledge hold an

authoritative role because it is delegated

from the top of the leadership hierarchy

rules (Gibson et al., 2006). GaVS is a pro-

gram of the Georgia Department of Educa-

tion’s Office of Technology Services. GaVS’

organizational structure is reflective of

bureaucratic organization. All of the deci-

sions are based on federal mandates. The

federal government passes laws that the

state department of education must imple-

ment and monitor. Georgia Department of

Education created standards and rules for

GaVS to implement and follow. GaVS’ staff

hires, trains, and supervises teachers. 

INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGY

Desire2Learn is the learning management

system that Georgia Virtual School uses to

host instructional content modules

(J. Cozart, personal communication, July

29, 2013). The technical requirements for

GaVS are essential to learners’ success:

• Internet service provider with java

script enabled browser plug-ins (Inter-

net Explorer 8 not supported);
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• Computer access with productivity soft-

ware (Microsoft Office) and media play-

ers;

• E-mail account: learners need a valid

e-mail account. After registration they

will be assigned an e-mail; and

• Software downloads: Some AP classes

require software downloads. 

DIFFUSION OF INNOVATION 

Diffusion of innovation theory has four

elements innovation, communication,

time, and social system. Getting an idea

adopted can be difficult although there are

several advantages. Many innovative ideas

take time to become available (Rogers,

2003).

 Effective communication is essential for

an innovation to be accepted by others. In

2005, Governor Sonny Perdue signed the

Georgia Virtual School bill via live Internet

broadcast. He answered questions about

GaVS in a virtual chat room and Internet

video stream (Georgia Virtual School,

2010). In 2001, the Georgia State Board of

Education approved the virtual learning

program in October 2001, Georgia Virtual

Learning program was transferred to tech-

nology services as information about the

AP Nexus program began to spread, more

schools contacted the Department of Edu-

cation to ask how they could participate

(Georgia Department of Education, 2007).

There was a need for more course offerings

for learners. Opinion leaders from 13

school systems with virtual learning initia-

tives experience gathered in Atlanta, Geor-

gia to express their desires to have a state

sponsored virtual school (Georgia Depart-

ment of Education, 2007). The opinion

leaders represented a social system. Opin-

ion leaders are influential leaders that can

help spread new ideas (Rogers, 2003). Gov-

ernor Perdue was also an opinion leader

who used his leadership position to initiate

change in Georgia’s educational system.

CONCLUSION

Online learning has become an important

part of the progression of K-12 education.

It is no longer considered novel (Southern

Regional Education Board, 2013). Georgia

has recognized the importance and has

passed legislative bills to ensure that Geor-

gia’s learners are ready to compete with

their global counterparts and that they

receive high quality content (Southern

Regional Education Board, 2013). 
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Distance Learning

With Tutor Universe

Meaza Stewart

INTRODUCTION

he purpose of this article is to dis-

cuss the background and current

state of Tutor Universe, an organi-

zation that provides an online learning

platform to its users. The paper also dis-

cusses how this platform works as a learn-

ing tool and how distance educators are

utilizing it. Projected growth and future

development are also covered. First, this

article will define private tutoring and dis-

tance education and discuss online tutor-

ing as a whole. It will then cover the

specifics of Tutor Universe. 

PRIVATE TUTORING

Tutoring is best defined as “a method of

instruction in which one or a small group

of students receive personalized and indi-

vidualized education from a tutor. Tutoring

is widely used with students of all ages

and all levels of ability” (Tutoring, 2007, p.

1). Global Industry Analysts, a marketing

firm, projected that by 2018 the interna-

tional private tutoring market will be over

a $102.8 billion industry and 90% of the

tutoring market will be located in the

United States, Asia-Pacific, and Europe

(Crotty, 2012).

DISTANCE EDUCATION

Simonson (2013) defines distance educa-

tion as an “institutionally based formal

education where the learning group is sep-

arated and where interactive communica-

tions technologies are used to connect

students, teachers, and resources for learn-

ing” (p. vii). Vasquez and Slocum (2012)

state that there has been a large growth in

distance education programs in the K-12

setting. The 2010 International Association

for K-12 Online Learning Fast Facts about

Online Learning report indicates a tremen-

dous growth in the PK-12 setting. In 2000,

50,000 K-12 students were enrolled in

online learning programs and by 2009 this

number increased to 320,000 (as cited in

Smaldino, Lowther, & Russell, 2012). 

Further research shows that this growth

is also happening in the higher education

setting (Bollinger & Inan, 2012; Driscoll,

Jicha, Hunt, Tichavsky, & Thompson,

T

Meaza Stewart,

Doctoral student, Nova Southeastern

University, 1750 N.E. 167th St.,

North Miami Beach, FL 33162.

Telephone: (813) 841-6865.

E-mail: ms2780@nova.edu



24 Distance Learning Volume 10, Issue 4

2012). This growth may be due to the bene-

fits of learning at a distance. Benefits such

as convenience, flexibility, and the ability

to participate in the learning transfer pro-

cess from teachers across the globe (Chih-

Yuan Sun & Rueda, 2012; Shriram & War-

ner, 2010). “The Web offers powerful

opportunities for resource utilization, col-

laboration, and communication” (Simon-

son, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2012,

p. 136). 

ONLINE TUTORING

It was just a matter of time before the

two emerging worlds of private tutoring

and distance education united. Vasquez

and Slocum (2012) state that in the online

tutoring environment, “tutors can be as

flexible in their instruction as with face to

face instruction” (p. 222). This study goes

on to state that this can be accomplished

through text, whiteboards, video, audio,

and print materials. According to Smal-

dino, Lowther, and Russell (2012), students

have the ability to learn from various

resources including live videoconferences

with individuals who are separated geo-

graphically. 

Tutors, learners and parents all want

their student to succeed and reach the ulti-

mate goal; which is obtaining a degree.

This is the goal for K-12 and higher educa-

tion students. Online tutoring is another

way for all parties to ensure this can hap-

pen for all students. Comas-Quinn, Arcos,

and Mardomingo (2012) state that the

online tutoring environment must be

focused on the learner, be flexible, be

dynamic, promote interaction, and allow

students to be able to share knowledge

with the peer or tutor. Evans and Moore

(2013) discussed online peer tutoring and

state that student-student interaction in

the face-to-face environment has proven

to be valuable; however, there is a shortage

of student-student interaction in the online

setting. At the conclusion of this study, the

students reported an increase in learning

due to the online peer tutoring provided. 

TUTOR UNIVERSE

BACKGROUND

Tutor Universe, an Iowa-based com-

pany, is a social marketplace for online

tutoring that allows tutors and students to

collaborate worldwide. The focus of Tutor

Universe is to provide a platform that

brings “students and tutors together in a

more convenient and cost-effective man-

ner than the existing traditional intermedi-

aries and available alternatives. We are

creating a global community for tutoring

that is driven by social interactions”

(M. Morrison, personal communication,

August 16, 2013). 

The founders consist of individuals

from different backgrounds who deter-

mined that there was a gap in the tutoring

industry. Hung Tran and Thomas Horn-

beck, cofounders, identified the need for a

better-quality online tutoring platform

while studying as PhD students at the Uni-

versity of Iowa and working as tutors.

These two joined forces with Michael

Morrison, a veteran entrepreneur, John

Garber, a seasoned business executive, and

Jim Cremer, professor of computer science

at the University of Iowa (Bannister, 2012;

M. Morrison, personal communication,

August 16, 2013). 

These five individuals agreed that the

gap in the tutoring market was due not

only to the lack of tutors who were avail-

able for students but also the insufficient

technologies being provided for tutoring

purposes. The supply and demand of

tutoring had an obvious inconsistency

throughout departments at the University

of Iowa and Hornbeck and Tran soon

noticed it. Therefore, it was determined

that in order to balance out the supply and

demand of the tutoring industry, there was

a need for a tool that would connect stu-

dents and tutors across the world. Also,
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Tutor Universe focused on providing con-

cepts and a level of interaction that was not

being offered with other online tutoring

platforms. Therefore, functions such as

web chat, document sharing and editing,

mathematical formula and graphing capa-

bilities, and tutor reviews and ratings were

added. This free online tool was developed

to be an open market where tutors create

their own profile and set their own rates

(Bannister, 2012). 

According to Morrison (personal com-

munication, August 16, 2013) Tutor Uni-

verse founders are passionate about their

business concept because Tutor Universe

has been able to provide tutoring services

to students and parents who otherwise

would not have been able to conveniently

and cost effectively get the needed help.

The tutoring industry remains dominated

by face-to-face delivery and despite other

online tutoring solutions it is highly ineffi-

cient because there are millions of students

who cannot receive needed help. The cur-

rent models for delivering tutoring are not

efficient or scalable. Within Google alone

Tutor Universe has tracked 48,000,000

tutor-related searches per month. Tutor

Universe set out to develop a distance-

learning tool that would promote product

fit and address the tremendous need for

tutoring and coaching (M. Morrison, per-

sonal communication, August 16, 2013). 

The virtual study room of Tutor Uni-

verse was officially launched November 1,

2012. At the time of the launch, the online

platform had over 300 registered tutors

and students (Bannister, 2012). Within the

first 2 months the number of users

increased to nearly 1,300 and by May of

2013 the company of five grew to 12 with

more than 6,000 registered users (Bannis-

ter, 2013). According to the cofounder and

chief executive officer, as of August 15,

2013, Tutor Universe had 18,767 users in

over 50 countries, that is more than a 100%

increase in 3 months (M. Morrison, per-

sonal communication, August 16, 2013). 

In February of 2013 at the Hawkeye

Innovation Summit, Tutor Universe was

awarded the 2012 University of Iowa

Startup of the year. The organization is

putting more focus on social and collabora-

tive enhancements and plans to see even

more growth in the near future (Bannister,

2013). 

TUTORS

Tutor Universe tutors are individuals

who consider themselves experts in the

subject area in which they are providing

services. Anyone can create a profile as a

tutor. Tutors select their own subject areas

and rates. They also market their services.

Tutor Universe simply provides the tutors

with a distance education platform to be

utilized as a delivery method. Currently,

tutors are located around the world. 

WHAT TUTORS ARE SAYING

Tutors of Tutor Universe have shared

the following testimonials regarding their

experience with the distance-learning tool. 

I teach mathematics at all levels, and I

find Tutor Universe to be an excellent tool

for working with students online. It com-

bines a webcam interface with a virtual

whiteboard that has the capacity for

drawing pictures, free-hand writing, typ-

ing, high quality mathematical typeset-

ting, and file sharing. It also has a built-in

scheduling and accounting system that

automatically tracks and bills your ser-

vices. In short, it does everything but take

out the garbage. In addition, the technical

staff are prompt and courteous in

responding to questions. (Testimonials,

2013, p. 1)

Tutor Universe is a great tool for holding

remote office hours. I used to use Skype

or the telephone, but Tutor Universe is a

more interactive environment, enabling

me to easily share files, websites and

notes with students. It’s fast and easy to

use and takes no time to set up. It’s a

great tool for distance education. I’d
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highly recommend it. (Testimonials, 2013,

p. 1)

Tutor Universe made finding students

and scheduling sessions effortless for me

as a tutor. The convenience of tutoring

from home plus finding students needing

help with a variety of math subjects made

my experience fulfilling and exciting. And

the virtual classroom is so user friendly,

anyone can use it! (Testimonials, 2013, p.

1)

Tutor Universe has made tutoring much

easier. I simply make appointment slots in

the calendar and TU does the rest. Find-

ing students is far easier than it is on cam-

pus so I never have unproductive

downtime. Tutor Universe eliminates the

hassle of reserving study rooms, too. Ulti-

mately, I still get to earn some cash while

doing what I enjoy and it always works

into my busy schedule. (Testimonials,

2013, p. 1)

LEARNERS

Any student can create a profile on

Tutor Universe. Tutor Universe currently

has students from the K-12 level as well as

from higher education. These individuals

are also located around the world. Stu-

dents can search for and utilize the tutor of

their choice. The online tool allows learn-

ers to filter search results by price and rat-

ings. 

WHAT LEARNERS ARE SAYING

Learners of Tutor Universe have shared

the following testimonials regarding their

experience with utilizing the distance

learning tool and their experience with

tutors within the platform. 

Tutor Universe has opened various chan-

nels for myself in my path to graduation

because it not only offers a variety of

expert assistance with an easy to use sys-

tem that can conform to anyone’s learn-

ing style, but it is also set up in a way that

allows sessions to work around a busy

student’s schedule. I highly recommend

Tutor Universe to any and all students all

over the world. Tutor Universe will open

up a new and easy way of learning for

anyone. (Testimonials, 2013, p. 1)

Tutor Universe has been my savior multi-

ple times for my Computer Science class.

My tutor has helped answer my ques-

tions from the comfort of my house,

when I needed him the most. The website

was easy to use and the virtual classroom

had great tools to make our sessions a

good learning environment. Never will I

go back to regular tutoring again! (Testi-

monials, 2013, p. 1)

TUTORING SESSIONS

The online platform provided by Tutor

Universe allows users to create a profile

similar to other social networking sites

such as Facebook (Bannister, 2012). Tutors

can share their qualifications, rates, ratings,

and availability when creating their pro-

file. Once the profile has been created, stu-

dents throughout the world can locate the

tutor. Communication to schedule a tutor-

ing session can be conducted via messages

or through the tutor’s calendar. If the tutor

is online and available, the learner can start

the session instantly. This convenient

option has proven to be the most popular

choice. It would be more difficult to repli-

cate this in a face-to-face environment. 

Each booked tutoring session occurs in

the Virtual Study Room located within the

platform. This technology allows the tutor

and the learner to utilize audio, video, and

text for collaborative communication. The

Virtual Study Room is also equipped with

an interactive whiteboard that allows the

users shared access. Both the tutor and

learner can draw, select, share documents

and images, markup and edit documents,

insert formulas and graphing equations,

insert shapes, insert color, and erase fields.

Both parties can also save the information

shared during the session for future refer-

ence. 

Once a session is complete, the learner

has the opportunity to fill out a question-
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naire regarding the tutor and the session

that just occurred. This information will be

visible on the tutors profile and can be

viewed by other learners who are search-

ing for a tutor. It will directly impact the

tutor rating located on the public profile.

In an interview with Bannister (2012)

cofounder Thomas Hornbeck states,

“There are no more blind dates in tutoring.

You’re not just tearing a number off a sheet

of paper and hoping you get a good tutor,”

(p. 1). This feature empowers learners to be

more involved in the tutoring process. 

PAYMENTS

Tutors are paid within the Tutor Uni-

verse website. Learners must add money to

their account prior to a tutoring session.

This money is converted to “tutor bucks.”

One U.S. dollar is equivalent to one tutor

buck. Once a tutor has set their rate the sys-

tem automatically ensures that any learner

who books a session with that tutor has the

available funds in his or her Tutor Universe

account. Once the session is completed the

funds are automatically transferred from

one account to the other. Tutor Universe

also collects a percentage based on the

amount of sessions booked by the tutor. 

SOCIAL NETWORKING

Tutor Universe allows users to link

social networking sites to their Tutor Uni-

verse profile. All users can link their profile

to Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn. This

not only allows tutors to market their

offered services, it also helps Tutor Uni-

verse obtain more users. This feature pro-

motes interaction among users. 

SUPPORT PROVIDED

The Tutor Universe technical support

team is available to users via a chat icon

within the platform. This icon ensures that

Tutor Universe receives all issues immedi-

ately. Also, within the platform there is a

question and answer section where users

can post questions at any time. Any Tutor

Universe user can answer these questions.

This allows for added support and

increased collaboration. Tutor Universe

also provides blogs as an added resource

for its users. Tutor Universe tutors as well

as other experts in the tutoring field create

these blogs. About three blogs are pub-

lished weekly and each topic is suitable for

both tutors and learners. 

PROGRAMS OFFERED

In addition to being a free open market

for users, Tutor Universe also provides

Tutor Universe Academy, an academic pro-

gram for users. The founders of Tutor Uni-

verse determined that a major problem

with today’s higher education system is

that many students acquire debt without

obtaining a degree. Of the 3 million college

freshmen that begin annually only 35%

will earn their degree in 4 years and 40%

will drop out. The purpose of Tutor Uni-

verse Academy is to provide online coach-

ing and tutoring in order to build long-

term skills, confidence, and parent

involvement (Tutor Universe Academy,

2013). 

HOW IT WORKS

Tutor Universe conducts a needs analy-

sis to understand the learner’s needs and

set individualized goals. Next, the student

completes an academic assessment to iden-

tify the student’s strength and weaknesses.

An individualized plan is then developed

based on the student’s specific need. The

student then receives tutoring and coach-

ing services at a distance on a regular basis.

An evaluation is performed to review

progress and assess outcomes (Tutor Uni-

verse Academy, 2013).

LESSONS LEARNED

Throughout the development, launch,

and growth of Tutor Universe there have

been valuable lessons learned. The team
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within this organization has determined a

need to focus on the supply side of the

marketplace first; which are the tutors.

Also, when marketing, parents are just as

significant as the students. Some parents

need to be educated on the need for tutor-

ing and coaching because it is perceived as

a deficiency rather than standard practice,

especially in the United States (M. Morri-

son, personal communication, August 16,

2013). 

PROJECTIONS

Tutor Universe plans to acquire 50,000

users by December 31, 2013. The organiza-

tion is currently ahead of schedule in

attaining this goal. Based on current

growth, by 2015 Tutor Universe projects to

acquire 273,879 students and 30,334 tutors.

By 2017 the organization projects 974,035

students and 113,048 tutors. Finally, by

2018 Tutor Universe projects to acquire

1,409,368 students and 168,328 tutors.

According to these projections, Tutor Uni-

verse will be at 1,577,696 users in 5 years.

This is obtainable based on the addressable

market size being 150,000,000 college stu-

dents and 388,000,000 high school students

worldwide. This includes all subject areas

including life, academic, and career coach-

ing (M. Morrison, personal communica-

tion, August 16, 2013). 

CONCLUSION

The world of distance education is ever-

evolving. The growing use of the Internet

has empowered learners even more.

Online tutoring is allowing learners to

expand their choice of tutors across bor-

ders. Tutor Universe is making a significant

impact in the tutoring and distance learn-

ing markets. This organization has success-

fully blended online learning, social

networking and collaboration to produce a

cost-effective, convenient option for learn-

ers. Tutor Universe has grown consider-

ably since launching in 2012. This

organization expects to grow tremen-

dously within the next 5 years and plans to

assist many more students and parents

throughout their educational journey. 
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Jamaica’s e-Learning

High School Project

Patricia Georgia Daley

INTRODUCTION

-learning (electronic learning) is a

form of online learning (Smaldino,

Lowther, & Russell, 2012). With e-

learning the learning materials are con-

veyed through electronic media such as

the computer (Smaldino et al.). Instruc-

tional materials are usually web-based and

learners can access them through net-

works (Smaldino et al.). E-learning offers

teachers and students the opportunity to

target specific learning outcome or con-

cepts and the teachers have the added

opportunity to monitor the progress of the

learners and possibly design corrective

measures (Smaldino et al.).

 Over the years Jamaica’s telecommuni-

cations system was a monopoly and a great

portion of the island was without telecom-

munication services. Only the main street

in the rural sections of Jamaica had access

to landline telephone system. Internet ser-

vice was unknown to many Jamaicans;

mobile telephone was a luxury that only a

select few could afford. In the early 2000s

the government of began the deregulation

of the island’s telecommunications system

and more players were brought in. This

resulted in the rapid diffusion of mobile

cell phones, and a steady increase in the

adoption and diffusion of Internet service.

Today there are five Internet service pro-

viders and most of the island has Internet

access, which is made possible by one or

two of the new players. Wireless Internet

access is possible for majority if not all of

the island’s schools. Although Jamaica’s

economic condition is not on par with its

neighbors or other countries in the West-

ern Hemisphere, the government of

Jamaica is investing in the future of its

workforce.

In 2005, the government of Jamaica

approved US$50 million to undertake the

first phase of Jamaica’s e-Learning Project

(e-Learn Jamaica Overview, 2013). This

project is spearheaded by the Ministry of

Education and Youth and the Ministry of

Industry, Technology, Energy, and Com-

merce. These two ministries have

embarked on a mission to ensure that

Jamaican learners are prepared to effec-
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tively compete in the 21st century. It is

hoped that the e-learning initiative will

equip Jamaica’s younger generation with

necessary tools to compete effectively in

the global market, thereby uplifting the

economic condition of the country. The

project encompasses preprimary through

high school (K-12 in the American school

system) (e-Learn Jamaica Overview). It

also includes teachers’ colleges that pre-

pare teachers in the five subjects: informa-

tion technology, science, English,

mathematics, and social studies. The kin-

dergarten and primary phase of the project

will see the learners at these stages benefit-

ting from tablets and other equipment that

will be installed in these institutions

(e-Learn Jamaica Overview). 

The High School Project was initially

implemented in a pilot program in 28 high

schools and three teachers’ colleges across

the island (e-Learning Jamaica Project,

2013). The pilot was implemented in

Grades 10 and 11 in the high schools; nec-

essary equipment such as desktop comput-

ers and printers were installed (e-Learning

Jamaica Project, 2013). Local area networks

were also installed to interconnect the

computer laboratories, AV centers, and

resource rooms with all the other depart-

ments in these institutions; wireless Inter-

net access broad band technologies was

provided (e-Learning Jamaica Project,

2013). To date, all high schools across the

island are equipped with e-learning facili-

ties and e-learning has been implemented

from Grade 7 through Grade 11.

AIMS OF HIGH SCHOOL

E-LEARNING PROJECT

The high school e-learning project is aimed

at improving the level of education in

Jamaica’s high schools through the utiliza-

tion of various information and communi-

cation technologies (High School Project,

2013). Three major goals have been identi-

fied for this phase of the e-learning project.

Given the usually low academic perfor-

mance of Jamaican high school learners in

recent years, the government of Jamaica, in

collaboration with the Ministry of Educa-

tion and Youth and Ministry of Industry,

Technology, Energy, and Commerce, estab-

lished innovative means to develop the

quality of education to which the high

school learners are exposed (e-Learning

Jamaica Project, 2013). The project also

seeks to enrich the learning process

through the use of information and com-

munication technology equipment and to

increase the performance of the learners in

the Caribbean Secondary Examination

Council (e-Learning Jamaica Project, 2013).

Online learning is becoming more preva-

lent; no longer do learners have to rely on

textbooks because they now have access to

large volumes of educational materials

from all over the globe (Smaldino et al.,

2012). Instructors and learners can benefit

from the presence of experts in numerous

fields without actually leaving the class-

rooms—they do this through the use of

advance telecommunications technologies

(Smaldino et al., 2012). Jamaica’s high

school e-learning project is also aimed at

facilitating self-paced learning and this will

be especially beneficial to the slow learners

who do not grasp concepts as quickly as

some of their counterparts. Naidu (2008)

explained that self-paced learning is well

suited for learners who require a different

time and pace from the other learners. The

Jamaican high school learners are pre-

sented with a plethora of informal and

interesting approaches to stimulate their

desire for learning and motivate them as

they embark on their educational journey

(e-Learning Jamaica Project, 2013). 

TECHNOLOGY INFRASTRUCTURE

A number of the island’s public schools

were without up-to-date computer labora-

tories; consequently, before the e-learning

project could be integrated the technologi-

cal infrastructure had to be addressed.

Each high school was outfitted with the
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basic technology equipment that is neces-

sary to promote effective facilitation of dig-

ital instructional materials. Additionally

the schools were wired using 12 MB fiber

optic cables to accommodate Local Area

Network for interconnectivity among the

computer labs, resource rooms, libraries,

administrative offices, Grades 10 and 11

classrooms, as well as the staff rooms

(Technology Infrastructure, 2013). The

three major Internet service providers in

the island—Digicel, Lime, and Flow—

assist with the provision of broadband

Internet service. 

All grades are involved. Selected rooms

were also wired to facilitate online access

in case wireless service was not available.

The MOE hosts a Central Repository for

Educational Materials. These educational

materials are available in the form of clip

art galleries, discussion forums, chat

rooms, and question banks and they may

be accessed through a web portal (Technol-

ogy Infrastructure, 2013). While the intro-

duction of this technology updated

existing technology in the schools, they are

now outdated. This is why e-learning is

suggesting the introduction tablets to all

students starting with selected primary

and secondary schools.

Each school was equipped with a mini-

mum of:

• 57 desktop computers and 26 laptop

computers;

• 3 laser printers;

• 1 computer server;

• 16 multimedia projectors and screens;

• 4 document cameras;

• Two digital video cameras;

• 5 DVD players;

• 2 televisions;

• 2 document scanners;

• 2 interactive whiteboards;

• 95 network access points;

• Uninterruptible power supplies; and

• Air conditioning for labs (Technology

Infrastructure, 2013). 

The personnel for the e-learning company

were responsible for contracting private

contractors for the installation process and

an independent organization (Jamaica

Computer Society) to confirm installation

of the equipment and technologies.

TRAINING OF TEACHERS

This phase of the project was aimed at

training approximately 11,000 instructors

at both the secondary and the tertiary

level. These instructors received training in

basic computer and information and com-

munication technology skills regarding the

delivery of instruction and the integration

of technology in the teaching and learning

process. They were taught how to use and

integrate the various equipment and tech-

nologies in the delivery of instruction. A

number of lecturers from tertiary institu-

tions across the island were selected and

given master’s level training at the Univer-

sity of British Colombia. These instructors

are now regarded as the Jamaica’s e-learn-

ing specialists. They are responsible for e-

learning matters at the respective institu-

tion. They now have the responsibility of

integrating technology in their institutions

as well informing the community of such

matters. They ensure that the teaching

staff is properly trained in the use, han-

dling, and care of the various equipment

and technologies in the institution. The

writing of projects to access funds from

government agencies or private founda-

tions regarding the improvement of e-

learning matters also falls under their port-

folio as well as the sustainability of the

project.

HEART Trust/NTA, a vocational institu-

tion that was established by the govern-

ment to provide high quality skills training

to Jamaica’s workforce, is primarily

responsible for the training of the teachers.

Mico University was also involved in the

original teacher training. HEART Trust is

currently training the island's teachers on

the use of tablets. System administrators
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were also trained regarding the mainte-

nance of the local area network and “for

professional development of teacher’s Col-

lege lecturers in collaboration with the

Joint Board of Teacher Education and the

Caribbean Knowledge Network” (Teacher

Training, 2013, para. 5).

INSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS

Instructional materials were developed to

promote the use of technology in the

school system. The materials are available

in multiple formats such as texts, CD-

ROM, DVD, as well as web formats (e-

Learning Jamaica Project, 2013). There exist

teacher instructional materials and student

instructional materials. Materials were

developed that target 11 Caribbean Sec-

ondary Examination Council subject areas:

mathematics, English language, social

studies, resource and technology/informa-

tion technology, geography, Spanish, inte-

grated science, physics, chemistry, biology,

and building technology (Instructional

Materials, 2013). Some of these subjects

have a practical component and manuals

were developed to address this issue as

well as discovery, pace-work, and learners’

assignments (Instructional Materials,

2013). The materials include interactive

educational software, an item bank with

more than 15,000 multiple choice and

short-answer questions along with solu-

tions, and lecture series in video format (10

Things You Should Know About e-Learn-

ing Jamaica). These instructional materials

may be accessed through virtual class-

rooms, chat forums, on cable television, or

on other electronic media format (10

Things You Should Know About e-Learn-

ing Jamaica). 

Teacher instructional materials and stu-

dent instructional materials have been cus-

tomized to fit a stated standard across

schools and curriculum. These materials

include teachers’ lesson plans, students’

projects, and assignments that are related

to the various subject areas. There are lec-

ture series that are available in video format

and the learners can access them on DVDs

and cable television. The series are pre-

pared to address all eleven targeted subject

areas. They focus on challenging topics and

attempt to make the lesson more interest-

ing to facilitate better learning. Videos can

be quite beneficial in the classrooms.

Nugent (2005) mentioned various ways

that instructors can incorporate videos in

the classroom. Nugent stated that instruc-

tors can use videos in various ways such as

the introduction of a new topic, for revi-

sion, to provide remedial assistance, or sim-

ply to make the class or a particular topic

more interesting. Videos may also be used

in different types of instructional environ-

ment, various class sizes including individ-

ual learners, and they can be used to

provide virtual learning experiences for

learners who are not afforded the opportu-

nity to travel and experience the actual real-

ity (Smaldino et al., 2012).

The resource bank is often referred to as

item bank. It is a reservoir that contains a

vast number of questions and solutions.

The targeted number of items is 25,000.

Items include multiple choice, open ended

questions, and essays. The solutions are

provided to assist the learners with fast

paced preparation outside of the classroom.

The solutions assist them in correcting their

work and knowing what areas they need to

spend more time focusing. The solutions

also facilitate continuous self-assessment

thereby making the learners aware of their

strengths and weaknesses. Teachers attend

item bank workshops that are geared

towards improved item writing and devel-

opment skills. Learners have the privilege

of utilizing educational software to assist

them with mastering challenging concepts.

Educational software has numerous bene-

fits for the learners. They can provide the

learners with a wide range of virtual or

vicarious experience, they promote and

enhance the level of interaction among

learners and with the software itself, and it

results in the learners taking responsibility
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for their learning (McDougall & Squires,

1995). McDougall et al. further stated that

educational software can provide a wide

range of experience for the learners conse-

quently broadening their learning experi-

ence. It encourages learners to be become

more deeply involved in the learning pro-

cess and encourage them to keep educa-

tional journal (McDougall & Squires, 1995).

Additionally, educational software fosters

collaboration and cooperation (McDougall

& Squires, 1995).

ASSESSMENT

Assessment is a major phase in all instruc-

tional processes. It is used to determine

whether the instructional goals and objec-

tives were achieved and to provide infor-

mation to the instructional designer as to

what aspect of the program or instruction

worked well and which aspects need to be

revised (Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2009).

Assessment evaluates the learners as well

as the quality of the instruction (Dick et al.,

2009). It determines whether the learners

can competently demonstrate the out-

comes of the stated goals and objectives

(Smaldino et al., 2013). Jamaica’s e-learning

high school project has incorporated

assessment as a significant element. The

program is designed to have the learners

assessed annually at the end of each aca-

demic year (Assessment, 2012). Learners

from Grade 7-11 are required to take an

assessment to determine any improve-

ment in their level of performance during

the academic year. The tests are marked

using a magnetic ink character reader. A

group of individuals is responsible for

developing and directing the standardized

examination for each subject area through-

out the high schools across the island

(Assessment, 2013). The Grade 9 Diagnos-

tic Tests are pre-Caribbean Secondary

Examination Council Tests that are com-

posed of an internal assessment tasks and

a multiple choice test paper (Assessment,

2013). These tests span four subject areas:

mathematics, English language, science,

and social studies. The first part of the tests

will be carried over a 4-month period

beginning January and the second part

will be done May (Assessment, 2013). The

Grades 10 students will take the CCSC and

the Grade 11 will sit the Caribbean Second-

ary Examination Council.

REMEDIAL 

The need for remediation in the e-learning

high school project is quite real. From

experience, there is a great need for reme-

dial programs in the Jamaican high schools

because a number of students at this level

are unable to read. The government is

aware of this grave issue and is implement-

ing a program to train literacy specialists

with the aim to improve the country’s liter-

acy level. It is a general belief that literacy

is a major issue at all levels of the Jamaican

education system (Lambert & Down, n.d.).

This issue needs to be taken into consider-

ation if the e-learning project is going to be

a success. If learners are unable to read it is

practically impossible for them to perform

well in the targeted 11 subject areas of the

e-learning high school project. The project

intends to integrate the existing remedial

programs that are in the education system

into the e-learning project (Remedial,

2013). Remediation will be provided in a

web-based and other electronic formats

that, it is hoped, will provide a variety of

methodologies that may motivate the

learner (Remedial, 2013). 

The instructional designers of these

remedial programs need to consider that

media do not significantly affect the learn-

ing outcome or achievement of the learn-

ers (Clark, 2001). Clark stated, “that media

do not influence learning under any condi-

tion” (p. 2); Clark further stated that

“media are mere vehicles that deliver

instruction but do not influence student

achievement” (p. 2). It is the content and

methods used in that are incorporated in

the media that actually influence the learn-
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ing achievement of students (Clark, 2001).

Those responsible for coordinating and

implementing the e-learning project in

Jamaica need to study media in teaching in

light of Clark’s words, that “there is a his-

torically recurring expectation that student

motivation and performance may be

enhanced by them” (p. 38). One reason for

Clark’s focus on media in teaching is the

interest and investment that educators, are

placing on media. Other media compari-

son studies exist which support Clark’s

perspective, that media are simply “deliv-

ery instruments” and do not have a posi-

tive influence on learning outcome.

MILESTONES

The infusion of technology integration in

the Jamaican school system appears to be

getting some positive results. Students’

learning experience is expanding; instruc-

tors in different institutions are collaborat-

ing and sharing methodologies and

experiences with the new system (What’s

Happening in our High Schools, 2013). In a

number of high schools across the island

the e-learning technologies are being uti-

lized in multiple subject areas and students

are given the opportunity to manipulate

the equipment (What’s Happening in our

High Schools, 2013).

A number of milestones have been

reached; approximately 203 educational

institutions across the island are enjoying

the benefits of a plethora of instructional

equipment and other e-learning technolo-

gies, and over 11,500 teachers received basic

computer training in the use of the equip-

ment and software (Overview, 2013). At the

launched of the e-learning project, the

introduction of robotics for incorporation in

the program was made (Milestones, 2013).

WHAT’S NEXT FOR E-LEARNING 

JAMAICA PROJECT?

The primary school project is poised and

ready for takeoff. More than 800 primary

schools across the island are expected to

benefit from project (Primary School Proj-

ect, 2013). The original plan for the e-learn-

ing has been modified to the use of tablets,

not desktops, perhaps because a number

of primary schools will not have appropri-

ate infrastructure to accommodate the

equipment that will be necessary for the

accommodation of the original plan. The

goals of the project include identifying and

integrating appropriate technology solu-

tions to counter the issues of literacy and

numeracy among learners at this level (Pri-

mary School Project). Additionally the

project will assist in the preparation of

teachers at this level regarding the use

technology in the instructional process at

this level (Primary School Project). It will

also assist with diagnostic and assessment

of these learners thereby identifying learn-

ing issues so that appropriate corrective

measures can be implemented (Primary

School Project). Computer technologies

along with different types of learning

equipment will be installed in the schools

and the buildings will be wires to accom-

modate wireless Internet (Primary School

Project, 2013). Various types of educational

resources will be supplied, teachers will be

trained, and a support and monitoring sys-

tem will be implemented to keep account

of the equipment and resources and

ensure that they remain functional (Pri-

mary School Project).
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UMassOnline

Online Education

at the University of Massachusetts

Eileen B. Perez

INTRODUCTION

his article presents an overview of

UMassOnline, the online learning

organization within the University

of Massachusetts. The article begins with

an overview of three distance education

models commonly found in higher educa-

tion. Next a brief history of the University

of Massachusetts system sets the stage for

the introduction of UMassOnline. The

organizational and reporting structures of

both the university system and UMassOn-

line follow. A discussion of enrollment fig-

ures, programs, and degrees offered online

is covered. Once an understanding of the

online learning program has been estab-

lished, the findings of a 2012 online educa-

tion report requested by the president of

the university are detailed. The article con-

cludes with a discussion of the potential

future direction of UMassOnline based on

the report’s findings. 

DISTANCE EDUCATION MODELS

Online learning programs in higher educa-

tion tend to follow one of three models:

standalone, integrated, or consortium.

Standalone programs are those programs

only offering online courses such as West-

erner Governors University (Eastmond,

2013). An integrated online learning pro-

gram is one where online is embedded

alongside an institute’s traditional campus

based programs, for example Nova South-

eastern University. A consortium-based

model is formed from an association of

institutes that share resources to deliver

online programs. UMassOnline is a consor-

tium-based online learning program bring-

ing together the vast resources on each of

the University of Massachusetts campuses

under the state’s Department of Higher

Education. A history of the evolution of the

university systems precedes the introduc-

tion of UMassOnline. 

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 

HISTORY

The University of Massachusetts was

founded in 1863 with 56 students and four

faculty members as a land-grant agricul-

T
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tural college named Massachusetts Agri-

cultural College. The college was set in

Amherst, a town located in the western,

rural region of the state (UMass Amherst

History, n.d.; Office of the Chancellor,

n.d.). Due to growth in both programs and

size, in 1931 the state renamed the institu-

tion Massachusetts State College. With

more growth fueled by the influx of GI Bill

funded soldier-students after World War II

the institution achieved University status

in 1947. Growth continued with the baby-

boomers generation during the 1960s and

1970s. The focus of the university shifted to

research, the academic standing improved,

program offerings increased, admissions

standards rose, and prestigious faculty

arrived, all leading to the designation of

the Amherst site as the Research Univer-

sity and the flagship campus of the

UMASS system in 2003. Enrollment over

time grew from 1,263 in 1941, to 7,600 in

1963; by 1993 there were over 18,000 stu-

dents, and nearly 28,000 undergraduate

and graduate students as of 2013. 

The Boston campus was formed in 1964

by an act of the state legislature to meet the

growing needs of the urban and commuter

student (UMass Boston History, n.d.). The

college relocated to the present Dorchester

campus in 1974. Boston State College,

founded in 1852 as a teacher’s normal

school, was incorporated into University of

Massachusetts Boston in 1982. Today the

Boston campus serves over 16,000 students

across its eight colleges. 

The Worcester campus was established

by act of the state legislature in 1962 to cre-

ate the only public medical school in the

state (UMass Worcester History, n.d.). The

first class of 16 medical students entered

the accredited program in 1970. The teach-

ing hospital was established in 1976. Today

the educational campus includes the

School of Medicine, the Graduate School of

Biomedical Sciences, and the Graduate

School of Nursing. The campus has

expanded to include dozens of buildings, a

large teaching hospital serving the central

region of the state, and a research complex.

The Medical School consistently ranks in

the top 10% of medical schools, and a 2006

Nobel Prize in physiology or medicine was

won by a researcher at the affiliated

research center, demonstrating the pres-

tige of the site. 

The Lowell campus has its roots in two

institutions (UMass Lowell History n.d.).

First, the Lowell Normal School, founded

in 1894 to train teachers and later known as

Lowell State. The second, the Lowell Tex-

tile School, which trained technicians and

managers for industry and was later

known as Lowell Tech. Lowell State and

Lowell Tech merged in 1975, forming the

University of Lowell which subsequently

joined the UMass System in 1991. Today

the University of Massachusetts Lowell

campus serves over 16,000 undergraduate

and graduate students, offers 120 under-

graduate, 39 master’s, and 33 doctoral

degrees across its six colleges. The Lowell

campus today focuses on high technology. 

The Dartmouth campus also grew from

two earlier institutes, the New Bedford

Textile School and the Bradford Durfee

Textile School in Fall River (UMass Dart-

mouth History, n.d.). As textile manufac-

turing left the area, the institutes expanded

to serve the needs of students under the GI

Bill. In 1962 the state legislator joined these

two institutes to form the Southeastern

Massachusetts Technological Institute and

began building the centrally located Dart-

mouth campus. Southeastern Massachu-

setts Technological Institute expanded and

was renamed Southeastern Massachusetts

University in 1969 to reflect expanded pro-

gram offerings. Southeastern Massachu-

setts University joined the UMass Family

in 1991 and became known as University

of Massachusetts Dartmouth. Today the

campus serves over 9,000 students and is

home to the new and only public law

school in the state. 

 In 2001 the University of Massachusetts

welcomed its newest member, UMassOn-

line (UMassOnline About, n.d.). The divi-
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sion began with the dual goals of meeting

the needs of online learners in higher edu-

cation through accredited programs and

giving the University of Massachusetts a

presence in the growing field of online

learning. An objective was to leverage the

reputation of the university system as an

outstanding public research focused uni-

versity system for the newly formed online

branch. 

ONLINE LEARNING AT THE 

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS

REPORTING STRUCTURE 

Before discussing UMassOnline in

detail, an understanding of the multilay-

ered reporting structure within the state

educational system is beneficial. Two state

level departments reporting to the gover-

nor are responsible for education, the

Department of Elementary and Secondary

Education (DOE) and the Department of

Higher Education (DOHE) (DOE, n.d.;

DOHE, n.d.). The Board of Higher Educa-

tion governs higher education and the

DOHE and consists of members appointed

by the governor. Staff of DOHE report to a

commissioner and are charged with imple-

menting the policies of the Board of

Higher Education and the day-to-day

administration of higher education. Three

divisions fall under the Board of Higher

Education and the DOHE. The 15 commu-

nity colleges, nine state universities, and

the University of Massachusetts are each a

division. A board of directors oversees each

of the community colleges and state uni-

versities, but not the University of Massa-

chusetts campuses. 

The administration of the entire Univer-

sity of Massachusetts system resides with

the president and a common board of

directors overseeing the entire university

system. The board of directors, comprised

of lay trustees, governs the system and sets

policy on matters including budget and

tuition, while the president and his office

are responsible for operations (BOT, n.d.).

In addition, each of the five University of

Massachusetts campuses has a local Chan-

cellor and an administration overseeing

local operations (UMass System, n.d.).

Unlike the University of Massachusetts

campuses, which are led by individual

chancellors, UMassOnline is led by a chief

executive officer who reports to the office

of the President of the University of Massa-

chusetts. This reporting structure had

caused conflict with the campuses regard-

ing the autonomy and role of UMassOn-

line (Mellenbrook Policy Advisors, 2012).

UMASSONLINE ORGANIZATIONAL 

STRUCTURE AND FUNDING

Being a consortium means UMassOn-

line has a small staff supporting marketing

and technology (UMass Online Team,

n.d.). In 2013 the staff numbered less than

a dozen full time members. The organiza-

tional staff remains small because all teach-

ing staff reside on one of the five campuses

and reports to their campus.

Financial obligations include covering

the operational budget, repaying a loan for

startup costs to the Trustee’s Loan Pool, and

returning net revenues to the five cam-

puses (Mellenbrook Policy Advisors, 2012).

For fiscal year (FY) 2010 major expense cat-

egories were marketing and business devel-

opment, technology, and administration.

Funding for the organization comes from

three sources: an assessment for each of the

five campuses, technology hosting for third

parties, and the University of Massachu-

setts President’s Office. The contribution

from the President’s Office covers expenses

related to state funded programs within the

system. Up until 2007 UMassOnline ran a

budget deficit. Annual budget details can

be found in Table 1. The data shows a profit

of over $1.2 million for FY 2010, but this fig-

ure needs to be regarded with caution due

to $680,000 in FY 20110 expenses deferred

to FY 2011. The organization has paid off its

loans and completed on time several tech-
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nology related one-time payments, putting

the organization in position for continued

profitability from FY 2011 on. 

ONLINE LEARNING FUNDING

Online learning on each of the five

physical campuses falls within the continu-

ing education division (Mellenbrook Policy

Advisors, 2012). Having online learning

within continuing education has financial

implications due to the way the state edu-

cational budget operates. For day classes,

tuition at all of the institutions of higher

education is retained by the state, while

fees are kept by each institution. This dis-

tinction often leads to fee increases while

keeping tuition constant. This structure

leads to confusion on actual cost of courses

for students. Unlike day courses, both

tuition and fees are retained locally within

continuing education divisions, which are

seen as self-supporting and an area of

financial growth on campus. For this rea-

son online learning was placed in continu-

ing education when the decision was

made to expand online learning with the

introduction of UMassOnline in 2001. 

UMASSONLINE ENROLLMENT, 

PROGRAMS, AND DEGREE OFFERINGS

UMassOnline enrollment grew from

5,009 in its first year, 2001, to about 59,000

in its 10th year, 2011-2012 (About

UMassOnline, n.d.; Facts 2012-2013, 2013).

Details for annual enrollment can be found

in Figure 1. Program offerings have

expanded to included 113 online programs

as of 2011, including degrees from the

associate level to the doctoral level. Several

certificate and professional development

programs are also offered. A detailed

breakdown of programs by campus can be

found in Table 2. In FY 2011 online learn-

ing within the University of Massachusetts

System brought in over $65 million in

tuition while serving 51,097 students (Pres-

ident’s Office, n.d.). 

ONLINE EDUCATION AT THE 

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 

REVIEWED

In 2012 the president of the University of

Massachusetts engaged Mellenbrook Pol-

icy Advisors to review online education

(Mellenbrook Policy Advisors, 2012). The

goal of the Mellenbrook study was to pro-

vide a complete overview of the opportu-

nities for online education within the

system. To do this the study discussed the

political, educational, financial, and institu-

tional settings that influence online learn-

ing in the state system. The evaluation was

to explore online learning at each of the

five campuses and UMassOnline. Inter-

views were conducted, documents

reviewed, and comparisons with online

models at others schools made. The rela-

tionship between the five campuses and

UMassOnline was explored, as was the

validity of UMassOnline as implemented. 

Table 1. Annual Budget

Fiscal Year Revenue 

President’s 

Contribution

2007 45,000 1,150,000

2008 13,900 1,150,000

2009 4,000 850,000

2010 1,256,724 700,000

2011 Not available* 500,000

Note: *Data from early 2012.
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ONLINE LEARNING AND THE

FIVE CAMPUSES

In exploring online learning at each of

the campuses, the reviewers found two

campuses, Amherst and Lowell, fully

engaged in online learning with strong fac-

ulty support. Boston showed small but

growing online offerings and further

growth is anticipated due to the creation of

the online-centered University College

within the Boston campus. Dartmouth and

Worcester were nearly absent in online

learning, according to the study. Addition-

ally, the program offerings at the Amherst

Table 2. Programs by Campus

Program Type Amherst Boston Dartmouth Lowell Worcester

Noncredit Certificate 3 0 1 0 0

Certificate 5 13 10 23 1

Bachelor’s 12 2 3 5 0

Master’s 5 10 1 9 0

Doctoral 1 1 0 0 0

Professional 1 5 0 0 0

Continuing Ed Units 0 0 0 0 1

Total 27 31 15 37 2

Figure 1. Online enrollment.
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campus were concentrated in one area,

business administration and the Isenberg

School of Management. The offerings at

Lowell concentrated on more fields,

including technology, psychology, and

business. The study also found more fac-

ulty support and engagement for online

learning at Amherst and Lowell. This find-

ing was attributed to funding and support.

Faculty fellows from Amherst developed a

handbook called Teaching and Learning

Online: Communications, Community, and

Assessment to help faculty transition to

online teaching (Feldman & Zucker, 2011).

The creation of the handbook received

funding from the office of the President of

the University of Massachusetts and is

public. 

UMASSONLINE 

The goals for UMassOnline when

founded were to meet the needs of online

learners in higher education through

accredited programs and giving the Uni-

versity of Massachusetts a presence in the

expanding field of online education. The

three roles originally defined to meet these

goals for UMassOnline were (a) technol-

ogy leadership for online learning includ-

ing learning management system (LMS),

(b) marketing and branding of online

learning for the university system, and

(c) to identify programs areas with a

demand for online learning and possibly

develop online programs. 

The role of technology leadership was

evident in the selection of a new LMS.

According to UMassOnline leadership the

process of evaluation and selection was

open and transparent, although some of

the campuses do not concur. According to

Mellenbrook (2012), the selection of a sin-

gle LMS for the university system achieves

significant cost savings, including support

costs. Additionally, having a common LMS

enables cross campus collaboration. Gener-

ally campuses are pleased with the tech-

nology leadership role UMassOnline has

achieved, but there is some dissention.

With the recent selection of a new LMS

issues arose. Some campuses report having

little input to the decision process, that the

decision was predetermined, and that the

review period was just a formality.

Regarding marketing and branding, the

study findings report mixed results. A

strong brand has been established and

achieved name recognition. UMassOnline

markets to create awareness of all online

educational offering at the five campuses,

while individual programs are not directly

marketed by UMassOnline. A portal con-

taining all programs at all campuses allows

students to look at the offerings collec-

tively and select the program that best

meets their needs. Widespread confusion

exists with much misunderstanding of the

distinction between the marketing of

online learning collectively versus the mar-

keting of individual programs. Addition-

ally, too many marketing efforts exist,

including those of UMassOnline, campus

continuing education offices, departments,

and schools within campuses. The report

found coordination among the existing

efforts lacking. In fact, these organizations

were found to operate as vertical silos with

little communication and few joint efforts. 

The third role of the organization was to

identify programs areas with a high

demand for online learning and possibly

develop online programs. According to the

report this goal has not been met. Early

discussions of UMassOnline becoming

another campus have been abandoned. 

 Another area found lacking was data

reporting in several key areas. First, the

study found data related to the use of the

LMS for blended courses difficult to obtain.

Additionally, data for the role of the LMS

in face-to-face course were not available.

Without these data it was difficult to assess

the value added by both UMassOnline and

the LMS. Another area lacking data collec-

tion was the tracking of student leads.

Feedback on UMassOnline-generated
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leads is limited and hampers measuring

the effectiveness of UMassOnline. 

UMASSONLINE AND THE

FIVE CAMPUSES

The report found the relationship

between UMassOnline and the five cam-

puses often fraught with conflict. UMass-

Online staff reported experiencing open

hostility from some on the five campuses.

Communication channels are lacking or

broken. UMassOnline reporting directly to

the President’s Office, but with less over-

sight than any other organization with a

similar reporting structure, has caused

concern. Additionally, the lack of a well-

defined governance structure generates

concern. No formal service agreements or

communication channels exist between the

five campuses and UMassOnline leading

to conflicts and misunderstandings.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE REVIEWERS

In order to address the issues discussed

in the study, the reviewers made the fol-

lowing recommendations

• establish formal governing structures

for UMassOnline;

• make online education a priority at all

campuses; 

• expansion of online offerings by the five

campuses;

• development of online programs

addressing the needs of state workforce

and economic development;

• update and improve communication

methods between all parties;

• increase cooperative marketing efforts

and the development of strategic mar-

keting plans;

• continue and expand the role of UMass-

Online in technology selection;

• create a clear delineation of technology

support roles;

• do not expand the mission of UMass-

Online to include the development of

standalone programs;

• improve data systems for better tracking

and reporting;

• address financial issues regarding fac-

ulty compensation for blended and

online; and

• resolve issues with the UMassOnline

funding model. 

CONCLUSION

In the last 12 years, the new organization

UMassOnline succeeded in increasing

online enrollment, program and course

offerings, and created a brand that capital-

ized on the strengths of the University of

Massachusetts system. As outlined in the

assessment of the program, to continue to

have a strong presence in online learning

requires organizational and fiscal changes

for UMassOnline, and continued growth

in online learning offerings at each of the

five campuses. Continued prioritization of

online learning by higher education lead-

ers in the state of Massachusetts is critical

to continued success. 
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Tribal Colleges

and Universities

Rebuilding Culture and Education 

Through Distance Education

Ayasia Hampton

INTRODUCTION

oday the phenomenal excitement

about education is learning at a dis-

tance. Distance education is mak-

ing revolutionary changes to the

pedagogical processes of learning and

teaching at a distance. Distance education

bridges the instructional gap between

teacher and student when various technol-

ogies are used for teaching and learning.

Historically, education has changed based

on new technologies; more than ever it is

steadily providing a new direction for

many higher institutions such as tribal col-

leges and universities (TCU). 

In 1998, Sanchez, Stuckey, and Morris

noted that distance education is a promis-

ing phenomenon that is preserving, main-

taining, and revitalizing traditional native

languages and cultures. In addition, Moore

(2007) reminds that distance education has

many elemental parts such as distributed

learning, tele-learning, e-learning, open

learning, blended learning, and flexi-learn-

ing. Each of these applications hold true to

allowing many tribal colleges and universi-

ties to offer distance education programs.

These motivated programs create opportu-

nities for those who find it impossible to

attend traditional colleges and universities

because of family obligations. Tribal col-

leges and universities and community pro-

grams are collectively encouraging

sustainable adoption of broadband use

and services so that underserved American

Indians can learn how to become digital

citizens. 

BRIEF HISTORY OF AMERICAN 

INDIAN EDUCATION

Let’s take ride on an imaginary time

machine that takes us back centuries before

colonial settlements, and the beginnings of

formal education in America. Here we will
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find American Indians who relied on the

nature, morals, and values of their culture to

educate their children. American Indians’

educational methods were historically fam-

ily based, and learning was not as tradi-

tional as we know it today. Legacies of

inspiration came from nontraditional class-

rooms that were operated by observing and

respecting tribal elders (Rifkin, 1992).

According to Reyhner and Elder (2004), and

Oesch (1996), American Indians used sto-

ries, ceremonies, and apprenticeships as

educational tools. The accumulating pur-

pose of these tools were to guide the student

“to that indescribable moment when infor-

mation and insight clash, and the proverbial

‘light bulb’ [was] illumined” (Oesch, 1996, p.

3). Through these educational tools, Amer-

ican Indians made self-discoveries that

opened doors to understanding. 

However, as the government emerged

and mandated new policies, their way of

life started to diminish. Various tribes sent

their children to government-funded

Indian boarding schools with the promises

that their children would have a new, bet-

ter vision of the world through education,

and their success would echo across Amer-

ica for their cultures’ greater good (Osech,

1996). The way they lived was their educa-

tional journey, and as their livelihood

changed at the boarding schools their edu-

cation did also. This was just the beginning

of the American Indian culture being

ripped away from them, and the powerful

weapon the “new” Americans were using

against them were their own children.

Parental influences ceased when American

Indian children attended boarding schools.

Overall, the ideology of the American soci-

ety was to uplift the natives to “civilization

from a savage state” (Stokes, 1997, p. 576).

Researchers agree that the “blinding con-

fusion” of the American Indians contrib-

uted to the genocide of their culture

(Oesch, 1996, p. 6). Moreover, the struggles

the American Indians endured over the

centuries are evident in the history of their

education. For years, American Indians

have had the highest dropout rates, and

are the poorest among other minority

groups in America today (Bowker, 1992).

However, distance education is starting a

chain reaction that is helping American

Indians crystallize an identity once lost

survive the ages to come. 

TCU, CULTURE,

AND DISTANCE EDUCATION

The American Indian Higher Education

Consortium (1999) reminds us that tribal

colleges and universities were created to

meet the higher educational needs of

American Indians. In response, Dine Col-

lege (originally Navajo Community Col-

lege) became the foundational start of

tribal colleges and universities when it was

founded in 1968 by the Navajo Nation

(Dine College, 2013). The American Indian

College Fund (2013) states that there are 34

fully accredited tribal colleges and univer-

sities throughout the United States. Since

the beginning of the first TCU, an array of

organizations and policies has been estab-

lished to create conditions of opportunity

for American Indians. For instance, the

Tribal Controlled Community College Act

of 1968 was authorized to federally fund

community colleges operated by tribes

located on reservations. This created a

domino effect, which brought into exis-

tence more tribal colleges and universities.

Moreover, in 1989 the American Indian

College Fund was created to raise money

for scholarships (American Indian College

Fund, 2013). Tribal colleges and universi-

ties are mostly centralized in the middle of

the United States. They are nestled in

Alaska, Arizona, Kansas, Michigan, Minne-

sota, Montana, North Dakota, Nebraska,

New Mexico, Oklahoma, South Dakota,

Washington, and Wisconsin with each

ranging from 1-7 TCU respectively. Most

Indian Americans attending college are the

first generations to enroll, and most of

those are single mothers in their early thir-

ties (American Indian Higher Education
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Consortium, 1999). Tribal colleges and uni-

versities are seeing enrollments increase,

especially in their distance education pro-

grams. 

Tribal colleges and universities are sig-

nificantly regenerating tribal culture and

education through the use distance learn-

ing services. Culture and education are

two priorities for American Indians.

Through the prodigious efforts of tribal

leaders grew the tribal college movement,

and from there tribal colleges and universi-

ties are adhering to strengthening tribal

culture and education without assimila-

tion, but through the importance of regain-

ing a cultural identity (American Indian

Higher Education Consortium, 1999). 

THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURE

Culture is defined as the integrated pat-

tern of human knowledge, belief, and

behavior that depends upon the capacity

for learning and transmitting knowledge

to succeeding generations. With that in

mind, only through education can culture

be preserved for future generations, but

historically the mentoring system of tribal

communities have dissolved. So, how is

distance education rebooting American

Indian culture and education?

Culture allows individuals to feel a con-

nection with those who are familiar; hence,

social awareness is recognized. Gentry and

Fugate (2012) outline the importance of

cultural elements that need to be embed-

ded in American Indian education so that

cultural integration is experienced in class-

rooms. The methodology of this approach

signifies the survival of American Indian

culture and language, which is essential to

rejuvenating the feeling of belonging for

American Indians. Opportunities are put

in place so that cultural perspectives and

experiences are catalysts to increasing

American Indian graduation rates. Ambler

(1999) of the Tribal College Journal states that

Haskell Indian Nations University is offer-

ing telecourses through the American

Indian Higher Education Consortium tele-

communications project. One course

allows students to communicate with

native elders who are relics of American

Indian history. Providing ideal avenues

such as this emphasizes the critical connec-

tion between culture and distance educa-

tion. Sanchez et al. (1998) insists that

through distance education

The tribe can maintain cultural sensitivity

by deciding who will be teaching, and

what they will be teaching. Given the

severe shortage of American Indian

teachers, this technology can be used to

increase the numbers of American Indian

students who are taught by people who

share their cultural and tribal values.

(para. 25)

Many tribal colleges and universities edu-

cational philosophies are grounded in their

cultural traditions. The importance of cul-

ture is echoed throughout tribal colleges

and universities distance education

courses. 

A GLANCE AT DISTANCE

EDUCATION AT WORK

Distance education brings with it oppor-

tunity. There are at least 29 tribal colleges

and universities that offer some form of

distance education (Ambler, 2004). Gerald

“Carty” Monette, Lori Lambert, and Mark

Trebian are noted as being pioneers of dis-

tance education for tribal colleges (Ambler,

2004). Each of them has brought inspira-

tion to thousands who have entered and

graduated from tribal colleges and univer-

sities. There are many challenges that

come with learning at a distance such as

cultural sensitivities, but tribal colleges and

universities and tribal leaders are taking

the challenge head-on so that precautions

are taken to protect precious tribal infor-

mation (Sanchez et al., 1998). Tribal col-

leges and universities recognize authentic

identities of the American Indian, which
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allows students to define themselves in a

positive manner. 

United Tribes Technical College (UTTC)

is just one of many tribal colleges that is

participating in the forthcomings of what

distance education has to offer by partak-

ing in the North Dakota interactive video

network system. In 1990, the North Dakota

interactive videoconferencing system was

established to provide higher education

opportunities for those who are under-

served (Williston State College, 2010).

Today tribally controlled colleges and uni-

versities located in North Dakota are using

the interactive video network. Through

this system United Tribes Technical College

was the first tribal college to offer full

online degree programs. Today, United

Tribes Technical College offers eight associ-

ate of applied science degrees through

their distance education division (United

Tribes Technical College, 2013). Although

6% of the American Indian population has

completed four or more years of college,

distance education is reaching more Amer-

ican Indians than ever. 

Northwest Indian College is located in

Washington, but has eight campuses that

serve not only Washington but also tribes

from Idaho and Oregon. As of 2011, 75% of

Northwest Indian College’s students were

served via distance education (Northwest

Indian College, 2011). Salish Kooten Col-

lege (SKC) is another TCU that is has had a

successful run with distance education by

designing and implementing its own dis-

tance learning program. Today, SKC offers

over 125 courses and is continuing to

design more courses. Stein and Jetty (2002)

mention that the success of the SKC dis-

tance education program lies in the con-

stant training of faculty members; in

addition, the interaction the faculty is

building with students. With the help of

the Native American Higher Education Ini-

tiative, SKC has “built a strong, high qual-

ity” distance education program (Stein &

Jetty, 2002, para. 28). SKC is also connecting

with communities by being the first to

offer a degree in Tribal Historic Preserva-

tion. 

Mobile technologies like tablets and

smartphones are offline technological tools

that distance education students can take

advantage of when Internet access is not

available. Bates (2012) explains these

“smart” gadgets can extend distance learn-

ing beyond Internet access by allowing

students to preserve their native languages

through recording applications originally

placed or downloaded on the device. In

other words, “previously limited access to

language and the cultural stories and

related contexts that contribute to the

unique learning styles of many tribal com-

munities is being captured and shared

throughout a variety of communities and

learning environments” (Bates, 2012, para.

26). 

BROADBAND CONNECTING AND 

TRANSFORMING AMERICAN INDIANS

Broadband refers to high-speed Internet

access that is faster than dial-up. There are

many advantages to having broadband

access, for broadband can help promote

economic develop, facilitate medical care

to those who are underserved, help pro-

mote pubic safety, and break geographical

barriers so that individuals can have access

to educational and cultural opportunities

(Broadband, n.d.). The government is

working hard to bring the nation up to

date. Broadband is unlocking new possibil-

ities for many, but for tribal colleges and

universities it is redefining the tribal

nation. Broadband “accelerates online

learning by enabling the creation of digital

content and learning systems, and

removes regulatory barriers and promotes

digital literacy” (Broadband, para. 12). The

government’s National Broadband Plan, in

conjunction with the Broadband Technolo-

gies Opportunities Program, is maximizing

all efforts to set standards to optimize the

innovative richness broadband has to offer. 
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THE DIGITAL DIVIDE AND THE 

BROADBAND TECHNOLOGIES 

OPPORTUNITIES PROGRAM (BTOP)

It is true that American Indians are among

those who are engulfed by the digital

divide. The ambiguous and influential

parameters of the digital divide revolve

around the aspects of access, skills, eco-

nomic opportunity, and democratic ave-

nues (Choemprayong, 2006). Therefore,

not only are tribal colleges and universities

stepping up to loosen the constraints of the

great divide, tribal community programs

are being governmentally funded to bring

American Indians closer to digital citizen-

ship. The Department of Commerce’s

National Telecommunications and Infor-

mation Administration heads BTOP

(National Telecommunications and Infor-

mation Administration, n.d.). BTOP’s over-

all objective is to provide and support the

development of broadband infrastructure,

provide public computer centers, and

encourage sustainable adoption of broad-

band service and use (National Telecom-

munications and Information Administra-

tion, n.d.). Through these measures the

program has awarded millions of dollars to

projects so that they can expand and

extend broadband access to individuals

and organizations. The College of Menom-

inee Nation and ZeroDivide Tribal are just

two examples of programs using BTOP

funds to further tribal communities broad-

band access and connection.

THE COLLEGE OF

MENOMINEE NATION (CMN)

The CMN has two campus locations in

Wisconsin: the Keshena campus and the

Green Bay/Oneida campus each offering

numerous educational opportunities

through distance education. The college is

going beyond campus grounds, and is

expanding its computer services to the pub-

lic, especially for the Menominee Indian

Tribe. The comprehensive computer center

will provide high speed Internet access so

that the disadvantaged and rural area

receive public Internet use, technology

based community education, and job train-

ing (BTOP, 2010a). CMN documents that

15% of enrolled CMN participants have

Internet access. Consequently, many of

them have never used social networks to

communicate with family and friends,

done online banking, or ever used the

Internet at all. Barriers such as these put

restrictions on individuals who live in lim-

ited and underserved niches. The CMN

computer center provides various training

programs ranging from video game design

to Menominee language. General equiva-

lency degree preparation programs are also

set in place to help boost graduation rates.

The ongoing efforts of the program will

rejuvenate the Menominee Indian Tribe.

ZERODIVIDE TRIBAL 

ZeroDivide Tribal represents the Tribal

Digital Village (TDV) Broadband Adoption

Program, which is another BTOP partici-

pant that is leapfrogging the digital divide

in 19 tribal communities across Southeast-

ern California by providing digital literacy

training (BTOP, 2010b). The purpose of TDV

is to raise the current 17% baseline of tribal

residents that have access to broadband,

training, and awareness up to 70% of the

8,900 tribal community members living in

the southern California area (BTOP, 2010b).

Based on a 2007 survey by the United States

census, TDV reports that American Indians

and Native Alaskans had the lowest broad-

band adoption rate. Consequently, TDV is

working hard to bring broadband access to

the Southern California Tribal Chairman’s

Association tribal communities. TDV has

also established a platform called the Tribal

Digital Shadow Project called the Young

Native Story Tellers to mentor and train the

local youth in the TDV infrastructure and

technology; 15 of the participants will be

graduating from the program this year.

Since their start TDV has calculated that

1,236 individuals has accessed broadband
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through subscriptions to the TDV services

with Southern California Tribal Chairman’s

Association (BTOP, 2010b). TDV is a repre-

sentation of a program that is developing

skills and knowledge by recognizing indi-

viduals of minority groups need to learn

how to function successfully in a digitized

global society.

CONCLUSION

From the early efforts to eradicate tribal

culture and education, tribal leaders and

the government have had an unstable rela-

tionship that has suppressed American

Indians over the years. The 21st century

brings about change and new innovations;

therefore, distance education is illuminat-

ing the readiness and motivation of Ameri-

can Indians as they embrace cultural

traditions in a modernized and evolving

society. The ideology of tribal education

involves both societal and tribal colleges

and universities’ goals that comprise of

cultural pluralism and equal opportunity.

According to Sleeter and Grant (2007) cul-

tural pluralism “includes the maintenance

of diversity, a respect for difference, and

the right to participate actively in all

aspects of society without having to give

up ones unique identity” (p. 152). Ameri-

can Indians are modifying stereotypes and

misconceptions about their culture and

education by embracing cultural identities.

The government is building new relation-

ships with tribal leaders by not only

improving educational opportunities, but

also promoting sustainable economic

development and touching issues of

healthcare and public safety within tribal

communities. The bruises are slowly heal-

ing, but these monumental steps that tribal

colleges, distance education, and commu-

nity programs are revitalizing American

Indian education and culture. 
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Maximizing

HR Professionals’ 

Leadership Role

in e-Learning

for Organizational 

Effectiveness

Jane Waweru

INTRODUCTION

ccording to Cornish (2004), tech-

nology has become the “great

transformation of human life”

(p. 9). Our society's increasing dependence

on technology has affected all facets of our

lives to include the human resource man-

agement function. Lockwood (2006) pre-

dicted that human resources (HR) leaders

will be the personnel who will do most to

focus efforts on innovative and creative

learning in their organizations. E-learning

methods have been proposed as a key

means of accomplishing the goal of foster-

ing effective, ongoing learning within

these organizations. However, it has been

reported that due to a variety of barriers,

HR professionals are not taking the lead in

promoting the use of e-learning. More

information is needed to confirm whether

or not this problem exists by assessing cur-

rent levels of e-learning leadership by HR

professionals.

PERCEPTIONS OF INNOVATION 

ATTRIBUTES

Rogers (2003) discussed five characteristics

that help predict how an innovation is

adopted. According to Rogers, the relative

advantage, compatibility, complexity, trial-
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ability, and observability are characteris-

tics of innovations that can help predict the

overall rate and extent of adoption. A

study of HR professionals may help show

innovative attributes that are desirable for

HR professionals. Organizations may be

able to use this information to hire HR pro-

fessionals with competencies that would

help enhance e-learning effectiveness. In

addition, results from the study will help

readers understand why HR professionals

adopt or fail to adopt e-learning.

Society for Human Resource Manage-

ment (2009) said practitioners in the HR

industry reported that learning in “organi-

zations not only promotes retention and

career development, but also supports the

organization’s ability to innovate and

remain competitive” (Advocating for Edu-

cation section, para. 4). Researchers and

practitioners stated that HR professionals

should be cognizant of the need to lead in

creating a learning environment to help

meet the demands of a knowledge-based

economy (Lawler & Mohrman, 2003; Soci-

ety for Human Resource Management,

2009). Saghafian (2011) said that technol-

ogy is associated with excellence and

advancement; consequently, various stake-

holders that include the management

expect technology to be implemented in

the training programs. Hence, there is an

increase in popularity in the use of e-learn-

ing (Bell, Lee, Yeung, 2006; Forum Corpo-

ration, 2003; Long, DuBuois, & Faley, 2008).

The reasons for this increase include

reduced costs, the ability to manage the

changes in the courseware, increased con-

tent in the course, and because employees

do not have to miss work when participat-

ing in e-learning because they can take the

course anywhere and at any time. 

Hall (2005) supported the same perspec-

tive when he stated that every HR profes-

sional needs to know the case for

e-learning, which includes cost benefits, an

increase in the competitive advantage,

adaptability to change, attracting and

retaining the workforce, training in a new

product, and increased advantage with

mergers. Hence, the increased pressure for

HR professionals to produce training that

meets the demands of the organizations is

required by the management (Saghafian,

2011).

IMPLICATIONS OF LIMITED

E-LEARNING

Because HR workers play such a key role

in promoting e-learning within organiza-

tions, lack of e-learning use by HR profes-

sionals may result in a failure by

organizations to take advantage of the

benefits associated with e-learning. The

consequences of this failure may be organi-

zations with employees who lack the skills

and insights that can contribute to innova-

tions to make the organization more com-

petitive. According to Lawler and

Mohrman (2003), “Many companies in the

knowledge economy rely on the process-

ing of knowledge by skilled knowledge

workers—on its development and utiliza-

tion of human capital” (p. 4). Thus, e-learn-

ing may be a key to whether or not

organizations survive in an increasingly

competitive economic environment.

Most important is organizations will fail

to take advantage of the convenience of

learning that can be conducted at anytime

and anyplace. Organizations may also fail

to take advantage of the reduced costs

associated with e-learning and course

materials that can be edited and produced

instantly. In addition, organizations may

fail to take advantage of consistent and

reliable data and standardized information

among other e-learning advantages, all of

which may contribute in the failure of

organizations to compete in the global

market.

According to the Society for Human

Resource Management (2008), e-learning is

not only useful for delivering high-quality

and timely instruction and assessment of

skills in formal courses, better employee

performance is also supported in less for-
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mal ways by supplying reference tools and

job aids and by facilitating ongoing com-

munications among instructors, experts,

and colleagues from which they learn.

These formal and informal strategies pro-

vide valuable information in a number of

areas that affect organizational perfor-

mance, including recruiting and hiring,

benefits administration, compensation,

compliance, employee relations, organiza-

tional and employee development, and

safety and security. 

Researchers said that the utilization of

e-learning can help organizations focus

more on the strategic role of HR, thereby

increasing the opportunity to grow the

organization (Panayotopoulou, Vakola, &

Galanaki, 2005). Most importantly, organi-

zations would fail to obtain benefits associ-

ated with e-learning as it relates to benefits

administration, compensation, compli-

ance, employee relations, and safety and

security as issues from these areas of the

human resource management may arise

on a day to day. Failing to take advantage

of such benefits would decrease learning

opportunities, thereby affecting the orga-

nization’s performance and production.

FOCUS GROUP QUALITATIVE DATA

In an effort to establish HR professionals’

use or nonuse or e-learning and the barri-

ers as perceived by HR professionals to the

adoption of e-learning, qualitative data

was collected using a pilot study and three

focus groups to help better understand HR

professions views and attitudes on e-learn-

Table 1.  e-Learning Opportunities for HR Professionals

Human Resource Management Function e-Learning Opportunities

Recruiting and hiring HR professionals can utilize e-learning to educate the applicants 

on the organization’s mission, vision, and organizational values 

being sought.

Benefits administration e-Learning can be utilized to educate employees on company 

benefits such as the Flexible Spending Account or the Family 

Medical Leave, not only as new hires but also on an ongoing 

basis.

Compensation administration Educating employees on equal pay and Lilly Ledbetter among 

other pay acts through e-learning would help save the 

organization time while ensuring all employees are receiving 

similar information through e-learning (Phillips & Phillips, 

2009).

Compliance and policy development e-Learning provides an organization with the opportunity to 

communicate state, local, and federal regulations at the same 

time. 

Employee relations Managers can utilize e-learning to engage their employees on 

several organizational fronts, which includes educating the staff 

on the latest product development.

Organizational and employee development e-Learning can also be utilized to help build effective teams.

Performance management Performance management is enhanced by e-learning based on 

the fact that it enhances (a) collaboration among various 

stakeholders; (b) communication; (c) knowledge function by 

having the capability of providing analytical results; and (d) task 

function, which makes it possible to sieve data from various 

sources (Hsiao-Ya, Chieh-Chung, & An-Pin, 2008).

Safety and security E-learning can be utilized to educate employees on a company’s 

safety and security.
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ing (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2009). Gay et al.

stated that qualitative data helps in the

understanding of a “deep and holistic or

complex understanding of a particular

phenomenon” (p. 399). According to Fink,

qualitative data “collect information on the

meanings that people attach to their expe-

riences and on the ways they express

themselves” (p. 61). 

Targeted HR professionals worked in

various industries that included retail,

technology, manufacturing, nonprofit,

government, health, finance, research,

education, marketing, consulting, and

international. All industries were expected

to be represented. Only willing HR profes-

sionals volunteered to participate. A total

of 22 HR professionals participated and

provided their rationale on why they do or

do not participate in e-learning. 

REASONS FOR USE OR NONUSE

OF E-LEARNING

Common themes for HR participation

in e-learning included the following:

1. Professional/personal development.

Most HR professionals stated they par-

ticipated in e-learning for their own

professional or personal development.

On professional development, partici-

pants indicated they utilized e-learn-

ing resources to recertify their

credentials and take classes online,

among others. Participants indicated

they utilized e-learning for exploratory

learning and for self-knowledge.

2. Convenience. Participants generally

perceived that e-learning provides

easy access to learning. Consequently,

distance from a training site or even

time of day was not an obstacle when

training was done through e-learning.

One participant stated she enjoyed the

convenience of being able to be

“trained at 2 A.M.” Other participants

cited the ability to use multiple loca-

tions for learning.

3. Compliance. Participants stated they

were able to educate employees on

mandated courses such as code of eth-

ics and harassment policies among

others through e-learning.

4. Facilitate/instruct/intervention. Sev-

eral participants indicated they had

been exposed to e-learning as facilita-

tors or instructors or utilized e-learn-

ing as an intervention.

5. Customized training. Participants

stated that e-learning provided the

ability to provide customized training

to employees with special needs. A HR

professional stated that “different

learners require unique needs which

may not be met through e-learning.”

POTENTIAL BARRIERS

HR professionals provided their ratio-

nale on barriers and challenges that con-

tributed to their nonuse of e-learning. Five

of the leading themes cited included the

following:

1. Lack of face-to-face interaction. Partici-

pants stated that a lack of face-to-face

interaction or engagement does create

a barrier to e-learning. A participant

was of the view that online interaction

“can be strange.” The participant

added by stating, “I do not learn well

learning on software, it is not my for-

mat.” Another participant stated that

“in person, one can tell a person story

which is lost in e-learning, and would

probably not learn very well if instruc-

tion was all online” while another

stated “some people need motivation

for structure to take classes online.

There is need for a face-to-face to

expand the network. ‘You can’t fax a

handshake’.” Another HR profes-

sional stated that although one is

forced to take some certifications

classes online, she preferred face to

face because she “belongs to that era.”
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2. Accessibility and usability. Some par-

ticipants were of the view that techni-

cal challenges can create a barrier to e-

learning. Participants stated that,

sometimes, e-learning may not be easy

to use because of “terrible technology.”

An HR professional stated that “web-

based e-learning the system is some-

times down and you cannot do any-

thing until Information Technology

team is ready to resolve the problem.”

Participants believed there is need for

better designed e-learning content.

3. Cost. Participants stated that cost of e-

learning can be a barrier to e-learning

because finances are needed to sup-

port the software, people, developers,

and designers of the innovation. Some

believed that due to hard economic

challenges, compliance issues were on

the back burner. Others were of the

view that capital was needed to

develop and maintain e-learning.

Some HR professionals said that finan-

cial cost associated with e-learning can

be a challenge when trying to promote

the innovation to the top manage-

ment.

4. Effectiveness. Participants believed

that the inability to measure the effec-

tiveness of e-learning was a barrier to

learning. 

5. Lack of time. HR professionals stated

they were sometimes busy and may

not have had time for e-learning on

the job. One participant stated that not

having enough time at work made e-

learning “a bother at work.” Others felt

that interruptions on the job presented

a barrier to e-learning because they

were not able to concentrate.

INTERPRETATION OF THE FOCUS 

GROUP RESULTS ON THE USE OR 

NONUSE OF E-LEARNING

Findings of this study showed that focus

group members identify mainly advan-

tages of e-learning, rather than disadvan-

tages, thereby confirming that at least

some HR professionals were aware of the

advantages of e-learning. Taking advan-

tage of professional/personal develop-

ment through e-learning is a clear

indication that HR professionals recognize

the advantages of e-learning methods. HR

professionals seem to realize that e-learn-

ing has conveniences to their professional

life and that e-learning can help them

assist their organization on compliance

issues.

However, because these focus group

participants mainly focused only on what

they liked about e-learning, it seems likely

the group contained only e-learning advo-

cates/leaders. Findings indicated that given

the right environment, these particular HR

professionals would take charge and lead

the e-learning process. However, they may

not be characteristic of all HR profession-

als. 

INTERPRETATION OF RESULTS

FOR THE BARRIERS OF E-LEARNING

Previous studies showed that attitudes

about innovation attributes contributed to

HR decisions on whether or not to adopt,

and this study was not an exception (Mar-

tin & Reddington, 2009; Vaughan &

MacVicar, 2004). As an example, one focus

group participant stated that taking into

account that HR professionals’ style is gen-

erally one that prefers face-to-face interac-

tion, many may tend to be resistant to e-

learning. This rationale was shared by

Martin and Reddington (2009) who stated,

“HR staff have been resistant to technol-

ogy mediation because it conflicts with

their view of HR as best carried out

through face-to-face relationships with cli-

ents” (p. 529). Lack of a face-to-face interac-

tion had the highest number of frequency

(22) of comments on barriers to e-learning.

Another participant stated that given her

generation, she preferred face-to-face

learning because it provides interaction.

Her comments were supported by another
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participant who stated that a lot of people

prefer face-to-face training. Another partic-

ipant stated she did not want to sit at the

computer all day learning. A need for a

human face was cited as critical in the

learning process because some employees

would like someone to assist them

throughout the process.

A few comments cannot be used to

reflect the perception of the entire HR pop-

ulation but the examples provide an

opportunity to show a possible connection

between e-learning barriers and the per-

ceptions of compatibility. HR professionals

would like to ensure that e-learning is

compatible with their personal and organi-

zational values prior to trying it. Hassan

(2007) defined organizational values as

“beliefs and attitudes that go deep inside

and constitute a collective understanding

regarding norms and standards of behav-

ior acceptable in the organization” (p. 437).

Hassan reported that organizational values

“set the tone” (p. 437) for how members of

the organization ought to behave. Conse-

quently, organizational values help

employees bond towards a common pur-

pose with the goal of achieving business

goals (Hassan, 2007). HR professionals can

use e-learning to help educate the appli-

cants and employees of the organization’s

values by modeling these uses in their own

work.

This study confirmed that real problems

exist that may be contributing to lack of e-

learning leadership by HR professionals.

These include difficulties with accessibility

and usability of e-learning, the cost of e-

learning, challenges in measuring e-learn-

ing effectiveness, and the quality of the

learning information. This indicates that

HR professionals, like any people who

choose to adopt a given innovation, need

to see the relative advantage of the innova-

tion (in this case, e-learning) prior to

adopting it. Most importantly, HR profes-

sionals would like to ensure that e-learning

is compatible with their personal and orga-

nizational values prior to trying it.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

This study’s results indicate that much

work remains to be done to demonstrate

the value of e-learning for HR purposes

and ensure that e-learning methods are

more adopted. Suggestions for future prac-

tice include (a) publication of this research

for awareness raising, (b) workshops,

(c) technical support, (d) training that

focuses on innovative attributes, (e) orga-

nizational synergy, and (f) communication

within the organization.

PUBLICATION OF THE RESEARCH

This study provides updated informa-

tion on the current state of e-learning lead-

ership on HR Professionals. Publishing this

research on e-learning leadership in rele-

vant HR professional publications could

help create awareness of the advantages

and disadvantages of e-learning. 

The publication of the study could help

provide an important body of knowledge

to HR professionals as it would introduce

them to Rogers’ (2003) diffusion of innova-

tion theory and illustrate how it applies to

their situation. Bauck (2002) stated that

“professional development is most effec-

tive when it includes theory, demonstra-

tion, practice, feedback and coaching” (p.

iv). 

OFFERING WORKSHOPS

Study findings suggested that e-learn-

ing advocates should do more to increase

acceptance and use of e-learning. In HR,

e-learning advocates could be HR profes-

sionals themselves or the management

within the organization. If workshops on

e-learning benefits were offered in HR-

related conferences, they could provide

professional development with the assis-

tance of opinion leaders.

Opinion leaders who advocate

increased use of e-learning could help edu-

cate the HR professionals on its benefits.

Consequently, conference-learning work-
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shops could help confront and address the

barriers to adoption of e-learning while

emphasizing the benefits. The workshop

could emphasize the relative advantage

and compatibility attributes of e-learning,

because HR professionals prefer seeing the

advantage of e-learning, and that innova-

tion aligns with their values and that of the

organization. Opinion leaders could

emphasize that using e-learning is the

modern way to do things.

OFFERING TECHNICAL SUPPORT

Organizations could do much to

encourage e-learning acceptance by pro-

viding increased technical support to HR

professionals to help minimize challenges

that were cited in the focus groups. When

possible, the management could designate

a technical support person in every depart-

ment to help address issues related to

usability of e-learning. Researchers stated

that a support system and adequate sup-

port resources are needed to ensure suc-

cessful diffusion of an innovation

(Demuth, 2010). 

Most importantly, Dublin (2007) stated

that an effective integration of e-learning

solutions often requires a shift in roles,

responsibilities, and jobs within the organi-

zation. This means there is a need for HR

professionals to wear a training hat that

will enable them to take advantage of

every available opportunity to educate

employees on any task in the human

resource management cycle. As educators,

HR professionals will serve the role of

being information and resource providers

to the employees. 

As organizational educators of e-learn-

ing, HR professionals will serve the critical

role of launching new ideas within the

organization and make others within the

system aware of it (Rogers, 2003). Rogers

(2003) said this can best be achieved if HR

professionals understand the diffusion of

innovation as a “process by which (1) an

innovation (2) is communicated through

certain channels (3) over time (4) among

the members of a social system” (p. 11).

Researchers stated that a trainer’s desire to

want to learn more and discover knowl-

edge can result in an increase in the

trainer’s skill level (Boyatzis, 2008). This

would eventually help improve the learn-

ing outcomes toward a desired state.

ENHANCING ORGANIZATIONAL 

SYNERGY

Researchers stated that the human

resource management function is best

achieved when evaluated as a whole

(Lawler & Mohrman, 2003). The human

resource management function is better

placed to understand the complex and

intricate organizational dynamics and

ways that human capital can be used to

help achieve the organization’s strategic

goals. Being able to see an opportunity to

educate or train employees in the use of e-

learning can help accelerate its use. A coor-

dinated and systematic approach to inno-

vative advances is needed in order to

address organizational problems.

Organizational problems can best be

addressed with management support.

Input received from the focus group par-

ticipants indicated that managerial, organi-

zational, and technological barriers do

contribute to or prevent the adoption of e-

learning. According to Hung et al. (2009),

“Managerial and organizational variables

were all found to have a positive influence

on the adoption decision, whereas techno-

logical variables were all found to have a

negative influence on a hospital’s decision

to adopt” e-learning (p. 250). Most impor-

tantly, managerial support was found to be

indispensable in the adoption of e-learn-

ing. Consequently, Hung et al. stated that

for a successful adoption of e-learning, the

top management would need to be edu-

cated on the benefits. 

The management can help reduce the

lack of adoption by providing HR profes-

sionals with the resources they need to
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make e-learning part of the organizational

learning culture. In exchange, the manage-

ment can hold HR professionals account-

able, through performance management,

to ensure that they provide well-designed

training. Most importantly, management

can set criteria that metrics be provided to

link organizational strategic goals and the

effectiveness of e-learning.

ENHANCING COMMUNICATION 

WITHIN THE ORGANIZATION

The open-ended comments from focus

groups in this study represented advan-

tages, disadvantages, barriers, and chal-

lenges of e-learning in the workforce.

Failure to lead in an e-learning initiative is

an area of improvement for HR profession-

als. They should ensure they actually have

had the opportunity to lead an e-learning

initiative if it is available to them as an

option. This opportunity might arise if HR

professionals communicated this concern

with the stakeholders and helped them

understand the role of HR and the impor-

tance of being able to lead e-learning initia-

tives. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH

The section recommends possible research

studies that could shed more light on

e-learning leadership and provide infor-

mation to build on the results. 

CONDUCTING STUDIES

IN SPECIFIC COMPANIES

Respondents from this study were HR

professionals from various industries. Fur-

ther studies of this research could be con-

ducted in specific companies with the goal

of obtaining specific data on e-learning

leadership and challenges experienced by

HR professionals within such firms. If

organizations were to conduct their own

exploration of e-learning leadership on the

part of HR professionals, they could obtain

internal data that could help enhance

organizational and employee develop-

ment. Consequently, the organizations

would conduct the study and report them

to a larger population. Grgurovic (2010)

recommended further studies in a specific

organization, as a unit of analysis, in order

to build on the diffusion of innovation

study on technology-enhanced blended

language learning in an English as a sec-

ond language class. This view was sup-

ported by Tyan (2004), who stated that the

size of the organization may not be issue;

consequently, there is need to obtain data

from specific companies in order to under-

stand the challenges that are faced by cor-

porations.

RESEARCH ON SPECIFIC HR 

MANAGEMENT FUNCTIONS

The focus group in this study focused

on barriers and challenges of e-learning as

a whole in the organization. There is need

for further research to help understand the

challenges and barriers faced by HR pro-

fessionals when advocating e-learning for

specific HRM job functions such as recruit-

ing and hiring, benefits administration,

compensation, employee relations, perfor-

mance management, organizational and

employee development, and safety and

security. Research could be conducted in

specific organizations with the goal of

obtaining specific data on e-learning lead-

ership on HR responsibilities and chal-

lenges that are experienced by HR

professionals. Researchers recommended

the need to conduct diffusion of innova-

tion research in specific organizations

(Grgurovic, 2010; Tyan, 2004). Research in

this diffusion of innovation could be done

in companies where they could obtain

direct feedback on HR on specific area of

concerns.
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SUMMARY

Although it seems important that HR pro-

fessionals take a leadership role in helping

organizations maximize the advantages of

e-learning, there were few studies that

indicated how much this was happening.

This study helped provide this evidence by

exploring e-learning leadership among HR

professionals, obstacles to adoption, and

possible ways to promote higher rates of

adoption. 
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Blending and Flipping 

Distance Education

Katrina Keene

INTRODUCTION

n the second decade of 21st century

teaching and learning, it is not a sur-

prise to educators and students that

classrooms come equipped with Internet

enabled devices. Students in schools are

either provided with or asked to bring

some type of technology, whether it be a

laptop, tablet, iPod, or similar device.

According to a recent survey of 500 stu-

dents in the United States, “some 90% of

college students say they save time study-

ing with technology such as mobile

devices, digital textbooks, eReaders, and

tablets” (Violino, 2012, p. 40). The author

goes on to say that “nearly all college stu-

dents (98%) who own a device have used it

for school, and a majority of those students

(53%) read e-textbooks frequently” (p. 40). 

Everyone is connected within this envi-

ronment. Learning does not stop when the

student leaves the classroom or campus,

and teachers do not stop teaching at the

end of the school day. A change has taken

place over the past decade and students,

parents, and educators, are pushing educa-

tion to a new level. 

VIRTUAL SCHOOLS

Research in best practices continues to

reveal that students learn at different rates

and in different ways. This has brought on

new challenges not only for educators, but

for parents and students as well. These

challenges were recognized by many states

throughout the United States and

addressed through developments of dis-

tance education programs. 

As early as 1992, states across America

saw the need to begin connecting their

schools, libraries, and universities together

in an effort to create synchronous video

distance learning classes. With this, came

the push for new developments of online

“virtual” schools. Florida, Missouri, Kan-

sas, Iowa, South Dakota, and Arkansas

were just a few of the early adopters of

statewide virtual and connected schools

(Simonson, 2013). According to Barth

(2013), “more than one half of U.S. school

districts (55%) have some students

enrolled in online distance education
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courses” (p. 34). Best practices in education

support the adoption of virtual schools

and online courses for students. A recent

study comparing the performance of stu-

dents in the Arkansas Virtual Academy

School with that of their counterparts has

astounding results. According to Barth

(2013), the “[Arkansas Virtual Academy

School] students in Grades 3-8 produced

higher gains over 2 years than did their

traditionally schooled peers: an average of

9.6 percentile points in math and 3.6 points

in literacy” (p. 35). 

BEST PRACTICES

In the case of a recent distance educa-

tion adoption in Kansas City Missouri

School District, it was suggested that “dis-

tance learning should enable students to

achieve their educational goals by deliver-

ing academically sound courses and edu-

cational support services that are flexible,

responsive and innovative” (Cooper, 2013,

p. 111). Given this suggestion of what dis-

tance learning should look like for a stu-

dent, it has been changed and developed

into other forms that support best practices

in the classroom. Educators are beginning

to merge the best of virtual school learning

with “traditional” classroom learning and

infusing them into the classroom. 

BLENDED LEARNING

While online learning meets the needs of

some students, research in best practices

also supports the need for blended or

hybrid learning courses for students.

According to McGee and Reis (2012), “a

blended course is the integration of online

with face-to-face instruction in a planned,

pedagogically valuable manner; and not

just a combination of online with face-to-

face but a trade-off of face-to-face time

with online activity” (p. 9). The authors go

on to say, “a blended course integrates the

best of face-to-face and online learning

while significantly reducing traditional

class contact hours. When the strengths of

each approach are integrated in an appro-

priate and creative manner, the possibility

to become fully engaged in a sustained

manner is increased exponentially” (p. 9). 

DESIGN

Blended learning is not an all or nothing

component to education. It can take on dif-

ferent forms and look different ways to

various educators. Tucker (2013) advocates

for “a teacher-designed blended learning

model, in which teachers determine the

combination that’s right for them and their

students” (p. 57). There is not one way to

incorporate blended learning. Teachers

must find what works for the entire class-

room. 

MISCONCEPTIONS 

Hesitations and misconceptions often

arise when the concept of blended learn-

ing comes into play. Teachers often believe

they will have to give up their home and

social lives to be available 24/7 for students.

If a blended learning model is prepared

correctly, the online environment will be

set up to welcome comments and connec-

tions from peers. Students will begin to

enjoy and value one another as a resource

for learning. Teachers also hesitate and shy

away from blended learning due to a lack

of technological skills. If online resources

are not enough to jump start a blended

classroom, there is usually another teacher

or administrator in the school or district

that can help teachers begin. Once the

class is set up and organized online, it then

becomes a matter of content, maintenance,

monitoring, and participating. Tucker

(2013) recommends, “when you first

attempt to weave tradition and technology

into a practical, durable education fabric,

take small steps” (p. 59). Often teachers get

scared of the bigger picture of blended

learning rather than taking it piece by

piece. As blended learning took shape over

the past decade, teachers began asking
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more questions about how to reach their

students. While blended learning sup-

ported best practices, educators were look-

ing on to new ways to enhance the model. 

FLIPPING BLENDED LEARNING

The term “flipped classroom” was

coined in 2007 when teachers Jonathan

Bergmann and Aaron Sams (Figure 1) at

Woodland Park High School in Woodland

Park, CO, discovered software to record

PowerPoint presentations. They recorded

and posted their live lectures online for

students who missed class. The online lec-

tures began to spread student to student

and school to school. Flipped learning was

born and so began a new way of thinking

about teaching and learning. 

According to Gore (2013), “the flipped

classroom inverts traditional teaching

methods delivering instruction online out-

side of class and moving ‘homework’ into

the classroom” (para. 3). In simpler terms, a

flipped classroom model allows students

to watch lectures at home at their own

pace, communicating with peers and

teachers via online discussions, and also

allows for concept engagement to take

place in the classroom with the help of the

instructor. 

According to Bergmann and Sams

(2012), 

When you walk into our classrooms, you

will see students engaged in a variety of

activities using different digital devices.

Students are working on our (obsolete)

class computers, they are using their

Ipods, they are working together, they are

experimenting, and they are interacting

with their teacher. We encourage our stu-

dents to bring in their own electronic

equipment because, frankly, it is better

than our school’s antiquated technology.

(p. 21) 

MISCONCEPTIONS AND TRUTHS

Parents often ask teachers how a flipped

classroom is any different than having

their child sit home and watch videos.

Bergman and Sams support the model by

looking at positive ways to address ques-

tions from parents, students, teachers, and

administrators.

Figure 1. Bergmann and Sams.
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1. Flipping helps busy students. Students

can choose to work ahead. 

2. Flipping helps struggling students.

The teacher’s role becomes one of a

facilitator enabling educators with

more time for students in need. 

3. Flipping helps students of all abilities

to excel. All notes, concepts, and class

materials are online for students who

need extra time or help

4. Flipping allows students to pause and

rewind their teacher. Those students

who understand the material can

move on but those students who need

to rewatch material can rewind or

pause videos for deeper understand-

ing

5. Flipping increases student-teacher

interaction. Educators become facilita-

tors, which allows for one on one time

with students. Students also see their

teacher in an online “virtual” format as

well as in person.

6. Flipping allows teachers to know their

students better. Relationships are built

in person and online.

7. Flipping increases student-to-student

interaction. In the online world of flip-

ping, students have access to peers

through discussion boards. Material

can be discussed prior to the next

school day and upon return to the

classroom, student have an in depth

understanding of the material.

8. Flipping allows for real differentiation.

In a flipped classroom, the teacher’s

time is not spent lecturing and using

classroom time on teaching; rather the

teacher becomes the facilitator allow-

ing for differentiation of material for

students.

9. Flipping changes classroom manage-

ment. Learning becomes small group

based and students therefore feel less

threatened by classroom participation. 

10. Flipping changes conversations with

parents. The focus is no longer on

behavior in the classroom. Instruction

is focused therefore lessening or elimi-

nating the “behavior” conversations

with parents. 

11. Flipping educates parents. Parents

begin getting involved in their child’s

education as videos are viewed

together. Parents can learn the content

along with their child. 

12. Flipping makes your classroom trans-

parent. Parents, students, and teach-

ers can see online what is being taught.

No longer are there questions about

what is expected of a student or what

is in the curriculum.

VARIOUS FORMS

Flipping a classroom can take on many

different forms. Videos do not always need

to be produced by the instructor. Many

teachers use videos made by other teachers

or even students as part of the online com-

ponent to their classroom. According to

Bergmann and Sams (2013), “if you’re truly

overwhelmed by the idea of creating vid-

eos, you can use videos that other teachers

have created, search for good ones online,

or pair up with a teacher to do a video

together in a conversational format” (p.

20). For an extra challenge, teachers can

make their own videos using screen cap-

ture apps such as Camtasia, Explain Every-

thing, and Educreations to draw and

explain lessons. These videos can then be

uploaded to a learning management sys-

tem such as Edmodo, Schoology, Haiku, or

Blackboard. According to Strayer (2009),

it might be preferable for some teachers

to structure a less radical flipped class-

room that gives students an opportunity

to view course content outside the class-

room in a number of different formats,

but still include regular lectures followed

by a learning activity with homework

from a book. (p. 129)

The author goes on to say, “other teachers

might envision a radical flipped classroom

that includes only learning activities in

class and the introduction to course con-



Volume 10, Issue 4 Distance Learning 67

tent only outside class” (Strayer, 2009, p.

192). Regardless the form that the flipped

classroom takes on, the goal is to bring a

blended learning model of instruction to

the students that allows for differentiated

instruction for students. 

KHAN ACADEMY

Khan Academy (Figure 2) has struck a

chord with many schools with their infor-

mative and interactive online lessons.

Founded by Salman Khan (Figure 3) in

2006, Khan academy has reached over 6

million students and is growing in popu-

larity. In 2004, Khan began teaching his

cousin, Nadia, remotely in order for her to

understand math. Once Nadia began to

excel in math using these lessons, Khan

began teaching his brothers online as well.

More and more requests came in for tutor-

ing and when time became an issue, Khan

turned to recording videos to tutor his

family and friends. After posting these

instructional videos on YouTube, thou-

sands of people tuned in to the instruction

and began requesting more. Schools enjoy

Khan Academy for its support in student

led instruction and learning. According to

Schaffhauser (2013), 

It may also be one of the reasons why

Khan is so intent on helping students dis-

cover their own motivations. “We want

them to take ownership of their learn-

ing,” he says. “A lot of schools are focused

on almost spoon-feeding students so that

they can get to college. And then they pat

themselves on their back: ‘Look! All of

our students went to college,’ or ‘We have

a really high graduation rate,’ or what-

ever it might be. But then the students go

to college and they struggle because col-

lege is very self-directed.” A big part of

that struggle, he says, is that they didn’t

have ownership of their own learning.

(p. 20)

And thus, Khan Academy was born.

According to Parslow (2012), “Khan does

not use a script for his lectures and sponta-

neity is part of what makes them so effec-

tive.” The author goes on to say, “a student

can hear Khan thinking things through

aloud, using intuition and solving the

problem with his viewers rather than for

them” (p. 337). 

KHAN IN THE FLIPPED CLASSROOM

In a flipped classroom, the educator can

use resources such as Khan academy to

support and give students an insight to

what they will be learning. After watching

Source: Trikeapps (2013).

Figure 2. Khan Academy.

Source: Engenharia (2013).

Figure 3.
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the videos and using the interactive por-

tions of them, they can then use a learning

management system to talk to other class-

mates and answer questions about the

topic at hand. Through the chosen learn-

ing management system, educators and

students alike can collaborate through the

discussion boards and further discuss and

educate one another on the topic. Both the

educator and the student can then post

additional information such as videos,

podcasts, or supporting documents. When

students return to class, the teacher is there

to help facilitate further instruction or

questions about the lesson. This allows for

a deeper, more differentiated model of

facilitation and instruction. According to

Parslow (2012), “in Khan’s view, there is no

need for students to be divided into grades

by age but instead learn at their own page,

moving on to the next lesson only when

they have mastered the concept before it”

(p. 337). 

In support of the flipped classroom,

Khan Academy does not stop at simple

videos. They also house a workspace for

practice as well as class data for teachers. 

The Los Altos school district found that

“Khan Academy fits nicely with the

blended model of instruction” (Schaff-

hauser, 2013, p. 25). The district recognized

that Khan Academy was one piece to the

puzzle of blended learning as they also

have textbooks, projects, and different

tools to use. 

CONCLUSION

As technology grows, distance education is

taking on new roles in schools and is mov-

ing forward to support best practices. From

virtual schools, online classes, blended

learning and now to flipped learning, dis-

tance education remains prevalent in

schools today. How a school or district

chooses to go about adopting online

classes depends on the needs of the school,

teachers, parents, and students. If the

school wants to remain current, differenti-

ate instruction, support best practices, and

increase student achievement, blended

learning in the form of a flipped model

may be a good option. Resources such as

Khan Academy allow teachers who lack

the necessary tools to create their own

instructional videos and access a bank of

thousands of instructional videos for stu-

dents. Students who interact with Khan’s

online activities along with the LMS dis-

cussion boards will be primed and ready to

return to school the next day for further

facilitation of instruction with the teacher. 
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Out With MOOCs

and in With SPOcs?

Not So Fast

Natalie B. Milman

ust as most major universities across

the United States have joined, tabled,

are in the process of joining, or have

already abandoned the massive open

online course (MOOC) bandwagon, a

“new” form of online course offering—and

acronym—are sparking questions and

making some scratch their heads as to

what is “new” about them. The courses are

small, private, online courses, also known

as “SPOCs.” 

The interest surrounding SPOCs

started when HarvardX announced it

would be offering these types of courses

during the fall of 2013, “intended only for

enrolled students” (Rutter, 2013, para. 5).

Yet, this is not a new idea. These types of

courses have been offered for free and for

a fee by many organizations, corpora-

tions, institutions, universities, and

more—for years. Additionally, many insti-

tutions, including George Washington

University (see http://tlc.provost.gwu.edu/

online-learning-initiative), are involved in

online learning initiatives that seek to

transform brick-and-mortar courses to

online offerings for their students. Simi-

larly, there is Semester Online (see http://

semesteronline.org/), which consists of a

consortium of universities offering small

for-credit online courses. Semester Online

consortium school students are billed by

their school, whereas nonconsortia stu-

dents are billed directly by Semester

Online. It seems the only new aspect of

SPOCs is that more courses will be offered

to students at a particular institution, and

potentially later to select groups of stu-
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dents who are not enrolled there. Also,

what might be considered unique is that

while anyone can register, there is some

type of selective process for enrolling.

As interest about SPOCs grows, it is

important to review some of the MOOC

challenges that have occurred in the past

year, such as:

• A mathematics MOOC course was can-

celed due to low quality (Young, 2012);

• A MOOC folded due to design flaws

and technical glitches (Jaschik, 2013);

• A professor quit teaching a MOOC due

to concerns regarding student engage-

ment and learning (Kolowich, 2013);

• A university suspended its online

courses offered by a MOOC provider

after half of its students failed (Murphy,

2013); and

• A California MOOC bill that would

have provided low cost online courses

to public colleges within the state died

(Rivard, 2013).

These are important lessons for those

involved in online education considering

one rationale for providing MOOCs is to

improve online education through

research. 

Oremus (2013) contends that SPOCs

“hold more promise than pure MOOCs

when it comes to delivering students a full

educational experience” (para. 12). Simi-

larly, Shimabukuro (2013) asserts that

SPOCs are MOOC game changers. Yet,

there is already a well-established teach-

ing, delivery, and research base on “what

works” in online education that has tradi-

tionally been small, private, and online—

restricted to registered students. Therefore,

just as MOOCs have not realized predic-

tions to “revolutionize higher education”

(Webley, 2012), it is questionable whether

or not SPOCs will, especially when what

drives many of these “innovations” is not

always the students or their needs, but

other factors such as lack of space, outside

pressures to “innovate,” the perception

that the return on investment is higher in

online courses, et cetera. 

No matter the number of students,

method employed, delivery medium, etc.,

it is important to design learning experi-

ence using effective instructional design

principles, media, and teaching models.

SPOCs are not new—perhaps they are just

a catchphrase to market better what a lot of

folks have been doing for years. And, even

if they are, it would be great if those offer-

ing SPOCs might pool researchers together

to study what works best across institu-

tions and organizations, and with different

audiences. Although there is a solid

research base about online education,

there is much more to be learned and there

is always room for improvement!
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Small Things Can Make the 

Difference Between a Good or 

Great Distance Educator

Errol Craig Sull

uch space has been taken up in

my previous columns, as well as

other folks’ writings, on the

instructor’s efforts in the distance learning

classroom. His or her personality, strate-

gies, demeanor, organization, etc. have

been—rightfully so—discussed in nearly

every way possible. But it is important to

remember the students see the course

before they have daily and weekly interac-

tions with the online instructor, and often

students have access to the course days

before the course officially begins. What

the students find waiting for them in the

course—prior to having ongoing connec-

tions with the instructor—establishes an

initial bar for what students can expect

throughout the course. Thus, much effort

and time must be put into creating a Day

One course that will result in the most pos-

itive reaction from students. Here’s how …

HAVE A WELCOME MESSAGE THAT IS 

INVITING, SPECIFIC, AND THOROUGH

The “welcome to the course!” posting in

class is de rigueur in any online course—it

is that one essential piece of info that sets

the tone for the course while offering stu-

dents important course-related info. But

too often these are posted as quick “must-

dos” with little thought given to the

reader—and this can be dangerous to the

course. The message must suggest the

instructor is interested in the students,

enjoys teaching the course, and is always

available—this begins a nice bond with the
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students, and offers more reasons for them

to become engaged in the course. Too, as

more students will read this posting than

any other in the course it is important to

include crucial information so students

know what is expected of them. (Many

instructors will post—and some schools

insist instructors post—additional Day 1

announcements, each covering one spe-

cific task, tip, or requirement of the course,

again knowing these Day 1 postings

receive the most student readings.) Put

care and thought into this posting (or these

postings): it becomes the springboard for

the rest of the course.

BE SURE ALL INITIAL DISCUSSION 

QUESTIONS ARE SET UP

Discussion becomes the heartbeat of

any online course, as it is 24/7 alive, with

faculty and students posting whenever

they’d like. Thus, it is important directions

are clear and all is done to keep discussion

on postings flowing in the right direc-

tion—and often. Although most online

schools have discussion threads with an

initial question or situation for the students

to discuss, instructors should also post a

first comment and Socratic-style question

to the students for each discussion ques-

tion of Week 1 (and continue this through-

out the coursed). Three items are

immediately established here: the instruc-

tor’s hands-on involvement in the course,

an additional post to pull in more student

postings, and extra info on a subject that

takes the course wider and deeper. This

suggestion is so often overlooked by online

instructors, yet it goes a long way in begin-

ning a fruitful and rewarding discussion

experience for the students.

CHECK LINKS, DATES,

DIRECTIONS, AND SYLLABUS

Take as much time as necessary prior to

a course start to check out all of these. One

of the most frustrating experiences a stu-

dent can have in a course is when a link

does not work; pages in a text don’t match

up with pages in a syllabus or online lec-

ture; dates for assignment submissions,

Discussion postings, readings, and other

items are missing, old, or not the same as

appear between two postings of the dates;

directions are confusing, out of date, or

wrong; and a syllabus has not been

updated. Any of these can put a student on

guard with questions about how much

time the instructor spent setting up the

course. And be sure to check all written

info for proofreading, grammar, spelling,

and punctuation—no matter the course

subject these writing foundation basics

matter greatly, and when off reflect on the

instructor and the school. 

SEND A WELCOMING E-MAIL

TO ALL STUDENTS

Different from the welcoming message

posted in the class, an email sent to the stu-

dents sends a personal message: the

instructor is very interested in the student

doing well in the course, he or she is an

active instructor, and the course is an

important one. A neat little trick is to send

at least one attachment with a helpful

resource (also posted in the course) that

will assist students with the subject matter,

their navigation through the course, and/

or with your expectations. Again, this is a

step many online instructors do not take —

it takes more time, of course—but it goes a

long way in setting a positive, engaging

tone for the course.

USE MULTIMEDIA TO INITIALLY ENGAGE 

AND INFORM STUDENTS

It’s time for the 21st century to be used

at its fullest in the online course: written

words are fine, and they have been the

standard and pretty much the only means

of communicating with students since the

first online course was launched in 1984.

But more students are becoming used to
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technology, and thus we can implement

such (free) software of Jing (audio/visual),

Voicethread (audio/visual), .mp3 (audio),

Go Animate (visual), PowerPoint (visual),

and Prezi (visual) to introduce the any-

thing and everything of an online course.

(These can also be used throughout a

course for assignment feedback, details on

coming weeks, extra info on course sub-

jects, and discussion inserts.) In combina-

tion with the written text, these

technological sabers bring a sharpness and

up-to-date feeling to any online course

while also helping to clarify any course

info and engage more students. 

SCATTER HELPFUL RESOURCES

AND ET CETERAS THROUGHOUT

THE COURSE

Students enter a course, and they find

the shell of the course, that is, what the

web developer and the school decided on

should be included for a complete online

learning experience. But to keep this fresh,

to help students stay focused on the mate-

rial, and keep participants excited about

learning the material it is important new

resources be added by the instructor.

Always related to the course subject, these

can be articles, essays, videos, puzzles, car-

toons, or blogs—they become much-

needed spices that add a bit of zest, inter-

esting learning, and perhaps some fun to

the distance learning course.

POST CLASS-SPECIFIC INFORMATION 

FOR EASY AND ONGOING ACCESS

There are basics in a course that we can

assume students know, but they do not;

and issues from previous courses that have

caused student problems. From knowing

how to attach a document to contact info

for tech problems to a clarified rundown

on discussion requirements and more,

one-page docs in one file and pointed out

to the students on Day 1 will get more use

than you might expect. It is so much better

to overprepare a course than underpre-

pare one—I have yet to teach a course in

my 20 years of teaching online where some

piece of helpful info I posted in the course

was not used. 

SET UP AN “OFFICE” FOR QUESTIONS, 

CONCERNS, AND SUGGESTIONS

Although students can send instructor

questions by e-mail, as well as often find-

ing a “Q&A” thread in each weekly discus-

sion and sometimes a private message link

preset in the course, setting up an instruc-

tor office where students can go through-

out the course to post queries and

concerns is extremely helpful. It not only

shows the instructor is very interested in

assisting his or students but also gives a

more casual and intimate feel to the

course—and students can post their items

here where all students in the course can

read them, and see your responses to each.

This is a big plus in an online class; it will

get much use and goes a long way in keep-

ing confusion and frustration at bay for the

students.

MAKE CERTAIN STUDENTS SEE WHAT 

YOU SEE IN THE CLASS

Instructors often forget the view they

have of the distance learning course may

not be the same view the students see.

There are more tools at the instructor’s

reach for changing and manipulating the

course, and often names and locations of

features in the instructor’s platform deliv-

ery system (e.g., Blackboard, Moodle,

WebTycho, etc.) are different from those in

the student version. Before a course begins

make certain you have access to the stu-

dent view—it can be confusing for a stu-

dent and catch an instructor off guard

when the student posts something that

says, “Uh, excuse me, but I don’t see what

you are seeing.” Bottom line: thoroughness

is crucial in teaching an online course.
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SHARE YOUR BIO WITH STUDENTS

This may seem like the most unimport-

ant of tools to have available in a class, but

it is important for several reasons. The

online instructor’s bio lets the student into

part of the instructor’s life, making the

instructor seem more “real,” not simply a

name on a course; it lets the student know

of the instructor’s qualifications to teach a

course, an important factor so students feel

they have the “real deal” in course subject

expertise and teaching foundation; and it

helps in establishing the all-important stu-

dent-online instructor bonding process

simply because of the sharing component.

A suggestion: ask the students to write you

with any questions they have regarding

your bio—it immediately gets students

more involved with you and the course.

Remember: Arriving at a party where the

host is still setting it up, with no ice avail-

able, lacking a good supply of forks, and

finding dirty dishes scattered about, can

quickly send the partygoer home—how

uncool for that to happen!

Get Your Copy Today—Information Age Publishing
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Ask Errol!

Errol Craig Sull

etween each column I receive a few

dozen requests for assistance, and

usually these are each different.

This demonstrates the continued complex-

ities involved in teaching online, and as

distance education becomes more sophisti-

cated and more software packages are cre-

ated to assist in the teaching, additional

questions will pop up. Below are some of

the latest, each touching on important con-

cerns of many online educators. This col-

umn’s selection … 

I want to stay current in my class, and I

know that means using some of the many

software packages available that deliver

audio/visual materials. My school provides

some of this, and I’ve seen other examples,

from other schools online and, quite frankly,

I’m jealous. But I don’t know where to start,

and once I do what guidelines I should fol-

low. Can you help me?

Your question and dilemma are more

common that you might think, as many

folks teaching online—the number is in the

hundreds of thousands—are faced with

incorporating new software into their

courses. These have the potential, of

course, to highlight, explain, or clarify vari-

ous portions of the course. Of the many

new ones around there are five especially

worth noting—four free: Jing (URL: http://

www.techsmith.com/jing.html), which

combines audio and visual to allow for

either snapshots of or a 5-minute (max)

video of anything online … VoiceThread

(URL: http://voicethread.com/), an interac-

tive audio/video program, allows the user

to post a visual and others to offer voice

comments on the posting … Go Animate

(URL: http://goanimate.com/) is a video-

creating program that offers thousands of

icons, faces, etc. to assist in the develop-

ment … Prezi (URL: http://prezi.com/) is a

presentation and storytelling tool …

PowerPoint (URL: http://office.microsoft

.com/en-us/powerpoint/; part of Microsoft

Office, thus not for free) is the venerable

B

Errol Craig Sull,

Online Instructor,

P.O. Box 956, Buffalo, NY 14207.

Telephone: (716) 871-1900.

E-mail: erroldistancelearning@gmail.com

Ask Errol!
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granddaddy of visual presentation tools,

and offers an easy way to create a slide-

show.

Having these is one thing, but properly

incorporating them into the online class-

room quite another. The best suggestion:

each offers tutorials, some videos and

some as slideshows, so be sure to use these

before launching any of the programs in

your course. Also, some software is better

suited for one type or approach or subject

matter of a course, while others perform

more effectively for different course situa-

tions—the only way to find the best one is

to experiment with each. Two other points:

(1) Be sure you post instructions for stu-

dents on how to access and implement the

software; (2) Check over your presentation

before it goes public—you want to be sure

it is error-free, its visual layout is clean and

easy to read, the audio is crisp and loud,

and it runs smoothly. One or more of these

programs will definitely enhance your

online teaching efforts!

First, thanks for some great suggestions in

your previous columns! These have helped

me become a better online educator, and I’m

hoping you can again point me in the right

direction. In one of your previous columns

you suggested the creation of an online

office for students to post questions and con-

cerns, and I’ve done this, to much success.

But recently I had a student post a com-

plaint—the problem is not only was his

complaint unfounded but it was also due to

the student’s error. Since all students in the

class can see any posting in my “office” how

do I best respond to this student?

Thanks for the nice words, and I’ll do

my best to help out! The problem you

detail can certainly have negative ramifica-

tions for the online instructor if handled

incorrectly, both in immediate class reac-

tion and in possible poor evaluations of the

instructor by the students. Most important

in responding: never get on the defensive,

as this immediately shows you as weak

and less than professional. Always begin

by thanking the student for his or her com-

ment. From here there are two approaches

you should take; combined these usually

result in a most positive outcome. First, dis-

cuss the problem in general—whether

grading, late points deducted, et cetera—

by offering clarification on a policy or

information of which all students were

previously made aware. It’s important that

no blame be placed on the student in this

public forum.

The second step is to end the posting by

asking the student to please check his or

her e-mail for more specifics. And because

you do not want to appear evasive—i.e.,

that you are hiding something negative

from the class—add a bit of humor, such

as, “Okay—there is so much more specific

to your concern I don’t want to take up

any more of the class’s time, so please see

these details in an e-mail from me.” Then,

in the e-mail, go on to explain the student’s

error, ending on an upbeat note, including

asking if the student would like to talk fur-

ther via a call. The combination of you tak-

ing the time, your thoroughness, and your

positive tone almost always result in a stu-

dent who is more than satisfied with your

efforts.

I’m beginning to think there must be some-

thing wrong in what I’m doing as a distance

learning teacher! No matter how many

reminders I give students, and I do this in

written and audio form, again and again

students leave out requirements of an

assignment or don’t follow all the directions

of an assignment. Any suggestions would be

gratefully appreciated. Thank you.

The #1 reason why students lose points

on a college assignment—no matter the

course subject and no matter if an online or

face-to-face course—is what you mention:

leaving out requirements of an assignment

or not following all the directions of an

assignment. In a meeting of online educa-

tors a few years ago this problem was dis-

cussed, and the consensus reason students

do this is because they simply want to get
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the assignment done, paying more atten-

tion to content of the assignment than to

the requirements/directions. When stu-

dents receive grades on these assignments

they can become quite angry at frustrated

(especially if the content of their assign-

ments was, overall, good)—even though it

was their own fault.

While never guaranteeing 100%, there

are a few approaches than can be added

that will reduce the incidents of this prob-

lem: (1) In addition to a general reminder

posted at the beginning of the week also

post class reminders—with follow-up class

e-mails—throughout the week; (2) Create

an assignment checklist, listing the require-

ments of/directions for an assignment; post

this in class, and remind students to use it.

(I created one several years ago—if you

would like a copy just drop me an e-mail.)

(3) For students who continually err write

then individual reminders; (4) Post a Jing

explanation (see first question in this col-

umn) of the requirements and directions

and/or use an audio, such as Voice Thread

or an .mp3, to go over the specifics of each

assignment. Combined, these will result in

more students following the directions and

including all requirements. 

My question may seem like a simple one,

but it does worry me: how do I take time off

from online teaching without fear of losing

my teaching spots? I’ll be getting married

next summer, and my fiancé and I are plan-

ning a camping honeymoon that would take

place over a month. I’d like to know I can

take off time from my online teaching gig,

and be welcomed back with an immediate

teaching assignment. Any thoughts?

I assume you are in good standing with

your supervisor, and thus are valued as a

member of your department’s teaching

team. If this is true, contact your supervi-

sor—by phone is best, for a more personal

conversation—early; it immediately cre-

ates a problem if you spring this on your

supervisor only a month before you plan

on taking off. This early request shows

your professionalism and your concern for

making certain all in the department runs

smoothly regarding your classes. Your rea-

son for wanting time off is certainly an

acceptable one, but it’s still important to

stress how important your classes are to

you, how much you enjoy teaching for X

school, and that you certainly would like to

immediately be placed back in the teaching

queue upon your return. 

Additional suggestions: be especially

careful that all goes as well with your cur-

rent courses and all that follow before you

leave: you want the best possible evalua-

tions, no complaints from students, and

courses that simply looks great if your

supervisor should decide to stop in and

look around … add at least one additional

software tool to show your increased inter-

est in teaching … look for more profes-

sional presence—whether through taking

a course, publishing an article, attending a

conference, or giving a lecture—to indicate

an active involvement in your area of

expertise. All of these approaches com-

bined translate into giving your supervisor

a picture of an online educator who is

valuable to the students, and thus to the

school.

Remember: A LEGO brick by itself is fairly

innocuous, but combined with many other

LEGO bricks—wow, what an effective struc-

ture can be created!
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no discussion of media, little of technolo-

gies, and almost nothing readers for who

are not in higher education. Obviously,

writing about practical issues and current

events was not a goal of this edition. 

The first and second editions of the

HRECT are landmark publications that

should be on every serious educational

technology scholar’s bookshelf. The third

and fourth editions should be reviewed if

not owned. One can hope that when the

fifth edition is planned, editors will return

to the framework used by the editors of the

first two handbooks and provide theory

and research that guides practice, rather

than theory only.

And finally, but then I didn’t like Rocky

IV, either.
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And Finally … continued from page 84

MEMBERS OF THE ASSOCIATION FOR EDUCATIONAL COMMUNICATIONS AND TECHNOLOGY
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Let’s Get Practical

Michael Simonson

he massive (1,000 pages) fourth edi-

tion of the Handbook of Research on

Educational Communications and

Technology (HRECT4) has been published,

with online access free to members of the

Association for Educational Communica-

tions and Technology. Its 74 chapters build

on the excellent scholarship of the previ-

ous three editions of the handbook, and

provide summaries of many interesting,

even important, topics. The analogous ref-

erence in the field of distance education is

Moore’s Handbook of Distance Education (3rd

ed.), released last year.

A summary of Moore’s work was pub-

lished in the Quarterly Review of Distance

Education (volume 14, number 1) with the

title “Let’s Get Practical!” That serves

equally well as the title for the following

review of HRECT4.

Certainly, the editors of HRECT4 are to

be commended. The chapter authors have

provided valuable information about the

topic of their chapters, and have done so as

scholars. Academic scholarship, such as

writing handbook chapters, is unique in

the landscape of intellectual property.

Scholars write for impact, not for money.

However, those interested in distance

education may be left a little disappointed

as HRECT4 almost completely ignores dis-

tance education. There are minor refer-

ences to our field, but generally the

literature of distance education is missing,

and in at least one instance what is pub-

lished in HRECT4 is misleading (the refer-

ence to the U.S. Department of Education’s

meta-analysis about online learning).

Additionally, there is little that readers will

find that is practical in the 74 chapters of

the HRECT—no best practices, no best sci-

ence, no design guidelines: few recom-

mendations at all.

It is likely that those with long careers in

educational technology will not recognize

much of the contents in HRECT4. There is

T
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