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Distance Learning Breakout

Moderator: Dr. Craig Campbell

Speaker 1:  Dr. Jim Porto, University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill

Dr. Porto provided an overview of UNC’s distance education course design, which utilizes a modular design.  Individual courses are broken into multiple modules; students take a number of weeks to complete a module.  Each module is broken into units, with each unit containing a series of “microcontent” learning objects.  Learning objects vary, and examples include audiovisual lectures, cases, readings, simulations, etc.  The focus on development of distance learning units allows for multiple faculty contributors whose “objects” can be assembled by a course developer.  

UNC’s distance learning program has adopted a format that includes visual recorded lectures (PowerPoint slides with corresponding audio), due to a demand for this format by students (“where are our lectures?”).  Faculty take the responsibility for recording their visual recorded lectures directly to the internet, and must also provide a PowerPoint “handout” with a full transcript of their lecture.  This provides multiple formats for students who may require accommodation.  Where possible, information in courses are delivered in PDF format to maximize platform compatibility.  

The technology that currently supports UNC’s distance learning program is called Edufolio, a software program that was developed 2 ½ years ago specifically for UNC when their needs were not met after having tried HTML, WebCT, and Blackboard.  Edufolio is similar to Blackboard, but with some additional features, including Edufolio Live and Conference.  Edufolio Live supports synchronous education and utilizes Flash (Macromedia?) to deliver real-time webcam and audio capabilities.  This allows an instructor to deliver a webcam lecture and slideshow, while also simultaneously allowing multiple communication modalities, such as chat.  Student notes from the chat session can be archived.  Most courses using Edufolio Live require a weekly synchronous instructional session.  The Conference component is very similar to Edufolio Live, but without the webcam component, and therefore is much less demanding on bandwidth.  Conference has a student accessible/initiated area and also has the ability to support of to nine interactive “panes” at once.  

UNC has resident, executive (DE only), and combined courses.  Problems with students (and sometimes faculty) “disappearing” and a desire to better engage students and faculty have resulted in a residency requirement.  Online courses typically require an in-person meeting at the beginning of the course, with the majority of subsequent meetings held online.  Providing lectures online has freed the periodic in-class meetings to be used for cases and problem solving.  Student workload for online courses is calculated at approximately 120 hours of effort (readings, homework assignments, tutorials, etc.) for a 3 credit, 14-week semester course.  The total number of students for online mediated courses is limited to approximately 40 students per cohort, with additional faculty support provided through TAs provided at one TA per 20 students.  Comparison of student outcomes has shown that the executive (DE) group tends to do very well, but has required that entrance requirements be re-evaluated (typical graduate school evaluative criteria do not correlate well with the abilities of the returning student).  

Speaker 2:  Stacy Willett, University of Akron

Stacy Millet demonstrated the process of developing a distance learning course – sample course:  “Principles of Emergency Management.”  University of Akron utilizes WebCT as their distance learning software platform.  

In developing distance learning courses, Stacy assumed that she would reach the non-traditional audience (non-residential).  However, she has found a significant number of traditional, on-campus students choosing to take her distance learning courses.  There are significant differences between traditional and non-traditional students in their approach to learning.  Traditional students may be more reliant on student-teacher interaction – the student who asks, “is this course hard?” may not be a good candidate for a distance learning course.  While not incorporated into undergraduate distance learning courses, some graduate (doctoral) level courses at University of Akron have incorporated a “screening” for doctoral students who want to enroll in distance learning courses; a document outlines the expectations and responsibilities of the student, and requires reading of disclaimer and acknowledgement prior to being allowed to register for the course.

Stacy recommends initiating interaction with students enrolled in distance learning courses 2-3 weeks prior to the start of the course.  This consists of an email sent to students to notify them of their course and where and how to log into the course, and minimizes the chances of students missing the first few weeks of the course (as there is no in-person meeting place or time).  

Organization of a distance learning course is provided by the course outline, which details what the student is to read and watch.  Online PowerPoint presentations correspond to the weekly outline of readings, and a designated “homework” bag summarizes what is due.  Discussion boards are used for discussion and interaction on topics, and also double as a way to confirm attendance.  Chat room discussions are scheduled 2-3 times throughout the semester.  Most chat room discussions last 2.5 – 3 hours, with most students requesting them in the evening.  The chat room discussions can be used as test review sessions.  At University of Akron, course emails stay within the course, and are not forwarded to a faculty member’s regular, individual email account.   

Online evaluations utilize a mix of multiple choice and true/false questions.  The distance learning environment can raise questions about student academic integrity.  One solution was to provide a limited time window to complete the exam, and randomizing the questions presented can help to discourage violations of academic integrity.  The group’s discussion on this topic makes it clear that academic integrity problems are a shared issue and concern—distance learning raises additional concerns.  Some faculty at other schools have moved to essay or project based exams to minimize cheating.  Plagiarism appears to be a widespread problem; the openness of the internet has blurred the lines of intellectual property for many students.  Websites such as Google, and subscription services such as www.turnitin.com may be helpful to faculty…

Additional issues discussed:  use of web-enhanced courses (a mix of online and seat time).  Most universities do not have policies addressing the additional workload of developing or teaching distance learning courses, or web-enhanced courses.   
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