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Opening

I’d first like to thank Dr. Murphy and the Psychology Department for inviting me to come today and talk with you about one of my favorite topics: online learning. 

When I talk about this topic, I like to get a sense of the audience whom I am addressing so let me gather a little bit of information.
1. How many of you have ever taken a totally online class?

2. How many of you have ever taught a totally online class?

3. How many have taken a class where part of it is online and part in the classroom?

4. How many of you have taken a class when there was an online supplement? How was WebCt used?

5. What did you like about the online elements?

6. What did you dislike?

Terms and Definitions
And now, like any good scientist, I want to give you some operational definitions of the terms I will be using. I find that these terms are tossed around loosely and mean different things to different people.

· Distance Education – any education in which the learner and the instructor are separated by physical space. Forms include correspondence, online, ITV, telecourses.
· Course management system -  a software system that enables both synchronous and asynchronous  communication between student and instructor. A CMS allows for password protected interaction with course content as well. Blackboard and WebCT are the most common commercial CMS packages.

· Online course – a course that is given completely online. Generally they utilize a CMS. A proctored final may be a component but that may be taken at a variety of places.

· F2f – face-to-face class; traditional format in the classroom

· Hybrid course – one that is given partially as online and partially f2f. e.g. one day on campus, one day’s worth of work via online.

· Web-enhanced – a course in which a CMS is used to supplement the F2F instruction. It may be used for homework, quizzes, distributing course information such as the syllabus and grades. Most of the work is done in the f2f classroom. 
· Some other terms – asynchronous (not in real time), synchronous (in real time), ISP (internet service provider), cyberteaching or learning (learning using the internet), virtual classroom (classroom online, not f2f)
History of Distance Education


Let me talk a bit about the history of and the facts about online learning.  Note that some of these states are not as current as I would like but it is difficult to find up-to-the-minute stats. 


First distance education is not new. In ancient times, correspondence between a tutor and a pupil for the purpose of learning could be considered distance education. Now this took a great deal of time since there weren’t any speedy ways to send this communication. 

The actual date of the first bona fide distance learning experience is in dispute but many scholars set it at 1728 when a course in shorthand was offered in the Boston Gazette.  In 1833, an ad offering lessons via mail was published in a Swedish newspaper. Isaac Pittman is often acknowledged as the first modern distance educator, He taught shorthand by correspondence in England in 1840. Other instances of distance education in Europe can also be found. 

The first recorded instance of distance education in the United States was in 1874 at Illinois Wesleyan University which offered graduate and undergraduate degrees at a distance.  Early distance education was primarily a correspondence delivery system, utilizing the postal service.  In 1883 the Correspondence University of Cornell University in Ithaca NY was founded. In 1878 the Chautauqua movement was founded. Its purpose was to expand access to education to all Americans. William Rainey Harper was involved in this movement and helped the movement to become an accredited college.  
Then in 1896, Harper was hired by the oil millionaire Rockefeller, to set up University of Chicago and said, "I will set up the University of Chicago, but I want to be able to extend the University to people outside the University through the latest technology." And so he started the first university-level correspondence courses. He further wrote, something like this, "Between the conventional university and learning at a distance, they need not be competition or they need not be polarised; each has its own place and each can fulfill its own mission to the advantage of both."   Harper believed that there would continue to be a place for both traditional and distance learning, but that distance education was going to have a much larger share of the sunlight, if you will, than it had in the past or even had at that present time.
Educational radio became popular in the 1920s but it did not really catch on in a big way nor did it really last. In 1962 Telstar, the first commercial satellite, was launched. It allowed for the development of courses offered via satellite and television. Iowa State University had begun to experiment with broadcasting educational television courses in the1930s. In 1972, 233 educational television stations existed.  Other developments that impacted distance learning include the invention of  the first commercial reel-to-reel videotape recorder in 1956. Then, in 1969, Sony created the first inexpensive VCR. Then companies would produce videos and the modern telecourse was born.
Slightly before Telstar was launched, we saw the completion of the first computer for business in the late 1940’s. Fortran and the modem were both invented in the late 1950s. (Walter Cronkite used a UNIVAC computer to predict the outcome of the 1952 presidential election in 1952.) Computer-based instruction began to appear in schools in the mid-60s and set the stage for the uses of the computer we see today. The first network email was invented in 1971.  In the mid-1980’s we began to see a dramatic shift toward the use of the computer in distance education although it did not really take off until the advent of the world wide web. The World Wide Web/Internet protocol (HTTP) and WWW language (HTML) created by Tim Berners-Lee in 1990 spurred what we now call online education. And today, when we speak about distance education we primarily mean online courses. Many schools are phasing out other forms of distance education. 
International Distance Education

It is important to recognize that distance learning is not the sole province of the United States. Great Britain established its Open University which enrolls at least 220,000 students currently in 1969. This model was the major impetus for the development of similar universities in the United States and Japan.

We also know that distance education, in many forms, can be found all over the world. In many countries, it is still essentially correspondence but as their infrastructures improve, we will see a move into online coursework. 

In Central and Eastern Europe as well as in France and Germany, the systems are not wide spread currently. However, we can see growth in students from these countries enrolling in online courses from universities elsewhere. In China and Taiwan, there is great growth.  China serves 1.5 million people using radio and television. Over 20,000 students in India earned college degrees through online study in 1998. In Africa, there is a great need for education but problems with technology and even with the postal service, create problems. There is a slow move toward more open access. South Africa has been involved in distance education since the 1930s. Currently the United States is in a partnership with South Africa to train secondary teachers partly using the internet. 

What Do We Know About Distance Education?
(This data is not an exhaustive survey, It is difficult to find such statistics.)

In 2001, 56% of all postsecondary institutions offered distance education. At public 2 year colleges, 90% offered such courses, 89% of public 4 year institutions offered some sort of distance course while only 40% of private colleges did. 95% of institutions with more than 10,00 students offered distance education courses while only 41% of schools with fewer than 3000 did so.

12% of schools not offering such courses planned to within the next 3 years. 

About 127,000 different courses were offered. 8% offered degree or certificate programs. 

In 2001 3.1 million enrollments in distance courses was counted. 1.4 million of those were at 2 year colleges. 

Asynchronous internet courses were the most common delivery format. Two-way interactive video was next and then comes prerecorded video (telecourses). 

The growth rate for online education of about 20% exceeds the overall growth rate for all of higher education.  We also know that many professional organizations are giving their continuing education courses online and this contributes to the growth of the online environment.  As people change jobs, retraining becomes necessary and much of this is done online so that people do not have to uproot their families and move. Or they can begin to retrain before the current position vanishes. 

Students and institutions have been quicker to embrace online education than have faculty. Many faculty are skeptical about the viability of the web and surveys find that faculty at 40% of institutions think that online is valuable and legitimate. 
Once sign that online education is here to stay can be found in legislation. When Congress reauthorized the Higher Education Act in 1992, it provided, for the first time, that distance education students could receive Title IV federal student aid.  To address the growth of distance education and the need to broaden access to higher education via non-traditional means (while guarding against fraud and abuse), Congress created the Distance Education Demonstration Program (DEDP) in the 1998 reauthorization act. This project waives regulatory provisions for up to 50 institutions and consortia. Your own Connecticut Distance Learning Consortium is part of the DEDP. 
Research on Distance Education


Research on distance education is also not new although much of it was difficult to access in the United States The first study on educational television was published in 1953. In 1967, Stanford researchers examined 207 studies involving 421 comparisons of ETV and traditional classrooms.  No significant difference in student learning outcome was found on 73% of the studies. That finding has been replicated many times. 
In the 1980s a series of randomized studies examined learning gains that could be attributed to computer-based instruction or CBI.  Those using CBI achieved results that were ¼ to 1/3 higher than those in the control group. Once interesting artifact was the fact that these differences disappeared when the same instructor taught both the control and experimental groups. Other studies supported the idea that the media was not the determining factor in learning but that learning was most likely more related to instructional methods.


Much of the research has focused on comparisons of traditional and distance courses. Other research has looked at student outcomes, student attitudes and student satisfaction. There is a need for more research which examines student outcomes for total academic programs rather than just individual courses. We need to look at why the dropout rates for online courses is high. We need to better control extraneous variables, to use randomized samples and to develop more reliable and valid instruments. 
What Is Online Learning?


The 21st century presents many challenges to colleges and universities in terms of the continued integration of technology into the classroom, in terms of providing access to education to previously underserved populations, and in terms of the trend toward retraining and lifelong learning. Because of the rapid growth of the internet, the primary means of distance education these days is online learning.

What is online learning? It is computer-mediated education that occurs over the internet. It can use a home-written webpage and free bulletin board chat rooms or it can use packaged course management systems such as Blackboard and WebCt. It can be totally online, including tests and library access or it can be a hybrid wherein some meetings occur in the face-to-face (f2f) classroom. There are many issues associated with these hybrid courses where they are partly online and partly face-to-face.
Theories Related to Online Learning

Before I talk more specifically about online courses, let me give you a bit of the theory that underlies this form of education. I know that all of the psychology majors will understand the importance of examining theory at the beginning. 

Traditional theories of behaviorism and cognitivism have dominated the pedagogical literature for a long time. These theories tend to be instructor-centered since the instructor does most of the “teaching.” The instructor directs the classroom and steers discussions. The learner is more passive and may be less involved since he or she may have to do less work.

Yet we talk in today’s higher education institutions  about becoming student-centered. We need to find other ways of interacting in the classroom that are more student oriented, ways of “teaching” that require and encourage more student involvement. For that we turn to constructivism, the newest theory to appear in teacher education and educational psychology texts. Constructivism stresses the participation of the learner and active learning techniques and it shifts the role of the teacher. 

Constructivism is really the theoretical model for online learning and teaching. Constructivism is based on the work of Jerome Bruner and Lev Vygotsky. The learner is actively involved and constructs knowledge for him or herself. Interaction among all parties, including student to student is important. In constructivist teaching the teacher becomes more of a manager or a facilitator. Constructivist online classrooms require changing the assumptions that both faculty and students bring. 
Roles are dynamic and a community of learners is created. Both have responsibility for the learning that occurs. Collaboration and dialogue are the norm. Students actively construct their own knowledge. They discover meaning by engaging in real-world tasks. The social context and dimension are important for the constructivist. This is true in the online classroom where high satisfaction is correlated with the interaction between student and student and student/faculty.

The constructivist approach is what we see in the best of the online environment. The online teacher becomes as has been stated in many places, the guide on the side, v. the traditional sage on the stage. The pluralistic nature of the online student body lends itself to the constructivist approach. Most are older students, already working who bring that experience to the online classroom. 


The Online Classroom

Let me talk a little bit about the online classroom and some of the implications of that classroom. Online classes are generally asynchronous. They do not happen in real time. Because of this time lag, it can take longer to identify conflict and to reach consensus. The online classroom is an uncertain environment. You know nothing about others except what they share. I had the experience of a student requesting an all-female discussion group for a particular topic.  I could not guarantee the gender make-up of the group since I was not sure what gender most students were.  The online classroom is an unstructured communication situation that relies entirely on text.  There is no nonverbal to either soften words or signal potential conflict. Messages are often blunt; people are often less inhibited and exchanges can escalate quickly into flaming. There is a greater potential for misunderstanding. It can be a bit like visiting an unknown country where you don’t really speak the language.

Online is not for every course, every institution, every student or even every instructor. It is not better than traditional, face-to-face classes, nor is it worse. It is merely different and is simply another tool in the educational toolbelt that give us options for offering higher and secondary education to audiences that would have been excluded in the past. Online education removes the barriers of time and place, of distance and physical difficulty.

While moving a course totally (or even partially) online seems easy, it requires more than just the technological capability. Online classes are not traditional campus based classes delivered via a computer. There are necessary changes in the roles and responsibilities of all parties involved. Internet or online courses require a shift from the teacher directed classroom to the truly learner center classroom where responsibility for learning is truly shared. 
Learning becomes a team focused approach: Instructor, Course designer, Web support, Administrator of distance education, Technical support people (and I think they are really the most important).
Moving to the online environment requires a paradigm shift in how we think about education. It requires the acquisition of new beliefs about what teaching is. In doing so, we actually go back to denotative Latin roots of the word "education" - educare – to lead out.  We become facilitators, rather than providers of knowledge, and students shift from passive to active learners. Of course, not all students manage this shift successfully (nor do all instructors who move to the online environment) but it is exciting and gratifying to watch those students that do make the shift as they take charge of their own learning. 

Along with rethinking the educational process and what that means for course design, migrating online also means rethinking and restructuring the role of the teacher. Traditionally, the teacher is in front of the classroom and controls most, if not all, of how the course flows. This approach is often called the "sage on the stage." As online teachers, we have to be comfortable giving up some of the control. Teaching online requires the instructor to shift that fundamental thinking about the role of teacher and student that most of us grew up thinking. In online courses the instructor is much less didactic and more facilitating. We become the "guide on the side." Students share much more in the process of learning. 

Online courses have actually spurred a new interest in pedagogy and you can find work groups and in-service workshops that examine pedagogy which is a good thing for the college.

Changing this dynamic is not the path for everyone. Just because you are a good teacher in the classroom does not mean you will be a good teacher online. Some great teachers in the classroom fail miserably online and vice versa. The two mediums require two completely different approaches to designing how you reach your course objectives and how you interact with students. Giving up some of that power can be a scary adventure and it can be hard to convince students that they must share in the process. However, once that shift has been made, even introductory courses can become similar to graduate seminars where everyone is exploring the material and contributing to the learning process. This doesn't mean that introductory students always have insights similar to graduate students but the courses flow more like a seminar. 

Contrary to intuition, online classes are not alienating, mass-produced products. They are labor intensive, text-based intellectually challenging places which can elicit deeper think gin on the part of the students. They present more equality between instructor and students. The initial anonymity quickly fades and more one-to-one relationships can be created.


There are many pleasures in the online classroom. A higher percentage of students, including those that I suspect would be quiet in the face-to-face (f2f) classroom, participate actively. I see more thoughtful answers from students since they don't have to answer immediately. The postings indicate that they have spent time with the course material and care about learning. A student in my Fall 2003 Introduction to Psychology class said "As a first time online student, I found the online discussions as stimulating and thought provoking as the discussion in the more traditional classroom settings. I felt my fellow students were intelligence, articulate and very respectful of others' opinions." (Jamie Davis)

The sameness of teaching the same material over and over is alleviated since new students means new responses to the discussion questions. While this occurs to some degree in the face-to-face classroom, I have found more variation online. 
Paradoxically, I have better relationships with the students. I get to know more students better. When I go to write recommendations for graduate school, I have much more on which to base my comments since I have seen work habits, diligence, writing skills and interaction with other students. While I haven't seen their faces (and it is always a surprise when I meet them in person because they never look as I imagined), I have a better sense of their abilities than I do with most face-to-face students. 
     The online classroom is a great lab for testing principles of learning – reinforcement, shaping, and schedules. The computer keeps track of assignments turned in and because everything is time-stamps to the minute, there are no more arguments about late papers. Teaching online allows me to work during my best time which is early morning.  Teaching online allows me to travel to professional conferences (or even vacations) without worrying about something meaningful for students to do. And I can watch baseball while I am teaching.


There are drawbacks. Online teaching takes far more time than traditional, face-to-face classes take. The initial offering of a course is incredibly time-intensive since moving to the online environment requires converting the course to take advantage of the online environment. This involves much more than just cutting and pasting your notes. Learning to navigate whatever course management system is used is time-consuming. Students have much easier access to the instructor and it can be hard to get them to understand that while the instructor is just a click away, no instructors are not online and available 24/7. Learning to manage time effectively is a challenge. There is far more reading than in traditional classes since all responses are written.  It is important to be very clear in directions and no matter how much an instructor rewrites, there are students who do not understand. Finally, there are the technology issues. Glitches and lost connections are a fact of technological life Flexibility and patience are a must. Students often do not have even the minimal technological competencies needed to succeed online. Student attrition can be a problem. The inability to see students and their nonverbal expressions makes teaching difficult concepts even more challenging. The informality of the online environment sometimes encourages students to cross the line.

Online education holds many promises. Distance education is seen as an answer to the needs of large segments of the populations. Not everyone can afford or needs a traditional residential college experience. We need to meet students where they are and work with them in ways that takes advantage of their available time and interests. Such alternative formats allow us to extend education to those whose lives won’t let them attend traditional class hours. They bring their experience to the class which enriches everyone. These are often my best students and I wonder how much more they would shine if they had the chance to attend traditional classes and focus solely on their education. In the online classroom, education becomes a two-way street; the instructor is no longer solely responsible for learning. This dynamic makes learning and teaching exciting. There is easier access to information and the use of the internet expands possibilities, even in a traditional classroom. 

Misconceptions About Online Learning

1. Web classes are easy. 
-No. In fact, many students say that Web classes are harder than traditional face-to-face classes. You must do much of the learning yourself. The teacher cannot see you and therefore cannot see when you misunderstand something. 

2. Work for web classes can be done at my own pace.
-No. Web courses are not correspondence-type, self-paced classes. There is a definite schedule and there are due dates. You can work at whatever time of day you prefer and at whatever time fits your schedule but the courses require you to check into the course area several times a week and you must meet all deadlines in the syllabus.

3. Since this is a web class it won't take much time.
-No. For a traditional face-to-face 3 credit college course you should expect to spend 3 hours in lecture per week, and then 3-6 hours outside of class reading, studying, and doing assignments. That adds up to 6-9 hours per week for a 3 credit course taught in a traditional classroom. A 3 credit online course entails the same amount of work and the same amount of time. Just because you're not sitting in a classroom for 3 hours every week doesn't mean it is less work. So, you should expect to spend 6-9 hours per week in this 3 credit online course. (In fact, if  you factor in commuting time you actually save some time by doing the course online rather than driving to campus to take it). Keep in mind that summer school courses require even more time per week since the same amount of work as a fall or spring term is completed even though the summer term is 3-4 weeks shorter.  I know it is a lot of work but most things worth doing take some time and are worth doing well.

4. For Introduction to or General Psychology courses: Since this is a general education class it will be easy.
-No. This is a rigorous college-level course which covers a lot of complex material. General education courses tend to be broader and cover less depth while covering a greater breadth of material. Also, the course number (100, 200, etc.) does not indicate easy and hard courses. Sometimes 100 level courses can be even more difficult then upper level courses since they are so broad. The number indicates how specialized the topics in the course are. In addition, course difficulty is very hard to determine. It depends on your reading and analytical skills, your previous experience with the topic and your interest in the material.

5. This is an Instructor-centered class and I am dependent upon the instructor for all of my learning.
-No. A fair amount of learning will be done on your own through reading and contemplating the content.  The instructor will guide you to the key points and concepts and reinforce them by providing you with objectives, study guides, and through our weekly asynchronous online discussions. But, the student must really teach themselves the material. 
The Good, The Bad, The Ugly

What then can we say about distance education and online learning? Let me start with the bad and the ugly. The bad is that we assume technology is a substitute for good pedagogy, for reflective teaching and for student-centered learning. We jump on new technology without thinking things through. The ugly is that administrators (and I use that term in a very broad sense) see online learning as a way to contain costs by increasing class size and faculty load without consideration for the educational impact of such moves. 
The good is that online coursework makes education available to a much wider audience, without the limitations of space and time. It takes advantage of new technology (and we see an increase in the use of multimedia content making for even more vivid courses) and forces us to examine issues related to education. It brings a new dimension to education and compels us to analyze the whole educational system which I think is resulting in some improvements. It is not a panacea for all the ills of higher education. It is a tool that enables us to address some of the issues and a tool that allows us to expand higher education beyond the traditional populations. 

 Let me close with a comment from Dr. Gerald Heeger, President of the University of Maryland University College:  “Online education is possibly the biggest event in American intellectual life in the past 40 years. What’s happened is that a critical mass of intellectual capital in the country has moved outside the academy.”  I think that move will prove beneficial to everyone – the academy, the faculty, the student, the country and the world. 

Thank you for listening. I hope I have given you some things to think about and shared a few facts that you didn’t know before today. Now, let me take questions.
PAGE  
1

