Building Learning Communities in Cyberspace

“Effective strategies for the online classroom”

By Rena Palloff and Keith Pratt

Online learning:

· “separation of instructor and learner in space and time”

· with connections through educational media

· where the learner takes an active role in the learning process.  

· It is up to the student to make sense of the body of knowledge associated with the course being delivered. The instructor supports this process through the use of collaborative assignments, facilitation of active discussion, and promotion of the development of critical thinking and research skills.

The goal is not to jump on the high tech bandwagon just to transmit a tired and stale pedagogy over fiber. Technology by itself cannot transform the pedagogy.

The Learning Web
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Quotes: 

· “It is not curriculum we are converting, but our pedagogy.”

· It’s a paradigm shift regarding the whole mode of delivery.

· “Technology does not teach students, effective teachers do”.

· “Learning about technology by using it”

· Learning through the use of technology allows participants to explore its use in more general terms.  Students participating regularly in an online course cannot help but improve their ability to use technology with confidence.

· Software and hardware are only vehicles in the creation of an environment that is conducive to learning.

· In a virtual learning environment, the teacher truly becomes the “guide on the side”; students play a much more active role in their learning; and collaboration between teacher-student and peer student-student are essential to succeed.

· “The need for social connection is a goal that almost supersedes the content-oriented goals for the course.”  Nipper, ‘89

· Technology should not drive the course --- instead, the desired outcomes of the course and needs of the participants should be the deciding factors.

· Instructors in the online arena may find the time needed to deliver this type of class is two to three times greater than F2F (depends on types of tools being used).

Some questions involving online learning ???

· How do we know when a student is engaged with the subject matter?

· How do we account for attendance and participation?

· How do we know if a student is having difficulty or is upset for some reason?

· Is it possible to read emotion into students’ posts?

· How can we recognize and deal with disagreement and conflict in posts?

· The student needs to reflect on how was they were as a learner before the course? And how have they have changed (by the end of the course) and how will this affect their learning in the future?

Make deliberate attempts to build community in a virtual setting, as it becomes a means to promoting collaborative learning. 

· Needs to be simple and not depend on any one form of technology.

· It is about using our best practices as educators and applying them in a completely different environment.  

· Community: comes from the root communicare, which means to share.

Nipper (’89):  “noisy learners” are those who are active and creative in the learning process.  “Noisy learners” often dominate a traditional F2F classroom. We’ve found that introverts become much more active in a virtual learning environment because they can take more time to think out and craft their response and prefer a ‘quite’ environment. Conversely, extroverts often ‘fade out … and disappear’ because they thrive on a noisy/active environment and don’t need the quite route of a virtual environment.

Brick school: as school begins, students meet and visit for the first time outside the classroom door and continue to make connections w/in the classroom.  A sense of ‘group’ and positive, constructive communication is developed by the master teacher from day one.

POINT:  this sense of group or community is even more imperative for success in a virtual learning environment.  How does one establish this (what tools are available)? How does one create a sense of “synchronous presence” and reduce the social distance between all participants?

Nipper quotes “… the need for social connection is a goal that almost supersedes the content-oriented goals for the course”. They need to establish a sense of presence online that allows their personality to come through to others in the group.   An “About Me” threaded discussion or personal Web Page (if a simple web tool is available) is one strategy that works well.

Policies and Procedures for Posting to Discussions:

· Students need to login to the course site at least twice per week for the duration of the class, read what has been posted by the instructor, as well as by other participants and post a thoughtful response. This is meant to be an online discussion, so please respond to one another, debate ideas, and also have fun!

· At the end of the course, each student must post a ‘reflective piece’ in the “Electronic Reflections” discussion section. It should be a couple paragraphs describing what you’ve learned and what an online learning experience was like for you.

· Maximum 2 posts per week, and keep posts short.

Group Rules (for postings):

· Clearly define the purpose of the group
· Promote effective leadership from within
· Define norms and a clear code of conduct 
· Needs to be open, honest, safe
· Never say anything you could not tolerate seeing in print on the front of your daily newspaper.
· Allow for a range of roles
· Allow for creation of sub-groups
· Allow members to resolve their own disputes
Participation:

· Student buy-in is essential.

· Design activities to really pull them in.

· Relating the subject matter to their life experiences and being encouraged to seek out and share real-life examples will enhance the learning outcome and increase the buy-in factor.

· Create a clear syllabus and course structure that is easy to follow but allows for flexability.

· Create a course site that is welcoming, easy to navigate, and easy to post messages.

· Be a good role model by being visible on a daily basis.

· Be willing to make phone calls to people who are not participating to ask why and draw them back in.

· Most important, strive to create community through interesting group discussions, sharing of resources and projects, peer evaluation, etc.


· Participants must agree to participate in this medium and understand what they are committing to.

· Participation is essential if we are to learn of and from each other.

· Minimum levels of participation should be established and agreed upon early.

· Face to face (F2F) initial contact has proven very successful.

· Example: create a discussion (threaded) where all students must post an introduction about themselves, and respond to at least two other participants posts (maybe looking for others who have common interests).

· If the direction of certain discussions gets a little uncomfortable (and it will), the instructor posts an open ended question addressing some concerns, and all students must respond in this new direction.

· Notice that the instructor is the guide on the side.

· Now that the ice has been broken, the Instructor then posts a question like “pick a place you’d like to travel, why you’d like to go there, and provide a website (URL) that shows off your destination. Again, have students respond to at least two other submissions. 

Technology as a Facilitative Tool

· Technology should not drive the course --- instead, the desired outcomes of the course and needs of the participants should be the deciding factors.

· The question should be “what is the best media mix to achieve the goals of the course within the constraints of the available resources of the students?”  What approaches to teaching and learning will be most effective?
· Courseware needs to be easy and flexible (user friendly) to eliminate excessive staff and student frustration.
· Appropriate tools need to be carefully selected.
· Staff training is essential.
Collaboration

· As students get involved in their projects/activities, it is imperative (for ultimate success of all participants) that students share the resources and/or procedures they are finding helpful or useful.

· Example: sharing bibliographies used for a particular research project, or processes related to copyright on the internet, or support pages on how to solve a particular problem they encountered.

· Avenues for sharing include uploading documents into the class ‘share folder’ or ; posting a new topic in the discussion area.

· This also involves peer-editing (see evaluation later).

Moving to Specifics

1. Establishing Outcomes and Objectives

· As with any good course, an instructor needs to begin with the end in mind. What do we want students to learn as they interact with this course material? What skills and abilities should they be able to take with them? 

· In the online course, the syllabus is deliberately left more open to allow students to develop new ideas, exercise critical-thinking skills, and develop research skills. 

· Therefore, the objectives may be more broadly defined so students can often determine a path based on their own interests and needs. 

· Don’t forget the importance of the “buy-in” for success in an online class.

2. Creating an appropriate syllabus

· Includes topics for discussion

· Expectations for participation

· Ways the class will be evaluated

· Broad topic headings that give students the general idea of what will be considered and discussed in the course

· CONSIDER:  courses like math, science, art or music that do not necessarily lend themselves to the reading and discussion format may look very different. 

· Example:  a short ‘written lecture’ by the instructor to explain a procedure or theory, then followed by students completing problems on their own or in groups. Science classes may have labs and hands-on activities where feedback will vary significantly compared to an Advanced Writing class.

Guiding questions to assist in building an effective course syllabus

· What are the desired learning outcomes and what do I want to accomplish?

· What criteria must be included (district policy, disclaimers, etc.)

· What are the unique requirements, such as guidelines for participation, use of good grammar/spelling, methods to assess progress, etc.

· What guidelines, roles, norms do I want to establish up front and stand firm on?  Which can I be flexible about and negotiate?

· How do I want to organize the course site (what tools are available)?

· How do I plan to assess the students? Traditional T/F, mult choice or case studies, research, essays, online projects.

· How do I address attendance? Quality, quality, frequency of posting?

· Do I want to establish ‘office hours’ online? How quickly will I respond to concerns, questions, ideas presented by students?

· Do I want to offer F2F tutoring sessions, groups, etc.?

3.  Course Guidelines

· Imperative to begin the class with clear guidelines for acceptable participation, thus providing structure around the course.

· Example:  a good idea to include this in the first ‘threaded discussion’.

· Be specific.  Stating students must log into the course website twice a week says nothing about what they are expected to do during a sesson.

· Example: Participation/Attendance is mandatory if you are participating in this online class.

· Login at least twice per week, check announcements and post (respond) to any relevant discussion or email. The post must be relevant and substantive. 

· Communication with instructor (submission of lesson or other online communication) must occur at least once per 10 school days, or the student may be dropped from the course.  This is school policy.

· Also, state any ‘minimum pacing’ requirements so everything is not all jammed up and submitted in the last week.

4. Gaining Participation and Student Buy-in

· Begin the course with introductions. Students should be able to introduce themselves and begin to know each other.
· Also include a leading question like “what do you expect to gain from taking this course?”, or “what type of background or related experiences  are you bringing into this course?”
· These questions give the instructor a process check …
· ISSUE:  if students post information about themselves and nobody responds, some will be offended and disappear from future postings, so it is important to discuss this with students up front, and at the very least the instructor should model responses and reply to every student.
· Require every student to constructively reply to at least two other students.
· Design lessons/activities around ‘real life’ or ‘high interest’ situations, then encourage peer-peer collaboration via discussion groups and ‘shared folders’.
5. Evaluation (3 categories)

1. student performance (including student self-evaluation)
2. the course itself and the quality of instruction
3. the technology being used, including it functionality and user friendliness.
· All three of these evaluations need to be implemented  and shared for the ongoing process of planning and review.
· Formative evaluation is an ongoing process throughout the course (we used to call it modify and adjusting).
· Summative evaluation occurs at the end of the course and is most often the model used in academic institutions.
· If instructors are truly establishing a collaborative, transformative process, then both forms of evaluation need to occur.
· Formative evaluation of students can be assessed based on number and quality of postings, and quality of projects/exercises submitted.
· The receipt and use of feedback should be an ongoing, routine part of assessment.  
· Musicians, artists and athletes continually self-assess, self-adjust, and seek peer feedback.
· The assessment of group participation (posting) is critical. 
· We usually do not comment on the mechanics of writing on ‘posting’, thus keeping the spontaneity and liveliness. 
On Cheating …

· When a course is well constructed, is learner-centered, and promotes learner empowerment and self-reflection, the notion of cheating should not become a concern. 

· If the assignments promote the use of critical thinking and are designed to be shared with peers, then participants gain a sense of responsibility for producing pieces of learning that will be useful for the others in the group. 

· One students quotes “we were all the teachers for each other”.

· Students become the experts of their own learner.

· Instructors just guide and refine on the side.

· Online test and quizzes (randomized from a student and teacher driven database) is also a tool.

· As for research papers, check out http://www.lis.uiuc.edu/~janicke/plagiary.htm 

· Proctored tests (adult supervision for mid terms/finals --- if that’s your style)

Is Online Teaching for You?

· How do I view myself as an instructor? Am I an expert? Am I open to the views and opinions of others? How do I process those views when I encounter them?

· How much more do I feel I need to learn about teaching and about my subject matter?

· How do I generally run a class? Do I rely predominantly on lecture and teacher driven protocols? 

· How effective am I a managing students in large and small group discussions?

· In the traditional classroom do I empower students to pursue knowledge on their own? How often do I encourage student collaborative activities?

· How comfortable am I when students disagree with my point of view? Would I be willing to read articles and books recommended by students in their findings?

· Do I feel I need to maintain control of the learning environment? How comfortable would I feel in being equal participant (or non participant)?

· How comfortable am I in receiving material from students (or in posting) that is not grammatically correct and well written, but is nevertheless an expression of self?

· How do I define learning?  What do I hope to see as learning outcome from an online class?

Student:  Is Online Learning for You?

· My need to take this course now is:  a) high, I need it immediately for a specific goal, b) moderate, I could take it in a traditional school or take another course, c) low, it could be postponed

· Feeling that I am part of a class is:  a) not particularly necessary to me,  b) somewhat important to me,  c) very important to me

· I would classify myself as someone who:  a) often gets things done on time,  b) needs reminding to get things done on time,  c) puts things off until the last minute or doesn’t complete them

· Classroom discussion is:  a) rarely helpful to me,  b) sometimes helpful to me,  c) almost always helpful to me

· When an instructor hands out directions for an assignment, I prefer: a) figuring out the instructions myself,  b) trying to follow the directions on my own, then asking for help as needed,  c) having the instructions explained to me.

· I need faculty comments on my assignments:  a) withink a few weeks so I can review what I did,  b) within a few days, or I forget what I did,  c) right away or I get pretty frustrated

· Considering my daily life schedule, the amount of time I have to work on an online course is:  a) more than enough for a typical onsite course,  b) the same as for an onsite course,  c) less than for an onsite course

· As a reader, I would classify myself as:  a) good, I usually understand the text without help, b) average, I sometimes need help to understand the text, c) slower than average

· When I need help understanding the subject: a) I am comfortable approaching an instructor to ask for clarification, b) I am uncomfortable approaching an instructor, but do it anyway,  c) I never approach an instructor to admit I don’t understand something

· When I’m required to submit a project/activity to my peers for peer-editing (students providing feedback to my projects/activities):  a) I am open minded and desire their constructive feedback,  b) will do it if I have to, but usually don’t have confidence in their comments, c) am very uncomfortable submitting my hard work to others for peer-editing.

Scoring:  add 3 points for each “a” answer, 2 for each “b”, and 1 for each “c”. If you scored 20 or over, then online learning is a real possibility for you. If you scored between 11 and 20, then online learning may work for you, but you may need to make a few adjustments in your schedule and study habits to succeed.

Student Evaluations (continued):

These evaluations (for student, course/instructor, and program) can be used mid-way thru a course and at the end.

Student Self-Evaluation:
What was most useful to me in my learning process?  Least useful?

Did I achieve my learning objectives in this course? Explain.

What did I learn about my own learning process by taking this course?

How did I change as a learner through my involvement with this course?

Do I feel that what I learned in and through this course will  have application in other areas of my life? If so, where will I apply this knowledge.

How well did I participate in this course (postings, quality of projects, etc.)

How would I evaluate my performance in this course overall

Student: Course and Instructor Evaluation 
How well did the class meet your needs as a student?

How did you feel about the mode of instruction?

Did you feel that the instructor was responsive to you and the rest of the students (via postings, etc.)

How do you feel overall about online learning?

What did you see as the strengths of the class?

What recommendations would you make to the instructor of this course to improve it?

What advice would you give to future students who will take this course online?

Student:  Program evaluation 
How easy was it to access the course site?

How easy was it to navigate the course site once it was accessed?

Did you have any concerns about the software used?

Were you able to receive tech support when needed? How would you evaluate the quality of that support?

CONCLUSION:

One of the basic requirements for education in the 21st century will be to prepare students for participation in a knowledge-based economy; knowledge will be the most critical resource for social and economic development.

We’ve observed that many online students are attracts nontraditional students or introverted. They would rather learn over the internet and get more individual attention from instructors in online courses, and they can spend more time thinking about, and responding to, whatever questions/issues are posed.

A nice byproduct of online learning is that in addition to knowledge acquisition, students learn about the technology through its use. They learn about themselves and their own learning styles, and about how to collaborate with others in the problem solving process. They learn what it takes to pace themselves in order to get the job done. And in this process they become increasingly confident in their abilities, feel empowered to work in a manner that best suits them, and seek out the information they need for the task at hand. All of these skills are transferrable to the world of work and gained through participation in an online learning community.

