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Online Learning
Opportunities for K-12
Students in Florida’s

Nassau County

INTRODUCTION

esearch suggests that in approxi-

mately 4 years, 10% of all courses

will be computer based and by
2019, 50% of all courses will be online
(Christensen & Horn, 2008). In Florida,
school districts must provide full-time vir-
tual instructional programs to students in
kindergarten through Grade 12.

Kari Burgess-Watkins,
Technology Integration Specialist, Nassau
County School District, 1201 Atlantic Avenue,
Fernandina Beach, FL 32034.
Telephone: (904) 491-9941.

E-mail: burgesska@nassau.k12.fl.us

Kari Burgess-Watkins

While the Nassau County School Dis-
trict has been using Internet-based courses
for high school credit recovery purposes,
the district did not have an established
full-time virtual school program. During
the 2006-2007 school year, Nassau County
public high school students earned 201
one-half credits through the online credit
recovery program offered by the district
(Rodeffer, 2007). The number of one-half
credits earned increased to 614 during the
2007-2008 school year (Rodeffer, 2008). Due
to budget constraints, the district reformat-
ted the credit recovery program for the
2008-2009 school year and students earned
235 one-half credits through the online
program (Burgess-Watkins, 2009). In addi-
tion to the online credit recovery courses
offered by the district, Nassau County
public school students have been enrolling
in online courses offered through the Flor-
ida Virtual School.

In the 2009-2010 school year, Nassau
County School District opened the Nassau
Virtual School, which offers free online
courses for eligible elementary, middle,
and high school students residing in Nas-
sau County. Nassau Virtual School pro-
vides online learning for current public
school students, hospital homebound stu-
dents, home education students, and pri-
vate school students.
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The implementation of the full-time
K-12 virtual instructional program has
been a daunting task. Fortunately, other
innovative K-12 Florida districts have been
offering distance education programs for a
few years and have proven instrumental in
establishing the necessary framework for
Nassau Virtual School. The Nassau Virtual
School team met over the course of a year
to determine the mission, goals, objectives,
programs, courses, budgets, policies, pro-
cedures, job descriptions, teacher pay
schedules, website development, advertis-
ing, and other administrative tasks.

MISSION STATEMENT

The mission of the Nassau Virtual School is
to extend educational opportunities for
growth to all students through a flexible
online environment, and thereby foster the
development of each student as an
inspired life-long learner and problem-
solver with the strength of character to
serve as a productive member of society
(Nassau County School District [NCSD],
2010).

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

The goals of the Nassau Virtual School are
to:

* meet the legislative requirements for
K-12 students as established by Section
1002.45 of the Florida Statutes;

* provide public high school students
with an online opportunity for credit
recovery, grade forgiveness, and sup-
plemental or acceleration coursework;

* provide all eligible hospital home-
bound students with the opportunity to
take courses online;

* provide students in Grades 9-12 with an
online opportunity to earn a high school
diploma;

* provide online courses for Nassau
County home education high school
students; and

* Provide online courses for private high
school students residing in Nassau
County.

In order to meet the requirements of the
legislation as well as fulfill other needs of
students within Nassau County, Nassau
County School District is using a multifac-
eted approach. Nassau County School Dis-
trict uses Florida Virtual School Full Time
(FLVS FT) for students in Grades K-12, a
franchise of the Florida Virtual School for
students in Grades 6-12, EdOptions for stu-
dents in Grades 6-12, and Florida Adult
and Technical Distance Education Consor-
tium (FATDEC) courses for adult education
students.

FLVS FT FOR GRADES K-8

Florida Virtual School in partnership with
Connections Academy created FLVS FT. By
signing a contract with FLVS FT, Nassau
County families and students have access
to a high performing “A’-rated public vir-
tual program (Connections Academy,
2011). The full-time, 180-day comprehen-
sive program is offered to Nassau County
kindergarten through 12th grade students.
In order to qualify for the FLVS FT K-12
program, the student must reside in Nas-
sau County School District's attendance
area and meet one of the following criteria:

* the student has spent the prior school
year in attendance at a public school in
this state and was enrolled and reported
by a public school district for funding
during the preceding October and Feb-
ruary for purposes of the Florida Educa-
tion Finance Program surveys;

* the student is a dependent child of a
member of the United States armed
forces who was transferred within the
last 12 months to this state from another
state or from a foreign country pursuant
to the parent’s permanent change of sta-
tion orders;

2 Distance Learning

Volume 8, Issue 1



* the student was enrolled during the
prior school year in a school district vir-
tual instruction program under this
section or a K-8 Virtual School Program
under s.1002.415, Florida Statutes; and

* the student has a sibling who is cur-
rently enrolled in the school district vir-
tual instruction program and that
sibling was enrolled in such program at
the end of the prior school year.

Through the FLVS FT program, stu-
dents benefit from the flexibility of online
courses, Sunshine State Standards curricu-
lum, highly qualified Florida-certified
teachers, regular communication, and per-
sonalized, instruction (Florida Virtual
School Full Time, n.d.).

The majority of the FLVS FT K-8 curricu-
lum is in print and supplemented through
online content and resources. Once a stu-
dent has applied and the district has veri-
fied eligibility, Connections Academy ships
all of the required learning materials
directly to the student’s home.

FLVS FRANCHISE FOR GRADES 6-12

In order to provide FLVS courses to Nas-
sau County students in Grades 6-12, Nas-
sau Virtual School signed a franchise
agreement with the FLVS. The franchise
courses are taught by local Nassau
County School District teachers. Nassau
Virtual School teachers, students, and par-
ents benefit from the expertise of the
FLVS in terms of online instruction,
instructional management, student man-
agement, support, and technology infra-
structure. Teachers and students can login
and work on their coursework any time
and from any location with access to the
Internet. In order to participate in the
Nassau Virtual School franchise courses,
the student must meet one of the follow-
ing criteria:

* be enrolled in a Nassau County School
District public school;

* be enrolled as a home education student
with Nassau County School District;
and

* be enrolled in a private school and
whose legal guardian is a Nassau
County, FL resident (NCSD, 2010).

HOME EDUCATION STUDENTS

High school home education students
residing in Nassau County may retain
home education status and utilize Nassau
Virtual School courses to enhance their
curriculum. Students have access to all
offered courses and can take one or as
many as six online courses per semester.
The student’s parent or guardian acts as
guidance counselor to approve course
selection (NCSD, 2010).

PRIVATE SCHOOL STUDENTS

Full-time private high school students
residing in Nassau County can take one or
as many as six online courses per semester
with Nassau Virtual School. All private
school students are required to meet with
their guidance counselor in order to regis-
ter for Nassau Virtual School courses.

HosPITAL HOMEBOUND

High school hospital homebound students
can take one or as many as six Nassau Vir-
tual School courses with the approval of the
hospital homebound facilitator and the
guidance counselor from the student’s
home school. Course selection is deter-
mined by the student’s guidance counselor
(NCSD, 2010).

COENROLLED STUDENTS

Public high school students enrolled in a
traditional Nassau County high school can
take courses online with Nassau Virtual
School as part of their schedule. A stu-
dent's schedule may not exceed six courses
between the schools. All public school stu-
dents are required to receive approval
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from their guidance counselor in order to
register for Nassau Virtual courses (NCSD,
2010).

FULL-TIME DIPLOMA-SEEKING
STUDENTS

The full-time online program allows stu-
dents to earn a regular high school diploma
and complete their coursework online with
Nassau County School District certified
teachers. Students report to a campus for
FCAT Testing and other assessments as nec-
essary. Students are able to customize their
education for accelerated learning or to
accommodate their individual needs. In
order to participate in the Nassau Virtual

School diploma seeking program, a student
should:

* have been promoted to the next grade
the previous school year;

* have a 2.5 or higher grade point aver-
age;

* have scored at Level 3 or above on the
FCAT Reading and Math during the
previous school year; and

* meet all Nassau County Student Pro-
gression Plan Criteria (NCSD, 2010).

SELF-EVALUATION ONLINE
LEARNING QuIz

Online learning can provide opportunities
for students to take courses any time and
from anywhere; however, this style of
learning may not be appropriate for every
student (Florida Virtual School [FLVS],
2009). FLVS has developed a list of techni-
cal competencies, access, and learning style
questions to help students determine if
online learning is an option for meeting
their educational needs.

In order to help a student determine if
he or she will be successful learning in an
online environment, he or she should care-
fully consider the FLVS “Is online learning
for you?” questions (FLVS, 2009) prior to
requesting Nassau Virtual School courses.

If the student can answer “YES” to ALL
of the questions, online learning may be a
viable option for his or her educational
needs (FLVS, 2009). If the student answers
“NO” to two or more, he or she will likely
experience difficulty and should resolve
these issues prior to attempting online
coursework (FLVS, 2009).

TECHNICAL COMPETENCIES

AND ACCESS

* Taking into consideration my personal,
academic, work and extracurricular
activities (sports, clubs, etc.), will I be
able to devote as much or more time to
my online class, as I do for my tradi-
tional studies?

* Am I comfortable using the Internet as a
means of communication and research?

* Do I own or have access to a computer
with Internet access and e-mail?

* Do I know or I am willing to learn how
to copy, cut, and paste text/files between
programs?

* Am I willing and able to learn and apply
new software applications?

LEARNING STYLES

* Am I able to prioritize tasks, organize
assignments and complete assigned
work by the required date?

* Can I solve problems and work through
difficulties independently?

* Are my writing, reading and communi-
cation skills above average?

* Do I prefer to work alone on assign-
ments?

* Can I read and follow detailed instruc-
tions on my own without an instructor
lecturing and giving verbal explana-
tions? [Questions adapted from Florida
Virtual School’s Tips for Students sign-
ing up for FLVS classes (FLVS, 2009).

COURSES
Nassau Virtual School offers 42 middle and
high school courses in the following sub-

4 Distance Learning

Volume 8, Issue 1



ject areas: career education, critical think-
ing, English, Spanish, math, science, and
social studies.

INSTRUCTION

The majority of the Nassau Virtual School
policies are derived directly from the con-
tract with FLVS. Nassau Virtual School
teachers are required to speak via tele-
phone with students and their parents at
least once per month. In addition, the
teachers and students interact regularly
through e-mail, voice mail, and telephone.
Students are encouraged to contact the
teacher when there is any type of academic
need. Teachers are required to respond to
all e-mail and voicemail within 24 hours
during the regular work week (Monday-
Friday) and weekend communication (Sat-
urday-Sunday) should be handled with
integrity and professional judgment. All
communication between the teacher, stu-
dent, and parent is documented in the
course management system. Unlike the
traditional classroom where the student
must move on with the rest of the class or
physically attend their next class, in a vir-
tual course, the student can call the teacher
and work through the material until he or
she is able to understand it (NCSD, 2010).

COURSEWORK

Students are expected to login to each
course for active participation at least three
times a week. All Nassau Virtual School
courses have a pace chart. The pace chart
outlines exactly what is expected to be sub-
mitted by the student on a weekly basis.
Each student is required to submit a spe-
cific amount of coursework each week in
order to maintain the appropriate pace.
Teachers work with the student to modify
the pace chart to reflect a traditional,
extended or accelerated pace. Failure to
maintain the required number of weekly
submissions will result in warnings, grade
penalties, and potential withdrawal from

the course. If a student will not be partici-
pating in a course due to travel or other
commitment, the student must be on pace
and notify the teacher in advance of the
planned absence in order to discuss assign-
ment completions and pacing (NCSD,
2010).

GRACE PERIOD

The grace period provides the student
with an opportunity to “try out” the course
while allowing the teacher to evaluate the
student’s performance. A student may
drop a course without academic penalty by
notifying the teacher before the 28th day in
the course. If a student is not “on pace”
with the coursework during the grace
period, the teacher will contact the student
and parent. If the student remains “off
pace” by the end of the grace period, the
student will be administratively dropped
from the course without academic penalty.
After the 28th day of the grace period, the
student will earn a grade for the course
regardless if the grade is passing or failing.
Students must maintain pace in order to
stay enrolled in the course (NCSD, 2010).

ASSESSMENTS

The teacher regularly conducts discussion-
based assessments at certain points within
the course with each student via tele-
phone. During these assessments, the
teacher discusses the student’s coursework
and the course content in order for the stu-
dent to demonstrate mastery of the con-
tent while also verifying the authenticity of
his or her work. Each student is required to
take a final exam in all Nassau Virtual
School courses. The final exam helps the
teacher validate the student has demon-
strated mastery of key course concepts and
standards. The student is expected to take
the exam as directed by the teacher. With
the intention of maintaining the integrity
of all Nassau Virtual School courses and
grades, the teacher may choose to facilitate
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or require an oral or a face-to-face assess-
ment at any point in the course (NCSD,
2010).

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY

In order to participate in Nassau Virtual
School courses, the student must agree to
the FLVS academic integrity policy. Aca-
demic integrity means:

* Your work on each assignment will be
completely your own.

* Your collaboration with another class-
mate on any assignment will be pre-
approved by your teacher.

* You will not practice plagiarism in any
form.

* You will not allow others to copy your
work.

* You will not misuse content from the
Internet.

* You will not give any assistance to stu-
dents scheduled to take the course in
the future.

* Your parent or guardian will attest that
you completed the work on your own
(NCSD, 2010).

TEACHER RESPONSIBILITIES

As outlined in the Nassau Virtual School
teacher’s job description, teachers are
expected to (NCSD, 2010):

* instruct assigned classes based on the
curriculum established by Nassau Vir-
tual School/Florida Virtual School;

* identify, select, create, and accommo-
date the needs of students with varying
backgrounds, learning styles, and spe-
cial needs;

* assist students in accomplishing course/
program objectives;

* establish an environment that is condu-
cive to learning and active participation
in learning activities;

* establish relationships with students
and parents through e-mail and
monthly phone conferences;

* monitor student progress and encour-
age students to maintain pace estab-
lished by the virtual school pace charts;

* participate in professional development
and faculty meetings;

* utilize all required and recommended
Nassau Virtual School computer appli-
cations.;

* maintain accurate and complete records
in accordance with laws, rules, policies,
and administrative regulations;

» regularly check the usage logs to verify
that students are active in the course;

* provide timely feedback to students on
their assignments and assessment tasks;
and

* follow the policies stated in the memo-
randum of agreement as required by the
Florida Virtual School Franchise Agree-
ment.

In order to ensure each teacher effec-
tively performs his or her assigned teach-
ing responsibilities, virtual classroom
walkthroughs are conducted based on a
model from Broward Virtual School. Dur-
ing the observations, the teacher and pro-
gram manager simultaneously view
various portions of the course manage-
ment system and discuss instructional
practice, student progress, and student-
teacher communication to make certain
quality teaching and learning are taking
place within the virtual classroom.

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

While the student is responsible for all of
his or her own coursework, parental
involvement is critical component to the
student’s success in online learning. A par-
ent or guardian should consider the fol-
lowing questions in order to determine
whether online learning is a viable solution
for the parent or guardian and child. As a
parent, are you willing to:
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* Know and use your child’s username
and password to access their grade
book, announcements, assignment
feedback, etc?

* Make sure assignments, tests, and quiz-
zes have been completed?

* Check weekly to see submitted assign-
ments and grades?

* Help your child determine and stick to a
schedule?

* Encourage your child to ask questions,
call the teacher, or e-mail the teacher
when he or she needs help?

* Provide the teacher with your e-mail
address to receive monthly progress
reports?

* Discuss problem areas with your child
and communicate with the teacher and
guidance counselor as often as needed?

* Make yourself available to discuss your
child’s progress with the teacher?

* Provide a quiet study space for your
child with access to the Internet, tele-
phone, and printer?

* Contact technical support as needed?
[Questions adapted from Marion Virtual
School’s Making Virtual Learning Work
—Tips for Parents (Marion County Pub-
lic Schools, 2009)].

Nassau Virtual School offers students
and parents a choice regarding their edu-
cational options. Together they must
decide whether the student should attend
a traditional brick and mortar school or opt
to participate in a flexible educational
model. Students take online courses for a
variety of reasons, such as the opportunity
to learn at their own pace, the ability to
work and go to school, rigorous training
schedule, or to makeup credits from aca-
demic setbacks. The Nassau Virtual School
bridges a gap for those students whose
needs are not being met in the traditional

classroom. Since the legislative mandates
regarding online learning are still new,
Nassau Virtual School has the chance to be
a part of the development process for K-12
online learning in the state of Florida. As
Nassau County School District strives to
implement online learning in the K-12
environment, Nassau Virtual School will
continuously evolve and work with other
districts to meet the diverse needs of Nas-
sau County students as well as the require-
ments of the legislation and Florida
Department of Education.
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The Value of Instructional
Technology in a K-12

District

INTRODUCTION

nstructional technology is defined as

“the study and ethical practice of facil-

itating learning and improving per-
formance by creating, wusing, and
managing appropriate technological pro-
cesses and resources” (Richey, 2008). Prior
definitions focused on instructional tech-
nology as a resource such as a program or
a machine. The evolution of the definition
from a tangible item to the latest definition
is a result of the research and theory that
have become a foundation for instructional
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technology as it is viewed today. Theory
looks at how learning occurs, motivation,
communication, change and diffusion.
Research focuses on learner characteristics,
instructional strategies, needs assessments,
evaluations, and cost effectiveness. Given
the impact of research and theory on
instructional technology, what is observed
in the classroom is based on practice (Saet-
tler, 2004).

THE SCOPE OF INSTRUCTIONAL
TECHNOLOGY

One of the most important functions of
technology is within instruction. Instruc-
tional technology supports the curriculum
and learning of the teacher as well as the
students within the classroom. Instruc-
tional technology, also referred to as edu-
cational technology, can be of considerable
value to a K-12 district as long as the struc-
ture within which instructional technology
operates is supportive. As with any system,
integrating instructional technology is part
of a larger system within which several
individual components impact the creation
of an environment that will nurture the
integration of instructional technology.
Instructional technology is influential in (a)
informing technology, (b) improving the
quality of teaching and teaching staff, and
(c) enabling students to expand their learn-
ing. The use of technology is influenced by
the network infrastructure, the quantity
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and quality of hardware, and the network
bandwidth. Earlier definitions of instruc-
tional technology referred only to these
components and not to the actual impact
of each resource on student learning.
Without a viable network and equipment,
the use of technology would lead to frus-
tration and eventually lack of use. The
technology needs to be transparent so that
the focus remains on the task at hand
rather than the tool being implemented to
accomplish the task.

How technology is supportive of district
operations and functions is also important.
Administratively, student and staff infor-
mation systems support informational
needs for many district databases such as
special education programs, lunch pro-
grams, library systems, data analysis to
inform instruction, and electronic data
submissions to the state Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education and
the federal Department of Education. The
use of technology within these administra-
tive functions fosters instructional technol-
ogy through informing instruction.

The availability of professional develop-
ment is another consideration today as the
importance of educating our educators in
the use of these new resources is realized.
This continuing professional development
is valuable not only in formal coursework
in higher education prior to graduation
but also once the teacher is in the class-
room. With new technologies appearing
every day to support instruction, educa-
tors need to keep informed and learn the
significance of instructional technology
and its impact student achievement.

Rogers” (2003) theory of diffusion of
innovations is an important theory to con-
sider for effective professional develop-
ment for learning about instructional
technology. This theory addresses under-
standing not only at what rate new ideas
and technology diffuse through society
over time but also how and why. Rogers
adds that teachers will be more apt to use a
new tool if they are in need of an

improved means of helping students grasp
concepts. Ease of use and access to coach-
ing will also positively impact teacher use
of new resources. The five stages of inno-
vation adoption are knowledge, persua-
sion, decision, implementation and
confirmation (Rogers, 2003). Making teach-
ers aware of the technological resources
available to them is the first step toward
the use of these resources within instruc-
tion. Support from the technology integra-
tion specialist is a method to persuade
teachers to move toward the decision to
use the resources within instruction.
Implementation will follow when teachers
are confident the resource will support
teaching and the results of the implemen-
tation leads to a confirmation that technol-
ogy integration will support instruction.

INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGY IN
SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS

Given the value of instructional technol-
ogy in a K-12 district, let us examine how it
is used in a small urban city in the north-
east part of the United States. Salem, Mas-
sachusetts is located north of Boston and
has a population of 41,343 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2006). Salem is home to Salem
State College as well as five K-5 elementary
schools, two K-8 schools, one 6-8 middle
school and one 9-12 high school. Founded
in 1626, it became a major seaport and
famous for the 1692 Salem Witch Trials.
Tourism is a major industry in the city of
Salem today (Welcome to Salem, Massa-
chusetts, The City Guide, n.d.).

During the past few years, the Salem
Public Schools district in Salem, Massachu-
setts has provided administrators, educa-
tors, and students with the network
infrastructure and hardware conducive to
the effective use of technology in instruc-
tion and productivity. The trend in many
districts has been to invest millions of dol-
lars to infuse schools with the hardware,
software, and infrastructure necessary to
bring technology into the learning process
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(Price & Stokes, 2003). The missing compo-
nent has been the provision of effective,
sustained professional development to
successfully utilize technology especially
within instruction (Overbaugh & Lu,
2009). According to federal No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) legislation, adequate
yearly progress (AYP) is defined as the
minimum level of improvement that
states, school districts, and schools must
achieve annually. As a district that has not
made AYD it is evident that teachers will
benefit from quality professional develop-
ment to enhance instruction with technol-
ogy (Matzen & Edmunds, 2007).

Advancements in technology require
teachers to learn the benefits of using tech-
nology to enhance instruction prior to
using technology within classroom
instruction (Anderson, 2000). As society
relies more and more heavily on technol-
ogy in every facet of existence, it is impor-
tant that teachers learn to use technology
to improve instruction and prepare stu-
dents for life in the twenty-first century.
Teacher quality is an important consider-
ation as educators are required to continu-
ously analyze data and modify instruction
to accommodate the diverse needs of all
learners, especially since the district stu-
dent population is mainly Hispanic and
about one third of our students are on
individualized education plans (NCLB
report card, 2008).

As our students progress through their
years in Salem schools, it is necessary to
provide them with the technological back-
ground necessary to graduate skilled, pro-
ductive members of the twenty-first
century. The students of today do not have
the same needs, skills, and learning styles
as the students of the 1980s and 1990s.
Known as “digital natives,” our students
do not know life without technology;
without a computer, cell phone, digital
resources. Those of us born before the
inception of technology are known as “dig-
ital immigrants” and are forced to learn
how to use technology just as if we were

learning a new language. Salem graduates
must be life-long learners capable of deal-
ing with the rapid change of a digital age.

Technology has been available to stu-
dents and educators in the Salem Public
Schools K-12 district since 1984 with the
development of a computer literacy pro-
gram for students and staff. Equipped with
a few Apple computers, the program
began to introduce administrative uses of
technology and eventually expanded into
computer-aided instruction. During the
mid-1990s Salem began to construct a
small system of local area networks in each
of the schools to allow access to the Inter-
net.

The first Salem Public Schools Technol-
ogy Plan covered 1997-2002. Prior to this
document, no districtwide plan existed.
The current technology plan addresses
Salem technology initiatives from 2008
through 2012. During the fall of 2010, the
technology plan will be revisited to assess
progress and adjust the plan for future
growth. The technology plan is key in
keeping the district focused and moving
forward with integrating technology into
district functions including but not limited
to instructional technology.

The district has now replaced the older
T1 connections with fiber at each of the
schools and all schools are now connected
through Verizon’s Switched Ethernet Ser-
vices. The Salem K-12 district now sup-
ports about 2000 computers available for
staff and students and our network has
expanded to encompass almost all school
instructional areas as well as all adminis-
trative offices. The network is now a true
wide-area network allowing for district
level server-based resources such as a
library system that connects the libraries in
all the schools, a student information sys-
tem, staff information system and numer-
ous resources for instruction. We have met
the state recommended ratio of 5:1 ratio for
all students but the age of the computers is
now beginning to limit access to more
advanced technology. Computers need to
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be upgraded and replaced on a regular
schedule to ensure that students and staff
can access effective productivity and
achievement resources within instruction.
Much as computers are upgraded as much
as financially possible, the growing budget
limitations have caused much of the hard-
ware to become limited in enabling inte-
gration of instructional technology.

In order to allow for the expansion of
technology into each school, the district’s
administration began a renovation project
in 1980 to build the backbone for the neces-
sary infrastructure. Table 1 shows the date
each school was renovated and the per-
centage of students attending each school
out of the total number of students within
Salem Public Schools. The last column
shows the comparable percentage of com-
puters from the total of computers in the
district. The Nathaniel Bowditch School
and the Carlton Elementary School were
new building constructions. The percent-
ages show the distribution of computers as
equitable.

The number of computers, however, is
not a true indicator of the quality of the
computers at each school as shown in
Figure 1. The Massachusetts Department
of Elementary and Secondary Education
recognizes three categories of computers.
Type A computers (bottom in this chart)

Table 1.

are less than 3-years-old and are capable of
supporting the newest technologies avail-
able. Type B computers (middle in this
chart) are between 4 and 8 years but can-
not support newer resources. Type C com-
puters (top in this chart) are over 9 years
old and in most cases cannot access many
Internet resources. Clearly, it can be seen
here the impact that hardware and infra-
structure have on instructional technology.

If instructional technology is so valuable
to the Salem K-12 district, how can is be
sustained in light of restricting budgetary
limitations? The district currently employs
three technology integration specialists to
work with over 500 teachers in nine
schools. One technology integration spe-
cialist works full-time at the high school
with about 140 teachers while a second
technology integration specialist works
full-time at the middle school with about
60 teachers. The remaining 300 teachers in
the seven elementary schools share the
third full-time technology the technology
integration specialist. The Salem district is
fortunate to have this last technology inte-
gration specialist since the elementary
technology integration specialist position
was eliminated in the 2008-2009 year. From
August 2000 through June 2008, the seven
elementary schools shared 3.5 technology
integration specialist positions. Budget

Date of Renovation, Percentage of

District Enrollment, and Percentage of Computers

School Renovation Percent Enrollment Percent Computers
Horace Mann 1980 7 5
Bentley 1992 11 7
Collins Middle 1994 14 18
Saltonstall 1995 9 7
Bates 2000 7 9
Bowditch 2001 11 14
Witchcraft Heights 2003 10 12
Carlton 2004 4 3
Salem High 2008 27 25
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Figure 1.

issues caused the elimination of these posi-
tions but recognizing the importance of
the work these specialists perform, the dis-
trict was able to find funding to return one
position during this school year. The prob-
lem became how to share this person
among so many schools and teachers and
the idea for the “Learn IT, Use IT, Share IT”
program was born.

The Learn IT, Use IT, Share IT program
was developed to support the technology
integration specialist in working with staff
to make full use of the technology
resources available. This program provides
Salem teachers with several resources that
can be used within classroom instruction.
Instructional technology specialists sup-
port teacher use of these resources. The
development of the Learn IT, Use IT, Share
IT program is provides teachers with the
opportunity to explore resources that
might be useful for instruction at their
grade level or subject area. Using a website

T Witchcraft
14% |

B84%
2%

HMLS

Collins
28%

24%
48%

~Saltonstail-{-Salem High-|

| 53% | 4%
37%
10%

20%
76%

and the program, the technology integra-
tion specialist can provide teachers with
information about these resources and
provide tailored professional develop-
ment to facilitate teacher use of theses
resources. Further communication then
translates into one-to-one or group train-
ing and more use of the resources (Barkley
& Bianco, 2002).

An initial professional development day
was held in September 2009 during which
teachers were made aware of the availabil-
ity of several resources. Teachers were
given online access to technology stan-
dards for teachers and students, curricu-
lum standards by subject and by grade, the
employee handbook, the Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education Data Warehouse for data analy-
sis, the website for staff resources and the
FirstClass e-mail system for collaboration
and communication. The teachers were
also introduced to Atomic Learning, an
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online resource that provides online train-
ing for teachers to learn to use the online
environment and software programs avail-
able in the district. Additional online
instructional resources include Internet
Safety curriculum, Study Island, BrainPop,
BrainPop Jr., and BrainPop Espaiiol.

Both BrainPOP and the iSafe Internet
Safety program are new resources. Study
Island has been available for 3 years but
has not been used consistently. The addi-
tion the technology integration specialist
supports teachers in learning how to effec-
tively use each of these three products and
allows for the evaluation of teacher use of
these tools.

BrainPOP provides short, online, educa-
tional movies aligned to curricular state
standards in subject areas such as, English,
Math, Social Studies, Science, Arts and
Music. Interactive quizzes, games, and
activities are also available to engage stu-
dents and support instruction. BrainPOP
can be used with grades 4-12 while Brain-
POP Jr. is used with grades K-3. The dis-
trict’s Hispanic population can make use of
BrainPOP Espafiol where BrainPOP con-
tent is presented in Spanish. BrainPOP
was selected because it is a resource that
provides support for grades K-12 in all cur-
riculum areas (“BrainPOP About Us,” n.d.).

Study Island is a web-based tool in
which content is derived from state stan-
dards and standardized tests. The program
provides for parental involvement, ongo-
ing skill practice, and assessment mecha-
nisms. Online access to the program and
the variety of instructional formats moti-
vates students to use the program while
learning curriculum-related information.
Teachers have access to usage reports for
each individual student as well as aggre-
gate information for all students within the
class. Teachers can assign specific areas of
Study Island to support classroom instruc-
tion (Study Island Online Massachusetts
Standards Mastery and MCAS Prepara-
tion, n.d.). The technology integration spe-
cialist has worked with teachers to align

Study Island with the district's Everyday
Math program and to access Study Island
reports which inform teachers about indi-
vidual student and class understanding of
math concepts as they are learned.

The Internet Safety curriculum is pro-
vided by i-SAFE, Inc. The K-12 curriculum
focuses on cyberbullying, personal online
safety, and online social networking.
Through the use of this curriculum teach-
ers educate students to utilize the Internet
safely and responsibly. Teachers present
the Internet Safety curriculum to students
as Internet resources are used within cur-
ricular instruction (“About i-SAFE,” (n.d.).
Internet safety is a new area teachers are
responsible for teaching. The district has
purchased this curriculum to facilitate its
inclusion into instruction. In light of
increased use of technology and the possi-
bility of increased cyberbullying, the dis-
trict is placing an emphasis on informing
students, staff and parents in this critical
area.

REASONS FOR INTEGRATING
INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGY

The goal of education is not simply to
impart knowledge to students, whether K-
12 or adult learners, but also to teach stu-
dents of any age how to learn. Learning is
no longer contained in a classroom but is a
life-long process for teachers as well as stu-
dents (Blocher, Echols, & Sujo de Montes,
2003).

Teacher integration of technology for
teaching and learning in their classrooms
is now considered essential and no longer
just a possible addition to instruction (Hall,
Fisher, Musanti, & Halquist, 2006). Hall et
al. suggested a number of factors that hin-
der the use of technology within instruc-
tion, such as lack of common time during
which peers can discuss teaching chal-
lenges, lack of a common structure for edu-
cators, little motivation to improve current
practices, and limited infrastructure,
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programs, and equipment to facilitate tech-
nology integration (Hall et al., 2006).

Training in the effective use of technol-
ogy must have content, continuity and
immediate application (Pardini, 2002). Both
Anderson (2000) and Eib (2002) found
teacher instruction must be focused to sup-
port integration and instruction design.
Additionally, Pardini (2002) stated that
training opportunities must also accommo-
date the different learning styles of teach-
ers. Pardini also mentioned the importance
of knowledgeable support staff at each
school to facilitate the process of technol-
ogy integration (Pardini, 2002).

Barriers, such as teacher attitude and
anxiety, can hinder the effectiveness of
professional technology development and
its transfer into instruction (Brinkerhoff,
2006). Teachers fear or are skeptical of
insufficient time to prepare for a lesson
using technology, hardware, software or
network problems. Lack of opportunity to
co-teach because of incompatible sched-
ules is another barrier (Brinkerhoff, 2006).
Matzen and Edmunds (2007) found that as
teachers became more confident in their
use of technology, integration into instruc-
tion was more successful. Teachers who
had access to a working network, hard-
ware, and software in addition to peer
coaching as needed found student
achievement improved, especially for low-
performing students, with the added use
of technology (Matzen & Edmunds, 2007).
When professional development includes
a component specific to classroom instruc-
tion, where teachers are also learners,
teachers can observe and model effective
teaching using technology, and during
these sessions, the teacher works with a
mentor or coach as a team providing
instruction in the classroom (Matzen &
Edmunds, 2007).

CONCLUSION

Technology will help our students become
skilled, knowledgeable, independent, and

self-directed learners and will support our
teachers to facilitate learning in an envi-
ronment where students are active partici-
pants in what and how they learn (Matzen
& Edmunds, 2007). The challenge before us
is to move forward as technology contin-
ues to evolve in order to provide students,
staff, and administrators with access to
technological resources that support teach-
ing and learning.

The technology integration specialists
work with classroom teachers to maximize
the effectiveness of instructional technol-
ogy. Educators need time with technology
integration specialists for professional
development and exposure to new
resources in order to embrace instructional
technology. The Learn IT, Use IT, Share IT
program and the use of technology inte-
gration specialists as instructors, mentors,
and collaborators for district educators
contribute to Salem’s success in imple-
menting instructional technology within
the classroom.

Salem is part of the evolution of instruc-
tional technology. James D. Finn (1964)
predicted, “The educational future will
belong to those who can grasp the signifi-
cance of instructional technology” (p. 27).
Using its limited resources in people, infra-
structure, resources and time, instructional
technology is becoming part of the culture
of our schools. Our administrators, our
teachers, our students, and our community
expect instructional technology to be trans-
parent within our schools. With technol-
ogy continuously changing, our goal to
integrate instructional technology
throughout our schools can never been
accomplished but we are educating our
staff and students toward that end. Salem
is preparing its students by using instruc-
tional technology and leading them to life-
long learning.
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Staying Connected,
Informed, and Organized
Utilizing Novell GroupWise

he need for effective communica-

tion and organization has always

been a priority in the business
world as well as in the field of education.
The use of the Novell GroupWise Collabo-
ration and Productivity Software in the
workplace promotes efficiency in day-to-
day communication and organization for
all personnel. Communication and organi-
zation are the foundation for success there-
fore training personnel to utilize the
communication software in order to
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acquire all its benefits will increase levels of
productivity.

It is common practice for professionals
to carry an agenda with scheduled
appointments and notes of upcoming
events and tasks, and it is becoming more
commonplace for professionals to keep
electronic records that can be accessed
through some type of device such as a
computer, Blackberry, or other form with
access to the Internet. These records are
readily available and accessible keeping
the busy professional organized and pro-
ductive.

MAKING CONNECTIONS

In the field of education, connecting with
administration, colleagues, parents, and
professional resources outside of the dis-
trict is common practice. The task of com-
municating regularly is simplified, direct,
and prompt when using e-mail. Each cate-
gory of communication holds its own
value and purpose.

* Administration. Communicating with
administration is vital and good leaders
will promote frequent, meaningful com-
munication. Scheduling staff and pri-
vate meetings with staff as well as
keeping staff updated is a daily task.
Keeping an electronic file of upcoming
events is streamlined in using Novell
GroupWise software. According to Tall-
erico (2005), maintaining an open line of
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communication enables the principal to
stay current in order to provide and
obtain feedback:

information forwarded to you should
influence your decisions about when
to attend a particular group’s meet-
ings, what kind of clarification or moti-
vation might be needed to keep the
group’s work on track, and how to
modify the balance of leadership pres-
sure and support for each group’s
efforts. (p. 86)

* Colleagues: Sharing instructional strate-
gies through collaboration provides a
framework of support. As Fogarty and
Pete (2007) noted, “it provides the emo-
tional support for change as well as the
expertise for developing skills” (p. 42).
Collaboration between colleagues offers
encouragement and knowledge for
assistance in ease of transitioning when
needed and day-to-day experiences. For
an instructor, making quick connections
throughout the day during planning
periods or between classes can be easily
achieved with the use of e-mail. Send-
ing documents and resource attach-
ments via e-mail brings focus to face-to-
face meetings utilizing time during the
meeting in a productive and efficient
manner.

* Parents: A top priority for teachers and
administration is communicating with
parents. Parents would like to be
informed about the progress of their
child. Using e-mail in promoting gener-
alized communication with parents is
important. Although personal issues
regarding student behavior or academic
progress should not be published online
in e-mail format, setting up conference
times or clarifying assignment require-
ments is easily accomplished through e-
mail. Personal issues are best addressed
in phone conversation or in face-to-face
meetings. E-mail can be a vital tool in
basic and necessary parent communica-
tion when used for suitable purposes.

* Professional Resources: On a larger
scale professionally, e-mail is an essen-
tial tool in networking and, for instance,
acquiring up-to-date information from
professional organizations. Most profes-
sionals belong to one or more profes-
sional organizations that provide
newsletters, articles, and other types of
information such as workshops or con-
ferences related to the designated field.
The majority of organizations use e-mail
in updating members of the latest inno-
vations in the given field as well as
scheduled events.

E-mail communication provides an
array of benefits for professionals in shar-
ing information and providing support.
The same is true when conversing online
with administration and parents. Profes-
sional development offers a critical link to
national and international resources in the
field enabling the receiver to benefit from
increased exposure to articles, newsletters,
and other types of information and inno-
vations in the specified field.

Basic USE

Most of us have had experience in using e-
mail of some sort, whether for business or
personal purposes. E-mail is a common
way to stay in touch with friends and com-
municate short messages to business asso-
ciates. Novell GroupWise communication
system, when employing all the features, is
a tool that saves time and provides organi-
zation. The basic features of the program
are not unlike that of a personal e-mail
system but it offers much in the way of
organization and time management for the
busy professional.

Basic elements of the system include
sending and receiving e-mail and a compi-
lation or running record of each. The run-
ning record should be kept to a minimum,
however, in order to save space on the
server. Organizing required e-mail in file
folders will allow quick retrieval, and
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removing those that are low priority or
unnecessary to file will eliminate electronic
clutter and free up wasted space. A large
electronic e-mail system with many users
will quickly accumulate unneeded e-mails
both received and sent if the user does not
delete them and empty the trash.

The system provides for sending direct
messages in the body of the e-mail and of
course allows for attachments. The e-mail
component also offers spell check for use
when composing e-mail. The attachment
feature provides ease of sending docu-
ments across the building as well as across
the district. It is useful to provide materials
beforehand, for instance to those that will
be attending an upcoming meeting. Using
the attachment feature to send files or
notes allows the receiver to print necessary
items and also keep an electronic copy of
the material in their personal file for future
use.

ORGANIZING E-MAIL

Organization in the workplace can be chal-
lenging and time consuming. For instance,
sorting, documenting, labeling, and filing
hard copy papers comprised of multiple
topics and used for various purposes is
time consuming and a lot of physical space
is needed. These filing tasks can be done
easily by using the e-mail software. Staying
organized is uncomplicated with the use of
e-mail. Using the cabinet, calendar, and
checklist functions of e-mail eliminates the
need for physical space required for filing
hard copy documents, correspondence,
and notes in filing cabinets in an office or
classroom. The convenience of storing
information in one area electronically for
quick retrieval saves time and in turn
increases the level of staff productivity.

* Cabinet: The filing cabinet feature pro-
vides the use of file folders for ease of
categorizing and streamlining e-mail.
Retrieval of e-mail when consolidating
items in the filing system or cabinet

using the software program is efficient
and effortless. Items retrieved electroni-
cally can be printed, sent, deleted, or
prioritized using the checklist feature.

* Checklist: Using the checklist feature
allows the user to prioritize e-mail for
ease of keeping track of tasks and follow
up on correspondence. This is easily
accomplished using the arrow buttons
by clicking and relocating the e-mail
Items are categorized by subject; due
date and name of the sender are also
displayed.

* Calendar: Time management is vital for
busy professionals. As Kouzes and Pos-
ner (2007) urged, “spend your time and
attention wisely. Spend this precious
nonrenewable resource on the most
important values” (p. 78). Staying orga-
nized using the electronic calendar fea-
ture daily will save time, money, and
frustration. Easy access to the calendar
option in the menu bar is shown in Fig-
ure 1. Being organized in this way
allows more time and direction in com-
pleting top priority tasks. Calendar
functions in the e-mail system provide a
systematic way of keeping track of
appointments, notes, and tasks.
Appointments can easily be organized
and accessed from various forms of
online technology when using this func-
tion. Figure 2 displays how notes and
tasks are also readily displayed and
available for use. Making use of the
calendar options will simplify daily
scheduling and create conscientious,
organized, and productive staff.

TRAINING

The goal of establishing a proficient work-
place is reached with the involvement and
contributions of all stakeholders. Providing
asynchronous training to new employees
as well as established employees who may
not be utilizing the communication soft-
ware program to attain its full benefits will
be advantageous for staff as well as admin-
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istration. There are several choices in
achieving an effective training program.
Considerations would be time, cost, topic,
and usefulness to the organization as well
as staff members. Instruction related to
concrete topics such as using a software
program such as Novell GroupWise can be
accomplished through use of an instruc-
tional video. Creating a video for this rea-
son may require time but the longevity of
its uses far outweighs the initial cost.

Depending on the size of the organiza-
tion and locations of staff, the instructional
video may be accessed online. In having
the video retrievable in this way a user-
friendly environment and an asynchro-
nous method of training is created. This
may be a productive first step; Ko and Ros-
sen (2004) suggested that “the tools an
institution uses and the support it offers
very much influence the choices you'll
need to make” (p. 18). Considering avail-
able resources first will help in determin-
ing how best to proceed with training.
When first working with e-mail and its
related organization system, staff may
need to revisit portions of the video in
order to become proficient in using the
system. Thus, having the video available
will remove pressure from the employee to
remember everything learned in one sit-
ting. Providing access to the video elimi-
nates the need for the trainee to ask for
assistance. Thus, the trainees will feel more
confident in keeping themselves orga-
nized. The final outcome of a well-planned
and accessible training program will bring
about well-organized and productive
employees.

New employees may also be involved
with training related to the structure of the
organization, its policies, and procedures;
thus, a mentor or coach may be assigned.
This is an effective way of new staff mem-
bers becoming accustomed to the organi-
zation as well as providing much needed
support in assisting new staff. In discuss-
ing the issue of support, Kouzes and Pos-
ner (2007) stated, “strengthening others is

essentially the process of turning constitu-
ents into leaders—making people capable
of acting on their own initiative” (p. 269).
With proper and accessible training
resources staff will be confident in making
contributions individually as well as col-
laboratively to the organization. Commu-
nication is a critical component in the
training process as well as once new staff is
acclimated and working at full capacity in
their new position. Therefore, accessibility
to training resources provided for the e-
mail communication system need be avail-
able and implemented at the onset of
employment.

CONCLUSION

Communication is the foundation for a
productive organization, whether in a
business or academic setting. Communica-
tion must engage administration, staff, par-
ents, networking, and those with
opportunities for professional develop-
ment; simply stated, all stakeholders must
communicate effectively. Prompt and fre-
quent communication in responding and
initiating conversation through e-mail
offers colleagues the opportunity to com-
municate in an informal, meaningful, and
timely fashion.

E-mail is recognized as a mainstay of
communication and not difficult to navi-
gate for the user. However, training is
important for new staff or those that may
be having problems with organization.
Training will affirm the user is aware of the
organizational features of the software that
may otherwise not be used effectively.
Time and money are a minimal investment
for an organization in the long run when
using an asynchronous style of training for
software programs or concrete topics. Pro-
viding a concise video that clearly shows
how to use the e-mail system simplifies the
process for the administration as well as
the staff concerned. The cost in producing
a training video for the Novell GroupWise
Collaboration and Productivity Software
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program far outweighs the opportunity
cost involved of failing to properly train
staff in the fundamental workings of the
communication system utilized by the
organization.

E-mail is one of the major forms of com-
munication used worldwide. It is used on a
daily basis and is less time-consuming and
costly than making long distance phone
calls. E-mail must, however, not be substi-
tuted for making more personal connec-
tions with administrators, colleagues, and
parents through phone calls or face-to-face
meetings. E-mail serves a great purpose
when used in the proper circumstances
and with generalized issues. All stakehold-
ers utilizing the Novell GroupWise Collab-
oration and Productivity software program
effectively will strengthen the foundation
of the institution, keep the lines of commu-

nication consistent and open, and assist
with staff organization in a productive and
efficient way.
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Learners’ Motivation
in a Distance Education

Environment

INTRODUCTION

otivation is “a force or drive

that influences behavior to

achieve a desired outcome”
(Millette & Gorham, 2002, p. 141, as cited in
Jung, 2006). Motivation is one of the key
factors affecting students” performance
and learning, particularly online learning
success (Cole, Field, & Harris, 2004; Ryan,
2001 as cited in Smart & Cappel, 2006).
Learners’ motivation evolves with commit-
ment to their study goals and to their insti-
tution. Motivated students are those who

Khitam Azaiza,
Web Developer/Analyst, Nova Southeastern
University, 1750 NE 167th St.,
North Miami Beach, FL 33162.
Telephone: (954) 262-8466.
E-mail: azaiza@nova.edu

Khitam Azaiza

are willing to achieve their goals, prepare
for class, and turn in assignments on time.
Student motivation is crucial because it is
related to students’ learning outcome
(Jung, 2006). This article briefly addresses
the elements of learners’ motivation, the
variety of motivating factors that distance
education students may experience while
pursuing their educational goals include
self-motivation, learner-to-learner interac-
tion, instructor-to-learner interaction, and
content and institutional support.

ELEMENTS OF LEARNER MOTIVATION
The goal of motivational design is to
develop tools and strategies that are help-
ful in increasing learners’ motivation in
achieving their objectives. Thus, for the
last 20 years Keller has been developing
and testing the learner motivation theory
for systemically integrating motivation
into instructional plan (Driscoll, 2005).
Keller’s theory consists of four different
characteristics of learners’ motivation
which is known as the ARCS model of
motivational design:

Attention can be gained by employing
several methods. These methods can be
perceptual or inquiry. Perceptual attention
can be gained through the use of (a) sur-
prises that catch the learners’ interest with
the course, (b) hands-on activities such as
games to get the learners involved with
the course and the instructor, (c) variety of
methods in presenting the course materials
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such as video, discussion group, group
projects, presentation, et cetera, and (d)
balance amount of humor and real exam-
ples to maintain learners interest in the
course. The inquiry method can be
achieved by providing questions or prob-
lems as activities for the learners (Learning
Theories Knowledgebase, 2009).

Relevance refers to things we perceive in
meeting personal satisfaction (Driscoll,
2005). Relevance contributes to increasing
learners’ motivation by using real exam-
ples and language that learners are com-
fortable  with  (Learning  Theories
Knowledgebase, 2009). Keller addressed
six elements to enhance relevance: experi-
ence, present worth, future usefulness,
needs matching, modeling, and choice. By
following these elements, the learners will
increase their personal desire to learn
(Learning Theories Knowledgebase, 2009).
Instructors should relate coursework to
their learners’” experience, and they should
provide examples and opportunities that
match learners’ values and motives
(Driscoll, 2005). Driscoll stated “finding
ways to actively engage students in learn-
ing can be an effective means in motivat-
ing them, irrespective of whether they yet
see the relevance of the learning activities”
(p. 336).

Confidence helps in engaging learners
with the learning environment. Learners’
confidence can be enhanced by helping
them to understand the success of their
learning. This success can be achieved by
providing objectives for learners to help
them estimate the probability of success,
allow for meaningful success, and permit
growth during the learning process. Fur-
thermore, providing feedback is an impor-
tant factor to support learners and help
them achieve success (Learning Theories
Knowledgebase, 2009).

Satisfaction can be achieved through nat-
ural consequences, positive consequences,
and equity (Driscoll, 2005). Natural conse-
quences can be generated by providing
opportunities to use newly acquired

knowledge in a real setting and that cause
the learner to feel that skill is useful
(Driscoll, 2005; Learning Theories Knowl-
edgebase, 2009). Positive consequences can
be achieved by providing learners with
rewards such as verbal praise and real or
symbolic rewards. Equity can be achieved
by matching outcomes to expectation but
not to over-reward the easy tasks (Driscoll,
2005; Learning Theories Knowledgebase,
2009).

Many elements during the developing
of a course can affect motivation (Keller,
2006). These elements include materials
teachers or designers use, teachers’ behav-
iors, the structure of a lesson, and the over-
all structure of the course (Keller, 2006).
Each element of Keller's theory helps
teachers and designers to analyze different
teaching approaches and enhance their
teaching skills by employing motivational
strategies (Keller, 2006). These strategies
provide instructional designers and teach-
ers with strong and effective ways to inte-
grate  motivation in a learning
environment (Driscoll, 2005). According to
Clark (2001), there are huge cultural differ-
ences in motivation that would be a factor
to influence the design of instruction. It is
important to consider student interest and
learning styles in order to effectively
implement instruction. Since motivation
plays an important role in students’ learn-
ing, media and method should constantly
be changed and adapted as delivery tools
of instruction to avoid boring students
with more of the same.

FACTORS OF LEARNER MOTIVATION

According to Jung (2006), there are two
types of motivation: primary and second-
ary. Primary is an unlearned way to be
motivated and it occurs naturally by
addressing bodily needs of food, sleep,
feeling of self-esteem, and confidence. Sec-
ondary motivation, on the other hand,
occurs when motivation is provided by
people who surround us. Secondary moti-
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vation can be divided into subfactors:
extrinsic or intrinsic. Extrinsic motivation
can be rewards and punishments or can be
derived from some value associated with
the activity. For example, students who dis-
play classic signs of extrinsic motivation
will study for the SAT or ACT test and keep
retaking the test until they achieve the
appropriate score to be awarded a scholar-
ship or to get them into their dream uni-
versity. On the other hand, intrinsic
motivation involves one’s own needs such
as choosing to read or write a book for per-
sonal pleasure.

Most motivated distance learners, espe-
cially women, are self-motivated. The
development of women’s self-motivation
and self-directedness in any educational
undertaking is important. With all of life’s
responsibilities, including family, children,
and housing, women learners are encour-
aged to manage their time, practice control
over their own learning processes and
goals, and be able to function effectively
with the limiting factors of their respective
society (Gokool-Ramdoo, 2005). According
to Chen (2001), most successful online
learners are self-motivated, self-directed,
and responsible. On the other hand,
unmotivated learners will express negative
perceptions of their online course.

Learner-to-learner interaction is
another factor of motivation. Interaction
provides motivation, feedback, and dia-
logue between learners as well as instruc-
tion (Chen, 2001). This occurs during
learners’ interaction via discussion activi-
ties, chat sessions, group projects, and/or
peers consultations. Furthermore, a
blended course format is another way for
interaction among learners. Blended
courses can help to motivate learners who
would otherwise feel isolated in a fully
online course (Durante & Koohang, 2003).
Interaction can lead the learner to con-
struct personal meaning,.

Among the most important factors that
influence the motivation of learners is the
relationship between learners and instruc-

tors (learner-to-instructor interaction). This
relationship is the best way to motivate
learners and to increase their learning out-
comes (Sahin, 2008). Thus, communication
is very important in a distance learning
environment. This will create motivation
for learners, which leads them to function
effectively and achieve their educational
goals. The communication in distance
learning can be easily translated for use
with several types of media such as Ellumi-
nate, chat, discussion, and so on. In rural
communities, instructors may use -cell
phones to text messages students to keep
them engaged and motivated. Contribu-
tions to the asynchronous discussion
board, a synchronous chat room, or a com-
bination of the two are additional tools
instructors use in students” motivation and
satisfaction when accessing and manipu-
lating online courses. One group that was
interviewed in Churchill's (2005) study
summed up that

the important elements of e-learning are
timely access to the course materials,
engaging e-learning materials, reliable
technical infrastructure, and most impor-
tant, the e-tutor, who facilitates the e-
learning experience by encouraging,
monitoring, and inviting responses from
participants, and ensuring smooth opera-
tion of the course. There should also be a
contingency plan when things go wrong,.

(p-5)

Instructors should strongly consider
motivation during the development of a
course curriculum. According to Simonson
(2005), distance instructors are “becoming
designers, organizers, motivators, and
assessors, among other things; roles that
teachers have long been advocating as vital
to the education process, even more
important than presenting” (p. 40).
Instructors need to create interactive
resources such as graphs, models, spread-
sheets, and simulations to help students
interact with the course content (Sahin,
2008). It is also incumbent on the learner to
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be engaged with the course through chat,
discussion group, and problem solving
activities.

Instructors” immediacy behavior is very
important to motivate students. Instructors
who use vocal variety, address students by
name, and respond to students’ inquires
with prompt action are considered imme-
diate instructors (Jung, 2006). Increasing
the distance between the instructor and
the student presents both challenges.
Learners need to feel comfortable and
want to be able to get in touch with the
instructor as needed. The instructor, on the
other hand, needs to encourage students
and make them feel that he or she is
always there to help.

The instructor should use multiple ways
of providing quick feedback (e.g., FAQs,
automated quizzes, self-assessments, peer
review of work, and instructor feedback on
discussions and on assigned activities). The
instructor should be able to manage stu-
dents’ expectations for faculty response
time to individual or group questions.
Feedback lets students know that the
instructor received their questions or
assignments. Furthermore, providing feed-
back is an important factor to support
learners and help them achieve their suc-
cess

Institutional and content motivations
are the most important factors for accom-
plishing successful distance education pro-
grams. In order for an institution to have
an effective online course, important tools
must be available. For example, Al-Quds-
Open University (QOU), which is located
in Palestine, uses valuable tools to offer an
effective, motivated, and enthusiastic
course (Matheos et al., 2007). The QOU
also has the staff to support the courses
including academic specialists, instruc-
tional designers, and technology specialists
in online development, video and audio
production, and multimedia production.
To be able to motivate learners, the staff
and faculty must also be motivated
because a person would not provide some-

thing that he or she doesn’t have. Thus,
using the case in QOU, staff in the media
production center are offered continuous
opportunities for training. The trained staff
are required to share their new skills with
the rest in the department, which will defi-
nitely develop a motivating and an effec-
tive atmosphere within the department. As
result, they work together as a team and
are willing to produce the best quality
materials needed to have successful online
courses (Matheos et al., 2007).

Training faculty is very important to
have a motivated online environment. Fac-
ulty in a distance education environment
should be aware of the technology used for
delivering content; “Teachers must know
something about the potential of technol-
ogy to facilitate learning and to enhance
their own effectiveness” (Beaudoin, 1990,
p- 1). Teachers should be able to use tools
effectively and incorporate them to meet
the learning outcomes. Thus, ongoing
training on teaching using technology
within online course is essential. Beaudoin
(1990) asserted “in-service programs must
offer convincing, no-nonsense and on-
going training that deals with how to teach
at a distance, not merely how to manipu-
late new instructional technology” (p. 5).

Many universities have a department
designed solely for training faculty to use
all the available tools for delivering online
courses effectively. Many universities offer
a student support center including learn-
ing assistance center and tech support cen-
ter to motivate students to persist in their
programs. Students can access the learning
center online to improve their skills in
mathematics, reading and writing aca-
demic materials, research and so on. Indi-
vidual tutors will address a student’s
particular questions, etc. The online service
could include both prepackaged learning
materials and live tutoring (Matheos et al.,
2007). Students may access the tech sup-
port system via phone, live chat, or e-mail
for any technical difficulty they may face
in their online courses. Furthermore, the
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media center is a very important factor in
the motivation of online students. Stu-
dents will have the motivation to continue
with their program if they have easy access
to all necessary research materials.

SUMMARY

Motivation in a distance learning environ-
ment is the key success for learners to
achieve their educational goals. Further-
more, motivation helps learners gain
knowledge faster. The concept of Keller’s
theory, the ARCS model, is to systemically
integrate motivation into the instructional
plan (Driscoll, 2005). Self-motivation,
learner-to-learner interaction, instructor-
to-learner interaction, content, and institu-
tional support are the major motivational
factors that definitely have an effect on stu-
dents’ performance and persistence in dis-
tance education. McKeachie (2002, as cited
in Smart & Cappel, 2006) stated that “Stu-
dents who are motivated to learn will
choose tasks that enhance their learning,
will work hard at those tasks, and will per-
sist in the face of difficulty in order to
attain their goals” (p. 19).
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math based scholarship competition
for high school seniors.

The top 10 finalist teams will travel to
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Virtual Campus at Valencia
Community College

A Unigue Approach

INTRODUCTION

hree-dimensional virtual worlds

are no longer uniquely the subject

of science fiction or computer
games but are becoming embedded in the
fabric of the twenty-first century’s social
environment. Virtual worlds have the abil-
ity to mirror or diverge from reality pre-
senting the opportunity for collaboration,
exploration, and role-playing, and for par-
ticipation in a wide range of experiences in
a safe and engaging way (Kelton, 2007).
They differ from the structured environ-

Nemir Matos-Cintron,

Learning Technology and Alternative Delivery,
Valencia Community College, 1800 South
Kirkman Road, Orlando, Florida, 32811.

Telephone: (407) 582-1956.
E-mail: nmatoscintron@valenciacc.edu

Nemir Matos-Cintron

ment found in a computer game in that
there are no rules to determine a winner,
nor are driven by competition or the intent
of attaining a goal. People enter these users
created virtual communities by adopting
an avatar and venturing into an environ-
ment that is both similar and different
from the real world.

SECOND LIFE

Developed by Linden Labs, Second Life is
perhaps the most popular multiuser vir-
tual environment and it is becoming
increasingly prevalent in mainstream soci-
ety. Second Life is the largest Internet user-
created, 3D virtual world. If Second Life
were a country, it would have a population
of 12 million inhabitants (New Media Con-
sortium and Educause Learning Initiative,
2007).

This open source virtual community is
part of the Web 2.0 social media applica-
tions. Similar to other social networking
sites such as Facebook and My Space, it
allows users to share media, connect with
friends, and to experience a feeling of pres-
ence and connectedness to a community.
Second Life goes beyond the two-dimen-
sional and static nature of other social net-
working sites in that user-controlled
avatars can navigate the environment by
walking or flying, teleporting to other
regions, and can make use of numerous
gestures such as waving, dancing, or sit-
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ting down (New Media Consortium and
Educause Learning Initiative, 2007).

SECOND LIFE AT VALENCIA

The user demographics for Second Life
reveal that 26% are between the ages of 18
to 24 years and 38% are between the ages
of 25 to 34. The combined user demo-
graphics represent two thirds of the Sec-
ond Life accounts, a target population of
great interest for higher education (Kelton,
2007). The student demographics for
Valencia Community College reveal a still
younger population clustered in the first
adult bracket but when combined, they
mirror the profile of Second Life users.
Fifty-eight percent of students are grouped
between the ages of 18 to 24 years and the
median age of a Valencia student is 20
years old (Office of Institutional Research,
2008). Sixteen percent of Valencia students
are between the ages of 24-34. Neverthe-
less, the combined demographics of Valen-
cia students between the ages of 18-34 also
represent two thirds of the student body
(Office of Institutional Research, 2008).

The Horizon Report of 2007 identified
virtual worlds as an emerging technology
likely to have a large impact in teaching
and learning in higher education in 2 to 3
years adoption time. The forecasting of the
Horizon Project, a research-oriented initia-
tive conducted by Educause in collabora-
tion with the New Media Consortium
seems coming to fruition although still to
reach critical mass.

Valencia Community College is among
more than 200 universities or academic
institutions nationwide having a presence
in Second Life. Its virtual campus resides
in one of the near 300 virtual islands
devoted to educational purposes (Kelton,
2007). Approximately 700 instructors
around the world are using immersive
environments such as Second Life to pro-
vide an engaging context for teaching and
learning in fields ranging from the arts,
humanities, to the sciences. The faculty at

Valencia is part of this growing group of
educators (Antonacci & Modress, 2008).

THE MAKING OF VIRTUAL VALENCIA

The initiative to develop a Second Life vir-
tual campus at Valencia was spearheaded
by Angelique Smith, director of learning
technology and alternative delivery, as an
opportunity for faculty to engage with
peers through the world in learning new
ways to teach and engage students in
immersive learning environments. She
also envisioned Second Life as a platform
for students to learn more twenty-first cen-
tury skills as computers and technologies
continue to evolve (A. Smith, personal
communication, December 2, 2009.

The initiative surpassed its initial scope
when instructional designer Eddie Howell
became involved in the development of a
virtual campus for Valencia Community
College. Howell has been creating multi-
media since 1991, including 3D characters
and virtual environments and for the past
ten years, and has been advancing his
knowledge in virtual technologies and
simulations in education. The time was
ripe at Valencia to use virtual worlds to
reach beyond the institution boundaries
and provide students with the opportunity
to learn in an immersive environment that
could overcome the limitations of time and
space.

Howell conceived the environment as
an open space and drew inspiration from
the architectural forms of the brick and
mortar campus. He was inspired by the
cylindrical and avant garde look of the East
Campus library but took it further to create
a virtual campus without walls. Further-
more, he built the virtual classrooms set-
ting them up above cloud level freeing the
ground level for welcome and student
interactive areas (E. Howell, personal com-
munication, November 24, 2009).

After conducting an online survey,
Howell designed the Virtual Campus, inte-
grating both the needs of the students and
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faculty members. The welcome area has a
campus directory and shelves with free
objects which provide students and pro-
spective students with information about
Valencia Community College. In addition,
the environment includes a “sandbox”
hands-on area where students can build
their own items for 6 hours before the vir-
tual items are returned to them (E. Howell,
personal communication, November 24,
2009).

The virtual classrooms provide a space
for active learning and multimedia interac-
tivity. Howell customized the open class-
rooms for seating and enabled
technologies for audio and video display.
Instructors are able to bring objects to per-
sonalize the classroom environment and
students are encouraged to finish the class-
room by contributing themselves objects
and sharable media (E. Howell, personal
communication, November 24, 2009).

THE VIRTUAL CLASSROOM AT
VALENCIA: A CASE STUDY

The majority of faculty members at Valen-
cia Community College belong to the gen-
eration born before the digital explosion
initiated after 1980. The average age of full
time faculty is 47 years old (Office of Insti-
tutional Research, 2008). Using Prensky’s
(2001) term, we see that “digital immi-
grants” are teaching a generation of “digi-
tal natives.” Howell, however, considers
the skills needed to teach in a virtual
world, such as Second Life, as not inher-
ently different from those needed to navi-
gate the two-dimensional Internet and
asserts that most faculty members were
able to adapt to websites and course man-
agement systems in the first digital wave.
The skills needed, in his estimation, are the
ability to be organized and self-motivated
to be an independent explorer (E. Howell,
personal communication, November 24,
2009). Professor Ed Frames, a 70-year-old
senior faculty member, fits this profile. He
is one of the educators who are taking the

adoption of Second Life to what Rogers
identified as critical mass. Rogers considers
that critical mass in the diffusion of interac-
tive innovation is reached at the point
when enough individuals in a system have
adopted an innovation so its further rate of
adoption becomes self-sustaining (Rogers,
2003, p. 343).

Frames, who teaches a fully synchro-
nous honors world mythology class using
Second Life, saw the advantages of teach-
ing through a 3-D learning environment
after attending an Honors conference. This
learning immersive experience affords him
new opportunities that are not available in
regular online courses. On the verge of
renouncing online teaching, finding insur-
mountable the transactional distance of the
asynchronous online environment, Second
Life became the natural extension of the
traditional classroom and paradoxically
afforded Frames more, not less, teacher
control (E. Frames, personal communica-
tion, November 20, 2009).

Emulating his most admired teacher,
Confucius, who believed that education
was the key to success and self-realization,
inspired his selection of his avatar. Having
an avatar to interact with students restored
a sense of connectedness and presence,
absent in the disembodied online class-
room. The virtual physical embodiment
possible in Second Life provides an educa-
tional experience that elicits emotional
involvement and implies a higher level of
engagement (Kelton, 2007). Students are so
deeply connected to the master teacher
personae they complain when Frames
changes his avatar when trying to adopt
an identity that would best suit the topic of
the session (E. Frames, personal communi-
cation, November 20, 2009).

Counterintuitively, =~ what  attracted
Frames to an immersive environment such
as Second Life, was the capability of doing
what he knows to do best in his “first life”:
lecturing, and it is deeply personal. Most of
his PowerPoint presentations, playing on a
projection screen in his virtual classroom,
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Figure 1.  World mythology class.

Figure 2. Professor Ed Frames avatar.

are based on his travels around the world.  and Chichen Itza in Mexico. As he shows
They include visits to historical and archeo-  the slides, Frames fields questions from stu-
logical sites such as Machu Pichu in Peru  dents in the text chat, simultaneously
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Figure 3. Valencia Community College Virtual Campus in Second Life.

explaining the significance of myth and
worldview. The Virtual Valencia classroom
in Second Life surpasses the brick and mor-
tar environment, as he is able to use his
ideas decorating the classroom so that when
students come in, they find a different
theme especially suitable to a world mythol-
ogy class (E. Frames, personal communica-
tion, November 20, 2009). Virtual objects
pertaining to the myths of the given culture
he is analyzing, decorate the classroom
without walls. During the Latin American
mythology session, a massive Devotional
Stone of the Sun sat at the center of his vir-
tual classroom as he deciphered the mean-
ing of a world that gave way to conquest
and colonization by the Europeans.

One of the unique features of Second
Life is that it is an open world. Different
from the brick and mortar classroom, or an
online chat room inside a learning system,
Second Life is always open. This virtual
world is persistently available for explora-
tion and learning. Once in Second Life,
this persistence extends learning beyond a

defined space since there are other worlds
to explore and people to meet (Robbins-
Bell, 2008). Furthermore, the immersive
nature of the experience as participant in
virtual worlds offer learners an opportu-
nity for engagement with other times and
places (Jeffery & Collins, 2008). Frames
considers that feature enriches a world
mythology class since he can combine his
lecture with virtual field trips to museums
and environments dealing directly with
the cultures referenced in his course.
Interestingly enough, Frames is not con-
sciously aware of the strides he is making
in this virtual environment which are
gradually taking him to a learner-centered
level of teaching. He is graciously unaware
of the deep sensory shift he is experiencing
as he lectures in a multimodal communica-
tion learning environment. Frames uses
voice chat to deliver his lecture but stu-
dents are asking questions and making
comments in the text chat. Students are
also communicating among themselves
using the instant messaging channel.
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There is a lot of simultaneous communica-
tion that is unacceptable in a real life class-
room (E. Howell, personal communication,
November 24, 2009). His perception is that
students are comfortable while he is speak-
ing to type in questions that appear on the
screen, knowing they are not disrupting
his lecture as he has time to finish his sen-
tence before responding.

Another big step toward learner cen-
tered practices is to hold an end of semes-
ter virtual get together in which Frames
discusses possible ways of improving the
world mythology course. As a result, he
has relinquished control of selecting the
sites to visit during class, thus empower-
ing students to assume responsibility in
the learning process. Each week two stu-
dents are assigned to scout and select
beforehand the worlds to be included in
the virtual field trips. Furthermore, stu-
dents serve as guides during class taking
the group to the most interesting points.
Attendance to the virtual field trips con-
sists on taking snapshots of the visited
worlds, a feature enabled in Second Life,
to be submitted as screen captures via e-
mail to the instructor (E. Frames, per-
sonal communication, November 20,
2009).

Underlying apparent seamless lecture
sessions is the ability to integrate peda-
gogical, managerial, social, and technical
tasks to create an immersive learning
experience (Collins & Jeffery, 2008).
Frames opens the session with two gen-
eral questions related to mythology but
tied into the lecture, such as inquiring
about the role of concepts of giants, and
small people and their origins. At the
same time, he creates a friendly and social
environment in which learning is pro-
moted and makes students comfortable
with the technology to the extent that it is
seamless. In addition, he performs the
managerial task of setting the agenda of
activities and virtual field trips, and he
establishes procedural rules and manages
the interactions with leadership during

the session. Focused on the capability to
lecture in this environment, he seems
unaware of the level of dexterity and pro-
ficiency he exhibits in performing these
faculty roles in the context of a complex
immersive learning environment.

LEARNING RESULTS

At the end of this journey into a world
mythology class in Second Life at Valencia
Virtual campus, the question of rigor
arises: does media have an effect on learn-
ing or is it the instructional method the
independent variable that produces the
desired effect of learning? It is understood
that one case study cannot confirm a corre-
lation between media employed and learn-
ing outcomes. Nevertheless, the retention
rate in the Second Life world mythology
class is 100%; in the three semesters that
Frames have taught the course in the
immersive environment of Second Life,
there has not been a single dropout. A
charting of grade averages based on the
virtual class versus the brick and mortar
experience revealed a higher grade point
average for those enrolled in the three-
dimensional immersive version of the
world mythology class (E. Frames, per-
sonal communication, November 20, 2009).
Frames must be doing something right in
order to enjoy such success.

CONCLUSION

In an environment where constructivist
theories have a profound impact in the
way educators approach online learning,
there are unique methods that defy the
theoretical framework under which best
practices are outlined. It is important to
take into account the specific context of
teaching and learning. Is lecturing totally
outmoded? Is the time of the “sage on the
stage” totally over? On the other hand, is it
possible for three-dimensional virtual
environments to elicit a transformative
immersive learning and teaching experi-
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ence and provide a “second life” for sea-
soned faculty members who otherwise
resist teaching online?

Further inquiry is needed to understand
the interplay of life experiences of a master
teacher within a three-dimensional immer-
sive learning environment. It is, nonethe-
less, clear that user created virtual worlds,
such as Second Life, provide a platform for
faculty and students to interact in an envi-
ronment flexible enough to accommodate
different teaching and learning needs and
styles (Schlemmer & Backes, 2008).
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Improving Distance
Education Program
Quality Through the
Implementation of a
Center for Excellence

INTRODUCTION
hanges in technology and the
needs of society are creating a
demand for more educational
offerings via distance education. To answer
this need, George C. Wallace State Com-
munity College, currently known as

Lisa Starling Sanders,
Graduate Student,
Nova Southeastern University,
106 Dothan Road, Abbeville, AL 36310.
Telephone: (334) 585-1041.
E-mail: Isanders@nova.edu

Lisa Starling Sanders

Wallace Community College or WCC,
offers courses through their distance edu-
cation program. Over the course of 9 years,
the offerings have expanded over 700%
(R.C. Joiner, personal communication,
November 5, 2008). To ensure quality in the
growing number of courses offered
through the distance education program,
WCC implemented a Center for Instruc-
tional Excellence (CIE) during the spring
semester of 2005. This article will review
the history leading up to the implementa-
tion of the distance education program
and the response to evaluation-identified
needs in the form of CIE.

BACKGROUND

Established in 1947, WCC is a comprehen-
sive community college located in south-
east Alabama that served approximately
3,700 credit students and 1,500 noncredit
students in the fall semester of 2007 (Bare-
field, 2008). According to the 2007 Fact
Book (Barefield), in 1999, the State Board of
Education, in an effort to promote effi-
ciency and reduce duplication of services
within the state college system, merged
Sparks State Technical College in Eufaula
with Wallace Community College in
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Dothan. Today, the college serves students
from campuses in Dothan and Eufaula and
sites in Fort Rucker as well as two Alabama
Department of Corrections facilities. The
college offers associate degrees in arts, sci-
ences, and applied sciences, as well as cer-
tificates in technical programs.

WCC is one of 26 public 2-year colleges
in the Alabama Community College Sys-
tem. The Alabama State Board of Educa-
tion is responsible for providing
leadership, oversight, and policy develop-
ment for the system. WCC is accredited by
the Commission on Colleges of the South-
ern Association of Colleges and Schools,
and individual programs are accredited by
appropriate professional and occupational
organizations.

The WCC mission statement is: “Wallace
Community College seeks to provide
accessible, quality educational opportuni-
ties, promote economic growth, and
enhance the quality of life of its constitu-
ents” (Barefield, 2008, p. 30). As a compre-
hensive community college, WCC fulfills
its mission through college-level credit,
continuing education, economic develop-
ment, student development, and support
programs and services (Young, 2004).

The college primarily serves a nine-
county region of Southeast Alabama along
with the contiguous 14 counties in south-
west Georgia and eight counties in the
panhandle of Florida (George C. Wallace
State Community College, 2009a). WCC'’s
service area is in transition and has long
been characterized by rural isolation,
changing demographics, low family
incomes, low educational levels, and per-
vasive social problems (Young, 2004).
Many undereducated residents have tradi-
tionally worked in agribusiness and textile
industries (Young). However, jobs in both
sectors are being lost to technology and
global competition, and new service sector
and manufacturing jobs that are being cre-
ated generally require a higher level of
education and training than those jobs
being lost (Young, 2004). These and other

economic trends present new challenges
and opportunities for the institution.

DISTANCE EDUCATION PROGRAM
AND CIE

Following the merger of WCC and Sparks
State Technical College, WCC began an
analysis of institutional effectiveness. The
process worked closely with WCC stu-
dents, faculty, staff, and administration,
college advisory committees, foundation
board members, area employers, and a
cross section of other College stakeholders
(Young, 2004). Their goal was to identify
and analyze institution strengths and
weaknesses, and community needs. The
result of their effort was a 5-year strategic
plan which defines institutional goals and
priority initiatives for advancing WCC.
One of the major goals defined in this stra-
tegic plan was to develop a distance educa-
tion program.

In response to this goal, WCC began its
distance education program spring semes-
ter of 2000 with six faculty members offer-
ing seven courses and serving 176 students
(George C. Wallace State Community Col-
lege, 2009b). Subsequent semesters
showed an increase in faculty participa-
tion, course offerings, and enrollment.
However, an evaluation of the program
identified three problems (Young, 2004).

The first problem identified was that
there were inadequate distance education
offerings for students. Although the col-
lege had offered some courses through dis-
tance education, such efforts lagged far
behind student demand. A 2003-2004 sur-
vey revealed that 93% of students indi-
cated that because of employment
schedules, course demands, and family
responsibilities, they would prefer courses
offered via web-based distance education
as opposed to courses in the traditional
mode (Young, 2004). At the time, less than
7% of the college’s 664 courses were
offered through distance education, and
less than 10% of full-time faculty members
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had incorporated web-based information
into their courses, developed course web-
pages, or brought courses online (Young,
2004). For many of the 63% of WCC stu-
dents who both work and attend classes,
use of the Internet to obtain information to
apply in traditional courses or complete
courses in a distance format had become a
necessity (Young, 2004). Nearly 70% of
WCC students indicated a desire for
increased use of audiovisual media, dis-
tance learning, and other technology
(Young, 2004).

The second problem identified was that
there was limited access to technology and
insufficient faculty training in technology.
A limited number of WCC faculty had inte-
grated advanced technology into instruc-
tion. The majority of faculty relied entirely
on traditional teaching methodologies
which often failed to address the multiple
learning styles of a diverse student body or
take advantage of technologies students
routinely use at work and at home. In a
2003 survey, nearly 80% of faculty indi-
cated a desire to improve their knowledge
and skills for using instructional technol-
ogy in their classes (Young, 2004). A com-
panion student survey found that 87% of
students were disappointed at faculty’s
inability to provide web-enhanced or dis-
tance courses (Young, 2004). Faculty lacked
training, equipment, software, and staff
support for using advanced technologies.
The result was faculty frustration and,
more importantly, diminished student suc-
cess.

The third problem identified in the dis-
tance education evaluation was that there
was an insufficient technology infrastruc-
ture within the college. The college’s tech-
nology infrastructure was insufficient to
handle increasing demand for instruc-
tional support. The college had no equip-
ment to convert and edit video for
multimedia presentations, and no person-
nel to train instructors in multimedia pro-
duction and utilization.

To address these three problems, four
goals were identified (Young, 2004). The
first goal was to promote excellence and
innovation in teaching, support services,
and instructional delivery. The second goal
was to improve faculty capabilities for
meeting the needs of an increasingly
diverse student population. The third goal
was to improve student opportunities by
expanding nontraditional learning
options. The final goal was to improve the
infrastructure for supporting the teaching/
learning environment.

The solution to correcting these prob-
lems and meeting these goals was the cre-
ation of a CIE in spring semester 2005. This
center became responsible for managing
the initiative to strengthen the college’s
technology infrastructure for supporting
instruction, designing and implementing a
mentoring program to improve faculty
members’ ability to apply advanced tech-
nology in the classroom and through dis-
tance education, and to provide training
and instructional design resources for
developing course materials and courses
for distance education.

To strengthen faculty capabilities in uti-
lizing technology in the teaching/learning
process, WCC established CIE to provide
training and support for faculty, with a
focus on strengthening skills in the use of
technology. Structured as a multiservice
resource facility, the center supports fac-
ulty in revising and developing curricula
and course materials and assessing their
efforts to integrate technology into instruc-
tion. Faculty benefits from opportunities to
interact with Center staff and peers.

The CIE design is based on models at
other institutions, including Lansing Com-
munity College in Michigan and New
River Community College in Virginia
(Young, 2004). CIE is equipped with com-
puters, office productivity and web
authoring software, multimedia technol-
ogy including professional video recording
and editing equipment. CIE is under the
authority of the college president, and
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reports to the dean of academic affairs
through the coordinator of academic pro-
grams. Within CIE, a distance education
technology specialist, web/media techni-
cian, media assistant/technician, and lab
supervisor report to the director of CIE.
Also, CIE is advised by a 15-member steer-
ing committee comprised of representa-
tives from all divisions and levels of the
college.

The role of CIE is constantly changing;
however, they are charged with carrying
basic functions. One of the basic functions
is to support innovations in and promote
the use of technology to enhance teaching
and learning. They are also to provide edu-
cational opportunities for effective teach-
ing and learning. Also, they should
increase access to, and use of, web-based
teaching and learning tools. Lastly, they
are charged with expanding support for
and share best practices of professional
development for both full-time and
adjunct faculty.

In addition to these functions, CIE
works closely with all divisions of the col-
lege to continually strengthen the technol-
ogy infrastructure needed to meet the
goals set. Strengthening WCC’s technol-
ogy infrastructure continues to provide
faculty with resources to support instruc-
tional innovation, including electronic
classrooms, software for web authoring
and other applications. CIS found that
technology such as document cameras,
“smart tablets,” recording equipment, web
authoring, and video production hardware
and software were some of the technolo-
gies needed to enhance distance delivered
courses.

Another initiative that CIE launched to
meet the goals set, was an online mentor-
ing program. Faculty who had led WCC'’s
effort to use technology and in distance
delivered instruction were identified and
appointed as mentors for faculty to be
trained. Mentors received advanced train-
ing, as well as advanced hardware and
software to support their efforts. Working

with CIE, mentors developed an online
mentoring program comprised of six
instructional modules: (1) planning an
effective web-based course; (2) presenting
material effectively in a web-based format;
(3) engaging students; (4) promoting stu-
dent interactivity and dialogue; (5) assess-
ing what/how students are learning in the
format; and (6) managing a web-based
course. Also included in this online men-
toring program are samples of each of the
topics included in the modules, additional
documents for further research, and a way
to communicate with CIE staff, faculty
mentors, and to post questions on a discus-
sion board.

In addition to strengthening the tech-
nology infrastructure and sponsoring an
online mentoring program, CIE also offers
other resources to assist faculty. These
resources include classroom and one-on-
one training in online course development,
summer institutes on distance education
course best practices, current instructional
trends and techniques, support from
instructional design professionals, addi-
tional software and hardware, as well as
stipends or release time for distance educa-
tion course design. In addition, CIE pro-
vides assistance to help faculty develop
webpages and web-based management
tools to support both online and lecture
courses; develop skills in using electronic
classrooms; employ advanced presentation
techniques; and incorporate the Internet in
existing courses. CIE encourages and spon-
sors distance education faculty members to
broaden their knowledge base by attend-
ing conferences such as International Con-
ference on Educational Media,
Multimedia, and Telecommunications (ED-
MEDIA).

WCC currently utilizes WebCT, a proven
system for delivering courses via the Inter-
net, for course development and delivery.
Using WebCT, CIE provides an online CIE
Support Center. This support center con-
tains the Wallace Online Standards which
was developed to provide faculty with
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guidance on what is expected in a quality
distance education course. The CIE Sup-
port Center also provides examples of how
to implement Wallace Online Standards
within a course as well as additional sup-
port and training.

The Wallace Online Standards (George
C. Wallace State Community College,
2008a) has varying degrees of require-
ments based on whether a course is con-
sidered a web-enhanced course, a hybrid
course, or a distance delivered course. The
Wallace Online Standards defines a web-
enhanced course as a course in which
100% of teacher-student interaction is con-
ducted in a face-to-face environment. A
hybrid course is defined as a course in
which more than 50% of teacher-student
interaction is conducted in a face to face
environment. A distance delivered course
is defined as a course in which less than
50% of teacher-student interaction is con-
ducted in a face-to-face environment.

A distance delivered course, according
to the Wallace Online Standards (George
C. Wallace State Community College,
2008a) must be equivalent to a face-to-face
course. It must also comply with the stan-
dard minimum template requirements of
posting the syllabus and instructor contact
information. The course must identify all
technology requirements, such as office
productivity requirements, web browser
add-ons, .pdf reader, et cetera. It should
also outline skills needed by the student to
successfully complete the course, such as
basic computer skills. One of the most
important standards is communications.
Each distance delivered course must have
clear directions for communication, must
include timely and appropriate interaction
between students and faculty as well as
interaction between students. Lastly, Wal-
lace Online Standards requires each course
to meet specific instructional design stan-
dards which include specifying student
learning outcomes with a complement of
supporting course materials and appropri-
ate assessments.

Also included in the Wallace Online
Standards (George C. Wallace State Com-
munity College, 2008a) are guidelines for
evaluating courses. The guidelines indicate
a review process will begin as soon as
course is approved for development and
continue throughout development. Once a
course is designed, an initial review will be
conducted followed by a periodic review
to be conducted during the first semester
of implementation. The criteria to be eval-
uated include basic course design, such as
alignment with curriculum and outcomes,
syllabus, interactivity, et cetera; a review of
instructional processes, such as student
interactivity and instructor accessibility;
and institutional processes, such as aca-
demic credentials, training, and services.

Since the inception of CIE in 2005, each
distance education course has been
reviewed, evaluated, and subsequently
revised to meet the Wallace Online Stan-
dards for Distance Education Courses.
Today, more than 32 courses are offered by
over 20 faculty and generate an average of
over 3,500 credit hours (George C. Wallace
State Community College, 2009b). Accord-
ing to the 2008 Spring Student Service Sur-
vey, 88% of students who responded to the
question “For me, the number of courses
offered through the Web (distance educa-
tion) is:” rated course availability via the
World Wide Web as “excellent” or “satisfac-
tory” (George C. Wallace State Community
College, 2008b). According to the 2008
Spring Distance Education Survey, stu-
dents responding to the question “How
would you rate the overall quality of
instruction that you received via the Inter-
net?”, rated satisfaction with faculty deliv-
ering courses via the World Wide Web as
4.1 on a 5.0 scale” (George C. Wallace State
Community College, 2008b). This 81%
approval of online courses at WCC “well
exceeds the overall requirement” of a rat-
ing at or above 68.75% (George C. Wallace
State Community College, 2008b).
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CONCLUSION

WCC began its distance education pro-
gram with a few inexperienced but willing
faculty. Through the efforts of the college
and CIE, the distance education program
today has flourished in the number of
courses offered, faculty offering courses,
and students enrolling in courses. More
importantly, the program is flourishing
because of the efforts by CIE to promote a
culture of quality within distance delivered
courses. Based on student services surveys
and student distance education surveys,
the effort is paying off in the level of satis-
faction students have in the number of
courses offered and the quality of individ-
ual courses. Therefore, the conclusion can
be made that the CIE is a major contribut-
ing factor in WCC’s distance education
program success.
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Asynchronous Algebra |
Preparation Programs

INTRODUCTION

ittle information has been gathered

on the Algebra I learning activities

and perceptions of public second-
ary distance education students. This is
partly due to few investigations into the
effectiveness of distance education envi-
ronments as an alternative for high school
students (e.g., Blomeyer, 2002; Hughes,
McLeod, Brown, Maeda, & Choi, 2007;
Phipps & Merisotis, 1999; Smith, Clark, &
Blomeyer, 2005). Numerous investigations
have been utilized in the postsecondary
settings to extrapolate current education
theories with adult learners (e.g., Allan et
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al., 2004; Dutton, Dutton, & Perry, 2002;
Flowers, Jordan, Algozzine, Spooner, &
Fisher, 2004; Lazari, & Simons, 2001; Pic-
ciano, 2006; Weems, 2002) along with effec-
tive practices (Roberts & Mclnnerney,
2006). Also, studies tend to pivot upon
technology, pedagogy, or teacher (Nguyen
& Kira, 2000) rather than the student.

An environment that has shown posi-
tive results in Algebra I with alternative
high school students is Louisiana Virtual
School (LVS). LVS is a byproduct of Florida
Virtual School and has seen tremendous
growth in Algebra I standardized test
scores. The Algebra I Online Project at LVS
has also seen student course completion
rates of 84% since implementation (Fox,
2006).

The following highlights a case study of
an asynchronous distance education envi-
ronment. This setting’s history and meth-
ods employed to prepare students and
staff is discussed. Alternative methods to
prepare students for the asynchronous
Algebra I environment are also deliberated
upon.

CASE STUDY

A school district in the Western United
States has a distance education high school
available to public secondary students.
This school, dubbed Asynchronous High
School (AHS) for anonymity, offers dis-
tance education courses to secondary stu-
dents  completely online in an
asynchronous learning environment. AHS
utilizes the same curriculum goals as tradi-
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tional schools within the district while
offering students an alternative educa-
tional means in earning a high school
diploma. Standardized testing shows a dis-
parity in the math scores in relation to
other subject areas at the school. This is
compounded by an administrative con-
cern regarding students in the ninth grade
Algebra I courses and familiarity with dis-
tance education pedagogies (E. Wade, per-
sonal communication, January 12, 2008).
Student familiarity with distance educa-
tion may affect the perceived content inter-
action, teacher-to-student interaction,
student-to-student interaction, and con-
tent activities within the asynchronous
Algebra I environment.

The Algebra I course is a one credit,
year-long program designed for high
school freshmen. The course is taught at a
distance utilizing asynchronous activities.
The course studies patterns and structure
in number systems. Students of this course
are expected to use a variety of math-
related concepts to solve problems, work
equations, and translate graphs. It is
expected for students to use calculators,
computers, and related software as instruc-
tional tools to fulfill the credit require-
ments of this course.

Algebra I at AHS has seen students have
difficulty with course content and drop out
of the online program (E. Wade, personal
communication, January 12, 2008). This is
one of the first online experiences students
have when transitioning to AHS from
other educational environments. Retaining
students after exposure to the distance
education environment has proven to be
difficult.

The AHS instructional environment has
been undergoing continual change since
the 2004-2005 school year. At that time, the
campus evolved from a part-time distance
education institution that relied upon
instructional video to a diploma-granting,
online high school. In the 2004-2005 school
year AHS presented student coursework
and instructional materials through live

online sessions and web/video-based les-
sons. These materials were made available
to students 24 hours a day, 7 days a week
(Nevada Annual Reports of Accountability,
2005). In the 2005-2006 school year AHS
continued to provide materials 24 hours a
day, 7 days a week while presenting stu-
dent coursework and instructional materi-
als through live online sessions and web/
video-based lessons. The use of interactive
computer technologies was utilized in the
2006-2007 school year (Nevada Annual
Reports of Accountability, 2007). The 2007-
2008 school year brought several advance-
ments where AHS progressed into a fully
online high school where all courses are
taken and supported in the online arrange-
ment as well as great interest in teacher-to-
student interactions surfaced as the
teacher-to-student ratio was decreased to
increase interactions (Nevada Annual
Reports of Accountability, 2008).

Another focus of AHS was the imple-
mentation of several professional develop-
ment activities and orientations for
students, parents, and staff. In 2004-2005
professional development of teachers con-
sisted of blending face-to-face and online
skills. In the same year, students and par-
ents had the opportunity to attend numer-
ous orientations. Two orientations were
held in the Fall, and four mid-year. Virtual
homeroom sessions for students and par-
ents were also held to distribute and
retrieve feedback before the second semes-
ter. School administrators and staff also
presented AHS information at regional
and community meetings (Nevada Annual
Reports of Accountability, 2005). Orienta-
tion sessions for students and parents con-
tinued in the 2005-2006 school year with an
attendance rate of 75%. The staff contin-
ued professional development of teachers
with the blending of face-to-face and
online training skill sets (Nevada Annual
Reports of Accountability, 2006). In 2006-
2007 an up-to-date website was established
for the school as a mode of continual com-
munication between campus staff and the
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community. Parents were given e-mail
addresses to all instructors of their child
while students had direct access through
course social software. Student and parent
orientation sessions continued at the
beginning of each term (Nevada Annual
Reports of Accountability, 2007). In 2007-
2008 weekly professional development ses-
sions were established for all full-time
instructors. Orientation sessions were
implemented for parents and students
along with the informational website for
communication with AHS staff (Nevada
Annual Reports of Accountability, 2008).
These annual orientations aid in develop-
ing participant familiarity to the distance
education environment and foster student-
to-teacher communication.
Communication between students and
teachers has also been addressed by
manipulating class sizes at AHS. In 2004-
2005 the average math class size was 10
students before being reduced to seven the
following year (Nevada Annual Reports of
Accountability, 2005, 2006). In 2006-2007
average class size more than doubled
when mathematics had 16 students but

was then reduced to 11 for 2007-2008
(Nevada Annual Reports of Accountability,
2007, 2008). The variations in class sizes
were directly related to attempts made for
aiding students in peer and instructor
communication. This communication has
also been addressed through tutoring ser-
vices now provided by AHS where poten-
tial face-to-face synchronous and distance-
based opportunities exist (E. Wade, per-
sonal communication, February 11, 2011).
Student performance on standards-
based tests helped to guide AHS goals and
objectives. Proficiency ratings on these
tests range from emergent/developing
(ED), approaches standards (AS), meets
standards (MS), and exceeds standards
(ES). These tests currently encompass
reading, writing, and math proficiencies.
Reading proficiency (see Table 1) has been
the highest performing category while
writing (see Table 2) trails slightly. Mathe-
matics (see Table 3) has historically been
the lowest performing proficiency for the
AHS student body (Nevada Annual
Reports of Accountability, 2006, 2007, 2008)
even though specific professional develop-

Table 1. Reading Proficiency
Reading
School Emergent/ Approaches Meets Exceeds
Year Developing Standards Standards Standards
2005-2006 0% 3% 38% 59%
2006-2007 0% 3% 44% 53%
2007-2008 0% 0% 8% 92%
Table 2. Writing Proficiency
Writing
School Emergent/ Approaches Meets Exceeds
Year Developing Standards Standards Standards
2005-2006 0% 3% 91% 6%
2006-2007 1% 8% 81% 10%
2007-2008 0% 0% 92% 8%
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Table 3. Math Proficiency

Math
School Emergent/ Approaches Meets Exceeds
Year Developing Standards Standards Standards
2005-2006 0% 14% 62% 24%
2006-2007 4% 32% 47% 17%
2007-2008 4% 24% 53% 19%

ment activities, manipulated class sizes,
and student orientations have been held to
develop this content area.

ALTERNATIVE PREPARATION
METHODS

Transactional distance is the perception of
space between participants, communica-
tion, and content of a setting. Social pres-
ence is the participation in communication
with others which can be influenced by
ease, experience, and method (Mykota &
Duncan, 2007). Lacing educational goals
into participant communication and inter-
action can be an effective pedagogical
approach for increasing positive percep-
tions of the online learning environment
(Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). Con-
sistent and positive interactions among
participants indicate learners were more
likely to stay within the distance education
setting. Passey (2000) affirms the funda-
mental necessity for heightened levels of
social interaction and support within the
K-12 distance education environment. For
these reasons, it is assumed that these per-
ceptions may be contributors to student
math proficiency.

Several specific preparation programs
have been developed by the author to
combat the issues in asynchronous Algebra
I courses. The Virtual Algebra Preparation
Program (VAPP) develops transitioning
student abilities and proficiencies through-
out middle school grade levels. The Inten-
sive Orientation Program (IOP) builds
transitioning student abilities during a 2-

week window. Supplemental Support
Strategies (SSS) encompasses specific activ-
ities for transitioning students once they
have entered the asynchronous environ-
ment.

VIRTUAL ALGEBRA PREPARATION
PROGRAM

VAPP is a focused middle school environ-
ment that gradually develops blended and
asynchronous learning competencies.
VAPP deviates from traditional instruc-
tional practices through the mode and
environment in which instruction takes
place. Students in VAPP experience a
blended learning environment where
instructional coursework is disseminated
face to face and asynchronously. The
instructional calendar allows for face-to-
face instruction for coursework during the
sixth- and seventh-grade levels (see Figure
1). Eighth grade students complete course-
work in a blended distance learning set-
ting where additional face-to-face support
is provided during the first semester while
the second semester transitions into a
blended learning environment with a
larger focus on asynchronous learning (see
Figure 2).

VAPP would adhere to curriculum
guidelines set forth by the state and district
in which it resides. These guidelines allow
VAPP to employ a variety of learning
materials and differentiated strategies in
curriculum  dissemination. Instruction
facilitated face-to-face utilizes traditional
practices infused with technology, Black-
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6th Grade

Structured software adaptation and utilization

7th Grade

Synchronous and asynchronous assignments in F2F

setting

8th Grade

Blended F2F and asynchronous learning
environment

Figure 1.
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Mondav

Asviuchronous F2F

Tuesday

Wednesday

Mednesday

Asvnclronons F2F

Middle school grade level blended learning adaptation and utilization.

Thursday Friday

Asvielronous F2F

Friday

Asvachironous

Thursday

Figure 2.

board and Centra software, along with
ample use to increase student efficacy.
Upholding the district curriculum and
implementing a long-term transitional
strategy for incoming distance learners
could be an effective way to increase stu-

Eighth grade learning environment calendar.

dent performance, especially in the math
courses at AHS. This approach can, and
would most likely need to, be adopted for
each of the content areas at the middle
school campus. Students at the seventh
grade level would then have the skills in
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each content area they will be exposed to
in the high school curriculum.

INTENSIVE ORIENTATION PROGRAM

IOP would be an abbreviated version of
the VAPP. IOP would take place for 2 hours
each morning over a 2-week period before
the start of the freshman year at AHS. IOP
would utilize a blended learning environ-
ment of face-to-face and asynchronous set-
tings to develop transitioning students’
software knowledge and use, study skills,
and math abilities. The calendar for this
program would also alternate instructional
settings to address the asynchronous envi-
ronment, allow for individual practice, and

then readdress asynchronous nuances
experienced during practice sessions (see
Figure 3).

IOP allows participants, instructor, and
students of the Algebra I course to interact
with each other in a blended setting before
the fully asynchronous term begins. This
interaction can aid in developing the social
presence of participants. Social presence is
integral in distance education environ-
ments; students who experience social
presence approaching that of the tradi-
tional classroom are more likely to remain
in the course (Visser, Plomp, & Kuiper,
1999) and be interactive within the learn-
ing experience (Gunawardena & Zittle,
1997). Comfortable communication also

Week One

Tuesdan

Thirsden Friday

Monday
F2F
Software
Exploration

Asnvnchronous

Individual
Software
Exploration and
Usage

Wednesday
F2F
Software Usage
and Study Skalls

Asvuchronons
Study Skalls
Practice and

Software Mastery

F2F
Sottware and
Study Skalls
Review. Basi
Math Skalls

Aondene

Asvynchronons

Software and
Study Skall
Review, Basic
Math Skills
Practice

Tuesday
F2F
Math Skill

Development

Wednesdan
Asvnchronons
Math Skill

Practice

Thursday
F2F
Software, Study .
and Math Skill
Development and
Review

Friden
Asvichronous
Software, Study .
and Math Skill
Practice

Figure 3.

IOP Learning environment calendar.
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encourages students to engage in critical
thinking (Garrison et al, 2000) and in
course dialogues (Danchak, Walther, &
Swan, 2001). Research has also shown that
learners in distance education environ-
ments look for personal interaction with
instructors and peers (Miller, King, & Doer-
fert, 1996). Active student engagement also
directly affected learning outcomes (Gao,
2001). Feedback garnered by the student
from the instructor also effect student
motivation and participation in the learn-
ing environment. LaPointe and Gunawar-
dena (2004) found that learning outcomes
were not only affected by instructor inter-
action, but also by peer interaction. Ander-
son (2002) has noted that interaction is
central to the learning process of distance
education courses. McDonald (2002) has
also observed that interaction is a critical
component of distance education courses.
IOP addresses the software, study, and
math skills needed in the asynchronous
environment while considering the social
presence of participants.

SUPPLEMENTAL SUPPORT STRATEGIES
SSS utilizes social presence and transac-
tional distance theories to develop an
interactive environment within the asyn-
chronous setting. Social presence is seen as
a strong link between critical thinking
skills within a learning environment. Inter-
twining effective educational goals with
pleasurable communication and interac-
tion of participants can be a direct contrib-
utor to student retention and satisfaction
(Garrison et al., 2000). Student persistence
is also linked to instructional techniques
and pedagogical practices of online
courses (Tello, 2007). Planning appropri-
ately for the distance setting is vital for par-
ticipant perceptions of transpired learning.

Transactional distance is a learner-
guided theory that focuses on individual
learners through effective pedagogies that
encourage motivation, learning, and
achievement for every participant in an

educational setting (McCombs & Whisler,
1997). Studies have shown that transac-
tional distance affects learning experi-
ences when little communication is used
(Chen, 2001; Vonderwell, 2003). Course
completion rates are also affected by the
transactional distance perceived by stu-
dents. SSS specifically addresses students
in the asynchronous environment through
activities that develop class climate and
technical support.

Class climate can be developed through
SSS at the beginning of the instructional
term within the Algebra I course. Getting-
to-know-you activities to develop student
cohesiveness, cooperation, and involve-
ment have been suggested by students
themselves (Talvitie-Siple, 2007). These
strategies also address each learner’s needs
through participant backgrounds, charac-
teristics, general abilities, and individual
requirements. This information can then
be used to develop an understanding and
plan for facilitating interactive work
among participants, content, and instruc-
tor (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zva-
cek, 2006).

Class climate is also determined by stu-
dent motivation, which can be directly
attributed to relevance. Success has been
witnessed in computer-based algebra
courses by effectively applying real-world
cross-curricular learning experiences to
enhance electronic pedagogies while
increasing student-to-student interactions
(Dickensheets, 2001). Applying mathe-
matic pedagogical approaches that utilize
multiple representations has shown posi-
tive effects on attitude and achievement by
engaging students (Carraher, 2001) while
increasing significance to the learner
(Haas, 2005). These factors have been
shown to help retention rates among dis-
tance education high school students
(Roblyer, 2006) by effectively implement-
ing successful distance education practices.

The technical support aspect of SSS is
focused on the course software being used.
Research has shown student frustration
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with course software can impact their per-
ceived transactional distance and motiva-
tion (Talvitie-Siple, 2007). Students would
participate in instructor led activities navi-
gating the different facets of the course
software. Students would then have the
opportunity to participate in peer group
activities to practice navigating the soft-
ware being utilized. This would include
playback features, material and assign-
ment folders, as well as e-mail and com-
munication features.

SUMMARY

Focused strategies in the Algebra I envi-
ronment have been developed and imple-
mented in public secondary distance
education environments. AHS has had
varying degrees of success with student
proficiency in this content area while
applying a variety of strategies ranging
from orientations, professional develop-
ments, and changes to class size. This set-
ting is attempting to increase proficiency in
standardized testing. Three specific alter-
native preparation methods have been
developed and deliberated upon for this
need.

VAPP focused on the middle school
environment to gradually develop
blended and asynchronous learning com-
petencies. VAPP students experience a
blended learning environment where
instructional coursework is disseminated
face-to-face and asynchronously. This
approach is the most intensive in develop-
ing competencies and skills needed for stu-
dents to attain success in asynchronous
Algebra I environments.

It is recommended that IOP take place
for 2 hours each morning over a 2-week
time period before the start of the fresh-
man year at AHS. The IOP would utilize
face-to-face and asynchronous blended
learning environments to develop transi-
tioning students’ software, study, and
math skills. Developing the social presence
of students in this preparation method is

highlighted before the asynchronous Alge-
bra I term begins.

Social presence and transactional dis-
tance theories were key components in
developing the SSS preparation method
for students. SSS specifically addresses stu-
dents in the asynchronous environment
through activities that develop class cli-
mate and technical support. Class climate
is addressed through getting-to-know-you
activities that build upon student cohesive-
ness, cooperation, and involvement. Tech-
nical support would focus on navigating
the course software being utilized.
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HEALTHCARE—ONGOING CHANGE

In Futuring: The Exploration of the

Future (2005), Edward Cornish of the

World Future Society predicted that
rapidly developing technologies and a
long-lived, increasing population were
going to be two of the most influential
trends of the twenty-first century.
Nowhere is the impact of intersection of
these trends felt so strongly than in today’s
healthcare industry. As a society and as
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individuals, we demand that our health-
care be provided by educated, competent
people who are skilled in using the most
modern equipment and techniques avail-
able.

Change and ongoing transformation are
ways of life in all aspects of the modern
U.S. healthcare systems. Social and politi-
cal upheavals in the world of care giving
are in the news, and caregivers and
patients alike await the impact of what
these revolutionary changes will mean to
them. Cost controls and reallocation of
operational resources are under close gov-
ernmental and media scrutiny. However,
long before recent headlines predicted
fundamental changes in how doctors and
hospitals would manage and treat the next
generation of patients, ongoing develop-
ment and reinvention has been a daily rou-
tine in most clinical facilities. The
increasingly expanding “knowledge explo-
sion” (Spafford, Schryer, & Hrynchak,
2006) in healthcare has demanded that
caregivers develop ways to assure that
they are practicing the safest and most
effective healing methodologies available.
Consequently, today’s healthcare environ-
ment includes rapidly emerging new diag-
nostic, treatment, and documentation
systems and hardware.

INCREASING REQUIREMENTS

Those who are tasked to enforce health-
care quality expect that hospital outcomes
not only reflect current best practices, but
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pave the way for future performance
improvement. For example, national
accreditation agencies such as the Joint
Commission on Accreditation of Health-
care Organizations require hospitals to
demonstrate not only a practice of care
that reflects current clinical expertise, but
to also ensure that protocols and mecha-
nisms exist to provide continuous quality
improvement and developmental activities
(Ruthemeyer, 2000). It is no longer enough
that caregivers are knowledgeable in their
fields of expertise—today’s healthcare pro-
viders must demonstrate ongoing acquisi-
tion of professional and technical
competencies (Ruiz, Teasdale, Hajjar,
Shaughnessy, & Mintzer, 2007). Compe-
tency now implies more than knowledge
alone—it also implies that the caregiver
can provide documentation on demand
that they possess the skills to enable them
to maintain proficiency, now and in the
future,

NEW TECHNOLOGIES AND PRACTICES

Touring a modern hospital can appear
like watching scenes from a science fiction
movie. The use of robotic surgery appara-
tus, 3-D imaging scanners, gene therapy
equipment, telemedicine viewers, and sim-
ilar futuristic technologies is now consid-
ered routine in many major medical
centers. Of course, sophisticated equip-
ment does not run itself, and healthcare
workers must be specially recruited and
trained in increasingly focused levels of
specialization to gain expertise in its best
practice application.

The practice of education itself within
the healthcare community is in a state of
flux. Many caregivers have traditionally
learned new clinical skills by formal or
informal apprenticeships, but clinicians are
beginning to recognize that such educa-
tional practices may no longer be appropri-
ate in today’s age of increased oversight
and accountability, improved instructional
education technologies, and increased

expectations in efficiencies and outcomes.
Nambiar (2009) provides evidence for the
need for universal adoption of more struc-
tured training processes that include clear
training standards, regular update and
assessments, and formalized feedback
mechanisms that rate the efficacy of the
educational experience, even as the author
cites a shortage of qualified educators
available to manage such programs.

HEALTHCARE EDUCATION—
NAVIGATING THE LOGISTICS
OF TIME AND SPACE

The challenge of delivering timely com-
petency-based education in healthcare
facilities is complicated by operational time
and space logistical dilemmas inherent in
the clinical workplace environment. Most
hospitals operate 24 hours per day, 365
days per year, and often at multiple onsite/
offsite locations. Danbury Health Systems
of Danbury, CT, for example, is anchored
by a 373 bed inpatient hospital, but as of
this writing also consists of 52 offsite loca-
tions including primary care centers, diag-
nostic centers, specialty treatments centers,
and support offices for billing and infor-
mation technology services (Danbury
Health Systems, 2010). Employees at most
of these locations must demonstrate com-
petencies to state and national accredita-
tion agencies just as if they were onsite at
the hospital building itself.

For many years, healthcare organiza-
tions have regularly conducted ongoing
mandatory traditional classroom training
activities in order to attempt to meet regu-
latory requirements. These training ses-
sions often required that participants
travel from offsite facilities to classroom
locations, resulting in shortages of staffing
at their work locations or in the expendi-
ture of expensive overtime pay if training
was offered during nonworking hours.
However, staffers may be forced to skip
scheduled training sessions if high patient
volumes prohibit employees from leaving
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their workplaces to attend, which is not
uncommon. Unlike in many other indus-
tries where operational productivity times
can be strategically managed to provide
scheduled developmental opportunities,
healthcare daily patient volume and acuity
workloads are difficult to predict. In emer-
gency room trauma services, for example,
several studies have attempted to correlate
weather patterns with trauma admissions
in order to schedule staffing more appro-
priately (Friede et al., 2009). Regardless of
how valid these correlations may be, long-
range weather prediction is in itself an
unreliable science, and newer, technology-
based educational strategies needed to be
developed in order to deliver the right
education to healthcare staffers at appro-
priate times when they could take advan-
tage of it.

THE HEALTHSTREAM PLATFORM

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HEALTHSTREAM
The HealthStream Corporation was
founded in 1990 in Nashville, TN, with the
purpose of creating technology-based solu-
tions to address the healthcare industry’s
educational challenges (M. Condra,
HealthStream Senior Director of Commu-
nications, personal communication, April
5, 2010). Initially, the company focused on
installing software for healthcare clients on
their local servers, and today all content is
provided through its Internet-based appli-
cation. Since its inception, HealthStream
has grown by acquiring several competing
healthcare education content and delivery
providers, and in 2007 launched a health-
care research and data service after acquir-
ing two prominent providers of such
products (About HealthStream Research,
2010). Today, HealthStream is considered
the leading provider of such services in the
United States, with 1,974,000 healthcare
employees at over 1,600 healthcare organi-
zations online with active accounts on
their Internet-based learning network.

Despite recent economic downturns, the
company has experienced steady growth,
including an online learner increase of
over 14% from 2008 to 2009 (HealthStream,
2010).

How HEALTHSTREAM FUNCTIONS

HealthStream requires that clients pro-
vide initial and then twice-monthly
updated data transfers of each employee
name, employee number, department, hire
date, job code, and similar information in
order to automatically create and maintain
accounts for them in their database. Cus-
tomers are charged monthly usage fees
based upon the number of active employ-
ees in the database, and inactive employee
records are archived for reporting pur-
poses. Client organizations must nominate
systems administrators to create authored
programs, assignments, and reports, who
are then sent to HealthStream’s headquar-
ters in Nashville for 3 days of systems
training. Once activated, client organiza-
tions are provided a gate Internet address
for all employees and administrators to
access the system’s remote database. Typi-
cally, this address is posted on hospitals’
internal Intranet pages, but it may also be
accessed from any Internet-connected
computer.

Once active, hospital systems adminis-
trators may immediately create course
assignments from HealthStream’s core reg-
ulatory library. Library access includes
unlimited use of 60 courses on general
safety, compliance, and customer service
related topics. Employee learners may be
assigned courses individually, or system
administrators can create employee assign-
ment groups based upon their depart-
ments, job titles, dates of hire, or any
combination of search criteria. Learners
receive notifications of assigned courses
with required due dates on their corporate
e-mail accounts. Employees log onto their
password-protected accounts, click on
links to assigned coursework, and take any
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assessments incorporated into the course.
Administrators can determine passing per-
centages of assessments, as well as any per-
mitted number of retakes allowed. Once
completed, records of course completions
are entered into the individual employee’s
electronic transcript, which also maintains
a calculated record of any earned continu-
ing education credits.

Administrators may also choose to have
custom coursework created using Health-
Stream’s authoring tools. Authors can be
selected by administrators from any
employee in their database, who are then
issued licensed copies of Macromedia Con-
tribute for the purpose. Typically, course
material is created via fill-in-the-blank
html templates, or simply transferred from
digitized PowerPoint slides. Authors using
the standard authoring tool can choose to
include text, digital pictures, clip art, or
brief animated Flash files digitized from
video or created from programs such as
Adobe Captivate. An optional enhanced
authoring tool includes the use of a gallery
of medical clip art and animated medical
illustrations, video editing tools, and
SCORM 1.2 level compatibility for the
inclusion of courses created outside of the
HealthStream system.

Online courses may be published as
stand-alone entities, or may be assigned as
blended courses that include in-person
workshops. The system allows authors to
create templates of regularly assigned live
courses (such as annual nursing training
marathons) and then create copies of these
templates with individual day, time, and
location variability. Learners can then
choose the workshops that are logistically
possible for them to attend, and the system
will automatically close registration or cre-
ate wait lists for classes that are booked to
capacity. Courses can be programmed to
require learners to successfully complete
online coursework before being allowed to
register for live classes, or conversely may
require that learners sign onto the Health-
Stream system to complete competency

assessments and evaluations following the
completion of the live workshops. Any
number of required or optional learning
and/or assessment modules may be
included in a single assignment, which
must have a specific final due date refer-
enced in the assignment.

System administrators may also assign
coursework purchased from Health-
Stream’s courseware library. Hundreds of
professionally produced programs on
numerous clinical, human resources,
financial, personal development, and
administrative topics are available. Many
of these programs include the granting of
continuing educational credits upon com-
pletion of an included competency assess-
ment.

Upon receiving notice of a required
assignment, employees can log onto the
system to complete online coursework
asynchronously at an opportune time
before the due date. The system continu-
ously tracks course completion progress,
and will automatically resume coursework
at the last viewed position if the learner is
interrupted and returns to the system later.
Learners may also choose to sign onto the
system at any time to examine and print
their transcripts, retake previously com-
pleted courses, or take any coursework in
the HealthStream library. Learners have
the ability to take online courses from
home, but are routinely discouraged from
doing so because of overtime and support
issues.

Perhaps one of the most useful features
of the HealthStream platform is the ease
with which the system can generate com-
pletion reports. While individual tran-
scripts and certificates of completion may
be printed and filed in department
records, administrators can readily gener-
ate electronic reports at a moment’s notice
that satisfy regulatory agencies such as
state inspectors or the Joint Commission,
both of whom require that all hospital
employees receive regular training on a
variety of subject areas. Individual depart-
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ments often must also show course com-
pletion data to clinical accreditation
agencies on demand. The standard sys-
tems administrator interface facilitates the
generation of custom reports, and cur-
rently lists 51 available standard report
types, each customizable with multiple cri-
teria reporting options (HealthStream
Learning Center Administration Center,
2010).

BENEFITS AND LIMITATIONS OF
UTILIZING HEALTHSTREAM FOR
HEALTHCARE EMPLOYEE EDUCATION

HealthStream has many practical bene-
fits to organizations that make it worthy of
consideration as a tool to address an orga-
nization’s educational challenges. Because
HealthStream is a subscription-based ser-
vice, healthcare organizations do not need
to invest in new educational hardware,
software, or support infrastructure to
launch, maintain, or update the learning
management system. The platform can be
made operational in days, and its inter-
faces for learners, administrators, and
authors is intuitive, easily trained, and
readily managed by employees at all lev-
els. Electronic records reduce reliance
upon paper files and realize savings from
any associated cost reductions. According
to HealthStream, their customers report
that system utilization decreases opera-
tional risks associated with untrained staff
while improving educational compliance
by 20% to 30% (HealthStream, 2010).
Online learning is also an appropriate tool
for utilization by young employees enter-
ing the workforce, since Hopkins (2008)
identifies e-learning modalities as a pre-
ferred educational choice of new millen-
nial generation nurses.

Limitations of the HealthStream plat-
form are primarily in its inflexibility to
assimilate standard webpages and associ-
ated tools often incorporated in commer-
cial Internet sites. Administrators who
desire these features cannot readily

employ local Internet page designers, but
must purchase software from Health-
Stream’s courseware library, upgrade to
paying for the enhanced authoring tool, or
limit themselves to the basic functionality
of the standard authoring tool.

UTILIZATION AND SUSTAINABILITY

Rogers (2003) defines one of the mea-
sures of success of an innovation in an
organization as a function of its sustain-
ability, which is related to the degree of
participation in the innovation by the
members of the organization over time. By
these criteria, the innovation of e-learning
as introduced into the educational culture
of a vibrant western Connecticut health-
care organization via the HealthStream
platform has been very successful (see
Table 1). Utilization of HealthStream at
Danbury Health Systems began slowly
after the system was operationalized in
2003, but continues to gain momentum
and increased utilization as some depart-
ment managers begin to understand its
potential in leveraging online education as
a cost-effective and practical instructional
tool.

While the HealthStream system was
originally contracted primarily as a cost-
saving, convenient utility for the comple-
tion of annual Danbury Health Systems
mandatory training, management now
sees employee education, development,
and communication opportunities pro-
vided by the platform as an efficient way
to help them achieve many of their clinical
and operational goals. Online coursework
at Danbury Hospital consists of education
on patient privacy regulations, nursing
quality, new drug interactions, equipment
operation, safety procedures, cost-savings
processes, coding management, surgical
techniques, new infection control proto-
cols, and numerous other clinical topics
requested by administrators and managers
to meet the demands of a changing health-
care world.
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Table 1.

HealthStream Utilization at Danbury Health Systems

Course Course Per
Year Learners Assignments Completions Learner
2003 393 669 511 1.3
2004 2,381 4,265 3,983 1.67
2005 2,678 8,098 7,352 2.74
2006 2,841 17,457 14,789 5.20
2007 3,295 21,937 19,333 5.86
2008 3,679 41,393 29,371 7.98
2009 3,931 38,946 34,938 8.89

The HealthStream system is being pre-
pared for new innovative educational
strategies for the near future. Nursing has
purchased electronic mannequins that
integrate into HealthStream via wireless
Internet connections to provide nursing
staff with asynchronous opportunities to
complete the practical components of
online CPR and ACLS coursework. While
physicians have been slow to get on board,
exploration has begun to consider the plat-
form for use of meeting new medical edu-
cational goals, with the possible expansion
of system availability to 450 community
physicians by the fall of 2010 (M. Miller,
Danbury Health Systems Vice President of
Medical Affairs, personal communication,
March 19, 2010).

CONCLUSION

Cornish (2005) predicted that technological
advances have helped people live longer,
and, if trends continue, that our life spans
will continue to grow as technologies and
associated knowledge continue to develop.
If true, our longer lives will require newer
medical technologies to maintain and
enhance our quality of life in later years,
and the successful implementation of these
technologies will require trained and dedi-
cated healthcare staff to bring them to our
bedsides. Technology provides us with
new problems to solve, and concurrently
with the opportunities to solve those prob-

lems. HealthStream is a technology-based
educational tool that integrates well into
solving the needs of twenty-first century
organizations and employees.
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The Virtual Campus
at the International
Academy of Design &
Technology-Online

INTRODUCTION

he International Academy of

Design and Technology (IADT) is a

for-profit, 4-year art and design
career college. It has traditional “brick and
mortar” campuses in 10 cities in the United
States. IADT is owned and operated by its
parent company, the Career Education
Corporation (CEC). In 2005, CEC began to
discuss the initiative to expand IADT into
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the field of distance education with the
addition of a new branch campus—the
International Academy of Design and
Technology-Online (IADT-Online). Lead-
ers at both CEC and IADT envisioned a vir-
tual college that could serve as a self-
contained branch campus, as well as offer
distance education opportunities to the
current traditional IADT students in a
hybrid format. IADT-Online offers pro-
spective students a way to earn a career-
focused, creatively driven degree.

IADT Online offers the opportunity to
earn a degree tailored to your dreams,
imaginative ideas and creatively moti-
vated professional goals. When innova-
tive technology hooks up with the power
of a broadband Internet connection,
amazing things become possible for moti-
vated students who have the talent to
think visually and communicate graphi-
cally. (IADT, 2009b)

The cornerstone of the IADT-Online vir-
tual college is the proprietary learning
management system (LMS), the Virtual
Campus (VC). The VC was developed by a
team of information technology specialists,
instructional designers, and software
developers at CEC. After conducting
research of currently available LMSs, the
team determined that an entirely new
LMS, rather than an existing proprietary
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system, was the best solution for IADT-
Online for two reasons: the ability to have
control over the look and feel of the inter-
face so that it could match the existing
IADT brand identity; and to integrate with
the college database system, CampusVue,
already in use by all of the IADT branch
campuses.

The Virtual Campus was launched
along with newly developed online gen-
eral education and graphic design courses
in July of 2007. This has since been
expanded and students can now pursue
degree programs in the following areas:
graphic design, web design, web develop-
ment, fashion merchandising, advertising
and design, game production, and digital
media production (IADT, 2009a). In the last
two years the VC has grown and evolved
with these new programs into a very suc-
cessful LMS; upgrades and new features
are continually being added to improve
the quality of interaction for both students
and instructors.

Today, the IADT-Online VC provides
quality educational experiences to over
1,400 online college students and approxi-
mately 900 hybrid students at the tradi-
tional campuses (Carlson, 2009). It is a
vibrant learning community. As fre-
quently debated in the field of distance
education regarding virtual learning envi-
ronments, it is a place that is far from “vir-
tual,” where actual interactive, engaging,
and innovative learning in happening in
real time (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright,
and Zvacek, 2009).

KEY FEATURES OF THE

VIRTUAL CAMPUS

The Virtual Campus is a fully functioning
online college campus. It has many of the
key features that students expect to have
access to on a traditional campus. There
are some features that are only available
through the technology of the online envi-
ronment and are currently unavailable to
traditional =~ students. These features

include: 24/7 technical support, online stu-
dent services, and instant messaging with
all contacts, classmates, and instructors. An
example of the VC interface can be seen in
Figure 1.

The VC can be accessed by any com-
puter platform through a standard Inter-
net connection. Certain aspects of the VC
can also be accessed through mobile tech-
nology. The VC uses MobiClass, a mobile
software program that supports a long list
of mobile devices. MobiClass allows stu-
dents to stay current with their courses by
allowing them to download course pod-
casts, download course videos, view class
assignments, access school e-mail, check
their grades, and access faculty contact
information (IADT, 2009c).

Many best distance education practices
are an integral part of the VC. Both syn-
chronous and asynchronous learning are
supported and encouraged through its
design and technological features. The VC
is divided into five distinct areas, each one
designed to assist the students in their
learning: the classroom, online library,
learning center, virtual commons, and
technical support.

THE CLASSROOM

The virtual classroom is the place where
all essential learning activities occur both
in real-time and on-demand. Online stu-
dents can access important information
that they need in order to successfully
complete each course. Figure 2 shows an
example of an online course in the VC. The
students can access the course overview
which includes the syllabus and the list of
assignments for the course. The course
work section of the virtual classroom
includes the discussion board feature. The
discussion board assignments are manda-
tory for all online students for every course
to ensure quality interaction with the
course content. The course work feature
includes a course gallery where the art and
design students can post their class proj-
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ects for critique by both instructors and
peers. This is also the section where stu-
dents submit assignments and receive
communication from their instructors
regarding their grades.

The most dynamic feature of the virtual
classroom is the interactive learning sec-
tion. This section has three main areas:
course materials, small group discussions,
and live chat. The course materials are
Flash-based, animated, and interactive
materials and provide additional course
content that supports the reading assign-
ments, individual and group projects, and
discussion boards. An example of interac-
tive material is seen in Figure 3. The small
group discussion feature is a vehicle for
instructors to organize students into
groups for the purposes of collaborative
learning assignments and projects.

The live chat feature is the cornerstone

of the virtual classroom. All courses are
required to provide two live chat sessions
per week on pertinent course topics such

as software demonstrations, lectures, and
project critiques. Live chats are primarily
delivered synchronously, but are recorded
for students to use asynchronously. Figure
4 shows a recorded live chat session that
can be viewed by students at their conve-
nience. The live chat feature is also used
for all additional synchronous academic
events including tutoring, academic advis-
ing, meetings, and seminars.

Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro is the soft-
ware that is used to support the live chat
feature. It is an effective, robust tool that
can be used for eLearning due to its design
and capabilities. Adobe promotes Adobe
Acrobat Connect Pro for specific online
classroom use:

Technology should make eLearning a
rich, interactive experience—not a slow,
cumbersome ordeal. That's why Acrobat
Connect Pro offers a captivating interface
and interactive tools to help participants
learn and retain the material that you
teach in virtual classes and self-paced
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Figure 4. Live chat session.

courses—and enjoy doing it. You can
quickly design compelling courses with
templates and a library of content, teach
more effectively with instructor manage-
ment tools, and track learner progress to
make sure your eLearning is actually
achieving its goals. (Adobe, 2008, p. 2)

The flexibility and interactivity are the
elements that make the JADT-Online VC
classroom a successful learning environ-
ment. Students are able to learn at conve-
nient times and to collaborate with their
instructors and classmates to complete
career-focused, problem-based learning
tasks.

ONLINE LIBRARY

The VC online library, or eBrary, is a
full-service online media center as seen in
Figure 5. The IADT-Online VC library is
linked to the CEC-owned company-wide
online library the CECbrary. The CECbrary
is used by all colleges and universities in

the CEC system of school and therefore
can provide extensive media resources to
all its schools. Online students have instant
access to these electronic library resources.
The eBrary provides student access to
eBooks through NetLibrary, PsycBOOKS,
and Safari Tech Books. The eBrary also sub-
scribes to an extensive list of online library
databases featuring journals and periodi-
cals including the new resource, EBSCO-
host Mobile, for learners who access course
content via mobile technology. Addition-
ally, the eBrary has web learning resources
that are listed by subject. This is a list of
about 2000 webpages selected by librari-
ans, students and instructors as being high
quality information sources on the topics
discussed in the IADT-Online general edu-
cation and design courses (IADT, 2009b).
There is always a qualified, professional
online librarian available to assist students
with research questions at flexible times.
This assistance is provided either through
specific live chat times, the instant messag-

Volume 8, Issue 1

Distance Learning 65



Find Articles & Books

Expard Qi ibrary Tip of the Week: Google Scholar Legal Opinions and Journals

Figure 5. Online library.

i Fxplorer

fes ‘egeacch guides and tutzasls, MLA esductes

v Msewch - - D - B+ Sdewhi - ) Bockmarks -
© Search ©-  (@cwmsioges -

* = Intemational Acadeny of .. N T

Learning Center

% Lanming Center po gl criunitms i &5 Lasming Labs
e 8lez geve a4 the how

Figure 6. Learning Center.

=

pr—
Tachnical Suppea
Ubrary

Friends

Bast Calson
iy Foley-Baoamn
Waltes loseph
Aai s bou petvion
Abgela Diehl

B gl

Chal Esten

Distance Learning

Volume 8, Issue 1



ing feature, e-mail, or phone. There is also
the MLA Citation Center to assist with the
formatting and citation of sources in
research-based papers and assignments.

LEARNING CENTER

The Learning Center (LC) feature of the
VC provides an additional level of in-
depth educational support to online stu-
dents. The LC is shown in Figure 6 and
encompasses learning labs, tutoring, diag-
nostic assessments, and challenge exams.
Learning labs are a unique student-cen-
tered feature of the VC. Learning labs are
geared toward students’ areas of interest.
Learning labs are available in two forms—
generic interactive Flash-based tutorials (as
seen in Figure 7) or specially recorded
Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro live chats con-
ducted by instructor on pertinent and/or
specialized design topics.

Students attend live tutoring sessions in
the LC in a variety of subject areas includ-
ing college-level mathematics and English

college math

funchions

T2 vesser_ve AT a3

Figure 7. Interactive learning presentation.

composition. Tutoring sessions are also
offered in core concentration subject areas.
Tutoring sessions are scheduled by individ-
ual instructors and conducted through the
live chat feature.

The diagnostic assessments and chal-
lenge exams in the LC are designed to
assist students in the preparation for life-
credit test-out examinations. Students who
possess certain prerequisite skills, educa-
tional experience, or life experience can
qualify to take an examination and earn
college equivalency credit for those skills
and experience. The LC gives them a way
to prepare themselves for the test-out pro-
cess.

VIRTUAL COMMONS

The Virtual Commons is an online com-
munity that allows IADT-Online students
to participate in social networking oppor-
tunities with other students and instruc-
tors. The Virtual Commons also has the
instant messaging feature that is integrated
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into every “place” a student visits in the
VC. This feature can be seen in Figure 8.
Like all social networking websites, the
Virtual Commons allows its users to create
profiles (Figure 9) and become “friends”
with other members of the university com-
munity. These friends become part of a stu-
dent’s social network.

Like traditional students, online stu-
dents want to get involved in campus life.
This can be challenging in a virtual learn-
ing environment. The Virtual Commons in
the JADT-Online VC provides students
with student club opportunities. Virtual
student clubs have faculty moderators,
members, and hold virtual club meetings
using the same live chat feature that is
used in course delivery. These clubs are
academic in nature and give the students a
chance to participate in book and movie
reviews, get career advice, join interactive
discussion boards, and attend dynamic
presentations (IADT, 2009b). A sample of
these clubs is listed here: Graphic Design
Club, Military Students Club, Study-
Buddy Club, The Fashion Forward Club,
and The Freelancer's Society.

During each term, the student clubs in
the Virtual Commons host an event. An
event is a live chat session in which guest
speakers discuss topics related to the sub-
ject area of the club. The guest speakers
have a wide knowledge base of the club’s
subject matter and provide valuable infor-
mation to students on this topic. Topics for
events originate from club members and
the faculty moderator. Events typically last
one hour and provide time for a question
and answer period.

TECHNICAL SUPPORT

A feature that is always present but very
much working in the background is the 24/
7 technical support feature. This is where
students go to get technical assistance,
important software downloads, and the
ability to check a computer for the required
Internet browser plug-ins. The technical

support area also includes contact informa-
tion for important functional departments
of the online university such as financial
aid, student accounts, student services,
and the registrar.

Technical support runs on a ticket sys-
tem as shown in Figure 10. If a student has
a technical issue, he or she submits a ticket
and a professional information technology
specialists work on its resolution, contact-
ing the student when the ticket is closed.
Students can also contact technical support
from the instant messaging screen, by e-
mail, or by phone. Because technology is a
part of every experience in the VC, techni-
cal support keeps things running smoothly
so that students can focus on the important
task at hand—learning.

ADVANTAGES AND LIMITATIONS OF
THE VIRTUAL CAMPUS

According to Simonson et al. (2009),
there are many advantages, as well as limi-
tations, of online learning as compared to
conventional teaching. Some of these
advantages are: the fact that students can
participate from a variety of locations;
access asynchronous course components
24 hours a day at their convenience; work
at an independent pace; learning materials
are available across the Internet and work
on multiple platforms; the Internet can
provide a student-centered learning envi-
ronment; and online courses provide a
variety of active learning experiences that
allow for different learning styles.

There are also limitations of online
course delivery models, including: poten-
tial students do not have the access to the
technology; well-designed online courses
require many labor-intensive resources;
courses that were teacher-centered are not
sufficiently adjusted and adapted to the
learner-centered model;, instructor-stu-
dent communication and feedback may be
significantly delayed and can affect the
quality of learning; bandwidth limitations
impact the use of advanced technologies;
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and the technical support infrastructure
may be minimal.

When compared to these lists of advan-
tages and limitations, the IADT-Online Vir-
tual Campus measure up very well. Itis a
vibrant learning environment with very
few limitations. The advantages of the VC
are its flexible delivery model, student-cen-
tered learning, interactive experiences, and
creative community. The two biggest limi-
tations of the VC are the significant
amounts of bandwidth space required to
deliver the industry-current technologies
and the time and resources it takes to pro-
duce the quality interactive learning expe-
riences (Pummel, 2009).

FLEXIBLE DELIVERY MODEL

The VC emphasizes the flexible delivery
model by providing many types of learn-
ing in multiple formats. Students can par-
ticipate in both synchronous and
asynchronous learning. They can access
course materials from anywhere, at any-

time via the Internet, as well as through
advanced mobile technology applications
and devices. Students learn independently
and have control over when, where, and
how they learn course content.

STUDENT-CENTERED LEARNING

The primary focus of the VC is on the
student. This is evidenced by the many in-
depth support services available to stu-
dents, from the extensive online library
resources and customized web resources
to the personal tutorials, interactive learn-
ing labs, and student-centered extracurric-
ular clubs. The VC at JADT-Online is all
about the student and the students’ learn-
ing experiences are designed to provide
them with quality career-focused educa-
tion.

INTERACTIVE EXPERIENCES
Every “place” in the VC is interactive—
from the classrooms to the technical sup-
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port center. Instant messaging is a feature
throughout the campus. Each classroom
has a library of course-related interactive
materials. The Learning Center and the
Virtual Commons also provide students
with interactive experiences. The live chat,
the foundation of the VC, is completely
interactive allowing the students and
instructors to communicate in real-time.

INDUSTRY-CURRENT TECHNOLOGY

CEC and the IADT family of schools
have invested many resources on the tech-
nology behind the Virtual Campus. The
VC is industry-current and provides many
applications of advanced technologies
including multimedia, graphic, and mobile
delivery options. The students participate
in the classrooms using the latest Internet
meeting software, Adobe Acrobat Connect
Pro. Additionally, the students at IADT-
Online pursue art and design degrees that
require them to use the newest graphic,
web, and production software—Adobe
Creative Suite 4 Master Collection. Every
student and instructor is provided with
this software so that they can effectively
learn and use these tools in the virtual
classroom.

CREATIVE COMMUNITY

The Virtual Commons is a unique fea-
ture of the VC allowing students to collab-
orate with mentors and peers through a
common social networking community.
This experience greatly enhances every
online student’s learning experience
through the networking opportunities
associated with the student-centered clubs
and events. This creative community effec-
tively mirrors and simulates the network-
ing that occurs so often in the professional
design community. This gives students a
real-world experience that transfers to
their potential careers in design and tech-
nology.

BANDWIDTH LIMITATIONS

The greatest limitation for the VC is the
advanced technology that it utilizes and
relies on for course delivery. Bandwidth
limitations are a serious concern for the
CEC and IADT instructional designers and
developers. They are tasked with the cre-
ation of interactive multimedia and video
content that must be effective when deliv-
ered via the Internet. Similarly, the same
bandwidth issues that affect content devel-
opment also have an impact on the live
chat feature and content delivery.
Although video is enabled in the live chat
application, many instructors choose not
to use this option because it “bogs down”
and “lags” during the class causing the
flow of course content delivery to be inter-
rupted. In response to this issue, many
instructors choose to deliver the chats only
using the audio features.

COURSE DEVELOPMENT

An additional limitation to the VC is the
amount of time, funding, resources, and
personnel involved in the creation of origi-
nal content and its continual updating.
IADT-Online is part of the larger corpora-
tion, CEC, and must rely on budgetary and
resource limitations from this level of
administration. This significantly slows the
natural cycle of curriculum development
and causes great frustration for those at
the local administration level. The VC is
proprietary and the program chairs and
instructors have very little control over
quickly changing course content to meet
the ever changing students’ needs (Pum-
mel, 2009).

SUMMARY

The IADT-Online Virtual Campus is an
exemplary distance education application.
It is obvious that attention to best practices
of distance education were considered by
the CEC and IADT instructional designers
and software developers during the cre-
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ation of the VC. This virtual career college
has a long list of advantages when com-
pared to the relativity few limitations. The
highlights of the VC are its interactive, stu-
dent-centered, flexible features; the utiliza-
tion of advanced instructional and web-
based communication technologies; and
the truly unique creative social networking
community of the Virtual Commons. In the
words of an IADT-Online graphic design
instructor, Glen Perotte (2009), the Virtual
Campus is “an exciting, interactive experi-
ence for the students.”
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WHAT IS INFORMATION LITERACY?
nformation literacy involves the abil-
ity to locate, use, manage, and synthe-
size information effectively for a

variety of purposes (American Library

Association, 1989). As noted in the over-

view of the 5.0.S. for Information Literacy

website (2006), “At no time in history has
the ability to locate, organize, evaluate,
manage and use information been more
critical for today’s learners” (para. 1). Many
would also argue that such skills are just as
significant for today’s students at every
educational level as they are for those
working in nearly any field, and especially
in distance education. The importance of
developing and applying research skills is
also evident in a number of standards pro-
moted by different organizations such as
the Association of College and Research

Libraries Information Literacy Compe-

tency Standards (http://www.ala.org/ala/
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mgrps/divs/acrl/standards/information-
literacycompetency.cfm), the Partnership
for 21%t Century Skills (http:/www.p21
.org/index.php), the International Society
for Technology in Education (National
Educational Technology Standards for
teachers, students, and administrators,
http://www.iste.org/standards.aspx), the
International Association for K-12 Online
Learning (iNACOL, http://www.inacol
.org/research/nationalstandards/index
.php), and the Common Core State Stan-
dards (http://www.corestandards.org/the-
standards). Yet developing proficiency in
information literacy is challenging. It is dif-
ficult not only because it involves working
at the higher levels of Bloom's revised tax-
onomy which involves analysis, evalua-
tion, and creation (Anderson et al., 2001),
but also because aspects of it, such as con-
ducting research using digital resources—
search engines and online databases—are
not foolproof.

WHY IS CONDUCTING RESEARCH
USING SEARCH ENGINES AND
ONLINE DATABASES CHALLENGING?
Conducting research and locating, manag-
ing, and synthesizing one’s findings are
essential in our information-rich society.
However, anyone who has done a search
using an online search engine such as
Google  (http:/www.google.com/)  or
Yahoo! (http://www.yahoo.com/) has likely
learned that locating useful information
can be tough. It is problematic not only
because the results of the search may not
be what one is looking for or is inaccurate,
but also because the number of “results”
found on a topic can be overwhelming. For
example, the outcome of a simple search in
Google of “information literacy” was about
7,690,000 results. Alternatively, the same
search on Yahoo! yielded 26,600,000
results.

Google Scholar (http:/scholar.google
.com/), another search engine tool, pro-
vides the opportunity to search for schol-

arly sources such as journal articles, theses,
abstracts, and court opinions. However, its
relevance is debated (Howland, Wright,
Howell, & Dickson, 2009). Even so, several
librarians (e.g., Badke, 2009, Howland et
al., 2009; Weiss, 2009) view it as a beneficial
resource for conducting research, but it
should not be the only tool used, as Badke
(2009) asserts: “While [Google Scholar is] a
tool with a large index, it's not comprehen-
sive and should be seen as one resource
among many” (p. 3).

Badke’s quote is also applicable to
online databases such as the Education
Resources Information Center (ERIC, see
http:/www.eric.ed.gov/), which is free, or
subscription-only databases such as Lexis-
Nexis Academic (see http:/academic.lexis-
nexis.com/). These tools, most often used
for academic research (e.g., research paper
for a course) also offer an avenue for
researching scholarly sources. However,
they, too have limitations. One often has to
conduct searches using several online
databases to ensure one “captures” all of
the relevant sources needed. Moreover, the
sources are only as good as what the data-
base indexes.

WHAT ARE SOME TIPS FOR
CONDUCTING BETTER SEARCHES?
There are several strategies one can
employ to conduct better searches using
search engines or online databases. Some
are:

1. Become familiar with the search tool. A
first step in conducting good searches
is understanding how such tools col-
lect and organize data, which is called
“indexing,” and how best to conduct
searches using the tools. Most search
engines and online databases provide
this information freely—it just takes
examining the resources on the tool’s
respective website. For instance, ERIC
provides information about how it
develops its collection (see http:/
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www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/
resources/html/about/
collection_development_process.html)
, as well as searching in ERIC (see
http://www.eric.ed.gov/WebHelp/Con-
tent/Searching%20ERIC.htm).

2. Identify and use appropriate search
terms or “keywords.” Consider the
search terms or keywords you choose
as your ticket to finding good informa-
tion. However, one has to understand
that the words one might think to use
may not be the best ones for a particu-
lar topic or concept. Also, there might
be other words used to describe the
same concept. ERIC has a useful the-
saurus that lists many of its search
terms. For instance, for “information
literacy,” 14 other related terms are
listed (see: http://eric.ed.gov/
ERICWebPortal/gotoThesaurusDe-
tail.do?term=Information+Literacy).

3. Use Boolean operators. Boolean opera-
tors, the use of “and,” “or,” and “not” as
part of one’s search terms can help one
find more relevant information on a
chosen topic. However, not all search
tools use these in the same way—so
again, become familiar with how the
tool works.

4. Keep track of and organize your search
terms and outcomes. Although most
instructors or supervisors do not ask
for a record of one’s search terms for a
research paper, it is a good idea to keep
track of the search terms and outcomes
of one’s searches. Two helpful tools for
accomplishing this are Zotero (http://
www.zotero.org/), which is free, and
RefWorks (http://www.refworks.com/).

* Get help from experts. Conducting

research can be complicated especially
when one finds an overwhelming
amount—or too few (if the topic is too
narrow)—resources on a topic. Librari-
ans and media specialists in local and
university libraries offer a wealth of
knowledge about conducting research

using a variety of digital tools. Do not be
shy about asking for help. Given the
changes in search tools and upgrades, it
is important to ask for help when
needed.

No matter which tool one uses, searches
are only as good as: (1) access to the spe-
cific tool, (2) the keywords indexed within
these tools, (3) the keywords utilized by
individuals conducting searches of these
tools, (4) the resources indexed within
these various tools, and (5) the way in
which the tool presents results. Finally, just
as search engines and online databases are
not foolproof, researchers conducting
research are fallible, too (e.g., in interpret-
ing which sources are good to use or not).
As objective as one might strive to be, there
are aspects to conducting research that are
subjective which should be acknowledged.
Moreover, clerical errors can happen, too.
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t's a new year, and with it come addi-
tional courses to teach in our wonder-
ful world of distance learning. Of
course, what makes this all possible is that
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marvel of technology the computer, and
the more we know how to mine the riches
of the Web the better we can make the
computer work for us—and thus offer our
students the best in an online educational
experience. So, to help you in this ongoing
pursuit I offer my annual collection of cool
tips and websites chosen to make the life of
a distance educator easier and more effec-
tive. (And while this is an annual list I will
eagerly include helpful tips and websites
you send me in future columns, so
please—don’t be shy: drop me your
choices at erroldisatancelearning@gmail
.com)

ALWAYS BE ON TOP OF YOUR

SCHEDULE

The distance educator has many deadlines
(student assignments, discussions posts,
exams, attendance, grades, etc) and
responsibilities; and if one is teaching more
than one course—and especially for more
than one school—these can become almost
overwhelming to follow. Two effective
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online reminder sites will keep you on
track daily. The first, Freminder.com,
allows you to create a free digital appoint-
ment book; each time you enter a deadline,
task, or appointment this service will e-
mail you reminders (daily, weekly,
monthly, or annual). Also very effective is
Google’s Calendar feature (you need a
Google e-mail—Gmail—account for its cal-
endar, and the Calendar is located at the
top of the page). Here, the appointment
book is already set up; you simply add the
item for which you wish to be reminded,
and you can choose to be reminded X
number of minutes, days, or weeks prior to
the item.

DRASTICALLY AND EFFECTIVELY
REDUCE SPAM—BEFORE YOU READ
IT

Teaching online equates to much time
spent on a computer, and thus more
unwanted e-mails can find their way to
your inbox; deleting this takes time, and
some may accidentally get through and
cause damage to your computer. To build
on top of any spam filter you may already
have try Cloudmark Desktop Omne http://
www.cloudmarkdesktop.com/—it checks
incoming e-mail, determines whether it's
spam, and automatically channels suspect
messages to a spam folder.

CATALOG YOUR E-BOOK
COLLECTION

More distance educators are using e-books
in their courses, and this trend will only
grow. It's important to keep track of these;
not doing so can cost time and frustra-
tion—neither of which an online teacher
ever needs. Enter Calibre (http://calibre-
ebook.com/)—it surveys e-books and other
relevant files on your hard drive or e-
reader, and then inserts them into Calibre’s
main directory. Once in the directory you
can use the app to organize, categorize,
and save to disk.

USE ONLINE REMINDER NOTES

TO KEEP YOUR IDEAS ALWAYS

AT THE READY

If you like those yellow sticky notes you'll
find DeskNotes (http:/desknotes.code-
plex.com/) a great online version. You can
create notes and move them around with
ease—and as one teaches, online ideas of
how best to teach, a new topic to discuss, a
student that needs a follow-up, etc. hap-
pen all the time. Rather than jotting these
down on a paper sticky note (or any type
of paper) use DeskNotes to keep your
ideas organized and categorized—and
leave your desk note free! (Bonus: this soft-
ware can also be used to remind you of
upcoming appointments, deadlines, and
events.)

NEVER AGAIN FORWARD E-MAIL
WITH UNWANTED PRIOR ADDRESSES
A major “oops” many distance educators
have experienced is forwarding an e-mail
but forgetting to delete e-mail addresses
(from the original e-mail) you don’t want
to receive the e-mail. This can result in
major embarrassment—and more than
one online instructor has lost employment
or injured his or her reputation as a result.
To be sure this never happens to you, click
Forward, insert your own address in the To
field, and place all addresses of folks you
wish to receive the e-mail in the Bec (blind
carbon copy) field. Then, highlight and
delete all previous addresses.

GET THE LATEST INFORMATION
DAILY RELATING TO YOUR COURSE
SUBJECT AND DISTANCE LEARNING
Google Alerts www.google.com/alerts
allows you to create alerts on as many
topics as you choose (one topic = one dis-
tinct alert), sending you an e-mail when-
ever new information appears on the Web
specific to your topic. If one teaches Eng-
lish, for example—as I do—one can create
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an alert for Strategies for Teaching Eng-
lish Online; any time such an item is
added to the Web you will receive an alert
giving you a brief summary and its URL.
This gives you the opportunity to build
up your information on any number of
topics to stay current with your subject,
teaching strategies in distance learning,
upcoming distance learning conferences,
et cetera.

ENGAGE YOUR STUDENTS WITH FUN
STUFF NOT NECESSARILY RELATED TO

THE COURSE SUBJECT

Sugar is used to sweeten all sorts of food
stuffs, and we can learn from this: use
“sugar”—some interesting and intriguing
websites—to add a more relaxed, fun, and
upbeat feel to your class. Balanced with the
core subject taught, as well as assignments,
discussions, et cetera, and your course can
be one students will want to visit more
often. The content of these sites might also
be incorporated into assignments and dis-
cussion, depending on your subject:
Happy News www.happynews.com offers
uplifting, positive, and hopeful news sto-
ries ... Mind Games (http:/playwithour-
mind.com) has more than 100 word games,
typing games, memory games, math
games, logic puzzles, et cetera ... Optical
[lusions (www.michaelbach.de/ot) pres-
ents and analyzes optical illusions from a
scientific perspective (rather than a simple
“Hey—that’s cool!” approach) ... Radio
Lovers (www.radiolovers.com) lets you lis-
ten to hundreds of old radio broadcasts,
including Groucho Marx, Bob Hope,
Blondie, Bing Crosby, Gene Autry, and
many more ... You Were How OId When?
(tinyurl.com/1z4v) shows one his or her
age when a variety of events took place
and how much older or younger one is
than various personalities. Simply enter
your birth date and press “submit.”

NEVER BE WITHOUT A WI-FI
HOTSPOT—ANYWHERE IN THE
WORLD

Distance instructors are connected to their
computers, and whether on vacation, at a
conference, am emergency family visit, or
work-related having wi-fi access is crucial.
Enter Wi-Fi Finder (tinyurl.com/cqsek5>)
—you will get more than 400,000 wi-fi
access locations, in 144 countries; it tells
you if the wi-fi is free, gives you street
addresses, directions, and a map for each
one.

HELP YOUR STUDENTS, HELP
YOURSELF WITH SHORTER URL
ADDRESSES

Many website addresses—URLs—are
lengthy, especially those embedded deep
in the web. These can take up premium
space in e-mails, tweets, text messages, and
other such mediums; also, the longer the
URL the greater the tendency is to either
not copy all of it or type it incorrectly. Two
services are especially good at chopping
these down to more manageable sizes.
Bit.ly (http://bit.ly) has you type in or copy/
paste the URL in its original form, press
the Shorten button, and a new, much
shorter URL will appear. Goo.gl (http://
goo.gl) does the same: paste the long ver-
sion of the URL into the input field, click
the Shorten button, and the site delivers a
new, abbreviated address you can copy
and paste.

CREATE A BLOG

More distance instructors are introducing
blogs—online journals—to their classes; it
gives students (and instructors) an oppor-
tunity to offer on-going conversations—
opinions and information—about a spe-
cific subject or topic related to a course.
Blogs can add richness and depth to any
course, while offering an additional learn-
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ing resource. The best blog services on the
Web to help you create and maintain your
blog: Blogger (www.blogger.com) ... Word-
Press (www.wordpress.com) ... Windows
Live Spaces (www.spaces.live.com) ... Wee-
bly (www.weebly.com) Tumblr
(www.tumblr.com).

Use KEYBOARD SHORTCUTS FOR
Quick COMMANDS

The quicker we can type the more time we
save—and time management and solid
efficiency are always important in any
online course being taught. When an
opportunity comes along that helps with
this it's important to grab it, and one of
these that many people don’t use are com-
mon Windows shortcuts. What follows is a
complete list for Windows XP (Windows 7
is still a work in progress because of its
newness): Open Run box—WIN-R
Open files and folders/Search window—
WIN-F ... Minimize all windows—WIN-M
... Lock computer—WIN-L ... Open Utility
Manager—WIN-U ... Switch among open
programs—ALT-TAB Permanently
delete an item—SHIFT-DELETE ... Open
Task Manager—CTRL-SHIFT-ESC ... Open
a Help file—F1 ... Take a screenshot and
save to Clipboard—PRINT SCREEN ...
Select all ... CTRL-A ... Copy—CTRL-C ...
Paste—CTRL-V Print—CTRL-P
Open—CTRL-O.

INCREASE THE NUMBER OF
DOCUMENTS IN WORD 2007’s
RECENT DOCUMENTS

FOR QUICKER ACCESS

Each online course taught equals a multi-
tude of assignments graded and returned
to students as document files, and while
Word 2007’s default setting of Recent Doc-
uments will list 25 of these you can
increase this number. The advantage:
quickly find—then open—recent files and
find files that you saved but forgot to save
to their desired locations. To do this,

Launch Word 2007, click the Office button
(upper left corner of the Word window),
click the Word Options button, then click
Advanced. Scroll down to the Display area,
then click the up arrow next to Show this
number of Recent Documents to select a
number more appropriate for your needs
(max is 50).

DOWNLOAD AUDIOBOOKS
Audiobook titles are growing at an enor-
mous rate, with online courses often incor-
porating them into courses in lieu of texts,
in addition to texts, or merely to offer stu-
dents another resource to augment what
they already have. For an impressive selec-
tion of these visit BooksShouldBeFree
(www.booksshouldbefree.com)—it is an
online library of audio books available in
.mp3 and iTunes podcast formats. (Other
such sites include thoughtaudio.com,
podiobooks.com, and librivox.org)

Remember: While a hammer can pound
a nail, a toolbox can build, fix, redo, and
finish.
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Ask Errol!

ello, my distance learning col-
leagues! The questions keep
pouring in, and I've selected sev-
eral to start off Ask Errol for 2011. As
always, be sure to send your questions to
me at erroldistancelearning@gmail.com so
I can include them in our next issue.
This column’s selections ...

With the start of each of my online courses I
can always count on one thing: a variety of
excuses as to why an assignment or a dis-

Errol Craig Sull,
Online Instructor,
PO. Box 956, Buffalo, NY 14207.
Telephone: (716) 871-1900.
E-mail: erroldistancelearning@gmail.com

Errol Craig Sull

cussion post was either late or not submit-
ted/posted. While I do my best to handle
these I'm also looking for any tips that can
help.

Ah, you are so right—the selection of
excuses does seem to grow, and yet unless
we can definitively prove an excuse is a lie
it can be difficult not to accept it. (Many
online schools do have parameters on
what can and cannot be accepted—be sure
you are aware of your school’s policies.)
There are, however, several factors that can
be considered, and chief among these is to
listen with an open mind. It is because we
HAVE heard so many excuses that we have
a tendency to have a “Yeah, right, sure—
here we go again” mind set as soon as a
student offers an excuse. Don’t. Each stu-
dent must be taken on a case-by-case basis,
and more often than not the student will
be telling you the truth. Be open to what
the student is telling you; this way, you can
“hear” everything the student says, thus
giving you more information to weigh in
on a final judgment as to whether or not
the student is being honest.

One area of distance learning where I place
much effort is in getting and keeping my
students engaged, but I'm always on the
lookout for suggestions from other folks.
Can you give me a tip that might not at first
seem apparent?

One of my favorite surefire “engage-
ment tricks” is to immediately get my stu-
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dents involved in the course by asking
them to send examples or situations where
their lives or others’ lives were/could be
impacted by the subject I'm teaching.
Nothing gets students more involved in
learning than when they feel they have
ownership in it—and this activity helps
with this. First, they are telling you what it
will be impossible for you to know: how
each student can relate the best to your
subject; this personalizes it for each one.
Second, they are contributing to helping
you build a “real” class in that it touches
their lives and the lives of others they
know or know of. And, third, by doing this
each student has created just a bit more
ownership into the course.

I'd like to believe that each student taking
my online course is familiar with using a
computer, and thus will have no trouble
immediately jumping into all portions of
the class. Of course, this is not the real
world of distance education, and at times I
encounter students who just seem afraid of
the online learning environment. Any best
ways to help these students overcome this
hesitation?

There are a host of reasons a student
may be very hesitant about being in an
online course, and there are several items
we can do to help allay their fears and
make the online learning process an enjoy-
able one: (1) Have an engaging and
friendly welcoming e-mail or post for your
students—this sets the tone for the rest of
the class, and when students get the sense
you are there to help them they are more
apt to become active members of the class.
(2) Address student concerns prior to stu-
dents mentioning them—by having a
folder of questions with answers of major
student problems I have previously
encountered this not only helps to mini-
mize these student concerns but also
shows you as an online educator who
really cares about his or her students—so
important in helping to establish a strong
rapport between you and your students.

(3) Respond to student e-mails and posts in
a timely manner—you are the spark that
decides if your course is going to be ignited
by vibrant students or extinguished by
apathetic ones, and one solid way to keep
students engaged in the course with a min-
imum of angst is to respond to student
queries both immediately and with a “I'm-
really-interested-in-helping-you” tone. (4)
If your school allows it, take the time to call
all students at least once during your
course, and especially the ones having a
difficult time—often, just the sound of
your voice can make the computer in front
of the students come to life and quickly
lessen any difficulties in accepting the
online environment.

In teaching my online courses I do much
writing—student e-mails, notes on assign-
ments, postings to the class, et cetera, and
although I’'ve been teaching online for 4 years
I still find my supervisors or some students
will occasionally mention that my writing
does not seem like it’s written for my students,
but more with me in mind. This is frustrat-
ing—I know you teach English and have
been teaching online for many years, so you
can you help me out?

Your problem is more common than you
may think, as writing to students and writ-
ing in an online environment requires a
delicate balance between our needs and
the students’ needs and our level of educa-
tion versus that of our students. But two
items to always keep in mind can greatly
improve the overall—and constant—qual-
ity of any writing you do for your stu-
dents: (1) Remember the #1 rule of
writing—you write for the reader. Your
writing is not about you—your achieve-
ments, your dreams, your family, your
political beliefs, etc. Sure, there are times
when experiences and anecdotes from
your life may be very helpful to bring
something into focus for your students.
But whatever you write for your students
it is not a bully pulpit to carry forth your
own agenda. Additionally, remember that
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abbreviations, acronyms, words, and
phrases that are specific to knowledge you
have may not be familiar to your students;
when you need use these be sure to define
or explain them: you never want your
reader confused or bewildered by what
you say. (2) Use language that personalizes
you. Teaching at a distance has very obvi-
ous impersonal qualities to it, and for those
students who are new to it this method of
teaching can be very intimidating. Thus
the use of your own voice—as a voice that
comes form a real person, not computer-
ese—becomes crucial. So: don’t hesitate to
use contractions occasionally ... use emo-
tional language at times (including excla-
mation marks) ... once in awhile, use a
personal experience or anecdote to make a
point about something you are teaching ...
every now-and-then use sentence frag-
ments to show personal emphasis. These
language “touches” all help to personalize
a writer, thus making you and the course
more “normal” for the students.

Microsoft just released Office 2010, and
there are a host of other software packages
that have also been updated; additionally, it
feels that as soon as I buy a new computer
it’s already outdated. While I want to stay
on top of technology it can also become
rather expensive and time consuming to con-
sistently upgrade—any suggestions?

Some upgrades are based solely on how
much you use a software package, the fea-
tures you need, the speed you require
from a computer, etc. There are two solid
guidelines that can help: (1) Upgrade not
for your heart but for your head. If you are
deciding on an upgrade only for the new-
est whistles and bells, don’t do it—you'll
be spending your money on window
dressing only. Decide on how the upgrade
will be of help to you (you can always find
product points of new releases online), and
compare that help against the price of the
upgrade. Bottom line: the primary reason
to upgrade is to make your job as an online
instructor more efficient, better organized,

and—overall—easier. (2) Know the differ-
ence between an update and an upgrade.
These terms are often confused, and so
you are clear on each, remember: an
update (also called a patch) is a free “fix-it”
that the product manufacturer makes
available online to correct discovered prob-
lems with the product; the upgrade is not
free, is a new version of a same product
(Microsoft Office 2010, for example, is an
upgrade of Office 2007), and can be pur-
chased online or in a store. TIP: always be
on the lookout for patches that are released
(by registering your product online you
will usually be automatically informed of
any patch releases; you can also check the
manufacturer’s website).

This last item is one that was not submitted
by anyone in particular yet is a summation
of many questions I have received in differ-
ent forms that pretty much come down to a
2011 New Year’s resolution: resolved—to be
a better distance learning educator!

I offer you the following to help ensure
that that happens for you: (1) Make certain
you are teaching because you enjoy teach-
ing. If not you do need rethink your career
choice. (2) Do a self-evaluation of your
weak teaching strengths. By doing this we
can quickly correct our weaknesses, thus
becoming better online teachers. (3) Take
any professional development courses
your school offers—and do so with gusto.
This not only improves your abilities as an
online instructor but also shows the school
your enthusiasm in teaching, assuring it
made a great decision in your hiring. (4)
Learn to better manage time, better orga-
nize life. The better you do these the easier
and more efficient your course efforts will
be—and the students will benefit greatly.
(5) Enhance your efforts to engage and
motivate students. Beyond professional
development courses offered by your
school, make it a point to take a course in
teaching methods ... attend at least one
conference related to teaching online or to
your subject area(s) ... write an article for
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publication ... contribute to a professional
forum or discussion help another
become a better teacher ... read at least one
book on your course area or online teach-
ing, while continually reaching out to arti-
cles and essays on the same ... create a
better approach or strategy or teaching one
portion of your course—and recommend

this to the school: these and other like

efforts all help increase your motivation
and passion for teaching.

REMEMBER: Questions not asked are like
barbells and dumbbells never used: nothing
is improved or strengthened by merely
thinking of what can be—rather, we must
act on it.
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And Finally ... continued from page 88

of an online class, and activities to be taken
during a class.

Before an online or blended class begins
a learner should:

* Develop a personal and very formal
organization plan for the course. This
might mean the use of file folders for
various course-related activities—either
physical or digital—or the development
of a study and learning plan where spe-
cific times are scheduled.

* Obtain a copy of the course syllabus and
become familiar with the planned
course activities, assignments, and
requirements.

* Trouble-shoot all equipment and con-
nectivity that will be used during the
course.

* Find and file the instructor’s name,
address, e-mail, and telephone number.

* Send the instructor an e-mail introduc-
ing yourself, just before the beginning
of class.

During an online or blended class the
learner should:

* Obtain a list of other students in the
class and find out about them, if possi-
ble. Often instructors will ask students
to post a picture and short autobio-
graphical paragraph. If so, save this
information and review it to get to
know classmates. If the instructor does
not do this, then take the initiative your-
self—contact your classmates and intro-
duce yourself.

* DParticipate often when interactive
instructional events are planned—early
and late. Many online instructors use
threaded discussions of relevant course
topics—the best approach is to post
early in the discussion, post comments
reacting to what classmates have
posted, and return to the discussion
thread several more times to read what
others have written and add additional
posts to the thread.

* Identify classmates after a few weeks of
instruction who seem to be ones you
would like to “get to know better.” Con-
tact them and try to build a small study
group—classmates you can bounce
ideas off, and whom you will help when
they have questions—build your own
learning community.

* Contact your instructor periodically—
noncritical questions can be sent via
e-mail, and for more complex or impor-
tant issues, do not forget the telephone.
Get to know your teacher, and help
your instructor get to know you—be
pro-active; most instructors appreciate
this if it is not over-done.

And finally, while online learners may be
solitary, they must not be idle.
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And Finally ...

Solitary, But Not Idle

Michael Simonson

“If you are idle, be not solitary; if you are solitary, be not idle.”

here has been considerable discus-
sion lately about the problem of the
solitary learner who is enrolled in a
distance education course. Fengfeng Ke
and Alison Carr-Chellman (2007) studied
the solitary learner, and Simonson (2008)
even discussed the solitary instructor; the
instructor who works alone, outside a tra-

Michael Simonson, Editor, Distance Learning,
and Program Professor, Programs in Instruc-
tional Technology and Distance Education,
Fischler School of Education, Nova South-
eastern University, 1750 NE 167 St., North
Miami Beach, FL 33162. Telephone: (954)
262-8563. E-mail: simsmich@nsu.nova.edu

—Samuel Johnson, 1779

ditional instructional institution, with little
or no contact with other professionals.

As distance education and virtual
schooling have grown in importance and
the number of students who learn at a dis-
tance has increased, the issue of the soli-
tary learner has become a concern to many
educators (Simonson, 2008). These con-
cerns have produced a series of recom-
mendations that are intended to reduce
learner solitude by requiring learner
action. In other words, the solitary learner
must not be “idle.”

Certainly, teachers of distant learners
design their courses and build communi-
ties of learners, and plan activities that
reduce the potential pitfalls of learning on
one’s own. Development of learning
groups, use of social networking activities,
and incorporation of synchronous audio
and video instructional events are used by
instructors to minimize the impression that
a learner is alone.

However, there are also actions that stu-
dents should take to ensure that they are
not learning in solitude, even though they
may be studying in isolation from their
classmates. There are two categories of
actions to be taken—those before the start

... continued on page 87
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