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Introduction

Teaching is as central to higher education today as it has been

for generations. But teaching is different in a digital age — both for those
who teach in physical classrooms and those who teach online (and for the
many who, officially or not, teach students in the same course both ways).

Students can use their devices to be more engaged or to goof off —

or both. Faculty members have a range of new tools with which to present
information, communicate with students and promote discussions, if they
are trained and encouraged to use them effectively.

The articles in this compilation explore some of the issues associated
with teaching in a digital age and the strategies professors and colleges
are employing.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to track these issues. We welcome your

comments on this compilation and your suggestions for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com
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Teaching in a Digital Age

There’s been a lot of talk about how teaching in the
digital age is different than teaching was in centuries
past. | agree — but not because | see the rapid rise in
educational technology as making teaching more
digitally driven. Instead, | believe technology is making
education more human.

To really understand the opportunities of teaching in a
digital age, there are two concepts we need to unpack:
settled knowledge and study.

| first heard about settled knowledge from Robert
Gibbs, a humanities professor and friend of mine. He
defines “settled knowledge” as information about
things like basic sciences, math, and language.

By contrast, “study” is much different. Most of us think
of studying as trying to transfer settled knowledge
into our memory. But if you go back to the Latin root of
the word, it was originally about “zeal,” “pursuit,” and
“affection” — in other words, about the desire, passion,
and excitement of learning. We need to reclaim this
definition of study.

A good education includes both: time devoted to
settled knowledge and time devoted to study. Too
often, though, education tips toward acquisition of
settled knowledge. If we are going to do justice to an
education that includes ample time for an enlightened
version of study, we need more efficient and engaging
ways to learn settled knowledge.

One method of learning that is helping us address that
imbalance today is competency-based education (CBE)
— a highly personalized form of learning that can be
enabled by technology.

CBE recognizes what learners already know and helps
them explore enrichment or remediation pathways to
focus on what they don’t. In CBE, educators don’t have
to move a class through the curriculum based on a set
period of time; instead, they can personalize education
for each student.

This makes learning more engaging and more
efficient. The curriculum has less to do with the time it
takes the whole class to understand the material and
more to do with individual students mastering or
becoming “competent” in those concepts.

Competency-based education is now easier to
facilitate because we have the analytical tools to
quickly align, measure, and adapt to the performance
of individual students or whole classes.

CBE in all its different forms is just one of the ways
technology can help free up time for enlightened
study while — even more importantly — helping us
realize the dream of reaching every learner. It's
transforming how people learn and are enabled to
learn. As an example, nurses and physicians are able
to complete their acquisition of settled knowledge
faster and with greater mastery, giving them time to
pursue their passions, so they can help their patients
sooner.

To me, education doesn’t get much more human than
that.

John Baker
President & CEO
D2L
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Discussion Boards: Valuable? Overused? Discuss.

Instructors and students alike are growing tired of the discussion
board formula. Innovative approaches point to the potential
for more meaningful online learning experiences.

By Mark Lieberman // March 27, 2019

Discussion boards have been
a staple of online courses for de-
cades. But Carolyn Speer, manager
of instructional design and access
at Wichita State University, thinks
many instructors default to using
them incorrectly.

Instructors often kick off a dis-
cussion board assignment by ask-
ing each student to respond to an
assigned reading. To prevent pla-
giarism, some learning manage-
ment systems are set up, either by
the platform or by policies of the in-
stitution or instructor, to only reveal
the full contents of a discussion
thread after a student has already
posted.

“It sounds to me most of the time
that what they want is a deep writ-
ing assignment done by each indi-
vidual student on a topic with po-
tentially an opportunity for students
to comment on other students'

work," Speer said. "At least in our
LMS, it's better to do that in a blog."

Though Speer questions the utili-
ty of discussion boards, she doesn't
think they should be discarded.
Lively discussions are among the
hallmarks of face-to-face courses.
Skeptics of online learning argue
it's difficult to replicate their value
online -- but Speer isn't a skeptic.
“If two people can fall in love online,
they can learn American history on-
line," she said.

Speer isn't alone in seeking to
refresh the discussion forum as
the key source of person-to-per-
son interaction in online courses.
Educators are pursuing a variety of
strategies for fostering student en-
gagement. One approach is to em-
phasize quality and thoughtfulness
of responses over quantity and fre-
guency. Another puts the instructor
in the driver's seat, steering conver-

SOURCE: ISTOCK / POLYGRAPHUS

sations to sharper insights as they
might from the front of a classroom.

The goal that unifies all of these
efforts? Constructing a learning ex-
perience around collaboration as a
means to deeper understanding.

Discussion boards are likely fa-
miliar to the millions of students
who have taken at least one on-
line course, and to plenty of face-
to-face students as well. Though
many instructors place less grad-
ing weight on discussion board
participation compared with exams
or essays, the value of interaction
between students can't be under-
estimated, according to Vanessa
Dennen, professor of instructional
systems and learning technologies
at Florida State University.

“It is a place to keep them apace
with other people, to see who the
other people are in the class," Den-
nen said. “That ties into all sorts of
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self-efficacy beliefs, along with a
sense of community.”

What Online

Discussions Can Do

Learning management systems
are the primary vessel for discus-
sion forums in online courses. De-
signers at Blackboard, among the
first major LMS providers to service
higher education, initially drew on
discussion forums that already ex-
isted in “technical circles," accord-
ing to Phil Miller, Blackboard's chief
learning and innovation officer.

At first, Miller said, many instruc-
tors used them primarily to allow
students to introduce themselves
at the beginning of a course. Over
time, Blackboard started receiving
requests for more innovative varia-
tions, like a "fishbow!" approach in
which the instructor and a handful
of students discuss a topic while
the rest of the class observes.

That evolution mirrors the tra-
jectory of many experienced on-
line instructors. Charles Hodges, a
professor of instructional technol-
ogy at Georgia Southern University,
spent the early years of his online
teaching career requiring students
to answer a discussion post in-
spired by that week's reading. Over
a 16-week semester, this process
became exhausting for him, and
difficult at times for his students to
navigate.

When Hodges noticed that most
of his students were responding
to the prompt within the last 30
minutes before the Sunday dead-
line, he decided to instead require
students to make an initial post by
Wednesday, allowing a few days
for discussion to percolate. He also
refined his prompts, asking prob-
ing questions like "What was the
most challenging part of the chap-
ter for you to grasp?" or "How could
the reading material apply to your

professional practice?" rather than
simply requesting a bland recap of
highlights from the chapter.

Still, though, "it felt a little rushed,”
Hodges said.

A few years ago, Hodges landed
on two big fixes that proved suc-
cessful. First, he cutin half the num-
ber of discussion posts per semes-
ter. Second, he now allows students
to respond to discussion prompts
with  PowerPoint  presentations,
YouTube videos and concept maps
in addition to written text. For some
discussions, he makes explicit sug-
gestions for multimedia projects
that would enhance students' un-
derstanding.

Students spend the first week of
each two-week discussion module
producing their response. Then they
spend the second week evaluating
each other's work using prompts
from Hodges like "Compare your
concept map to the rest of the
class. What's missing? What's dif-
ferent?”

“They are doing fewer discus-
sions, but hopefully those discus-
sions are more meaningful, more
in-depth," Hodges said.
_____________________________________________|

How to Make Discussion Boards
Inclusive

Tips from Jesse Stommel, executive
director of the Division of Teaching
and Learning Technologies at the
University of Mary Washington.

m Build a community of care.

m Ask genuine, open-ended
guestions.

m Wait for answers.
m Let conversation wander.

m Model what it looks like to be
wrong and to acknowledge when
you're wrong.

m Recognize that the right to speak
isn't distributed equally.

m Make listening visible.

No matter how much Hodges ex-
periments, some students will only
want to use the discussion boards
the minimum amount for credit, he
admits. But motivated students in
his class, many of whom are prac-
ticing teachers, form relationships
that extend beyond the class itself.

“They do develop a little bit of
a rapport between themselves

. They notice somebody that's
teaching in the same grade or
content area,” Hodges said. "They
make those connections pretty
fast.”

Dennen thinks discussion boards
can help students who might feel
overwhelmed by the material get
a firsthand look at what they can
gain from their peers.

“Twenty-five percent of my class
Is going to feel uncertain about a
topic initially. But then the 25 per-
cent of my class that feels quite
confident about it and very gung-
ho is going to go ahead with the
discussion activity,” Dennen said.
“They're providing a model for the
rest of the students of what to
do. Their model feels a lot more
achievable than mine."

Rote online discussions also put
students in marginalized groups
at a disadvantage, according to
Sean Michael Morris, director of
digital learning at the University of
Mary Washington. He's concerned
that formulaic discussion prompts
prevent students from adequate-
ly expressing themselves or even
forming their identity -- particu-
larly if every student, regardless of
background or identity, is expected
to weigh in with roughly similar re-
actions.

“By asking open-ended ques-
tions, by giving students the op-
portunity for dialogue in an un-
assessed or ungraded space, the
discussion forum can become a
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site within online learning for 'col-
lege' to happen,” Morris said.

The Instructor’s Role

The ultimate goal of a discussion
board assignment is to get students
talking to each other. But instructors
rethinking their discussion boards
emphasize that they play an active
role throughout the process.

Some students might be shy or
reluctant to participate early on. In
the first couple weeks of her cours-
es, Dennen makes a point to pri-
vately send emails to students who
haven't contributed much. Students
sometimes assume that they're
far behind their classmates whose
discussion board posts make them
seem like "experts”; Dennen helps
assure them that students often
feel that way and they shouldn't let
it deter them from engaging.

“That's the most important time
to give students super-timely feed-
back and grades on their discussion
performance, to let them know if
their performance was on track or
not,” Dennen said. "It sets the tone
for the whole rest of the course.”

Another Experiment

Alexander Laskin, professor of
strategic communication at Quin-
nipiac University, told students to
introduce themselves to each oth-
er using only emoji. Students had
to guess what each other's emoji
chains meant.

At Wichita State, Speer has de-
veloped a discussion board mod-
el that would seem to be far more
time-consuming than average --
but she's not complaining.

She teaches quantitative meth-
ods and research methods classes
in the institution's criminal justice
program, as well as an introducto-
ry course in American government.
For each course, she starts the se-
mester by creating five or so discus-
sion threads, each on a pre-estab-

lished topic. Students must respond
to at least one thread, but they can
respond to as many as they want.
Later in the semester, she offers
students the option to start their
own threads, warning them not to
duplicate someone else's.

Instead of assigning a grade
based on whether or not a student
posted, or the number of words in a
response, Speer gives high marks to
posts that “advance the discussion.”
Each student who posts is building
on what other students said, asin a
face-to-face conversation.

“You can restate and affirm all
day if you want to,” Speer said. “I'm
not giving credit for that.”

Over time, grading has become
more efficient as Speer has devel-
oped a routine of steering conver-
sations toward certain topics that
generate discussion. Speer also
marks down for “cluster posting” on
any day, and even more so for clus-
ter posting on the last day before
posts are due. She says she's never
received a negative comment about
her discussion board approach on a
student evaluation.

“I| don't dread my discussion
boards. They don't feel like they're
work for me," Speer said. “They're
not heavy. They're not my discus-
sion boards."

New Variations

The popular video-creation tool
Voicethread has been a boon to
innovators of online discussions.
At Bryant University, discussion
boards consist of a mix of written
"essay-like" responses, usually in-
formed by research, with “experi-
ential" video posts that express an
opinion or tell a story, according to
Bonnie Budd, Bryant's director of
online learning.

“These students are all over the
country, different time zones," Budd
said. "They become an actual con-

versation and not just an assign-
ment."

Budd has also helped intro-
duce to the university a discussion
post format known as 3CQ, devel-
oped by Jennifer Stewart-Mitchell,
a K-12 teacher who frequently
publishes curriculum ideas. Each
student's response must include a
compliment, a comment, a connec-
tion (3C) and a question (Q).

“It gives them a framework to get
away from 'l agree,' " Budd said.

____________________________________________|
Regular and Substantive Interaction

Federal rule makers this year have
been striving to refine the federal
standard for interaction in online
courses. Follow along with “Inside
Digital Learning” here.

Enthusiasm for online discus-
sions varies, even among in-
structors who use them. Patrick
Lowenthal, associate professor of
educational technology at Boise
State University, believes the fed-
eral requirement that online cours-
es include "reqgular and substantive
interaction” between students and
teachers sets the tone for an em-
phasis on discussion boards that
sometimes lacks necessary con-
text.

“Sometimes we overuse online
discussions,” Lowenthal said. He
thinks instructors get concerned,
for instance, about letting students
work on a project for a week with-
out posting on a discussion board
prompt.

Lowenthal encourages instruc-
tors to be more flexible -- an online
course in programming might lend
itself less to online discussions
than a course in English literature,
for instance. Sometimes discus-
sions are more effective if students
in the class are split into groups
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who then report back to the whole
group after conversing privately.

In some cases, discussion
boards function along the lines
of social networks students are
already using. The learning man-
agement system provider D2L, for
instance, for instance, offers in-
structors the option for a “single
thread of conversation" that ex-
tends through the entire semes-
ter. The company is also looking
closely at the functionality of the
workplace chat application Slack,
according to Kenneth Chapman,
vice president of market strategy
for D2L.

“I'm seeing much more of an un-
derstanding that the online space
needs to feel more like a campus,”
Chapman said.

Learning management system
providers are also working on au-
tomating certain aspects of the
discussion board process to ease
the burden of time and effort on
instructors, particularly in high-en-
rollment courses with dozens of
posts to parse. Blackboard has
developed and is currently pilot-
ing algorithms that can assess the

Read Original Article »»

By asking open-ended questions, by giving
students the opportunity for dialogue in an
unassessed or ungraded space, the discussion
forum can become a site within online learning
for 'college’ to happen.

level of critical thinking that stu-
dents use when answering ques-
tions. Instructors can receive read-
outs that help inform the grades
they assign.

“What we are not doing is we are
not judging the subject matter of
the post,” Miller said. "We're not
trying to say is this right or wrong.
We are just evaluating the depth
and the writing structure of the
post.” That function draws on the
Flesch-Kincaid Readability Index, a
military-approved readability stan-
dard.

That feature, particularly as it

gets closer to evaluating the con-
tent of a student's response, has
gotten “a little pushback” from
instructors who "aren't ready for
that," Miller admits.

But discussion boards aren't go-
ing away any time soon. Nor is the
impulse to improve them.

“You might hear in a workshop
on how to design your online class,
you have to have discussions,”
Hodges said. "But you really have
to figure out on your own what's
going to work for your students in
terms of best practices for how to
facilitate those discussions.” ]

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/03/27/new-approaches-
discussion-boards-aim-dynamic-online-learning
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Going Digital by Knowing Digital

College and universities ramp up initiatives to help students think critically

and learn more about digital tools -- but faculty members and administrators

don't always agree on the approach.

By Mark Lieberman // March 13, 2019

No student will pass through
higher education without seeing
or using digital technology. A few
years ago at Keuka College, in New
York, administrators decided their
students needed more than just
exposure.

"Of course our colleges are using
technology in the classroom, and
it's great,” said Tim Sellers, Keuka's
associate provost of academic in-
novation. "We want to take it a lit-
tle deeper and provide a middle
ground between simply using tech-
nology and becoming a computer
scientist.”

By way of analogy, Sellers says
not everyone who drives a car
needs to also be an auto mechanic
-- but "if you can understand a lit-

tle bit about how the car works, you
can be a lot more creative with the
car in ways that inspire your own
passion.”

Keuka is one of several insti-
tutions using digital literacy as a
frame for a stronger focus on using
technology tools in classrooms.
Such initiatives require support
from faculty members, who can be
reluctant to rethink their approach
to teaching or incorporate new
material into their learning objec-
tives. They also require investment
of time and resources to figure out
how best to integrate digital litera-
cy concepts into curricula.

Leaders of these initiatives see
those challenges as vital to over-
come. Sellers said he believes

SOURCE: ISTOCK / EXDEZ

many students arrive at college
without a sophisticated critical per-
spective on tools they'll be using
for the rest of their lives.

“They're incredibly good at using
technology and incredibly poor at
understanding how it can be used,”
Sellers said. "We've essential-
ly given them a Ferrari and they're
driving it around a parking lot at 12
miles per hour."

‘An Evolving Beast'

Keuka's ongoing flirtation with
the concept of digital literacy has
taken several different forms, illus-
trating the challenge of figuring out
where this aspect of an academic
experience belongs.

The process at Keuka started al-
most half a decade ago with the
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now former president Jorge Diaz-
Herrera, a former computer sci-
ence professor who saw value in
teaching students problem solving
through the lens of computation-
al thinking. He urged Sellers and
a team of administrators to infuse
a philosophy of digital literacy into
the academic culture at Keuka.

“Being in New York State, where
there's a liberal arts college every-
where you can throw a stone, we
thought this was a great oppor-
tunity for us" to stand out, Sellers
said.

Getting faculty members on
board has been a lengthy effort
that's still ongoing. At first, Sellers
often found himself challenging
faculty members who asked when
the institution would be done up-
dating its technology infrastruc-
ture. Sellers replied to them that
“constant upgrades [aren't] a flaw
but a feature.” Instead of waiting to
take action until the pace of chang-
es slowed down, he said, it's al-
ways time to try something new.

Some institutions  approach
technology initiatives with a goal
of creating a consistent digital ex-
perience for students campuswide
-- "we're a Mac school, we're a PC
school," as Sellers put it. But with
conviction, he convinced the col-
lege's IT staff to abandon that
mind-set.

“Biodiversity makes an ecosys-
tem more stable over all," Sellers
said. "We don't want monoculture.”

Early on, the institution offered
small learning grants -- up to
$2,500 per year -- to faculty mem-
bers interested in exploring how
digital literacy might play a role in
their disciplines. One faculty mem-
ber purchased software to supple-
ment her teaching; another collab-
orated with a colleague on creating
a curricular pathway that included

digital literacy elements. Funding
support helped build momentum
for faculty buy-in, Sellers said.

If Sellers could start over laying
the groundwork, he would come
to faculty members with a less
“prescriptive” tone. Some instruc-
tors didn't -- and still don't -- un-
derstand the definition of the term
“digital learning” and resisted being
told how to revamp their courses.

“We would go out there and say,
'Here's what we're going to do.
Let's go in and change the gen eds,
let's go in and change programs,
let's be very prescriptive from the
very beginning and we'll tell you
how," " Sellers said.

Keuka's approach to digital liter-
acy is still evolving. Between 2015
and 2018, the institution offered a
digital learning minor -- six cours-
es that instruct students on the ba-
sics of analytics, coding, digital sto-
rytelling and data visualization, cul-
minating in a capstone course in
which students exercise the skills
they've gained in a semester-long
project related to their major.

But last fall amid major admin-
istrative changes at the institu-
tion, the digital learning strategy
changed. The six courses still exist,
but now they're offered stand-
alone, or as part of other degree

programs. Fewer than 10 students
completed the minor, though some
classes generated more interest
than others.

The institution's broader focus,
meanwhile, has shifted to train-
ing students on using digital tools
during their introductory courses
at the institution, in hopes that the
skills will inform their upper-level
work.

"We're spreading it around a little
more," Sellers said.

Serving Diverse Students

Digital literacy efforts can have
particular impact at a historical-
ly black college, according to Eli
Collins-Brown, who just wrapped
a two-year stint as director of the
Center for Transformative and
Innovative Instruction at Winston-
Salem State University, part of the
University of North Carolina sys-
tem. Many of her students there
come from underprivileged back-
grounds and lack basic competen-
cies that could be essential in the
professional world, she said.

Last summer, administrators at
the institution spearheaded a sys-
temwide contract with Adobe to
provide the company's Creative
Cloud services free to all faculty,
staff and students. Collins-Brown
believed the tools could lay a foun-

We want to take it a little deeper
and provide a middle ground between simply
using technology and becoming a computer
scientist.
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dation for a strong digital litera-
cy push that wouldn't be overly ex-
pensive.

Administrators last June host-
ed an Adobe-sponsored boot
camp for staffers in the institu-
tion's teaching and learning cen-
ter, IT department, and media ser-
vices lab. The broader goal is to en-
courage faculty members to think
about more dynamic ways to en-
gage students, and for students
to become proficient using digital
tools in ways that will serve them
beyond graduation.

First-year students at the insti-
tution are now in the second se-
mester of a required first-year ex-
perience course, which includes
digital literacy assignments during
the first semester and a "signa-
ture project” during the second se-
mester in which students present
a principle of social justice using
Adobe Spark pages.

“We're really trying to get peo-
ple to realize nobody reads 10-
page research papers or 35-page
white papers,” Collins-Brown said.
“We consume information in these
sorts of snapshot ways."

Digital literacy is spreading
throughout the Winston-Salem
curriculum as well. Students in
a general chemistry course as-
semble current events blogs that
help them learn the intricacies of
the Spark tool while beefing up
their science knowledge. A writ-
ing instructor has transformed her
course into a project-based format
that examines the digital-print di-
vide and its effect on how informa-
tion is transmitted and perceived.

As with the Keuka initiative, the
Winston-Salem experiment has re-
ceived mixed reviews from faculty
members. Many view it as "a dis-
traction,” Collins-Brown said. Still,
more than two dozen instructors

requested access to the Adobe li-
cense last fall, and several ended
up revamping assignments and in-
corporating more tools into their
pedagogy. One instructor incentiv-
izes students to use an app called
Flipd to limit recreational activities
on smartphones during class time.

“Our goal is every single student
will be exposed to some sort of
digital literacy assignment by the
time they completed their bache-
lor's degree," said Collins-Brown,
who started this month as director
of a faculty development team at
Western Carolina University.

Administrators at  Winston-
Salem took inspiration from Todd
Taylor,  Eliason  Distinguished
Professor of English and Com-
parative Literature at the University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill,
for whom digital literacy initiatives
have become a specialty. He de-
fines digital literacy as "not just the
ability to operate the machines, but
to be able to effect change in your
world by leveraging these powerful
technologies.”

A decade ago, Taylor pitched to
his supervisors the idea of requir-
ing digital literacy skills to be man-
datory in the curriculum for his de-
partment's writing program. He got

buy-in fairly easily from his institu-
tion's CIO, who shortly thereafter
partnered with Adobe for licenses
to its Creative Cloud suite. Taylor
has been assigning students tasks
on Adobe software ever since, and
he's currently on leave from teach-
ing to consult with Adobe as a trav-
eling fellow.

Initiatives like this cost money
and require administrative support,
but they're crucial to students' fu-
ture success, according to Taylor.

“There isn't a single industry that
digital transformation isn't redefin-
ing,” he said. "I want my students
to be prepared to play a role in that
and to have other people tell them
what to do."

Who's Driving?

Instructional designers and aca-
demic support staff can play a crit-
ical role in creating interest around
digital literacy, according to Jenae
Cohn, academic technology spe-
cialist at Stanford University. At
last month's Educause Learning
Initiative conference in Anaheim,
Calif., she presented, alongside her
colleague Renee Hewitt, an instruc-
tional designer at the University of
Kansas, on the importance of re-
jecting the narrative that students
are "digital natives."

We're really trying to get people
to realize nobody reads 10-page
research papers or 35-page white papers.
We consume information in these sorts
of snapshot ways.
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Going Digital by Knowing Digital

“Students coming into college
have increasingly diverse ranges of
experiences with navigating differ-
ent sets of digital environments,”
Hewitt said. "Just because you can
do one kind of web application well
doesn't mean you can do a differ-
ent kind of web application well."

Cohn likes to use the term "dig-
ital fluencies" to describe the dif-
ference between the ability to use
technology and the ability to cri-
tigue it. Turning on a computer
and opening an internet browser is

Read Original Article »»

using technology. Understanding
the domain of the website and as-
sessing the design require a deeper
understanding.

Librarians do some work to ed-
ucate students along these lines,
particularly when teaching them
how to search for legitimate re-
search materials, Cohn said. But
she wants to see more open dis-
cussion in classrooms about how
students use certain search en-
gines and when they should and
shouldn't rely on them.

Cohn envisions writing instruc-
tors asking students to construct
essays about how and from where
they consume information, and sci-
ence instructors urging students to
interrogate the difference between
looking at a virtual-reality model of
a human body and a hand-drawn
sketch. At her own institution, Cohn
has been teaming up with facul-
ty members to offer in-class work-
shops on these topics.

“A question we can help them
think through is 'Why?' " Cohn said.m

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/03/13/colleges-want-students-think-
critically-about-digital-tools
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‘Students Are Using Mobile Even If You Aren't’

Smartphones and tablets are changing how teachers teach
and students learn. It's not always a smooth or simple transition.

By Mark Lieberman // February 27,2019

Two years ago, four instructional
designers in the University of Cal-
ifornia System decided to under-
take a research project on "mobile
learning.” Their first order of busi-
ness: figure out what that is.

“It's just so new that the re-
searchers who have been trying to
define it have found it so dynamic,”
said Mindy Colin, an instructional
consultant at the University of Cali-
fornia, Santa Barbara.

They eventually settled on a defi-
nition from Educause: “Using por-
table computing devices (such as
iPads, laptops, tablet PCs, PDAs
and smartphones) with wireless
networks enables mobility and mo-
bile variation related to instruction-
al approaches, disciplines, learning
goals and technological tools.” But
they still struggled to define for
themselves the parameters of their
investigation.

One professor they interviewed
helped them accept the ambiguity
of their research subject. His stu-
dents use iPads in the classroom
because, unlike computers, they
allow students to interact while
working on assignments without
a bulky desktop or laptop screen
blocking their view of those around
them. "He used this device not nec-
essarily for the mobility,” said Mar-
garet Merrill, instructional design
consultant and educational tech-
nologist at the University of Cali-
fornia, Davis, but because it's “less
disruptive to the look and feel of the
classroom.”

This anecdote underscored for
them that mobile learning means
different things to different groups
across higher education. Some in-
structors ask students to answer
poll questions during face-to-face
class sessions. Social media plat-

SOURCE: ISTOCK / SIDEKICK

forms like Twitter and Facebook
can serve as hubs of information
and dialogue among students and
instructors. Smartphones and tab-
lets can also be used as platforms
for creating projects integral to
the learning objectives of a course
-- graphic design on an iPad or
journalistic interviews on a smart-
phone recorder.

Continue the Conversation

What's your definition of mobile
learning? Do smartphones and
tablets help or hurt teaching? Share
your thoughts in our comments
section below.

Professors and administrators
at recent conferences report that
some students write entire essays
on their smartphones or complete
homework assignments on the bus
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‘Students Are Using Mobile Even If You Aren't’

commute to campus. Increasingly,
students expect course materials
to be accessible to them on their
mobile devices just as they would
be on a laptop.

Beyond its function as a class-
room tool, mobile technology is the
primary conduit for some students'
learning experiences. Broad data on
the different permutations of mo-
bile learning are hard to come by. In
a 2018 survey by Learning House
and Aslanian Market Research of
1,600 exclusively online students,
nearly 80 percent said they com-
plete some, if not all, of their course
work using a mobile device. More
than half of respondents said they
access course readings and com-
municate with professors from
their smartphones, and more than
40 percent said they conduct re-
search for reports and access the
learning management system on
mobile devices.

Meanwhile, a 2017 Educause
survey on face-to-face experienc-
es paints a different picture: 70
percent of nearly 44,000 students
reported that instructors banned
or discouraged the use of smart-
phones in the classroom -- but
more than a third of respondents
did report using smartphones in
the classroom “to make other con-
nections with the material.”

“Students are using mobile even
if you aren't," said Ryan Seilhamer,
program director of mobile strate-
gy and innovation at the University
of Central Florida. “It's something
you should be at least aware of."

This new paradigm of teaching
and learning also raises plenty of
challenges new and old, from de-
veloping robust technology infra-
structure to supporting skeptical
faculty members, ensuring acces-
sibility for all students and keeping
up with the increasingly rapid pace

of technological advancement.

It's enough to make some pro-
fessors skeptical or dismissive of
digital technology, banning it from
their classroom or at least frowning
upon students using it. Proponents
of mobile learning, like Meghan Sul-
livan, a professor of philosophy at
the University of Notre Dame, don't
see much value in retrenchment.

"Finding ways to meet [students]
halfway, using what feels normal
for them and feels exciting can
make your teaching that much
more effective, rather than stick-
ing your head in the sand,” Sullivan
said.

Growing Interest in Tracking

Since becoming an instruction-
al designer at UCF, Seilhamer has
been paying close attention to stu-
dents' relationships to mobile de-
vices. On the strength of his work
developing the university's mobile
app, Seilhamer in 2017 was pro-
moted to a new position oversee-
ing the university's mobile strategy.
Few other universities in the coun-
try have someone in this role.

Seilhamer's Tips for Mobile-
Friendly Courses

m Use LMS tools
m Keep file sizes small

m Inform students if a piece of
content won't be available on mobile

m Include sample videos

A 2013 survey of 1,000 students
at the university found that only
four didn't own smartphones, ac-
cording to Seilhamer. In many cas-
es, the survey found, students were
more inclined to pay for a data plan
and a smartphone than to invest in
a laptop.

Seilhamer helps design mo-

bile-friendly learning experienc-
es and encourages instructors
to adopt practices like “content
chunking” that work for students
in that format. According to Seil-
hamer's research, students spend
an average of five minutes contin-
uously logged in to Canvas on their
phones, compared with 14 minutes
on laptops.

“If an assignment doesn't work
for 10 percent of the students,
that's a big headache,” Seilhamer
said.

Students remain reluctant to
take quizzes and exams on smart-
phones because they're concerned
about losing access in the middle,
Seilhamer said. But 20 percent of
institutionwide Canvas traffic from
students comes via smartphones.
When developing course strategies
with instructors, he often asks, “Is
this how you want to be represent-
ed to 20 percent of your students?”

Challenges

For courses that involve provid-
ing students with mobile devices,
cost and resources can be prohib-
itive, according to the University of
California research team.

Six years ago, Shahra Meshkaty,
senior director of Academic Tech-
nology Services at the University
of San Diego, forged a partnership
with Apple that brought 50 iPads
to the institution. Each semester,
Meshkaty solicits proposals from
faculty members who want to use
them in their classrooms. Even
now, with the institution's iPad
stock up to 200, demand always
exceeds supply, Meshkaty said.

“The potential for creativity, we're
now touching the tip of it,” Mesh-
katy said.

An instructor who incorporates
digital tools into teaching has to be
prepared to change the activities in
subsequent semesters, as technol-
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‘Students Are Using Mobile Even If You Aren't’

ogy loses its novelty and in some
cases gets outmoded by new in-
ventions.

A few years ago, Jenny Wake-
fleld, an instructional designer
and adjunct professor of learning
technologies in the Dallas County
Community College District, start-
ed using the PollEverywhere tool
in her classroom, offering multi-
ple-choice questions and post-
ing the results to keep students
engaged. But once the novelty of
using the tool wore off, Wakefield
realized she needed to try harder.
In future classes, she split students
into groups and had them compete.

“| didn't like the idea that they
were just sitting in their seats,”
Wakefield said.

For campus-based experienc-
es, building a Wi-Fi network with
enough capacity to support an
expanding number of devices per
student and per classroom can be
a costly and time-consuming in-
vestment.

Meshkaty said the information
technology team at her institution
had to overcome numerous trou-
bleshooting and network issues
to project students' mobile device
screens on a classroom Apple TV
screen.

“There were challenges to start
out with the deployment,” Mesh-
katy said. “It was frustrating in the
beginning, but we worked around
it." The increasing interest in mo-
bile from the tech team has facili-
tated more interest among faculty
members in mobile tools, she said.

Administrators and instructors in
the California system also encoun-

Read Original Article »»

ter difficulty at times keeping track
of classroom devices provided by
the university.

Opportunities

At best, mobile technology can
facilitate broader improvements
to learning experiences. At Notre
Dame, Sullivan revamped a general
education Introduction to Philoso-
phy lecture course, which used to
be geared toward philosophy ma-
jors even though few students in
the course planned to pursue phi-
losophy afterward.

Instead of subjecting students to
“14 weeks going through the intel-
lectual history of Europe,” Sullivan
wanted to emphasize the impor-
tance of leading an ethical life and
the social value of philosophical
inquiry. Digital tools played several
key roles in making that shift.

More From “Inside Digital Learning”
Online students multitask more.

The implications of smartphone
ubiguity on low-income students.

A campuswide ban on laptops and
smartphones in classrooms.

Now, instead of perusing dense
texts, students engage with philos-
ophy writing via “interactive digital
essays” -- mobile-accessible web
pages attached to the online sylla-
bus, with supplemental materials
and clarifications embedded in the
prose. Sullivan still offers a tradi-
tional PDF, but students “really pre-
fer this method.”

Sullivan also introduced a live

poll at the end of each lecture, in an
effort to see whether students had
grasped the lesson. A student then
gave her the idea of offering the
same poll at the beginning of class
as well.

Not all attempts at facilitating
mobile learning prove equally suc-
cessful. Sullivan created a “dare”
assignment in which students try
out new activities with a philosoph-
ical dimension. She encouraged
them to post their experiences on
an Instagram account she creat-
ed for the course. But results were
mixed: some students weren't par-
ticularly adept at taking dynamic
photos for the platform, while a
handful of others didn't want to get
involved with a proprietary social
media platform.

The California researchers un-
covered myriad examples of in-
structors innovating with mobile
tools, from Pokémon Go for col-
lecting samples in an ecology class
to Snapchat as a flash-card tool to
help students identify rare species
of birds.

The value of mobile learning may
differ from one context to the next.
But one path to making a mean-
ingful impact on student learning
is to see the classroom experience
from their perspective. The instruc-
tor who deployed Snapchat for
bird-watching did so after noticing
some of her students using Snap-
chat.

“She said, 'l don't know how to
use Snapchat -- this is what | want
to do,' " Colin said. “They showed
her how, they set it up and she did
it." (]

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/02/27/mobile-devices-transform-
classroom-experiences-and
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Lecture Halls for Learning, Not Watching Netflix

A Purdue University pilot program that blocked access to Netflix
and other streaming sites in lecture halls is being rolled out across

all academic spaces on campus.

By Lindsay McKenzie // March 4, 2019

.

Purdue University students plan-
ning to use university Wi-Fito watch
videos, play games or listen to mu-
sic will soon have to find a new way
to stay awake during class.

When students return from spring
break on March 18, they will find ac-
cess to Netflix, Hulu, HBO, Steam,
iTunes and Pandora blocked in all
academic spaces on campus. Sys-
tem updates to Apple devices will
also be barred.

Purdue tested blocking access to
flve streaming sites in four lecture
halls at the beginning of fall semes-
ter 2018. The pilot program has run
continuously since then and has
been extended to more spaces on
campus. The list of streaming sites
that are banned has also grown.

Access to streaming sites over
Wi-Fi in lecture halls, classrooms
and labs across campus will now
be restricted from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m.
Mondays through Fridays. Resi-
dence halls, hallways and other ar-

eas where students congregate will
not be affected. Access to stream-
iIng services via computers with
wired internet access also will not
be affected. Students will continue
to be able to access the streaming
sites in lecture halls or anywhere on
campus using their cellular data.

Mark Sonstein, executive director
of IT infrastructure at Purdue, said
the ban was not driven by a desire
to get students to pay more atten-
tion in class, although some profes-
sors said they hoped this would be
an added benefit. Rather, the move
was taken to prevent students from
hogging bandwidth that others
need to do their work.

In some lecture halls, professors
were finding that it was not possible
for students to participate in online
class activities because a few peo-
ple were streaming videos, music or
games in class, Sonstein said.

“We expected that we were go-
ing to get a massive amount of

]
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pushback, but that never came to
fruition,” he said. "Students really
didn't seem to care. They know that
they're in a classroom to learn.”

Faculty feedback to the pilot has
been positive, said Sonstein. “The
only complaint we had was, ‘Why
isn't it in my classroom yet?" "

The limited bandwidth in lecture
halls is not a symptom of budget
issues; Sonstein said the university
is currently undergoing a major re-
fresh of its wireless network. There
are 55,000 devices using the uni-
versity's wireless network at any
one time, but only so many access
points can be put in one location.

Putting an access point for every
student in a lecture hall wouldn't
work, as the signals would start to
cancel each other out, said Sonstein.
Updating the Wi-Fi network from its
current 2.4 Ghz frequency band to
a faster 5 Ghz band would help to
alleviate this issue, but around 20
percent of devices used on campus

Teaching in a Digital Age | 17


https://www.insidehighered.com/users/lindsay-mckenzie
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/243780/purdue-university-main-campus
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/09/14/purdue-blocks-access-netflix-hulu-steam-four-lecture-halls

Lecture Halls for Learning, Not Watching Netflix

are not 5 Ghz band compatible. So
the campus is sticking with the 2.4
Ghz band for now.

Steven Beaudoin, professor of
chemical engineering and academ-
ic director of teaching and learning
technology, said he was pleased to
see the ban being extended across
campus.

“Wi-Fiaccess hasn't been a prob-
lem in any of my classes, but | know
there are professors who've felt very
frustrated when they've tried to pull
up a resource and can't access it."

Beaudoin said he hasn't noticed
a significant change in his classes
since the ban was introduced in his
building last November. "I do a lot
of active learning, so it's hard to be
in my class and not be involved in
what's happening,” he said.

He also hasn't heard any com-
plaints from students. He says they
probably know it would be “difficult
to win" an argument for having Net-
flix in class.

Sonstein knows there are many
“smart students” at Purdue who
may find workarounds to the ban,
but he says there shouldn't be any
problems as long as the majority of
students stay off streaming sites.
He noted there are legitimate aca-
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demic reasons why students might
need access to streaming services
in class and the ban can be tempo-
rarily lifted on request by professors.

Kelly Blanchard, an economics
lecturer at Purdue, said the ban has
helped some students focus and
pay more attention in class because
they're no longer being distracted
by classmates watching movies or
playing games.

Suchdistractions are a key reason
why some professors have decided
to ban laptops in their classrooms
altogether -- a subject of heated de-
bate among academics.

Trevon Logan, a professor of eco-
nomics at Ohio State University,
decided to ban all electronics from
his classroom last year and saw
students' midterm grades improve
significantly as a result. He said the
ban also helped students focus and
take better notes.

Logan was inspired to implement
the ban after reading a New York
Times op-ed by Susan Dynarski,
professor of public policy, education
and economics at the University of
Michigan. Dynarski, who banned
laptops from her classes, wrote that
a "growing body of evidence shows
that overall, college students learn

less when they use computers or
tablets during lectures.”

Blanchard said she would not
support banning laptops in her
classroom altogether. Laptops en-
able her students to take "excel-
lent notes,” she said, and Purdue's
streaming ban means students pay
attention without losing their devic-
es.

From the front of a large lecture
hall, it's difficult to tell whether stu-
dents are focused on what she's
saying or teaching, said Blanchard.
Students who are determined to
watch movies in class could still do
so -- just not over the lecture room
Wi-Fi, she said.

Some of Blanchard's students
have grumbled that it would be
“nice to have the option” to access
streaming services in class, she
said. But no one has been particu-
larly upset.

Blanchard did initially worry that
the ban might have some effect on
class attendance, but that has not
been the case so far.

“| was somewhat concerned that
if students couldn't watch videos
in class, they might just stay home
and watch them there instead,” she
said. n

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/03/04/purdue-university-extends-streaming-
website-ban
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The Long and Short of Online Courses

Online education has spurred institutions to experiment with courses
shorter than a full semester, weighing pedagogical and financial factors
as they decide on the proper length.

By Mark Lieberman // January 30, 2019

The University of Hawaii has
been building its online education
portfolios for more than two de-
cades, now offering more than a
dozen degree programs and many
more individual courses.

But last year Hae Okimoto, the
university's director of academic
technology services, noticed some-
thing interesting in the outcomes
data for online courses. Full-time
students who took at least one on-
line course persisted and graduat-
ed at higher rates than did those
who took no online courses. Part-
time students, though, performed
less well in general, whether they
took an online course or not.

“Because many of our part-time
students are working two jobs and
taking care of family, in the 15- or
16-week courses, life happens and
they have to drop out," Okimoto

More From “Inside Digital Learning”

Keeping online courses fresh is
valuable but can be costly.

States are looking for ways to reduce
price burden on online students.

Federal rules governing state
authorization of online programs
might change.

said.

Okimoto surveyed the institu-
tion's online competitors, includ-
ing Arizona's Rio Salado College,
Southern New Hampshire Univer-
sity and the University of Maryland
University College. All of them have
“good online programs with good
student success,” she said, and all
of them offer shorter courses that
students can take one at a time,
rather than loading up on several

SOURCE: ISTOCK / NUTHAWUT SOMSUK

semester-length online courses si-
multaneously.

This spring, the University of Ha-
waii will test that approach with the
rollout of its accelerated online as-
sociate in arts degree program. Stu-
dents will take one five-week course
at a time from the Hawaii system's
seven community colleges and earn
their degree as early as December
2021. The system plans to expand
the accelerated program next fall to
several online bachelor's degrees
from the university proper.

Hawaii is far from a pioneer in this
regard. The proliferation of online
education has prompted experi-
mentation with widely established
higher education traditions, includ-
ing the concept of a season-long
semester and enrolling simulta-
neously in several courses. Before
traditional public and private col-
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The Long and Short of Online Courses

leges and universities leaped into
the online market in large numbers,
major for-profit institutions laid im-
portant groundwork for this experi-
mentation, attracting students with
start dates throughout the year and
course schedules suited to their
competing professional and per-
sonal obligations.

Institutions in recent years have
increasingly tinkered with the length
and structure of their course offer-
ings to meet the scheduling needs
of their diverse online students, as
part of a broader acknowledgment
of the increasing number of college
students who are not traditional age
and who attend part-time, among
other things.

But trying new things also means
confronting new and modern chal-
lenges: determining the appropriate
balance of efficiency and rigor in the
learning experience, crafting pro-
grams to target specific audiences
amid an increasingly competitive
education market, navigating fed-
eral rules that weren't written with
experimental programs in mind. In-
stitutions also have to contend with
a widening array of nontraditional
competitors, which in some cases
explicitly reject the traditional se-
mester model as part of their mar-
keting pitch to students.

“We're trying to make education
more accessible to students who
have many roles in their lives and
have many competing demands,”
said Dana Grossman Leeman, pro-
vost faculty fellow for online edu-
cation at Simmons University, in
Massachusetts. “The conversation
about, do we really need to have a
12-, 13-, 14-week semester makes
sense both pedagogically and oper-
ationally.”

Engaging the Learner

According to several adminis-
trators, the primary consideration

for the proper length of an online
course is what will contribute to the
most fruitful learning experience for
students. Achieving that goal isn't
always straightforward, though.

Conversations  about  course
length often come as an institu-
tion develops a concrete vision for
its online output. LIM College, a
for-profit New York institution offer-
ing face-to-face and online degree
programs in the business of fashion,
has for years offered some courses
in 15-week increments and others
in half that time. All three of the in-
stitution’s online programs current-
ly consist of courses that last eight
weeks apiece.

“We've had success in both mod-
els," said Mitchell Kase, LIM's direc-
tor of faculty development. "Now
we're thinking a little bit more stra-
tegically about where do we want to
go from here."

The faculty experience also dif-
fers depending on the length of the
course. Kase has taught eight-week
courses at LIM and found them to
be “a lot of work" -- offering timely
feedback on student assignments,
responding within 24 hours to stu-
dent concerns, intervening with
struggling students by the end of the
second week. Instructors teaching

an eight-week course at LIM rarely
teach another one immediately af-
terward, Kase said, in part because
they're often adjuncts juggling mul-
tiple commitments, and also be-
cause that pace can be difficult to
sustain over an entire semester.

Kase and his colleagues want
courses to be structured to best
suit their content. Writing-intensive
courses work better in 15-week
increments, while some statis-
tics-based courses can be more
effective in eight weeks. Given the
large number of part-time students
looking to gain new skills and ad-
vance their careers, Kase hopes LIM
can meet those populations with
programs tailored to their needs.

Leeman at Simmons saw first-
hand the perils of failing to match a
course to its proper length of time.
Her institution has eight, 11- and
14-week online courses. Nursing
and social work courses have al-
ways run for 14 weeks, but the in-
stitution experimented in 2016 with
the 11-week format for courses in
behavioral analysis.

It didn't work. Within the first
year, instructors and students re-
ported they felt challenged synthe-
sizing and applying information in
the allotted time.

Because many of our part-time students
are working two jobs and taking care of family,
In the 15- or 16-week courses, life happens
and they have to drop out.
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“There are certain disciplines
where you kind of need time to
synthesize information before it
becomes a skill” Leeman said.
“You need to take in a theory and
a concept. You need time to per-
colate a little bit, and then it starts
converting with conversations and
activity."

Administrators had been appre-
hensive from the start about the 11-
week format, according to Leeman.
To transition back to a 14-week
model, every aspect of the program
had to be revamped: course curric-
ula, marketing materials, relation-
ships with program mentors in the
fleld.

“Once we agreed, let's look at how
we could make this work, there was
such an incredible commitment to
actually making sure it did," Leeman
said. "You can do that if you put your
heads together and you're looking
at every aspect of everything a stu-
dent touches at the university."

The University of New England
has been transitioning many of its
face-to-face 14- or 16-week cours-
es to eight-week online courses.
“We are able to in an asynchronous
model present and include all the
same information and give the stu-
dents the same experience in those
weeks," said Jennifer O'Neil, director
of online graduate social work pro-
grams at the institution.

Instructors work with design-
ers to parse learning objectives
and design assignments that help
students achieve them in a com-
pressed time frame. "It does mean
that small things may get cut out,
but it also means that" students can
get their degree faster -- a worth-
while tradeoff, O'Neil said.

O'Neil believes her program's
adult population "wants to feel like
they're making progress through
their degree at a rate that feels like

it's attainable to them." Shorter
courses also allow the institution to
offer multiple start dates through-
out the year.

There is a such thing as too short,
though. O'Neil said she's taught
courses in six and seven weeks and
found them too rushed. “The eight-
week model for the asynchronous
piece keeps the students engaged,
gives them more than enough work
to keep students engaged,” she
said.

Balancing Pedagogy

and Strategy

Instructional design and course
development costs don't tend to
vary according to the length of a
course, administrators said.

But creating a new course length
model can lead to other costs.
At Hawaii, the financial aid office
will have to work with students
throughout the semester to monitor
when they drop or add courses. The
institution's registrar will have to log
students' grades more frequently
than once per semester. Advisers
will meet with students as many as
three times per semester instead of
just one.

“| think because we're fitting kind
of a nontraditional program into a
traditional institution, our support

services is going to feel the burden,”
Okimoto said.

At Simmons, abruptly transform-
ing a program was costly, under-
scoring the importance of assigning
the proper course length as early in
the process as possible, accord-
ing to Leeman. Instructors devoted
extra time to revamping the curric-
ulum and assignments. A team of
deans and faculty members rebuilt
courses one by one on the LMS.
“That doesn't happen without finan-
cial impact -- both in terms of sweat
equity and actual dollars," Leeman
said.

Figuring out the length of an
online course raises other ques-
tions as well. Accreditors expect
institutions with online programs
to demonstrate rigorous assess-
ments of student progress, accord-
ing to Michael Williams, dean of the
School of Business at Thomas Edi-
son State University, a majority-on-
line New Jersey institution serving
the state's adult population.

Getting faculty members on
board can also require some fina-
gling. At Hawaii, instructors initially
resisted the idea of using a com-
mon course template to bring a de-
gree of standardization to their new
flve-week courses. But by the end of

We're trying to make education more
accessible to students who have many roles
In their lives and have many competing
demands. The conversation about, do we really
need to have a 12-, 13-, T4-week semester
makes sense both pedagogically
and operationally.
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an online faculty development pro-
gram that mimicked the structure of
a new five-week course, instructors
began to realize that working from
a template gave them more time to
focus on teaching.

State policy can be a barrier to this
kind of innovation. In California, in-
stitutions are prohibited from offer-
ing academic programs that cross
calendar quarters or straddle fiscal
years, according to Kate Jordahl,
director of academic affairs and
consortia at the California Virtual
Campus Online Education Initiative,
which supports online programs in
California's community college sys-
tem.

“Community colleges are very tied
to schedules and rules and logs,”
Jordahl said. Her team has been
working on creating cross-enroll-

Read Original Article »»

ment procedures within the sys-
tem that allow students to pick and
choose courses of different lengths
from various institutions to meet
their needs. The state's new online
community college, launching this
fall, will add new tools like compe-
tency-based education to the sys-
tem's arsenal.

In that case and others, the gov-
ernment can also motivate ex-
perimentation. In addition to im-
proving outcomes, the University
of Hawaii's new five-week online
courses could help contribute to the
state-mandated goal of 55 percent
of the state's population earning
a higher education credential by
2025. Okimoto said administrators
worry about falling short of that
goal; shorter online courses could
be enticing to students who left the

institution partway through earning
their degree.

They also might help students
learn better: results from pilots last
fall of the five-week courses indi-
cated higher rates of completion
and a larger share of A and B grades
than in comparable 16-week online
courses running simultaneously,
according to Okimoto. Moreover,
lessons learned from experimen-
tation online might affect how the
system's traditional campuses ap-
proach teaching, she said.

All of these decision-making pro-
cesses, regardless of the institution
or the type of program, aim for sim-
ilar goals.

“You have to keep going back to
the student learning outcomes,”
Jordahl said. "We have to meet the
students where they are.” n

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/01/30/institutions-experiment-
shorter-online-courses-audience
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Extending the Conversation on Online Course Length

Our coverage of flexible lengths for online courses prompted lots of online

discussion. Here's another look at related topics, including challenges
for instructors and the value of winter sessions.

By Mark Lieberman // February 13, 2019

Two weeks ago, “Inside Digital
Learning" published an article ex-
ploring the decision-making pro-
cess for institutions tweaking the
length of their online courses. If
you missed that piece, catch up
before reading this one.

A significant volley of Twitter
mentions of the article -- and a
few email messages in our in-box
-- left us thinking about additional
angles to explore on this topic.

Teaching a short online course
can be a learning experience for
instructors.

Penelope Moon is the former
director of online programs in the
School of Historical, Philosophical
and Religious Studies at Arizona
State University and is currently
responsible for elearning planning
and design with the Office of Dig-
ital Learning and Innovation at the
University of Washington's Bothell
campus. For eight years at Arizona

State, she taught 7.5-week-long
online courses, and she continues
to do so as an associate clinical
professor. At another institution,
she previously taught the same
course online in a semester-length
format.

At Arizona State, Moon adapted
her half-semester online course
from an existing semester-length
course that's currently offered on
ground. She realized during that
process that her teaching strategy
up to that point focused on "cov-
erage”" -- points A and Z, and ev-
erything in between, needed to be
included in the curriculum.

In a shorter course, she's more
focused on outcomes -- how to en-
sure that students leave the class
having learned a set of knowledge
and skills. "It really forces facul-
ty to identify what's essential in a
course, and to trim the fat,” Moon
said.

SOURCE: ISTOCK / MAJAMITROVIC

Moon never got training in in-
structional design, and she sus-
pects many of her colleagues
didn't, either. But developing a
shorter course forced her to more
intentionally structure the course
around one piece of accumulat-
ed knowledge leading to the next,
rather than, as Moon puts it, "a fire-
hose of content.”

“You really need to figure out,
how am | going to make students
.. be prepared to take this next
step?” Moon said. "The next step is
two days from now, not two weeks
from now."

. but there are some things
short online courses simply can't
accomplish.

For some institutions, shorter
online courses help them appeal
to new students who aren't in a
position to enroll full-time at a res-
idential program but want to gain
new skills or advance in their ca-
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reer while balancing existing pro-
fessional and personal duties. In
Moon's experience, though, an in-
creasing proportion of students in
her shorter online courses are stu-
dents also enrolled in on-ground
courses at Arizona State.

“The student motivation, by and
large, they've kind of bought in to
this idea that it's the degree, as
quickly | can get to that degree, |
need to take that path,” Moon said.

While she understands why stu-
dents see education through that
perspective, and why universities
sometimes act to encourage i,
she has some misgivings about
the trend toward acceleration
and shorter courses. As an histo-
ry teacher, she spends much of
her grading time offering nuanced
feedback on student writing, which
often takes more time than a 7.5-
week course allows.

Her online courses enroll 30 to 45
students apiece, with each enrollee
producing 30 to 40 pages of writ-
ing throughout the course. Moon
sometimes needs four days to re-
turn students' five-page papers. By
that point, another five-page paper
is on the verge of being due. She
has lately required peer-review ex-
ercises that lessen the burden on
her grading.

But she worries that students'
learning experiences aren't as rich
or meaningful in this format, and
that much-ballyhooed technology
tools won't resolve existing issues.

“I'm not sure that Al's going to
get to a point where it can assess
the veracity of an argument or the
compelling nature of a statement,”
Moon said.

Teaching Tip

At times while at Arizona State,
Moon taught several short online
courses simultaneously. She sums
up the experience concisely: “It was

hell.” She eventually requested to
downshift to just one short course
at a time, which proved more man-
ageable.

For online math courses, even
12 weeks was too few for Robert
Talbert, an associate professor of
mathematics at Grand Valley State
University. Students who lacked
prerequisite knowledge struggled
to keep pace as the concepts grew
more complex.

Teaching Tip

At times while at Arizona State,
Moon taught several short online
courses simultaneously. She sums
up the experience concisely: “It was
hell.” She eventually requested to
downshift to just one short course
at a time, which proved more
manageable.

“It felt like driving 75 miles per
hour in a 65-miles-per-hour zone
-- just enough to feel like it was
slightly too fast,” Talbert said.

Even though the course he
taught was 80 percent of a tradi-
tional course length, the amount of
time for review “feels closer to 50
percent of what it normally is,” Tal-

bert said. Students accustomed to
loading up on credits and other re-
sponsibilities struggled in an asyn-
chronous course that didn't give
them the full semester to catch up.

Talbert believes calculus requires
a level of "deep focus" that can be
difficult for students to achieve,
especially if they're also devoting
energy to a job or raising a family.
“Higher ed often markets online
courses to ‘working adults,’ as if
those courses can just fill in the
cracks left over by all the other stuff
students are doing, and it's just not
true," he said.

Some online courses are very
short.

For the last eight years, during
the five weeks between fall and
spring semesters, Kutztown Uni-
versity in Pennsylvania has offered
as many as 100 of its regular-se-
mester, face-to-face courses in
an online, asynchronous format.
Some students enroll in winter ses-
sion courses to get ahead on their
degree requirements, or to recover
from low grades in prior courses.
Other students simply prefer the
opportunity to invest all of their
academic energy in one course at
a time, according to Joleen Green-

You really need to figure out, how am | going
to make students ... be prepared to take this
next step? The next step is two days from now,
not two weeks from now.
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wood, chair of the anthropology
and sociology departments.

Most winter-session students
tend to be upperclassmen who al-
ready have some familiarity with
online courses, Greenwood said.
Many of them like the flexibility
of spending time with family and
friends at home, or working part-
time to cover the upcoming se-
mester of tuition, while making
additional progress toward their
degree.

Greenwood teaches winter-ses-
sion courses and decides each fall
which courses from her depart-
ments will be offered in that format.
General education courses tend to
fit well with the format, according
to Greenwood, who sometimes
includes a couple of high-demand
courses required in specific majors.

Students in shorter courses have
a much shorter add/drop period
than do students in full-semester
courses. Like Moon, Greenwood
struggles with getting students’
work back to them in a timely fash-
ion. But the biggest challenge for
her is "keeping students on task.”
In an asynchronous format, even
with tight deadlines for assign-
ments, students can easily lapse
into slacking off without email re-
minders and check-ins.

Online courses also work bet-

ter for some students than others,
according to Greenwood. Over all,
though, student outcomes from
her winter-session courses have
mirrored achievements in tradition-
al courses, she said.

“It's very, very rewarding to look
back and say that a student im-
proved greatly from week one to
week five," Greenwood said.

Offering shorter courses isn't
new.

Institutions have been offering
abbreviated summer courses for
decades. And as mentioned in the
first article, some institutions, in-
cluding many from the for-profit
sector, have been experimenting
with flexible length since the early
years of online education.

National University began offer-
ing the option for students to take
one shorter course per month,
rather than several at a time, in
the aftermath of the Vietham War,
when many working adults re-
turned to the U.S. with some com-
petencies but no degree. Shorter
courses went online at the institu-
tion in the early '90s, according to
Michael R. Cunningham, chancellor
of the nonprofit National University
System.

From his experience overseeing
innovation of online course for-
mats, from synchronous to asyn-

e Robert Gibson = 2nc

chronous and more recently to
competency based, Cunningham
advises institutions to think bigger
than simply converting existing
materials to a new format.

“If you approach it from a tra-
ditional standpoint and repack-
age courses you have to an online
methodology and shortened time
frame, that's much harder to do
than when you start with a white-
board and design think what the
course should be from the outset,”
Cunningham said.

Shorter courses often work well
for military students on active duty,
particularly if they have the flexi-
bility to drop off from their studies
for weeks at a time when deployed,
Cunningham said. Meanwhile, an
early research study comparing the
system'’s online and face-to-face
short courses has thus far indicat-
ed that outcomes from each reflect
“no really measurable difference,”
Cunningham said.

The status quo always benefits
from interrogation.

From a philosophical perspec-
tive, many experimenters with
classroom formats don't believe
the traditional semester schedule
has universal value. Rob Gibson,
director of learning technologies at
Emporia State University, offered a
sarcastic perspective on LinkedIn:
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Jory Hadsell, executive director
of the California Community Col-
leges Online Education Initiative,
got some enthusiastic responses
when he floated the possibility of
more experimentation within his
state's system.

Moon thinks decisions over
course length often come down to
financial factors instead of peda-
gogical ones. At her institution, 7.5-
week courses offer an opportunity
to generate more revenue from
students. Ideally, form would follow
function, she said.

“What's really the function of a
course?” she said. “It should be to
transform students.” ]

Read Original Article »» https://vvwvy.|nS|deh|ghered.com/d|g|ta|flearn|ng/art|c|e/2019/02/13/shorterfon|mefcoursesfofferfﬂexr
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Shorter course terms with a lighter concurrent load might help
more of our online students succeed. @ CCCOEI colleges share
your thoughts! #CVCOEI| From IHE: Institutions experiment with
shorter online courses as audience diversifies
ihenow.com/2FXxcWg
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Online education has spurred institutions to experiment with
courses shorter than a full semester, weighing pedagogical and
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Sharing Courses Far and Wide

More institutions are signing up to share courses online. Some want
to work together on concentrations and even majors -- but skeptics
warn that too much collaboration can dilute the academic experience

for students.

By Mark Lieberman // March 6, 2019
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Ed Ericson, vice president for ac-
ademic affairs at John Brown Uni-
versity in Arkansas, has big plans
for collaborating with other institu-
tions through online course-shar-
ing consortia.

He's already begun working with
provosts at a handful of other small,
Christian colleges to bolster exist-
ing master's programs at John
Brown and elsewhere with special-
izations or concentrations made up
of courses from other colleges. He's
also in the early stages of planning
to create full degrees supplement-
ed with other institutions' courses,
and to contribute his own institu-
tion's courses to degree programs
elsewhere.

John Brown administrators have
been talking on and off for more

E

!

.

than two decades to other colleges
about similar arrangements, Eric-
son said. But the technology neces-
sary to pull off collaborations only
recently became available.

“These [course-sharing] efforts
are some of the most exciting
things I've seen in my 35 years be-
ing connected to higher education,”
Ericson said.

Ericson's institution is one of 12
small Christian colleges that have
signed up in recent months to par-
ticipate in an online course-sharing
consortium overseen by the Coun-
cil of Christian Colleges & Univer-
sities. More are likely to sign up
soon, according to Rick Ostrander,
CCCU's vice president for research
and scholarship.

Six of that consortium's mem-

SOURCE: ISTOCK / JONGHO SHIN

bers, including John Brown, are
also participating in a larger online
course-sharing consortium orga-
nized by the Council of Independent
Colleges. More than 50 colleges
are in the process of joining, and
250 others have expressed interest,
according to Richard Ekman, presi-
dent of CIC.

Both agreements are made pos-
sible by College Consortium, a tech
company that offers institutions an
online course-sharing platform and
services like transferring academic
credit and disbursing revenue. As
competition for enrollment grows
steeper and news of closures,
mergers and acquisitions ramps
up, institutions that lack public
funding or nationwide name rec-
ognition are striving for efficiency.
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Sharing Courses Far and Wide

The arrangements are designed to
help institutions pool resources and
serve students a wider range of ac-
ademic options.

Ekman believes CIC's course-
sharing network -- the largest on
the College Consortium platform --
should mainly help institutions fill
course gaps and widen opportuni-
ties to supplement their schedules.
Ostrander, meanwhile, believes the
consortium can and should help fa-
cilitate ambitious collaboration like
the ones Ericson and colleagues are
undertaking. Even as they co-exist
on the same interface, each con-
sortium relationship serves a spe-
cific purpose that might differ from
the others.

Current Members of CCCU's Online
Consortium

m Bluefield College (also in CIC's
Online Consortium)

m Central Christian College of
Kansas

m Dordt College

m Houston Baptist University
(also CIC)

m John Brown University
(also CIC)

m Judson University

m King University (also CIC)

m Lee University (also CIC)

m MidAmerica Nazarene University

m Palm Beach Atlantic University
(also CIC)

m Point University
m Southwest Assemblies of God

University

Growing Interest
College Consortium currently has

72 different active consortium ar-
rangements, according to Joshua
Pierce, the company's co-founder.
The majority of those agreements
are between two institutions, often
for delivering from one college to
another a one-off course requested
by a student.

Other agreements, like those with
CIC and CCCU, bring together a wid-
er network of institutions, creating
more opportunities for offering and
sharing courses. The CCCU online
consortium establishes collabora-
tion between colleges with a shared
faith-based academic perspective,
offering students who take cours-
es from multiple members of the
agreement a consistent academic
experience.

“The more that private colleges
and universities can learn to work
together both in sharing resources
but also in providing common pro-
grams or common curricula, | just
think it's going to make the network
over all healthier," Ostrander said.

“Teaching institutions" offer their
courses on the platform to students
at "home institutions,” which charge
students and contribute some of
the revenue to the teaching insti-
tution and to College Consortium.
Institutions can choose to enter a
network as a teaching institution, a
home institution or both.

To meet a growing need for grad-
uates from programs like nursing
and technology, institutions face
daunting costs for faculty and re-
sources, according to Janet Som-
mers, senior vice president for ac-
ademic affairs at the University of
Northwestern-St. Paul, a member
of the online consortium of Chris-
tian colleges.

“Fostering  relationships  with
other universities with whom we
wouldn't be in direct competition
would be a wonderful way to ex-

pand the opportunities we give our
students in those academic dis-
ciplines and market need arenas
where we see the greatest potential
in growth,” Sommers said.

CCCU plans to support and en-
courage members of the online
consortium to strategically develop
collaborative majors like the ones
Ericson hopes to establish, accord-
ing to Ostrander. Students at either
institution could enroll and take
courses at their home institution
and supplement their schedules us-
ing the online platform.

“Thereby [each college in the
agreement] is able to have a new
major to build enrollment and at-
tract students, but they are reducing
the cost of actually developing the
major,” Ostrander said.

Sommers said her institution is
also in the early stages of consider-
ing a project along those lines.

Implementation Challenges

Not everyone thinks the consortia
ought to be tapped for that purpose.
The CIC consortium will actively
discourage institutions from devel-
oping degree programs together,
according to Ekman. "The major
needs to be grounded in the home
institution where most of the in-
struction takes place,” he said.

His organization and its online
consortium operate on the as-
sumption that effective teaching
and learning takes place in a phys-
ical classroom and can be supple-
mented with online delivery when
appropriate or necessary. “Our
consortium is not intended for use
by colleges that are very small and
specialized and that hope to graft
onto their own very limited offerings
large chunks of general education
or majors that are offered entirely
online," Ekman said.

Indeed, the growth potential for
these arrangements remains to be
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seen. For the CIC consortium, Ek-
man hopes to see a wide range of
disciplines represented in the con-
sortium's course offerings. Other-
wise, he said, the resource might
not be reliable for a student who re-
alizes shortly before graduation that
he or she needs one more specific
class the home institution doesn't
offer.

Still, Ekman wants the CIC con-
sortium to be flexible in other ways.
He's currently negotiating with ad-
ministrators at North Carolina Inde-
pendent Colleges & Universities for
the state's system to join the CIC
network. Some of the system's in-
stitutions that aren't CIC members
might pay a higher fee to join the ar-
rangement, he said.

Read Original Article »»

Even as course sharing expands
opportunities, it also presents lo-
gistical challenges to institutions,
according to Russell Poulin, se-
nior director of policy, analysis and
strategic alliances for the WICHE
Cooperative for Educational Tech-
nologies. Accreditors often restrict
the percentage of an academic pro-
gram that can be offered by an in-
stitution other than the originating
one. Some institutions have policies
that limit the number of transfer
credits a student can count toward
a degree. Navigating federal aid fi-
nancial requirements and negotiat-
ing course prices for students can
be cumbersome.

Administrators also have to be
careful to establish partnerships

that can outlast their own guidance,
according to Poulin.

“Those who create the partner-
ship often go to great lengths to
formit," Poulin said. "When all those
people are replaced, sometimes the
altruism vanishes as well."

Interest in course sharing contin-
ues to grow, according to Pierce. He
credits CIC's involvement with spur-
ring a wider range of institutions to
look at the company's model.

“The industry is talking to itself
about this as opposed to us knock-
ing on the door and talking to them
about it," Pierce said. "We're pret-
ty excited at the fact that industry
leaders are starting to work with
each other and we're just a player at
the table.” n

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/03/06/online-course-sharing-
grows-more-complex-support-college
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Navigating the Never-Ending Online Course Cycle

Creating a system for developing and revamping online courses
can be challenging -- but is increasingly essential -- for institutions

with growing programs.
By Mark Lieberman // April 3,2019

SEATTLE -- The Whiting School
of Engineering at Johns Hopkins
University has since 2008 launched
351 new online master's degree
courses across 21 programs.
Slightly more than 100 of those
courses have been redeveloped or
refreshed since their inception.

At first, the school planned to
redevelop courses on a three-year
cycle, according to Paul Huckett,
assistant dean of learning design
and innovation in the engineer-
ing school. During a session last
Thursday at the University Profes-
sional and Continuing Education
Association's annual conference
here, Huckett jokingly called that
approach, in retrospect, "an abso-
lute lie."

“We were never going to com-
plete that. It was impossible”
Huckett said. "We've adjusted that
a wee bit."

SOURCE: ISTOCK / MISSTUNI

The new process involved estab-
lishing a comprehensive database
that includes detailed information
on each existing course: when it
was first developed and launched,
how many times it has been of-
fered, who has taught it. The next
step was a "redevelopment prior-
itization list." Older courses and
core courses, as well as courses
cross-listed within several pro-
grams, get bumped higher on the
list. Department chairs can also
propose courses that need another
look.

Administrators assign instruc-
tional designers to redevelopment
efforts and compensate them for
their efforts according to four tiers,
from a two-month touch-up to a
full overhaul. Instructional design-
ers collaborate with instructors,
who submit their finished courses
to administrators for a final round

of tweaks.

“We worked previously with a
sledgehammer approach,” said Na-
than Graham, director of the Center
for Media and Digital Initiatives in
the engineering school. “Now we
use a scalpel.”

As "Inside Digital Learning” has
reported, institutions invest consid-
erable resources in creating online
courses and ensuring they don't
get stale -- updating technology,
refreshing content, adjusting activ-
ities, improving digital accessibility.
As online programs grow, institu-
tions have begun systematizing
what used to be largely ad hoc ef-
forts.

The engineering school at Johns
Hopkins managed to find a model
that worked. Not every institution
is successful as quickly. When ad-
ministrators at the University of
Maryland University College de-
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cided to implement a redevelop-
ment process, they quickly realized
they'd bitten off more than they
could chew.

From a list of 120 courses with a
low success rate and high enroll-
ment, administrators selected 20.
After six weeks of review, that list
got narrowed again to 10. Even with
the smaller scope, successfully re-
vamping those courses with the
process they've developed would
have required 3,655 hours and eight
and a half full-time staff members.

“We did this and said, ‘No way," "
said Gretchen Jones, UMUC's as-
sociate dean of curriculum and
programs. “This approach was just
not scalable.”

Since then, faculty members
have gotten a little more involved
in the "course discovery" process,
as opposed to ceding responsibility
to administrators or the accessi-
bility team. Department chairs de-
velop templates for new courses,
and faculty members create within
those.

Administrators there are still
looking for ways to shorten the
amount of time to develop a new

Read Original Article »»

course, which currently takes 23
weeks on average.

UMUC was founded to serve
adult learners; online education has
become a substantial component
of its DNA. More traditional univer-
sities, in some ways, have a steeper
hill to climb.

Until two years ago, Tulane Uni-
versity in Louisiana had a facul-
ty-driven model for online course
development, which meant "no
one was leading or directing online
education,” according to llianna
Kwaske, associate dean of aca-
demic affairs in Tulane's School of
Professional Advancement.

Close to 70 courses emerged un-
der that model, but their quality var-
ied widely, Kwaske said.

Meanwhile, the school's dean
pressed for more online programs
to compete in a growing market.
Kwaske hired David Dumonde, pre-
viously an instructional designer at
the University of Houston, Clemson
University and elsewhere, to im-
pose some structure on the pro-
cess.

Instructors now enroll in a 12-
week hybrid course in which they

develop an online course along-
side and in collaboration with their
peers and an instructional designer,
who leads the course. Modules in-
clude a detailed look at the learning
management system's capabilities
and a primer on creating videos
and other media.

Subject-matter  experts  took
some time to adjust to learning
new skills and getting guidance
on how to teach, according to Du-
monde. “The first program was re-
ally bloody,” he admits. The interac-
tions have been more pleasant with
more “prework” developing learn-
ing objectives and a course frame-
work with subject-matter experts,
Kwaske said.

All of these efforts will likely
morph again as relationships be-
tween departments change and
the pace increases further. The big-
gest challenge, according to Beth
Mulherrin, assistant vice provost at
UMUC, is embracing uncertainty.

“You often have a mandate to
accomplish something very quick-
ly," Mulherrin said. "Sometimes you
end up in a very different place than
where you started.” [

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/04/03/processes-developing-
and-revamping-online-courses-emerge
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Helping Students Develop Competencies, Teachers Hone Their Own

In competency-based formats, instructors adjust to interacting
regularly with students, directing students toward clear learning
outcomes and other departures from their traditional practices.

By Mark Lieberman // February 6, 2019

Many instructors begin the
course-development process by
asking themselves what they want
students to have learned when the
semester ends. Nina Morel, dean
and professor of professional stud-
les at Lipscomb University in Ten-
nessee, said she used to plan her
courses around topics she wanted
to address.

Characteristics of Competency-
Based Education

m Students learn at their own pace
until mastering objective

m Learning materials split into
discrete chunks, either on-ground or
online

m Often taught by "instructional
teams" that divide tasks like grading
and coaching

m No formal definition or reference
in existing Department of Education
regulations

She's had to let go of that ap-
proach now that she's teaching
courses in the emerging format
known as competency-based ed-
ucation. Her main focus for those
courses is preparing students to
successfully complete the final as-
sessment, whether it's an essay or
a project.

Anything that doesn't directly
connect to boosting the students'
tangible skills gets cut from the
curriculum. It's been humbling for
Morel to rethink her priorities.

“There's a lot of stuff that | per-
sonally like and love to teach that
isn't worth all that much,” Morel
said.

The increasing prominence of
competency-based education
in discussions of innovation has
nudged instructors at a variety of
institutions to question their long-
held beliefs about their role in the
academic experience. Some in-

SOURCE: ISTOCK / NATASAAVZIC

stitutions dipping a toe into com-
petency-based education have
brought instructors accustomed to
traditional classrooms along with
them, often creating new profes-
sional development workshops in
the process.

For instructors like Morel, it's a
welcome opportunity to re-exam-
ine the higher education mission.
Others have approached the diver-
sifying landscape more tentatively.

“It is a very good and effective
delivery system to implement, but it
needs to have a lot of thought be-
hind it, and the thought has to be
about creating meaningful learn-
ing situations,” said David Tan, a
professor of higher education and
learning technologies at Texas
A&M University Commerce.

Competency-based  education
has been on the lips of policy mak-
ers as well, as the Department of
Education ponders wide-rang-
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ing regulatory changes that could
open the door to more experimen-
tation with short bursts of learning
and new ways to measure student
achievement.

Following a recent survey that
indicated sustained interest in the
format, “Inside Digital Learning"
talked to instructors about how
they transitioned to the new mode
of instruction and what they've
learned. Critics of CBE remain un-
convinced that this new format fa-
cilitates meaningful learning expe-
riences and worry that work-force
industries will struggle to equitably
define the value of competency
achievements. Given uncertainty
around this relatively new model,
instructors often need time to grow
accustomed to it, according to
Charla Long, executive director of
the Competency-Based Education
Network (C-BEN).

“They're learning as students are
learning,” Long said. "That's a vul-
nerable place to be as they're devel-
oping their skill set.”

More From “Inside Digital Learning”

Comparing and contrasting CBE
programs.

Slow and steady growth for CBE,
survey finds.

The future of research on new forms
of teaching and learning remains
uncertain.

How Teaching Can Change

Tan has been teaching for more
than 30 years but got started with
CBE just a year ago, when adminis-
trators at Texas A&M asked him to
take over the CBE program.

He oversaw the redevelopment
of close to 50 syllabi for traditional
face-to-face courses now offered
in a CBE format as well. In the new

version, students at the start of
the semester get a list of expected
competencies, which they complete
at their own pace. Students can
participate in virtual discussions,
and get timely feedback on assign-
ments from their instructors. Every-
thing students turn in, from exams
to term papers and interviews with
practitioners, must demonstrate
competency, Tan said.

Developing learning outcomes
and assignments designed to help
students achieve them was diffi-
cult at times because predictions of
what students will accomplish in a
course don't always come true. But
he came around to the value of the
format for preparing students for
specific sectors of the work force.

His own teaching changed as
well. "As a faculty member, it real-
ly forces you into being a little bit
more concise, a little bit more stra-
tegic on what it is that you're hop-
ing to accomplish,” Tan said.

Working with students in CBE
courses has made Kim Kostka, pro-
fessor of chemistry at the Universi-
ty of Wisconsin Whitewater at Rock
County, more wary of measuring
learning through exams and quiz-
zes. She points out that one-time
assessments don't reward stu-
dents for learning that might hap-
pen over the course of participating
in the exams.

“| don't feel confident that stu-
dents who didn't do well on an
exam didn't learn -- | can't tell, ac-
tually," Kostka said. "It just might be
they didn't perform well on this as-
sessment.”

Kostka now teaches courses in
both formats, and she said she's
more attuned in general to what
students are learning.

Thanks to a federal requirement
that competency-based programs
include a nebulously defined “reg-

ular and substantive interaction,”
Kostka thinks she spends more
time engaging with every individual
student from her CBE courses than
from her traditional face-to-face
and online courses, in which some
students form closer relationships
with instructors than others. During
mandated monthly  check-ins,
Kostka updates students on their
progress and opens a dialogue with
them about their own impressions
of the experience.

“They can reveal quite a bit of
themselves in those moments,”
Kostka said. "It's really fun to re-
spond to them and hear more about
how this is affecting their everyday
life."

Instructors often have to adjust
their long-held beliefs about teach-
ing before they'reready toteach CBE
courses. Shonda Gibson, associate
vice chancellor for academic affairs
at the Texas A&M University Sys-
tem, spent a couple decades in the
didactic world of corporate training
before shifting to higher education
and, eventually, to CBE. When she
recruited and trained teams at sev-
eral apparel manufacturing compa-
nies, Gibson said, instruction was
often centered around the idea that
the teacher has all of the knowl-
edge and the student needs merely
to sit passively and absorb it. The
same was true in traditional higher
ed classrooms, she found, making
for a natural transition. CBE is dif-
ferent altogether, she said.

“If you want it to be all about you
as an instructor, you're going to
hate CBE," Gibson said.

Gibson used to avoid handing out
sample worksheets or offering stu-
dents rubrics because she worried
those materials would make as-
signments “too easy.” But she now
sees the value of making clear to
students up front what they're ex-
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pected to learn and how they'll ac-
complish those goals.

Time and Effort

Some public narratives around
competency-based education ques-
tion whether instructors in that
format play an active enough role
in their students’ experiences. In-
structors who teach CBE courses
dispute that characterization.

Scott Mehall, a senior instruc-
tional designer and work-force de-
velopment coordinator at Carlow
University, helped in 2017 to con-
vert an existing graduate certificate
program for instructional designers
into a competency-based mode.
Getting it off the ground took more
time and effort than expected, Me-
hall said.

In addition to his duties develop-
ing the program, Mehall teaches as
well. Unlike with traditional cours-
es, Mehall doesn't have to spend
time at points throughout the se-
mester preparing lecture materials

Read Original Article »»

for an upcoming session. “But the
semester before it is an incredible
amount of work," he said. Learning
experiences and activities have to
be carefully designed and clearly
explained.

According to Mehall, concerns
about whether the instructor is
sticking to a predetermined sched-
ule for the course don't matter in
competency-based courses, in
which students proceed at their
own pace.

“In a face-to-face class, we're al-
ways kind of looking at where are
we supposed to be on whatever the
preconceived notion is of how long
the class is taking," Mehall said.
“In CBE we're not so worried about
catching up or being behind.”

Having hired traditional instruc-
tors to teach CBE, Gibson has wit-
nessed rocky transitions firsthand.
Some faculty members just aren't
suited to the format, she said.

“You have to allow them time to

shift and learn and to get in it and
really feel how much of a difference
you're making in people's lives,"
Gibson said.

Instructors new to CBE often ex-
press anxiety about whether they're
capable of embodying the role of an
instructional coach, Long said. On
the other hand, the transition can be
reinvigorating for instructors who
feel stuck in a teaching rut, she said.

Even instructors who have grown
accustomed to CBE acknowledge
that it's not going to solve all of
higher education's problems in one
fell swoop -- or overnight. Texas
A&M Commerce launched its CBE
program in 2013, but according to
Tan, instructors and administrators
there have just recently gotten a
handle on it.

“It's not a panacea for everything,
but if done correctly and properly
given the right context and situation
in what you hope to accomplish, it
has a lot of strengths,” Tansaid. m

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/02/06/competency-based-education-
requires-instructors-alter-teaching
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