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It is no secret that interest in distance education is growing in the United States and abroad. This means that many challenges are going to have to be met by so-called “traditional” universities, where students attend facilities on-campus, if those institutions wish to remain viable. One of these challenges is to increase enrollment in existing courses and to offer additional academic programs to meet the changing interests and needs of potential students. One solution that addresses this challenge is the implementation of on-line courses.  Yes, most universities appear to be running to this to “broaden or maintain their market share.”
This implementation presents additional challenges.  Can courses like the ones currently offered on campus be provided online in an effective and high quality manner?  What administrative considerations must be addressed? How will teaching online courses differ from teaching face-to-face in a classroom?  How will communication tools affect the delivery of the course materials and the interactions within the course?    Good questions?
Administration – A Matter of Policy

Gellman-Danley and Fetzner (1998) identified several key operational areas that those administering courses offered via distance must address: academic, fiscal, geographic service area, governance, legal, student support services, and labor-management.


Academic issues include whether a course is restricted to the academic calendar (i.e. by the semester) or whether the course can be started and completed at any time, according to the needs of the student; development and approval of the curriculum; evaluation of the instructor and the learners; and the handling of transcripts, such as whether courses taken via distance will be noted differently on a student’s transcript.


Fiscal issues include such considerations as whether or not to charge the distance student a technology fee and how to share costs if the course is delivered to students within a consortium of institutions. Geographic service area issues are related to fiscal when considering tuition for out-of-state or out-of-country students and if physical geographic exist for individual institutions. Governance issues are relevant to staffing and oversight – will the traditional institutional structure oversee the distance courses or will a distance education department be developed to monitor these courses? Examples of legal issues critical to administrators and policy makers include copyright, fair use, and liability for inappropriate electronic messages.


Student support service issues may not be critical for an individual online course, but they must be considered when an entire online program is developed.  Support services for students include enrollment and advising, counseling, the library, delivery of materials and textbooks, and technical support. The more an institution can offer a student via distance, the greater the probability that the student will complete the course or program offered.


Labor management is one of the key elements and one of the most difficult elements that policy-makers must address.  Issues include class size, compensation, development incentives, fair use and intellectual property, assignment of full-time or adjunct faculty, office hours, faculty training, and workload.


The support and conviction of the faculty is essential to successful distance education courses.  It is also often the most difficult to achieve.  Jaffee (1998) offers the following rationale for faculty members’ resistance to change:

The classroom institution has historically centralized power and influence in the hands of the instructor.  When faculty walk into the classroom the learning begins; faculty are the source of knowledge; faculty communicate information and influence the students; faculty determine what will be taught, who will speak and when; faculty determine the correct or incorrect answer; and faculty determine when it is time for students to “stop learning” and leave the classroom.  Thus many faculty may have a vested interest in preserving and defending the classroom institution. 

Jaffee also offers means of overcoming this resistance.  One is to use the “pedagogical hook” to open dialogue about alternative educational delivery modes when faculty are frustrated by the “silent classroom” – the classroom where “students dutifully attempt to write down everything that is said or scribbled on the board but seem, at the same time, strangely disengaged and unwilling to participate.” The second is to address the lack of interaction and discussion among students when a lively or controversial discussion topic is presented. Presenting online discussion options may be one way to encourage a faculty member to overcome his/her resistance to change.

However, resistance by faculty is only one obstacle that must be overcome. Once faculty members are willing to move online, the issue of how to facilitate the conversion from the classroom to the Internet must be considered.  This conversion process has been approached in a variety of ways.  For example, Empire State College in New York offers a single course management system and templates for instructors to use to simplify the conversion (Lefor, et al. 2001).  Similarly, the University of South Australia developed its own online teaching and learning environment, UniSAnet, which includes wizards that “encourage authors to make appropriate pedagogical decisions in constructing teaching and learning resources (King, et al. 2001).”  In contrast, at Athabasca University in Canada a general direction awkward working for the curriculum and its delivery is provided. All staff – academic, technical, etc. – are then free to adapt their resources and processes to meet curriculum and teaching needs (Davis 2001). Though each institution has a different approach, it is one that works for all staff and faculty involved in distance education at each institution.

Pedagogy: Teaching Practice That Stands the Test of Time
Putting old wine into new bottles—an apt metaphor for the conversion of traditional courses into on-line courses. As the quality of the wine relies on the quality of the grapes and the appropriateness of the fermentation process, so does a quality course rely on the validity of the content and the appropriateness of the teaching methodology used. For the scope of this paper, it is assumed that content remains more or less a constant, and therefore the teaching methodology is the process that must be examined. 

Bourne, et al. (1997) states that the lecture model of instruction common to many college-level courses is simple to replicate online – whether it be in the form of text, audio, or video.  However, this “learning by listening” is typically viewed as not very useful, as “little learning takes place when learners do not interact with the instructor, each other or active learning sources.”  In an online course, the only benefit of online lectures for learners is the ability to replay the lectures for review when necessary.  Bourne, et al. go on to compare the opportunities for discovery learning, learning by doing, and learning through discussion and debate that can be offered online through asynchronous learning networks.  Implementation ideas include web searches, online simulations and learning modules, web board discussions, and online chats.

In their review of the NKI Internet College, Paulsen and Rekkedal (2001) concluded “student learning activities based on [the Internet] must be designed to achieve optimal outcomes for different kinds of learners in different subjects with different aims and needs.” Additionally, King, et al. (2001) state that the purposes of converting to online courses are “to improve, for students, access to and control over learning opportunities to develop as graduates with a distinctive set of qualities or attributes.”

An example of an appropriate teaching/learning theory for online courses that addresses the differing needs of students and includes various learning opportunities is the constructivist theory. Constructivism does not look upon knowledge as something that is passively acquired by a learner (Murphy 1997).  Students are required to build knowledge and actively seek self-relevant, authentic ways of using that knowledge (Shuskin 2001).  In simpler terms, students go out and create knowledge based upon their experience, their social interactions, and their previous knowledge.

Constructivism is already used in many educational programs. South Dakota’s Distance Teaching and Learning academies (http://www.usd.edu/ttd/dtl/) base their teacher’s training program on constructivist thought. Some major museums are exploring constructivism for their programs (Hein 1991).  And even institutions of higher education are using constructivist theory to ensure student understanding (UMass Physics Education Research Group 2001).

This powerful pedagogical tool could be used for learning at a distance as well.  Many institutions of higher learning are realizing the power of constructivist theory when training faculty for their roles in on-line courses. The University of Northern Florida has recently released a treatise entitled, Distance Learning Pedagogy: A Staff Development Series for Faculty, and has this to say about on-line learning and how it should occur:

Instructors face challenges when they work with classrooms of information age students who need to learn in ways that are new to many universities and instructors. Faculty need skills and tools for working with students on meaningful, authentic tasks, … Information age students who have years of experience learning to use technology can assume more responsibility for their education (Cavanaugh & Cavanaugh 2001).

Communication Tools Enhance Pedagogy

One factor that can be attributed to the increased interest in distance learning is the advancement in communications technology in recent years.  High-speed Internet connections in businesses, schools, and even homes are common.  Video conferencing tools, in the form of ITV systems and desktop computer applications, are becoming more easily accessible.  Finally, the popularity of e-mail and chat rooms, technologies that make communication not just fast but virtually instantaneous, cannot be discounted or downplayed.  These tools offer many advantages for those who wish to participate in distance education courses, and include

1. increased accessibility to the information relevant to the course and the ongoing dialogue about this information

2. provision for a more pedagogically sound interaction with the information by students

3. encouragement of more thoughtful discussion by students about the information in the course

4. allowance for more equal participation in the ongoing discussion, leading to a leveling of the playing field 

5. the opportunity to enhance student interaction outside of class 

6. provision of a unique assessment technique

7. the ability for the instructor to archive and retrieve students' work, and provide increased structure of information

8. access to diverse sources of information (Creed 1997).

It is because of these advantages that constructivist theory can be used to convert effective traditional courses into effective on-line courses.  

 The Center for Global Environmental Education’s Rivers of Life (http://cgee.hamline.edu/rivers/index.htm) program is an example of the effective merging of constructivist theory and communication technologies.  The Rivers of Life program offers an inter-connected series of water- related projects and initiatives, delivered over the Internet to K-12 teachers and learners.  

The Math Forum, sponsored by Drexel University, provides links to on-line learning opportunities in math that utilize constructivism. Information can be found at http://mathforum.org/mathed/constructivist.search.html.  All of the sites and activities provided are student-oriented, exploratory in nature, and interactive.

As the needs and interests of potential students continue to change, institutions will be forced to evaluate their course offerings and how these courses are delivered. As they consider ways to remain competitive, online courses will be a viable option. Effective administration, an appropriate pedagogy, and the use of the ultra-efficient communication technologies available today will facilitate the successful conversion of courses from on-campus to on-line delivery.


Good job.  91/100
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