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Web Courses

Standards of Best Practice
Definition of ACourse@
For the purpose of this paper we will define what constitutes a Aweb course@ in four ways:

1. The course is taught entirely over the INTERNET with little or, in most cases, no face-to-face communication. We will not deal here with the specific demands of companion web sites for on-campus courses.

2. The primary delivery mode of the course is a-synchronous not excluding the possibility of a chat-room component, office hours on-line or the like.

3. The course is not simply >technical= in nature

4. The web course, and consequently the standards governing the design of such course, are geared towards a general Community College student body and are NOT defined by a particular clientele such as Athe mature, independent learner@ or Athe mother with children who cannot leave the house@
I. Pedagogical Standards of Best Practice

A. Guiding Principles

Collaborative Learning
The Principle. According to Hiltz (1994: 23), collaborative learning "means that both teachers and learners are active participants in the learning process; knowledge is not something that is 'delivered' to students, but rather something that emerges from active dialogue among those who seek to understand and apply concepts and techniques." As the final pedagogical principle informing the asynchronous on‑line course, collaborative learning subsumes all of the other pedagogical principles ‑‑ interactivity, mediation, and active learning. Obviously, all members of the class must be able to interact in order to engage in the requisite dialogue and the sharing of ideas --- that this is the only way students can learn, and that this model should be reproduced on‑line, the opportunity for a rich and qualitatively new teaching and learning experience will be squelched.

It is vital that instructors acknowledge the value of alternative learning modes which emphasize the process of active student participation and discovery‑in creating knowledge and applying ideas and concepts. While this approach can be linked to several different pedagogical theories. most notably constructivism (see Steffe and Gale 1995), there are some fairly standard elements that make up this teaching and learning mode. Instructors and texts are not the only source of information and knowledge. Rather, students are active learners in presenting, organizing, applying and constructing information, ideas and knowledge. Instructors can direct, facilitate, and join students in this process. There is also greater emphasis on problem‑solving and the application to concrete real world situations. Students, therefore, are evaluated not on their ability to memorize and regurgitate facts and content but on their ability to organize, synthesize, and apply theoretical and empirical material.

Because on‑line distance learning courses dispense with the classroom and, accordingly, the lecture presentation, the instructor must develop and devise alternative techniques for engaging students and advancing the learning process. This poses an immediate challenge. As a number of writers have noted (e.g. Shale 1990), the term "distance learning" is often regarded as an oxymoron since the term distance implies the separation of teacher and student, while learning is viewed as a social process requiring intensive interaction between students and teachers. Therefore, a primary concern of many educators centers on the absence of human interaction, class discussion, and instructor feedback and guidance. Computer‑mediated distance learning, however, actually permi~s fo~ms of interaction, feedback, and facilitation that are difficult if not irmpossible in the traditional classroom setting. However, in order to realize the full potential offered by asynchronous instructional technologies, and address the genuine and important concerns that have been raised about this learning mode, it is vital that one approach the distance learning course with some explicit pedagogical principles and strategies. Below I outline some teaching principles and practices that I developed for my Social and Economic Development course (also see Harasim et al. 1995). These are interactivity, mediation, active learning, and collaborative learning.

1. Interactivity

The Principle. Since many fear that the move toward distance learning will reduce levels of human interaction in the learning process, interactivity is an imperative and foundational principle that should guide ALN courses. Courses should be developed in such a way that they maximize the opportunities for and encourage regularized and ongoing interaction between teacher and students, among students, and between students and the learning environment.

While there is still some debate over whether distance learning should promote the independent self‑directed learner, there appears to be a renewed emphasis and appreciation for the role of interaction and connectivity between students and teachers (Garrison l990; Shale 1990; Sammons 1990). Learning is viewed as an essentially social process that requires interaction for the purpose of expression, validation, and the development of the self as a knowledgeable learner. At a more basic level, students must be connected to some medium, and receive feedback and encouragement, as a way to maintain interest, attentiveness, and commitment. This is especially true for those students who have had most of their educational experience in a traditional classroom in the presence of teachers and classmates.

The Practice. In order to promote a high level of interactivity one must make a connection with students at the earliest possible point and maximize the oprortunities for interaction throughout the duration of the course. Students enrolled in the class should receive a letter from the instructor prior to the start of the semester welcoming them to the class and providing them with a basic course outline, documentation on how to access the course and use the particular software/groupware, and information for contacting the instructor with any concerns or problems.

Once the students are actually connected to the course, through either the internet or a server, they should find the introductory course materials and also be asked to complete a number of tasks. For example, it is especially useful to have the students complete and submit a personal profile that allows the students to introduce themselves to the class and discuss the reasons why they are taking the course, what concerns they have, what they expect to learn, and so forth. This should be a public document that is shared with other members of the class. This serves to promote a sense of collective community among the students and eliminates the anonymity that often characterizes computer conferencing.

Students should also be asked to send an e‑mail message to the instructor indicating they successfully connected to the course. This serves the dual purpose of immediately initiating student‑faculty interaction, as the instructor should respond to the e‑mail message as soon as possible, and provides the students with a technical exercise that familiarizes them with one of the primary comrnunication techniques. Opportunities for interaction are also enlarged when the instructor can set up a student‑only "pub" or "lounge" that allows students to communicate and exchange ideas without the potentially constraining oversight of the instructor.

 Interaction between student and instructor should also occur after each assignment or exam is submitted by the student. Using the available groupware capabilities, the instructor can read assignments, embed comments into the text, and return the assignrnent or exam to the student as part of e‑mail communication. Students can respond with questions regarding the grade or comments.

Interactivity refers not only to the interaction and communication among students and faculty but also to the interaction between students and the larger learning environment that includes the materials, docurnents, and activities students find when they connect to the course. It is critically important for new items or activities to be placed in the course on a regular basis (at a minimum, once a week). This can involve the weekly posting of reading assignments and discussion questions, a request for students to read or connect to some news item or resource on the web, or simply a mini‑lecture that will assist students with their reading or understanding of the course material. The point is to establish a pattern, early in the course, indicating to the students that it is worthwhile and important to connect on a regular basis. If students connect with the course, but find nothing happening ‑‑ no discussion, no new postings or assignments or activities ‑‑ they will eventually stop connecting and the course will be a failure.

Given the enhanced technological capacities currently available, there is no reason for distance education to involve purely independent isolated forms of learning. Lotus Notes and other available forms of groupware are designed to maximize the level of interaction and collaboration. The importance of constant interaction with students can not be overemphasized. Prior studies and student evaluations of distance‑learning projects (Hiltz 1994) indicate that faculty responsiveness is one of the most important elements of a successful distance learning course.

2. Mediation

The Principle. In a conventional classroom, instructors have the ability to situate the course topics and reading material within a general theoretical or sociological framework through the lecture mode. Since there are no lectures per se with ALNs, there is no opportunity to introduce students to the reading material in this particular fashion. Therefore, after designing the course to ensure an adequate level of interaction, the instructor must develop some mediation strategies.

A number of pedagogical theorists have emphasized the importance of mediation as a means of intervention between the student and the subject matter, as a way to guide the learning process toward particular outcomes, and connect a body of knowledge with a student's cognitive framework (Petrie 1981). This can be done in ALN courses by posing and frarning questions about the course material and requiring students to apply new ideas to a familiar context.

Sammons (1990) suggests the use of "disturbances" that challenge the students' conceptual schemes or that appear as irregularities requiring a process of assimilation or accomrnodation toward a new, or revised, conceptual scheme. Similarly, Goldsmid and Wilson (1980:297) see the role of the instructor as a "benign disrupter" who arranges the material in such a way that students "burnp into the unexpected" and ultimately may have to "alter an existing framework or create a new one."

The role of mediation is also critical when ~roup discussions are employed.

As students respond to class discussion questions, and share their answers and reactions with other students, the instructor should take responsibility for organizing and synthesizing the various student contributions. Feenberg (1986/87) has used the term "weaving" to describe the process of summarizing student contributions in such a way that new issues and questions emerge. These, in turn, stimulate additional student interaction and discussion. He notes the particular importance of this process in a computer‑mediated course because items are submitted by students at different times, and in a non‑sequential manner. Under these conditions it is imperative that the loose threads be tied together. Responding to the student items in this way also serves as a form of validation and reinforcement that encourages sustained participation throughout the course.

The Practice. There are two forms of mediation that can be employed in an on‑line course. One form involves mediating between the students and the course material. Each weekly assignment can include a question for class discussion designed to force the students to apply some of the theoretical issues to either their own way of thinking, or to current events related to the course topic. The instructor might also include a mini‑lecture that frames the central theoretical issues and social problems.

A second form of mediation involves the regular practice of synthesizing and summarizing student discussion comments after a certain number have been submitted. The instructor can point to the areas of correspondence as well as the points of opposition. It is important for students to know that someone has read their submissions and that someone is willing to respond or comment on their ideas. This can often prompt further clarification by the students about their actual position, or the participation of other students who will take sides or try to reconcile the original arguments or comments. In either case, mediation in group discussion provides the kind of instructor feedback and interactivity that can sustain student participation and raise new questions that prompt other students to enter the fray.

3. Active Learning

The Principle. The notion of active learning suggests that students must do more than simply receive information and substantive material but must also engage and participate in activities and tasks that enhance comprehension, understanding, and knowledge. There are countless ways in which students can "learn by doing". One of the most important activities in an on‑line course is writing. This involves not the regurgitation of written or lecture material, but the opportunity to develop and demonstrate understanding by reorganizing and reshaping the information, concepts, and substantive content into a form that can more readily be communicated. The procegs of writing can be described as an emergent process in the sense that the translation of ideas into written prose often produces a clearer and more systematic understanding of the material. When we organize material for the purpose of communicating ideas to others, we often make the material clearer to ourselves.

Among those who advocate a "writing to leam" pedagogy ( Coker and Scarboro 1990; Mayher et al. 1983; Moore 1992), it is the composition process that is most critical. "Writing to learn depends upon an active rather than passive approach to leaming...Research on the composing process has shown that writing is not a simple process of transcribing a predetemmined text, but a complex process of discovery" (Mayher et al 1983: 78). In an ALN course, all interaction occurs via the written word. Therefore, there are countless opportunities for writing‑to‑leam exercises. It is important to emphasize that the asynchronous nature of the learning process allows a greater number of students to engage in such active leaming tasks than is possible in a conventional classroom where only one student can speak at a time and there is limited class time available for student interaction and interchange. This suggests the potential for a significantly higher level of student participation and engagement in ALN courses (Harasim 1990; Harasim et al. 1995)

The Practice. Students should be required to fomlulate responses to discussion questions that relate to reading material or current events. This should be in addition to the more fommal written assignments and/or essay exams. In order to transcend the traditional classroom modes of evaluation, the questions and assignments posed to students should be designed so that they do not elicit a single correct answer. They can be worded in such a way that the students have a great deal of latitude in developing an answer, response, or position.

Instructors must be cognizant of the fact that all student work in an on‑line course is "open book". Thus, students can consult any materials they wish in fommulating a response or composing an essay. Therefore, it makes little sense to ask students a question that requires nothing more than "transcribing a predetemmined text". Rather, the questions should elicit a variety of possible "correct" responses or answers. Students should be evaluated on their ability to make sense of the material, organize it in some logical fashion, synthesize infommation, and develop some connections and applications between the theoretical models and concrete, real world issues and problems.

B. Standards

1. E-mail 24 turn-around time

2. Easy (click) access to instructor e-mail 

3. Students should be 

II. Technical Standards of Best Practice

1. Standards for the Website

Functionality

Components

2. Standards for Instructor Qualification

workshop on
Virus protection training

3. Technical support for the student

III. Course Approval

1. INTERNET section of an existing on-campus course

a. Peer Review process:

2. New INTERNET course

a. Peer Review process

b. Curriculum approval
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