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On-line Instructional Delivery: Lessons from the Instructor's Perspective

Abstract

Developing and delivering on-line learning is an increasingly important aspect of HPT practice. To reap the full benefits of Internet-based instruction, however, it must be based on sound instructional design principles.  This article reflects the experience of university instructors who designed and taught on-line graduate courses.  Contrasting traditional classroom practices and on-line instruction, the authors focus on the preparation of students for learning on-line and the pedagogical and organizational measures that proved effective.  The lessons learned include the need for thoroughly preparing students prior to the course, for meticulously adhering to instructional design and adult learning principles, and for measuring student achievement in innovative ways.  The rigors of on-line design and instruction can also result in improvements in residential course delivery.

It is difficult to imagine a technical innovation that has the potential to impact the HPT profession more profoundly than the world wide web because of its ability to distribute and retrieve information rapidly, at minimal cost, anywhere, and anyplace.  For HPT professionals, the Internet has created the opportunity to move beyond the confines of the traditional training room to structure training on demand, at the trainee's own schedule, and where and when he or she wants and needs to learn.  While most organizations and, indeed, colleges and universities are making use of the Internet by distributing information worldwide, the implications for the instructional design and delivery of learning events over the Internet have not been sufficiently explored. If on-line instruction is more than ‘moving content onto the web’, important questions need to be answered, among them: How is learning best structured on-line? What differences exist between a traditional classroom method and distance learning via the Internet? What activities and processes promote on-line learning?  

The purpose of this article is to provide answers to these and other questions based on the experience of three instructors with first-hand experience in on-line teaching.  While there is a voluminous literature on instructional delivery in traditional settings (for example, Driscoll, 1994; Powers, 1992; Renner, 1994; Silberman, 1998), this article presents the reflections and experiences of instructors in on-line settings and compares and contrasts conventional class-room teaching and this novel form of education and training.

This article is based on the experiences and insights gained from teaching semester-long on-line courses in a Human Resource Development (HRD) program at the main campus of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  As university faculty for whom on-line instruction was a novel task and whose teaching experiences—until two years ago—had consisted of traditional classroom instruction, we believe that our experiences might be helpful for other instructors, whether in an academic or in a corporate training environment, whether teaching full-semester courses or shorter training sessions.  We also hope that this article might educate the buyer and consumer of on-line teaching and training and point to instructional principles that we have found critical for quality instruction.  Too often, designing courses for on-line instruction seems to simply consist of translating course content—lectures, overhead slides, graphs, tests and exams—into hypertext format and posting it on the web.  This simplistic approach is not only ineffective from an instructional point of view, but it also robs the learner of the opportunity to engage in the many novel learning opportunities that the new web medium has to offer.  We will provide background information on the program and courses we taught, briefly anchor the article in relevant literature, and address two overarching questions related to on-line teaching: (1) How to prepare students for learning on-line? and (2) What organizational and pedagogical measures promote students’ learning on-line?

Program Description

In 1998 the HRD graduate department at the University of Illinois began offering its first on-line course.  As part of one of the first on-line degree programs at Illinois, the course was the first of a sequence of nine semester-length courses leading to a Master's degree in Human Resource Development.  Several broad principles guided program development: 

(1) The program was to be equal in rigor to the on-campus program, 

(2) The on-line program was to mirror closely the content, structure, and requirements of the on-campus program, 

(3) The on-line program was to pay careful attention to adult learning and instructional design principles and take full advantage of the learning opportunities that the on-line medium offers, and 

(4) All courses were to be very similar in structure and format so as to ensure continuity and familiarity between courses.  

The program was offered as a cohort program on a part-time basis, allowing working adults to compete the Master's program in three years, taking three courses per year.  The sequence of courses is described in Table 1.

Insert Table 1 about here

Recruitment for the on-line program cohort began in the spring of 1998 and was targeted towards the professional HRD community.  Recruitment for the first cohort was restricted to the greater Chicago area; for the second and subsequent cohorts, recruitment is nation-wide and even international (the second cohort has two students from Asia, and the international composition of subsequent cohorts is expected to increase.)  Despite a short time frame and limited marketing for the first cohort, 20 students were accepted to begin the program.  The second cohort, consisting of 38 students, started in the fall of 1999, with a third cohort of similar size in the fall of 2000.  The majority of the students in both cohorts were mid-career professionals working in a variety of HRD related functions with large public and private employers.  These professionals sought career advancement, up-to-date knowledge, and the opportunity for professional development.  The cohorts also included several students who were career changers or retired from a previous career.  Their average age was 38 (range: 21 to 49) and the majority of students were female.  The ethnic backgrounds of students were White, Latino/a, African-American, and Asian.  Demographic characteristics of the students are displayed in Table 2.

Insert Table 2 about here

Because of the geographic dispersion of students, all courses are taught entirely on-line without any face-to-face meetings.  Each course requires about 10 hours of study per week, including asynchronous learning (lectures, discussions, and assignments that students complete on their own schedule) and weekly synchronous sessions (all students logging on at the same time.)
Each course is taught by a faculty member and a graduate teaching assistant.  There is a group of 6 half-time technical support staff with expertise in web design and development under the direction of a full-time academic professional.  The purpose of the technical support team is to ensure that all of the technology is in place and working properly, as well as to trouble-shoot and provide technical assistance to students and faculty during course delivery.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this article is drawn primarily from the distance education literature.  While on-line instruction differs in several significant ways from traditional instruction, the overarching goals of designing and delivering effective learning opportunities for students to reach their learning goals remain the same.

Merriam and Brockett (1997) define adult education as “activities intentionally designed for the purpose of bringing about learning”(p.8).  These activities should be designed in such a way that they allow the “integrity of every learner to be sustained while each person attains relevant educational success and mobility” (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 1995, p.18).  While this is a challenging task within the traditional setting, it is viewed by many as being particularly challenging on-line (Conlon, 1997; Hannum & Briggs, 1982; Relan & Gillani, 1997).  However, a recent study (Johnson, Aragon, Shaik, & Palma-Rivas, 1999) has offered support for on-line instruction by revealing no significant differences in learning outcomes and products between traditional and on-line courses.

In professional education and training, the role of instruction, in general, is to increase the potential for successful practice by providing deliberate and systematic learning opportunities (Powers, 1992).  Consequently, the role of instructors is to create opportunities that enable learners to meet their specific learning needs (Renner, 1994).  The task for the instructor, then, is to identify the instructional strategies and methods most conducive to learning goals (Driscoll, 1994).  Bonk and Reynolds (1997) summarized the many instructional approaches available to promote idea generation, planning, organization, critique, and reflection.  They also identified techniques for stimulating and maintaining creative thinking, critical thinking, and cooperative and collaborative learning.  The challenge for instructors, therefore, is to find ways of meeting the development and education needs of professionals through alternative delivery modes (such as on-line instruction) while, at the same time, maintaining the integrity of university courses. Examples of a variety of on-line programs are described by Cini (1998), Miller (1998), and Rahm and Reed (1997).

Results

Huang (1997) noted that instructors face many challenges with on-line instruction.  Positive interaction between learners and instructors during the implementation of on-line instruction is considered vital to successful learning outcomes (Berge 1996).  Thus, we present the insights, experiences, and suggestions of the faculty members, teaching assistants, and technical support staff directly responsible for teaching the on-line courses in the University of Illinois HRD program.

How do faculty prepare students for on-line learning?

In traditional classroom instruction, there is very little preparation of students, and it is assumed that students are fully and competently prepared to participate in the course.  On-line learning, on the other hand, requires a set of skills, knowledge, and abilities that students are not readily prepared for.  Preparation for the technical aspects as well as for the distance learning mode is required. 

Decision to enroll in an on-line program. Preparation began with ‘truth in advertising’, that is with clearly addressing the on-line nature of the course and its technological and motivational requirements in the promotional materials distributed to potential students.  In written program brochures and when talking to potential students in person and over the phone, faculty and staff emphasized the nature and requirements of this program.  On many occasions, potential students needed extensive individual counseling to determine whether this type of course was right for them.  Typical questions related to the level of hardware and software knowledge required; type of hardware and Internet access needed; the extent to which faculty and fellow students would be able to interact; the level of support that could be expected from the university; and the number of hours the course would require.  To answer many of the routine questions, the department created a "Frequently Asked Questions" webpage and referred potential students to this site for answers to the most common questions.  The Table of Contents of this page illustrates the type of information about  which students frequently inquire (Figure 1). 

Insert Figure 1 about here

Despite this resource, however, there was a large amount of one-on-one conversation and counseling regarding the program prior to enrollment.  The course offered many working students a maximum of flexibility in terms of time and location, but despite this, several students decided that on-line learning was not the most suitable instructional environment and that a more traditional classroom program would be more appropriate for them.  The department, despite several students deciding against the program, saw this early information and selection process as beneficial, because it allowed students an informed decision and ensured a lower level of "buyer's remorse", that is, dissatisfied students who should not have started the program in the first place.  The issue of learner preparedness is further highlighted by the University of Illinois' policy to limit on-line degree programs to graduate study.  The rationale is that the level of self-motivation and learning skills required for on-line learning may not be present among undergraduates who might require a more formal structure for successful learning.

Technical knowledge. Faculty reviewed student applications using the same criteria for the on-line cohort as for on-campus applications related to an applicant's undergraduate study, grade point average, letters of recommendations, statement of purpose, and fit between the program and the student's professional goals.  Once accepted and prior to the first course, the department mailed a survey to students to assess their level of technical knowledge and availability of hardware and software.  This survey asked for students' level of computer literacy, hardware configuration, software availability, and Internet access.

The survey revealed that all students owned or had regular access to a personal computer at home or at their workplace.  Most students superceded the minimum required hardware configurations, although several needed to purchase additional components, such as a sound card and speakers, or add storage capacity to their machines.  In a couple of cases, students purchased a computer specifically for this program.  All students had basic computer proficiency but few were familiar with multi-media software or web authoring and conferencing tools or with sending e-mail attachments. 

Internet access was not a problem for most students, although several discovered that their office computer network restricted access to the class site or that their commercial Internet service provider was not suited for the page layout and design of the program.  In these cases, technical support staff provided assistance to identify the problem and suggest solutions, including referral to other providers, including the university's modem pool (although only a few students made use of this free service because they would have incurred long-distance telephone charges).

All technological requirements were summarized and distributed to students prior to the first course, including a CD-ROM with all the required software that is available free of charge (shareware) or through university licensing agreements (see Figure 2).  

Insert Figure 2 about here

An on-line tutorial and practice sessions offered two weeks prior to the first course helped students to become familiar with the tools and techniques of on-line learning (see Figure 3). The tutorial included practice sessions and assignments, and offered many opportunities to receive feedback and technical assistance when needed.  The overall objective of the tutorial was to help students become proficient with all hardware and software requirements prior to the beginning of the first lesson. 

Insert Figure 3 about here

Despite the fact that most students had thought of themselves as fairly competent computer users, the support staff handled a large number of requests for technical assistance during the tutorial and indeed, the initial weeks of the first course.  Problems ranged from difficulties with loading or using software, to not having adequate Internet connectivity, to being unable to configure equipment.  Removing as many technological barriers as possible prior to the beginning of the actual program is critical to a successful start.  Where this is not done, this is likely to lead to dissatisfaction and frustration early in the program and a situation where the course content will take second place resulting in few students being able to meet the course schedule.  Of particular importance during this early stage of the program is the availability of a trained and motivated support staff able and willing to work with students in overcoming the many questions and possible problems related to the technological aspect of the on-line program. 

Distance Learning. A second issue related to preparing students for on-line learning concerned students' self-motivation and self-discipline, an issue that is addressed rarely in traditional classroom settings.  Although the course design included much feedback and interaction, the level of self-direction required to successfully participate in a distance course is substantially greater than in a traditional classroom environment.  To ensure the necessary level of self-direction, faculty took several measures.  First, the department, as a matter of policy, decided to restrict on-line degree programs to Master's students and exclude undergraduates.  This was based on the reasoning that graduate students might be more likely to possess the required study skills and levels of self-direction.  Second, during the introductory session, the instructor addressed issues of time management; scheduling; balance between work, home life, and time required for the course; and explained the necessary time and effort needed for successful completion of the course.  Further, students built informal networks, on-line and in person, and supported each other to a surprising degree throughout the course.  

Over time, the comfort level with the technology and distance learning increased for most students due to practice and to the extensive amount of individual support, hand-holding, and encouragement that the instructors, teaching assistants, and technical support staff provided. Being able to reach a competent and supportive person during business hours who could provide help and advice with most of the technical difficulties was very important.  Receiving prompt responses to e-mails and phone messages was equally important for students, particularly during the initial stages of the program.  Approaching students with an attitude of care and concern for their success was essential.  As a result, the retention rate of the first cohort was 88%, the second cohort 80%.  Of the students who discontinued, several are 'stop-outs', indicating the desire to continue at a later point in time because of current work and family related obligations.  Several other students indicated that they had already fulfilled their learning objectives related to professional development in HRD and were not interested in completing the entire sequence of courses required for the degree.  A small number of students, however, dropped out because they realized that they needed a more traditionally structured classroom environment for optimal learning success.
What organizational and pedagogical measures promote student learning during an on-line course?

As in a standard course, a syllabus served as a contract between the instructor and students regarding expectations, deadlines, and grading criteria.  The syllabus, however, was much more detailed than is often the case in a classroom environment where the instructor can answer ad-hoc questions and concerns.  The on-line syllabus contained a course map, a graphic representation of the course content as a way of tracking one's progress and learning what had been covered and what lay ahead (Figure 4).  

Insert Figure 4 about here

Week-by-week due dates for reading assignments, on-line lectures, assessments, and projects helped students keep track of their progress.  Students had to complete the projects, exams, activities, and assessments associated with a specific part of the course before they would be granted access to the subsequent content. 

The course material was structured clearly to facilitate learning and this course structure is the same for all courses in the program.  Each course consists of a number of sections, modules, and learning cycles, the smallest unit of organization.  Each learning cycle included a reading assignment, recorded lecture with overhead slides, and a learning activity.  Learning cycles were designed to require approximately 2 hours to complete. 

Learning activities included a brief assignment related to the content of the learning cycle.  In an example (Figure 5), for instance, the activity included downloading a brief video clip and completing a worksheet with a root cause analysis based on the information provided in the video.  The worksheet was then submitted to the instructor for feedback and grading.

Insert Figure 5 about here

Other examples of learning activities included team discussions on a given topic via web board conferencing and reviewing and providing feedback on peer assignments.  These activities were not graded, but submission was required, and they were counted toward the participation grade of the course.  Often, members were asked to provide feedback on each other’s work and providing feedback also counted towards the course participation grade.  At the module level, assignments were longer and more formal, consisting of multiple choice tests, essay questions, or brief papers.  The instructor graded these and posted the grades posted to database with web access with password restriction allowing students to access only their own grades.  To provide prompt feedback, grading and instructor comments on activities were generally provided within the following business day.

The synchronous hour, held weekly with participation by all students and led by the instructor, was a key event during each course that most closely imitated a traditional classroom environment.  The agenda for the session was distributed by e-mail in advance, covering general course information, a review of the material covered during the previous week, a summary of student questions and concerns, and a preview of the following week.  During the synchronous hour the instructor would use a microphone to communicate with students, while students would respond by typing and posting their responses or questions in real time to an electronic bulletin board.  

In addition to the structure provided by the course, students exhibited a surprising amount of ingenuity and resourcefulness to maximize their learning and overcome the limitations inherent in distance education.  Those who lived in close proximity to one another set up times to meet in person to discuss the course and complete assignments.  Students built informal networks with one another and communicated over the phone on course-related issues.  They related personal information over the chat board's "electronic café" and, in general, were very actively involved in building and sustaining a learning community and supporting each other in many professional and personal ways. 

While each course ended at a specific point in time, student learning and students' interest in the material did not adhere to the academic schedule.  Upon student request early in the first course, the course web sites and conference chat boards were kept open and available after the formal courses were completed.  This allowed students to review course materials and continue the professional and personal dialogue for several weeks after the formal end of each course.  As log-on statistics show, student participation in the web sites and chat boards remained high for some three to four weeks after the formal end of each course.

In comparison to traditional instruction, the following three areas emerged as requiring special attention:

On-line learning activities require greater levels of detail and specificity.  Because the instructor is not present, the material provided through the medium must serve as the source of all instructions and include all information and answers to potential questions students need to complete the activity.

Identifying the appropriate balance between collaborative and independent assignments is critical.  On-line students have the same, if not more, difficulties and challenges in finding time to meet with teammates to complete group assignments.  In our course design, approximately one-fourth of the weekly assignments were collaborative, one-half were independent, and the final one-fourth were a combination of independent and collaborative where students completed the majority of the assignment on their own and then discussed the outcomes briefly with their teammates.

The reporting and communicating processes need additional attention in the on-line setting.  In a traditional class, students can report out to the group, illustrate their work on flipchart paper, or produce some other product that is representative of the activity.  This is harder to replicate in the on-line environment.  Our primary means for student report-outs was the webboard where responses to independent and group activities could be posted for instructor feedback.  Where hard copies of assignments were required, students submitted these electronically and feedback was provided using the word processor’s ‘edit’ or ‘comment’ functions to type feedback into the document and return it electronically.  

Conclusions

On-line instruction presents many challenges when compared to traditional face-to-face instruction but also allows colleges and universities to reach a much broader and different audience than is possible using traditional delivery options.  Based on this department’s experience, on-line instruction can accomplish most of what is possible during traditional delivery and also add features and offer opportunities not found in face-to-face settings.  As instructors, we were positively surprised by the benefits of carefully designed and delivered instruction via the Internet, even though we had initially been critical of the limitations of distance education.  Surprisingly, the close attention to course content and pedagogy required for successful on-line design filtered back into the regular classroom, leading to improvements in the traditional instructional setting.  On occasion, the instructors were able to make use of on-line material, such as case studies, reference lists, and practice exercises in regular classes. 

The most important lessons that the authors took from pioneering on-line graduate instruction in a university setting include – 

· Most of the principles that make for effective classroom instruction also apply to on-line instruction. 

· Instructional delivery principles have to be followed more stringently because it is not possible to modify on-line instruction on the spot.

· Careful and complete disclosure of the level of technological literacy and hardware/software requirements is essential to create realistic expectations and help potential students make an informed decision whether this type of learning environment is appropriate for them.

· Instructors of on-line courses should emphasize the level of self-motivation and learning skills that are necessary to succeed in a distance education environment.  On-line learning might not be suited for every student, nor for all age groups.

· Competent technical support is essential to help students over the inevitable initial hurdles related to computer hardware, software, and use of technology.  An orientation period to become familiar with and practice on-line learning technology is an important part of an on-line program.  The orientation should be scheduled prior to the beginning of the actual course.

· Collaborative learning options should be utilized as much as possible to tap into students’ professional expertise and to overcome the isolation inherent in distance learning.

· Frequent and specific feedback to students is essential to provide accurate information regarding student performance.

· Student performance evaluation in on-line courses should use a variety of methods and will include fewer objective tests than in traditional settings.

· On-line learning environments allow participation for students unable to attend a traditional face-to-face university program.  


On-line teaching and learning is on the rise in both academic and corporate settings.  Because it represents a new phenomenon, there is much to be learned about on-line instruction.  Initial evidence shows that on-line education can be designed and delivered in such a way that it yields equal, if not superior results to students.  This article reported on one example of on-line learning and its lessons are hardly generalizable.  It does serve, however, to build the knowledge base in this new area of practice that eventually will lead to more rigorous studies needed to arrive at reliable knowledge on on-line teaching and learning.
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Table 1

Curriculum of the HRD On-line Master’s Program

Year 1:

Fall Semester: 

Issues and Developments in Education and Training:

a) Introduction to Human Resource Development

b) Business Principles for Human Resource Development Professionals

Spring Semester: 
Instructional Design for Business and Technical Settings 

Summer Semester: 
Instructional Technologies for Education and Training

Year 2: 

Fall Semester:

Organizational Development for Human Resource Professionals

Spring Semester:
Adult Learning and Development 

Summer Semester:
History and Philosophy of Work

Year 3: 

Fall Semester:

Evaluation of Education and Training Program 

Spring Semester:
Strategic Planning for Human Resource Development

Summer Semester:
International Human Resource Development

Table 2

Demographic Description of On-line HRD Students

	
	Cohort 1 (16 Students)
	Cohort 2 (28 Students)

	Age


Mean


	38
	39

	Gender


% Male


% Female
	21

79
	32

68

	Ethnicity


% White


% Black


% Latino/a


% Asian
	69

25

6
	82

14

4


Figure 1

Table of Contents of the “Frequently Asked Questions” Web Page

1. About the HRD On-line Program

2. Technology Requirements

3. Registration Information

4. About Courses

5. What if I have other questions?

Figure 2

Software Requirements

Required: 

Microsoft Word, WordPerfect, or another word processing program capable of saving files in RTF (Rich Text Format) 

Microsoft PowerPoint or PowerPoint Viewer 

Internet access software  

Web browser capable of supporting Java and JavaScript -- Netscape 3.0 or newer, Internet Explorer 4.0 or newer. 

Email software or a Web browser capable of supporting email activity, including sending/receiving attached files. 

- Eudora Pro is available free to University of Illinois students -- including students enrolled in HRD On-line. 

RealPlayer (a Web browser plug-in for playing audio and video excerpts) 

Telnet (to conduct on-line library searches) 

Additional Software Recommendations: 

PowerPoint version 7.0 (for IBM) / version 4.0 (for Mac) or newer 

Spreadsheet software such as Microsoft Excel or Lotus 1-2-3 

Database software such as Microsoft Access or FileMaker Pro

Figure 3

Table of Contents of the HRD On-line Tutorial

1. Learning the on-line terminology

2. Accessing and navigating course content using the on-line ID and password

3. Accessing and posting a message to the course WebBoard

4. Playing a course-related multi-media file using RealPlayer

5. Sending an e-mail message and attached files to HRD on-line

6. Using AOL Instant Messenger

7. Preparing for the student orientation chat by accessing the synchronous space

Figure 4

Curriculum Map for Course “Introduction to Human Resource Development”











Figure 5

Sample Learning Cycle Overview Page

Identifying Root Causes and Types of Performance Problems

Overview
In Learning Cycle 1, we discussed the definition and nature of a performance problem. In this learning cycle, we begin to gain a better understanding of the performance problem by looking at four root causes and the specific symptoms associated with each.

Reading Assignment
Before you begin this learning cycle, review: 

· Chapter 2: Rothwell, W. J., & Kazanas, H. C. (1998). Instructional design: Oriented to finding and applying the most cost-effective solutions to human performance problems. In Mastering the instructional design process: A systematic approach (2nd ed.) pp 12-13. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 

· Chapter 3: Rothwell, W. J., & Kazanas, H. C. (1998). Determining projects appropriate for instructional design solutions. In Mastering the instructional design process: A systematic approach (2nd ed.) pp 33-49. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

[image: image1]
Content
The content for this learning cycle can be found in Chapters 2 and 3 of the Rothwell and Kazanas textbook. The lecture is delivered in 2 different formats: a pre-lecture reading (text only) and the lecture (the audio with PowerPoint, a transcription of the lecture, and a Powerpoint file). Click on the icons to access the materials.

	Learning Activity 
The learning activity associated with this learning cycle is an application exercise to be developed individually. Specifically, you will test your own understanding of different performance problems by identifying them in a given situation. For specific instructions on how to develop and submit this activity click on the Next Page icon.

Deadline

The deadline for completing this learning cycle is stated in the Master Schedule. 

[image: image2]
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Online Instructional Delivery: Lessons from the Instructor's Perspective

Abstract

This article reflects the perspectives of university instructors who successfully delivered two graduate courses in human resource development. Contrasting traditional classroom practices and online instruction, the authors focus on the preparation of students for learning online and the pedagogical and organizational measures that proved effective. The results show key areas of similarity and difference compared to traditional instruction. They include the need for thoroughly preparing students prior to the course, for meticulously adhering to instructional design and adult learning principles, and for measuring student achievement in innovative ways.  The rigors of online design and instruction also resulted in improvements in residential course delivery.

The increase in online academic programs has been noted across curricula.  Internet-based graduate degrees and certificates can now be earned in many field and areas, among them public affairs and administration (Rahm and Reed 1997); leadership (Cini 1998); and education (Miller 1998).  Yet, as with all new technologies, many of the issues surrounding the effective implementation of online instruction have not been explored sufficiently.  Especially lacking is research on successful delivery strategies for online instruction.  This paper will begin to fill this gap by offering faculty perspectives and suggestions based on experiences gained from teaching in an online graduate program at a large mid-western university. While there is a voluminous literature on instructional delivery in traditional settings (for example, Silberman, 1998; Driscoll, 1994; Renner, 1994; Powers, 1992), this paper takes a non-traditional focus presenting the reflections and experiences of faculty and instructional staff with online instruction and comparing and contrasting conventional class-room teaching and this novel form of graduate education.

Given the dearth of research, the focus of this paper is on the question of what constitutes effective online instructional delivery for academic graduate programs.  In particular, we will address the following questions:

1. How do faculty prepare students for learning online?

2. What organizational and pedagogical measures promote student learning during an online course?

This paper is based on the experiences and insights gained from delivering the first two online courses in a sequence of eight leading to a Master’s of Education degree in Human Resource Development (HRD) at a large Midwestern university. As university faculty for whom online instruction was a novel task and whose primary teaching responsibilities consist of traditional classroom instruction, we approach these research questions from a comparative angle, emphasizing similarities and differences of teaching online and in a conventional classroom setting. 

Program Description

In the summer of 1998, the university's HRD department began the first online program. The degree program mirrored closely the content, structure, and requirements of the on-campus program.  Course development consisted of adapting existing courses to the online format. This program was the first of its kind to be offered in the department and college.
The program was designed for students to take one course per semester, including summers, resulting in an overall program length of 2 1/2 years.  Recruitment for the online program began in the spring of 1998 and was targeted towards the professional HRD community in a metropolitan area previously served through a traditional off-campus program. Despite the short time frame and limited marketing efforts, the HRD department received some 40 completed applications and accepted 25 students to begin their online program in early June 1998.  

The majority of the students were mid-career professionals working in a variety of HRD related functions with large public and private employers.  These professionals sought career advancement and up-to-date knowledge. Several other students were career changers or had retired from a previous career. Their average age was 38 (range: 21 to 49) and 17 of the 25 students were female.  The ethnic backgrounds of students were White, Hispanic, and African-American.

The first course, Training in Business and Industry, provided an introductory and broad overview of the field of HRD. It carried a full-semester credit but was taught in a condensed mode over a six-week period during the summer and required students to spend about 20 hours per week on the course. The course was taught in a mixed mode with two face-to-face meetings (first and last day of class) and online instruction that included both synchronous (real-time) and asynchronous (delayed time) instruction. 
The second course, Instructional Design for Business and Technical Settings, addressed issues of instructional design and adult learning for HRD professionals and was taught during the subsequent fall semester of sixteen weeks.  It required about eight hours of students’ time per week and did not include any face-to-face meetings.  

Each course was taught by a faculty member and a graduate teaching assistant. There was a group of technical support staff consisting of a Visiting Assistant Professor and several graduate students with expertise in web design and development.  The purpose of the technical support team was to ensure that all of the technology was in place and working properly for delivering the course as well as to trouble-shoot during course delivery.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this paper is drawn primarily from the distance education literature. While online instruction differs in several significant ways from traditional instruction, the overarching goals of designing and delivering effective learning opportunities for students to reach their learning goals remains the same.

Merriam and Brockett (1997, 8) define adult education as “activities intentionally designed for the purpose of bringing about learning”.  These activities should be designed in such a way that they allow the “integrity of every learner to be sustained while each person attains relevant educational success and mobility” (Wlodkowski and Ginsberg, 1995, 18).  While this is a challenging task within the traditional setting, it is viewed by many as being a challenging task within the online setting (Conlon 1997; Hannun and Briggs 1982; Relan and Gillani 1997).  However, a recent study (Johnson, Aragon, Shaik, and Palma-Rivas 1999) has offered support for online instruction by revealing no significant differences in learning outcomes and products between a traditional and online course.

In professional education and training, the role of instruction, in general, is to increase the potential for successful practice by providing deliberate and systematic learning opportunities (Powers 1992). Consequently, the role of instructors is to create opportunities that enable learners to meet their specific learning needs (Renner 1994).  The task for the instructor, then, is to identify the instructional strategies and methods most conducive to learning goals (Driscoll 1994). Bonk and Reynolds (1997) summarized the many approaches available to promote idea generation, planning, organization, critique, and reflection. They also identified techniques for stimulating and maintaining creative thinking, critical thinking, and cooperative and collaborative learning.  The challenge for instructors, therefore, is to find ways of meeting the development and education needs of professionals through alternative delivery modes (such as online instruction) while, at the same time, maintaining the integrity of university courses.

Results

Huang (1997) noted that instructors face many challenges with online instruction.  Positive interaction between learners and instructors during the implementation of online instruction is considered vital to successful learning outcomes (Berge 1996).  This section represents the insights, experiences, and suggestions of the faculty members, teaching assistants, and technical support staff directly responsible for teaching the two courses.  

The information presented in this section was collected through formally and informally structured methods.  Information was collected through written logs; interviews with staff and students; formative and summative course evaluations; reviews of communication between students with instructional staff and among students themselves (electronically, in person, and by telephone); observations and experiences of the instructors and teaching assistants; and individual and joint reflection.  These data were collected before, during, and after course delivery.

How do faculty prepare students for online learning?

Technology. In traditional classroom instruction, there is very little preparation of students, and it is assumed that students are fully and competently prepared to participate in the course. Online learning, on the other hand, requires a set of skills, knowledge, and abilities that students are not readily prepared for. Preparation for the technical aspects as well as for the distance learning mode is required. 

Preparation began with "truth in advertising", that is with clearly addressing the online nature of the course and its technological and motivational requirements in the promotional materials distributed to potential students. In written program brochures and when talking to potential students in person and over the phone, faculty and staff emphasized the nature and requirements of this program.  On many occasions, potential students needed fairly extensive individual counseling over the phone to determine whether this type of course was right for them. Typical questions related to the level of hardware and software knowledge required; type of hardware and internet access needed; the extent to which faculty and fellow students would be able to interact; the level of support that could be expected from the university; and the number of hours the course would require.  To answer many of the routine questions, the department created a Frequently Asked Question webpage and referred potential students to this site for answers to the most common question. Despite this resource, however, there was a large amount of one-on-one conversation and counseling regarding the program. The course offered many working students a maximum of flexibility in terms of time and location, but despite this, several students decided that online learning was not the most suitable route and that a more traditional classroom program would be more appropriate for them. The department, despite several students deciding against the program, saw this early information and selection process as beneficial, because it allowed students an informed decision and ensured a lower level of "buyer's remorse", that is dissatisfied students who should not have started the program in the first place.

To assess the level of technical knowledge and equipment in greater detail, the department mailed a survey to students accepted to the program just prior to the first course.  This survey asked for students' level of computer literacy, hardware configuration, and internet access.

The survey revealed that all students owned or had regular access to a personal computer at home or at their workplace.  Most students superceded the minimum required hardware configurations, although several needed to purchase additional components, such as a sound card and speakers, or add storage capacity to their machines. In a couple of cases, students purchased a computer specifically for this program.  All students had basic computer proficiency but few were familiar with multi-media software or web authoring and conferencing tools or with sending e-mail attachments. 

Internet access was not a problem for most students, although several discovered that their office computer network restricted access to the class site or that their commercial Internet service provider was not suited for the page layout and design of the program. In these cases, technical support staff provided assistance to identify the problem and suggest solutions, including referral to other providers, including the university's modem pool (although only a few students made use of this free service because they would have incurred long-distance telephone charges.)

All technological requirements were summarized and distributed to students prior to the first course, including addresses for downloading commercial software, most of which was available for free on the Internet or through university licensing agreements.  A one-day meeting at a university site served to introduce students to the hardware and software required for the course. The meeting took place in the computer lab where each student had access to a workstation and was able to log onto the course web site, practice accessing the course web site, and receive help from technical support staff. Several students brought their own laptop computer to the introductory session. 

Despite the fact that most students had thought of themselves as fairly competent computer users, the support staff handled a large number of requests for technical assistance during the initial weeks of the course.  Problems ranged from difficulties with loading or using software, to not having adequate Internet connectivity, to being unable to configure their equipment.  The number of technical problems was so great during the first two weeks of the course that the course content actually took second place and few students were able to adhere to the course schedule. As a result, the instructor modified the schedule and several assignments.  

Distance Learning. A second issue related to preparing students for online learning concerned students' self-motivation and self-discipline, another issue that is addressed rarely in traditional classroom settings.  Although the course design included much feedback and interaction, the level of self-direction required to successfully participate in a distance course is substantially greater than in a traditional classroom environment. To ensure the necessary level of self-direction, faculty took several measures. First, the department, as a matter of policy, decided to restrict online degree programs to master's students and exclude undergraduates. This was based on the reasoning that graduate students might be more likely to possess the required study skills and levels of self-direction.  Second, during the introductory session, the instructor addressed issues of time management; scheduling; balance between work, home life, and time required for the course; and explained the necessary time and effort needed for successful completion of the course. Further, students built informal networks, online and in person, and supported each other to a surprising degree throughout the course.  

Over time, the comfort level with the technology and distance learning increased for most students due, in large part, to the extensive amount of individual support, hand-holding, and encouragement that the instructors, teaching assistants, and technical support staff provided. Being able to reach a competent and supportive person during regular business hours who could provide help and advice with most of the technical difficulties was very important. Receiving prompt answers to e-mails and phone messages was equally important.  Approaching students with an attitude of care and concern for their success was essential.  As a result, 16 of the 22 students initially admitted completed the first course. Of the six dropouts, three continued the program with the second course, and two decided to continue the program at a later point in time, citing unexpectedly high work demands or family reasons. Only one person dropped out permanently because she realized that she needed a more traditionally structured classroom environment.
What organizational and pedagogical measures promote student learning during an online course?

Just like in a standard course, a syllabus served as a contract between the instructor and students regarding expectations, deadlines, and grading criteria. The syllabus, however, was much more detailed than is often the case in a classroom environment where the instructor can answer ad-hoc questions and concerns. The online syllabus contained a course map, a graphic representation of the course content as a way of tracking one's progress and learning what had been covered and what lay ahead. Week-by-week due dates for reading assignments, online lectures, assessments, and projects helped students pace themselves. Students had to complete the projects, exams, activities, and assessments associated with a specific part of the course before they would be granted access to the subsequent content. 

The course material was structured clearly to facilitate learning and this course structure was the same for both courses (and all other courses in the program).  Each course consisted of a number of sections, modules, and learning cycles, the smallest unit of organization. Each learning cycle included a reading assignment, recorded lecture with overhead slides, and a learning activity. Learning cycles were designed to require approximately 2 hours to complete. 

Learning activities included a brief assignment related to the content of the learning cycle.  Examples included team discussions on a given topic via web board conferencing and reviewing and providing feedback on peer assignments. These assignments were not graded, but had to be submitted to the instructor. Wherever possible, team members were involved in providing feedback to each other regarding an individual's activity or assignment.  At the module level, assignments were longer and more formal, consisting of multiple choice tests, essay questions, or brief papers. The instructor graded these and the grades posted to database where access was restricted to one's own grades. To provide prompt feedback, grading and instructor comments on activities were generally provided within the following business day.

The synchronous hour, held weekly with participation by all students and led by the instructor was a key event during each course that most closely imitated a traditional classroom environment. The agenda for the session was distributed in advance, covering general course information, a review of the material covered during the previous week, a summary of student questions and concerns, and a preview of the following week. The instructor would use a microphone to communicate with students, while students would respond by typing and posting their responses or questions to an electronic bulletin board.  

In addition to the structure provided by the course, students exhibited a surprising amount of ingenuity and resourcefulness to maximize their learning and overcome the limitations inherent in distance education. Those who lived in close proximity set up times to meet in person to discuss the course and complete assignments.  Students built informal networks with one another and communicated over the phone on course-related issues. They related personal information over the chat board's "electronic café" and, in general, were very actively involved in building and sustaining a learning community and supporting each other in many professional and personal ways. 

While each of the two course ended at a specific point in time, student learning and students' interest in the material did not adhere to the academic schedule. Upon student request early in the first course, the course web sites and conference chat boards were kept open and available even after the formal courses were completed. This allowed students to review course materials and continue the professional and personal dialogue for several weeks after the formal end of each course. As log-on statistics show, student participation in the web sites and chat boards remained high for some three to four weeks after the formal end of each course.

In comparison to traditional instruction, the following three areas emerged as requiring special attention:

Online learning activities require greater levels of detail and specificity.  Because the instructor is not present, the material provided through the medium must serve as the source of all instructions and include all information and answers to potential questions students need to complete the activity.

Identifying the appropriate balance between collaborative and independent assignments is critical.  Online students have the same, if not more, difficulties and challenges in finding time to meet with teammates to complete group assignments.  In our course design, approximately one-fourth of the weekly assignments were collaborative, one-half were independent, and the final one-fourth were a combination of independent and collaborative where students completed the majority of the assignment on their own and then discussed the outcomes briefly with their teammates.

The reporting and communicating processes need additional attention in the online setting.  In a traditional class, students can report out to the group, illustrate their work on flipchart paper, or produce some other product that is representative of the activity.  This is harder to replicate in the online environment.  Our primary means for student report-outs was the webboard where responses to independent and group activities could be posted for instructor feedback.  Where hardcopies of assignments were required, students submitted these electronically and feedback provided using the ‘edit’ or ‘comment’ function to type feedback into the document and return it electronically. A database contained the grades for each assignment and was access-restricted to the student and instructional staff.

Conclusions

Online instruction presents many challenges when compared to traditional face-to-face instruction but also allows colleges and universities to reach a much broader and different audience than is possible using traditional delivery options.  Based on this department’s experience, online instruction can accomplish most of what is possible during traditional delivery and also add features and offer opportunities not found in face-to-face settings.  Both instructors, though initially critical of the limitations of distance education, were positively surprised by the benefits of carefully designed and delivered instruction via the Internet.  Surprisingly, the close attention to course content and pedagogy required for successful online design filtered back into the regular classroom, leading to improvements in the traditional instructional setting. On occasion, the instructors were able to make use of online material, such as case studies, reference lists, and practice exercises in regular classes. 

The most important lessons that the authors took from pioneering online graduate instruction in a university setting include – 

· Most of the principles that make for effective classroom instruction also apply to online instruction. 

· Instructional delivery principles have to be followed more stringently because it is not possible to modify online instruction on the spot.

· Careful and complete disclosure of the level of technological literacy and hardware/software requirements is essential to create realistic expectations and help potential students make informed decision whether this type of learning environment is appropriate for them.

· Instructors of online courses should emphasize the level of self-motivation and learning skills that are necessary to succeed in a distance education environment. Online learning might not be suited for every student nor for all age groups.

· Competent technical support is essential to help students over the inevitable initial hurdles related to computer hardware, software, and use of technology.  An orientation period to become familiar with and practice online learning technology is an important part of an online program. The orientation should be scheduled prior to the beginning of the actual course.

· Collaborative learning options should be utilized as much as possible to tap into students’ professional expertise and to overcome the isolation inherent in distance learning.

· Frequent and specific feedback to students is essential to provide accurate information regarding student performance.

· Performance evaluation in online courses should use a variety of methods and will include fewer objective tests than in traditional settings.


Online teaching and learning is on the rise in both academic and corporate settings. Because it represents a new phenomenon, there is much to be learned about the differences between it and traditional learning. Initial evidence shows that online education can be designed and delivered in such a way that it yields equal, if not superior results to students.  This paper reported on one example of online learning and its lessons are hardly generalizable.  It does serve, however, to build the knowledge base in this new area of practice that eventually will lead to more rigorous studies needed to arrive at reliable knowledge on online teaching and learning.
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