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SPOTLIGHT ARTICLE

Increasing Need for 

Distance Learning

in the Democratic

Republic of Congo

Banza Nsomwe-a-nfunkwa and Galekwa Vudawe

INTRODUCTION

he Democratic Republic of Congo,

a country with 60 million people,

has 450 institutes of higher educa-

tion and universities; however, it only has

1500 university professors.

The need for distance learning is con-

stantly increasing for many reasons, such

as the exigency of the evolution of the

work market, new content of learning

requested by the population who are not

currently in the Congolese educational

system, the advantages of distance learn-

ing seen by busy workers in the way to

learn at a convenient time, pressure cre-

ated by the economic situation and social

need, and the quick evolution of informa-

tion and communication technologies. In a

way to satisfy the population in need of

learning, the Democratic Republic of

Congo is experimenting with its first expe-

riences in organizing distance learning.

From our experience, we agree with all of

those arguing that the training of informa-

tion and communication technology (ICT)

users is one of the important points of

departure.

CONGOLESE EXPERIENCES IN 

DISTANCE LEARNING

The Democratic Republic of Congo is in its

first step in the area of using the new infor-

mation and communication technologies.

To enable people in the good use of ICT,

there have been some seminars in ICT

training.

T

Banza Nsomwe-a-nfunkwa,

Associate Professor, University of Kinshasa, 

Democratic Republic of Congo.

E-mail: nfunkwa@hotmail.com
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MODULE OF TRANSFER IN 

EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY

Organized by CNF (francophone Digital

Campus) of Kinshasa, in this module atten-

tion was focused on the conception, devel-

opment, and use of distance and open

teaching. As a result, 78 professors were

trained and ready to use the ICT in dis-

tance education.

MICRO PROGRAM IN PEDAGOGICAL 

INTEGRATION, 2006-2007

Seven Congolese were admitted to this

program on the pedagogical integration of

ICT with the University of Montreal. At the

end, all seven students were assessed and

obtained their diploma.

USE OF ICT FOR TEACHING AND 

TRAINING WITH THE UNIVERSITY OF 

STRASBOURG

Two Congolese students were candi-

dates for this distance learning in the use

of ICT for teaching and training with the

University of Strasbourg. At the end of this

program, both students were assessed and

attained the degree of Professional Master

from the University of Strasbourg.

LEARN NETT EXPERIENCE

The project Learn nett is a European

framework of teachers and future teachers

training in the pedagogical use of ICT. The

main focus of this project was to allow

teachers and students to know how to

learn by collaborating from a distance with

other future teachers, trainers, etc.

For the period of 2006-2007, two profes-

sors and four students from the Faculty of

Psychology and Educational Sciences of

Kinshasa University, Democratic Republic

of Congo, participated in this experience

with eight other European universities

(Universite Haute-Alsace Mulhouse

(France), Universite Louis Pasteur Stras-

bourg (France), Université de Franche

Comte-Besancon (France), Université de

Geneve (Switzerland), Université de Fri-

bourg (Switzerland), Université de Liege

(Belgium), Université Catholique de Lou-

vain-Lauvain la neuve (Belgium), and Uni-

versité de Mons Hainaut- Mons (Belgium).

UNIVERSITY TRAINING

With funding from VLIR and CUD (Bel-

gian NGO) the French digital campus of

Kinshasa organized a training session of

future informatics responsible from nine

Congolese universities. This training ses-

sion was also extended to another country

(Burundi) for the participants to learn

something on the conception and the loca-

tion of intranet, the configuration and

management of the Internet connection,

the design of computer pools, administra-

tive management of the computer center,

how to repair and maintain the equip-

ment, and how to offer technical assistance

to the ICT project.

As a result, 19 technicians were trained

and ready to help.

TRAINING PROJECT RIFEFF

Three Congolese universities became

members of the French International net-

work of training of trainers institutions

from this project; the aim was to train Con-

golese professors in the use of ICT, result-

ing in 150 Congolese professors being

trained in the pedagogical integration of

ICT by the end of 2008.

PROJECT “PORTAIL EB@LE”

This project has the aim of interconnect-

ing the universities of the Democratic

Republic of Congo for education and

research (RENATER, Belnet, or Geant2).

This network will allow national univer-

sities to cooperate and collaborate between

themselves, and also with international

universities and institutions. It will allow

online publication, communication

between actors and partners, to allow
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reports of universities, annuaries of

researchers on line.

CASE STUDY OF DISTANCE LEARNING 

OF FRENCH DIGITAL CAMPUS OF 

KINSHASA STATISTICS OF STUDENT 

ADMISSION (2004-2008)

We started with only 106 students in

2004; in 2005, we had 184; in 2006, we had

127; in 2007, the campus numbered 246

students; and in 2008, enrollment reached

236 (see Table 1). In terms of the need for

distance learning, we believe that it is

growing step by step.

The number of students in law has fluc-

tuated—from 49 in 2004 to 80 in 2007 (see

Table 2).

The number of students enrolled in life

and ground sciences has grown year by

year, from no students in 2004 to 85 stu-

dents in 2008 (see Table 3).

However, the number of students

admitted in fundamental sciences has

remained small, from 6 students in 2004 to

no students in 2005, with no 6 students in

2008. This situation may be connected to

the lack of interest in this area or may be

the lack of distance teachers (see Table 4).

The number of students admitted in

engineering sciences and ICT has

increased year by year—from 25 students

in 2004 to 59 in 2008. This may be because

students really need to learn something

connected to their jobs (see Table 5).

The number of admitted students in sci-

ences and ICT has fluctuated, beginning

with 15 students in 2004 and ending with

14 students in 2008. However, there were

30 students in 2005 and 22 students in 2006

and 2007. This fluctuation of student num-

bers should be connected to the need of

learners (see Table 6).

From 11 students in 2004, the number of

admitted students in teaching and training

increased in to 28 in 2006 dropped to 0 in

2007, and rebounded to 14 students in

2008. The number of students admitted in

Table 1. Enrollment of the

French Digital Campus of Kinshasa

Years Number of Students

2004 106

2005 184

2006 127

2007 246

2008 236

Table 3. Enrollment in

Life and Ground Sciences

Years Number of Students

2004 0

2005 1

2006 44

2007 68

2008 85

Table 2. Law School

Enrollment

Years Number of Students

2004 49

2005 72

2006 60

2007 80

2008 68

Table 4. Admitted Students in 

Fundamental Sciences

Years Number of Students

2004 6

2005 0

2006 2

2007 7

2008 3
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this area expresses in some ways the need

of people to learn by distance (see Table 7).

LESSONS LEARNED

The discovery is that from the Congolese

experience in distance education, we

learned a lot of new things we hope to

share with others in developing countries

such as the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Taking into account the realities of each

developing country, we think that for the

good success of distance learning, the dis-

tance education designer has to think

firstly about the plan of integration of ICT

in distance learning, secondly the diffusion

of information about ICT, thirdly about

equipment and software, fourthly training

of ICT users. In the case of the Democratic

Republic of Congo, we still face the huge

problem of user ICT literacy.

We are really convinced today that the

equipment is not the first point of distance

learning, because we currently have some

machines not yet used and still in boxes,

but the users suffer “technophobia” with

regards to the use of ICT in distance learn-

ing.

Also, for the good success of distance

learning, we believe that the instructional

designer of distance education should be

qualified in the area. The design curricu-

lum for distance education should be also

interesting, functional and responding to

the needs of the learners. That is why we

believe that the training of users is one of

the key points for the use of distance learn-

ing in the Democratic Republic of Congo.

CONCLUSION

The Democratic Republic of Congo is in its

first step on the long way to the effective

use of ICT in distance learning in both

urban and rural areas. From our trials and

errors, we think that the distance educa-

Table 5. Admitted Students in 

Engineering Sciences and ICT

Years Number of Students

2004 25

2005 23

2006 53

2007 55

2008 59

Table 6. Admitted Students in

Sciences and ICT

Years Number of Students

2004 15

2005 30

2006 22

2007 22

2008 14

Table 7. Admitted Students in

Teaching and Training

Years Number of Students

2004 11

2005 17

2006 28

2007 0

2008 14
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tion designer should think about the plan

of integration, the diffusion of information

about ICT in distance learning, the equip-

ment and software, and about training of

ICT users for the effective use of ICT in dis-

tance learning.
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ePortfolio

Action Research Team Professional 

Development Plan

Aries Cobb

INTRODUCTION

he director of technology integra-

tion at the Cleveland Metropolitan

School District (CMSD) has

assigned Aries Cobb, the lead professional

development (PD) facilitator for technol-

ogy integration, to use the problem-based

learning model to continue the Enhancing

Education Through Technology (EETT)

project. Cobb, a grant writer, staff devel-

oper, and principal investigator of EETT,

has created a new learning experience

entitled ePortfolio: Action Research Team

Professional Development Plan for the

2008–2009 school year for 25 teaching pro-

fessionals at a targeted school in the

CMSD. The targeted school has not met

Academic Yearly Progress (AYP) for 3 or

more years. The problem-based learning

model is used for each school that has a

technology integration program that is not

working effectively in an effort to address

the problem by examining teacher peda-

gogical beliefs and classroom technology

use to enhance student technological liter-

acy and reading achievement. A descrip-

tion and a PD design are outlined with a

literature review for PD suggestions for the

future.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

In the past, the EETT program was used to

assist teachers and students to achieve

higher scores on the Ohio Achievement

Test in reading. Both students and teachers

in the 2006–2007 report on EETT in

selected schools in the district (CMSD

Office of Research and Assessment, 2007)

showed “statistically significant gains in

technological skills that are complemented

by integration of technology into practice.

All student groups showed gains in tech-

nological literacy from winter to spring of

the 2006-2007 academic year” (p. 4). 

However, students in kindergarten

through Grade 2 showed the greatest gains

in technological literacy and reading

achievement. Students in Grades 3-8

showed little significant gain in technologi-

cal literacy and reading achievement.

T

Aries Cobb, Assistant Professor,

Baldwin Wallace College,

Division of Education, 275 Eastland Road, 

Berea, Ohio 44017-2088.

Telephone: (440) 826-8062.

E-mail: arcobb@bw.edu
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Teachers in Grades 3-8 failed to report a

comfort level in integrating technology in

the classroom. The CMSD Office of

Research and Assessment (2007) found a

correlation between teacher technology

integration practice and teacher beliefs

about exemplary technology usage. 

A FRAMEWORK FOR DESIGNING PD

The National Staff Development Council

(NSDC, 2003) staff development standards

are grounded in research that documents

the connection between staff develop-

ment and student learning. The standards

are organized into context standards, pro-

cess standards, and content standards. The

goals for the ePortfolio: Action Research

Team Professional Development Plan is

described in three stages of implementa-

tion of each descriptor (see Table 1).

LEARNING EXPERIENCE DESIGN

The NSDC (2004) stated, “Staff develop-

ment that improves the learning of all stu-

dents organizes adults into teaching

communities whose goals are aligned with

those of the school and district” (p. 13).

According to Fogarty and Pete (2007),

“Whatever the focus, action research is a

proudly rewarding experience for teachers

because of its immediacy to their needs.

There is a host of ways to organize teachers

into focus groups” (p. 152). Five types of

action research teams are used in the

CMSD: action research team; committees;

Critical Friends Group; curriculum commit-

tee; and department, team, and grade-level

meetings. Action research teams use data to

attain results, increase student achieve-

ment, and enhance teaching practices by

changing teacher beliefs about best practice. 

The action research team at each tar-

geted school is inquiry based. The teachers

and the students explore how to achieve

based on their own inquiries. The action

research team conducts research focused

on the needs of the students and staff. The

team is a small group of staff in the school

building. The leadership is defined in the

group. In other words, each team member

has a defined role in the action research.

The research is based on the achievement

of the students. The group outlines learn-

ing goals for the students and the teaching

staff. The group uses best practices and the

latest trends in education. The members of

the group volunteer to participate in the

project. The knowledge acquired by the

group through action research creates

knowledge in action. Action research

teams are a part of a professional learning

community (PLC).

STANDARDS AND CRITERIA

OF THE NSDC

According to the NSDC (2003) standards,

the goal of PD is increased student learn-

ing. Fogarty and Pete (2007) have provided

a guide to sustained professional learning.

According to Fogarty and Pete (2007),

teachers and administrators collaborate

with each other because “learning thrives

when the conditions are right … with con-

Table 1. Goals of ePortfolio

Context Data is always on the table in some form and members hold themselves accountable for attaining 

results.

Process The study group uses a common classroom assessment to collect baseline data, monitor student 

progress every 6 to 12 weeks, and assess results at the end of the year on the study groups’ chosen 

student learning needs.

Content Working together on the development of all lesson components together, demonstrating, and 

debriefing results together to change teacher pedagogical beliefs to enhance student achievement.

 Note:  Aligned with National Staff Development Council standards.
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1. Analyze data (in the 

form of the portfolio, 

collected prior to faculty 

meeting.) 

The whole faculty 

participates in 

Steps 1–4. 

 

 
Context 

 

2. State student 

needs. 

 

3. Categorize 

student needs. 

 

4. Complete and 

individual or 

personalized 

action plan from 

5. The school designs an action 

plan that specifies the content 

of the group’s work. 

6. The school’s action 

research team 

implements cycles of 

action research by: 

• Assessing specific 

needs of action plan 

• Planning for 

instruction 

• Acting on plans 

7. Faculty evaluates 

impact of action 

research team on 

student learning. 

sistency, with continuity, and with a cov-

eted commitment” (p. 139). PLC meetings

focus on what needs to be done and what

needs to be learned to change the way the

teachers facilitate instruction. The main

focus of the PLC is PD. The teachers collab-

orate to become better instructors to

enhance student learning. 

THE ROLE OF THE FACILITATOR

According to Fogarty and Pete (2007), 

The role of the facilitator is to vigorously

participate through collaborative struc-

tures of the Action Research Team. The

facilitator participates in the communica-

tion by monitoring interventions within

the Action Research Team, and facilitating

questions. The facilitator interprets the

results of the collaborations using

research-based strategies, confer how the

team works. (p. 109)

Lastly, the staff developer is a coach. The

instructor of PD works through the situa-

tions in the action research team by coun-

seling the participants. The intuitive coach

knows how to intercede and expand on

the PD process. The decision-making pro-

cess is illustrated in Figure 1 and Table 2.

DATA SOURCE: EPORTFOLIO

The new learning experience is planned to

address teachers’ belief about exemplary

technology use in an effort to increase

teaching and learning. According to the

Center for Curriculum and Assessment

(2003), an electronic portfolio (ePortfolio) is

a collection produced by the writer; in the

digital portfolios, this work is stored in an

electronic format and accessible through

the Internet or a portable electronic storage

device, such as a CD. EPortfolios consist of

audio clips, video, links to other media,

Source: Murphy and Lick (2005). Copyright 2005 by the Corwin Press.

Figure 1. Implementation phase of the decision-making process. 
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multiple connections with hyperlinks, and

other digital features illustrating the

author’s achievement. The staff developer

decides to use ePortfolios to facilitate the

teacher’s integration of content and to pro-

vide a means of evaluating positive teacher

beliefs about integrating technology in the

classroom. The ePortfolio is used as a tool

to watch teacher beliefs change from inef-

fective technology integration to exem-

plary technology integration into the

classroom matriculate.

The ePortfolio is a reflective tool that is a

collection of artifacts; that is, student work

samples and teacher planning tools (Cen-

ter for Curriculum and Assessment, 2003).

Each artifact in the portfolio contains a

description and a reflection by the teacher.

EPortfolios are useful because a sample of

the student work is analyzed against a

rubric to identify student-learning needs

and to motivate teachers to integrate tech-

nology in the classroom and as a result

develop exemplary technology use and

support teacher comfort level and positive

beliefs about technology use. The rubric is

set up in five categories: artifacts and writ-

ten communication; reflections; use of

multimedia, captions, and ease of naviga-

tion; layout and text elements; and writing

Table 2. Decision-Making Cycle Timeline

Decision-Making 

Cycle Description Time Frame

1. Analyze data. The action research team looks at student data.

The leader in each group gives each person one piece of data to analyze. 

The members look for pattern and trends, gaps or anomalies, area of 

strength and areas of weakness. Engage in a discussion about the 

different pieces of data.

30 minutes

2. State student 

needs.

Make a list of student needs based on the data. 

Each table makes a list of student needs. Discuss the list. Compile the 

individual list into one master list and give each participant a copy.

30 minutes

3. Categorize student 

needs

Categorize the student needs by sorting the needs into groups by theme 

or benchmark.

Discuss the different categories.

1 hour

4. Write an action 

plan for yourself

Write an action plan for individual needs and student needs. Each action 

plan is targeted to the specific needs of the teacher and the students.

• Write an essential question about what you would like to investigate.

• Two specific student needs 

1 hour

5. Form action 

research team.

Each individual reads his/her essential question and two specific student 

needs.

Categorize individuals in groups based on their needs.

Each group should have 3–5 participants.

End session with whole faculty.

1–2 hours

6. Develop action 

research team action 

plans

• List the student needs

• Use data sources that track current progress (observation checklist, 

etc.)

• For each need, write what data indicate in the current status of the 

need.

• For each need, write what you want data to indicate at the end of the 

action research team’s work.

• After 6–12 weeks of action research teamwork, write what the new 

data show.

6–12 study 

sessions

Source: Murphy and Lick (2005). Copyright 2005 by the Corwin Press.
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mechanics. Teachers are able to reflect on

student work. Exemplary technology use is

discussed by the action research team.

Teachers develop a list of technological

resources that change the educators’

beliefs about using technology in the class-

room.

MAJOR STRENGTHS

There are a number of rewards when

working in a PLC. The rewards are based

on the strength of the group. Teachers give

one another support. The action research

team meets regularly to plan how to

achieve better student achievement. Foga-

rty and Pete (2007) stated, “For the teachers

who are passionate about the work they

do, there is no greater joy than to give

something back to the profession” (p. 153).

Action research teams are change

agents. It is beneficial for teachers to work

in PLCs when they are working on lessons

that promote student achievement. Teach-

ers are motivated to work in action

research teams when they are working

toward initiating best practices. Teachers

are rewarded with teaching that increases

student achievement. Fogarty and Pete

(2007) suggested coaches work with teach-

ers and observed, “These practitioners are

doing something they love doing, some-

thing they cannot imagine not doing” (p.

145). Furthermore, the PLC assists teachers

in developing exemplary lessons and

changing teachers’ belief about best prac-

tices.

STRATEGIES TO MINIMIZE 

RESISTANCE

It is important for the leader in the school

to create a comfortable climate. According

to Tallerico (2005), teachers will be less

reluctant to participate in PD when the cli-

mate of the school promotes success. In my

own building I am not so sure that the

teachers feel as if they are in a climate

where they feel appreciated. The principal

in this case should encourage the staff

when they are working toward a goal of

the school. Also, the principal should offer

suggestions when the teacher is struggling

to meet the needs of the students or his or

her own professional needs and deadlines. 

According to Tallerico (2005), the princi-

pal should expect to meet some resistance

when teachers are asked to change teach-

ing practices. An effective principal will lis-

ten closely to all the concerns of the staff

and address them individually to assure

the teacher why the change is necessary. It

is effective practice to demonstrate or to

show the staff how the new practice can

change student achievement. The best way

for the school leader to do this is to point

out other professionals in the field who are

using the techniques and how the tech-

niques have benefited the staff and the stu-

dents.

Major obstacles in the school reform

effort are (a) lack of agreement on what to

do to in staff development and how the

sessions are designed and (b) what the

teachers should do as a result of the staff

development. Resistance by the teachers is

mainly because teachers feel nervous

about change, teachers feel ambiguity

about whether the new curricula will

increase student achievement, and teach-

ers want to know if the cost for materials to

implement the change will come from the

teacher or the school budget.

Teachers engage in discussions in their

targeted grade-level groups. The staff is

able to come to consensus. Inquired costs

will come from the Title II budget for PD,

and materials of the change will be pur-

chased out of that school budget. Teachers

will not have any additional costs to imple-

ment the change. 

Strategies to minimize resistance are

based on Tallerico’s (2005) suggestion that

teachers who share in leadership, plan-

ning, and designing the change effort are

enthusiastically involved in decisions

about the classrooms. Furthermore, Taller-

ico suggested PD that presents teachers



Volume 6, Issue 1 Distance Learning 11

with a lead role in designing instructional

assists teachers in preparing to implement

the change effort. Teacher should have

time to collaborate. Teachers who have

opportunities to work in action research

teams are occupied in a potent form of

staff development that allows participants

to address issues related to the new con-

tent and instructional processes (Killion,

2002).

FIVE LEVELS OF PD EVALUATION

Guskey (as cited in Tallerico, 2005) identi-

fied five levels of PD evaluation. The eval-

uation of the PD is reflective of the

implementation and the design of the PD

(see Table 3). 

The Chronological Sequence for Con-

ducting Evaluation is a tool used to mea-

sure the effectiveness of the PD. Teacher

reactions, teacher learning, organizational

support and change, teacher use of new

knowledge and skills, and student learn-

ing outcomes are examined in an effort to

use the evaluation data in future PD

efforts. The participants have time to

reflect on the learning of both the teaching

staff and the students. The PD facilitator

will use the data to design new PD for

future action research.

CONCLUSION

Wiburg and Brown (2007) implied that

high-quality technology PD is designed to

empower with the skills necessary to use

technology to foster exemplary learning

environments. This paper is most effective

in assisting teachers as leaders in develop-

ing PLC to form policies to increase stu-

dent achievement. According to Anderson

and Dexter (2000), technology leaders

make decisions in a committee. The school

with a PLC has strong leadership. Teachers

will learn how to effectively integrate tech-

nology in the classroom with high-quality

PD by working in a PLC. A technology

leader can use this report as a model for

high-quality PD.

REFERENCES

Anderson, R., & Dexter, S. (2000). School technol-

ogy leadership incidence and impact: Teaching,

learning and computing (1998 National Survey

Report No. 6). Irvine, CA: Center for

Research on Information Technology and

Organizations.

Center for Curriculum and Assessment. (2003).

Academic content standards: K–12 technology.

Columbus: Ohio Department of Education.

Cleveland Metropolitan School District Office

of Research and Assessment. (2007). Docu-

menting outcomes from EETT to selected schools

of the Cleveland Metropolitan School District:

Table 3. Chronological Sequence for Conducting Evaluation

Level of Evaluation Details

1. Teacher reactions Was their time well spent?

Did the material make sense?

Will it be useful?

2. Teacher learning Did participants acquire the intended knowledge?

Did participants acquire the intended skills?

3. Organizational support and change Were problems addressed?

Were sufficient resources made available?

4. Teacher use of new knowledge and skills Did participants effectively apply the new knowledge?

Did participants effectively apply the new skills?

5. Student learning outcomes What was the impact on students?

Did it affect student performance or achievement?

Source: Adapted from Tallerico (2005).



12 Distance Learning Volume 6, Issue 1

Academic year 2006–2007. Cleveland, OH:

Cleveland Metropolitan School District.

Fogarty, R., & Pete, B. (2007). From staff room to

classroom: A guide for planning and coaching

professional development. Thousand Oaks, CA:

Corwin Press. 

Killion, J. (2002). Assessing impact: Evaluating staff

development. Oxford, OH: National Staff

Development Council.

Murphy, C. & Lick, D. (2005). Whole-faculty study

groups: Creating professional learning communi-

ties that target student learning (3rd ed.) Thou-

sand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

National Staff Development Council. (2003).

Standards for staff development. Oxford, OH:

Author.

National Staff Development Council. (2004,

May). Results. Oxford, OH: Author. 

Tallerico, M. (2005). Supporting and sustaining

teachers’ professional development: A principal’s

guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Wiburg, K., & Brown, S. (2007). Lesson study com-

munities: Increasing achieving with diverse stu-

dents. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.



Volume 6, Issue 1 Distance Learning 13

Using Curriculum

Distance Learning Tools to 

Implement a Districtwide 

Business IT Project

Daryl Diamond

INTRODUCTION

roward’s Innovative Tool for Edu-

cation (BRITE) is the Enterprise

Resource Planning (ERP) Depart-

ment’s IT project designed to bring one

business system to Broward County Public

Schools (BCPS). The 3-year initiative that

replaces Broward’s existing, independent

business systems with one integrated sys-

tem, replaces some legacy systems that are

more than three decades old. The BRITE

project offers easy access to operational

and educational information, including

single point access and real-time informa-

tion reporting through the use of SAP 6.0.

The ERP Department works to continu-

ally improve the business processes of

BCPS. As the assistant director of the ERP

Department, my responsibilities are to

oversee the organizational change man-

agement team and the training and sup-

port center staff for the BRITE

implementation. The BRITE project

updated the school district’s current SAP

4.6 Human Resources and Payroll modules

to SAP 6.0, while implementing a brand

new, fully integrated financial system for

budget, materials management, and pur-

chasing. SAP 6.0 delivers a comprehensive

set of integrated, cross-functional business

processes. With SAP 6.0 our school district

benefited through:

• improvement in the efficiency of district

operations and in our ability to manage

them through an integrated finance and

procurement, human resources, and

payroll system;

• elimination or reduction in paperwork

and redundant manual processes;

• increased accountability and transpar-

ency to the public in the use of public

funds;

B
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• providing better data for decision mak-

ers and stakeholders at all levels;

• development of an integrated Web-

based professional development system

for both internal employees and exter-

nal participants; and

• improved service delivery to schools to

assist in obtainment of our district’s stra-

tegic goal of increased student achieve-

ment.

My challenge was to determine how to

best utilize Web 2.0 and distance learning

technologies to manage organizational

change while implementing a structured

approach to training and transitioning

individuals, teams, and the school organi-

zation from its current state to the desired

future state. Web 2.0 is a living term

describing changing trends in the use of

World Wide Web technology and Web

design that aims to enhance creativity,

information sharing, collaboration, and

functionality of the Web. Web 2.0 concepts

have led to the development and evolu-

tion of Web-based communities and

hosted services, such as social networking

sites, video sharing sites, wikis, and blogs.

Web 2.0 has numerous definitions. Basi-

cally, the term encompasses the idea of the

proliferation of interconnectivity and inter-

activity of Web-delivered content. Many

regard Web 2.0 as business embracing the

Web as a platform and using its strengths.

Web 2.0 Web sites allow users to do more

than just retrieve information.

Besides utilizing SAP 6.0 as the proven

foundation for business excellence and

innovation, my team looked to proven

Web 2.0 and distance learning technologies

to assist in the training and support of its

end users. Broward County Public Schools

has approximately 40,000 employees, all of

whom needed to learn how to use the new

SAP 6.0 system in some capacity. Training

the entire staff on the new SAP system

could have been a tremendous stumbling

block to the project and its timetable for

completion. Success for implementation

hinged on identifying and successfully

using twenty-first century technology

tools in this process. Using robust technol-

ogies such as Remedy Incident Manage-

ment System, Blackboard Academic Suite,

Elluminate Live!, Trainer Blogs, Camtasia

Studio screen recorder and presentation

software, an interactive project Web site

using Web application programming inter-

faces, and LANDesk software providing

system management, security manage-

ment, and process management, the

BRITE project was able to deliver quality

and speedy customer service. 

INTERACTIVE PROJECT WEB SITE

The BRITE interactive Web site provides

standards-based Web resources designed

to enhance online learning opportunities

for our school district end users. Our

interactive Web site was designed to

engage participants by providing informa-

tion and resources along with practice,

simulations, and other learning and fol-

low-up activities. These resources include

highly interactive, content-rich simulations

along with the traditional drill and prac-

tice. The SAP 6.0 community interactive

Web site is supported by the BRITE project

to enable advanced distributed learning

and to gain feedback from end users and

business process owners. The intention is

to bring together both resources (simula-

tions, quick reference guides, tutorials, etc.)

and people with similar interests (budget-

keepers, requisitioners, payroll contact,

human resource actions processor, inser-

vice facilitators, ESS resident experts, etc.)

to establish a vibrant community where all

work together to share and improve the

learning of new business processes. Some

of these features include Easy buttons, Ask

BRITE Questions, virtual simulations,

online training library, work instructions,

BRITE LITES and ESS resident experts,

BRITE pay calculators, remedy incident

management system, Blackboard Aca-

demic Suite, Elluminate Live!, BRITE train-
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ing blog, Camtasia, LANDesk, and

Communicating Across Broward (CAB)

Conferences.

EASY BUTTONS

Web sites are designed to offer informa-

tion and assistance to those who visit the

site. The BRITE Web site makes accessing

vital information “easy” through its multi-

ple “easy” buttons housed on our Web

site’s home page. Easy buttons help end

users log into the new SAP 6.0 through the

BRITE Portal, as well as guide end users to

the revised Business Practice Bulletins

identifying the changes in district proce-

dures and processes resulting from the

new implementation of SAP 6.0. Visit our

homepage at http://www.broward.k12.fl.us

/erp

ASK BRITE QUESTIONS

This feature is an online database

enabling end users to post general and

specific questions on any of the imple-

mented modules (budget, finance, payroll,

human resources) along with their contact

information. Behind the scene (called

Inside ERP), the project team reviews these

questions daily and provides answers to

them directly onto the database. These, in

turn, automatically generate the FAQs that

are housed on the Web site under the

appropriate project module. Having ques-

tions date-stamped assists end users in

identifying more current questions and

answers. View our database at http://

www.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/brite/

contactus/comments.asp 

VIRTUAL SIMULATIONS

Housed on our BRITE Web site are vir-

tual simulations created to imitate many of

the system transactions that end users pro-

cess while doing their daily job functions.

The simulations are so close to actually

being in the SAP 6.0 system, it is difficult

for end users to tell the difference. By fol-

lowing step-by-step guided instructions,

end users get a chance to practice within a

training environment that has the same

look and feel as the real system. The simu-

lations are created by a product called

RWD Info Pak. Using RWD Info Pak you

can create procedural documentation

automatically. A content developer simply

runs a business task in the application soft-

ware that is being documented. RWD Info

Pak captures each step, and then converts

the process into professionally formatted

documentation. Documents can then be

printed and used for training and refer-

ence purposes, or published to our Web-

based online help system through which

users can quickly access the most current

support documentation. View our simula-

tions at: http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/

erpdb/brite/onlinelibrary/sims/index.html 

ONLINE TRAINING LIBRARY

All face-to-face training and Elluminate

Live! sessions offer training manuals for

end users to reference after training has

completed and they are back at their work

locations. However, with an implementa-

tion of this magnitude, system changes,

new configuration, and the application of

additional transactions require constant

updating of training material. Our online

training library enables us to offer the most

current up-to-date material for all BRITE

training courses. These courses are stored

as either .pdf files or PowerPoint presenta-

tions. View our online training library at:

http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/erpdb/brite/

onlinelibrary/ 

WORK INSTRUCTIONS

The BRITE work instructions are located

on our interactive Web site and are

designed to help end users with work-

related tasks right at their own desktops.

The detailed work instructions can be

accessed by either Process (finance, bud-

get, purchasing), Role (budgetkeeper, cafe-

teria manager, grant monitor, etc.), or
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Transaction (a specific transaction that is

conducted inside SAP 6.0). Work instruc-

tions can be displayed as either a cue card

without screen shots, or as work instruc-

tions in .html or .pdf formats that display

accompanying screen shots. These work

instructions constitute a complete online

library of just-in-time reference guides for

all of the finance modules implemented in

SAP 6.0. View our work instructions at:

http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/infopak/

nav/ 

BRITE LITES AND

ESS RESIDENT EXPERTS

How does the sixth-largest school dis-

trict in the nation build capacity and exper-

tise throughout the organization after the

implementation of an IT project of this

magnitude? A common factor in successful

large scale software implementations is

providing a combination of adequate train-

ing and support to end users. All of the

SAP 6.0 end users received quality train-

ing, but they also needed a solid support

system. Part of the support system was our

BRITE Support Center, but the project also

needed to provide “go to” people in the

field in addition to the support center.

These “go to” individuals were called

BRITE LITES (Leaders in Training, Educa-

tion, and Support), and were selected for

each 28 school zones and major depart-

ment areas. In addition to performing their

normal job and providing 12 months of

support to other end users in their zone or

department, BRITE LITES participated in

pilot training and testing. 

The BRITE team engaged approxi-

mately 275 BRITE LITES and through

training and support created a learning

community that uses the interactive Web

site as a tool to communicate with their

cadre of trained professionals. An entire

page has been dedicated to informing the

school district about the BRITE LITES pro-

gram, a listing of the current BRITE LITES

by zone, and monthly BRITE LITES

updates. View our BRITE LITES Web page

at http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/brite/

lights/members.htm

BRITE PAY CALCULATORS

While SAP 6.0 enabled the implementa-

tion of a fully integrated financial system,

it also required the school district to

change its practice of paying employees in

advance of actual days worked. By imple-

menting a “Perpetual Calendar” that

crosses over fiscal years without interrup-

tion and is not tied to the school calendar,

pay periods consist of 14 calendar days

and are always paid on the Friday after the

pay period ends. This is a significant

advantage for district employees because

the pay schedule will remain con-

stant—even during holiday breaks, and is

predictable for years to come. By combin-

ing the Perpetual Calendar with an “All

Days Paid” payroll concept, the district is

establishing regular pay periods with con-

sistent pay dates every other Friday. This

system benefits all employees by creating a

standard payroll system across the district

which pays employees for the work they

have already performed, and not in

advance, as was the previous practice.

We were now faced with the task of

educating and enabling employees to

determine what their first three paychecks

in the new financial system would be

under the Perpetual Calendar and All Days

Paid concepts. Again we used our interac-

tive Web site to create a Web application

programming interface (API), a pay calcu-

lator; where individuals selected their

yearly calendar, and by placing their

annual salary into the calculator, deter-

mined their gross pay for those three pay

periods. The payroll calculator provided

comfort, relief, and acceptance of a new

payroll system within the knowledge that

users could determine whether the system

paid them correctly. See the payroll calcu-

lator screen in Figure 1. 
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REMEDY INCIDENT

MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

Remedy Incident Management System

is an escalation tool that helps to monitor,

track, and react to high priority items

resulting from project implementation. Its

Web-based functionality enables multiple

personnel to work on incident tickets

simultaneously through task assignments

and sign-offs. Multiple users can be situ-

ated anytime, anywhere there is an Inter-

net connection, and immediately become

part of the resolution team. Implementing

this incident management system is an

Information Technology Infrastructure

Library (ITIL) best practice for resolving

end user requests for service and restoring

normal service operation as quickly as pos-

sible in the event of an interruption. Using

this tool, the BRITE project was able to

ensure the best use of resources in support

of the success of end users and the school

district, to develop and maintain meaning-

ful records of all incidents, and to devise

and apply a consistent approach to all

reported incidents. Incident management

included incident detection and recording,

classification of incidents and initial sup-

port, investigation and diagnosis, resolu-

tion and recovery, incident closure, and

incident ownership, monitoring, tracking,

and communication. By utilizing this inci-

dent resolution technology tool, BCPS was

able to focus on the end user and collect

rich data for use in developing processes

that preempt interruptions to service or

process errors that result in calls for assis-

tance.

BLACKBOARD ACADEMIC SUITE

The BRITE project utilized the district-

wide licensing of the Blackboard Academic

Suite to deliver online courses for profes-

sional development opportunities, training

staff on SAP 6.0 functionalities relating to

the roles of budgetkeeper, requisitioner,

payroll contact, human resource action

processor, and employee self service (ESS).

Figure 1. BRITE Pay Calculator.
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All 40,000 BCPS employees needed to learn

how to access and use ESS to update their

personal (including banking information)

and payment records. With gasoline prices

still uncomfortably high, and with school

and department-based personnel increas-

ingly unable to leave their work locations,

our school district professionals were look-

ing to distance learning as the means to

access the information they needed to con-

tinue to conduct their business.

Blackboard Academic Suite was the

platform used for the projects eLearning

courses. The eLearning approach facili-

tated end users in becoming familiar with

the pre-requisites necessary prior to their

face-to-face training. It enabled everyone

to be on an even playing field when they

arrived at the training lab. With its man-

agement system, the district was able to

account for all individuals who were

required to participate in preparatory

training. It enabled the BRITE project to

increase districtwide adoption of the SAP

6.0 “technology” implementation by using

a “technology” tool in training, drive stu-

dent engagement by offering training at

the convenience of the end user, securely

share and collaborate around content

across the school district, and meet diverse

needs and various learning styles of our

staff. Visit our Broward County Blackboard

Virtual Community at: http://broward

.blackboard.com/webapps/portal/

frameset.jsp

ELLUMINATE LIVE!

Elluminate Live! is the electronic tool we

used to reach the large volume of individu-

als needing just-in-time training. The soft-

ware application puts the instructor in one

place, the end users elsewhere—wherever

it is convenient—and then the training

begins. The software is compatible with all

platforms, and the technology enables ses-

sions to be recorded for future viewing.

With limited training labs and trainers,

Elluminate enabled the district to:

• add live interaction to distance educa-

tion, where trainers can be seen and

heard while demonstrating lessons dur-

ing a real-time online class;

• extend the boundaries of the physical

training classroom;

• engage more students in more ways,

training hundreds of end users simulta-

neously;

• promote active learning by enabling

end users to take over the desktop to

demonstrate their problems, use the

chat and audio features to participate in

discussions, and watch instruction con-

ducted on one computer while doing

their own work on another computer

• create reusable learning objects through

its recording functionality;

• foster social networking with partici-

pants;

• connect individuals in a blended envi-

ronment, synchronously with each

other and the trainer while being at any

location convenient to them; and

• enhance collaboration with trainers, as

trainers watched other trainers in the

delivery of instruction.

In a concerted effort to identify and

resolve end user issues resulting from the

implementation of SAP 6.0, the BRITE

Organizational Change Management

Team utilized the incidents recorded

through the Remedy Incident Manage-

ment system, with questions posted on the

Training Blog, to deliver just-in-time Ellu-

minate sessions offering solutions to these

specifically reported concerns. Elluminate

sessions enabled the project team to

deliver training to literally hundreds of

people at one time, demonstrating solu-

tions to frequently asked questions, in a

manner that could be archived and

reviewed over and over again. Please visit

our recorded Elluminate sessions at:

• http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/brite/

HR/ess.html



Volume 6, Issue 1 Distance Learning 19

• http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/brite/

HR/mss.html

• http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/brite/

payroll/ 

BRITE TRAINING BLOG 

Blogging is sweeping the Internet. It is

estimated that there are at least 8 million

blogs in the United States alone, 32.5 mil-

lion worldwide. Most of those blogs are

individual diaries, but many businesses

have started their own blogs. The BRITE

project is just one of those businesses, insti-

tuting its BRITE Training Blog!

A blog (a contraction for Web Log) is

basically a program that once installed on

your Web site, enables you to simply type

into a form and, when you press submit, it

is automatically and immediately

uploaded to the Web. It is a quick and easy

way to publish our content to the Web.

Although the Web has always provided a

platform for expression, blogs have

removed many of the technical and finan-

cial barriers that existed previously. Blogs

enable anyone, both technical experts and

casual browsers, to write Web pages and

publish them for other Internet users to

see. 

Blogging is an easy-to-use yet struc-

tured communications medium, not only

for personal use but also as a business

development tool. In many ways, blogs are

the embodiment of the Web 2.0 concept,

because they are representative of the evo-

lution from the technological focus of the

Web 1.0; into a business medium, where

the technology is a means of delivery. Our

Training Blog provided the business ser-

vices, independence, and collective intelli-

gence that our training staff needed, in a

lightweight interface that is flexible

enough for our business model.

Use of our Training Blog delivered sig-

nificant benefits to the training and sup-

port team throughout the duration of the

BRITE project:

• Our blog made it incredibly easy to pub-

lish to the Web by simply typing and

pressing submit.

• Our blog was a very inexpensive way to

publish to the Web. Once our blog was

established; anyone, even the most

technologically challenged, was able to

create blog entries. There was no longer

the need to pay an outside contractor an

hourly rate or ask our IT guy to create a

Web page for us.

• Blogging was a fast way to publish, we

simply typed and hit submit.  

• Blogging was immediate. There was no

more waiting for our webmaster to get

around to making changes to our

site. We were literally able to react on a

moment-by-moment basis with our

blog, putting our point of view on a cri-

sis or other issue for the trainers to view

immediately.

• Our blog was used for a wide variety of

content. We were not confined to writ-

ing about one thing. The possibilities

were endless. Our Training Blog

enhanced collaboration and informa-

tion exchange within the organization.

• Our Training Blog was great for commu-

nicating within our organization (our

blog was not open to be public). This,

plus its ease of use, made it a great

source for internal communications,

project tracking, issue resolution, and so

on.

Like e-mail, blogs are now moving into

mainstream business services, and it is

important to establish good practice for

their planning, deployment, and manage-

ment, because business tools deliver

increased productivity only if you imple-

ment them effectively. Our blog offered an

immediate, impromptu, and simple means

of expressing project ideas that a trainer

could publish for others to read. Unlike

instant messaging (IM), these ideas have a

permanent location, which is accessible by

any number of people, all of whom can

respond with their own ideas. These post-
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ings were not as intrusive as using either

IM or e-mail messages, because our train-

ers were able to pick the time that best

suited them to look at our blog. The BRITE

Training Blog also negated the necessity

for sending bulk e-mail. Our blog displays

content in chronological order, so users

were able to review the thread of a discus-

sion with a greater degree of ease and cer-

tainty than is available with e-mail.

All project managers know that the key

to success is communication. Often, project

communication is independent of other

project documentation. The use of our

Training Blog centralized all documenta-

tion and provided a structured repository

for current discussion; and an archive,

when project elements finished. Our Train-

ing blog provided a shared space for public

project notices and notes, a discussion

forum for project planning, and an ongo-

ing resource for the life of the project,

which captured the decision-making pro-

cesses throughout the project life cycle.

Used as an ongoing project notice and dis-

cussion board, our Training Blog provided

an invaluable tool for project and training

management. Visit our BRITE Training

Blog at http://briteupdates.blogspot.com/ 

CAMTASIA

Camtasia Studio allowed the training

and support team to capture SAP pro-

cesses conducted on a computer screen,

and then shares them as videos to anyone,

anywhere. Camtasia Studio was used to

develop everything from training videos to

PowerPoint presentations and made them

look better and accessible to more people.

We were able to record whatever we

wanted and then we edited and enhanced

it to clarify and amplify our message. We

were then able to place our creation any-

where, on our Web site or blog.

Camtasia Studio captured videos of

anything on our screen, whether demon-

strating a form or a process within the sys-

tem, with no compromise between quality

and file size. Its compression technology

gave us perfect-quality recordings and

compact file sizes. Even when a presenta-

tion was recorded, allowing viewers to see

the speaker in a video screen, helped cre-

ate a human connection. We were able to

aim a webcam at the presenter and Camta-

sia Studio captured and synchronized that

video with the screen recording.

Our next steps in using the Camtasia

Studio application is to align it with the

Archos 604 WIFI handheld video player to

upload all training material, Elluminate

sessions, and video tutorials for anywhere,

anytime access to important SAP 6.0 con-

tent. View some featured videos at: 

• http://web.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/erptv/

video/Dont%20Guess_Reset%202/

Dont%20Guess_Reset%202.html 

• http://web.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/erptv/

video/news/Settings%20Video%202/

Setting%20Check%20for%20Using

%20SAP2.html

• http://web.broward.k12.fl.us/erp/erptv/

video/website%20tour%20with%20

betty%20brite%20flash/Website%20tour

%20with%20Betty%20BRITEflash.html 

LANDESK

LANDesk delivers cost-effective sys-

tems, security, and process management

solutions that help IT teams automate and

simplify the management of desktops, serv-

ers, and mobile devices. Our training and

support center staff utilized the software

package to offer problem resolutions for

end users participating in the SAP 6.0 imple-

mentation. Having the ability to take over

the desktops of our end users, the staff

immediately identified errors in process

and was able to correct those errors through

demonstration. LANDesk has increased our

productivity, decreased our time of call clo-

sure, minimized our down time, and has

saved us significant time and money. Our

support center personnel are now able to

provide faster and more efficient customer
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service, which has freed them to concen-

trate on more in-depth and time consuming

projects. LANDesk has changed the way we

work, allowing our customer service ana-

lysts to be better partners with our end

users, prove to them the value of the soft-

ware, and be more proactive in creating and

easily deploying solutions that help the

BRITE project succeed. The remote control

feature has turned out to be not only a prac-

tical way of fixing problems, but also a very

efficient and cost-effective e-learning tool.

There are so many things we do with

LANDesk that it has become the single most

useful tool in our arsenal. This online busi-

ness tool helped us resolve support and ser-

vice issues more quickly than we had

previously been able to do, while empow-

ering end users to actively participate in

solving support issues.

COMMUNICATING ACROSS BROWARD 

(CAB) CONFERENCES (E-MAIL)

The CAB e-mail System is built on First-

Class, a leading communication platform

for education. With its unique architecture,

accessibility, scalability, reliability and secu-

rity features, FirstClass provides a stable

and more efficient solution for the needs of

Broward County. The CAB System pro-

vides users with the ability to effectively

communicate and share information any-

time, anyplace, through e-mail, conferenc-

ing, calendars, and instant messaging.

The BRITE Organizational Change

Management team utilized our district-

wide e-mail system to organize confer-

ences within the system. End users would

be placed into the appropriate conferences

to receive the news and updates specific to

their role in the SAP 6.0 system. These con-

ferences became a repository of critical

information needed for end users to suc-

cessfully complete their job functions in

the new SAP 6.0 system. New e-mails are

red-flagged so that end users know what

was currently residing for their review. 

LESSONS LEARNED AND

MOVING FORWARD

Web 1.0 was the movement that took place

during the beginning of the Internet. At

that point, the primary use of the Internet

was to take print media and post it online.

Web 1.0 saw books, news, music and

everything else being moved into a digital

format. After all these data were posted

online, the online community began to

look for ways to share it all. Here entered

Web 2.0, which aims to enhance creativity,

information sharing, collaboration and

functionality of the Web. One of the most

adopted solutions involves the idea of

social networking to create a community.

Using our Web site and other distance

learning technologies, the Organizational

Change Management Team and the Train-

ing and Support Center staff hope to fur-

ther develop this sense of community for

our SAP 6.0 district end users. In addition,

we promote each community member to

be responsible for contributing informa-

tion to the rest of the users. Some profess

that where Web 1.0 was “read-only,” and

Web 2.0 is “read-write,” Web 3.0 will be

“read-write-execute.” With data online

thanks to Web 1.0, and with sites able to

share data through social networks (Web

2.0), the next obvious direction is to do

something with this massive amount of

data we have available. A common way of

viewing the potential for Web 3.0 is the use

of the Internet as a platform where we will

see the data being integrated and applying

it into innovative ways that were never

possible before. 
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Distance Learning

Library Services

Keeping Up With the Times

Simone Primus

INTRODUCTION

ibraries are vital components of

academic institutions. Davis-

Underwood and Lee (as cited in

Cain & Lockee, 2002) indicate use of library

services contributes to academic success

and student retention. For students learn-

ing at a distance, library services become

even more vital since local access to

resources may be unavailable. The rise in

the number of institutions participating in

distance education reflects an increasing

demand for distance library services. The

American Library’s Association of College

and Research Libraries (ACRL) recently

released its revised Standards for Distance

Learning Library Services. The standards

are built on the principle of Access Entitle-

ment whereby “Direct human access must

be made available to the distance learning

community through instruction, interac-

tion, and intervention from library person-

nel” (ACRL, Bill of Rights section, para. 2).

Library services must be available to dis-

tance learners regardless of their location. 

Libraries provide access to resources as

well as instruction on locating, accessing,

evaluating, and using resources success-

fully. Striving to meet the information and

research needs of its distance learners,

libraries “ensure that the distance learning

community has access to library materials

equivalent to those provided in traditional

settings” (ACRL, Resources section, para.

1). These resources should be sufficient to

fulfill assignments, to support curricular

needs, to meet teaching and research

needs, and to facilitate the acquisition of

lifelong learning skills. In support of dis-

tance learners, libraries provide rapid, reli-

able, and secure access to electronic

resources such as full-text catalogs and

databases of scholarly journals, books, dis-

sertations, newspapers, and eBooks. Docu-

ment delivery and inter-library loan

services are available where full-text access

is not, allowing distance learners to receive

their information in a timely manner.

Additionally, distance librarians help learn-
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ers identify local libraries from which they

may receive service.

Resource availability is only part of

what libraries are about. A major compo-

nent of library service is ensuring users can

effectively access and use these resources.

Distance libraries provide the human side

of resources referred to by Simonson,

Smaldino, Albright, and Zvacek (2004). The

remainder of this article describes how dis-

tance libraries personalize and provide

service through the use of various infor-

mation communication technologies.

REMOTE ACCESS AND THE

PERSONAL TOUCH

PERSONAL COMMUNICATION

Distance library staff has several options

for communicating personally with dis-

tance learners. Instant messenger (IM),

chat, or online conferencing software are

commonplace. The Kreitzberg Library at

Norwich University, for example, uses

Meebo to chat with students from several

instant messaging services such as Yahoo!,

AOL, MSN, and Google Talk. Ask a Librar-

ian is a service designed to provide real-

time assistance to users at a distance. Ask a

Librarian services vary, however, depend-

ing on the institution or organization pro-

viding the service. Some offer a toll-free

number for phone assistance, and most

offer live text chat and 24-hour e-mail

response. In Florida for example, Ask a

Librarian is a statewide service and users

may connect with librarians outside their

institution as librarians from around the

state staff the service. Clicking on the “Ask”

icon on library Web sites will usually take

the user to a page where they can begin

chatting via text or to instructions on how

to contact the library staff. In addition to

chat services, distance libraries provide

webinars and individual instruction to stu-

dents via telephone and online conferenc-

ing software such as WebEx and

Elluminate. 

PODCASTS

Distance libraries also use a variety of

information communication technologies

in providing services to remote indepen-

dent learners. Audio and video streaming

is used to provide library orientation,

information and instruction. The George

C. Gordon Library at Worcester Polytech-

nic Institute produces “Library Audio to

Go,” a podcast focusing on specific infor-

mation resources and topics related to

library research. The Sheridan Libraries

from Johns Hopkins University offer pod-

casts with computer tips, a lecture series

with visiting authors and other profession-

als, library news, and a tour of the library

facility. Podcasts are useful for distance

learners who can take learning with them,

wherever they go.

RESEARCH GUIDES AND TUTORIALS

Research guides and tutorials are

another means of communicating with

and instructing students. These electronic

help pages can provide subject guides or

resource lists, instruction on how to con-

duct research, instruction on using data-

bases and Web resources, help on locating

books and articles, information on plagia-

rism and copyright, and help with citations

and style guides. Many libraries offer

access to electronic tools such as Research-

Soft and EndNote to assist with compiling

bibliographies. Distance libraries use tools

such as Captivate to capture, create, and

demonstrate how to use such applications.

Tutorial presentations vary from fully text-

based to completely interactive with the

use of audiovisual media and can be

accessed via the library Web site. 

In addition to working with students,

distance librarians “work collaboratively

with teaching faculty in distance-delivered

programs to integrate information literacy

into courses and programs in order to fos-

ter lifelong learning skills” (ACRL, Man-

agement section). Research tutorials can be

part of distance coursework delivered syn-
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chronously using conferencing software

such as Elluminate or asynchronously

delivered via a library Web site or a course

management system. At Nova Southeast-

ern University, distance doctoral students

complete several library research modules

linked within WebCT. 

LIBRARY 2.0

Rainie (2006) discussed three characteris-

tics of digital natives that have significant

implications for libraries. First, digital

natives, born with access to technology,

take for granted the ability to access and

share information from multiple sources

using multiple devices. Second, for this

social group, “conversations, research, and

learning never end” (Rainie, 2006). Third,

digital natives hope for assistance when-

ever they need it, including help from

librarians. Embracing change and respond-

ing to the needs of this new learner, many

libraries are moving “from the traditional

library as place and toward a more ubiqui-

tous presence, striving to meet users where

they are” (Mathews, 2007, p. 83). Distance

learners are served in this effort through

Library 2.0 or libraries use of blogs, wikis,

social bookmarking, social networking

sites, and virtual worlds. The Library 2.0

focus is on community and user-created

content. The remainder of this article

explores some of the tools academic librar-

ies are using to engage distance learners

while providing them the resources they

need to be successful.

BLOGS AND WIKIS

Many distance libraries are using blogs

as a timely communication tool to inform

patrons about events in the library, to pro-

vide news on updated resources, to solicit

feedback, and even as subject guides to

assist researchers. Northwestern Univer-

sity Library blog keeps patrons current

with library news, and the Virginia Com-

monwealth University has a library sug-

gestion box within their blog where

patrons can make their voices heard in

library related issues. Ohio University

Library’s business blog provides tips,

tricks, and tools for the business researcher.

Blogs generally allow users to add com-

ments to blog postings, which is another

way for patrons and library staff to com-

municate. Bloggers have the advantage of

subscribing to the site’s RSS feed to be sure

they receive updates instantaneously.

A wiki is a Web page that can be edited

by users generally without the need for

special software. This feature makes the

Wiki an ideal tool for librarians to maintain

subject guides. As sources become dated, it

is easy to remove them from the listing and

just as easy to add new references. Addi-

tionally librarians or users can add descrip-

tive annotations to assist other users in

their searches. In addition to its blog, the

Ohio University Library maintains the Biz

Wiki, a general collection of business infor-

mation resources. Biz Wiki provides

research guides specific to business as well

as information on specific business refer-

ence books, journals, Web sites, and data-

bases. Video tutorials on how to search the

business databases are also available. Users

have the ability to add resources of their

choosing to the wiki making it a rich com-

munity resource. The Ohio University

Business librarian uses Digsby chat and a

Twitter tracker on the wiki page to keep in

touch with users.

SOCIAL BOOKMARKING 

Social bookmarking Web sites allow

Internet users to store, organize, and share

their saved Web pages with others. As users

save a Web page, they assign a descriptive

word(s) or tag(s) to the page, which is then

organized by these tags. If users make their

bookmarks public, their tags join other

users’ tags. The most popular tags often

appear in a visual display known as a tag

cloud, with the more popular tags having

larger font sizes. Clicking on any tag allows

a user to see what Web sites others have



Volume 6, Issue 1 Distance Learning 25

tagged for that particular word. In discuss-

ing social bookmarking’s application to

higher education, Alexander (2006) notes,

“Pedagogical applications stem from their

affordance of collaborative information dis-

covery” (Projects and Practices section,

para. 4). The University of Pennsylvania’s

library created PennTags, which “enable

users to bookmark and tag books, articles,

web sites, papers from the web, as well as

library cataloging records” (Kroski, 2007, p.

101). Users of PennTags open themselves to

a wealth of resources to support their aca-

demic endeavors while engaging in collab-

orative research. The Berkman Center for

Internet and Society at Harvard Law School

maintains a similar site for their community

called the H20 Playlist. 

SOCIAL NETWORKS

Two other social networking areas

where academic libraries are making their

presence known are on MySpace and Face-

Book. MySpace users personalize their

Web page with descriptions and pictures of

themselves. They can link to friends, leave

messages, upload music, and connect with

people of similar interests. According to

the FaceBook Web site, users can connect

with people who work, study, and live

around them. Users can learn about the

people they meet through networking

with groups organized around a company,

school, or region. They can share links,

photos, and videos. The Perry-Castaneda

Library at the University of Texas at Austin

hosts a MySpace page. It gives information

about the library, upcoming events, library

tutorials, place to contact the librarians,

and of course a place for friends of the

library to connect. Wesley College’s Face-

Book page gives users subject specific user

guides, research tips, citation help, and

more. 

THE VIRTUAL LIBRARY

Second Life is a 3D virtual world where

users can simulate many of the things they

do in the real world such as explore, create,

socialize, shop, gamble, and take classes.

They can also fly and teleport, things not

yet possible in the real world. A recent

check of SimTeach’s wiki of institutions

and organizations in Second Life lists over

141 universities, colleges, and schools from

around the world with a presence in Sec-

ond Life (SimTeach, 2008). What are they

doing there? Kay and FitzGerald (2008)

lists 32 categories of education uses for Sec-

ond Life, but essentially Second Life is a

place for simulation, visualization, and cre-

ative collaboration. Distance learning

library services fit in several categories as

they provide presentations, panels and

discussions, training and skills develop-

ment, tutorials, displays and exhibits, vir-

tual tours, book discussions, and reference

services. 

There are 14 islands in Second Life coor-

dinated by the Second Life Library 2.0

project. Most of the academic libraries are

located in Cybrary City 1 and Cybrary City

2. The McMaster University Libraries offer

research assistance in real time through

their Second Life avatars that staff the help

desk or through IM and e-mail. The San

Jose State University School of Library and

Information Science uses Second Life as a

place for their distance students to experi-

ment with teaching and learning in virtual

environments, and for offering virtual

library services. They also support the

entire Second Life community by offering

a place for Second Lifers to come and learn

about the in world of Second Life.

CONCLUSION

Changes in technology allow distance

learners to interact more closely with their

learning community. Distance learning

libraries are taking advantage of these

same technologies to reach out to students

and faculty to satisfy their need for infor-

mation and instruction. In responding to

the needs of the new digital learner, librar-

ies are no longer place-based. Instead, they
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are striving to meet the distance-learning

credo of any time, any place, taking their

services to the user wherever they may be. 
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Digital Storytelling

Using Photo Story 3 to Create Digital Stories

Duysevi Karan-Miyar

INTRODUCTION

torytelling is the original form of

teaching (Pedersen, 1995). It is a sim-

ple but powerful method to help

students to make sense of the complex and

unordered world of experience by crafting

storylines (Bruner, 1990; Gils, 2005).

Although storytelling is not new, the idea

of digital storytelling is new (Meadows,

2003).

Within the last 10 years, digital cameras,

editing software, authoring tools and elec-

tronic media outlets have encouraged

teachers to utilize many more approaches

and tools than ever before to help students

to construct their own knowledge and

ideas to present and share them more

effectively (Standley, 2003). One of these

powerful approaches to multimedia pro-

duction is digital storytelling. 

The Digital Storytelling Association

(2002) describes Digital Storytelling as:

A modern expression of the ancient art of

storytelling. Throughout history, story-

telling has been used to share knowledge,

wisdom, and values. Stories have taken

many different forms. Stories have been

adapted to each successive medium that

has emerged, from the circle of the camp-

fire to the silver screen, and now the com-

puter screen.

Gils (2005) suggested many advantages

of using digital storytelling in education: to

provide more variation than traditional

methods in current practice; to personalize

learning experience; to make explanation

or the practicing of certain topics more

compelling; to create real life situations in

an easy and cheaper way; and to improve

the involvement of students in the process

of learning.

Teachers usually need assistance to

develop the nature of teaching and learn-

ing through any particular application of

digital technologies that may result in a

shift in technology utilization. By provid-

ing a clear picture of what and how teach-

ers and students use digital storytelling,

much can be learned to facilitate meaning-

ful integration of the technology into K-12

schools.

Within the last few years, a variety of

nonlinear applications have become avail-

able that can be used in the creation of
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classroom digital stories. One of these

applications is Microsoft Photo Story 3 for

Windows. Photo Story is available for free

and helps students create video stories

from their photos that are captured using a

digital camera or downloaded from the

Web. In a few simple steps, students can

import and edit their photos one at a time,

insert titles, record narration, add back-

ground music, specify locations for zoom-

ing and panning and add visual and

transition effects. 

Students can talk about a photo as much

or as little as they like. When they are

done, they click the mouse button to go to

the next photo. The authoring task is done

when they complete the last photo. Stu-

dents can then save their stories in WMV

(Windows Media Video) format and use

any program that plays WMV files, such as

Windows Media Player, to playback their

stories.

Since creating a digital story requires

skills and concepts that teachers need to

teach, teachers must introduce their stu-

dents to the digital storytelling concept,

equipment, and software resources

required to develop digital stories. Teach-

ers must show the students how to use the

digital camera, the scanner or Google

Images to get pictures and import them to

Photo Story with text and audio. In addi-

tion, sample digital stories should be com-

pleted by the teachers to provide first hand

Table 1. Robin’s Approach to Creating and Integrating Digital Stories

Steps Procedures

1. Define, collect and decide • Select a topic for your digital story

• Create a folder on the desktop where you can store the materials 

you find

• Search for image resources for your story, including: pictures, 

drawings, photographs, maps, charts, etc.

• Try to locate audio resources such as music, speeches, interviews, 

and sound effects

• Try to find informational content, which might come from web 

sites, word processed documents, or PowerPoint slides

• Begin thinking of the purpose of your story

2. Select, import and create • Select the images you would like to use for your digital story

• Select the audio you would like to use for your digital story

• Select the content and text you would like to use for your digital 

story

• Import images into Photo Story

• Import audio into Photo Story

• Modify number of images and/or image order, if necessary

3. Decide, write, record and finalize • Decide on the purpose and point of view of your digital story

• Write a script that will be used as narration in your digital story 

AND provides the purpose and point of view you have chosen

• Use a computer microphone and record the narration of your 

script

• Import the narration into Photo Story

• Finalize your digital story by saving it as a Windows Media Video 

(WMV) file

4. Demonstrate, evaluate and replicate • Show your digital story to your peers

• Gather feedback about how the story could be improved, 

expanded and used in your classroom

• Help other groups how to create their own digital story

Source: Robin (2005).
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experience in exactly what the students

would be expected to complete. 

Robin’s (2005) four-step approach to cre-

ating and integrating digital stories into

learning can assist teachers to help groups

of students create, review and evaluate

their stories (Table 1).

Hence, by providing a clear picture of

how teachers and students can use digital

storytelling, much can be learned to facili-

tate meaningful integration of the technol-

ogy into the curriculum. In addition,

teachers can gain a clearer picture and a

better understanding of the impact of digi-

tal storytelling on student learning for

their teaching and learning tasks. Digital

storytelling is particularly useful for pro-

moting independent learning, motivating

students, extending/enriching the curricu-

lum of the more able, and promoting

explanation, interpretation, and personal

viewpoint. 
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Engaging Online High 

School Students with the 

use of ClassLive Pro 

Powered by Elluminate

Gail Y. Green

INTRODUCTION

t is often suggested that distance edu-

cation is too impersonal to keep the

attention of high school students.

Although Internet-based or online distance

education has been more prevalent in

post-secondary institutions, virtual high

schools are starting to flourish on the Inter-

net as an alternative delivery system for K-

12 education (Berman & Tinker, 1997;

Roblyer, 1999). Typically, the rationale for

online learning in K-12 schools is different

from that of higher education. AWESOME

Often, online education in K-12 schools

focuses on expanding course offerings for

students who are at risk, home-schooled,

rural, or who have disabilities, or on pro-

viding access to educational resources and

expertise unavailable in remote or rural

areas (Mills, 2002). Berman and Tinker

(1997) further contend that schools’ pri-

mary motivations seem to center on offer-

ing effective, affordable course options to

high-ability, at-risk, home-schooled, rural,

and disabled students.

Course management systems (CMS) pro-

vide virtual environments for distance

teaching and e-learning. They support crit-

ical functions of online instruction and

course administration. For many educa-

tional institutions, the majority of distance

courses use online asynchronous tools in

conjunction with synchronous text chat or

streaming video. With asynchronous dis-

tance education programs, students often

experience a feeling of isolation. Through-

out their program, students have to work

mostly on their own, with little contact with

other students and instructors. This isola-

tion can be a serious detriment to learning

for many. Interactions between students

and instructors, as well as student-to-stu-

dent interaction, greatly enhance distance
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education by improving student attitudes

and motivation, increasing completion of

coursework, yielding better performance

on tests and greater retention. Moreover,

the increased interaction provides a sense of

community to the students.

Research in distance education contin-

ues to emphasize the importance of interac-

tion for effective learning and teaching.

Previously, technologies that increase inter-

action have been expensive, difficult to use,

and not often utilized. With the advances of

technology and the all-pervading nature of

the Internet, distance education has

changed. It is now easy and cost-effective to

incorporate interactive instruction using a

new model of distributed learning that

combines asynchronous online learning

with online synchronous tools. Synchro-

nous collaboration software, such as virtual

classrooms, allow for real-time interaction

with students and instructors. A model,

which combines both asynchronous and

synchronous education to connect stu-

dents, instructors, and educational content

in live online learning communities, is the

ideal solution. The desired outcome of

using these synchronous communication

tools is to add value of real-time interaction

that once was mostly text content. Synchro-

nous interaction has many benefits to stu-

dents and instructors, providing immediate

feedback to and from the students and

instructors; it replicates a traditional class-

room; reduces the feeling of isolation; cre-

ates a forum for student collaborate at any

time; creates a sense of community among

learners; provides motivation to the stu-

dents; and it is a new technology that

increases student technical aptitude.

THE USE OF THE ECOLLEGE 

SOLUTION—CLASSLIVE PRO AT 

GWINNETT COUNTY ONLINE 

CAMPUS

Gwinnett County Online Campus

(GCOC), part of the largest public school

system in Georgia, Gwinnett County Pub-

lic Schools (GCPS) was a direct outgrowth

of the need to use the Internet for the

expansion of instructional resources for

high school students. The initial involve-

ment in providing its students with dis-

tance learning opportunities began in 1998.

The flexibility and availability of offering

its students online classes has continued to

grow since. In 2006, GCOC had an enroll-

ment of over 3,000 students. The virtual

high school’s students have varied learn-

ing types, ranging from homebound learn-

ers to students seeking accelerated classes.

In addition, nearly half of GCOC’s student

population enrolled for the credit recovery

opportunities provided by the virtual

school. GCOC has served its online high

school students with eCollege eLearning

solutions since 1999. With the desire for

synchronous technology that could more

closely mirror traditional face-to-face com-

munication, providing a critical oral com-

ponent for courses like foreign languages,

mathematics, science and computer appli-

cations, every student enrolled in a GCOC

class experiences the real-time environ-

ment of ClassLive Pro, powered by Ellumi-

nate. Teachers engage their students on the

first day of class by giving their orientation

presentations as a live Web conference.

This is an excellent way to demonstrate the

use of the tools, review class expectations

and allow students to ask questions and

receive an immediate response.

CLASSLIVE PRO FEATURES

ClassLive Pro is supported by Ellumi-

nate, a leader in synchronous tools for live

Web conferencing and e-learning solu-

tions. It is a live voice-over-Internet

Protocol (VoIP) and video conferencing

tool for the eCollege platform version of

Elluminate Live! The ClassLive Pro tool

allows teachers to display the class sylla-

bus and other important information on

an interactive whiteboard or as a Power-

Point presentation that can be seen by

every student logged into their course.
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ClassLive Pro helps GCOC leverage the

flexibility of e-learning’s asynchronous

environment, but still allows students and

instructors to create a forum for synchro-

nous feedback. As teachers review the

tasks and topics required throughout the

term, students can ask questions using

their microphones or other tools in the

chat window. Table 1 presents a list of

ClassLive Pro features.

GCOC personalizes the online class-

room student experience with ClassLive

Pro’s VoIP and video capabilities to

engage its students who enroll in its

online learning program. The students in

GCOC’s fully online classes are able to see

and hear their teachers during scheduled

class sessions. Using ClassLive Pro pro-

vides a highly interactive element to all

online courses. The live video and voice

conferences draw students into a commu-

nity of online learners. Once students feel

part of a larger community, they are

engaged more fully in the learning pro-

cess. Thus, ClassLive Pro creates the link

most students need for success in online

education.

EXTENDING LEARNING WITH 

SYNCHRONOUS CONFERENCE TOOLS

Using extended learning with the syn-

chronous conference tools allows online

instructors to see and hear their students

in an entirely virtual classroom. Online

programs that have used synchronous

models have not often used voice as part of

the learning model. Often this is because

teleconferencing all the students and

instructors together is troublesome and

quite expensive. However, the new solu-

tions feature built in VoIP eliminating the

need for a telephone, and interaction with

students is done completely over an Inter-

net-connected computer equipped with a

microphone and speakers (or headset).

The added voice component provides

increased human interaction, increasing

meaning and understanding through a

user’s tone of voice. It also increases sense

of “community,” provides an effective and

efficient communication vehicle, and offers

flexibility in responding and interacting, as

well as multiple methods to interact with

students with differing learning styles.

Table 1. ClassLive Pro’s Voice Over Internet Protocol (VoIP)

ClassLive Pro Features

     Communications Features

     Text Chat

     Closing Captioning

     Voice over Internet Protocol

     Video

Content Delivery Features

     Whiteboard

     Graphing Calculator

     Application Sharing

     Multimedia (play movies)

     Web Tours

Classroom Management

     Polling, Hand Raising, Stepped out, etc.

     Recordings

     Moderator ESP

     Cross Platform/Low Bandwidth Support

     Breakout Rooms

     Quiz Manager
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Historically, these tools have involved

simple elements for real-time communica-

tion such as a whiteboard and chat, but

they have continued to evolve. Today’s

synchronous tools include new features,

such as application sharing, online polling,

breakout rooms, and VoIP. This tool can

now be used to expand the boundaries of a

physical classroom with remote guest

speakers, connecting participants from

other classrooms for combined lessons,

and recording content for participants who

may have missed a class or need additional

assistance. Teachers can present a lesson

from a single computer, load a presenta-

tion template in the whiteboard, and

engage their students who are used to

multitasking and motivated by the use of

technology.

BENEFITS OF GCOC USING

CLASSLIVE PRO

Using ClassLive Pro, GCOC instructors

deliver interactive, real-time classes that

include shared whiteboards, text messag-

ing, and record/playback capabilities,

including advanced voice over the Inter-

net, and application sharing, participate in

breakout rooms, video. GCOC participants

launch synchronous sessions or recordings

using ClassLive Pro directly from the eCol-

lege CMS, which delivers a more powerful

learning experience. GCOC’s faculty use of

synchronous tools within their online

courses greatly improves the student’s

sense of community with the class, which

has proven to increase course completion

rates. The program makes use of two-way

audio, direct messaging, live video, an

interactive whiteboard, application shar-

ing, breakout rooms, polling/quizzing, file

transfer, synchronized Web browsing, and

the archiving of sessions—all in pursuit of

real-time online learning and collabora-

tion. This real-time tool provides GCOC’s

online teachers with an interactive, multi-

dimensional classroom setting.

GCOC also uses ClassLive Pro to make

staff more productive and students more

successful by individualizing learning. Best

practices are employed during first-day-of-

class meetings that allow students to meet

their teachers and show students how to

participate in their online course. This

makes the review, remediation, and indi-

vidualization of student instruction effort-

less. Using file transfer to hand out and

turn in documents is easy and convenient.

Application sharing is done with demon-

strations that enhance student learning in

many modalities, with many users

engaged at once and in different rooms. As

a result of its use, there has been improved

student and faculty satisfaction in their

online experience, leading to increased

course completion and program retention.

In addition to the many uses of ClassLive

Pro at GCOC, Gwinnett County Public

Schools personnel use these tools at

county-wide meetings, for book discus-

sions, for instructional dissemination by

county instructional program leaders, and

for professional development for teachers,

including adjunct faculty. In addition,

remote experts can address staff to keep

them up-to-date on new technologies, pol-

icies, strategies, and teaching methodolo-

gies. Instructors can use their time more

effectively by attending sessions without

traveling, and even play back recorded ses-

sions at their convenience.

The best way to demonstrate the bene-

fits of live distance education and Web col-

laboration technology is with real-world

examples. This real-time tool provides

online teachers with an interactive, multi-

dimensional classroom setting. Teachers

are able to schedule classes for direct

instruction for the entire class or for a small

group. The virtual classroom captures the

essence of a traditional face-to-face

teacher/student interaction in an online

format. Every online session is archived as

a downloadable podcast in the event stu-

dents are unable to “attend” class. No mat-

ter where the teacher or students are
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located, teachers can offer virtual office

hours, allowing students to drop in to ask

questions or get clarification on an assign-

ment. This tool affords students the ability

to conduct group collaboration, without

the need to drive to their school building

where they can connect virtually to share

documents, presentations, and spread-

sheets. Lessons can be recorded for stu-

dents to view at their leisure at any time

from anywhere. Tutorials can also be made

available to students as part of their course

work.

APPLICATION SHARING

WITH CLASSLIVE PRO

The power of ClassLive Pro enables a

shared interactive whiteboard that has

many flexible tools for writing, drawing,

and erasing. It also enables collaboration

on multiple whiteboard screens; the ability

to edit, group, align, resize and layer

objects; provides access to a library of pre-

sentation symbols and clipart; the ability to

insert clickable URLs, to drag and drop

images from a file folder; to load animated

GIFs, and to insert images, clip art, and

screen captures. The moderator can also

grant permission to have students save (as

a PDF) and print any screen with the easy-

to-use menus and buttons that allow hosts

to take snapshots of content for markup

and share applications that run full screen

while managing interaction.

CLASSLIVE PRO CAPABILITIES USED BY 

GCOC

GCOC uses the following ClassLive Pro

capabilities to create a dynamic online

learning environment for their students

and faculty participants:

• Live Webcam Video—Instructors can

show live video at rates up to 60 frames

per second. They can take snapshots of

video content and move it to the white-

board, as well as give video privileges to

one or more selected participants, or all

participants.

• Remote Control—Instructors can give

control of applications or the desktop to

others, enabling true hands-on training

and support, and allow users to take

control automatically or by entering a

password.

• Breakout Rooms—Instructors can create

breakout rooms that contain private

audio and content (whiteboards, appli-

cation sharing, etc.). Moderators can

move themselves and participants

between rooms freely and easily. Partici-

pants can be randomly assigned into

breakout rooms and returned to the

same rooms at any time.

• Virtual Labs—Instructors can create a

virtual lab environment where partici-

pants can work on applications inde-

pendently.

• Quiz Manager—Moderators can deliver

quizzes or surveys and create questions

in advance or on the spot. Participants

respond and submit their answers from

within the session. Results can be dis-

played to all (in graphical format) or

kept private.

• Chat—Participants and moderators

communicate using a variety of messag-

ing capabilities, including private mes-

saging between moderator and

participant, one-to-one messaging

between participants, and one-to-many

messaging between moderator and par-

ticipants.

• Graphing Calculator—Participants can

plot one or two graphs and find their

points of intersection and x- and y-inter-

cepts. This can be done privately pub-

licly, with viewing controlled by the

moderator.

• AppSnap—Screen shots can be cap-

tured from any application or the user

desktop and show it on whiteboard cre-

ating another quick and easy way to

build content for class sessions.

• Synchronized Web Browsing—Instruc-

tors can push multiple URLs to partici-
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pants via embedded windows, and

allow participants to interact indepen-

dently with content in fully functional

windows, and redirect participants to

any link, all at the same time.

• Synchronized Notes—All users are able

to take notes in separate window. Notes

are automatically saved to local com-

puter and can be edited/merged/added

to during interactive playback, saved to

file, and shared with others. Users can

transfer files to distribute documents,

assignments, and handouts. Instructors

can give privileges to participants to

transfer files. When loading files, all

users can be prompted to save the file,

or files can be transferred silently and

saved only by those who need the file.

• Interactive, Indexed Recordings—Live

sessions are recorded and indexed for

later play. Instructors can build a library

of live sessions, or create personalized

content to be used asynchronously.

Recordings are interactive, allowing

users to save slides, text messages, and

profiles. Easy-to-use controls allow

viewers to pause, forward, rewind, or

navigate to a certain location in the

recording.

• Polling—Instructors are able to poll par-

ticipants with yes/no, true/false, or mul-

tiple-choice questions, and visually

monitor responses, privately or publicly.

• Emoticons—Participants are able to

express themselves to moderator and

other participants with emotion indica-

tors.

• Close a Session—The moderator is able

to prevent additional participants from

joining the session.

• “Stepped Out” Indicator—Participants

and moderators let others know they

had to step away from their computer

temporarily.

• New User Notification—Moderators

receive an auditory and visual notifica-

tion when a new user enters the room.

• Hand Raise Notification—Users raise

their hand at anytime to indicate they

have a question. Users are placed in a

queue. Moderators decide if they wish

to have an audible notification when

users raise their hands.

• Track Whiteboards and Content—Mod-

erators have full session awareness with

whiteboard content. Moderators associ-

ate all objects on a whiteboard with

each participant. When participants are

allowed to navigate through slides,

moderators track which whiteboard

screen each participant is viewing and

ensure participants are on-track with

assignments.

• Announcements—Moderators send text

announcements to all participants,

including those in breakout rooms.

EXAMPLES OF CLASSLIVE PRO

IN USE AT GCOC

Figure 1 illustrates how GCOC math

teachers use the math teaching tool with

the use of PowerPoint presentations and

the whiteboard can bridge the Wacom tab-

let and application share of the TI soft-

ware. Students are able to get a visual and

following along to see if they have come

up with the correct responses, as the

teacher gives visual instructions via video

as students ask questions either in the text

box or voice command. Working in this

mode allows collaboration in real time,

regardless of Internet connection speed,

with everyone seeing and hearing the

same thing at the same time. Participants

and moderators speak to each other using

full-duplex audio with built-in volume

control through a standard microphone

connected to the computer. Sessions can be

configured to allow up to 6 attendees to

speak simultaneously. In addition to show-

ing formulas on the whiteboard or Power-

Point slide, the GCOC online math teacher

uses a stylus notepad to write out formulas

on ClassLive Pro’s shared whiteboard tool.

Figure 2 illustrates how using ClassLive

Pro is used to share an application from

Microsoft PowerPoint. Working in this
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mode saves the teacher time by having

prepared lessons and visuals available to

students to show and demonstration oper-

ations during online lectures. It provides a

visual outline of the class discussion, and

provides clearer explanations of concepts

with applications that are shared with the

class in real time.

CLASSLIVE PRO PROVIDES SERVICES TO 

GCOC SPECIAL NEEDS STUDENTS

In support of the Americans with Dis-

abilities Act (ADA), Section 508 of the

Rehabilitation Act, and the World Wide

Web Consortium (W3C) Web Accessibility

Initiative (WAI), ClassLive Pro provides the

flexibility to allow all individual users to

experience live distance education and

Web collaboration environments. GCOC

special needs students are able to partici-

pate as equals in their ClassLive Pro ses-

sion. Other features have also been

implemented that allow students with a

range of disabilities and other challenges

to participate and to feel that they are a

part of the class community. There are fea-

tures that promote accessibility, including

keyboard access to menus and dialogs,

closed captioning, enlarged video, user-

defined color, and screen reader compati-

bility.

CONCLUSION

The use of ClassLive Pro has many benefits

for GCPS, as it captures the essence of face-

to-face instruction and empowers learn-

ing and collaboration for the entire school

system. Using ClassLive Pro provides a

highly interactive element to their online

campus program. The live video and voice

conferences are the greatest benefit of pull-

ing students into the community of online

learners. Once students feel part of a larger

community, they are engaged more fully in

the learning process. ClassLive Pro creates

the connections most students need for

Figure 1. Using ClassLive Pro application sharing in a math class.
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success in online education. Since the

implementation and use of ClassLive Pro

GCOC, students have achieved better end-

of-course test scores and fewer students

have dropped out of the program.

Using ClassLive Pro also allows the

online campus administrators to attract

and retain qualified instructors and lever-

age limited teaching resources. It is avail-

able to the entire school system to conduct

professional development to teachers and

administrative staff without costly travel or

teleconferencing, and increases the effi-

ciency and effectiveness of faculty and

staff meetings. It also provides an efficient

means of dissemination of instructional

information.

Synchronous tools are becoming more

commonly used in all distance education

environments, which enhances the quality

of a student’s online experience. Beyond

synchronous VoIP capabilities, the Class-

Live Pro conferencing tool offers richer

and more interactive features than any

other whiteboard tool.
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Using Online

Office Applications

Collaboration Tools for Learning

Ann L. Kieser and Fay Ortiz Golden

INTRODUCTION

t one time, completing a team

assignment in the traditional col-

lege setting meant holding a

meeting at the library or someone’s dorm

room. The assignment was usually sec-

tioned off and assigned to each team mem-

ber who would then take his or her

respective assignments home to research

and complete. The finished product would

consist of several sections of information

synthesized into one report. The final doc-

ument was usually generated with the

help of a word processor as the writer of

each section would deliver their contribu-

tion on a storage device, such as a floppy

disk, to the editor of the team. The editor

would then assemble the final document.

Later, with the arrival of the Internet,

the process to complete group assignments

was facilitated through the use of e-mail

accounts. Each contributor of the assign-

ment could deliver his or her document

electronically. Copies of the documents

could be e-mailed back and forth in order
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for the team members to make comments

and forward changes. 

In the secondary school environment,

teachers and students are also confronted

with challenges when a group project is

assigned. Documents (which for this article

include word processing, spreadsheets,

and presentation software) are often cre-

ated by individual students at their own

computer. Sharing the documents with

each other can be cumbersome on a school

network when certain rights prohibit stu-

dents and teachers from accessing the doc-

ument from another student’s folder. The

final copy is often produced with a lot of

copying and pasting between individually

created documents.

Unable to access the saved network doc-

ument from home, students are forced to

e-mail the document home or save it to a

portable storage device. Multiple road-

blocks abound once the document leaves

the school network. It is not uncommon

for the teacher to hear that the student

“forgot” to return e-mail the document,

that the e-mail attachment document did

not go through, that the portable storage

device was lost, that a team member with

the needed document is absent, and so on. 

The examples listed above describe

methods of student communication that

were originally intended to serve as an

exercise in teamwork and collaboration.

Until now, the tools available for learners

to collaborate did not always provide a

realistic collaboration experience. This arti-

cle will showcase the technologies that

facilitate collaboration using Web-based

office applications. We will first provide

some background information on the role

of collaboration and learning. This will be

followed by a section on the development

of communities for an online class. The

next section will highlight the emerging

online office applications. We will con-

clude with our personal experience both

teaching with and using one of the online

office applications, Google docs.

THE NEED FOR COLLABORATION

Alluri and Balasubramanian (2006) define

collaboration as “a coordinated, synchro-

nous activity that is the result of a contin-

ued attempt to construct and maintain a

shared conception of a problem” (para. 1).

Collaboration has been recognized as a

necessary and fundamental success factor

in many organizations (Sonnenwald,

Iivonen, Alpi, & Kokkinen, 1999). To com-

pete in a global environment, government,

non-government, and academia use teams

to find solutions to complex problems. Col-

laboration has also been designated as a

necessary component for active learning. 

Given the research on the benefits of

collaboration, students are often encour-

aged to collaborate in both online and

traditional classrooms. Benefits of collabo-

ration include developing critical thinking

skills, discussion and consideration of

ideas, and social skill development. Collab-

orative learning environments can be

designed to account for different learning

styles, increase relationships between the

student and the teacher, and reduce class-

room anxiety.

Many current pedagogies incorporate

collaboration. Engagement theory and

constructivism are two just two examples

that advocate for collaboration. Kearsley

and Shneiderman's engagement theory is

founded on collaborative team learning. In

Engagment Theory: A Framework for Technol-

ogy-based Teaching and Learning, Kearsley

and Shneiderman noted that student activ-

ities should “involve cognitive processes

such as creating, problem-solving, reason-

ing, decision-making, and evaluation”

(para. 3). They further noted that students

learn when “meaningfully engaged in

learning activities through interaction with

others and worthwhile tasks” (para. 3).  

Social constructivism theory empha-

sizes the importance of collaboration in the

learning process. Learning is social and

requires participation in a social process of

knowledge construction. Knowledge

occurs through a web of interactions, and
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is distributed and mediated by the people

and the tools that they use for interacting

(Kaplan, 2002).

COLLABORATION AND

ONLINE LEARNING

Collaborative learning in an online envi-

ronment is different than traditional class-

room learning and requires a different

kind of instructional design for teachers

and a different type of work on the part of

the student. There are a variety of strate-

gies and tools that may be used to encour-

age collaboration in an online

environment. Sonnenwald et al. identified

a broad framework synthesizing three

main approaches needed to create an

engaging collaborative online environ-

ment. These three approaches focus on

people, process, and technology. The fol-

lowing summary of these three

approaches is intended as a starting point

when creating online or blended collabora-

tive environments. 

For Sonnenwald et al., the people

approach refers to strengthening the bond

between the students in the class by defin-

ing roles, creating subgroups, and support-

ing individuality. This can be done by

describing the different roles and relation-

ships in the community, detailing responsi-

bilities and interdependencies. Providing a

way for learners to create personal profiles

that include photos or links to personal

Web sites, bloggers or wikispaces would

support student individuality.

The process approach establishes the

protocols for collaboration to occur by

establishing operating norms, clearly

defining the goals and objectives of the

course, aligning goals and objectives with

the learner's expectations, and creating a

buddy system to build a support structure.

Asking each student community member

to log in once a week and post one ques-

tion and one response is one example of

establishing an operating norm. Clearly

defining goals and objectives of the course

and aligning goals with objectives helps to

create an open and sharing environment

and will help foster trust.

The third approach used to create an

engaging collaborative online environ-

ment is the technology approach. The

technology approach requires that tech-

nology be easy to use and transparent in

the learning process. Simple, user-friendly

access is the most important characteristic

to consider.

According to Kearsley and Shneider-

man, technology allows for engagement

not possible by other means. Online learn-

ing must be designed on the framework of

engagement for technology-based learning

and teaching (Kearsley & Shneiderman,

1999). Opportunities for collaboration that

are integrated into an online course design

engage the learner with the subject mate-

rial and with other students to enrich the

learning experience. 

ONLINE OFFICE APPLICATIONS

One of the hurdles faced in distance edu-

cation is the creation of a document on

which two or more people collaborated.

Students are often faced with having to

separately compose, share, and combine

separate writings into one final document.

Too often, the technology gets in the way

of learning due to compatibility issues such

as proprietary software or the incompati-

bility of different software programs. Valu-

able time and energy is spent on resolving

software related issues. When collabora-

tively editing a document, team members

must find a way to circulate the document

amongst themselves. This process is cum-

bersome process, often involving the docu-

ment to be e-mailed as an attachment from

one team member to the next, each indi-

vidually revising the document. Each team

member is forced to wait upon the editing

and schedule of another team member. 

Emerging Web-based office application

programs allow users to create documents,

spreadsheets, presentations, and databases
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online. Common Web-based office applica-

tion programs include Google docs, Zoho,

and ThinkFree. Accessing and using these

Web-based office applications require just

a few easy steps: create an account, create

the document, and share the document

with others. These applications allow the

creator to share the document with others

by granting them the rights to be a collabo-

rator or a viewer. Multiple people are able

to access the document for viewing and

editing at the same time. Google docs

allows for synchronous and asynchronous

viewing and editing. Generally, the online

office applications support most common

files, such as .doc, .xls, .odt, .csv, and .ppt.

Created documents are stored and saved

online, alleviating the need for local stor-

age and providing access anytime from

any location. A definite bonus to cash-

strapped school and students is that these

programs are available for free. Table 1

offers a comparison of the three online

office programs.

Web-based office application programs

also help the instructor to monitor plagia-

rism by making it possible to go back and

trace the revisions made by each student.

Instructors are also able to determine

which members of the team contributed to

the creation of the document and which

members did not contribute to the docu-

ment.

REFLECTION: USING GOOGLE DOCS

Our personal experience with online office

applications has been with Google docs.

We have both experienced using Google

docs from two perspectives: from the per-

spective of a teacher using Google docs in

a secondary classroom setting and from

the perspective of using Google docs to

create documents for our postgraduate

coursework. As secondary classroom

teachers, Google docs made it possible for

our students to collaborate on various proj-

ects. For example, the marketing class

worked in teams to create business letters

seeking sponsorship ads from local busi-

nesses. Each team shared a document on

Google docs with each other and with the

teacher. This provided synchronous moni-

toring of student work and opportunities

Table 1. Features of Online Office Applications

Feature Google docs Zoho Writer ThinkFree

File types supported Text, images Text, images Text, images

Software/Web-based Web-based Web-based Web-based (Java)

Public/private 

collaboration 

Public/private Public/private Public/private

Text chat Yes No Unknown

Ability to track revisions Yes Yes Yes

Support for RSS feeds Yes No Unknown

Email updates No Yes No

Real time co-editing Yes No No

Ability to add comments Yes Yes Yes

Spell check Yes Yes Yes

Export/file formats doc, xls, pdf, html, text, rtf, 

odt 

doc, pdf, html, rtf doc, docx, pdf, html, xml, txt

Price Free Free Free

Source: Adapted from VanderMolen (2008).
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for immediate feedback as the students

worked. The revision feature provides a

mechanism to monitor participation and

monitor the thought process of the stu-

dents. Having the document available

online made it easy to access from home or

any other remote location. Another great

advantage was that production was not

slowed down by one student’s absence.

Google docs also enabled students to

engage in shared note taking. Students

shared a document to record the notes for

a class. Collaboration about notes taken in

class helped those who were poor note

takers and those with poor keyboarding

skills. Students were provided time during

the class to reflect on the notes and make

necessary changes and clarifications.

Again, using Google docs aided students

who were absent from class by making the

class notes easily accessible.

Our second perspective, and perhaps a

bit more insightful, comes from our experi-

ence using Google docs for collaborative

writing. In fact, this entire article was cre-

ated using Google docs. Separated by 60

miles, we brainstormed, collected and

shared resources, composed the rough

draft, made revisions, and produced a final

document without having to personally

meet. Since Google docs allows for syn-

chronous and asynchronous viewing and

editing, we were both able to edit the doc-

ument at the same time or sign-in and

work at a time that was convenient. Wait

time for a revision or change was elimi-

nated because changes were automatically

saved and viewable by the other team

member. Peer editing occurred on a contin-

uous basis as comments were inserted to

communicate with each other. Highlight-

ing and different font colors were used to

call attention to important parts of the doc-

ument. To further enhance communication

and collaboration, we were able to open

Google Talk, Google’s version of instant

messaging, to discuss the assignment as

we were viewing and editing the docu-

ment together. We were able to compare all

revisions made to the document and could

revert to any previous document if

needed. By the time this document was

finalized, there were 1719 revisions track-

ing the development of our article. The

final document was produced by export-

ing the text on Google docs into Word.

Converting from Google docs into Micro-

soft Word required some minor format

editing.

SUMMARY

Based on our experiences with collabora-

tion through the use of Google docs, we

know that Web-based office applications

provide collaborative creation tools that

result in coordinated, synchronous activi-

ties. These activities lead to knowledge

construction, which enhances both the

learning process and the learning experi-

ence. The knowledge we gained through

our interactions was enriched through our

use of Google docs. We constantly ques-

tioned and challenged each other as the

writing process unfolded. Being able to

work on the same document in a synchro-

nous format provided a richer and more

meaningful collaborative learning experi-

ence.

Web-based office applications are collab-

orative writing tools aimed at facilitating

the editing and reviewing of documents by

multiple individuals in real time or asyn-

chronously. These tools are flexible and

useful in learning groups and educational

settings. The benefits offered for collabora-

tion through Web-based collaboration tools

should be used in distance education

classes to expand the level of collaboration

and engagement for students and instruc-

tors in an online learning environment.
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Distance Education for 

Chronically Ill Children

Cynthia Wilson-Hyde

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

or most American children of

school age, the fall season tradition-

ally brings the excitement of the

start of a new school year: new classes,

new teachers, and experiences with friends

old and new. For some children, however,

these experiences are nothing more than

hopeful wishes that they may someday

experience first-hand. These children are

prohibited from attending traditional

school due to chronic illness. “Most epide-

miologic studies indicate that 10 to 15% of

the childhood population of the United

States has a chronic illness. Approximately

10% of chronically ill children, or 1 to 2% of

the total childhood population, have

severe chronic illnesses” (Perrin, Ireys,

Shayne, & Moynihan, 1984, p. 11). 

With a total school age population in the

United States of over 73.7 million, and over

40 million children in primary and elemen-

tary grades, the number of chronically ill

young children is a large population (over

800,000 children) that thus far has not

attracted much attention or support from

the educational or political communities.

Common childhood illnesses are accepted

as a normal part of child development, and

most run their course in a few days with-

out any lasting harm to the child. In con-

trast, a chronic illness is one that is defined

as “one that lasts for a substantial period of

time or that has debilitating sequelae for a

long period of time” (Perrin et al., 1984, p.

11). In addition, the Council for Children

and Adolescents with Chronic Conditions

has added the following conditions to the

definition of a chronic health condition. A

chronic health condition is one that is bio-

logically based, lasts for an extended

period of time, brings about a significant

change in the life of the child, and requires

more than the usual amount of medical

care (Council for Children and Adolescents

with Chronic Conditions, 2008). 

Chronic illnesses may include such

familiar illnesses as asthma, diabetes, kid-

ney disease, sickle cell anemia, Crohn’s dis-

ease, and cystic fibrosis. It appears that

some chronic illnesses among children are

on the rise. The prevalence of disabling

asthma, as reported in the National Health

F
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Miami, Florida 33165.
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Interview Survey, has increased 232%

since 1969. In addition to the rise in some

chronic diseases in children, more children

are surviving severe medical events or con-

genital conditions that would have been

fatal even a decade ago due to the

advances in medical care. In many cases,

an acute incident may evolve into a

chronic medical condition that allows a

child to survive, but severely limits the

capability to participate in normal school-

ing and play. The combination of more

instances of childhood illness coupled with

more survivors of life-threatening condi-

tions has led to an even greater population

of children with chronic conditions that

limit their attendance at school. Many

chronically ill students suffer no impair-

ment to their ability to learn, but are lim-

ited only in their ability to regularly attend

classes at the school site; this sub-popula-

tion of children with illnesses will be the

focus of this paper. 

Although the number of children with

chronic illness is a significant number, very

little attention has been given to this

national health and educational issue. In a

report published in 1984 dealing with

issues specific to the educational needs of

chronically ill children, researchers noted

that “our nation, ordinarily attentive to

problems of children and families, has

lagged in its response to the urgent needs

of children with chronic illnesses” (Perrin,

Ireys, Shayne, & Moynihan, 1984). Public

education in America has not historically

addressed the needs of students unable to

attend school due to medical conditions,

but federal policy changes since the 1960s

have made some progress in defining the

responsibility of school systems to the stu-

dent population of chronically ill children.

In a 1983 speech at the National Sympo-

sium on Public Policies Affecting Chroni-

cally Ill Children and Their Families, then-

Representative Al Gore remarked that 

The facts are clear, and the facts have

been pinned down by the Vanderbilt

group. Their study clearly identifies a for-

gotten part of our population, the chil-

dren, and the families with children, with

chronic illness. It is clear that much needs

to be done. (Gore, 1983, p. 8)

Beginning with the Elementary and

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965

and following with provisions in the No

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002,

national educational policies began to

require that educational experiences be

provided for children that are chronically

ill under a provision for children with dis-

abilities. The actual implementation of the

individual educational plans (IEP) is left to

the state educational systems. States pro-

vide various options for students unable to

attend classes. Options may include visit-

ing teachers, hospital classrooms, and a

transfer to home-schooling enrollment, but

access and quality of service varies from

state to state, and guidelines for the educa-

tion of chronically ill children, are

inconsistent across the nation. Obtaining a

designation of “disabled” is often difficult

for children with chronic conditions that

do not manifest in actual physical or men-

tal deficiencies, and in some cases the

designation limits the educational oppor-

tunities for the child. Many parents resist

seeking this designation for their ill chil-

dren for fear that it will stigmatize the

child during the future school years. 

LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS FOR 

YOUNG STUDENTS

The learning environment for young stu-

dents is important in preparing them for

successful educational experiences. In a

2004 report, Serving Preschool Children Under

Title I (2004), the Federal Department of

Education researchers stated that “lan-

guage development emerges from social

interactions and rich experiences, and self-

assurance in a group setting helps children

profit from school experiences” (p. 4). A pri-

mary school classroom is also a clear reflec-
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tion of Bandura’s social learning theory;

young children learn by watching and

modeling behaviors of those around them.

There are severe negative implications for

young students unable, due to illness, to

interact with peers and teachers during the

optimal periods for their cognitive and

social development. One side effect of

chronic illness in children is a high rate of

absenteeism due to the illness or medical

treatment. Repeated hospitalizations, doc-

tor’s visits, and home confinements can dis-

rupt learning patterns and break the

continuity of relationships with peers. Stu-

dents may miss crucial building blocks of

learning, and be unable to maintain a con-

sistent path of learning experience. Stu-

dents may be unable to develop and sustain

normal childhood relationships due to con-

finement in the hospital or at home. Aca-

demic under-achievement in the early years

of schooling may lead to a severe drop in

self-esteem, and set an unhealthy pattern

for the student in the long term. Shiu stated

that students unable to attend school regu-

larly may become “failures in their eyes and

the eyes of their classmates. In this context,

the school setting can quickly become a

place of failure, both academically and

socially” (Shiu, 2004, p. 3). In addition to

missing out on academic and social interac-

tions, the patterns of attendance established

early in the academic career of a student set

the expectations for future behaviors.

Research shows that “children with high

absence rates early in their school career

tend to continue to have high rates

throughout their schooling which are use-

ful predictors of future school failure and

early leaving (Weitzman, Klerman, Lamb,

Menary, & Alpert, 1982). 

TECHNOLOGY AND DISTANCE 

EDUCATION FOR CHRONICALLY ILL 

CHILDREN

Advances in technology can be utilized to

help provide real-time, interactive educa-

tional experiences for young students with

chronic illnesses. Even in school districts

that are under-funded, do not have trained

technology staff, or are not yet equipped

with traditional video-conferencing equip-

ment that would facilitate the full broad-

cast of classroom activities, some simple

technologies can be easily implemented

into the primary and elementary school

classroom. Through the use of low or no-

cost technology solutions, chronically ill

students can connect from home or a treat-

ment center with the their classrooms and

classmates. Participation in even a small

portion of the everyday classroom activi-

ties can mitigate a portion of the negative

consequences of missing school due to ill-

ness. 

SHARING THE CLASSROOM 

ENVIRONMENT THROUGH 

TECHNOLOGY

A primary or elementary school classroom

is a rich collage of colors, pictures, and

posters. Shapes and bright colors are

everywhere, and student work usually

adorns the walls. Pictures of classroom

activities, seasons, weather conditions,

alphabet letters and numbers reinforce

learning concepts. In the federal report

Serving Preschool Children Under Title I, con-

ditions for an age-appropriate learning

environment for primary and elementary

school children should include displays of

children’s work should be placed through-

out the room, and the room should be

print-rich, with letters of the alphabet,

labels, and printed directions clearly dis-

played at the children’s eye level (Serving

Preschool Children Under Title I). 

One of the deficiencies sometimes

noted in the treatment or sickroom envi-

ronment when it doubles as a learning

environment is the lack a classroom “feel.”

A small bit of simple technology can be

used to allow a homebound student a

gateway into a rich traditional educational

classroom environment. Through the use

of an inexpensive webcam and micro-
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phone, a computer, Internet connection,

and free Skype voice over Internet proto-

col (VoIP), young students in a home or

treatment environment can see and inter-

act with their live school classroom. The

webcam technology at the classroom end

captures and transmits both the audio and

video portions of the broadcast in real time

via Skype and the student can interact as

though he or she were attending school in

the classroom. Another webcam and com-

puter set-up in the location of the remote

student allows students in the classroom to

see and hear their classmate as well. Chil-

dren can converse; ask questions of one

another, and share photos, drawings, and

stories just as they do in a real classroom,

all the while including the student in the

remote location. 

For children who are unable to partici-

pate in a class field trip to a zoo, aquarium,

or museum, a virtual trip to the same type

of venue can serve to provide a similar

experience. Many virtual field trips are

available online and even students without

health issues are participating in these trips

from their classroom computers. If class-

room students sketch and write their

observations of the field trip and then dis-

play them on the classroom walls, a stu-

dent unable to participate in the actual trip

can draw and e-mail a drawing of his vir-

tual field trip to be printed and included in

the classroom gallery display. Again using

the Skype set-up, a student in a remote set-

ting could easily give his or her oral report

about the virtual trip just as the other stu-

dents do about their live journey. Keeping

children connected to their regular aca-

demic and social network is cited as impor-

tant for the mental and emotional health of

chronically ill children and can also reduce

difficulties experienced by children during

their eventual school re-entry (Fels,

Shrimpton, & Roberston, 2003). Consistent

teacher interaction is also important for

educational progress as well as social

development of young students. Through

the use of simple technologies, the teacher

can interact with the remote student in the

same fashion that he or she does with stu-

dents in the classroom. Federal guidelines

indicate that “at the universal level, all chil-

dren should receive sufficient density of

positive feedback from their teachers”

(Serving Preschool Children Under Title I

page or paragraph number needed –Ed.).

The use of appropriate technology allows

all students, regardless of location, to

receive regular feedback from their teach-

ers. 

One-on-one discussions with the

teacher are also possible through instant

messaging or video chats, and e-mail drop

boxes allow students to submit homework

at the same time as local students. Students

in treatment who are unable to participate

in real-time class activities can view and lis-

ten to recorded class lessons if they are

prepared by the teacher, and respond

through recorded or videotaped

responses. Families can interact through e-

mail or live chats with the teacher to main-

tain a teacher-parent relationship in the

same fashion that parents of local students

do at the school site. 

An added benefit of having young stu-

dents interact in an ongoing fashion with

their healthy peers lies in the mental

health benefits derived from the experi-

ence for both categories of student. Ill stu-

dents get to establish and maintain normal

friendships with peers that will perhaps be

continued once the student is medically

stable enough to attend school on-site once

again. Healthy students are able to interact

with their ill classmate and develop an atti-

tude of empathy and tolerance for individ-

uals suffering from disabilities. 

ADDITIONAL TECHNOLOGIES TO 

SUPPORT THE LEARNING EXPERIENCE 

FOR OFF-SITE STUDENTS

Many new low- or no-cost technologies are

available that can support the sharing of

various classroom activities with students

in homebound or treatment locations. Web
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2.0 applications that allow students to col-

laborate with their classroom peers pro-

vide opportunities for interactivity and

collegiality for off-site students. Free voice

recording programs such as Audacity per-

mit young students to easily record experi-

ences or narratives for playback to their

teacher or classmates. Teachers can also

record instructions, lessons, or comments

using the Audacity program, and make the

files available via the Internet or e-mail.

Applications for digital storytelling such as

Photo Story provide a vehicle for expres-

sion for students that can be shared across

distance. In the same way, on-site class-

mates can create digital stories to share

with class members not in attendance. The

use of digital photography to record and

document activities can provide local and

off-site students alike a glimpse into the

environments of one another, as well as

documenting classroom activities. The free

VoiceThreads application allows students

from multiple locations to use the Internet

to record impressions of photos and create

collaborative projects. The Jing screen cap-

ture application allows teachers to provide

a video clip of screen shots for students as

a means of explanation of a topic. Ellumi-

nate provides free interactive “v-rooms”

for teachers or students to meet with up to

three friends at a time for collaborative

work. With the cooperation of school

administrators, teachers, technology sup-

port staff, and parents, students unable to

physically attend school can share in a

classroom environment from any location

simply by harnessing the power of the

Internet and using currently available

technologies. 

CONCLUSIONS

It appears that there is a tremendous need

for young students with chronic illnesses

to be able access educational experiences

comparable to those provided to their

healthy peers in the public school system.

There are cost-effective, user-friendly tech-

nology solutions that can be employed to

help fill the gap in the educational experi-

ences of chronically ill young students.

More research is needed to establish best

practices in distance education for very

young students and to provide implemen-

tation guidelines for school districts, teach-

ers, and parents of students facing health

issues. Processes for establishing an equip-

ment set-up and maintenance program for

families with chronically ill students needs

to be established to insure that the technol-

ogy is easy to use and to maintain. Proto-

cols and professional development

training for teachers in the primary and

elementary grades need to be established

to help guide the process of providing the

live classroom environments that would be

necessary for ill students to access. Patterns

of use and training for parents also need to

be set up to ensure that the program

would run smoothly. Even though there is

a framework of initial work to be done, it is

important that the American school system

does not continue to neglect some of its

youngest and most forgotten stu-

dents—those with chronic illnesses. 
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Establishing a Relationship 

Between Virtual Instructor 

and Student in the

Online Classroom

Stefanie A. Lassitter

INTRODUCTION

loan Consortium’s annual review in

2007 reported that nearly one in

every five students takes an online

class, a 10% increase from 2006 (Russell,

2008). The rise in enrollment can be attrib-

uted to various factors from convenience

to high gas prices. Although at some col-

leges, the tuition is slightly higher for an

online class compared to an on-ground

class, some students are saving money on

the cost of gas, child care, leaving work

early, and book purchases (with the use of

cost-saving e-books). The trend of online

education continues steadily and with this

trend comes issues such as the rise in pla-

giarism/cheating, peer-instructor collabora-

tion, and student attrition. These issues

can be addressed by establishing a “con-

nectedness” in the online forum between

instructor and student. 

CLARIFYING THE ROLE OF

VIRTUAL INSTRUCTOR

Studies show that instructors who prefer

to teach online exude a greater enthusiasm

and commitment to the course and curric-

ulum (Gallient & Oomen-Early, 2008). Ini-

tially, many instructors assume that online

teaching will be easier, but many find their

initial assumptions to be inaccurate.

According to McKenzie, Mims, Bennett, &

Waugh (2000), “76% of instructors believed

they spent more time preparing and deliv-

ering an online course compared with a

traditional face-to-face course” (as cited by

Gallien & Oomen-Early, 2008, p. 465). One

online instructor recently commented to

my colleague that he was “afraid” of the

workload in a newly revised, student-cen-

tered online course. This instructor, like

many of us, realized the enormous work-
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load that comes with online facilitation.

However, what sets many online instruc-

tors apart is the willingness to continually

keep abreast of the technology and differ-

ent ways to “e-deliver” a curriculum that

identifies with many learning styles, as

well as address more serious concerns at

work in the virtual college.

With this in mind, it is vital that instruc-

tors deciding to transition into distance

education truly prepare themselves for the

workload, as well as the need to demon-

strate a firm “connectedness” in the virtual

classroom. A few years ago, I applied for

an online teaching position, and once my

application and curriculum vitae were cre-

dentialed, I was placed in an online train-

ing program. The training software

resembled the software instructors would

use once they successfully finished the

course. I recall the postings of several of

my classmates who felt frustrated that they

did not have an immediate response from

the instructor. Another peer complained

about the difficulty in reading lectures

online, as opposed to having a tangible

training manual. One instructor posted a

response the instructor, “This is too much

work!” With this, she withdrew from the

training. Without realizing it, she most

likely saved the college and future stu-

dents the headache of dealing with a dis-

enchanted instructor. With the rapidly

growing interest in online teaching, it

serves virtual colleges well to require disci-

pline-appropriate training that realistically

involves the amount of work by including

simulated grading and feedback exercises. 

ADDRESSING VITAL ISSUES BY 

ESTABLISHING A VIRTUAL 

RELATIONSHIP

PLAGIARISM PREVENTION:

COACH, NOT CONDEMN

The issue of academic honesty is a rising

concern among most college educators

and institutions: “Academic fraud in the

United States is so widespread … that the

problem is undermining the validity of

American degrees. The United States [is

especially vulnerable] … because it is at the

forefront of many of the technological

developments…in higher education, such

as distance learning …” (Lai, 2007, para. 5-

6). As a result, there is a growing distrust

between instructor and student that leads

to a change or shift in the instructor’s

approach with his or her students. A pro-

fessor recently remarked about her stu-

dent’s essay, “This is just too good to be

true.” A submission to Turnitin.com

revealed that the essay was “clean,” but the

instructor spent hours submitting portions

to Google.com, and other search engines

trying desperately to isolate one sentence,

even a phrase in order to justify her

“hunch.” Is this what grading has come

to—a frenzied search for evidence in order

to ensure academic integrity in a frenzied

search for justice? To avoid this, a discourse

must take place in the online classroom

before students are tempted to plagiarize.

As Palloff and Pratt (2007) have noted,

“when a course is well constructed, is

learner-centered, community-based, and

promotes learner empowerment and self-

reflection, the notion of cheating should

not become a concern” (p. 209). I recently

sat in on a plagiarism prevention meeting

with six of my colleagues. We discussed

ways to prevent plagiarism before it hap-

pens, not after it happens. It is vital that

the instructor offer a coaching response

when incidents of plagiarism arise: “a first

offense at plagiarism is treated as an

opportunity to educate students about

how to properly cite someone else's work”

(Embleton & Helfer, 2007, para 5). Part of

establishing a strong connection with the

student is offering a degree of trust, and a

coaching—not a condemning—response

to plagiarism.
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“SETTING THE TEMPERATURE” TO 

ACHIEVE PEER CONNECTION AND 

COLLABORATION

Building a collaborative community of

online learners through the facilitation of

an instructor should demonstrate a consis-

tent “presence” in the classroom; whether

we realize it or not, students tend to look

to each other and the instructor for con-

nection, validation, and feedback. How-

ever, some students transitioning from the

on-ground college experience to the

abstract online experience admit that they

aren’t sure how they will understand their

professor and peers without the use of

backchannel signals and body language.

Therefore, instructors must create strong

peer connections resulting in collaborative

writing, discussion, and learning. Stu-

dents discover that discussion forums

allow for the power of anonymity. Lieblein

(2000) notes, “One of the main advantages

of online discussion forums is that they

take away the apprehension, embarrass-

ment and pressure students often have

about contributing to live-class discus-

sions” (as cited by Lam, 2007, p. 4). As one

study by Whipp & Chiarelli (2004)

reported, 

Some students … commented that

toward the end of the semester, when

online discussions were no longer

required, their motivation to stay

engaged waned. One student stated, “I

depended on the interaction with other

students to keep myself motivated, and

when that wasn’t there, my motivation

dropped a lot.” (as cited by Artino, 2008,

p. 34)

 

Peer connection and collaboration relies

upon the level of participation of each stu-

dent as well as the instructor. The instruc-

tor plays a large role in helping a shy

group to connect with each other. Like-

wise, the instructor is responsible to ease

escalating tension, and even address vir-

tual “bullying.” As educators, we can set

the “temperature” in a classroom: chilly

(non-responsive, no customer-service

skills), or hot (micromanaging, nit-picking

due to conflicting agendas that may have

nothing to do with the core outcomes of

the course; as a result, the student is con-

fused and perhaps over-stimulated). A for-

mer colleague once observed two of her

online students disagreeing on a topic.

Rather than allow them to work through

the minor issue, she deleted their postings

and quickly wrote them an e-mail explain-

ing why arguing does not resolve any-

thing. Her response was incorrect. The

students weren’t swearing, or “e-yelling”

(using explanation points, all caps, etc.).

Rather, they were attempting to iron out

what appeared to be an initial misunder-

standing. This instructor stopped what

could have been a valuable learning expe-

rience for both students by over-reacting

and reading too much into their discus-

sion. This stemmed from her concern that

the classroom would accelerate out of her

control. This is a concern among many

instructors; however, there must be a bal-

ance between facilitating and micromanag-

ing. A “warm” instructor remembers that

there is a plethora of learning styles in the

classroom, and should be sensitive to a stu-

dent’s need for consistent, constructive,

but polite feedback. A “warm” instructor

also knows and accepts that students occa-

sionally disagree, and when to intervene.

According to Richardson and Swan

(2003), students evaluated the role of their

instructor’s “social presences” surprisingly

high: “perception of social presence …

accounted for 35% of the variability in stu-

dents’ overall satisfaction with the instruc-

tor” (as cited by Gallien & Oomen-Early,

2008, p. 467). Specifically students respond

to the instructor’s attempt to reduce “psy-

chological distance” (Gallien & Oomen-

Early, 2008, p. 467) by asking questions,

being personable, sincerely encouraging,

and avoiding the “canned response.”

Canned responses fail to reach beyond
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“good” and “thank you for submitting.”

[Why are we thanking students for doing

their job?] Rather, we must offer a more

sincere and appreciative approach. While

students love appreciative feedback, the

canned responses become quickly out-

dated, and the quality of the student’s

work may slip.

STUDENT RETENTION: “SHOULD I STAY, 

OR SHOULD I GO?”

Online learning offers flexibility for the

non-traditional student. On the other

hand, there are other obstacles that may

impede one’s commitment to the course,

such as lack of self-direction and motiva-

tion. Many students are not completely

aware of the enormous commitment

involved in an online course. The instruc-

tor is responsible for assisting the student

through this transition in the classroom. To

do this, a mentoring role must begin with

each student. Maureen Andrade (2007) dis-

cusses a study on student retention:

One program included a seminar compo-

nent (Crissman, 2001), and the other fea-

tured both faculty mentoring and

integrated content (Franklin, 2000). The

programs varied in the number of courses

linked. In both cases, peer and faculty

support seemed to be a key factor to stu-

dents’ learning. Most notable perhaps is

the understanding gained in the Franklin

(2000) study that it was the collaboration

among students [and instructor], not the

integration of course content, that was

the most valuable. (p. 5)

One study reveals a concern regarding

the retention rates in online higher educa-

tion: Carr (2000) reports that “retention

rates in online distance learning courses

ranged from 50% to 80%, while the rates

for face-to-face courses typically range

from 80%-90%” (as cited by Dietz-Uhler,

Fisher & Han, 2007, p. 105). Many causes

for drop-outs from online classes included

personal issues like marriage, moving,

birth of a child, etc. However, some stu-

dents indicated reasons such as weak or

confusing curriculum, and lack of instruc-

tor participation, feedback and replies to

student e-mails. The latter can be highly

problematic, as students want to be

“heard” in this aggressive, highly technical

forum. A student once sent me an e-mail

that detailed her concerns with an assign-

ment. Her tone in the e-mail seemed to

become progressively frustrated, and at

the end of the note, she confessed that she

was afraid that I would not understand her

questions and concerns, and may even

ignore her note. Her past experience with

other online classes taught her that she

was a student number, a “faceless name” in

the virtual college. My response to her was

simple, assuring and prompt: “I ‘e-hear’

you, and understand what you’re ask-

ing….” Virtual instructors aren’t in the

daycare business, and do not want to cod-

dle students on their degree paths. How-

ever, we are expected to validate,

encourage, and motivate them by offering

a consistent, approachable presence. We

can deliver a human side to virtual teach-

ing on the LED screen by adopting the

premise, “I ‘e-hear’ you.”

CONCLUSION

The successful virtual instructor realizes

the commitment of offering guidance, nur-

turing, and mentoring via written commu-

nication.

Through quality facilitation, and

prompt responses both in the discussion

forum, and in the gradebook, there is a

decreased risk of attrition, and a greater

chance of retention. Most educational soft-

ware programs allow courses to run on

their own, but a true “classroom” is one

where the instructor demonstrates leader-

ship skills by welcoming, maintaining, and

seeing students out of the course while

upholding the core objectives and learning

outcomes.
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Some Time to Play

Individual Technology Adoption

Decisions and a Diffusion Strategy

Tony Kahler

INTRODUCTION

t’s 3 days before Winter break and you

receive the package. No, it’s not a

present from a student or colleague,

but from a vendor and your director; it is a

tablet PC with a built-in Web cam. The

note attached … “Take this home, have

fun! Have a nice break, send an e-mail to

Judy for an appointment after the break.”

One week later: the New Year’s calendar

with digital pictures from last year, check;

revised syllabus for next semester, check;

video chat with brother and niece, check;

new Web pages with video and podcast

lectures to supplement Power Point slides;

next week while at the beach. It’s not a

dream. It is more than a pilot test. It’s an

organization with a strong vision and mis-

sion for relationships and quality support

services. It is a user-friendly technology

innovation diffusion strategy that provides

the end-user with a new technology, and

time and the opportunity to play, that is,

practice, with the technology on a trial

basis to learn about an innovation or how

to use a technology. As indicated in a

teacher survey response, the strategy

could be very accommodating for some. 

Teachers should have time to play and

learn with different applications already

available in schools … playing gives ideas

on how you use computers with students

… I would like to see more release time or

having computers available including a

laptop for teachers to take home for extra

practice [and] preparation. (Wozney, Ven-

katesh, & Abrami, 2006, p. 194)

The strategy being promoted in this

essay involves employees interacting

directly with a technology or innovation in

order to explore its use and gain insight for

its educational applications as part of the

innovation decision-making and adoption

process. The two primary elements are

time and the opportunity (access and free-

dom) to practice with an innovation. The

idea relates to expectancy-value theory

and to innovation diffusion theory. The

premise is that a user-friendly diffusion

strategy that provides end-users with time
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and opportunities to practice with a tech-

nology may increase the perceived value

toward the innovation and lead to higher

levels of implementation. Intended or

unanticipated consequences may also

address issues related to organizational

barriers to educational technology innova-

tions. The caveat … time needs to be allo-

cated for learning about new technologies.

The theoretical base supporting the strat-

egy stem from Rogers’ Theory of Diffusion

of Innovations; Wozney’s research on

expectancy-value and teachers’ percep-

tions of instructional technologies; Berge’s

research on barriers to distance education;

and research from Venkatesh on the Uni-

fied Theory of Acceptance and Use of Tech-

nology (UTAUT) model. Suggestions for a

user-friendly diffusion are listed to help

facilitate the innovation-decision process.

Incidentally, the suggestions directly or

indirectly address many of the student bar-

riers to distance education identified by

Miulenburg and Berge (2005).

ROGERS

Rogers’ (1995) theory of diffusion of inno-

vation indicates that people will adopt

innovations at different rates depending

on their individual perceptions of that

innovation, where an “innovation is an

idea, practice, or object that is perceived as

new by an individual or other unit of

adoption” (p. 12) and “diffusion is the pro-

cess in which an innovation is communi-

cated through certain channels over time

amongst the members of a social system”

(p. 5). The different categories of adoption

classified by Rogers are innovator, early

adopter, early majority, late majority, and

laggard and characterize the relative order

an individual adopts (uses) an innovation.

Diffusion is they way in which awareness

of the innovation is conveyed. This essay

suggests diffusing educational technology

innovations in a manner that conveys a cli-

ent-centered user-friendly approach and

that ultimately leads to an optional (volun-

tary) decision to use an innovation.

An individual’s innovation decision-

making process involves a progression

through five stages identified by Rogers

(2003) as Knowledge, awareness of the

innovation; Persuasion, forming favorable

or unfavorable attitudes toward the inno-

vation; Decisions, choosing to adopt or

reject the innovation after engaging with

it; Implementation, putting the innovation

to use; and Confirmation, seeking rein-

Table 1. Summary of User-friendly, Time-Practice Diffusion Strategy

Theory Base Implication for Time Play (Practice) Addresses/Influences:

Rogers Diffusion process takes time; 

Optional-adoption decisions take 

time

Method and manner of diffusion; Perceived attributes of 

an innovation: advantages, compatibility, complexity, 

trialability, and observability

Berge Time relates to major barriers for 

adopting distance education

Influences barriers related to technical learning, 

credibility, informed decision-making, compatibility and 

confidence of innovation, and organizational change

Wozney Time relates to experience gained 

from personal use of technology; 

There is a lack of time for 

technology training

Expectancy-value through personal use of computers/

technologies, training/learning, access, advantage, and 

compatibility and confidence

UTAUT Time relates to the period between 

intention to use and actual use; 

Perceptions about a technology 

change over time

Perceptions about a technology change with experience 

(training). Increasing experience with an innovation 

provides a more voluntary basis for an intention to use 

an innovation versus compliance of use from social 

influence and affects actual usage
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forcement of the decision to continue, re-

invent, or revise the decision.

Decisions to adopt an innovation can be

optional innovation-decisions, collective

innovation-decisions, authority innova-

tion-decisions, or contingent innovation-

decisions (Rogers, 2003). Decisions are

either favorable leading to acceptance, or

unfavorable leading to rejection and deci-

sions have intended or unanticipated con-

sequences. Optional and collective

decisions to use an innovation are more

end-user friendly, and may garner more

support through the innovation decision

making process than top-down mandates.

When educators have time and freedom to

explore the use of an innovative educa-

tional technology, it is more likely that

informed and supported decisions will be

made about the innovation. The time,

exploration, and practice with an innova-

tion initiates the adoption-decision process

by providing awareness and knowledge of

the innovation. This may also expedite

more accurate evaluations (persuasion and

decision) to be formed, as well as more

effective implementations. Though specu-

lative, a user-friendly diffusion strategy

could produce longer-term self-sustaining

adoptions, which could translate to a bet-

ter economic return of investment.

What influences the rate of adoption

decisions is a function of its perceived attri-

butes. Rogers (2003) identifies

characteristics of the perceived attributes

of an innovation as its “relative advantage,

compatibility, complexity, trialability, and

observability” (p. 15). Research indicates

that lower levels of complexity along with

higher levels of advantage, compatibility,

trialability, and observability leads to faster

and higher rates of adoptions (Rogers,

2003). What is being suggested in this essay

is the end-user of an innovation be given

the opportunity (time) to use an innova-

tion on a trial basis and be given time to

observe the use of an innovation in order

to discover and discern the innovation’s

relative advantage over existing systems;

compatibility with current practices, cur-

riculum, and infrastructures; and to

evaluate its complexity—the potential dif-

ficulties and learning curve. For an

organization, providing the time to explore

an innovation as part of the decision mak-

ing process may prove to be more

beneficial for the organization and its indi-

vidual members. Innovations perceived as

having a high value are less likely to be

received with resistance. To some extent,

Rogers’ perception attributes relates to

expectancy-value theory. Research apply-

ing expectancy-value to perceptions of

computing technology provides useful

insight for the diffusion process.

WOZNEY

Research by Wozney, Venkatesh, &

Abrami, (2006) indicates that teachers’ per-

ceptions affect the acceptance and use

(adoption) of educational technologies.

The results of their research are summa-

rized: 

The study found that: (a) expectancy of

success and perceived value were the

most important issues in differentiating

levels of computer use among teachers;

(b) personal use of computers outside of

teaching activities was the most signifi-

cant predictor of teacher use of technol-

ogy in the classroom; and (c) teachers’ use

of computer technologies was predomi-

nantly for “informative” (e.g., World

Wide Web and CD-ROM) and “expres-

sive” (e.g., word processing) purposes.

Results are interpreted in light of the

extent to which the expectancy-value

model can explain the variation in teacher

beliefs related to computer technology

use. (p.173)

Of particular interest and relevance are

points (a) and (b). Expectancy of success

and perceived value relates to Rogers’ per-

ception attributes of relative advantage,

compatibility, and complexity. As percep-

tions of relative advantage and

compatibility increase, and perceptions of
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complexity decrease; value and expectancy

increase, resulting in higher probabilities

of technology use. Increasing favorable

perceptions expedites the innovation

adoption process. The method or strategy

suggested to increase favorable percep-

tions is to increase opportunities for trials

and observations of an innovative educa-

tional technology (hardware, software,

system, or practice). Point (b) of the

Wozney et al. (2006) research lends support

to the strategy. The research results indi-

cate that personal use of computers

outside of teaching activities was the most

significant predictor of technology use in

the class. While there are limitations to the

research and transferability of the results, it

is being suggested in this essay that a user

friendly diffusion strategy that affords

time and opportunity to practice with

technology innovations may lead to favor-

able adoptions and effective and efficient

use of an innovation. Additionally, if

applied to distance education technolo-

gies, the strategy may produce intended or

unanticipated consequences of reducing

identified barriers to distance education.

BERGE ET AL.

While favorable perceptions may lead to a

faster adoption of an innovation or tech-

nology, negative perceptions may produce

barriers to adoption. In their review of the

literature about barriers to technology,

Berge and Mrozowski (1999) state findings

from Schofield (1995). “One important fac-

tor [of a barrier to technology use] was the

belief by teachers that computer use would

add little value to current practice. Another

belief that she reported was that existing

educational software was not useful in the

classroom” (p. 61). The examples relate to

expectancy-value theories and “relative

advantage” and “compatibility” of Rogers’

diffusion theory. The examples indicate

perceptions of a relatively low value

placed on computer use and little compati-

bility with educational software. The nega-

tive perceptions create barriers to

implementing a technology. Through liter-

ature reviews and research, Berge and

Muilenburg (2001) categorized barriers to

distance education into 10 factors related

to Administrative Structure, Organiza-

tional Change, Technical Expertise, Social

Interaction and Quality, Faculty Compen-

sation and Time, Threatened by Technol-

ogy, Legal Issues, Evaluation/Effectiveness,

Access, and Student Support Services. Cho

and Berge (2002) followed up with

research leading to suggestions for over-

coming the barriers. The diffusion strategy

of time and play provides knowledge of

the innovation that may produce an

intended or unanticipated consequence of

addressing many aspects of the most

prominent barriers of time, organizational

change, technical expertise, technology

threats, and access. Research about barriers

to online teaching and learning also indi-

cate that perceptions of an innovation

affect rates of adoption. 

UNIFIED THEORY OF ACCEPTANCE 

AND USE OF TECHNOLOGY 

The relevance of the Unified Theory of

Acceptance and Use of Technology

(UTAUT) model for the suggested diffu-

sion strategy is threefold; one is that it con-

solidates many of the research models and

theories related to the acceptance and use

of technologies and innovations; two, is

that it illustrates the connection between

expectancies about, intention towards, and

actual usage of a technology; and three,

research results indicate that time and

experience with a technology serve to

increase perceived values and reduce per-

ceived complexities. 

Venkatesh et al. (2003) state that

the UTAUT model provides a useful tool

for managers needing to assess the likeli-

hood of success for new technology intro-

ductions and helps them understand the

drivers of acceptance in order to proac-

tively design interventions (including
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training, marketing, etc.) targeted at pop-

ulations of users that may be less inclined

to adopt and use new systems. (Abstract)

The training and marketing—diffusion

strategy—proposed in this essay is provid-

ing time and access to technologies in a

user-friendly manner that allows individu-

als the ability to use and understand a

technology in order to make more accurate

evaluations before accepting or rejecting a

respective technology or innovation. Ven-

katesh et al. (2003) describe the UTAUT

model as an integration of elements from

eight acceptance models: theory of rea-

soned action, the technology acceptance

model, the motivational model, the theory

of planned behavior, a model combining

the technology acceptance model and the

theory of planned behavior, the model of

PC utilization, the innovation diffusion

theory, and the social cognitive theory.

Through research studies, Venkatesh et al.

(2003) condensed elements from the eight

acceptance models into four common con-

structs that serve as determinants of an

individual’s intention to use a technology

and the actual usage behaviors. The four

constructs as describe by Venkatesh et al.

are:

Performance expectancy is defined as the

degree to which an individual believes

that using the system will help him or her

to attain gains in job performance. Effort

expectancy is defined as the degree of

ease associated with the use of the sys-

tem. Social influence is defined as the

degree to which an individual perceives

that important others believe he or she

should use the new system. Facilitating

conditions are defined as the degree to

which an individual believes that an

organizational and technical infrastruc-

ture exists to support use of the system.

(pp. 447-453)

Source: Venkatesh et al. (2003, p. 447, Figure 3).

Figure 1. Diagram of the UTAUT model.
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As indicated in the Venkatesh diagram

(see Figure 1), performance expectancy,

effort expectancy, and social influence are

direct determinants of behavioral inten-

tion; and facilitating conditions and behav-

ioral intention are direct determinants of

usage behavior. Venkatesh et al. also identi-

fied four key variables (gender, age, experi-

ence, and voluntariness of use) that were

found to moderate the significance of the

determinants.

The research indicates that experience

(through training) and voluntariness of

use, moderated the determinants. The

application is that providing training with

a technology, along with the optional or

voluntary decision to adopt or reject its

implementation, over time, moderates

negative perceptions (barriers) that nega-

tively influence behavioral intention and

usage behavior. This is to say that over

time with experience what was once an

important issue related to performance

and effort became less important. When

first introduced to a technology, for exam-

ple, perceptions of complexity, perfor-

mance, and effort may be negative from

being overwhelmed, but through training

and time the perceptions of complexity,

performance, and effort subside. The

method of implementing a diffusion pro-

cess can influence the consequences of the

adoption decision.

The findings of Venkatesh et al. (2003)

are consistent with research from Berge et

al.; that as institutions become more

mature and capable, previously perceived

barriers like technical expertise and credi-

bility become less of an obstacle. Time and

favorable experiences mitigate both indi-

vidual and organizational barriers.

 

NOTES FROM THE FIELD

The writer recently engaged in a conversa-

tion with the principal of the Federal Way

Internet Academy, a virtual high school in

Washington State. The 30-minute conver-

sation was video recorded and later

observed. The original intent was to inter-

view the principal about the innovation-

adoption strategy suggested in this essay.

What unfolded, however, was an

unscripted conversation that brought

terms and concepts related to innovation

diffusion and expectancy-value theories to

life. The principal’s description of the

adoption process for a new online learning

management system could serve as a case

study for barriers to distance education,

innovation adoption-decisions, as well as

expectancy research methods like the Uni-

fied Theory of Acceptance and Use of

Technology model. The most prominent

factor described by the principal was per-

ceptions towards change: “the biggest

obstacle…is just the change.” The principal

also expressed views that support the cen-

tral theme of this essay. He stated, “the best

way to learn software is to sit down and

play with it” and projected that time and

experience will mitigate the perceived bar-

riers towards change and the new software

technology. The adoption process utilized

by the school was to engage four teachers,

students, and the principal in a pilot study

during summer school courses. The princi-

pal’s description of the rationale and

process for changing the learning manage-

ment system, and the experiences resulting

from it, related to terms and concepts from

the cited research of Rogers (2003) and

Berge et al., e.g., relative advantage, com-

plexity, compatibility, trialability, and

observability; collective adoption-deci-

sion; barriers of change, technical

expertise, student support structures,

access; as well as student barriers of techni-

cal skills and social interactions. 

CONCLUSION

The suggested strategy of providing time

and opportunity to practice with a technol-

ogy innovation has the goals of increasing

the number of individuals with the inten-

tion to use the technology, and to increase
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the rate from “intention to use” to actual

usage of the innovation. The speculated

result would be to increase the adoption

rate and to produce higher levels of effec-

tive and efficient usage. Theoretical mod-

els may serve as a framework for research

and ideal programming. It was particularly

refreshing to find a living museum, of

sorts, for diffusion and expectancy-value

theories where the curator is a champion

and opinion leader for technology innova-

tion, distance education; as well as for

teacher and student friendly adoption

decisions allowing the time, access, and

freedom to play with new technologies. 

APPENDIX: SUGGESTIONS FOR 

USER-FRIENDLY DIFFUSION 

STRATEGY

Vendors/Suppliers of Hardware,

Software, DE technologies

• Provide equipment, software, simula-

tions, and/or user accounts along with

training resources to clients or potential

clients.

Administrators

• Establish policy and procedures to allow

educators time to learn (explore, play,

use, test), access to technologies, and

when possible availability to use tech-

nologies off-campus. This might entail a

check-out policy and some form of tech-

nology and media library.

• Establish vendor relationships that

allow for test-drives of technologies, or

simulations of the technologies, more so

than official pilot studies

Trainers

• Provide enough time, training materials,

and or demonstrations for educators to

get comfortable with new or existing

technologies

• Be customer-service, client-oriented, as

opposed to technology-oriented

Educators

• Identify how new technologies fit with

existing practices and curriculum, rein-

vent existing technologies to take

advantages of efficiencies

• Request a sample copy, trial downloads,

trial model/equipment, trail user

account, etc., for the new technology as

was done in the past for sample copies

of a new textbook

• Practice with technologies at work,

home, vacation—wherever and when-

ever possible

• Practice using technologies with other

educators or local or regional user

groups

• Ask questions about the technologies

• Observe others using the technologies

and the results of the use

• Request more time for training and

learning

Students

• Use tutorials for software or learning

systems when possible

• Look for and use other sources for

learning software technologies from the

vendor, check with the library, profes-

sor, or media help desk

• Get student sample copies, trial down-

loads

• Practice using technologies with other

students or local or regional user groups
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Guidelines for Professional 

E-mail Communications

Natalie B. Milman

lthough an article by Lorenz

(2007) in the online magazine,

Slate, discussed the “death of

email,” e-mail communications are alive

and strong, even if their use is waning

among teens and others who favor texting,

IMing, and other forms of digital commu-

nication. In fact, in 2008, legitimate e-mail

communications topped over 150 billion

(Radicati Group, as cited in Tsatchabitscher,

2008) and over “67% of consumers pre-

ferred email as a means of being contacted

by businesses” (Leggatt, 2008). A study by

Weiss and Hanson-Bauldalf (2008) found e-

mail “to be a viable and indispensable

means of communication in academia …

that has the potential to greatly enhance

academic learning” (p. 48). However, the

researchers also noted that it was neces-

sary for professors to establish clear guide-

lines for e-mail communications—not only

to set clear parameters for communicating

but also to alleviate frustration by both

professors and their students. The criteria

they suggested for consideration in deter-

mining guidelines ranged from appropri-

ate and inappropriate uses of e-mail, to

formality and grammar, to expectations of

responsiveness (e.g., how much time it will

typically take a professor to respond).

In a time when digital communications

of all sorts are common, guidelines for e-

mail communications are needed. Even

so, information about how to craft an e-

mail, especially a professional, formal one,

is not a typical component of acceptable

use policies within most organizations. For

instance, George Washington University’s

(GWU) “GWMail Policy” (see http://

my.gwu.edu/files/policies/GWMailPolicy-

FINAL.pdf) outlines standards for anyone

A

Natalie B. Milman,
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The George Washington University,

2134 G ST NW, Washington, DC 20052. 

Telephone: (202) 994-1884.

E-mail: nmilman@gwu.edu
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using a GWU e-mail account, which

includes information about inappropriate

uses of e-mail communications, among

several other important issues. However,

it does not provide commonsense guide-

lines for communicating in a professional

manner. This article provides some gen-

eral guidelines for professional e-mail

communications which may be applied in

professional, educational, and personal

settings whether an email recipient is a

colleague or supervisor at one’s work,

one’s distance education professor, or an

officer in a volunteer organization.   

GUIDELINES FOR SENDING 

PROFESSIONAL E-MAIL 

COMMUNICATIONS

A general tip for writing a formal, profes-

sional e-mail message is to consider it is the

same as writing a letter—and be sure to

include the major parts of a letter.

1. Address the recipient in some way by

title or name (e.g., Dr. Milman, Dear

Professor, etc.). The easiest—and saf-

est—way to address someone is by

title—it makes it easier to avoid

addressing a recipient by the wrong

gender. Even if you know the recipi-

ent, referring to someone of authority

by title demonstrates knowledge of the

person’s status. 

2. Include a subject that accurately

describes the contents of the e-mail. If

the e-mail is about an assignment, then

include a subject line such as “research

paper assignment question”—this

gives the recipient an idea of the con-

tents of the message and its impor-

tance. Many professors have more

than a hundred students and multiple

classes, and may not know what you

are referring to if you ask about

“homework.”

3. Provide some type of signature that

includes your name. It is important for

the recipient to know who sent the e-

mail. Many e-mail addresses do not

clue recipients in as to who sent an e-

mail– and even if it does, it is not the

recipient’s job to guess who sent the e-

mail! There have been times that I

have received e-mails without an e-

mail signature and from a non-univer-

sity address. I had to reply inquiring

who the e-mail was from before I

would respond to it. 

4. Use appropriate grammar and syntax.

This cannot be emphasized enough. In

educational and professional environ-

ments, it is important to maintain a

sense of formality when communicat-

ing, especially when it is documented.

Rather than thinking of an e-mail as a

text message or something similarly

impermanent, think about it as some-

thing more lasting like a letter (and

indeed some professors and adminis-

trators print out all of their correspon-

dence, file it in a digital file folder, and/

or save it indefinitely—some even

might refer to correspondence from an

individual when crafting a letter of rec-

ommendation).

5. Proofread before sending! Some of us

are better typists than others. Just as

you should conduct a spelling and

grammar check, be sure the content is

accurate not only considering your

intended message or question, but also

the tone. 

6. Do not send an e-mail that you might

later regret. Always consider that your

e-mail message may later come back to

haunt you. This can happen when a

recipient forwards your message to

others, erroneously or purposefully. 

Another consideration when sending e-

mail involves whether or not e-mail is the

best mode of communication in the first

place. Sometimes, it is best to meet in per-

son, and if that is not possible, then a

phone or Web conference should be sched-

uled.
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adopt the idea. In 2007-08, 22% of college

students were distant learners; it is likely

that distance education has “arrived.”

The game changes for distance learning

leaders at this point; instead of convincing,

informing, and persuading, the distance

educator will now manage, support, and

evaluate. After years of efforts trying to

convince whomever would listen that dis-

tance education, distance learning, online

learning, or virtual schooling were effec-

tive ways provide education, it will in the

future be important to explain how to

administer, how to improve, and to how to

revise. The literature of the field will

change, the ideas that support the field

will evolve, and the impact of the field will

increase. 

And finally, critical mass is also defined

as the smallest amount of fissile material

needed for a sustained nuclear chain reac-

tion. If distance educators do not want

things to “blow up in their faces,” then

careful and unbiased guidelines and best

practices will need to be made available;

grandiose promises about saving educa-

tion must be avoided and realistic, practi-

cal, and reasoned advice should be given.
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Critical Mass

Michael Simonson

verett Rogers (2003) defined critical

mass in his classic work, Diffusion of

Innovations (5th ed.), as a crucial

concept in understanding the nature of the

diffusion process. Critical mass occurs at

the point at which enough individuals

have adopted an innovation so that the

innovation’s further rate of adoption

becomes self-sustaining. In other words,

the innovation becomes so widely

accepted and used that there is little need

to convince nonusers to adopt; it is only a

matter of time until the vast majority

become users. According to Rogers, an

innovation is an idea, practice, or object

that is perceived as new by an individual

or other unit of adoption.

To many, distance education is a new

idea, sometimes misunderstood but often

unknown, until recently. According to the

latest Sloan Consortium report titled Stay-

ing the Course, Online Education in the United

States, 2008 (Allen & Seaman, 2008), dis-

tance education has become better known,

widely practiced, and even politically man-

dated.

Staying the Course is must reading for

those interested in the increasing impact of

distance education in higher education in

the United States. One statistic jumps out

of the document—almost 22% of higher

education students enrolled in an online

course in the last year; a doubling of enroll-

ment over the 5 years since the first Sloan

Consortium report about online learning.

Almost 4 million higher education students

took an online course in 2008.

Critical mass is an important concept for

distance educators because it is at this

point in the diffusion of a new idea when it

“takes off on its own” with little or no need

for advocacy by change agents—those

with a responsibility to promote the idea.

Historically, critical mass of a new idea,

such as the adoption of cell phones or the

use of the Internet for e-mail, occurs when

between 15% and 35% of potential users
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