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Everyone may know what program a particular school has, but no one knows how it got there. There was plenty of discussion about the successes and failures of online education, courses, and materials, as well as the identification of tools that make online learning more successful for both student and professor, and marketing and positioning strategies and anything else you as a distance learning practitioner can think of. This was an institutional discussion of the how, why, what, and what not’s of putting together a successful program for online learning.
When contemplating the idea of transferring a degree program from a traditional setting to an on-line setting, all the variables must be considered. When a college makes the conscious decision to move a program on-line, the college as a whole must go on-line. This includes all aspects of the college; registration, registrar, student advisors, library and all classroom functionalities. Additionally, with this movement to an on-line platform, the school must change their strategy from a traditional “Brick and Mortar” to a digital classroom. As the change is instituted, the college as a whole must think of themselves as a single organization. All aspects of the college must integrate into a single platform, accessible by the student body and the teaching staff. 

As compared to a “Brick and Mortar”, the digital classroom will leave a “digital fingerprint” of virtually everything that has occurred. This ability to retrieve data will allow the college to “map” or analyze objectives and determine if benchmarks were achieved. To describe the change the virtual classroom has on learning institution, an analogy was given: Not too long ago, firefighters relied on the physical search of a smoke filled building to locate a trapped victim. This search could be exhausting and require an extended amount of time to accomplish. With the introduction of a Thermal Camera, firefighters can enter a smoke filled room and instantaneously find the victim, go to their location and pull them out. This analogy is the same for the digital classroom; the traditional classroom moved at a must slower pace, the introduction of the digital classroom had made it possible to move information, discussions and assignments at a much faster pace. With this, a college contemplating the move to a digital classroom must anticipate the speed at which information will move.   
The panel continued with a discussion of a hybrid model of the virtual classroom. The hybrid is a combination of the traditional Brick and Mortar along with the advantages of the digital classroom. It was discussed that the use of a “webcam” allows students the ability to see each other as they attend class. It was also expressed that as each student can see each other, the professor can also see the students and more especially, can see those students who are not paying attention. One difficulty with a hybrid classroom is that some students may be in an actual classroom participating with students in the digital classroom. Those students in the digital classroom do not get the hands-on experience as those students do who are in the actual classroom. The hybrid classroom normally has a set time by which all participants (students and professors) attend class. If a student cannot attend that day’s session, there is a digital fingerprint or recording of that day’s session so the student can go back and watch that session. A student who is located elsewhere around the world may find it difficult to attend a scheduled class that is in the North American Time Zone. 

The discussion continued toward the idea of a student changing from the traditional setting of a Brick and Mortar to an on-line platform. It was expressed that there is an enormous amount of self-discipline that is needed on the part of the student who expects to excel in a digital classroom. Typically, in a true digital platform, there is no physical attendance taken, there are due dates, and one must be disciplined enough not to procrastinate. It was also expressed that the traditional classroom did not stress critical thinking. The digital classroom is designed around the strategy that critical thinking is a fundamental objective as well as the need to conduct independent research. It was then stressed by a panel member that the need for self-discipline should be discussed with the students upfront when they start such a program so they can judge themselves to see if they have what it takes to complete such a program. 
The panel discussion then moved toward the topic of distance learning development. When a program director is asked to put a degree online, there are different process stages that must be confronted first:

Denial – It can’t be done. It can’t be done right. How do we put the whole degree online? Our program is too complex. Who would do all the work?
Anger – You are asking me to figure it out and do all the work? I see how this is going to play out.
Bargaining – Do you have any idea how much work this is to do in addition to teaching and running the program? It could mean better program numbers and strength for the future. 

Depression – You want me to work on this over the summer? The “9” month faculty contract was a good idea. I don’t want to hold up the other teams now that they are involved. 

Acceptance – It is now a strategic initiative. I need it to be quality and I am 100% devoted to the project.

With an on-line digital classroom there are several challenges that must be overcome. Such challenges were discussed: does the administration have a grasp of the time and energy that is required to launch such a program?  Is the faculty onboard or are there those that are reluctant to start such an endeavor? Are you going to be able to train the faculty on the new platform? Are professors who are accustomed to the traditional style of teaching going to be able to adapt to a distance style of learning?  

The platform does offer the ability to reach more students. It allows for more flexibility on the part of the student and professor. There is more program security; there is a digital finder print of everything that is said and conveyed in the classroom. 
