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Abstract

The introduction ofcomputer and communications technology, and particularly

the internet, into education has opened up some new possibilities for teaching and

learning. Courses designed and delivered in an online environment offer the possibility

of highly interactive and individually focussed teaching and learning experiences.

However, online courses also present new challenges for both teachers and students.

A qualitative study was conducted to explore teachers' perceptions about the

similarities and differences in teaching in the online and face-to-face (F2F) environments.

Focus group discussions were held with 5 teachers; 2 teachers were interviewed in depth.

The participants, 3 female and 2 male, were full-time teachers from a large College of

Applied Arts & Technology in southern Ontario. Each ofthem had over 10 years of F2F

teaching experience and each had been involved in the development and teaching of at

least one online course. i
- -;

The study focussed on how teaching in the online environment compares with

teaching in the F2F environment, what roles teachers and students adopt in each setting,

what learning communities mean online and F2F and how they are developed, and how

institutional policies, procedures, and infrastructure affect teaching and learning F2F and

online. This study was emic in nature, that is the teachers' words determine the themes

identified throughout the study.

The factors identified as affecting teaching in an online environment included

teacher issues such as course design, motivation to teach online, teaching style, role,

characteristics or skills, and strategies. Student issues as perceived by the teachers





included learning styles, role, and characteristics or skills. As well, technology issues

such as a reliable infrastructure, clear role and responsibilities for maintaining the

infrastructure, support, and multimedia capability affected teaching online. Finally,

administrative policies and procedures, including teacher selection and training,

registration and scheduling procedures, intellectual property and workload policies, and

the development and communication of a comprehensive strategic plan were found to

impact on teaching online.

The teachers shared some ofthe benefits they perceived about teaching online as

well as some of the challenges they had faced and challenges they perceived students had

faced online. Overall, the teachers feh that there were more similarities than differences

in teaching between the two environments, with the main differences being the change

from F2F verbal interactions involving body language to online written interactions

without body language cues, and the fundamental reliance on technology in the online

environment. These findings support previous research in online teaching and learning,

and add teachers' perspectives on the factors that stay the same and the factors that

change when moving from a F2F environment to an online environment.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM

Introduction

This study explored teachers' perceptions ofthe similarities and differences

inherent in teaching in an online environment and a face-to-face (F2F) classroom

environment. A qualitative approach was used, based on focus group discussions and in-

depth interviews with college practitioners experienced in both the classroom setting and

the online medium. The focus was to explore the perceived effect when teaching and

learning moves from a F2F classroom to an online medium from the perspective of

teachers who have taught courses in both media. " '' 't r", • ; u; n
,

<•

The introduction of computer technology, and particularly the Internet, into

education has opened up some new possibilities for teaching and learning interactions.

Although there is no clear consensus regarding the benefits computer and communication

technology may bring to education, there is cautious optimism in the literature as to its

potential (Garrison, 1997; Hara& Kling, 1999; Harasim, 1987; Kaye, 1989; Kilian, 1997,

Spencer, 1998). It has redefined what distance means and reduced the impact of time and

space constraints for learners. The Internet has had a significant impact on the field of

distance education in particular. Courses that previously offered a primarily paper-based

interaction with telephone access between teacher and student can now offer an online

discussion environment with interaction among students as well as between students and

teachers (Garrison, 1997; Schrum, 1998; Spencer, 1998).

A wide spectrum of possibilities are available for incorporating technology such

as the Internet into education. At one end of the spectrum, there can be courses that have





a website to archive course materials after they have been presented in a F2F classroom,

and at the other end, there can be courses with participants in widely disparate

geographical locations with all communication among them occurring over the Internet.

One may consider different levels ofweb-based or online courses: online materials used

as supplemental information, a mix of supplemental and core material online in addition

to F2F classes, core material online in addition to F2F classes, and all material and

interaction online without any F2F interaction. Courses at different points on this

continuum can all be referred to as online courses, but the extent of the online component

can differ greatly. Besides the term "online," the terminology describing courses using or

involving the Internet in some form for delivery or as elements of the curriculum also

includes terms like distance courses, distributed courses, computer-mediated

communication, web-based courses, and computer-conferencing courses (Bates, 1 997;

Davie, 1988, Eastmond, 1998; Mason & Kaye, 1989).

Eastmond (1998) uses the term "distance courses" to describe a situation with

little or no F2F contact between teachers and students and presents a three-level typology

for integrating the Internet into these courses. Type I represents traditional paper-based

distance education supplemented with Internet activities, such as email exchanges with

instructors and other students. Type II represents a text-based computer conferencing

environment as well as printed course guides and textbooks. Type III represents virtual

courses and institutions, incorporating multimedia resources and a web-based interface

with online academic and administrative services. <

Mason (1998) offers a similar framework of three models for online courses, but

bases the classification on the proportion of course work that is done online rather than
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primarily on the types of materials or media used in the course. The first model is called

the Content + Support Model, which consists of the course content (often print, possibly

web-based) and tutorial support (email or computer conferencing); the online component

accounts for 20% of the students' time in the course (Mason, 1998). The second model is

the Wrap Around Model, in which activities and discussions are "wrapped around"

existing materials such as CD-ROM resources; in this model, the predetermined content

occupies 50% of students' time, and online discussions make up the other $0% of the

course time. The third model is the Integrated Model, which consists of online

collaborative activities, with the course content developing dynamically based on group

discussions; the whole course in this model is conducted in the online environment.

Classification schemes such as these are usefiil in that they may help clarify what

is meant by a term like "online course." The courses that were the basis ofthe teachers'

explorations in this study were primarily Type III (Eastmond, 1998) or Integrated Model

(Mason, 1998) courses, incorporating online discussions and without any scheduled F2F

meetings. Therefore, for the purposes of this study, the term "online course" will be used

to describe a course conducted entirely over the Internet with no F2F meetings or

interaction.

Teaching and learning in the online environment present important differences in

the teaching and learning transaction as compared to a F2F classroom (Garrison, 1997;

Kaye, 1989; Spencer, 1998). Two differences integral to the process of online learning

are that participants do not meet in a physical space to interact with one another or with

the course material, and the interaction changes from being primarily verbal to being

primarily written. Therefore, students and teachers engaging in online teaching and
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learning need to develop new ways to interact with course materials and with one another

in the online environment. This new environment and the increasing participation of

teachers and students in online discussion require that both parties develop a sound

understanding of the processes required for an effective educational exchange in this

environment. The intention of this study was to explore, from teachers' perspectives,

whether there are changes to the teaching process, to the roles of the participants, to the

meaning and development of learning communities (groups of individuals assembled to

collaborate in a learning experience), and to the requirements for administrative policies,

procedures, and technological infrastructure when teaching and learning moves from a

F2F setting to an online environment. ^' '
.

Background ofthe Problem

The problem addressed in this study was to explore teachers' perceptions of the

similarities and differences in teaching in an online environment and a F2F environment.

The importance of the study was to identify the issues and challenges inherent in teaching

in the online environment and how those compared with the F2F environment. One of the

main challenges teachers face is how to engage all the students in the online environment,

with all students having different learning styles, different comfort levels in

communicating through writing, different levels of technological experience, and

different levels of self-direction. There are a number of the questions that need to be

addressed relating to technology in education. For example, we need to explore what we

know about online teaching and learning, what the benefits are, what the potential is,

what we can do with what we do know, what we can expect for online courses, and what

needs to be researched. The intent of this study was to add to that exploration.





Online courses are often considered a new version of courses in the field of

distance education. Although largely considered "distance" courses, they are

increasingly offered to on-campus students as well, to meet access and flexibility needs

of students. The growth of distance education has been attributed to various factors,

particularly meeting the needs of aduh learners in terms of flexibility of time and

geography, alleviating the need for institutions to find more physical classroom space,

and fulfilling institutional goals of reaching beyond their traditional geographically based

market (Bates, 1997; Oblinger, 2000; Schrum, 1998). "Distance education" is often

defined as instruction delivered to one or more individuals over a distance using one or

more media (Sherron & Boettcher, 1997; U.S. Department of Educafion, 1999). The

predominant model for distance education for many years was the use of textbooks and

other text-based study materials with some form of student support, such as telephone or

mail contact with an instructor (Beller & Or, 1998; Schrum, 1998; Sherron & Boettcher,

1997). Other forms included radio 'and audio cassettes. This model usually did not

include an interactive component such as group projects, but instead usually required that

students work independently and often in isolation from other students.

In order to enrich the quality of distance education, and particularly the quality of

the interaction between the learner and the learning materials, educators have explored a

variety of technological components such as electronic mail, one-way or two-way audio

and/or video contact (conferencing or prerecorded), muhimedia such as CD-ROMs,

asynchronous and synchronous communication over the Internet between students and

instructors, and virtual learning environments (VLEs) (Milligan, 1999; Sherron &

Boettcher, 1 997). A VLB refers to a virtual integrated teaching/learning environment
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which consists of a variety of components to help manage and deliver online teaching and

learning. Several VLEs are available commercially, such as WebCT®, Lotus

LearningSpace®, and Blackboard®, while others can be created as customized

environments within institutions (Stiles, 2000). Milligan (1999) lists a set of components

that are often integrated in a VLE. These include

• gateway to the Internet, with hyperlink capability,

• delivery and management of course materials,

• security control (password access), ;
t -. -

• administrative functions (student tracking, grading functions),

• assessment (often formative for self-assessment), "
'

'

• communication functions (for teachers and students),

• file sharing and storage for student documents,

• support functions (online help about the course environment), and

• other course resources (frequently asked questions, library databases, etc.).

The particular components an institution or teacher decides to include in a VLE may

depend on cost or accessibility issues or it may depend on what features are available

with that particular VLE. For example, the use of audio/video conferencing may require

equipment that is sophisticated and costly, and so students may not be able to access the

materials because of their computer equipment or because of bandwidth considerations,

for instance.

The communication functions in a VLE include the ability for students to

communicate with one another either in "real time" by all being logged simultaneously

into a common, usually text-based environment over the Internet (synchronous
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discussion), or in "delayed time" by leaving messages in a common space for others to

read when they log onto the course (asynchronous discussion). All messages sent to

asynchronous discussion forums are stored for the duration of the course (or longer,

depending on storage space and other institutional policies), and depending on the

software used, these messages can be sorted or threaded according to topic to make the

discussions easier to follow. Also depending on the software, synchronous discussions

may be stored in archival form or may exist only while participants are logged onto the

discussion. While incorporating these types of technologies has the potential to create

effective teaching and learning environments, the value of adding these various

technologies into education has varied widely and has depended on the vision of the

educators and administrators involved in the implementation (Kaye, 1989).

Some ofthe literature on distance education distinguishes between truly distance

education and distributed education, with distance education referring to those teaching

and learning interactions involving ofF-campus or remote learners, and distributed

education referring to teaching and learning interactions involving on-campus or

"residential" students, and incorporating instructional technologies (Bates, 1 997;

Hawkins, 1999). Bates (1997) and Ragan (1999) suggest that a blurring is occurring in

the distinction between distance and campus-based teaching and learning, particularly in

the case of web-based or online courses, leading to the convergence of these two

previously separate institutional operations. This is due to the possibility that in any

given online course, there can be "traditional" day-time students as well as traditionally

"distance" students enrolled in the same course. This convergence will require

institutions to rethink some of their policies and procedures related to offering courses.
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8

Moving teaching and learning to a new medium brings the potential for change in

the teaching and learning process, in the roles of the participants, and in the interactions

among participants (Garrison, 1997; Mason & Kaye, 1989). Some of these may be

perceived by stakeholders as improvements, while others may be perceived as challenges.

The online medium is no exception. The move from paper-based distance education

courses to online courses has been accompanied by a change in the types of interactions

possible, from primarily teacher-student and student-material types of interactions to

including also student-student interactions. This move has also allowed the development

of many-to-many communication for distance learners, who previously were isolated

from other learners and had access to feedback from their teachers but rarely from other

students (Davie, 1988). The student-student type of interaction allows for collaboration

among learners in the teaching and learning process, which has great potential for

increasing the quality of experiences in distance education.

The interactions possible for courses conducted in the online environment can

also be different from those occurring in a F2F environment. Although students in F2F

classes often have the opportunity to engage with one another's ideas verbally,

interacting with peers in the online, written environment is qualitatively different and has

the potential for a comparable or an even greater level of interaction (Garrison, 1997;

Rogers & Wells, 1997). Online discussion has been found to encourage the social

construction of meaning in various situations, which is a feature of online learning that

has educators hopeful about this medium (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff, 1995; Kaye,

1989). While simply using the technology will not guarantee that constructivist

approaches or methods will result, the technology can be effectively used for
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constructivist and collaborative interactions, provided the educational experience is

created and implemented with this teaching and learning approach in mind (Garrison,

1997).

On the other hand, online courses also introduce substantial challenges for

students and teachers. Participating in an online course requires that even before students

can begin learning the course material, they must first learn a new process for learning

and communicating (written synchronous or asynchronous communication rather than

verbal communication), and for many students, new software must be acquired and

learned to accommodate such discussions (Harasim et al., 1995; Kaye, 1989). As well,

there are the inevitable computer or network technological frustrations that need to be

addressed in order for students to be able to participate fully in online courses. These can

include difficulty connecting to the course site due to hardware or software problems at

the student's end or at the institution's end, problems with passwords or other security

features to access course sites, and incompatibility of software used by students and

teachers. Once a problem has been encountered by students, they may feel it is their

fauh, raising issues of competence and efficacy. Many of these challenges are shared by

teachers in an online environment as well.

Teachers are pressured to integrate technology into their teaching from a variety

of sources, such as Ministry of Education requirements and competition from local and

global, public and private institutions. In order for teachers versed in the ways of a F2F

classroom environment to move to an online environment, the differences between the

two environments must be initially identified. Once there is an understanding of what

differences exist, teachers can plan for how to take advantage of the positive features and
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diminish the anticipated challenges for students. One of the problems with technology

has been that technology has evolved faster than educators' strategies for using it

effectively, and so there is a need to develop these strategies and approaches. Teachers

could greatly benefit from experiencing the differences between an online and F2F

environment from a learner perspective and reflecting on these differences before moving

their practice into the online environment. Often pressures from administration to

implement online courses as quickly as possible limit the amount of time and energy

teachers have for experiencing and reflecting on these differences. This study was

intended to provide teachers who have recently moved or are about to move their F2F

classroom practice to the online medium with reflections on the similarities and

differences in teaching in the two settings as well as insights or possible strategies for

using the online medium, from practitioners who have experience in both environments.

Statement of the Problem Situation

The study was conducted at a College of Applied Arts &. Technology in southern

Ontario. Educational practitioners who had experience in both the F2F classroom setting

and the online setting were selected to share their perceptions ofhow teaching compares

in the two environments. The courses they taught were part of college programs, and

these courses were conducted entirely in the online environment, with no F2F class

meetings involved. .n m ;c»-' . ? c .

Some of the teachers who were interviewed taught courses that were part of a

program created to help prepare practitioners for developing and delivering curriculum in

an online environment. The other teachers in the study developed and taught online

versions of other college courses previously offered only in a F2F mode. Some of the
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courses were offered through fiill-time studies at the college, while others were in part-

time studies offered through the Continuing Education area. Inclusion of courses from

both these areas of the college increased the likelihood that the students in the courses

would be at various stages in their aduh lives and would likely represent a variety of

learning styles. This was important in that included in the topics explored by the teachers

in the study were issues related to characteristics of successful online students and issues

related to the use of the online medium to accommodate various learning styles and

create individualized learning experiences. Adult development theory suggests we learn

differently depending on our current level or phase of adult experience (Merriam &

Caffarella, 1991). Therefore, the current stage of the students' adult experience as they

participated in an online course may have affected their level of motivation, discipline,

and overall reaction to the course. The broad range of online teaching experiences gained

by the teachers in the study allowed for a thoughtful exploration of online teaching issues

and the identification of a variety of strategies used by the teachers in promoting learning

for various types of learners and learning styles in an online setting.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore how the process of teaching compared in

an online setting with that of a F2F classroom setting, from the emic perspective of

teachers who have taught in both settings. Studies from an emic perspective use the

words of the participants to describe the participants' realities (McMillan & Schumacher,

1997). This approach was needed for this study in order to learn from the teachers'

experiences in the online environment and how those experiences compared with the F2F

environment. The discussion and ideas suggested by the teachers in the study will be of
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use to practitioners who have recently moved, are preparing to move, or are considering

moving a course to the online environment. The main focus was to explore from

teachers' perspectives whether the teaching process, the participant roles, the meaning

and development of a learning community, and the requirements for administrative

policies, procedures, and technological infrastructure in the online environment are

similar or different from the F2F classroom environment. These findings, together with

insights from the literature on teaching and learning online and adult education, led to the

identification of implications and recommendations for practice and future research.

Research Questions

There were a number of questions addressed during the data collection stage of

the study. The following questions formed the main focus of the study.

1

.

How is teaching similar and/or different in the online and F2F classroom

settings?

2. How are participant roles in an online teaching and learning experience similar

to and/or different from the roles in a F2F classroom teaching and learning experience?

3. What are the characteristics of a learning community in an online environment

as compared to in a F2F environment and how is a learning community established?

4. How do the existing policies, procedures, and technological infrastructure at

the college affect teaching online?

The Instrumentation section discusses additional questions that were addressed during the

study.
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Rationale

There is increasing pressure in the educational system in North America from

different stakeholders, such as public and private competitors, international institutions,

and government, to offer alternative mode courses. Alternative mode courses are courses

that often integrate instructional technology, such as the Internet, into the curriculum

delivery, and are an alternative method of delivering curriculum as compared to a F2F

course which meets to discuss course materials in a physical classroom. One source of

this pressure comes from the continually growing number of students interested in

courses which offer time and place flexibility while also providing a high quality of

educational experience (Association of Colleges of Applied Arts & Technology of

Ontario [ACAATO], 1999; Hanna, 1998). Institutions also face pressure due to

increasing competition from private sector trainers who are creating online programs to

meet the students' desire for time and place flexibility (Cahoon, 1998; Hanna, 1998;

Schrum, 1998; Twigg, 2000).

Another source of pressure comes from college administrators who are finding it

increasingly difficuh to find adequate physical space for F2F classes to convene and are

therefore searching for ahemative course delivery models (Oblinger, 2000). Additional

F2F class space is unlikely to be a solution due to the considerable investment of scarce

resources required in constructing new physical space. Specifically in Ontario, the search

for additional classrooms or alternative delivery courses will be compounded in 2003,

when it is anticipated there will be the "Double Cohort" of secondary students who will

be ready to enter the postsecondary sector (ACAATO, 1999). The Double Cohort refers

to the situation in which students will be completing secondary school for the first time in
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grade 12, while in the same year the final group of students will be completing secondary

school in grade 13, thereby creating two groups of students graduating from secondary

school at the same time. This situation is anticipated to create a high demand for

programs in postsecondary institutions, resulting in pressure on institutions to offer

greater numbers of courses in currently existing physical space. It is estimated that

2,000 additional students will seek admission to the college involved in this study in the

fall of 2003. While Double Cohort forecasts may be exaggerated (e.g., some students

may be accelerating their secondary studies or delaying the start of their postsecondary

studies in order to avoid beginning in 2003), it nevertheless adds an additional pressure

on the postsecondary system. One ofthe benefits of offering courses over the Internet is

that these courses require very little commitment to physical space.

These factors are leading to increased pressure to adopt and use this new medium

without time for adequate experimentation or development of appropriate institutional

supports and practices. In order to prepare the participants, both teachers and students,

for the experiences they will encounter in the online environment, there is a need to

develop a better understanding of the changes that happen in the teaching and learning

process when moving to the new medium (Garrison, 1997). In order to address the issues

and challenges inherent in teaching online, this study explored the experiences teachers

had in teaching online as compared to in the F2F setting, as perceived by those teachers.

Theoretical Framework

The literature on education identifies that in order for teachers to create effective

teaching and learning experiences in any medium, it is important for them to develop an

awareness of their learners' approaches to learning and their own approaches to teaching
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(Celli Sarasin, 1998; Miller & Seller, 1985). It is important to consider students' learning

styles when designing and implementing learning activities, and it is also important for

teachers to be aware of their own teaching style in order to ensure an alignment between

the desired learning outcomes and the actual learning that occurs. It was consistent with

the findings of this study that learning styles and teaching styles were important issues in

that these were two of the issues that teachers explored when discussing the similarities

and differences in teaching and learning in the F2F and online environments. Although

this study did not involve students directly, one aspect that was explored in the study was

the teachers' perceptions of student needs and learning styles in the online and F2F

environments.
'

' • ;i = 3}

Teachers approach teaching from various perspectives. Celli Sarasin (1998)

suggests four questions that teachers should ask themselves to become aware of their

teaching orientations and to continue their development in their profession: How do I

learn? How do I teach? How do my students learn? How can I help my students learn

better? (p. 4). The importance of teachers asking themselves how they learn is that this

often determines how they teach. The methods or strategies that a teacher uses to learn

are often the same methods or strategies that the teacher would adopt to help someone

else learn (Celli Sarasin). It is also possible, however, that some teachers may teach as

they themselves have been taught in the past. It is important for teachers to be aware of

the teaching methods or strategies they employ in teaching and learning and how these

teaching methods affect students' learning. *t . ^ iv . • .

Much research has been done on learning styles, and a number of learning style

theories have been proposed, such as the Kolb Learning Style Inventor/ (Kolb, 1985),
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transformative learning (Cranton, 1994), and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Myers &

McCaulley, 1985). Although there seem to be divergent views on the definition of

"learning style," there appears to be agreement in the literature that tools developed from

learning style theories have been helpful for both learners and teachers in identifying how

they learn most effectively (Merriam & CafFarella, 1991). For the purpose of this study,

Celli Sarasin's definition of learning style will be adopted. This definition states that a

learning style is

a certain pattern of behavior in approaching a learning experience, taking

in new information, developing new skills, and retaining that new

information and those new skills. (1998, p. 33) • ' :

Several learning style theories will be considered which have the potential to contribute

to the understanding of aduh learning patterns, particularly in a computer-based setting.

The learning style theory developed by Kolb is founded on the concept of

experiential learning. The theory distinguishes between methods learners use to accept

information (concrete experience or abstract conceptualization) and between methods

learners use to process the information (active experimentation or reflective observation;

Claxton & Murrell, 1987). Kolb believes that learning is a four-stage cyclical process.

The four stages in the cycle are concrete experiences, reflections on the experiences,

abstract conceptualizations, and active experimentation (Kolb, 1985). Kolb's theory is

that learners approach learning from different stages of the cycle and that they depend on

certain stages more than on others throughout their learning process. However, he states

that effective learning requires the use of each stage in the cycle, and so learners should
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be presented with opportunities to experience learning using all four stages in order to

develop competence at each stage (Claxton & Murrell, 1987).

Kolb (1985) defines four learning styles based on how people prefer to accept and

process information when learning and presents these in a quadrant system. The styles

are Converger (abstract conceptualization and active experimentation), Diverger

(concrete experience and reflective observation), Assimilator (abstract conceptualization

and reflective observation), and Accommodator (concrete experience and active

experimentation). Kolb suggests that learning styles may change over time as learners

develop as adults.

Another learning style theory that uses a quadrant orientation as a classification

system is McCarthy's 4MAT Learning Style Wheel. Learners are divided into those who

approach learning by observing and those who approach learning by doing (Celli Sarasin,

1998, pp. 15-16). Those who learn by observing are further divided into either "creative"

or "abstract" learners, while those who learn by doing are classified as "proactive" or

"practical" learners. The "abstract" learners process information by breaking it down ^

into smaller pieces. The "creative" learners approach learning by developing holistic

images ofnew concepts or processes in their minds. The "proactive" and "practical"

learners approach learning by actively pursuing and manipulating new concepts or

processes.

Celli Sarasin' s learning style theory divides learners into three groups based on an

auditory, visual, or tactile/kinesthetic preference in learning approach (Celli Sarasin,

1998). Auditory learners prefer information to be presented orally as individual facts

which are eventually developed into cohesive concepts. Visual learners prefer



-(^'ii ^ ' •*. It A.

.•^.J 5:

H •
.1.

,„.; Mf{,.

;!i--u.



18

information to be presented through illustration or as mental images. If information is

presented in a different form to visual learners, they often develop their own mental

image in order to process the information. Visual learners prefer to deal with a whole

concept initially, before beginning to analyze its components. The third group,

tactile/kinesthetic learners, prefer to learn by interacting with the information in a

physical way. This group requires interacting with concrete examples in order to develop

an understanding of the underlying concepts.

Although the focus ofthe study is on learning style theory, it is useful to consider

the broader field of learning theory. One approach to learning theory is Witkin's field

dependence (FD)/field independence (FI) cognitive style (Witkin & Goodenough, 1981).

FI learners tend to perceive details and rely on internal cues for processing information,

whereas FD learners use their entire surroundings, including other people as resources,

for processing information. FI learners tend to be more active participants in learning,

they tend to be more individualistic, and they tend to learn more effectively in response to

intrinsic motivation without seeking reinforcement as compared to FD learners, who are

often more passive in the learning process, seek out reinforcement often, and are more

influenced by authority and others' opinions (R.R. Morgan, Ponticell, & Gordon, 1998).

Another approach is Gardner's theory of muhiple intelligences (MI). MI theory is

not strictly a learning style theory, but rather a cognitive model that provides a basis for

how people approach and deal with learning and problem solving (Armstrong, 1 994).

This model categorizes eight intelligences; linguistic (the capacity to manipulate words),

logical-mathematical (the capacity to use numbers), spatial (the capacity to interpret the

visual-spatial world), bodily-kinesthetic (the capacity to control body movements),
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musical (the capacity to produce and appreciate musical expressions), interpersonal (the

capacity to interact with other people), intrapersonal (the capacity to understand one's

own strengths and weaknesses), and naturalist (the capacity to recognize and interact with

nature) (Armstrong, 1994; Celli Sarasin, 1998; Lazear, 1999). Gardner believes that each

person possesses each ofthe eight intelligences, but to differing degrees. Further, it is

possible to develop each intelligence to a higher level throughout one's lifetime,

depending on the level of instruction and support available. MI theory states that rarely

are the intelligences used individually, but rather that they are continuously interacting

with and affecting one another.

MI theory and learning and cognitive style theories are useful as tools for

determining where a learner's strengths lie and what areas could benefit from

strengthening. Different aspects of online learning could appeal to various

learning/cognitive styles or intelligences. The ability to read and reflect on submissions

to a discussion group might appeal'to Assimilators (Kolb), abstract (4MAT), visual (Celli

Sarasin), FD learners, or linguistic (MI) learners. On the other hand, the ability to use a

mouse and explore the Internet for information might appeal to Accommodators (Kolb),

proactive (4MAT), tactile/kinesthetic (Celli Sarasin), FI learners, or a combination of

bodily-kinesthetic and linguistic (MI) learners. Having information on learning styles or

intelligences using tools such as these can help teachers become more aware of the

differences among the learners in their classes, whether F2F or online, and therefore help

determine what teaching styles or strategies are likely to help individual learners succeed

and develop.
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Besides learning styles, the teachers in this study also explored how teaching

styles affected teaching in an online environment. Teachers need to be aware of the

orientation they bring to teaching. Miller and Seller (1985) define three main orientations

in education, transmission, transaction, and transformation.

The main goals ofthe transmission orientation are learner mastery of school

subjects and adoption of social norms. Learners are viewed as passive participants in the

learning process, primarily responding to structured learning experiences. Teachers are

fully in control of the learning process, with evaluation of learning conducted primarily

by testing for knowledge. Learning is conducted from an atomistic approach in which

concepts are broken down into their components for study. Exploration of personal

knowledge is generally not actively promoted; knowledge that is to be learned is

predetermined for the learner.
, .

.. •

The transaction orientation focusses on the development of rational intelligence

and problem-solving ability as weir as development of social skills. Learners are viewed

as active participants in the inquiry process of learning, which is facilitated by teachers.

Teachers share control with learners in terms ofprocessing learning tasks and allowing

experimentation. However, teachers usually retain control of identifying appropriate

learning tasks and evaluating learner progress. Learning is broken down into subject

matter, but there is the possibility to pursue interdisciplinary inquiry. Exploration of

personal knowledge is generally not encouraged; however, there is flexibility in what

knowledge is to be learned.

The transformation orientation is primarily focussed on self-actualization and the

social involvement of learners. Learners are viewed holistically with the recognition that
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intellectual development happens in tandem with emotional, social, physical, and moral

development. The teacher is aware of her/his inner self and is therefore able to

communicate effectively and openly with learners throughout the learning process.

Control is placed as much as possible with the learners, including in areas such as

assessment and standard-setting. Learning is viewed as a holistic process of integrating

cognitive, affective, physical, and spiritual dimensions. Exploration of personal

knowledge is strongly encouraged. Knowledge to be learned is affected by individual

perceptions, and so becoming aware of these perceptions is a major goal in education.

The transformation orientation invites learners to consider new perspectives.

Miller and Seller recognize that teachers will rarely associate with one orientation

alone, but will adopt aspects from each depending on the curriculum, the learners, and

their own development as teachers (1985). For the purpose of this study, it was important

to consider both learning style theory and teacher orientation when discussing teachers'

perceptions of similarities or differences in teaching and learning due to a change in

medium.

Importance of Study

There have been a number of studies that classify and identify the roles teachers

adopt in the online medium (Burge, 1994; M,P, Collins & Berge, 1997; Davie, 1989;

Eastmond, 1998; Harasim, 1989; Kowch & Schwier, 1997). However, a gap in the

literature exists regarding teachers' perceptions ofhow teaching compares when they

move from a F2F classroom environment to an online environment. The perspective of

teachers who have actually experienced teaching in the online environment is needed to

develop a good understanding of the issues and challenges involved, as these teachers
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have the most relevant and important knowledge to share. The intent of this study was to

begin to address that gap with a qualitative analysis of the perceptions of a group of

teachers who have moved their practice to the online medium.

Currently, many teachers begin teaching online by using their intuition about what

is needed for teaching in the new medium (Boettcher & Conrad, 1999). Some may have

also taken online courses and use that experience when teaching online. Others use their

experience from the F2F classroom setting as a basis for what they feel will be effective

in an online environment (Schrum & Berge, 1997). This research is needed to help

teachers prepare for the move to the online medium and to help teachers who are already

teaching in the new medium, by identifying which aspects of teaching are similar and

which are different in the F2F and online environments based on the perspective of the

teachers involved in the study. It is hoped that the implications for practice suggested in

the study will be useftil for teachers in identifying the types of changes they can expect

when moving their teaching to the online environment, and what kinds of strategies other

teachers have found successful in dealing with challenges presented by this new

environment.

Scope and Limitations

This study was conducted at the postsecondary level, specifically at a College of

Applied Arts & Technology located in a large urban centre in southern Ontario. The

teachers who were selected for the study were all teaching online courses in various

college programs and they were all fUll-time faculty members at the college. Several

part-time teachers participated during the pilot study discussed in the section on the pilot

study in Chapter Three. It was anticipated that some issues between part-time and full-
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time faculty might be different, which was indeed the case based on the discussions held

during the pilot study and during the focus group and individual interviews. This is

relevant in that many instructors online seem to be part-time teachers. The study was not

intended to assess the differences between full-time and part-time issues related to

teaching in the online environment, so only full-time faculty were included in the study.

The study examined teaching online courses at the aduh learner level. All of the

courses had an interactive, group discussion component as part of the teaching and

learning process. As this study was intended to determine the differences and/or

similarities of teaching entirely online versus in a classroom, courses that were partially

conducted online (often called "mixed mode" courses), with the remainder as F2F

meetings, were outside the scope of the study.

A number of software packages can be purchased by institutions to create a VLE

for their online courses, and other institutions may prefer, and have the resources, to

create a customized VLE for their programs. As with any type of software, some types

will appeal more to some people than to others and may affect the participant satisfaction

in terms of the overall learning experience. A discussion of the different types ofVLE

software is outside the scope of this study, however, it is important to note that the

inclusion or lack of various components (e.g., audio/video conferencing, assessment

tools, etc.) in a VLE may contribute to the level of satisfaction users experience

throughout the course. The specific VLE software selected for a course, and therefore the

components available for users, may also have implications for learning and teaching

styles. The teachers in this study had incorporated a variety ofVLE components in their

online courses.
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As this was a study of teachers' perceptions, the direct perspective of learners is

outside the scope of the study. However, it was anticipated that teachers' perceptions

would have been influenced partially by student feedback throughout their courses, and

therefore some aspects of learner issues, from the teachers' perspective, were included in

the study. The findings from this study cannot be generalized.

Outline of Chapters

The following chapter discusses the literature relevant to the field of online

teaching and learning. It explores the area from three perspectives: those of institutions,

teachers, and learners. Each ofthese perspectives is important when developing and

implementing courses for any medium, including the online environment. There is

increasing pressure to move courses to the online environment, including pressure from

global competition. Ministry of Education requirements, and reduced funding for

building new physical space for increased numbers of students. Institutions must weigh

the costs and benefits of moving courses online, teachers must develop an understanding

ofhow to design curriculum and teach effectively in the online environment, and learners

must learn how to interact in a predominantly written rather than a verbal environment.

The main issues in the field of online teaching and learning are reviewed as they relate to

teaching online.

Chapter Three outlines the research methodology and procedures. A qualitative

approach was used in this study, incorporating focus group discussions and individual

interviews as the primary data sources. The participants were all faculty members from

the same Ontario College of Applied Arts & Technology. Five participants were

members of the focus group discussion. Two of those participants then took part in
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individual in-depth interviews. This chapter discusses the data analysis methods used, as

well as limitations and credibility considerations.

Chapter Four presents the findings of the study regarding teachers' perceptions of

the similarities and differences between teaching online and teaching in a F2F classroom

setting. This section discusses the main findings in response to the research questions,

with the data organized according to the research questions. The interpretation of the

data follows the reporting, and consists ofthe identification of emic themes that emerged

from the data collected.

Chapter Five presents the conclusions and implications for practice fi"om the

study. This section summarizes the main findings from the study and offers a series of

issues teachers should consider when preparing to teach in an online environment.

Recommendations for further research and theory development are also included.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVffiW OF RELATED LITERATURE

The literature review focuses on writings related to teaching and learning in the

online environment from three main perspectives. The first perspective is that of

institutions, the second is that of teachers, and the third is that of learners. Each of these

perspectives is critical to the experience of developing and implementing courses online

Institutions must weigh the costs and benefits of developing and supporting courses in the

online environment, teachers must develop an understanding ofhow to design curriculum

and facilitate learning effectively in an online setting as well as understand how their

teaching style and students' learning styles affect teaching and learning online, and

learners must learn how to interact with their peers and with instructional technology in

an environment that is predominantly written rather than verbal. Although learners were

not included directly in this study, teachers need to be aware of the issues such as

learning styles in any environment.

Institutional Perspective

Institutions are increasingly under pressure to explore alternative modes of

delivery in order to meet the needs of a growing number of learners who desire time and

place flexibility in the courses they select, as well as to alleviate the need for increased

classroom space (Oblinger, 2000). In the exploration of alternative modes, online

education has surfaced as one model with substantial promise. It has the potential to

meet the needs of aduU learners in terms of time and geography, it has few to no

requirements regarding the use of physical spaces, and it has the potential to create a

powerful learning environment (Bates, 1997; Harasim, et al., 1995). Bates suggests that
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technology has the potential to promise greater learning effectiveness, a more learner-

centred approach, but cautions that technology cannot substantially reduce the cost of

education without a loss in quality.

However, it is important for institutions to consider that not all students are likely

to succeed in an online environment (Kaye, 1989). Holt asks the question: "Is it fair to

require students to use technological tools when no clear consensus of opinion exists on

the effectiveness or value of the learning resuhing from such use?" (1998, p. 66). Just as

in a F2F classroom setting, there will likely be learning styles that are less fully

accommodated than others in an online setting. However, it could be argued that some

students have had difficulty succeeding in a classroom setting, and until now, other than

home or independent study, have not been offered an alternative environment in which to

study. If this is the case, then offering online courses as an ahemative to F2F classroom

courses may help accommodate the learning styles and other requirements of certain

students. The issue of offering courses in one medium or in several media is an

important question for institutions to consider.

A related issue that needs to be considered is that of student access to the

technology needed for online courses. Bates (1997) points out that learners who are at a

distance from the institution and are taking online courses have substantially greater

obstacles related to technology than on-campus learners taking online courses. Distance

learners need their own computer with access to the internet, whereas on-campus learners

typically have the option of using a campus computer lab which would have internet

access, usually during specified times. Ahhough less of a factor today because of the

internet, depending on their geographical distance to the institution, distance learners may
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accumulate long-distance charges for connecting by phone lines to their institution to do

course work. This is likely not an issue for on-campus students. Also, while on-campus

students are able to get help with academic or technology-related problems when they are

on campus, distance learners typically are unable to come to campus for such support and

must rely on telephone or email contact with these support services. Therefore, there

needs to be timely and accessible support available for both academic and technological

issues for distance learners. In order to provide an effective learning envirohment for

students, access and support issues for online courses need to be considered at the

institutional level (Brunt, 1997).

There are significant costs involved in setting up the infrastructure required to

implement and support online courses, as well as significant development costs.

Developing courses for the online setting involves a substantial initial investment for an

institution and requires a series of complex decisions to be made. Hawkins (1999) and

Schrum (1998) discuss a number of factors institutions must consider, including facuhy

workload and incentives, organizational structures and policies, technological

infrastructure requirements, academic and technological support structures for teachers

and learners, and intellectual property issues. Each of these will be discussed below.

In order to implement an online course, facuhy time is needed for development,

piloting, revision, and facilitation. In discussing design and development time, Boettcher

and Conrad (1999) state that it can take an average of 18 hours of facuhy time to create

one hour of computer-based instruction. This has been estimated as high as 300 hours of

facuhy time to create one hour of computer-based instruction (P. Smith & Ragan, 1999).

This amount of development time would be very difficult for a faculty member to take on
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in addition to their regular teaching load. If institutions are interested in having online

courses developed by their faculty, there need to be incentives for those faculty to expend

the effort and time necessary to create a quality course. The way some institutions have

approached development time for online courses is to grant their faculty release time, but

typically only on an experimental basis without making a full commitment to the process

(Hawkins, 1999). If the work of developing and implementing online courses is not

sufficiently recognized by institutions, any incentive for creative faculty to continue

developing and facilitating them will become eclipsed by the amount ofwork involved

(Mitchell, DiPetta, & Kerr, in press). If institutional strategic plans include the

development of online courses, institutions would do well to include online course design

and implementation as part of their criteria for assessing promotional and other reward

decisions (Schrum, 1998).

Once an online course has been developed and is ready to be implemented, issues

such as class size and recognition of preparation time need to be considered as part of the

faculty workload agreement (Schrum, 1998). Faculty workload is typically defined as the

number of courses taught per semester (with one intake per semester) as well as other

academic or administrative work conducted by teachers (Hawkins, 1999). If an online

course has intakes every month, and so is offered across semesters, this changes the

standard for how a course is measured and so affects one of the fundamental criteria for

determining faculty workload according to current agreements. In order to address these

issues, there needs to be discussion about existing union contracts and current teaching

workload systems and the impact changes in these areas would have on institutions.
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Some institutions appear to regard offering online courses as a revenue-generating

measure, and there seems to be a perception that not requiring physical space for a group

of people to gather means that class sizes can be dramatically increased (Schrum, 1998).

While stating that there does not seem to be agreement on the optimal online class size as

yet, Boettcher and Conrad (1999) suggest that the optimal number of students for an

online course depends on the goals and objectives ofthe course, student expectations, and

faculty preparation requirements. Schrum (1998) notes that due to the increased time

needed for interactions among teachers and students, for class sections to be manageable

in an online setting often means maintaining a maximum of about 20 people. In order for

teachers to be able to effectively facilitate an online course, they must have sufficient

time to communicate with each of the learners. This may mean keeping class sizes in the

online environment at levels lower than many F2F classes.

The development of online courses is rarely a quick venture, and is one that

requires considerable time and plarining if it is to result in a viable and valuable learning

experience. Institutions that are interested in developing online courses must consider

carefully how this will fit into their current program design and how this will affect their

organizational structure and processes. As Bates points out, technology is not something

that should be "bohed" onto an existing institution (1997, p. 102). Just as there needs to

be a reconceptualization of a course and the roles related to it if it is to be implemented

online, there must be a reconceptualization of the institution's operations, including roles,

resources, policies, and procedures, if it is to integrate technology into its structure.

Issues that need to be considered include providing technical support for hardware and

software, training teachers to learn the new systems, providing apprenticeship and
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mentoring opportunities for teachers to learn online facilitating, providing support for

course design to teachers in terms of time and resources, involving instructional designers

in the development of online courses, providing technical support for teachers and

students once courses are implemented, and creating new processes to deal with

administrative issues such as registration and scheduling of online courses (Bates, 1997,

MP. Collins & Berge, 1997; Eastmond, 1998; Forsythe, 1983; Hawkins, 1999; Kaye,

1989; McCombs, 1985; Schrum & Berge, 1997; Twigg, 2000). Truman-Davis, Futch,

Thompson, and Yonekura (2000) recommend that a successful faculty development

program to prepare teachers for developing and teaching online courses needs to take into

account technology, pedagogy, and logistics issues. As well, institutions should be

encouraging and supporting teachers to collaborate in the design of online courses,

benefiting from the experience of those who have already created successful online

courses (Schrum, 1998). Without careful thought on the part of institutions as to its

integration into current operations, technology simply becomes a costly gadget and may

add little or no value to the teaching and learning experience.

Another issue involved in the development and implementation of online courses

is the issue of intellectual property. The question involved is whether the course

materials belong to the faculty member(s) who developed them, or to the institution that

supported the development, or to both (Hawkins, 1999). This issue was raised only

rarely with respect to F2F classroom courses, but has become more prevalent with online

course materials due in part to the tangible nature ofweb sites housing course materials

(Boettcher & Conrad, 1999). While agreements representing the three possibilities

(institutional ownership, faculty ownership, joint ownership) have been negotiated at
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different institutions, Boettcher and Conrad note the importance of having the agreement

negotiated prior to the start of the project, using whichever model is considered

appropriate for the specific situation.

The ability to provide an effective and high quality learning experience is of great

importance to educational institutions in that these institutions are judged by their

communities and external observers in part by the quality of programming they offer. In

the province of Ontario, funding for post-secondary institutions is now tied to "Key

Performance Indicators", which is a system that takes into account student and graduate

satisfaction and success in partially determining the level of funding an institution will

receive (ACAATO, 1999). Developing a thoughtful approach to incorporating

instructional technology is essential in meeting the needs of students, faculty, and of the

institution itself

Besides the way in which integrating technology into education affects

institutions, the literature provides various perspectives on how moving teaching and

learning to the online environment affects the roles and experiences of the participants.

Both teachers and students can expect some changes to their traditional roles and to

experience a new form of teaching and learning interaction as they move from a F2F

classroom setting to an online environment.

Teachers' Perspectives

The first step teachers should consider in the process of implementing a course

online is visualizing how it can be moved from the F2F setting to the online medium.

The design of a course, particularly an online course, has significant implications for how

effectively learners can interact with the course content (Schrum, 1998). One of the key
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issues with respect to designing online courses is whether they can or should be made to

replicate F2F courses, or whether it is possible to design an online course that surpasses

the expectations of a F2F classroom experience. Several authors state that replication of

a F2F environment should not be the primary goal of online education (Beaudoin, 1998;

Davis, 1997; Harasim, 1987; Schrum & Berge, 1997). Davis notes that F2F

environments are not free from misunderstandings and confusion, and that it may not be

the most effective design strategy to try to replicate the F2F medium in online courses.

Schrum and Berge agree, suggesting that the interactions that are part ofthe F2F setting

may not be the components of an effective model for the design of a new online

communication approach. It is also not wise, Davis cautions, to have an expectation that

the structuring features available in the online environment will create a communication

system free of the difficuhies inherent in communicating in a F2F setting, such as

misunderstood nonverbal cues. It will still be humans communicating with humans after

all, only using a medium other than F2F communication. Putting these potential

difficuhies aside, in a 1986 study of graduate students at the Ontario Institute for Studies

in Education, Harasim (1987) found that not only did the interaction in the online setting

meet the expectations of a comparable F2F class, the amount and level of interaction

among students in the online setting actually surpassed those found in the F2F setting.

What is required in the online environment, just as in a F2F setting, is a skilled moderator

capable of effectively facilitating interaction among learners (Berge, 1995; Harasim,

1989; Harasim et al., 1995; Hoh, Kleiber, Swenson, Rees, & Milton, 1998). In the

literature surveyed for this study, there was no reference to suggest that a facilitator was

not required for successful online learning.
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Several authors state that there needs to be a complete reconceptualization of the

teaching and learning process in the design of online courses (Bates, 1997; Ehon, 1988;

Harasim et al., 1995; Kaye, 1989; McCombs, 1985; Schrum, 1998; Schrum & Berge,

1997). Although the fundamental aspects of curriculum design, the educational goals and

objectives, should remain constant, the roles of participants, the methods, and the

evaluation system must all be redesigned to be effective in an online setting Schrum

states that in designing an online course, it is possible to either redesign an existing

classroom-based course or create a completely new course, but taking an existing course

and transferring it directly to the online environment has little chance of succeeding.

Harasim et al. recommend questioning initially whether or not a specific course is even

suited to the online medium. Courses that are learner centred, encourage sharing and

discussion of ideas, and incorporate writing are likely suited to the online medium; those

that require drill and practice or the basic transmission of facts, on the other hand, may

not be well suited to the online medium (Harasim et al.). This suggests that courses

developed from within the transmission orientation may not be as successful in the online

medium as those developed from within either the transaction or transformation

orientations. , ' s'^ ^:- " 5 ^i?;-; ,

In some cases, it may be more effective to combine several media into the design

of a course. Akyurekoglu (1996) emphasizes the importance that the choice of media has

in affecting learning and notes that it is critical to ensure the choices made will result in a

quality educational experience. Online discussion should not be considered a

replacement for other forms of traditional media, but rather they should be considered in

combination with other media, depending on the course, to effect a synergy of
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educational methods (Berge, 1995; Kaye, 1989; Levinson, 1989). The decision ofwhich

media to include depends on a number of factors, including effectiveness for the desired

learning outcomes, cost issues, access issues, and infrastructure issues (Boettcher &

Conrad, 1999; Hawkins, 1999; Holt, 1998; Kaye, 1989). Once having decided on the

media, Schrum and Berge (1997) suggest that we ask the question of how the educational

activities and the evaluation approach that have been used in classroom settings need to

be adapted to be effective online. Ehon (1988), in discussing the design of courses for

the online setting, also notes that the educational methods incorporated need to be

redesigned from those used in a classroom setting. Both agree that this redesign must

take into account the requirement for greater student engagement with the learning

process.

There appears to be consensus in the literature that an essential component of

effective learning in an online course is interaction among students and between students

and the teacher (Berge, 1995; Burg'e, 1994; Harasim, 1989; Harasim, et al., 1995).

Harasim states that the group nature of computer-mediated communication (CMC) is the

most "critical component underpinning... the design and implementation of on-line

educational activities." (1989, p. 51). Berge (1995) comments that an online environment

should encourage both individual and social interaction among students during the

construction of knowledge. In a 1993 study conducted among graduate M.Ed, students,

these students reported that peer interaction was one of the greatest strengths ofCMC in

that it allowed peers to help one another with course issues, offer critical feedback, access

human contact, and experience different perspectives on various topics (Burge, 1994).

Davie found that the ability for students to "build on" one another's comments leads to a
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more sophisticated level of discussion of course issues (1988, p. 63). Generally,

requiring student participation in online discussions results in more active learning and

therefore a more meaningful learning experience. This is not to say that lack of

interaction among course participants necessarily equates with failure, but rather that one

ofthe potential benefits of online discussion is increased interaction and access to the

ideas of other students and the teacher. '

"t- , .

In order for online discussion to be successful, an environment with a sense of

community is needed that will be inviting for all members in which to participate

(Harasim et al., 1995; Wegerif, 1998). One term that is found frequently in the literature

on teaching and learning online is a "learning community." This term can have a variety

of interpretations, so in this study, learning community refers to a group of individuals

assembled together (either in a F2F class or online) to actively participate together in a

learning experience. The communication and interaction among participants in a VLE

can lead to the development of a learning community. This community consists of

learners who interact with one another, with the teacher, and with ideas in order to

support and offer critiques to each other and create meanings and new understandings

based on these discussions (Boettcher & Conrad, 1999; Griffin, 1987; Kowch & Schwier,

1997; Ragan, 1999).

Whether it is possible to create an effective virtual learning community is an issue

discussed within the literature on online teaching and learning. Davis (1997) notes that

there is some evidence supporting the view that a virtual environment can help sustain

community links that already exist, suggesting that a learning community should be

initiated by F2F meetings before venturing into a virtual environment. Kowch and
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Schwier (1997) note that learning communities depend on relationships and that these can

develop in environments other than F2F. Therefore, they suggest that a virtual learning

community can be created entirely in a virtual environment, provided that participants are

encouraged to interact with one another authentically in order to build relationships.

Solloway and Harris (1999, p. 13) comment that learning communities, virtual or

otherwise, are always "negotiated spaces" and that it is often a challenge to balance the

needs and demands of individual members. From both teacher and student perspectives,

a number of studies present hopeful reports about the development of effective learning

communities in courses that incorporate online discussions (Burge, 1994; Davie, 1988;

Harasim et al. 1995; Kowch & Schwier, 1997; Schrum & Berge, 1997).

Novices to online learning often imagine that they will find an environment that is

"impersonal and dehumanized" (Harasim et al., 1995, p. 32), but many are surprised to

discover how collaborative an environment it can be (Feenberg, 1989). Since the

"classroom" in an online setting is Always available, there is much greater opportunity for

casual social interaction among participants than in a course which has F2F meetings

only 3 hours per week. This integration of academic and social interaction is an

important part of the learning process and of student success (Eastmond, 1998). The

opportunity for collaborative learning has been noted by many authors (Davie, 1988;

Harasim, et al., 1995; Schrum & Berge, 1997; Solloway & Harris, 1999). Harasim et al.

(1995) note that the challenge for online course designers is to incorporate as many

meaningfiil collaborative activities into the course as possible, and suggest that

essentially all activities can be designed to be of a collaborative nature. As with any
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learning experience, integrating activities that appeal to a wide range of learning styles or

intelligences has the best chance of helping students learn new concepts effectively.

The concept of socially constructed meaning has an important role in online

education. Everything that is contributed by the individual members of the community

combines to form the collective "product" of that community (Kowch & Schwier, 1997,

p. 6). Solloway and Harris (1999) found that as time went on in a course, students came

to depend on their peers' and their own contributions to the discussions to construct

meaning rather than relying on the teacher's opinion. Davie (1988) found that students in

an online course often referred to one another's comments when contributing to the

online discussion, which was quite different from the situation in a F2F class, in which

comments tended to be disjointed. Harasim et al. note that "through formulating ideas in

their own words, and receiving feedback and evaluation on these. . .from peers,

knowledge, thinking skills, and meanings are socially constructed" (1995, p. 30).

Another important consideration in terms of designing online courses and

particularly interaction online is whether or when to use synchronous versus

asynchronous technology. Synchronous text-based communication has the advantage of

being the closest medium in the online environment to F2F discussion, providing the

immediacy of feedback that characterizes verbal communication, and therefore

contributing to the sense of community among learners (Davie, 1996; Schrum & Berge,

1997). Of course, since it is a written communication form, it lacks the visual and verbal

cues that F2F communication depends on, but even these can be approximated by

inserting symbols for emotions, called emoticons. Participating in a synchronous

discussion, or "chat," requires typing in text while viewing the combined contributions of
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all participants (one's own contributions included). Often responses come out of

sequence, and several conversations can be developing at once. Davie (1996) notes that

research has shown synchronous communication is most useful for problem formulation,

managing tasks, group problem-solving, and social interactions. Disadvantages of the

synchronous mode include difficulty in following conversation threads with groups larger

than three or four people, difficulty keeping up with discussions due to a lack of typing

speed (or having the conversation dominated by a fast typist), and difficulty scheduling

mutually convenient times to convene for a synchronous discussion (Garrison, 1997;

Schrum, 1998; Schrum & Berge, 1997). Yet, children (teens and young aduhs) growing

up with chat rooms seem highly adept at using this technology, and so these challenges

may diminish over time. As well, the synchronous environment tends to be less

appropriate for discussions requiring reflection on topics, as the immediacy of the

reactions leaves little time for constructive thought. This, however, is where

asynchronous communication is most appropriate.

An asynchronous discussion is essentially a repository of all participants'

messages on course topics, and depending on the level of software sophistication, these

messages can be "threaded" according to topic to improve the readability of the

discussion. An asynchronous discussion is considered by some to be a more democratic

environment than a F2F classroom in that it allows equal contributions by all classmates

without being dominated by one loud voice (Harasim et al., 1995; Kaye, 1989). As well,

it encourages participation by some students who might not otherwise participate in

discussions by giving them more time to compose their thoughts and craft a response than

is usually available in a F2F discussion. The time available for reflection has another



'"•' &

, rr • rV, ,,

(\xm^^x.i'^il



40

benefit in that it tends to result in more thoughtful and less "knee-jerk" reactions (Davie,

1988; Hoh et al., 1998), Knowing that a response will remain published in the public

domain (available to all course members at least for the duration of the course) often has

the effect of encouraging careful thought before submitting responses (Funaro, 1999).

Asynchronous discussion promotes collaborative learning in that students have the

opportunity to add to one another's ideas and therefore develop knowledge that is

socially constructed. Students are also able to review the contributions of the whole

group to see how their individual postings contributed to the collective result (Harasim,

1987).

Students in online courses have reported that not only is the amount of interaction

with one another and with one another's ideas increased, but also the quality of the

interaction in asynchronous discussion is at a higher level as compared to a typical F2F

class (Harasim et al., 1995). As it is a medium of written discourse, asynchronous

discussion requires the formulating'of ideas, thoughts, reactions, and opinions in writing,

which is a critical skill, particularly in higher education. Kaye (1989) states that any

medium which encourages exercising the skill of written expression is worthwhile in the

learning process. Garrison (1997) states that the precise nature of written communication

is qualitatively different from the less structured nature of oral discourse. A student

offered the following as testament to the value of writing: "I don't know what I think

until I see what I write" (cited in Harasim, 1987, p. 129). Writing online seems to

combine elements of both F2F and written communication, and so to be an effective form

of communication in an online course, it requires that teachers plan and structure how

best to integrate writing into the course activities.
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Another often cited advantage of the asynchronous environment is its time and

place independence, allowing participation at whatever time and place is most suitable to

members ofthe discussion (Berge, 1995; Burge, 1994; Burgstahler, 1997; Harasim, 1987;

Holt et al., 1998). As well, this feature allows for continuous interaction among students,

rather than a once-weekly meeting in a F2F class (Levinson, 1989).

There are numerous advantages to online discussions conducted in an

asynchronous mode. However, there are also challenges noted in the literature. These

include the pressure for students to log on frequently, information overload, delays in

responses, difficulty in following discussion threads, difficuhy in processing and

synthesizing information, loss of visual cues, difficulty in interpreting new social norms,

and fear of publishing (Burge, 1994; M.P. Collins & Berge, 1997; Davie, 1989; Davis,

1997; Feenburg, 1989; Harasim, 1987). These are challenges which can be minimized

with effective intervention from an experienced online facilitator.

Throughout the literature on teaching and learning, there is the belief that teaching

is at its core a social process (Boettcher & Conrad, 1999; Boud, 1987; Denning, 1999;

Mason & Kaye, 1989). This view of teaching is found in discussions about F2F

classroom environments and online environments. As well, what students want of a

teacher remains essentially the same regardless ofthe medium used for curriculum

delivery. In a study to discover the ideal student-teacher relationship according to

students, Garko, Kough, Pignata, Kimmel, and Eison (1994) found that students want to

develop a connection with their teachers and a relationship of mutual respect. Students

want to be able to discuss issues in an open environment with their teacher and peers, and

they want their teacher to be available, approachable, and genuine in her/his concern for
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students. McGrath (1998) discusses teacher-student relationships from teachers'

perspectives in an online environment and suggests that this environment can promote a

"balance ofpower" between teachers and students. Both Garko et al and McGrath note

that students look to their teachers to guide them in what should be learned and in what

strategies to use for learning.

The integration of instructional technologies into the teaching and learning

process has not been met with full confidence and excitement by all educators. Forsythe

(1983) captures the feeling in describing teachers' fears that the unique human quality of

education will be replaced by technology and that education will become depersonalized

and roboticized. Swan and Mitrani (1993) make the comment that the integration of

computers can affect the nature of teaching and learning at its most fundamental level,

that of the interactions between teachers and students. Both Swan and Mitrani and

Forsythe are positive about integrating technology in education, and Forsythe argues that

computers can be an enhancement in education if they are used in a way that is

appropriate to them. Computers are tools that are very efficient at storing, retrieving, and

displaying information that has been programmed into them. By taking on these

repetitive tasks, they can free humans to focus on the essentially human roles of

mentoring, motivating, challenging, leading, encouraging, and inspiring (Denning, 1 999;

Forsythe, 1983, McCombs, 1985). Noblitt (1996) agrees and states that teachers will

continue to be an integral part of the educational process. Their ability in managing the

developmental processes within education is critical and is a skill which cannot be

replicated by machines.
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These roles are especially critical in a distance education setting, in which the

teacher has traditionally been the only human contact for the student. In the online

setting, there are numerous roles and responsibilities that are required of teachers. Berge

(1995) categorizes teacher roles into four main areas: pedagogical, social, managerial,

and technical. Davie (1989, pp. 76-77) provides a list of descriptive terms for teacher"

roles; initiator, information seeker, opinion seeker, coordinator, orienter, energiser,

procedural technician, evaluator, encourager, gate keeper, standard setter, and observer

Other authors describe the roles of online teachers as guides, mentors, counsellors,

facilitators, and moderators (Annand & Haughey, 1997; Burge, 1994; M.P. Collins &

Berge, 1997; Eastmond, 1998; Harasim, 1989; Kowch & Schwier, 1997). These roles are

in accordance with the role of educators in both the transactional and transformational

orientations. Resounding in the literature related to online education is the message that

human interaction between student and teacher is critical to a successful teaching and

learning process.

Many authors agree that one of the most fundamental roles of an online teacher is

setting and maintaining an environment that is welcoming, safe, and open for discussion

(Burge, 1994; Davie, 1989, Harasim et al. 1995; Kowch & Schwier, 1997). The

environment needs to be one that encourages trust to develop among the students and •

between the students and the teacher (Schrum & Berge, 1997). Without such an >-

environment present from the very beginning of an online course, students will not be

willing to interact with one another in the way that is so essential for learning to occur

online. The environment needs to be one which allows the students to feel safe taking

risks in presenting their own thoughts to their peers. The development of discussion that
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is open, yet structured by accepted group norms, is the essential component in

establishing the sense of a learning community. Harasim et al. (1995, p. 175) call this

"setting the stage" and include the need for teachers to provide support structures and

clear directions on how to get started in the online environment.

In a 1998 study of doctoral education students at Oklahoma State University,

students reported that, from their perspective, the important issues at the beginning of an

online course were knowing the expectations for the course work and for the level and

amount of participation, as well as developing an understanding of the social norms for

the discussions (Solloway & Harris, 1999). More effective than describing the norms,

Davie (1988) and Wegerif ( 1 998) recommend that the teacher act as a model for the type

of participation expected in the course by demonstrating appropriate comments and

responses in the online discussion. Hillesheim (1998) recommends that online teachers

make an effort to get to know each of the students to understand their individual

situations outside of the course and how these will be impacted by participation in the

online course. An effective way to accomplish this and to begin the discussion is to

request that each of the students, including the teacher, post an introductory message

about themselves, and ask that everyone respond to each other's postings. Some teachers

encourage the inclusion of student photos with the introductory message to help people

"visualize" their communication partners. However, Harasim et al. (1995) note that one

of the qualities leading to the democratic environment in the online setting is that

participants have the opportunity to interact with one another's ideas and opinions

without being influenced by appearances or other identifying traits Therefore, issues
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such as whether or not to include photographs of class members should be considered

carefully by teachers when structuring the online environment.

Having provided the learning materials, a structure, and a model for participation,

many authors recommend that online teachers allow their presence to fade into the

background, to encourage students to develop the dialogue using their own voices (Davie,

1988; Harasim, 1987; Schrum & Berge, 1997, Solloway & Harris, 1999; Vance,

Fitzpatrick, & Sackville, 1997). In some of the online teaching and learning literature,

this concept is referred to as "scaffolding," where teachers provide support at a level

appropriate to the development ofthe learner (Stiles, 2000; Wegerif, 1998). This is not to

say that the role of the teacher is no longer needed; rather, it changes from an initial role

of leader to that of supporter. Indeed, the role ofthe teacher remains critical in clarifying

any misunderstandings, intervening to bring a discussion back on track, weaving

comments from different participants to illustrate their interrelatedness, signaling that the

time has arrived to move onto a new topic, summarizing a completed discussion,

encouraging participation, and providing frequent feedback (Annand & Haughey, 1997;

Burge, 1994; Feenberg, 1989; Harasim, 1989; Hillesheim, 1998; Schrum & Berge, 1997;

Vance et al., 1997). These facilitating functions are all aspects of supporting the learning

process in the online environment.

Throughout the duration of the course, the teacher needs to pay particular

attention to students who are not actively participating. It can be difficult to ascertain

why someone is not participating, or as it is referred to online, "lurking" (HoU et al.,

1998, p. 40). Some reasons include discomfort with the process of communicating in an

online environment, technical difficulties, misunderstanding about participation
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requirements, lack of a sense of belonging to the online community, and an inability to

process and respond to the discussion. It is necessary for online teachers to monitor

closely the participation level of all students and immediately contact any students who

are not actively participating. Although silence is considered by some authors as a

legitimate form of online communication (Davis, 1997), most authors feel it should be

negatively reinforced, either with a general comment to the entire group or with private

messages to specific individuals (Davie, 1989; Harasim et al., 1995). Feenberg (1989)

makes the point that receiving a response to a message, no matter how trivial, is often

interpreted as success, while silence is interpreted as failure. i

Deciding on when and how to intervene may raise ethical issues for teachers

(CaflFarella, 1988; Holt, 1998). A new type of power relationship is established between

teacher and student in the online environment, with the locus of control shifting from

teacher to student (Kaye, 1989). It then becomes a question of how much a teacher

should intervene and effectively take back control from the students, and how much a

teacher should allow the discussions to evolve according to the student voices. Another

ethical concern may be the very issue of requiring students to participate in discussions

online. A student captured very clearly why it may be difficult for some students to

participate online (cited in HoU, 1998, p. 65): •
,

Writers are responsible for putting forth defensible ideas. . . .The «•

responsibilities and expectations that accompany writing place pressure on

the writer. It is this pressure that discourages me from participating in a , >

virtual community. If I am not ready to assume the responsibility because
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my ideas are not. ..well-developed enough for public sharing, then I am

reluctant to send my words into Cyberspace for all to read and judge.

Harasim et al. (1995) also discuss the issue of communication anxiety in an online

environment, and state that the real issue for many students is the fear of not being

understood clearly by others in the discussion. Berge (1995) also recognizes the

profound discomfort some students have with communicating online and states that it is

the teacher's role to recognize the issue and provide opportunities for students to build

their confidence. Davie (1989) attempts to allay student fears of submitting written

messages by likening them to verbal communications rather than acts of publishing,

therefore casting a more informal light on them and decreasing the expectation that

perfection is required. Another strategy Wegerif (1998) discusses is deliberately

including spelling mistakes in early postings to create a casual, nonthreatening

environment. A variety of strategies can be incorporated by teachers to relieve the very

real concern some learners have in posting their thoughts in a written, public

environment.

Another important ethical concern is that of student privacy. Some of the

software developed for online discussion allows the teacher to monitor participation,

including how many times students log on, what they read when they log on, whom they

communicate with, and what they say in their communications. Other software may not

allow this level of monitoring, but students may be under the impression that this type of

monitoring is possible and may believe that their teacher can read what they are writing

whenever they are using their computer (Hoh, 1998). It is important to make students

aware of the level of monitoring that is possible with communication software, but it is
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also important to determine what level of monitoring is ethically acceptable, even with

student permission.

Students' Perspectives

Just as there are changes in the role and experiences of teachers as they move

from a F2F classroom to an online setting, there are parallel changes in the role and

experiences of students. Carlson and Everett (2000) talk about transformative learning

being an unanticipated resuh of online learning in that merely becoming involved in an

online learning activity challenges students' traditional views of teaching and learning.

The different way of relating to teachers and other students requires students in an online

course to reevaluate teacher and student roles (Carlson & Everett).

The shift in control from teacher to student results in the learning process being

more learner centred and therefore requires that students take on more responsibility for

their own learning (Annand & Haughey, 1997; Harasim et al., 1995; Hillesheim, 1998;

Kaye, 1989; Swan & Mitrani, 1993; Vance et al., 1997). This reflects primarily the

transformation orientation in terms of shifting responsibility for learning to learners.

Davie (1996) suggests more research is required in the area of developing learner

empowerment. Ehon (1988) raises the issue that being autonomous in the learning

process is not something that comes naturally for many students, having been schooled in

an environment in which this was not required (and possibly not encouraged). This leads

to the interesting paradox that "learners have to be led to autonomy" (Ehon, p. 218).

One of the key issues in student autonomy is developing the skill of critical

thinking (Akyurekoglu, 1996; CaflFarella, 1988; Davis, 1997). Students must learn how

to question not only the material that is being presented to them by teachers, but why and
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how that information is being presented, as well as what is not being presented and why.

These same skills will serve students well when interacting with internet resources and

other forms of internet communications in terms of being able to determine the validity,

trustworthiness, and authenticity ofthe information they are receiving.

In the process of developing student autonomy, teachers must decide whether to

reevaluate their philosophy of teaching depending on reactions from students. Solloway

and Harris (1999) found that even students at the doctoral level were not prepared to be

without teacher guidance and were distressed and even hostile about the teachers'

decisions to not contribute their thoughts and opinions to the group discussions.

Solloway and Harris pose an interesting question: "Does 'learner-centred' mean

supporting the student in whatever way he or she interprets the instructor's role''" (p. 4).

Possible answers to this question will likely be found with further experience and

research in the field of online teaching and learning.

There are a variety of challenges that students face in an online environment, from

the newness of the technology to the process of communicating with students without

visual or verbal cues. Student success in the online setting depends on various factors.

Schrum (1998) lists specific student characteristics that have led to increased student

success, including a strong motivation for taking an online course, a supportive

environment in which to do online work, an existing level of technological familiarity, an

independent approach to learning, and a disciplined approach to working through course

materials. Eastmond (1998), Bates (1997), and Brunt (1997) note that students not only

require a supportive teacher during an online course, they also need other academic and

administrative supports from their institution. As one of the key aspects of student
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support, Davie (1996) suggests the need for research into the counsellor role of teachers,

which is a role that would help students deal with the psychological and emotional issues

related to learning online.

Several authors found that students developed their own adaptive strategies to

deal with the process of learning online. In her 1993 study of M.Ed, students, Burge

(1994) found that students developed cognitive and affective strategies during an online

course to deal with the amount of information that was generated in the discussions. The

cognitive strategies included acquiring and organizing information, paying attention to

parallel discussions, finding common threads in messages, staying focussed, and using

personal experience in the analysis of ideas. The affective strategies included

establishing and maintaining self-confidence, self-direction, preparedness, and

commitment. Harasim (1987) found similar adaptive strategies developed by students for

processing the information generated online, including reading and commenting more

selectively, scanning, and encouraging other students to write shorter messages. Both

authors discuss the important issue of how students organize themselves to function and

learn in an online environment. It is important for teachers to be aware ofthe approaches

students use to process information so they can design online courses in a way that

supports learners rather than imposes obstacles. Along with research into what activities

are needed to facilitate effectively online, they call for more research on what methods

and strategies students use to learn effectively online.

Summary of Literature Reviewed

Both teachers and students face challenges in the online environment. The main

challenge students face is learning to function in a VLB while learning new material. .
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Other challenges include technical problems, potential information overload, and, if a

learning community has not been effectively established, isolation from other learners

(Burge, 1994; Harasim et al., 1995; Schrum, 1998). There is an initial learning curve for

all students in learning how to use the online communication software, and this can be

especially stressful for novices with technology generally. Technology issues need to be

addressed and resolved at the very beginning of an online course or there is the real risk

that students will not persevere and may "fade out" ofthe course due to intimidation or

frustration (Hara&Kling, 1999). >ar

The main challenge teachers face is how to engage all the students in the online

environment, with all students having different learning styles, different comfort levels in

communicating through writing, different levels of technological experience, and

different levels of self-direction. To compound this challenge, many teachers have not

had the opportunity to experience learning online for themselves. As well, teachers can

share some of the challenges faced by students, including learning to use a VLE and

technical problems. An additional challenge is the amount of time involved in

developing, facilitating, and maintaining an online course (Annand & Haughey, 1997).

Although some hold the belief that the internet is an environment that naturally engages

learners (Burgstahler, 1997), much of the literature on online teaching and learning

suggests that a great deal of skill is required to coordinate the learning process in an

online setting (Berge, 1995; Harasim, et al., 1995; Schrum, 1998).

In a 1996 study of teacher concerns about online learning, Berge (1998a) found

that the top three concerns teachers had were related to quality issues (does the online

environment promote a high quality learning experience?), change issues (will traditional
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students and teachers be willing to make the effort required to succeed in the online

environment?), and accountability issues (are students actually learning?). Harasim et al.

(1995) suggest these types of concerns will likely decrease in urgency with more

experience (for both teachers and students) in the online environment. To confirm this,

Berge (1995) suggests the need for longitudinal research of teacher concerns to see how

they change over several years of participation in the online setting. Schrum and Berge

(1997) state that there is currently little literature that discusses the changes in teaching

that occur in the move from a classroom to an online setting. It is the hope of

practitioners and researchers in the field of online education that continued reporting of

"success stories" will have the effect of encouraging greater exploration of the medium to

determine its potential for education.

This study will attempt to add to the existing body of knowledge in this area by

allowing the voices of practitioners to describe the similarities and differences that exist

between teaching in the online environment and the F2F classroom environment as

perceived by them. The teachers in this study explored topics related to institutional

issues and how those affected their experiences in developing and facilitating online

courses. The teachers also discussed their perceptions of student concerns and shared

strategies that they used to help their students function effectively in the online

environment, including strategies to support various learning styles. As well, the teachers

explored their own teaching styles and what approaches were most effective in

supporting teaching and learning online.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES

Overview

This is a qualitative study to explore teachers' perceptions of the similarities and

differences as teaching moves from a F2F classroom to an online environment. The

focus of research using a qualitative approach is understanding processes rather than

outcomes, and how people create meaning out ofthe events that happen around them

(Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). The data collected for this type of research are primarily in

the form of words which are used to describe situations and events in great detail. The

goal of qualitative research is not to be able to generalize the results to all other similar

settings, but rather to develop an understanding of general social processes (Glesne &

Peshkin). The qualitative approach is appropriate in studying educational questions such

as the ones in this study in that this approach allows the words of the people involved in

educational experiences to express the complexity of the human interactions involved in

the teaching and learning process.

The data gathered for this study came from discussions with teachers about their

experiences in teaching online courses. Their perceptions of the processes involved in

developing and teaching online courses as compared to F2F courses were used as the

basis for the study. The focus of the study was to capture the experiences of teachers

who have taught in both a F2F classroom setting and an online setting in order to

determine what the perceived similarities and differences are in teaching and learning

when moving from the first setting to the second. In order to understand how teaching

changes with the shift in environment, the voices of teachers were needed to describe the

changes and their experiences. These experiences represent the subjective realities of the
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teachers and could not be captured in all their anticipated richness of detail if studied

from a quantitative perspective. The findings from the study are not intended to be

generalizable in the way that those from a quantitative study would be. The implications

for practice from this study along with comparisons from online teaching and learning

literature are intended to identify the types of changes teachers might expect as they

move from a F2F classroom to an online environment and to provide them with some

reflections from teachers who have taught in both environments.

Description of Research Methodology

The purpose of the study was to describe the experiences of teachers from their

point ofview and using their words. The teachers explored their experiences in teaching

online and shared their perspective on how teaching compared in the F2F classroom and

online settings. The teachers' perspectives and words were used to determine the themes

and patterns identified in this study. Glesne and Peshkin (1992), McMillan and

Schumacher (1997), and Rothe (1993) describe this type of qualitative study as emic in

nature in that it is the insider's point of view that is used to describe the social processes

being explored.

The detailed description of the research design, including pilot studies,

instrumentation, selection of participants, data collection, recording, and analysis are

discussed in the following sections.

. •'>,?; i Research Design

The research design incorporated a focus group discussion and follow-up, in-

depth, individual interviews of 2 of the focus group participants. The participants
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selected for the study were full-time teachers from a large community college in southern

Ontario. The participants are described fully in the section on participant selection. The

research design was emergent in nature, with the later stages of data collection depending

on the findings of the earlier stages (McMillan & Schumacher, 1997). This approach was

appropriate to this study in that the study was intended to be exploratory in nature and so

depended heavily on the teachers' exploration of issues related to teaching in an online

environment. While maintaining the focus ofthe study throughout the data collection

process, the direction for specific questions used in the study came from the teachers'

discussions of their experiences in the online environment.

The data collection began with a focus group discussion with 5 participants,

followed by in-depth interviews with 2 participants. Focus groups are small groups of

people brought together to address a specific topic or topics and they are led by a

moderator. The level of moderator involvement is an important issue in focus groups. At

the low end of moderator involvement, moderators play a minimal role in the discussion

and contribute only nondirective comments, while at the high end, moderators control

both the topics and the dynamics of the group discussion (D.L. Morgan, 1988). For an

exploratory study, moderators should aim for a low level of involvement to allow the

participants to explore the issues in the field of study. ,r .•

Focus groups are an effective way to gather a wide variety and amount of data

from a group of people in a relatively short amount of time. Additional benefits of using

focus groups as a data collection method include the opportunity to identify the major

topics in a specific field from the participants' perspectives, to observe the participants'

interaction with one another during their discussion, and to facilitate the development of
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more focussed questions for use in later individual interviews (D.L. Morgan, 1988) For

these reasons, the focus group approach was chosen as the initial form of data collection

in the study.

After surveying the literature on online teaching and learning, general open-ended

questions were developed related to issues that might affect teaching in the online •

environment. As well, my experience in teaching an online course and being a student in

numerous online courses also contributed to the development of the questions This set

of questions was used to generate discussion in the focus group. As moderator of the

focus group discussion, I began with a short introduction of the study, then asked the first

question. My involvement remained minimal, and I tried to wait for natural breaks in the

discussion before introducing other questions.

Based on this focus group discussion, more in-depth questions were developed to

explore the issues raised in the focus group in greater detail during the individual

interviews (Appendix A). The same question scheme was used in both individual

interviews, with additional probing questions arising based on the participants' choice of

direction for the discussion. The data collection process is discussed in more detail in the

data collection section.

The focus group format and questions were tested in a pilot study to see whether

the questions would allow the type of exploration intended for the study and to determine

whether the questions as formulated were leading in either wording or order.

Pilot Study

A pilot study was conducted in the form of a focus group with 3 participants in

order to determine the effectiveness of the general open-ended questions intended for the
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focus group discussion. The participants for the pilot study were drawn from the same

college as the participants in the study. The participants for the pilot group were also

teachers who had taught both F2F classroom and online courses and so were familiar ..

with the issues in each environment. One ofthe participants was a full-time faculty

member, and the other 2 were part-time faculty members. Each of the pilot group

participants had been involved in both the development and implementation of the online

courses they were facilitating.

The pilot focus group session was one and a half hours long, during which three

research questions were asked relating to the similarities and differences in teaching, the

creation of learning communities, and the roles of participants in the online and F2F

settings. These questions form the basis of the study and were asked in this forum to see

whether they were appropriate to gather the desired type of data, whether they allowed

the level of exploration intended for the study, and whether or not the wording or the

order ofthe questions was found to be leading in any way. Based on the

recommendations from the participants in the pilot study, one additional question was

added to the list of questions for the focus group. The pilot group suggested a question

on technological infrastructure and college policies and procedures be asked explicitly to

learn how these issues affect teaching/learning in both environments. The participants in

the pilot study recommended that a question on these issues be included as a research

question. The pilot study group confirmed that the questions posed were not leading in

either their wording or the order in which they were asked. Therefore, in addition to the

question on infrastructure, policies, and procedures, the same three initial questions were

used in the focus group discussion.
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As the pilot focus group consisted ofboth part-time and full-time faculty

members, some issues specifically related to part-time studies were raised by participants

during this session that were not raised during the subsequent focus group and interview

sessions, and have not been included in the data for analysis. This study focussed

primarily on issues affecting online courses in full-time programs. A comparison of part-

time and full-time issues related to online courses is outside the scope of this study.

However, as more courses are developed for the online environment, particularly courses

that are likely to be offered through both full-time and part-time programs, issues

affecting part-time online courses will become increasingly important. This is an

important area for further study. v:-<'fK; i: c

Instrumentation

A number of questions were addressed during the data collection stage of the

study. During the focus group discussion, the four main research questions were posed

for participants to discuss. The questions were open ended in order to encourage open

discussion and to allow the participants to take the discussion in various directions

around the central topic of teaching online and in a F2F setting The questions asked in

the focus group are identical to the ones outlined as research questions in the first

chapter:

1. How is teaching similar and/or different in the online and F2F classroom

settings?

2. How are participant roles in an online teaching/learning experience similar to

and/or different fi-om the roles in a F2F classroom teaching/learning experience?
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3. What are the characteristics of a learning community in an online environment

as compared to those in a F2F environment and how is a learning community

established? '

4. How do the existing policies, procedures, and technological infrastructure at

the college affect teaching online? •

Following the focus group discussion, more in-depth questions were asked during two

individual interviews to develop a deeper understanding of the issues affecting teaching

in the online and F2F settings. The same list of questions was asked in both individual

interviews, with different probing questions depending on the participant's responses.

The questions used for the interviews were based on the discussion in the focus group

session. The full text of these questions can be found in Appendix A.

Selection of Participants

In order to generate detailed data of teachers' perceptions of the similarities and

differences between teaching in a F2F classroom and an online environment, participants

were selected using the method of purposeful sampling. Random sampling from among

all of the college's faculty members could not have guaranteed participants with

experience teaching in both the online and F2F environments, which was critical to this

study. As the number of faculty members at the college who have taught in the online

environment is still relatively small, the random sampling method could only be expected

to generate participants who had experience in classroom teaching and possibly, but not

necessarily, experience in online teaching. What was required for this study was a group

of teachers who would be able to describe their teaching experiences in both
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environments and discuss their perceptions ofthe similarities and differences in their

teaching in the two settings. >

The participants were purposefully selected from among full-time faculty

members at the college whose main professional focus was teaching in their area of

expertise. Each of the participants had experience teaching in a classroom setting as well

as in developing and teaching online courses. Although one of the participants had

developed and taught only one online course, that participant's reflections based on a

shorter exposure to teaching online were very similar to the other participants who had

taught a greater number of online courses. The final selection criterion for the faculty

members was that they were available to participate in the study during the time the data

collection was conducted.

Every attempt was made to include faculty who taught in various subject areas,

within the criteria described above. The faculty who were selected taught courses in a

variety of academic disciplines, including English, business, curriculum development,

and general education options. Some of these courses were previously taught only as

F2F classroom courses, while other courses were developed specifically to be online

courses and did not have a F2F equivalent. The number of faculty at the college who had

previously taught online courses was still fairly low, which posed a limitation on the

study in terms of participant selection. The teachers selected for the study were all

known to me. I knew all of the teachers through my work at the college, and I had

participated as a student in online courses taught by two of the teachers (my participation

in these courses had concluded prior to the start of this research).
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Jaffee (1998) and M. Collins (1999) discuss classification systems to categorize

faculty members depending on their willingness to explore and adopt new instructional

technologies. Jaffee classifies faculty as "innovators" and Collins uses the term

"pioneers" for faculty who are actively interested in new technological developments and

who explore the potential of the new technologies as related to education; Jaffee and M,

Collins suggest that this group comprises less than 3% of the facuhy population. The

next level is "early adopters" in Jaffee' s schema and "settlers" in Collins' s system. This

group consists of visionaries who further explore the technologies and seek ways to

integrate them effectively into teaching practices; this group accounts for about 10% of

the faculty population, as per Jaffee and Collins. The next group is either the majority or

mainstream, which Jaffee and Collins suggest accounts for about 70% of the facuhy .

population and consists of faculty who adopt the technologies once they have been

demonstrated to be effective and once a plan for their integration has been developed. -

Jaffee includes a final grouping called the "laggards" who show little or no interest in

incorporating instructional technology into their practice.

The percentages suggested by Jaffee and Collins to describe different groups of

faculty members in terms of exploring technology seem to reflect well the current

situation at the college Using these classification systems, the faculty who participated

in this study were all in either the first or second levels (innovators/pioneers or eariy

adopters/settlers) because they were willing to explore the potential of the technology and

develop ways to integrate it into their practice.
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Data Collection and Recording

Prior to inviting faculty members to participate in the study, an application was

submitted to Brock University's and the College's Research Ethics Boards for an ethical

review of the study. Both of the Ethics Review Committees approved the study as it was

developed, without requiring any changes to be made.

Once approval was received from the ethics boards, each of the participants was

sent a letter (Appendix B) via electronic mail explaining the study and asking for her/his

participation in the study. The letter specifically outlined the rights of the participants

and the responsibilities of the researcher. The email included a list of possible meeting

times and locations in the event that the invited participants would agree to take part in

the study. All but one of the invited participants agreed to take part in the study; the one

person invited who did not participate was to be out of the country during the proposed

time for the study. In the end, there were 5 participants who took part in the study. The

researcher found it much easier than expected to find a suitable time and place for all 5

participants to meet together for the focus group discussion; all the participants were

willing to be flexible to ensure the meeting could take place.

Data collection began with a focus group discussion in May 2000 in which all the

identified teachers were invited to participate. At the start of this session, I distributed a

letter of consent to participate (Appendix C) to each participant and briefly explained the

purpose of the study. This letter assured participants that they would be nonidentifiable

in any reporting and that they were free to withdraw from the study at any time without

explanation or penalty. As well, I distributed a letter of consent to audiotape (Appendix
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D). Both of these letters were signed by the participants and the researcher prior to the

start of the focus group discussion.

During the focus group session, I read each of the four research questions out loud

(one at a time) in order to generate a discussion of the main issues in teaching in an

online setting and how it compared to teaching in a F2F classroom. In retrospect, it

might have been helpful to send the questions to the participants ahead of time, allowing

them time to consider the questions prior to the focus group discussion. One of the main

intents of the focus group discussion was to learn about the important issues in the field

of online teaching and learning from the perspective ofthe participants. The session was

an hour and a half long and was unstructured in order to allow the discussion to develop

in various directions depending on the interests and reflections of the participants. I did

not ask new questions until there was a longer lag in the discussion, being mindftil of the

time to ensure the session would be only as long as originally planned. I limited my

involvement in the focus group discussion to asking the research questions in order to

ensure my views were not leading the discussion. I refrained from using nonverbal

communication as much as possible, and I feel that the teachers were mostly aware of

each other's words and reactions and were only minimally affected by my presence.

Although not wanting my presence to interfere with the discussion in the focus group

session, I needed to facilitate the discussion in order to gain a deeper understanding of the

issues by listening directly to the participants.

All the members of the focus group session were willing and active participants in

the discussion. The participants interacted with one another, built on each other's ideas,

interrupted one another as new ideas arose, and were generally very animated. There
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were numerous times when the discussion eruptedin joint laughter among the

participants, and it seemed generally to be an enjoyable session for the participants. The

participants stated that they had enjoyed the chance to meet, talk, and reflect on their

experiences in teaching online and that it was a rare opportunity for them.

With the written permission of the participants (Appendix D), the focus group

conversation was audiotaped. Although the audiotaping equipment was tested

thoroughly prior to the session, in setting it up at the session site, the equipment was not

operating correctly. Fortunately, I had the assistance of audio technicians at the college,

who were able to identify and resolve the problem very quickly and before the discussion

began. As well, after the first side ofthe first audiotape was filled, I was initially unable

to continue recording on the other side of the tape. However, I was able to resolve the

problem within a few seconds and was able to keep track of the discussion during this

time. As soon as the tape continued recording, I noted down the main points of the

discussion which was not recorded on the tape. The discussion did not seem to be

affected in any way by this situation. The problem with the audiotape could easily have

been avoided had two audio recorders been prepared, each with a new tape ready to be

used for recording.

Once the session was completed, the audiotapes were transcribed by me and the

transcripts were presented to the participants for verification. Transcribing the audiotapes

was extremely time consuming, but I found it to be a very worthwhile process to review

the discussion in great detail and to start developing tentative themes. The participants

did not recommend any changes to the transcripts. Only 1 and my advisor had access to

the tapes and transcripts. All information was held in strict confidence.
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Based on the findings of this focus group discussion, questions were developed

for the individual interviews that were held with 2 of the participants from the initial

focus group. Two interview participants were selected at random from among the 5

focus group participants. Both ofthe teachers selected for the interviews were contacted

by electronic mail and both agreed to participate. The interviews were in-depth

interviews, each lasting between 60 and 90 minutes and held in June 2000. Although a

set of questions was prepared (Appendix A), the interviews were semistructured to give

the participants an opportunity to explore their experiences without feeling constrained

by a structured agenda. The order of the questions was different in the two interviews

based on the direction the discussion took in each case. I found it important to be flexible

in terms of the order of questions to allow the participants to lead the discussion and to

develop a more natural discussion rather than one that might have seemed overly

scripted. However, to ensure that all the questions were asked, I had a printed copy of the

questions for each interview and put a check mark beside each question as it was asked

Probing questions were asked based on the participants' responses to the prepared

questions. With the written permission of the participants (Appendix C) prior to the start

of the interviews, these interviews were also audiotaped and transcribed, with transcripts

presented to the participants for verification. Each participant was presented with only

her/his own interview transcript. As with the focus group, no changes to the interview

transcripts were requested by either of the participants.

During both the focus group session and the interviews, I took notes and wrote

notes immediately after the sessions to try to recall the main points and themes of the

discussions. I found this summarizing activity to be very useful in helping me to capture
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the main essence of the discussion and compare the findings from the other discussions in

the study.

Following the focus group discussion and the individual interviews, a short survey

regarding specific details about the participants' teaching backgrounds at the college was

distributed to the teachers by electronic mail. Because I knew the teachers, I had a good

sense of their involvement in online teaching; however, I wanted to confirm this by

formally asking for details about their prior experience. This survey asked about the

number of years participants had taught at the college, both in classrooms and online, the

number of courses they had taught online, and the number of online courses they had

developed. The responses to these questions are included in Chapter Four. Other than

the focus group discussion and the individual interviews, the communication between the

participants and me was via electronic mail. { .

• r ' d:

Data Processing and Analysis

Analysis of the data began informally following the focus group discussion and

continued through the individual interviews. A tentative identification of themes and

patterns that emerged in the early discussions was developed to determine whether other

avenues of questioning should be addressed. The method that was used to organize the

interim data analysis was analytic memos and files (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). The

memos were informal written documents used by me to identify key themes that emerged

and to begin the analysis of those themes. The analytic files were organized initially by

data collection method (focus group, interview 1, interview 2), then by the tentative

themes that were developed, and finally by the codes that were used to analyze the

transcripts (a full description of the coding used in the study follows below). Both
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methods were used to facilitate the comprehensive reporting process following the data

collection stage. This method of organizing data assisted in the focussing ofthe

informative data while allowing other data to be put aside.

Formal data analysis was begun following the interviews. The process of coding

and key word analysis as outlined by Miles and Huberman (1984) was used to develop

categories and identify patterns and relationships among categories. A coding scheme

was developed after reading through each of the transcripts. Each of the codes was

assigned an abbreviation related to the code in order to make the codes easy to remember.

Each of the transcripts was then coded using this scheme, and this process was repeated

three times to ensure that the data in the transcripts were correctly coded according to the

coding scheme (Table 1).

Generally, paragraphs in the transcripts were assigned a code; however sometimes

individual phrases within paragraphs were assigned different codes, as those phrases

related to different ideas. In some cases, the same block of text was assigned a number of

codes, which can be an appropriate strategy in an exploratory study (Miles &. Huberman,

1984). However, this was kept to a minimum, since multiple codings of the same data

can make it more difficult to sort the data for analysis and reporting. As an example, here

is an excerpt from the focus group transcript:

I came to it because I liked the idea of being able to structure all kinds of levels

for all different kinds of students within one environment And so they

could. . they could pick and choose what they were interested in and go off, the

hyperlink idea was very attractive to me. That they could follow their own
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Table 1

Coding Scheme Used During Data Analysis

Category (research question)
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interests and their own paths in learning. So it was learning styles that brought

me in. [FG-4]

This section was assigned a code for both teacher motivation to teach online and for

learning styles. , ,,...

Once all the coding was complete, pieces of data were compared with other pieces

with the same code to see how they related to each other. The codes were then organized

into a classification system according to the four main research questions, consisting of

similarities/differences in teaching online versus F2F, participant roles online and F2F,

the development of learning communities, and policies, procedures, and technological

infrastructure (see Table 1). This organizing structure was used to compile the data in the

reporting and analysis sections of the study.

This coding scheme was also used to code the pilot study focus group transcript to

see what level of overlap there was among the different discussions. The codes were

found to be appropriate for the pilot study transcript as well, although one additional

issue was discussed in that setting, the development ofjoint online courses between flill-

time and part-time areas. As this topic was discussed only in the pilot study, it is outside

the scope of the study. However, it is a potentially important area for further study in the

college setting.

As the data were being compiled for the reporting in the following chapter, I drew

a mind map diagram of how the themes in the study could be interrelated. This diagram

was revised and added to as the analysis and reporting process continued. Finally, this

diagram was simplified for clarity, and is presented in Chapter Four.
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Methodological Assumptions

As this study relied entirely on the experiences of teachers who had taught in both

classroom and online settings, it was assumed that a sufficient number of teachers would

be willing to participate in the study. As discussed earlier, this group of teachers was

selected from among the group of early explorers/adopters of instructional technologies,

specifically online teaching. It was anticipated that 5 participants would provide a

sufficiently broad base of experiences for exploring issues related to online and F2F

teaching. It was also assumed that the students who had participated in the teachers'

online courses would have formed a "pioneer" group of students in that they were willing

to experience learning in a relatively new environment. Some of these courses were part

of full-time programs, and other courses were part of Continuing Education programs.

Because of the types of courses that had been taught by the teachers in this study, it is

likely that the students included both traditional college students enrolled in full-time

studies and professionals enrolled in part-time studies primarily for professional

development purposes. The types of students likely to have been involved in the

teachers' online courses is relevant to the study in that the teachers' reflections on their

online and F2F teaching experiences would have been affected at least in part by the

students who had also been involved in those experiences.

Limitations

The purposeful sampling of participants was a potential limitation in the study, as

a different group of participants might have resulted in a different perspective on the

issues. However, it was also a strength, given the emic nature of this study. As discussed

above, it was necessary to choose a specific group of practitioners who had sufficient
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experience in both a F2F classroom and an online environment in order to explore those

experiences meaningfully. The selection of teachers who were early explorers/adopters

of instructional technologies may be a limitation in that those teachers were most likely to

seek the potential benefits ofthe technology. However, at this point in time, it was

possible to select only from among this group of teachers at the college to learn about

online teaching experiences as the majority of teachers had not yet begun exploring

online teaching. Every attempt was made to include a variety of courses taught in both

the online and F2F environments in order to learn from teachers' experiences with

various student groups and curricula. However, the participants chosen for the study had

taught a relatively small cross-section of course offerings at the College. Although this

was a potential limitation in the study, the wealth of experience of the teachers in these

academic areas provided a rich exploration of experiences in both the F2F classroom and

online environments. Although the courses themselves were not analyzed, the

experiences gained by the teachers in developing and teaching the courses were used as

the basis for their discussion and exploration of the two environments.

Another factor to consider was my own involvement in online teaching and

learning and the need to keep my biases out of the study. The research questions were

based on a review of the literature related to online teaching and on my own research

interests. Once the questions were determined, I minimized my participation during the

data collection phase in order to ensure that it was the voices of the participants that led

the discussions. As well, the words of the participants were used to present the data

collected and to identify the main findings in the study. As much as possible, I

minimized my role to data collector and interpreter, based on the words of the teachers.
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A further limitation is the preceding process used in the study. The decision to

precode was made in light of feasibility issues given that this is a Master of Education

level study. . .

Establishing Credibility

As there are no measurement tests in qualitative research to parallel those used in

quantitative studies, other forms of credibility verification were incorporated into the

study. The data collected from the focus group discussions and the interviews were

presented to the participants for verification of accuracy and intent, and no requests were

made by the participants to revise the transcripts as initially presented. The process of

triangulation was incorporated in order to assess the reliability of the data. This was done

by having three different people analyze the coding ofthe transcripts to verify the themes

and patterns found in the data. These three perspectives were those of a faculty member

at the college who had experience in developing and teaching online courses and who had

completed graduate work in the field of educational technology, another faculty member

at the college who had also completed graduate work related to educational technology

and who was also developing an online course, and finally my own perspectives.

I conducted the initial analysis of the data and coded the transcripts according to

the themes identified from the data (Appendix E). The two faculty members were

presented with uncoded transcripts from the focus group session and the two interviews,

as well as the coding scheme that I had developed. Included with the coding scheme was

a short description of what the codes meant and an example quote from the transcripts to

illustrate how I had applied the codes (Appendix E). The two faculty members were

asked to code the data from their perspective, using the coding scheme provided, with the
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intent of seeing how closely the coding matched among the three reviewers. The reasons

for providing a coding scheme included issues of time, expediency, and feasibility given

that this is a Master of Education level study. A better approach for an emic study would

have been providing the transcripts without a set of codes to the two other coders, and

asking that they develop their own sets of codes and apply them to the transcripts.

The purpose of having three separate codings ofthe data was to have interrater

consistency. Once the reviews ofthe data by all the reviewers were complete, I found

that the three sets of transcripts were very similarly coded, indicating that my original

coding of the data was reliable. The main difference was that the transcripts that I had

coded often had compound codes for each section of data. Each of the reviewers was

asked to code each of the transcripts only once. I found that while I was coding the

transcripts the second and third times, I added codes to already coded sections as I

became aware of connections among the data and other codes. The other difference

between my coding and that of the reviewers was that one of the reviewers pointed out

sections of the data that related specifically to the benefits of teaching online, which was

a code I had not defined. A discussion of the benefits that were identified in the data is

included in Chapter Four.

The data are reported in the next chapter using the method of thick description in

order to allow the participants' words to describe their reflections and to tell the story of

their experiences. I recorded all decisions made during the study in an ongoing journal to

provide an audit trail of the decision-making process used. Other memos were recorded

by me to track decisions made regarding other procedural decisions throughout the study.

These have been described in an earlier section of the study.
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Ethical Considerations

To ensure that the rights ofthe human subjects involved in the study were

protected, the research proposal was subjected to an ethical review and was approved by

both Brock University's Ethics Board and that of the college prior to the commencement

of the research. As well, all participants were made aware of their right to withdraw from

the research at any time without need for explanation should they desire to do so for any

reason. None of the participants are identifiable throughout the study to protect

anonymity and confidentiality. When the participants agreed to be part of the study, they

were assigned a numeric code which was used throughout the study to reference their

comments. These codes are used in the final two chapters when reporting and analyzing

the data collected during the discussions. Those comments drawn from the focus group

discussion are labelled [FG-#], where # is a number from 1 to 5, referring to the 5

participants. To further protect anonymity, the 2 participants who were part of both the

focus group discussion and the individual interviews were assigned different codes for

the separate data collection sessions. Those comments drawn from the interviews are

labelled [I-#], where # is either 1 or 2, referring to either the first or second individual

interview. Only my advisor and I had access to the identity of individual participant

comments.

Restatement of the Problem

The focus of the study was to conduct an analysis of the perceived similarities and

differences of teaching in a F2F classroom setting and an online setting, based on the

experiences of teachers who have taught in both settings. This exploration was

conducted from a qualitative and emic approach, allowing the themes in the study to
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develop based on the experiences and reflections of the teachers. The teachers'

reflections, together with analysis of the literature related to online teaching/learning,

were used to compile implications for practice for online teachers, reported later in the

study.

Summary of Chapter
,

In order to determine how teaching is similar and different when moving from a

classroom setting to an online setting, a focus group discussion and two individual

interviews were held with teachers to capture their experiences teaching in both the

online and F2F settings. The study was of an emic nature, relying on the words of the

participants to develop themes and metaphors. The words used by the participants to

describe their experiences were analyzed from a qualitative perspective to look for

patterns or recurring themes. The data are reported in the following chapter, followed by

an analysis of the themes found in the data. The study concludes with a summary and

implications in Chapter Five. -vn
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

The findings from the focus group discussion and individual interviews are

reported in this chapter, using the words ofthe teachers to describe their experiences and

reflections on teaching online as compared to in a F2F classroom. As well, the

backgrounds ofthe 5 participants are outlined as these relate to teaching online and in a

classroom. Following the reporting is an interpretation of the findings, relating the

findings fi^om the study to the literature in online teaching and learning. Both sections are

structured according to the research questions outlined earlier in the study. These were

the questions used in the focus group discussion, and they are repeated here for reference.

1

.

How is teaching similar and/or different in the online and F2F classroom

settings?

2. How are participant roles in an online teaching and learning experience similar

to and/or different from the roles in a F2F classroom teaching and learning experience?

3. What are the characteristics of a learning community in an online environment

as compared to those in a F2F environment and how is a learning community

established?

4. How do the existing policies, procedures, and technological infrastructure at

the college affect teaching online''

The Teachers' Backgrounds

There were 5 teachers involved in the study. All of the teachers involved were

full-time faculty members at a large College of Applied Arts &. Technology in southern

Ontario. All 5 participated in the focus group session, then 2 of those 5 teachers
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participated in follow-up individual interviews. The two individuals were selected

randomly for the interviews from among the focus group participants. All of these

sessions occurred in May and June 2000.

All of the teachers involved in the study had taught at least one online course.

These courses represented a variety of academic disciplines, including English, business,

curriculum development, and general education options. Three of the teachers had

worked with other teachers, helping them develop online courses. Therefore, these 3

teachers had developed courses in other disciplines as well, but had not taught those

courses. These teachers drew on the experience of developing these courses, as well as

the courses they had developed and taught, when discussing design issues for online

courses.

Table 2 outlines the teachers' backgrounds in terms of teaching online and in a

F2F classroom. Of the 5 teachers, 3 were women and 2 were men. Each ofthem had

taught 10 years or longer in F2F classes at the college. One of the teachers had taught

online for one semester and the others had taught between 4 and 1 semesters in the

online environment (each semester is 4 months in length).

The teachers were asked how many course intakes they had taught, meaning that

ifthey had taught the same course twice, that would count as two separate instances of a

course. One of the teachers had taught a single intake of one online course, 3 of the

teachers had taught between 6 and 10 intakes of online courses, and 1 teacher had taught

18 intakes of online courses.





Table 2

The Teachers' Demographics
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The teachers were also asked how many different courses they had taught online;

in this case, numerous intakes ofthe same course counted as only one course. In

response to this question, 2 ofthe teachers had taught one course, 2 of the teachers had

taught two and three different courses, and 1 teacher had taught eight different courses.

One of the teachers had also developed and taught online courses for an undergraduate

university program. r .-^ -

Finally, the teachers were asked how many online courses they had developed

Some of the teachers had worked with other teachers to help them develop online

courses, so their responses to this question included courses they had partially developed

in collaboration with other teachers and courses they had developed themselves. One of

the teachers had developed one online course, 2 ofthe teachers had developed seven and

eight online courses, and 2 of the teachers had developed over 10 courses, with

involvement in up to 40 courses.

Reporting of Findings: Focus Group Session & Individual Interviews

Research Question #1 : How is teaching similar and/or different in the online and F2F

classroom settings?

This section discusses issues related to teaching in the online environment as

compared to the F2F classroom environment. Specifically, these issues include the

motivation to teach online and online course design. The teachers also talked about

teaching styles, students' learning styles, and challenges faced by teachers and students in

the online environment. Finally, the teachers included their goals and strategies for

dealing with the challenges they faced when teaching online.
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Early in the discussions, the teachers explored what had motivated them to

develop and teach courses in the online environment. This question was not directly

asked during the focus group session. The teachers initiated the discussion themselves,

and they seemed quite interested in learning about one another's reasons for why they

had ventured into the online world. For 2 ofthe teachers, it was the desire to see if some

aspect of the teaching and learning process could be improved by moving it from the F2F

setting to the online environment.

I liked in classrooms having as many groups simultaneously as possible, maybe

that's my drama background. So when computer conferencing or groupware

showed me a way that I could deal with simultaneous discussions in a way that

was even more - 1 hate the word "efficient" - than in a classroom, then I would

say I want this because it does what I'm doing in a room better than the room

does in that particular function. [FG-1]

I think there's always the sense that it can always be better. I mean, any type

teaching and learning environment can be made better. And I think your point

about being in the classroom. . you kind of run out of limits, so to speak, in how

much better it can be. You're looking for other avenues. 1 mean, I don't know if

it's kind of a mentality that. . the classroom has walls, so those are your limits to

how you can do it, whereas online, there are no walls. And you kind of get the

feeling that there's limitless potential Whether that's realized or not. [FG-2]

For another of the teachers, it was the ability to include a number of activities that would

appeal to different learners and to different learning styles that motivated her to explore

the online medium for teaching.
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I came to it because I liked the idea of being able to structure all kinds of levels

for all different kinds of students within one environment. And so they

could. . .they could pick and choose what they were interested in and go off. The

hyperlink idea was very attractive to me. . .that they could follow their own

interests and their own paths in learning. So it was learning styles that brought

me in. [FG-4]

Another teacher liked the sense that students could be dealing with the online course

materials on an ongoing basis, not restricted to just the scheduled class meeting times.

You know, one of the things as a teacher, you always think that your subject is the

most important subject, and in the classroom, you only have a finite amount of

time in blocks that you can talk about "your" subject. Whereas online, you get

the illusion that constantly, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. . everybody is dealing

with my subject [laughter from the group]. [FG-2]

Another teacher had a very negative initial experience as a learner in an online course

and, after that experience, was not interested in pursuing other courses in the online

medium. However, a later course in which she was interested was offered only in the

online medium, and so she took a second course online. This second course was a much

more positive experience

The first course I took online was so horrible, I said I would never, ever, ever,

ever, ever take another online course again. And so, I mean, I started out with a

really bad experience with really bad software. . umh. . that I wouldn't wish on

anybody. But then there was a course I really wanted to take, and it was only
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online, so . . it was a much better experience. So, I mean, I really got into it

kicking and screaming because ...I had to. [FG-3]

One of the teachers questioned whether they as teachers had a preference for learning in a

self-directed mode and whether that might have been one reason they were attracted to

the online medium. Another ofthe teachers agreed with this view and suggested that

many ofthem likely came into the field of online teaching because they were committed

to exploring the new medium.

But then I wonder, ifwe all have a bias of a certain kind of self-directed learning

style that draws us into this area to begin with. . . . [FG-1]

I think it's probably inevitable. ... I think we all came in because we were

committed. [FG-4]

However, two of the teachers suggested they were initially skeptical about the potential

of the online environment, and started exploring it to determine whether and how it

could be used effectively.

Well I think I came into it as a bit of a skeptic and I just wanted to try it myself to

see if I could translate what I do in the classroom through this new medium, and I

have to say that . . .there have been many times where I've been truly challenged

because I've been trying to find ways of getting the information across

differently. And I think it's a challenge but I don't think it's an impossibility.

[FG-5]

I don't think I was committed until I found out that it worked. I went in to see

what I was maligning. [FG-1]
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One of the teachers was involved in teaching online courses that were offered only as

distance learning courses. Distance learning courses at the college can be offered in a

variety of modes, including online, mixed mode (some F2F contact, some online), and

paper-based correspondence. This teacher stated that she would not have been willing to

even consider teaching distance learning courses unless they were online courses.

I am only involved in teaching in subject areas that are distance learning. And so

I have a very different perspective. I don't teach anything that people are

physically together for. And ... if you move into the distance education . . , arena,

there's no way in the world I would ever be interested in doing paper-based

distance education. Like, just, not at all. So the only thing that could have

persuaded me to become involved ... in distance education is online learning.

[FG-3]

There was agreement among all the teachers that one reason motivating them to explore

the online environment was precisely because it was a new medium that offered a new

challenge to them, despite the technological or administrative problems encountered

along the way.

Self-servingly, talking about the teacher, how many people around this table went

there in part because they wanted a new challenge and a new exploration? That is

to say, first years in the classroom were exciting and exhilarating and exhausting

and then it got kind of comfortable and you knew it and part of going online is to

throw yourself into that first year experience willingly again. So that you can be

exhilarated and challenged by stuff that you don't know how to deal with

[laughs]. [FG-1]





84

I can see now that you just have to learn to think differently. . . in a different way.

And I think that's what makes it exciting and interesting. I think it broadens us as

much as it helps the student. [FG-5]

And that's also why we keep pursuing the technology. Not because of

technology, but because it's something new to learn and experience and try

[FG-4] v , :
• -.: .

So it's the wild west, and at some level, we've been called pioneers. . . . And some

aspects of that are horrific. . . .But inside each of us, isn't there a piece of us that

went there precisely because it was the wild west? [laughter from the group]

Nobody gets to tell me the rules here, because nobody knows what the damned

rules are, so I get to make the rules for a while. [FG-1]

Another important issue discussed by the teachers related to the similarities and

differences of teaching in the online and F2F settings was the design of online courses.

Two of the teachers stated that the goals of teaching and learning in the online

environment were essentially the same as the F2F environment, at the macro level.

I think that largely the goals should be the same. . and I think they should be the

same because I think that's. . . where we should start, with the goals. And. . the

core goals are likely to be the same or should be the same whether it's online or

face to face. [I-l]

I think the goals are probably at the macro level still the same, but the micro level,

they're probably different, in that you have to . . .adjust based on the fact that you

can't see them [students], you can't hear them, and you can't touch them. [1-2]
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One of the teachers went on to say that there could be an additional goal for online

courses, related to methods of communicating.

The one additional kind of goal. . there may be some changes in some of

the. . . goals that are based on methods of communicating. [I- 1 ]

One of the teachers thought that one difference between developing online and F2F

courses was that teachers needed to do more up-front work to prepare online courses.

The thing about online learning is that . . the teacher's often done more, you

know, up-front work, thinking about how it's going to work over the semester, i'

[I-l]

This teacher went on to describe what she thought ofwhen she talked about online

.

courses. In her view, an online course was one that engaged learners more actively than

some traditional F2F courses have done.

When I think about an online course, I think about a course that more actively

engages the students by...asking them to read something and then discuss it

online, or by asking them to ...umh...giving them some content and asking them to

do some problem solving and it could be a case study or it could be ... a set of

either word problems or. . .or manipulation of data kinds of problems, like math or

electronics or accounting or you know, any of those kinds of things. So, I think

that kind of online course probably has been studied a lot more but certainly has

been demonstrated to be more effective because it's actively getting the student

involved in the content as opposed to them being passive. It's moving from the

transmission model, which tends to be the classroom model, to a more interactive

model of learning. [I-l] •. f
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Another teacher discussed the issue of different types of online courses, saying that there

were a variety of courses that could be called online, but they could be quite different in

intent and structure.

There are so many different kinds of online settings that. .1 would really have to

define, I think, what I mean by online setting. If. . .if we're talking about a totally

collaborative environment, i.e., computer conferencing, that kind of setting means

that there is a substantial amount of. . . sharing knowledge, and everyone in the

group has. . . responsibility for participating and being. . . and having an integral part

in what the course content is. And what that means is the course content is not

fixed at the beginning, some issues maybe that the instructor may identify some

issues up front, and some resources to help people explore the issues, but, you

know, there's. . the content is not there. The content comes from each participant,

and so the course is a collective of everybody's contribution. Umh. . that's not

what all online courses are like, so, ifyou are talking about web-based content

with some computer conferencing, that's quite a different kind of learning

environment than one that is totally conferencing. [FG-3]

Another teacher, when asked to comment on the idea that in a totally collaborative

environment everyone in the group has an integral part in determining what the course

content is and so the content is not fixed at the beginning of the course, responded by

stating that, although that philosophy was appealing, it was not easily applied in the

context in which she was working. ,
, ! > ...^ <

I think that's a philosophy of a particular kind of course, that is based in a

discussion environment, definitely adult learning, something like a [curriculum
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development course]. Where you are dealing with something like a. .

.

Introdurtion to Business, there is content that must be dealt with. And so that side

of it is not flexible. . . because ofwhat I do, a lot ofthe time is working with other

teachers who are not experienced in online delivery, I have to be sure that what

they're putting online and how they're handling it is kind of set for the semester,

because they're going to have enough trouble just dealing with this new medium.

And being that flexible, which would be a wonderful. . uhm, you know, total aduh

learning concept, I don't think it's feasible in what we're doing and with the

people we are doing it with. [1-2]

A second teacher also discussed the issue of fixed versus changeable content in both a

F2F and online setting. She raised the point that, in either setting, content needs to be

customized to the particular group of learners. She thought it was easier to change

content by rephrasing something in a classroom than it was to change online content

pages.

When I'm posting pages that are content pages, ... it's always, "how much are

these pages addressing this specific group of students, and how much is this here

and is going to be here the next time the course is offered?" And that is =

something that Vm constantly thinking about every time a course goes, because

. . umh. . . there are small things and. . . you know, the reality is that it's very

difficult to edit and change every single page every time a course goes. But, on

the other hand, there's also the need to address that I know about people

specifically. It would be like going to a class and. . and reading exactly the same
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lecture notes regardless ofwhat's happening to the faces of the people in the

class.

Because those pages exist and it takes longer to go in and change a page

than it does to rephrase something in a classroom, umh. . and you have to be much

more careful about doing that than. . .than, you know, rephrasing something in a

classroom situation, it's just harder to do online. If it's totally in a conferencing

environment, and you're not using any fixed content pages, then if there's. . if you

suspect that there's been a misunderstanding as a resuh of a comment that comes

from something that anybody in the course has raised, then you put another

message in to clarify it. [I-l] ^ ; : n .1- - '

The teachers talked about building flexibility into the design of online courses.

One teacher suggested that flexibility in an online course could mean that not all the

students would be required to complete all the activities, but that students could be

offered a choice.

And I think flexibility can be built into online courses, so I... I don't think you

need an online course where everybody has to do everything. [I-l]

One teacher recommended building in flexibility to anticipate potential technology

problems. This teacher suggested presenting materials in a variety of ways to increase

the chances that students will be able to access the materials in at least one format, in the

event that there are technological problems with other formats.

It certainly makes us constantly think, "if I do it this way, what happens if the

technology doesn't work or breaks down?" So, I maybe have to do it three ways.

[FG-4]
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One ofthe teachers stated that offering flexibility as opposed to a rigid stnicture in an

online course was a move towards the self-directed learning model.

Groupware allows me to make it a. . to go further down the apparently self-

directed route by giving many options, but setting criteria, so the bad old. . . no, the

structured worid is: the criteria are these, do something by this date; the

constructivist is: you pick what the something is, and you start with. . whichever

something you want. And go wherever you want to go within this marking

scheme. [FG-1]

This teacher went on to say that, although flexibility is valued by some students, other

students are more comfortable and familiar with a level of structure in their courses. The

teacher suggested it was possible to accommodate both preferences by giving options but

requiring that one ofthe options be chosen by students, in this way offering some

structure and some flexibility.

In spite ofwhat I was saying before the tape went on about some ofmy more

traditional students from other cultures having some trouble with the degree of

flexibility, I would argue that what you can do is give a patina of real linear

directedness to a highly lateral structure, because you can say, "there are these 4

choices, here are the rules for choice 1, choice 2, choice 3,. .
.", you know. So, the

comfort of structure is there, without necessarily the limitations of structure as it

used to be in a room. [FG- 1 ]

This teacher went on to admit that, although he was someone who tended to like

flexibility, it took a while even for him to accustom himself to this approach. He

therefore questions how others in an institution like the college can move towards a
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model of greater flexibility in course structure such that not all aspects of courses are

determined in the learning outcomes at the start ofthe course.

But that's. . not comfy, even for me it took a while, and I'm. . . not exactly the most

linear guy in the world. So I don't know how. . . how a linear institution, how far it

can go towards the learning community model which at some level says, "you

can't nail it all down in the learning outcomes before you start because some of it

is discovery along the way." [FG-1]

Another form of flexibility in the design of online courses discussed by the .,

teachers was offering longer timelines for students to complete their work. One of the

teachers stated that, based on his experience teaching online courses, each time he has

taught a new section of an online course, he has lengthened the timelines.

I quite frankly have made my timelines much wider each time I deliver. . . .Every

time somebody does this for the first time, they kind of want to say, "well why

can't I give a week-long window or two?", and in theory, of course, you can. Go

and do it first semester, see how well it works, see how many repairs after the

fact, and then the next time, you'll give them two, and the next time you'll give

them three [laughs]. [FG-1]

Another teacher stated that although her initial philosophy was to not include deadlines in

an online course, she found that was not a workable approach. , e

First time I taught online, I didn't put any deadlines in because I had this

philosophical belief [laughter from the group]. Well, guess what I was doing on

the last day... [FG-4]
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Another teacher also commented on deadlines and felt that the course had been more

successful when the students had been given tighter deadlines than when the timelines

were left more open.

I found that with our course, the times when we had a very strong sense of a

learning community happened ...when the discussion groups just started and

everyone was focussed on those first discussion groups. But because, ... we kind

of left big windows of . . when a person could participate in each discussion group,

I feel that. .1 had a couple of very keen students who did all the discussion, and

then had no one to respond to. [FG-5]

Another teacher suggested that in certain types of online courses, there needed to be less

flexibility in terms of the course content. For courses that are heavily content based

rather than discussion based, the content needs to be set at the start ofthe course. Also,

for teachers who are not experienced in facilitating online courses, this teacher thought

that having the content set at the start ofthe course would help them deal with the course

in a new environment more effectively.

Where you are dealing with something like a. . . Introduction to Business, there is

content that must be dealt with. And so that side of it is not flexible. They're also

probably. . . because of what I do, a lot of the time is working with other teachers

who are not experienced in online delivery, I have to be sure that what they're

putting online and how they're handling it is kind of set for the semester, because

they're going to have enough trouble just dealing with this new medium. [1-2]

Another course design issue discussed by the teachers was how to evaluate

students in the online environment. One of the teachers felt that many teachers thought
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of evaluation as primarily memorizing and reproducing knowledge on tests, whether in a

F2F environment or online.

And you'll find many people believe that evaluation is simply multiple-choice

tests, and regurgitation, so you just give them all this kind of stuff, and they give

it back to you, and that's a course. And it doesn't matter whether it's online or in

the classroom, that's all you do. It's testing the. . uh, outcomes.. [FG-4]

Another teacher talked about benchmarks that teachers use for evaluating students. She

likened expecting students to learn only the material that is on prepared course web pages

to expecting students to learn what "comes out of a teacher's mouth" in a F2F classroom.

It depends on what your benchmark is . . .for what is quality and what is not. I

mean, if your benchmark is that, you know, all the information that is required is

contained on a page somewhere, ... in the same way in that "if it comes out of my

mouth in the classroom it will be learned by the students", then, you know, ... if

that's what quality is. [FG-3]

One of the teachers felt that because it was impossible for online teachers to gauge

student understanding of course materials based on body language, the type of

assessment used online needed to be based on a comparatively higher level of

understanding.

In a classroom, ... I can see who's got his or her head on the desk, who's got a

blank look on the face, who's trying to dominate the. . the discussion, who's

missing the point altogether, you know. . . I can't do that in an online environment.

I can see that people, by their responses or whatever, are not getting something,

but there is a time lag. There is not the reading of the body language. So in the





93

assessment component, there's got to be better quality assessment, constantly

looking for understanding and higher order learning. [1-2]

Two ofthe teachers discussed the final grade results of students who took courses online

as compared to F2F. One teacher felt that whatever was a "reasonable" failure rate in a

F2F course should be equivalent in an online course and, to ensure that result, would

adjust the course as needed. Another teacher commented that although a larger number

of students dropped out at the start of an online course compared to a F2F course, those

that remained had comparable results in terms of grades. .^

What's the same in the classroom and online? Oversimplified for me was,

whatever I considered a "reasonable" failure rate, and there's a whole loaded

issue, my online failure rate will be roughly equivalent. ... I didn't find it ever

acceptable that an online course would automatically have higher failure rates. I

just didn't really understand why you wouldn't, quite fi^ankly, jigger with the

course, the deadlines, the everything until you could, you know, in good

conscience, say; "I've done everything I can to reduce that failure rate, self-

directed or not." [FG-1]

What is different though, is that in a classroom, I think. . .1 don't lose as many

students as I lost at the start of the online. . . . But the ones who remained, reflected

the same tendencies that the students in the classroom had. Grading, the

responses, and the fullness of answers or the, you know. . . scantiness of the

answers. [FG-5] •
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The teachers discussed the issue of assignments in an online environment. Two of the

teachers felt that the structure of assignments was a critical aspect of teaching and

learning in the online environment.

In a classroom, a lecture might drive the structure, and the assignments might

appear to be incidental, but here [in the online environment] it's driven by the

structure of the assignments, I would argue. [FG-1] r^ ^

I would too. And I took a while to get to there, to realize just how important they

were. . . I find the structuring of assignments tremendously important and an area

we neglect. [FG-4]

One of the teachers went on to say that in a F2F classroom environment, the teacher

could tell whether or not students were at least attending class, if not listening or

participating in the learning. In an online environment, the teacher is not able to

determine whether students are reading the assigned resources or course materials.

However, if the assignments are well structured in an online course, the teacher is able to

determine whether the students have learned the course materials.

Here's another difference. . ., at least if they were in the classroom, you knew they

were there, they weren't necessarily listening, they weren't necessarily

participating. . . [laughter from the group]. . .but you knew they were there. In an

online course, they can actually read no book, read nothing that you've put on the

web, but when they go to the assignments, if you've structured that assignment

well, you're going to know whether they've learned or not. [FG-4]

A final issue related to evaluation in course design discussed by the teachers

involved integrating group discussion into the course and assigning grades for
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participation in the discussion. One of the teachers commented that if teachers intended

to have a learning community develop through group discussion online, that needed to be

part ofthe evaluation design. Another teacher said that if students would be required to

participate online as part of their course evaluation, there should be meaningful activities

created for them.

You have to give marks, and you have to say, "you are required to communicate

online", and. . and say the level of expectation, and how many marks you re going

to give for it, and so on. [FG-3] ,

' .

And the other thing is not just making them go to the conference room, but giving

them something that is a good reason for being there. And a task to do when

they're there that seems meaningful. . .related to the curriculum. [FG-4]

Another issue related to course design was determining which media to integrate

into the course. One of the teachers noted that different media have different strengths.

The strengths of one medium aren't necessarily the strengths of the other medium.

[FG-1]

One of the teachers felt very strongly that integrating technology into education needed to

be done to ensure that media are used in ways that are effective. She felt that if teachers

used the online setting simply to post up their lecture notes, that would be an ineffective

use of an expensive medium. Instead the online medium should be used to try to enhance

students' learning by helping them visualize concepts, interact with the materials, and

receive feedback on their progress. ._ .: "^ ' • ;
,<<"..i

And . . . people who put up their notes that they may have used either as a

guideline or they may have more or less read in class, umh. .1 really see that as
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just a pretty significant waste of the medium, because you could hand that out on

a piece of paper. It's not using a computer to do the kinds of things a computer

could he doing, should he doing, in terms of helping a student to visualize,

helping a student to interact, giving them quick feedback about their thinking, or

giving them feedback from other people about what they're thinking. Umh. . : so, I

don't think that's an effective way to use the medium. I just think that it is a

terrible waste of an expensive medium. [I-l]

This teacher cautioned that there may be some aspects of some courses that cannot be

done effectively in the online environment.

... it could be that there is something about that [online] environment that . . . you

weren't able to accomplish, and it may actually not even have been something

that you would have identified as your. . . in your learning outcomes at the

beginning. But you realize in the doing of the course that this piece is missing,

and you're not going to be able to do it online. [I-l]

However, another teacher noted that there were some things that could be done better in

the online environment than in a F2F classroom. He feU that using computer

conferencing software was a more effective way of conducting group discussions.

I liked in classrooms having as many groups simultaneously as possible. ... So

when computer conferencing or groupware showed me a way that 1 could deal

with simultaneous discussions in a way that was even more. . efficient, . than in a

classroom, then I would say I want this because it does what I'm doing in a room

better than the room does in that particular function. [FG-1]
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Related to course design was the issue ofteaching style. A number of the

teachers discussed two versions of course design: one based on a lecture approach and

one based on collaboration. One teacher felt that if you related a type of software to

those two approaches to teaching, lecture would be represented by the use of software

like PowerPoint®, and collaboration would be represented by the use ofgroupware or

computer conferencing software. He felt that the use of the internet tended to be

somewhere in between those two approaches. He noted that because many teachers are

more comfortable with a lecture approach, much of that teaching style tends to get

replicated in the online environment.

How much is collaboration implied by software? Group. . groupware or computer

conferencing implies collaboration, Powerpoint® implies lecture. ... The web is

somewhere between those two extremes, depending on how much of the

Powerpoint® mindset or how much of the group discussion mindset informs the

structure of the animal. And given that most people in the classroom are more

comfortable at the Powerpoint® end, big surprise, there's a lot of that replicated.

[FG-1]

One of the teachers felt that if students were asked to rate the effectiveness of the use of

software like Powerpoint® to deliver course content online, the resuU would likely not be

a high rating. In particular, she thought that if Powerpoint® was used without any

supporting media such as text and/or audio, it would not be very effective as a way of

delivering content.

Ahhough I know that many websites have a lecture with Powerpoint®, a

streaming audio lecture with a Powerpoint® presentation, and that constitutes the
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primary . . umh. . delivery of content for an online course. . . I don't know whether

there is any research to look at that, and to actually get student feedback about

that kind of content delivery....But, you know, ifyou did a really big study and

did a student feedback comparison of different kinds of courses, I think that that

wouldn't be rated very highly. ... I tend to be pretty hesitant about that as an

effective way, . . . and people who put up their Powerpoint® slides without any

text, or without any audio, I. . .that is just not very effective at all. [I-l]

A number ofthe teachers felt that the teaching style that teachers had in a F2F

classroom would be brought with them into the online environment, i

Well again, if you're informal in the classroom, I think you'll be informal. At it's

worst, if you're disorganized and you're not a. . you don't prepare well, the

chances are you will bring that to online too. So there are pros and cons to that,

but I think it's probably very true that the tiger doesn't change its stripes or the

leopard doesn't change its spots [laughs] or whatever. . . [1-2]

One of the teachers suggested that if a teacher were effective in a F2F classroom, they

would likely be effective in an online environment, regardless of their particular teaching

style.

If the teaching styles are similar in a classroom as they are online, ... if a Socratic

kind of a person in the classroom is going to be that kind of person online,

then. . .then maybe we're just looking for a good teacher. It doesn't matter

whether he or she is a good classroom teacher or not. We're looking for someone

who does well in a class and that will translate in an online environment. [FG-5]
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In contrast, 2 of the teachers thought that it would be difficuh for some teachers to move

from a F2F to an online environment.

If somebody is lecturing and that's their primary mode of delivery in a classroom,

the movement to online is likely to be quite difficult for them. . because,. . .they're

not getting the feedback from the students, umh. . .they're not able to read faces

and see whether what they're saying is communicating clearly. [I-l]

Umh. .1 really think there are some people who just won't be appropriate for

teaching online, without a great deal of intervention, and uhimately, they will still

fall back on what they know and what they're like. And if you don't like

students, and there are, unfortunately, a lot of teachers around who don't like

students, I think that will probably come over even more. [1-2]

One of the teachers went on to say that if a teacher were trying to change their F2F

teaching practice to be more learner centred and less lecture based, they would find the

transition to the online setting much easier than if they were coming from a primarily

lecture-based approach to teaching.

Actually, in my experience, . . . when I've been working with faculty, those faculty

who tend to be moving away from a transmission model to a more learner centred

activity, where students are actively involved with the material, in a variety of

ways, by working on projects, by discussion groups, by . . umh. . various kinds of

case studies or problem-solving activities. Where teachers are beginning to move

in that direction in a face-to-face classroom, ... my observation in trying to help

people move to an online course, they find that transition much easier to make.

[I-l]
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This teacher went on to describe one teacher she had worked with who was a very

effective and engaging lecturer, but who had great difficulty translating that effectively to

the online environment.

I'm thinking about one person in particular, and his students think he is absolutely-

wonderful, because he has. . .he's a fairly charismatic person and . . has a sense of

engagement with his students. But! Movingto online is just. ..umh... well not

quite disastrous, but almost disastrous. I mean, it's just pages and pages of text.

And even for him to think about learning activities for students to engage the text

that he's put up is extremely difficuh.... And... like it's just sort of not in him

[laughs]. And you can say, "well, can you think about this?" "Well, yes." But

then it never. . . it doesn't happen. [I- 1 ]

Another teacher talked about lecture in a F2F class, and likened it to a teacher giving a

performance. He and another teacher thought that it was either very difficult or not

possible to translate that kind of approach to the online setting.

I can imagine a classroom teacher, very teacher centred, very lecture, not very

collaborative, being an entertaining person. . . And the students enjoying it. In the

online environment, the performance part is much harder. In fact, I would argue

it's gone. [FG-1]

If they are just. . . performance in the classroom, they're going to find it very hard

to move to online, because the spotlight is no longer on them. [1-2]

Two of the teachers talked about moving away from the idea that teachers need to

provide information for students to absorb, and that this was the case both in a F2F
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setting and online. For some teachers, this would involve rethinking their interpretation

of teaching and learning.

Well the other thing ... is to draw learning from students as opposed to peddling

information. And, when. . . when you add that into the mix, you know, there's

only a small proportion ofteachers who have... have been there previously, so it's

a whole rethink ofwhat it means to teach and learn. [FG-3]

You know what, . . . when you think about it, an interesting thing is,- how many

things that you do are really specifically a function of online learning. . . if you

looked at it, say a role. . .like I've got to be a guide instead of a sage. Well. . that's

not specific to online learning. It depends on how you structure the classroom

and it depends on how you structure online learning. It's not specifically online

related. [FG-2]

The teachers also discussed issues related to students' learning styles in the online

environment. Two of the teachers talked about the possibilities of providing information

to students in various ways to accommodate learning styles in online courses.

I came to it [online teaching] because I liked the idea of being able to structure all

kinds of levels for all different kinds of students within one environment. And so

they could. . they could pick and choose what they were interested in and go off,

the hyperlink idea was very attractive to me. That they could follow their own

interests and their own paths in learning. So it was learning styles that brought

me in.

Being very aware that you're giving something to everybody. To the

visual learners, to, you know, the people who just, "give me the facts, ma'am."
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You're doing all that and allowing them choice . . "You know, you're going to

have to pick one, and you're going to have to do it within these parameters, but

pick what interests you, and go out". . .and pushing them to go out onto the web or

to do research within the context of those assignments. [FG-4]

Building redundancy into a course so that you provide it in text, you provide. .

.

some audio or video, you provide. . .umh. . .practice applications, you provide

communication where, you know, you go and talk to somebody else online about

it, so that you're taking a number of different learning style approaches. . and by

having students do a number of different activities towards the same learning

goal, that redundancy that's built in . . .umh. . would help that as well. So the, you

know, five students being asked to work through the same module with that kind

of redundancy built into it, one would say, "oh, I understood it best this way," and

someone said, someone else would say, "I understood it best another way." [I-l]

One of the teachers added to the idea of "hyperlinking" by suggesting that this was a new

word for "stream of consciousness," and that, although it might appeal to some learners,

to others it might seem disjointed and disorganized.

Hyperlink is just a new word for "stream of consciousness" [laughter from the

group]. But if you're a hyperlinking kind of person, . . then this environment

feels. . hey, something that finally allows that. It's a very fhistrating experience

for many people because it's. . . it's like a cocktail conversation where people

wander in and wander out ... . [FG- 1 ]
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To accommodate learners who like structure and others who prefer greater flexibility, one

teacher describes an approach whereby choices are offered to the students (providing

flexibility), but those choices have specific criteria (providing structure).

The structured world is: the criteria are these, do something by this date, the

constructivist is: you pick what the something is, and you start with. . . whichevisr

something you want. . . . And go wherever you want to go within this marking

scheme. . . .1 would argue that . . . you can . . .give a patina of real linear

directedness to a highly lateral structure, because you can say, "there are these

four choices, here are the rules for choice 1, choice 2, choice 3, . .

.

", you know.

[FG-1] v. ^: - -... :>r -

One of the teachers discussed the issue of designing courses with learning styles

in mind. He raised the issue of whether online courses should be designed to incorporate

group discussion and therefore collaboration, or whether there should be an option to

allow students to work independently through the course materials.

Do we respect the right of the group versus the right of the individual .. in the

design? In some instances, do you want a learning community, in some instances,

do you want just to have a straightforward path through to get those outcomes?

[FG-2]

Another teacher noted that, depending on the type of course, some learners would not be

interested in participating in an online discussion, particulariy if they felt it was not a

necessary part of the course. i ,>
.

It depends very much on what the course is, and I think for . . . [a curriculum

design program] and for adult learning at a fairly high level, you're going to see
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tremendous participation and discussion because that really is where the learning

is. In a content-driven course, you're going to see some people who do

everything and others who do nothing except the bare minimum. And that is a

learning style issue too. "Don't bother me with this, I just want to get the grade

and go on." And ifthe grade isn't tied up in that discussion in a meaningful way,

they won't do it. [1-2]

One of the teachers suggested that the ideal way to deal with learning styles was to have

software that could take in information about people's preferred learning styles and

customize the content to suit them. This type of software was very sophisticated and

would require considerable development time, but it could have some real advantages for

students.

Well, the ideal way would be to have a muhitrack system in an online course, and

. . . there are some programs that do this actually, but. . .they're actually verging on

using artificial intelligence. . . . And there's a little bit of that potential on the web

now. It's much, much stronger with using CD-ROM based software because you

can track in behind much more easily than on the web. But it's beginning to be

possible on the web, and so. . umh. . a student can either say upfront as part of a

course, that "these are my strengths in learning," and so they plug that in and

then. . umh. . . there are versions of the content that are available for people with

different learning styles. So, that's the most sophisticated, and. .
and would take

probably a good two or three times as much time to develop the course in the first

place.
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Or, you could develop a course and then add, as you use it,

umh. . .alternate tracks for students who know that they learn a different kind of

way. ... I think in terms of student time, it would be way better ifwe could sort of

track them and find out how they learned best and then supply that kind of

information to them, but that's very sophisticated. [I-l]

This teacher went on to say that, although more research on this issue was needed, her

feeling was that students whose preferred learning style involved taking in information by

reading would be the group most likely to find online learning appropriate to their

learning style. .;.

I think, when we've been around a lot longer, my suspicion is that we're going to

find, unless we really are building, you know, sound, and. . and kinesthetic kinds

of activities into the online learning, I think we're going to find that the people

who will opt to take online courses will be those people who. . .who tend to take in

information best by ... by reading. [I- 1 ]

As they started exploring the online environment, teachers inevitably experienced

challenges. These challenges included issues like learning how to communicate in a new

environment, learning what to do when technology fails, and dealing with the unknowns.

In the area of communicating online, one of the teachers mentioned the lack of body

language as one of the main challenges.

I would think the major difference is the inability to read body language,

probably. To. . to adjust to your class according to what you see and feel. [FG-4]
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Other teachers mentioned the need to communicate using written expression as one of the

main challenges online teachers face. One of the teachers felt the challenge was in trying

to find new ways of getting information across clearly.

There have been many times where I've been truly challenged because Tve been

trying to find ways of getting the information across differently. And 1 think its a

challenge, but I don't think it's an impossibility. I can see now that you just have

to learn to think differently. . . in a different way. And I think that's what makes it

exciting and interesting. [FG-5] , c:- ,^
.

••

So, you've got to be somebody who's pretty comfortable with words as well as

some other stuff before going online would feel good. I'm not sure all teachers

are comfortable with print words. [FG-1]

Other challenges related to communicating online included knowing how much of a

presence to have online as a teacher.

It is such an incredible. . balancing act, but my feeling is that people need lots of

support and encouragement at the beginning and that I gradually .
.
umh. .

.the

term is called "scaffolding." So, a high level of scaffolding at the beginning with

support and encouragement and then less and less as the course goes along [I- 1 ]

Two of the teachers described the challenge of feeling overwhelmed with the number of

messages that were posted online '

It is impossible through the whole course to respond to every single message. In

a. . . well, between 12 and 20 kind of . enrolment, you would just simply have to

be online all the time [I-l]
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"Oh god, there are 70 messages that have just got to be answered right now," ....

What the hell am I going to do?" [FG-1]

The teachers also discussed challenges related to technology. One of the teachers

stated that, different from a F2F environment into which technologies could be used as

enhancements, if the technology was not functioning in an online environment, the whole

teaching and learning process could not continue. Another teacher agreed, and suggested

that online teachers were dependent on the technology.

Ultimately, you could put them [classroom technologies] aside, and still have a

lesson. This [online courses] . . . nothing happens if the technology doesn't work.

[FG-4] -'
^

There's that sense of dependency. [FG-2] •

Another teacher noted that, in an online course, one of the technology-related challenges

is that it is difficult just to contact students to let them know that something is wrong with

the technology.

There is no, and this is a process issue, there is no easy way to contact all your

students to tell them there's a problem with technology, when you have to use

technology to contact them. [1-2]

Some of the teachers talked about the challenge of dealing with a new medium

and not knowing what to expect. One of the teachers feh that this was a positive

challenge in the sense that it presented teachers with something new to try after years of

teaching in F2F classrooms .> -• •

That is to say, first years in the classroom were exciting and exhilarating and

exhausting and then it got kind of comfortable and you knew it, and part of going
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online is to throw yourself into that first-year experience willingly again. So that

you can be exhilarated and challenged by stuff that you don't know how to deal

with. [FG-1]

Two ofthe teachers noted that there was a lot yet unknown about the world of online

teaching and learning.

There's just so much that we. . .that we don't know and we're not going to know,

not for a while. [I-l]

There are so many things about this that we really don't know. [1-2]

One type of challenge was described as affecting both teachers and students in the

online environment. One of the teachers talked about the "crazy little mistakes" that

teachers and students can make related to technology. She described a situation in which

a student submitted an essay to an incorrect email address, and therefore the teacher did

not receive it. The situation resuhed in a F2F meeting to determine what had actually

occurred. One ofthe teachers described the situation as the "electronic dog eating the

homework."

I just had to do a change of grade for a student because on March 31, she emailed

her essay to [an email address]. Obviously, [that email address] doesn't exist.

The essay was due . April 7. I heard nothing from this student. I emailed her

through [the college system], heard nothing, saw her 2 days ago with the essay in-

hand and said, "well I'm afraid it's too late." And then she explained to me what

had happened, and 1 said, "do you have any proof that you in fact mailed it out to

me at that. . . at that date''" And she did! . . . So, ok, the way that I relate to this is

that there are so many. . . crazy little mistakes that students and teachers can make.
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and that, because of that, this student really did receive an F on her transcript.

Well, I'm now changing it because I have the proof that the poor thing did write

the essay. . ahead of time. [FG-5]

So the electronic dog ate her homework [laughter from the group]. [FG-2]

Some ofthe other challenges faced by students as perceived by the teachers involved

issues like fear of publishing thoughts in a public forum, waiting for responses from

colleagues to posted messages, and needing discipline and motivation to study in the

online setting. One of the teachers noted that he had had only a few students who seemed

hesitant about posting online, but another teacher stated that this was not the case in other

situations, particularly with teachers who were registered students in online courses.

I think I've had two. . .two individual people who came and had minor t

reservations [about posting responses publicly] in all the time. [FG-1] i

Your finding is not universally... experienced, though, FG-1. And., .in working

with teachers, that is definitely not the case. Their early experiences with

working in an online environment, they are very reluctant and very hesitant to

commit. And often the first communication they will send to the teacher first, and

then ask, "is this ok?" and then they'll post it online, [FG-3]

Two of the teachers described concerns they had noticed regarding responses to student

messages. Some of the students in their courses did post messages, but then did not

receive timely responses to those messages, causing fiustration for those students who

had initially posted .
-

. -v -F

I mean I find very often where they have. . .where they have things that they need

to work on in groups. They will. . . write to me and say, "well, my posting' s been





no

in there for 5 days and I'm waiting for a response, and nobody's responding,"

And that gets very difficult. [FG-4]

I had. . a couple of very keen students who did all the discussion, and then had no

one to respond to. [FG-5]

Two of the teachers noted another student challenge. These teachers felt that students

required discipline and motivation in connecting to the course materials and the teacher

as they started their online courses.

There's a statement that goes to every person in [a curriculum design course] that

you will email the instructor by this date. That date is one week before the start

date. They know when the start date is, and most people are emailing the middle

of the week of start date, even though 10 days previously they were to have

emailed the instructor. And they don't do it. And they don't do it no matter how

many times... sometimes I get a list and email them, and they still don't make any

attempt to get started. [FG-3]

Three weeks before the class, I send an email to the class . . and I simply say,

"send this back to me with an 'I got it' message." And I get three quarters, I don't

get more, but get three quarters "I got its" by start date [FG-1]

The teachers described a number of strategies they had developed to deal with

issues like communication- and technology-related challenges Two of the teachers

discussed the issue of getting to know people in the online environment. One teacher felt

that students would not be able to know their teachers in the same way online as F2F,

while another teacher suggested that, to create an environment online in which people got

to know one another, one idea was to post people's photographs.
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For many of us, teaching in the classroom is a question of highs and lows. Its .

like performance, if you like. That isn't the case online. And also, I go to the

grocery store with my husband, and people come up to him and say, "Oh, Mr.

[...], you taught me, and you were the greatest English teacher." This is never

going to happen to you, because they don't know you. [FG-4]

Well, it does if you put pictures up. [FG-3]

Another teacher recommended strategies for ensuring students in the online environment

felt they were being treated as individuals rather than as messages.

I think addressing people and addressing the ideas that came from a person

. . .accrediting a person with the idea, that's very important. [I-l

]

At the same time, however, this teacher went on to recommend that when needing to

correct or "reshape" something posted in a message, she would "distance" her feedback

message and not single out the student. In this way, the rest of the students would get the

benefit ofthe message without the individual feeling singled out.

I think if I was. . .trying to do a reshaping or a correction, then I would tend to

generalize and not centre out a person any more than I'd want to do that in a

classroom setting. That if I was seeing that people were getting the wrong idea,

then I would not say, you know, that this person said this I would be much more

general in that kind of way. [1-1] ^.• > '
.

Other strategies related to communicating in the online environment included tapering off

the teacher's presence in a course, using invitational language to encourage a welcoming

atmosphere in the online course, and explicitly asking for feedback to ascertain whether

or not students were understanding the course materials or instructions.
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As the course progresses, I think you can afford to step back and hopefully let

them do more. And then it's ...it's just the same kind of thing you would say in a

classroom, "well done," "that's a great point," you know, no more than that. Or,

often I will go in and say, "did you read the article and such-and-such. Did

anybody see The Star? What did you think of ... ? Did anybody feel the

earthquake this morning?" Nothing to do with the subject particularly, but

just. . . at that point I'm trying to give them a sense of a group and . . . and,

umh. . you know, belonging, I guess. So, I would say that it reduces and it vv

becomes more, definitely more moderating than it is leading or pushing or any of

those other things. [1-2]
•.•• .^f. v. 'iv.-'

But, intentionally, as an online teacher, I. . .1 rely a lot on trying to use more

personal. . vocabulary than I would if I was in a classroom situation. . . I think you

have to be intentional . . . you have to say, "if this isn't clear, get back to me," or

you have to ask questions that will check and see whether that is coming across

clearly, or you have to pose ... an issue that in talking about that issue, it's going

to be clear whether. . whether it was understood or not. So, you can't rely on

nonverbal communication. You have to ask people specifically either to give you

feedback about that or to pose some kind of . . query that will indirectly let you

get at whether that was understood or not. [I-l]

In courses which involved online discussion, the teachers described some of the

strategies they had used to facilitate that discussion. One of the teachers talked about

extending deadlines to allow more flexibility for when students could contribute their

postings. ^ h:.;
'
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I quite frankly have made my timelines much wider each time I deliver. [FG-1]

However, another teacher recommended compressing timelines to encourage a

concentrated amount of discussion on a specific topic before moving on to another topic.

I found that with our course, the times when we had a very strong sense of a »

learning community happened when ..umh. . . well at the very, very beginning,

when the. . . when the discussion groups just started and everyone was focussed on

those first discussion groups. [FG-5]

One of the teachers shared her strategies for facilitating communication and for ensuring

that students would know when they could expect her participation in the course. This

teacher set a schedule of when she would be available online, and when she would be

responding to student messages. She found that, as an online learner, she also structured

her time to ensure she was online frequently.

In this offering of the course, I said in my first. . . in my introductory material,

"You can expect that I will be online sometime Monday, Wednesday, and Friday,

and . . . once on the weekend." So I said that I would be there Monday,

Wednesday, and Friday, and I said I may be there other times, but you can be sure

that if you put a comment in on those days that I will read it.

I thought by saying that in the beginning, up front, that I've got a schedule

that I'm going to use, and the reality of my life is that I can't say exactly when on

Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, because things change from week to week. But

if I was a regular classroom teacher, I think 1 would say in my schedule. .
my

schedule would be that I vAW be. . . in this course at this time, and 1 think I would

schedule it just as though I had a face-to-face class. And I would tell the students
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up front that that's when I would be paying attention to this course. And that I

may very well be there other times, and checking in, but you can count on the fact

that that's when I'll be there. So, I think some of that discipline and structure

. . .uhm. . . is a useful thing at least on the teacher's part, and I'm beginning to think

that we need to be getting students to think about that. And they've still got

flexibility because nobody's going to penalize them if they're not there at that

particular time, but to think about that in terms of structuring their life.

I say that as both a student otk/ a teacher, because I know the first course that I

took, I did not have that kind of structure, maybe even the second. I remember

the course when I started doing that, and I said, "at this time, I will always. .

.

".

And I. . .1 got the clue by then that if you wanted to have first dibs at making

comments on an article or an issue, you had to get in at the beginning of the week,

[laughs] ... to do it at the beginning, setting aside a time was just a real

breakthrough. [I-l]
*

The teachers also discussed strategies to deal with technology-related problems.

These included how to present information in multiple ways to ensure that if one medium

was not working, others would be available, how to work around technology problems,

and how to use technology to remain in contact with students. One of the teachers talked

about presenting course materials in several ways to ensure students would be able to

access them if there was a problem with technology.

I maybe have to do it 3 ways, you know I give them a text file, I give them an

audio file, and I give them a video file, and god knows if Netscape doesn't work,

they won't even see any of those, so it's in chapter 4. [FG-4]





115

Another teacher described what she did with her students to help them continue learning

the course materials ifthere was a problem with the technology.

. . . sometimes you can do a bit of a workaround, if a server is down and you know

it's going to be down for a couple of days, then you can email people and say, you

know, "you can get started on this kind of activity. You could get started this

way." And you won't feel as though you've lost as much time. So, it is possible

to. . .uhm. . get the same kind of content, or it might be possible, it isn't

necessarily, it might be possible to give some content to people by using a

workaround. [I-l]

Two other teachers described their strategy for ensuring that students received their email

messages. If they knew more than one email address for a student, they found that they

had the best results in terms of reaching the students ifthey sent their email messages to

all of the addresses. • 'i..'vJ

An interesting thing I've found when I used to nag online, remind if you like, or

nag. And I found that if they were using their [College email] account, I was very

unsuccessful. When I got hold of their hotmail® or whatever alternative account,

my success rate went up dramatically...They don't use [their College email

account]. So I would write to them at the beginning of the semester and say, "if

you have another address, please have your mail forwarded. Make sure you have

your mail forwarded." And then when they wrote to me and it would have

hotmail®, I just add it to my list, and so then when 1 broadcast, I'd be getting

them. And I noticed a significant difference. [FG-4]
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Some of the students I did hotmail®, [College email account], FirstClass®

[laughs]. I wanted to make sure. I sent to 3 different places, they're bound to

pick it up from one ofthese places. [FG-5]

Research Question #2: How are participant roles in an online teaching/learning

experience similar to and/or different from the roles in a F2F classroom teaching and

learning experience?

This section discusses the roles of teachers and students in online teaching and

learning situations and how these compare with F2F teaching and learning situations. As

well, the teachers' thoughts on the characteristics ofteachers and students that help them

succeed in teaching and learning online are included in this section.

During the focus group session, the teachers discussed the role of an online

teacher at various points. In some instances the role of an online teacher was described

as similar to that of a F2F teacher, and in other instances the roles were described as

different from one another. In terms of similarities, one of the teachers thought that

teachers in both environments needed to project their personalities to students and allow

students to do so as well What was different was the method in which this would be

done in both settings.

In terms of the similarities, . . you still have to project a personality and the ways

and techniques which do that are perhaps different from in a classroom. Well

they are different, there's no doubt. But you still have to establish that very

quickly and you have to provide opportunities. . to allow others to do exactly the

same. [FG-4] ' .c
•

'
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Two ofthe teachers discussed the teacher's role in establishing and maintaining a

learning community online, and what types of activities on the part of the teacher could

encourage a learning community to grow.

I think it really has a lot to do with design, and whether you plan or not or just

kind of have an intuition about how that works. It comes across in how you

present and that creates that learning community. It really is something that has

to be molded. And . . . umh. . . I think that once you . . . once you've done that, and

have it part of the design and plan of the online course, then it happens almost like

planting a seed and letting it grow. [FG-2]

Yes, the facilitator really has a role in that [creating a learning community] and I

think it is early on to set the tone, and to make those interactions interesting and

meaningful, and to keep the discussion moving and the threads tied together, and

to give them a sense that "this is worthwhile doing," and this is where they have

an opportunity to shape the learning. [1-2]

This teacher went on to say that another role of the online teacher related to learning

communities was to ensure students understood that an online learning community was

"like being in a group in a classroom." As in a F2F classroom, the teacher would need to

facilitate that groupwork to help the groups reach their learning outcomes. The

difference would be in how the online teacher would facilitate, using online discussion

groups.

So, it is a community, and if the community isn't working together, then you are

disadvantaging those who are keen, and whose marks may depend on that

community. And so this. . again, there's a role for the facilitator to make sure that
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everybody realizes that it is like being in a group in a classroom. . . . And that

becomes the teacher's role as it is in the classroom. . . .1 think you can manage it to

a certain extent using all the same techniques that you would use in a group

dynamic in a classroom, except you're doing it through the discussion group.

And uhimately, you're only going to be able to make it work or not work based

on the group's determination to either participate or not. [1-2] -
.
»- ^

Two of the teachers discussed the teacher's role in terms of whether the focus was on the

teacher or the student in online and F2F courses. Both teachers thought that the focus in

the online setting was less on the teacher and more on the group as a whole. One of the

teachers likened the online environment to a "connected mind," and the other teacher

spoke about the F2F teacher as performer and how that performance was not possible in

the online environment.

If you think of the teacher as the focus of the classroom, and that you're looking

at each individual mind in the classroom, and then when you go to online, we get

. . we get more of a connected mind, where there's no focus. Everybody's. . the

focus is the environment and everybody's outside that environment connected

together in teaching and learning. Whereas in the classroom, the focus tends, at

points, to be on the instructor, and then you've got individual minds within the

classroom that are ..not as connected. [FG-2]

I can imagine a classroom teacher, very teacher centred, very lecture, not very

collaborative, being an entertaining person. And the students enjoying it. And so

what roles'' They are playing audience, and they're talking. .
.
There are roles

there. In the online environment, the performance part is much harder. In fact, I
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would argue it's gone. It's. . . it's like the play versus the movie . .
. , you know.

We're now into the technology. Well people sometimes now like movies because

of the special effects, not because of the acting. So maybe it's the special effects

in the online world, I hesitate to say, not the performance which affects the view

of roles. And personally, I have trouble with that because I've. .I've always

thought that the actor was more important than the scenery [laughs] or the special

effects. [FG-1]

One of the teachers went on to say that the role of the teacher in the F2F and online

environments depended more on how the teaching and learning experience was designed

and less on which ofthe two environments was chosen to conduct the teaching and

learning experience.

You know what, . . . when you think about it, an interesting thing is, how many

things that you do are really specifically a function of online learning .
.
if you

looked at it, say a role...like I've got to be a guide instead of a sage. Well... that's

not specific to online learning. It depends on how you structure the classroom

and it depends on how you structure online learning. It's not specifically online

related. [FG-2]

Another similarity noted by the teachers was the issue of teacher-centred versus learner-

centred design. In both settings, teachers need to determine how they will approach the

teaching and learning experience and what role they will play in that experience.

There's the sense a little bit too that we have to say. . . we have to provide

everything. . .It's almost going back to the "we are the most important" as

educators, because we have to provide the learning community and we have to
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make sure that this is all happening. Otherwise, there's no way they're going to

learn anything like that. But the thing is probably that there are other avenues that

person can build those constructs that might be outside the learning community

that we build for them. [FG-2] -
.,, . -^v.

So, really, that's the business of self-directed learning. It's not our business to

teach them, it's their business to learn. And how. . . much or how little they wish

to go into that learning, we really have no control over. [FG-4] v

An important difference in the role of the teacher in the two settings was linked to

technology. In a F2F setting, the teacher could provide all the learning materials for

students, whereas in the online setting, the teacher has to rely on the technology to

operate in order for the teaching and learning experience to occur.

I think. . . one of the major differences here is, in a classroom, you can rely on

nothing more than yourself. . .to create a wonderful learning experience. The

technology aspect of this online learning is an ongoing nightmare. [FG-4]

Another important issue related to the role of the teacher was how much of a ,

presence the teacher should have in an online environment. The 2 teachers interviewed

individually were asked what level of participation a teacher should adopt in an online

setting and how this would be decided. Both of the teachers responded by saying they

would change their level of participation throughout the duration of the course, starting

with a high level of participation, then tapering off to a lower level. One of the teachers

stated that deciding the level of participation they should have online was the biggest

difference from the F2F environment.
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Oh, I think a huge amount about that. . . .the model that I have working for me at

this point in time, because it is impossible through the whole course to respond to

every single message. In a. . . well, between 12 and 20 kind of. . . enrolment, you

would just simply have to be online all the time. So, umh. .1 don't assume that I

can answer every message. At the beginning, I try to respond to the first 2 or 3 or

4 messages, I try to respond individually, like I put a specific response to every

single message to the first 4 or 5 messages that any individual puts lip. Once it

seems that that person is up and rolling and is beginning to feel comfortable,

. . .then I would cut back on the specific response to individual messages. And if

somebody put up 2 or 3 messages in an evening, I might respond to a couple of

things out of all the ideas that they put up and not to everything. It. . that is such

an incredible. . umh. . . balancing act, but . . .my feeling is that people need lots of

support and encouragement at the beginning and that I gradually . . .umh. . the

term is called "scaffolding." So, a high level of scaffolding at the beginning with

support and encouragement and then less and less as the course goes along. [I- 1 ]

Probably fairly aggressive at the beginning, in responding to comments, giving

feedback, whatever. As the course progresses, I think you can afford to step back

and hopefully let them do more. And then it's . . . it's just the same kind of thing

you would say in a classroom, "well done," "that's a great point," you know, no

more than that . . So, I would say that it reduces and it becomes more, definitely

more . . . moderating than it is leading or pushing or any of those other things.

When I'm online, I'm. . . I'm trying to stay in the background, but I'm also trying

to give them a sense of "there is somebody out there who cares, and is a real •





122

person, and is concerned with their learning." So it's that, knowing how far to

mediate, how far to interfere, how far to nag online is quite, quite different. It's

probably the biggest difference. [1-2] . *

One ofthese teachers posed the question of whether or not the online teacher should

disclose to the students that she would be participating more up front and less later in the

course. She responded to her question by saying that it could be done either way, and

that she has actually approached it both ways in some of her online courses. She went on

to describe, when she would tell the students up front, how she would go about that.

Now the question, the even bigger question back behind what you asked is, "do

you tell people that intentionally up-front?". . . And sometimes I think you do and

sometimes I think you don't... Some people strongly say, "yes, you say up front

that 'I'll be responding a lot to what you say and then I'll be withdrawing more

and more.'" Umh. . and I wouldn't use that word "withdrawing," but I don't

know how I would say it.

I have done it both ways. And I tend not to say it, and I think I'm feeling

challenged to find a good way of doing it. ..in a way that's not threatening. So I

think probably it doesn't belong in the first week or maybe the second week,

umh. . . but further in. I think ... I think for people who are new to learning online

that that would actually be threatening to say that right at the beginning. And

better to do it, you know, after people have begun to engage, have begun to do

their activity, whatever those activities are. . . .When you see that people are

getting engaged to say, "well, you know, I see that there's a lot more activity here.

I'm here all the time, but. . , I'm expecting you to be answering each other rather
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than me doing that. So I'm going to step back from doing that all the time

because I already see that you're beginning to do it." And that would be. . . I think

that would be my preference to do it as a, "I see this happening, I want to

encourage you in this and so you're not going to see quite as many messages from

me." [I-l]

During the focus group discussion and one of the interviews, 2 teachers talked

about the concept of teacher modelling. One of the teachers said that one of the roles of

an online teacher was to model how to submit responses to online discussion groups, as

many students would not have experienced this medium.

In an online discussion, they're [students are] a little bit rusty or they don't quite

know how to respond to each other . . . umh. . . politely, so once the teacher shows

them the way, that modelling occurs and because I think it's transcribed on the

screens, somehow they follow in suit. [FG-5] -

Another teacher said that teachers needed to consider carefijlly how they submitted

messages to online discussions, because students would take those as examples of how

messages should be submitted. Therefore, teachers' messages would be used as models,

whether or not the teacher intended for that to happen.

I know someone who just finished ...a thesis quite recently and she actually

looked at that [modelling] very specifically, and looked at how students actually

began to model . . you could see over the course of a semester, of a course, how

students' writing more and more reflected the writing of the teacher or facilitator.

And so,...when that kind of observation has been demonstrated, it does make you

think very, very carefully about how you do messages . .
When I want people to
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be reflective and personal and. . and to try to show a higher level ofthinking

about issues, where they take several comments and put them together and to be

able to synthesize, I have to work very hard at that in my messages to make sure

that I'm doing that. [I-l]

Some roles, such as feedback and summarizing, were described as shared between

the teacher and the students. One teacher feh that students, particularly in a computer

conferencing environment, should take on some ofthe responsibility for offering

feedback to their colleagues, to ensure that student messages were acknowledged and, if

necessary, critically analyzed. As well, the teacher thought that students should take

some of the responsibility for summarizing or synthesizing some online discussions.

When a conference message . . . doesn't get addressed for a couple of days, that's

not as good as when you can deal with it immediately. And it's not as good for

the learner. And. . . whether that feedback comes from the teacher or from another

student, it doesn't matter. . where the information or where the "think about this a

different kind ofway" kind of comment might be coming from is not the issue.

I can't be the person who's doing all the synthesizing, and. . and a whole lot of

stuff from the early days of computer conferencing was primarily talking about

the teacher doing the summarizing, the teacher pulling the threads together And

I'm beginning to feel that that's not an appropriate activity. If you want your

students to do that, they're not going to do it if they know that at the end of the

week, you're going to post a summary message. That you need to be showing

that that's an activity you want everybody to do. [I-l]
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The teachers also discussed the need for students to participate actively in online

discussions. Students needed to understand that their participation was an integral part of

developing a learning community, and that, just as in a F2F situation involving

groupwork, they would need to rely on one another to accomplish the learning outcomes.

So, it is a community, and if the community isn't working together, then you are

disadvantaging those who are keen, and whose marks may depend on that

community. . . . If marks are tied to it, and there is a responsibility, you have to

participate and participate well. [1-2] ',h <;>

Another teacher expanded on the role of the student, particularly in a discussion-based

course. She said that there are expectations placed on the student to submit messages on

all topics, thereby making it every student's responsibility to continue the discussion.

In an online course, especially one where there's conferencing or the students are

doing a lot of written feedback,. . . the expectation is that every student writes

something about this or that. Or that every student writes something about a

particular topic, like they may choose the topic, but within that topic, they are

going to, the expectation is that they will write something about that topic. And

I... I think flexibility can be built into online courses, so I... I don't think you need

an online course where everybody has to do everything. So I. .
I don't mean that.

But, I mean, when a student has selected a topic or an issue or a book to discuss or

a period of history, like whatever it is, when they have selected that, there are

expectations, and they are asked to do some writing and reflecting on that

particular thing. [I-l]
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In addition to the roles ofteachers and students, the teachers also discussed the

traits or characteristics of each that they felt were needed for them to be successful in the

online environment. One teacher talked about how teachers might feel when moving

from the F2F to the online environment for the first time. She suggested that these

teachers might feel grief and disconnection at not having the F2F interaction.

I have found that for some [teachers],. . . there is a period almost of grieving and

disconnection when they first go online. [FG-4]

Another teacher suggested that this may be so because teachers are a self-selected group

of, for the most part, sociable people.

Teachers are people-people, maybe more than all learners are people-people.

Because we're a self-select of people who have gone into teaching for whatever

reason. One of those things is garrulousness [laughter from the group]. Ok,

sociability... [FG-1]

However, one of the other teachers suggested that there may be teachers who enjoy

working in an online environment even more than in a F2F setting with their students.

I would argue too that there are teachers out there that enjoy an online relationship

more so than having to be in the classroom. I. . . I don't think there's a lot of

people but there may be a few... that say, "look, I just... you know, I enjoy

meeting people online. You know, I don't want to have coffee with them," or

whatever it is, "I want to keep that. . that distance" for whatever reason. [FG-2]

Conversely, another teacher said that she knew some teachers who, although teaching in

the online environment, did not enjoy it and asked their students to contact them over the

telephone rather than online.
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I have teachers who are working in the online environment who don't like it and

asked their students to phone them. [1-2] •
-

One of the teachers felt that, in order to succeed online, teachers needed to understand the

online environment and begin exploring it because of their own interest in it.

I know in talking to people who've often been coerced into teaching online

without having a philosophical belief in it, or knowledge of it. . . they have a real

problem. [FG-4]

The teachers discussed some ofthe traits that they feh would help teachers

succeed in the online environment. One of the main characteristics mentioned was

comfort with written expression.

You've got to be somebody who's pretty comfortable with words as well as some

other stuff before going online would feel good. I'm not sure all teachers are

comfortable with print words. [FG-1] *

The qualities that they have using language will be important. . .1 think it's very

much in the writing and the tone and the concern and, I mean, I think probably

every teacher is different [1-2]

I think the way you use language is very important. [1-1]

It'sthe vocabulary you use [FG-5]

Related to the use of language, some of the teachers recommended using invitational

language and transitional wording in the course materials as ways for teachers to

communicate effectively online. Two of the teachers suggested that at this stage many

online teachers did not know how to use an invitational approach effectively in written

expression. •
»

;
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Transitions are key, too. [FG-4]

And the use of language, and we've talked about transitions, invitational

language. When we see some ofthe content that we get for online, it's very, "go

here and do this right now." You know, there's no set up, there's no how do you

want to invite that student to go and do the task that you're asking. [FG-2]

People don't know how to do that in words. [FG-1]

One of the teachers thought that teachers needed to be more careful in the online than the

F2F environment to ensure they were being clear and logical in their communication and

course struaure. Another teacher suggested that there is a learning curve for teachers to

learn how to teach online effectively, but that as they gain more experience with writing

for the online setting, they tend to become more effective at it.

In a classroom, we go off in tangents. I mean, that's oral speech, right? So we

...we don't necessarily follow. . we have an agenda for the class, but then you'll

pop down this little road and you'll forget where you were and you won't

necessarily bring it back together. When you're working online, you really see

that you asked a question on screen one and you never answered it Umh.
.
you

have to constantly be looking for those transitions and connections...the logic of

something...which in the classroom, although you have the overall picture, you

don't necessarily see it at that very micro level. [FG-4]

The first time somebody gives a course it won't be as good, probably, as the

second or third time And there is a . . . learning curve to teaching an online

course. And you get better at that communication, and more thoughtful. You get

better as the course goes along. I think that as a teacher what it [teaching online]
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does is to help you to be very much clearer, very much more precise. . and

actually maybe even to think more about what it's like to be the receiver of the

information. And so, there's constantly the polishing and. . umh. . . and just being

a lot clearer, and when you start to do that as a result of one misconception, it then

carries over when you're writing another set of instructions, and you just get...

a

lot better at it. [FG-3] vf-

Along with being comfortable with teaching using written expression, some of the

teachers discussed the need for online teachers to be comfortable with technology.

There's also the technical skills that they need to have to be comfortable. [FG-4]

I find that that [teaching online effectively] may be tied up with their ability to

type, which we don't even think about when we ask somebody to teach online.

But if you don't know where the Shift button is and it takes you half an hour to

type a sentence, you're not going to build a really quick community. Right''

. . any way you look at it, you're dealing with technology. So, you have to be

able to deal with technology as well. I think that's the major difference. [1-2]

One of the teachers listed a series of qualities that she feh were indicative of a "good

online teacher." Some of these characteristics were similar for both the online and F2F

environments.

What qualities would make a good online teacher'^ Patience, subtlety, being very

aware of reading between the lines, umh.. you have to be consistent, you have to

have a good memory, you have to be organized, umh. . you have to respond and

take things seriously, you have to be learner centred, just the way you would be in

a classroom. [1-2] ,
'
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The teachers also discussed what kinds of characteristics students needed to be

successful learning in the online environment. One of the teachers suggested that at this

stage, students enrolling in online courses may be a self-selected group, but their reasons

for selecting online courses could be varied. ,

So the people who sign up for those courses, mostly ... are a self-selected group

who seek out online, for whether good, bad, or indifferent reasons. [FG-1]

Some of the characteristics of successful online students mentioned by the teachers

included motivation, commitment, discipline, as well as comfort with technology.

I think you have to have a different kind of student... a student who's very good

with . . .umh. . motivating himself/herself to learn independently, . . this is not for

the person who is a procrastinator. [FG-5]

And part of it [succeeding online as a student] is the commitment and the

discipline. . . it may be comfort with the technology. [I-l]

The roles ofteachers and students in the online environment are some of the

factors that affect the development of a sense of community online. In the next section,

there is a discussion about other issues that affect developing an online learning

community.

Research Question #3: What are the characteristics of a learning community in an online

environment as compared to those in a F2F environment and how is a learning

community established?

In this section, there is discussion from the teachers' perspectives on the issues of

learning communities, communicating in an online versus a F2F environment, and the
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development of relationships between teachers and students as these affect teaching and

learning in online and F2F settings.

The issue ofwhat is meant by the term "learning community" in online teaching

and learning was discussed at length by the teachers during the focus group. One of the

teachers noted that there was a wide usage of the term, and that it could be used to

describe very different types of situations. Here is an excerpt from the focus group

discussion on this issue.

I. . . I think the most overused term in this area is learning community. I cannot tell

you how much literature there is out there that. . . I mean, you would be horrified to

put learning community into a search engine, and it can mean the affiliation that

[the College] has or has not with [another College]. [FG-3]

Oh, it's a buzz-phrase of the worst order. [FG-1]

I'm not quite sure what it means actually. [FG-5]

It's just incredible. It is horrendous. And... and you can have anything from a

loose liaison between two institutions to real dialogue . . . and more than dialogue,

but some actual care and concern for other people in the group. [FG-3]

One of the teachers stated that, because of the widely varying interpretations of the term

"learning community," she preferred to use the term "social presence" to describe online

interactions among the participants in an online course.

With all the ways that that term [learning community] is used, ... I was getting to

the point of using "social presence" as a term for that. Anyway, umh.
.
and there

is a growing body of literature about social presence. [I-l]
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The teachers compared a learning community online with one in a F2F classroom One

of the teachers, who worked with other teachers in developing online courses, noted that

often those teachers felt it was unimportant for there to be discussion among students

online or that it was unlikely that this type of discussion would actually occur online in

order to develop a learning community. Another teacher suggested that it was likely that

those teachers also did not encourage the development of a learning community in their

F2F classes. ;

Too often, I'll either get when I'm working with teachers, "oh, there's no reason

in this course for discussion." Or, "well, they never go" or "they won't go" or

"well, I don't believe in giving marks for that kind of stuff. This is not

important." And then wonder why they're not going to get. . .a learning

community buih. [FG-4]

But they probably didn't have a learning community, in that sense, in a physical

space for exactly the same reason. [FG-1]

This teacher went on to comment that students in many F2F classes did not necessarily

develop into learning communities.

Some classrooms were a community of learners. I would say a small or medium

minority ofthem were ever that. [FG-1
]

Two of the teachers discussed the issue of whether learning communities were

always desirable or necessary in the online setting.

In some instances, do you want a learning community, in some instances, do you

want just to have a straightforward path through to get those outcomes? [FG-2]
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The learning community ... do we even get to say it is good or better to have one

than not, or just different? [FG-1] -
,

"^
. '.

One of the teachers noted that there are some educational theories which propose that

learning that does not happen in a community is not truly learning. k \: . k '

Well there are some people who argue that no learning happens if you don't have

community, if you don't learn in community. That's the basic tenet of

constructivist learning philosophy. [FG-3]

Two of the teachers commented that they felt this was too limited a view of learning, in

that learning could happen in a number ofways and settings, and that a learning

community was not necessarily a requirement for learning to occur.

It's too complex to generalize like that... there's a lot of those ways of connection

building that can happen outside of the learning context... There's the sense a

little bit too that we have to say. . .we have to provide everything ... we have to

provide the learning community and we have to make sure that this is all

happening. Otherwise, there's no way they're going to learn anything like that.

But the thing is, probably that there are other avenues that person can build those

constructs that might be outside the learning community that we build for them. I

still agree that learning communities are essential in a lot of online contexts, for

most of the people umh. . but we can't ignore the other streams though. [FG-2]

And 1 also think forgetting the idea of . . people have tremendous resources within

their own brains to examine, so intra, internal learning as well as extra, external

learning, where you can share with yourself, you can argue with yourself, and you

can build a construct within your own head. And we're doing that constantly.
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You're testing your own hypothesis, you're arguing it out, you're playing the

devil's advocate. So, I think that anything that says, "this is the only way to

be". . . it's dangerous. Yeah, I'm saying they're important, and I believe in them

totally, but I don't believe that's the only way that learning can take place. [FG-

4]

One of the teachers went on to say that students could be learning in a variety of ,

environments, collaborative or not, related to the course material or not, particularly if

they're motivated to want to explore.

Whether in a structured and formal environment or whether in their chat group or

whether you just simply have a place. They'll do it if they really want to. And

then they'll go in and be intrigued and start, you know, exploring by themselves.

And who's to say because it's not dealing with our subject that that's not

learning? [FG-4]
"

The teachers discussed the idea that the importance of developing a learning

community also depended on the type of online course, in that online courses designed to

emphasize process over content may be more likely to encourage a learning community

to develop. ... ,

;

When I teach [a general education course], I'll admit that the learning community

aspect is a secondary part, it's more the parallel learning with some required

group stuff. . . . If the course is more a process course in its avowed intent, than a

content course in its avowed intent, they're more likely to get more learning

community-like at moments. [FG-1]

,- .. ... .
,

;. ,-
. :t; s
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This teacher went on to say that developing a learning community was an important goal

for some online courses, but that there could be different levels of learning communities.

I'm prepared to settle for the fact that learning community is kind of an idealized

something. Learning community is not by any means an all or nothing affair.

[FG-1]

This teacher also related teaching style to the level of learning community that could be

developed online.

Ifwe go to the transmission, transaction, transformation buzzwords, and the

suggestion that, you know, each of these is valuable. But they often are sort of

presented as if it was a developmental sequence. But that means that you go here

and you aim at the top [transformation] because the middle and the bottom

continually happen, it doesn't mean you've moved up and out and you just do this

one now. So the learning community might be nearer the top, like. . they might

find themselves becoming it by accident sometimes for this question, for this

topic, in this course. [FG-1] '

Two of the teachers discussed the realities involved in developing a learning community,

and compared the situation to working at the college as an example of a learning

community.

Think of the six people around this table right now. Is this a learning community?

I like the dynamic, I like the listening and the sharing. It approximates moving

towards it. How much of my day-to-day life at [the College] do I spend doing

this... with a supposed learning community? [laughter from the group] So I'm

settling for it being a lucky break that happens periodically, so if it happened for 7
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people out of30 for 3 weeks out of 14, you know, not bad. Let's be realistic here.

[FG-1]

Nice analogy, very nice. [FG-4]

The teachers discussed the challenges inherent in developing learning

communities in an online setting. One of these challenges was the difficulty of

establishing learning communities with inexperienced online users or students at the early

part of their studies at the college.

It's very hard with your average 1 8-23-year-old to establish a really. . . umh. .

.

responsible online learning community. I mean I find very often where they

have. . . where they have things that they need to work on in groups. They will . .

.

somebody will write to me and say, "well, my posting' s been in there for 5 days

and I'm waiting for a response, and nobody's responding." And that gets very

difficuh.

Some of that is maturity of your students. I often find. . umh. . older

students who've maybe had a university background and then come into a course

are more likely to want to explore and discuss. [FG-4]

And if you have first semester students versus final semester students, will you

get a different learning community, and an ease in which to establish that

community?. . . You know, I think that everybody's experience is probably, if you

get them at the end, they will have figured out what learning communities are all

about. At the beginning, maybe they have to learn about learning about learning

communities before they actually. . .the next course can start to establish that.

[FG-2]
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However, some ofthe teachers felt that younger college students already had a sense of

being part of a learning community based on their experiences in secondary school, and

that these experiences could be transferred to the online setting.

Except that I think most kids get to us, if they've gone through high school, they

have a sense ofwhat it's like to be in a learning community. It may not have been

avery good one... [FG-3] i

Often not, they usually say they hate it. [FG-4]

But. . . but I think they have some concept ofwhat . . . what that's like. Anybody

who's gone to the same high school for 3 or. . . 4 years is. . . is likely to have some

people that they are sharing ideas with. [FG-3]

What happens is you develop a social community in high school. And it could be

a learning community. [FG-2]

Another challenge noted was the length of time it can take to develop a learning

community.

Another thing too about those learning communities is the aspect of how long it

takes to develop a learning community. [FG-2]

One of the teachers raised the issue that if the development of a learning

community was expected in a course, then it should be reflected in the course outcomes.

Conversely, if the outcomes did not include the development of a learning community,

then it was unreasonable to expect that one should develop within the course.

Is the learning community written into the outcomes? I would say, if it's not

written in the outcomes, then you have officially no right to expect it to happen,

because that's what outcomes are supposed to include. [FG-1]
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However, this teacher, seconded by another teacher, went on to say that it was not

possible to anticipate all the learning that will happen and include it in the learning

outcomes for a course.

You can't nail it all down in the learning outcomes before you start, because some

of it is discovery along the way. [FG-1]

Yeah. Well, some of it will be discovery along the way whether that's part of

your outcomes or not. [FG-3]

Two of the teachers talked about the critical role played by the facilitator in

developing and maintaining a learning community.

You can create all the right things for a learning community, but the facilitator

doesn't believe in it or know how to do it, and it falls apart. [FG-4] -

I think it really has a lot to do with design, and whether you plan or not or just

kind of have an intuition about how that works. It comes across in how you

present and that creates that learning community. It really is something that has

to be molded. And. . umh. . . I think that once you . . . once you've done that, and

have it part of the design and plan of the online course, then it happens almost like

planting a seed and letting it grow. [FG-2] .,*rv -^ ,i .,• ti
, - >

The teachers talked at length about the kinds of things facilitators needed to do to

encourage the development of online learning communities. One of the teachers stated

that providing an arena for discussion (synchronous or asynchronous) was usually not

enough to motivate students to engage in discussion with one another on course issues.
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Yeah, and I'd like to pick up on that point. I... I mean really, very very broadly, if

you give people the option to communicate online, they will not take that up. The

class will not universally take that up. [FG-3]

Four of the teachers suggested methods for encouraging students to enter into discussions

with one another in online courses, ranging from requiring that students participate in

discussions for a certain allotment of course marks, to requiring discussion as the only

means of participating in the course (and therefore earning marks), requiring discussion

on a certain topic within a certain time frame, to providing meaningful activities to

encourage students to discuss the course materials online. Here is a passage from the

focus group discussion.

You have to give marks, and you have to say, "you are required to communicate

online," and. . . and say the level of expectation, and how many marks you're going

to give for it, and so on. [FG-3]

Or there's no way to participate in the class unless you conference. And I think in

your case, FG-1, that is... [FG-2] -; :» •; .. <

There's no marks for lurking. [FG-1]

But they have to. . they have to go to the conference to participate in the class.

There's no other way. [FG-2]

. . .and the other thing is not just making them go to the conference room, but

giving them something that is a good reason for being there. [FG-4]

One of the teachers in the interviews echoed these thoughts, and added that in courses

that are very content based, students may do only the minimum work specified by the

course criteria in order to meet the discussion requirements for the course.
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And you have to be very careful . . . that whatever you ask them to do is

meaningful. Because if it isn't, they'll just say, "oh, god, have to go to the

discussion group," you know, do the minimum and get out. Or not go. Or,

there's 15% attached to the discussion, say, in a very content-driven course, and

they will look at what you're requesting for 15% and do that, no more. [1-2]

A number of the teachers discussed some ofthe similarities and differences in

communicating online versus F2F as these affected teaching and learning online. The

differences discussed were primarily based on the lack ofbody language.

I would think the major difference is the inability to read body language,

probably. To. . to adjust to your class according to what you see and feel. . . you

really don't know when you're teaching online what a person looks like. You

only guess from their name whether they're male or female. [FG-4]

And often can't tell. [FG-2]

And often can't tell. And. . you build up a personality picture that has nothing to

do .. .it's more focussed on the mind, if you like, than it is on the personal. .

.

umh. . you know, what they look like, what they dress like, all those other things

that get in the way. [FG-4] -, '^ - i

In a classroom, I can. again, it's down to I can see everybody, I can see who's

got his or her head on the desk, who's got a blank look on the face, who's trying

to dominate the. . the discussion, who's missing the point altogether, you know.

Those kinds of things, I can regroup, I can change, 1 can go down that path, I can

immediately. . . I can't do that in an online environment. . . .there are all the things

that we know about, such as body language, smell, smiling, interpreting all those
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things, that are just missing. You know, and if they're. . . if the person doesn't

write well or is awkward in writing, you're building up a sense of that person

which is maybe not accurate. Whereas, I can have a student in my class who

writes really badly, but in class, expresses himself or herself well, and is a major

participant in the class. I can also have a kid who's very quiet in the classroom

who's a major participant online because he or she writes well and likes to think

about things, and so on and so forth. But is that knowing them intimately? You're

only knowing one side of them, I think. The side that can communicate through

this medium. [1-2] '

One of the teachers talked about another difference between communicating in an online

and F2F environment. He noted that in a F2F discussion, if participants have an idea

tangentially related to the main discussion, they have a choice of whether to follow their

own thought and lose the thread ofthe main discussion or follow the main discussion and

lose their own thread. He suggested that in an online discussion, it was possible to follow

both threads, doing one first, then the other, without losing either.

If you're in a physical classroom, and you're listening or in a discussion or

lecture, doesn't matter, and you have a great idea in your head that seems

tangential, you have a choice to make now. You can follow your idea in your

head and lose the discussion, or follow the discussion and lose your idea. In

theory, in groupware, you just decide which one to do first and then do the other

one and you aren't "behind." In other words, you can put one in one box and put

one in the other box, and you get to decide. [FG- 1 ]
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Three ofthe teachers discussed the idea of discussions going off on tangents in both

onhne and F2F discussions. However, they thought it was important that information and

discussion in the online environment be more structured and organized than what was

required for a F2F environment

In a classroom, we go off in tangents. I mean, that's oral speech, right? So we

...we don't necessarily follow. . .we have an agenda for the class, but then you'll

pop down this little road and you'll forget where you were and you won't

necessarily bring it back together. When you're working online, you really see

that you asked a question on screen one and you never answered it. Umh. . you

have to constantly be looking for those transitions and connections... the logic of

something...which in the classroom, although you have the overall picture, you

don't necessarily see it at that very micro level. [FG-4]

I think that idea of logic and structure of the online environment. . .1 mean, you

can go off through discussions on tangents, but it's much more structured and

logical, and flow and transition. That sort of thing is critical online, whereas in a

classroom, you can get by with a. . a rough outline of what you're going to do or

say. [FG-2]

So you have to be more, more organized, more specific online than you do in the

classroom... there's more flexibility, probably, in a classroom-delivery setting. In

the discussion groups, there's ultimate flexibility online, but in the content that

you are passing on to the students, compared with a classroom lesson where you

may digress, you may go into an anecdote, you may whatever, when you're
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designing something that is going to be up there and, not cast in stone, but

certainly first pass through, you have to be less flexible at that point. [1-2]

One of the teachers noted that the strengths of one medium are not necessarily the

strengths of another medium. He suggested that it was possible to turn the challenges of

things like missing body language into an advantage in the sense that the absence of the

physical aspects ofF2F communication could encourage people to improve their written

communication.

I'm trying to think about. . .to what extent this is a "the medium is the message"

question and to what extent it isn't. That is, it's the same but the strengths of one

medium aren't necessarily the strengths of the other medium. So for certain

subjects, you could also take the liability of no body language and what-not, and

make it into a virtue. , . .By requiring other means of communication to be honed

precisely because those things were. . .missing, and if that was in learning

outcomes, then you could argue that you could do that better online than in a

classroom, because you're taking away a kind-of interference or mixed message.

[FG-1]

This teacher went on to talk about his experience in encouraging students to share their

thoughts online. He said that before starting to teach online he had thought he would

encounter resistance from students about sharing their "assignments" online, but he was

surprised that this did not happen

I have not had any trouble from students in whatever number of years I've been

doing this in asking them to post answers publicly and discuss publicly. I thought

at the beginning that this would be a hassle, because never in the classroom had
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you photocopied everybody's assignment and handed it to everybody else to look

at. And people said, "aren't you going to have a pile of trouble with this?" I

think I've had two. . .two individual people who came and had minor reservations

in all the time. People just do it, so the community of sharing the assignments, if

you want to call it that, is something that never existed in the classroom, and does

exist here, or can exist here. [FG-1] -

One other teacher agreed with this teacher, but 2 teachers responded by saying that this

was not their experience. When discussing her experience with this issue, one of these 2

teachers talked about students in online courses who were also teachers.

I agree with FG-1. And I had a set of very different students. And...umh...I had

no problems with that.... [FG-5]

Your finding is not universally. . . experienced, though, FG- 1 . [FG-3]

M-hmh. Yeah, I agree. [FG-2] *

Another issue raised by teachers related to communicating in the online

environment was the effect of asynchronicity on online discussions. Two of the teachers

feh that the time lag that existed in asynchronous online discussions had some negative

aspects. Both thought that the time lag meant that teachers were not able to react to

signals from students that something was confusing or that they were not understanding a

concept accurately. *,•• ,;«;. • ,*w v .. -r'-

... in an online environment. . . . I can see that people, by their responses or

whatever, are not getting something, but there is a time lag. There is not the

reading of the body language. [1-2]
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In a conferencing environment, ... if you suspect that there's been a

misunderstanding as a resuh of a comment that comes from something that

anybody in the course has raised, then you put another message in and clarify it.

The one thing that's difFicuh about that. . . the longer somebody keeps an idea in

their head before that idea is addressed or reshaped or clarified or corrected even,

sometimes. .1 mean sometimes it is at the point of correction, umh. . the longer

the idea stays, the harder it is to change. That's the basic learning principle that's

back there. When you see it in a classroom, and when you see it. . .and when you

can deal with it right away, that's the best. When you're in a chatroom and

somebody raises something and there's obviously something just not quite right in

it and you can deal with it quickly, then that's great. Umh. . . when it's in a

conference message and it doesn't get addressed for a couple of days,

that's. . .that's not as good as when you can deal with it immediately. And. . . it's

not as good for the learner. And. . . whether that feedback comes from the teacher

or from another student, it. . .it doesn't matter. . .where the information or where

the "think about this a different kind ofway" kind of comment might be coming

from is... is not the issue. It's... umh... my suspicion is that it's how long the

person has. . has been rumbling with that idea in their head . .
there are lots of

good things about the asynchronicity, but I think that there are things that are

difficuh about that. .I'm talking about organizing structures in your brain and

...and at that really basic cognitive level, I think that there are problems with

asynchronicity. [I-l]
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The issue of relationship between teachers and students and how that develops in

an online environment was also discussed by the teachers. One of the teachers said that

one of the similarities in teaching between the online and F2F environments was the

development of a relationship between teachers and students. The difference was in how

that relationship actually develops in the two different environments.

In terms of similarities, at the core, though, is still the relationship between the

teacher and the student. And that, regardless of context or setting- is the same.

But . . . differences come about in how you establish that relationship It's

different from teaching in class versus teaching online. [FG-2]

Two teachers agreed with this view and expanded on how that relationship might develop

differently in the two environments.

In terms of the similarities, to pick up on what FG-2 said, you still have to project

a personality and the ways and techniques which do that are perhaps different

from in a classroom. Well they are different, there's no doubt. But you still have

to establish that very quickly and you have to provide opportunities. . to allow

others to do exactly the same. [FG-4]

Projecting one's personality online is much harder than projecting personality in a

classroom. Umh. . my background's in acting, so it's really easy for me to project

when I'm in a room When I'm online, I'm.. I'm trying to do almost the

opposite. I'm trying to stay in the background, but I'm also trying to give them a

sense of "there is somebody out there who cares, and is a real person, and is

concerned with their learning." [1-2]
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One ofthe teachers felt she got to know her online students better than her F2F students

because of the "online voices" ofthe students in her online courses. Another teacher

suggested this might be because the physical aspects of F2F interactions are not able to

distract people in the online setting, and so they can concentrate on the discussion.

I got to know my online students more intimately. . than I do my classroom

students. ... I got to know them more because of their online voices as well. And I

found myself telling FG-1 sometimes that they're actually more polite than my

classroom students [laughter from the group]. [FG-5] . v i v u:. ..r.

Yeah. That's an interesting observation too from the point of view that you really

don't know when you're teaching online what a person looks like. You only

guess from their name whether they're male or female. And often can't tell.

And. . you build up a personality picture that has nothing to do . . it's more

focused on the mind, if you like, that it is on the personal. . umh.you know, what

they look like, what they dress like, all those other things that get in the way.

[FG-4]

Another teacher agreed with these teachers and suggested that if students are required to

reflect on and write about certain topics in an online course, the teacher is able to get to

know how those students think as individuals. She feh this was different from many F2F

classes in that, unless students are required to participate and are asked questions

individually, or unless the students come to office hours and ask questions, opportunities

to get to know a student individually are difficult to find.

Well, often in a classroom, and especially if it's a class that's got 40 or 50

students in it, you get to know a few people in the classroom because they come



•oc ru.',.irA:]'}u



148

and talk to you before class or you talk to them, or they come to your office But

there are students that hide in ... in a F2F class, and they never say anything to

you unless you ask a question ofthem specifically, and they get lost. Umh. . . and

you know their name, you know the assignments that they've put in, but, you

know, to sit down and talk to that person and to have some idea about what they

think about any one of a number of things, you don't know. *'
;

In an online course, especially one where there's conferencing or the

students are doing a lot of written feedback, and maybe someday. . umh. . oral

feedback, but at this point, written feedback, the expectation is that every student

writes something about this or that. Or that every student . . writes something

about a particular topic. . . there are expectations, and they are asked to do some

writing and reflecting on that particular thing. So you actually get to know what a

student is thinking about that topic or that issue. And in a classroom, you might

never know that, you might only know the answers to the questions you asked on

the exam. And that tends to be quite broad when it's a whole semester, and you

can only ask a certain number of questions on tests and exams. And if that's the

only feedback that you get, you. . you really don't know as much about how a

student is thinking. If you've got a student to do a 5-minute paper at the end of

every class, and you did that in every single class, yeah, you'd get to know how

students are thinking Or if you sat down in every class with all of the students in

the class, yes, but umh. . that doesn't. . that doesn't happen. [I-l]

One of the teachers disagreed with these viewpoints. She felt that it was not possible to

know students intimately if the only interaction with them is online. One reason for this
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is that it may not even be the actual student who is submitting messages online, but rather

a substitute for them. However, the teacher thought that if a teacher and student work

together through several courses, and these courses are ones that involve a high degree of

online discussion, perhaps in those situations it might be possible to get to know students

quite well with only online interaction.

There's a little part of me that says, "you can never know them intimately unless

you meet them," because there are all kinds of recorded instances of people who

have substitutes doing their work for them. You know that entity in terms ? *

of. . . but you don't, you cannot know them intimately. You can know what they

think, if you're assuming first of all that this is the person you're dealing with.

You can know what they think about that particular subject, and they can reveal

things about themselves often, through what they write, but you don't know them

intimately. I personally. . unless you had maybe 5 or 6 semesters with them,

which is unlikely at this time. Again, only in the [developing curriculum online]

course do we have that kind of relationship building. [1-2]

The teachers also talked about the issue of teacher modelling in an online setting.

The teachers talked about online teachers often setting the tone and language style of the

discussions and students adopting that approach in their own messages. One of the

teachers noted that initially she found her online students unsure of how to interact with

their colleagues, but once she modelled online discussion, the students followed that

model. She found that her online students ended up being more polite with one another

than her F2F classroom students, and thought this might be because the online students'
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discussion was recorded and that this made is seem somehow more permanent to them

than a F2F discussion.

What I'd Uke to add about the benefit of. . .of doing this kind of discussion online

is that, sometimes in a classroom, students are not kind to each other, and in an

online discussion, uh, they're a little bit rusty or they don't quite know how to

respond to each other . . .umh. . .politely, so once the teacher shows them the way,

that modelling occurs and because I think it's transcribed on the screens,

somehow they follow in suit. So, you know, things like, "Gee John, I agree with

you, however. .

.

" [laughter from the group]. This is the kind ofthing they say

online, you know. "I agree with you except. .
." There's the sense that because

it's on the screen and everyone sees it, they have to be nice, because they're liable

to be attacked if they're not. [FG-5] i.-

Another teacher talked about modelling, and felt that teachers needed to be careful about

what kind of messages they were composing and submitting, since students will often use

those as models, whether or not the teacher intended those messages to act as models.

Students actually began to model their. . .you could see over the course of a

semester, of a course, how students' writing more and more reflected the writing

of the. . . of the teacher or facilitator. And. . . and so, I mean when you know, when

that kind of thing. . . when that kind of observation has been demonstrated, it does

make you think very very carefully about how you do messages. [I-l]

Ahhough not asked directly, a number of the teachers during the focus group

discussion offered ideas from their experience about just how to develop a relationship
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with students in an online environment. The idea of relationship with students was often

tied to the idea of a learning community, ofwhich the teacher was a member.

It comes across in how you present and that creates that learning community. It

really is something that has to be molded. [FG-2]

Two ofthe teachers suggested that teachers needed to consider the vocabulary and tone

that they used in terms of building relationships with students.

It's the vocabulary you use. I mean, I'm much more . . . [FG-5] •

The tone... [FG-4] bv . .
vv-i or ^-^

Yeah, the tone. [FG-5]

Two teachers talked about the ways that teachers needed to support students. One of the

teachers suggested that there were some students for whom the online environment was

likely not appropriate but who nevertheless enrolled in online courses. In one of her

online courses, this teacher had some students who had other courses at the college in

addition to the online course. These students came to her office for support in their

learning, not feeling comfortable using only the online environment to seek assistance

from her. Another teacher thought that providing this type of extra support, whether

online or in a F2F class, was indicative of "good teaching."

There are some students who shouldn't be taking. . . who really do need that

classroom teacher. And. . . I had a few of those students, and they were in my

office a lot and I found myself teaching them things in my office. 1 did a lot of

extra work for them. They just didn't feel comfortable. . . well, I don't think they

were conscious of not feeling comfortable with the environment, but I could tell it

wasn't working for them. [FG-5] c v



•.i U'l

•fKnu^. ..-.

vUhj-t '^.-^/ li-



152

Which kind of takes us back to the learning community in a way. And there are

some students that you feel . . . because they ... get in touch with you and say

they're having trouble or they. . .they are communicating beyond just getting their

assignment back, whatever, that you want to give them that extra support. You

can tell that they need it. And that's just good teaching, whether you're online or

you're not. It's... it's... umh... giving ...cutting them some slack, I guess. [FG-

4]

Two of the teachers talked about a need for an invitational approach in the online

environment. They felt that many teachers are not comfortable communicating

invitationally in writing, and that often the result is a terse, formal, command-like

communication style.

I think . . that the whole gist of this argument is the critical point. . you talk about

the teacher, the facilitator, whatever is so critical to the online environment. And

the use of language, and we've talked about transitions, invitational language.

When we see some of the content that we get for online, it's very, "go here and do

this right now " You know, there's no set-up, there's no how do you want to

invite that student to go and do the task that you're asking. [FG-2]

People don't know how to do that in words. That's. . they. . they may not be great

about it in the room, but something about a little smile in the comer of their •

mouth relieves them [FG-1]

To follow up on this theme, the 2 teachers interviewed individually were asked

specifically how they would go about developing a relationship with their students

online. Both of them talked about the type of language used by the teacher as one aspect
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of setting the tone for the online class, although one ofthe teachers mentioned it would

be different for different teachers.

I think a really important part of that is vocabulary. And. . umh. . that's definitely

not all of it. . . and umh. . . it would be a useful thing for an online teacher to sit

down and go through all of their communication online and see how that. . that is

different and what kind of circumstances do you use different kinds of

communication. But, intentionally, as an online teacher, I rely a lot on trying to

use more personal vocabulary than I would if I was in a classroom situation. [1-1]

I think it's very much in the writing and the tone and the concern and, I mean, I

think probably every teacher is different. [1-2]

One ofthe teachers added that, although the use of language was very important in

setting tone, the level of informality or formality, and possibly the level of community

buih online, depended on the teacher. If a teacher were more formal by nature, it would

not come across to the students as authentic if they tried to adopt a very informal

approach.

If you're a very formal person, you're probably not going to build the same level

of community you would if you were an informal person. I don't know, it's not

easy to explain. I mean, there's not a formula, and it wouldn't be appropriate for

someone who was very formal to suddenly be saying, "hey, guys." You know, or

"that's all folks," or putting cartoons in or . . .that just won't work for them. [1-2]

Both teachers talked about some of the strategies they used to develop a sense of

community among the group and develop a relationship between the students and them.

One of the teachers talked about imagining that, as she was writing a message to one or
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more students, the students were sitting beside her and she was talking to them instead of

typing a message on the computer. In this way, it helped her choose her words in

composing the message.

The idea that I have as I'm sitting in front of my computer. . .1 imagine the student

sitting on a chair beside me or in my office or something like that. And I. . . or if

I'm communicating. . . .if I'm needing to think more than singularly, I try to

imagine a small group and sitting down with a small group of students. And I. . .1

try to keep very intentionally that kind of idea and I don't know whether I need to

be as intentional about it now. [I-l]

Both teachers described their way of trying to personalize messages. These methods

included intentionally using students' names in messages to credit that ideas in the group

discussion were contributed by individuals, posting messages that are not necessarily

related to the course but are about topics of general interest, and sharing and asking

others to share something about their biographies, then referring to what was shared

during the course (e.g., birthdays, etc.).

I try really specifically . . umh. . if I'm responding to a person's query or question,

or a couple of people who have raised an issue, I now really specifically try to use

those people's names. And then from the comment that came from a couple of

people, I would then say . . respond directly to that and then make it more general

to other people.

I think the way you use language is very important. Being as personal as

possible, and ... I mean. . . my intention behind that is to be as personal in a

positive way as possible. . . and to strengthen the idea that there are individuals
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here, not messages on the screen. And. . .and that's a really, really subtle kind of

thing, but if you say, "In message 12, this is what was there," as opposed to

saying that, umh. . ., "Sara drew our attention to an interesting kind of

observation," it. . . it seems really silly and subtle to be talking about that kind of

difference, but I think that's very powerful in changing this from being messages

on the screen to a real person wrote this, and a real person is thinking about this.

[I-l]

Or, often I will go in and say, "did you read the article and such-and-such. Did

anybody see The Star? What did you think of ... ? Did anybody feel the

earthquake this morning?" Nothing to do with the subject particularly, but

just. . .at that point I'm trying to give them a sense of a group and . . .and,

umh... you know, belonging, I guess.

I take care of things like their birthdays, and . . .umh . . . you know,

somebody happens to mention in their biography that they're getting married, I'll

try and hang on to those things. That takes you back to things like biography,

sharing those things online. [1-2]

One of the teachers talked specifically about the type of feedback she would give when

returning assignments, and using that as an opportunity for building rapport with the

students.

Certainly when I'm marking and I'm sending back assignments, I try to not just

mark, in terms of content, but mark and make comments that are personal about

my opinions on certain things to get a sense of connection and rapport. [1-2]
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One of the teachers spoke at length about her approach in offering feedback in the

discussion groups. If she felt a message from her on a specific topic would be useful to

the whole group, she tried to avoid sending back messages to individuals. However, this

depended on what type of feedback would be included in the message. If the feedback

was positive, it would be specific in the sense that the feedback would be shared with the

group with a reference to the individual's idea or expression of a thought. If the feedback

was an effort to correct or "reshape" a student's thinking, it would be "distanced" in the

sense that the feedback would tend to be a generic message to the group with her

thoughts on the topic, without singling out an individual student. In general, the teacher

felt it was important to reinforce students' achievements by recognizing their work.

I think it's valuable for me not to respond by email to two people but to put that

general comment so that it's available to everybody. So that's the kind of thing

that I'm thinking about all the time when I'm. . . when I'm in a conferencing

environment, when I'm responding to group messages. [I-l]

... my thinking is. . . reinforcing the good, and really reinforcing the good things

that people. . and making them feel good about their good ideas. And. . and not

being personal about things that you might want to just reshape. If I see that

somebody is having difficulty with... umh... doing some kind of process, I

wouldn't say, "oh, you know, so-and-so is having trouble figuring out how to use

threading and nonthreading in the messages." And. . and so, you know, "do it this

way." I'd say, you know, "I've noticed that sometimes there seems to be a

problem," and . . . and address it in a more general way. So, umh. . . but 1 would

only use that in negative circumstances, because that's distancing, and I would
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purposely use that distancing for a reshaping kind of thing, but whenever it's

possible, I. . I would try to make something positive, and. . and to strengthen the

idea that there are individuals here, not messages on the screen. [I-l]

One of the teachers compared the visibility or invisibility of the teacher in the online and

F2F environments, and how this might affect the relationship between the teacher and

students. : " :\

It's less obvious to the learners where the teacher is present in an online course

than it is in a classroom. Thinking about a collaborative learning environment, if

you come up to a table where students are talking about something or working on

a project or whatever, they see you, they may be very, very actively engaged and

it may be very peripheral, but they see you. If you're looking at how a[n online]

discussion is flowing . . . you may be seeing that conversation going on and

following the discussion, and. . and not saying anything because you really want

to see what they're saying. And . . . and they don't know, they don't have any way

of knowing that you're standing there, so there is a difference, and I suspect for

learners that there is a difference [I-l]

This teacher went on to share her experience as a learner in an online course and how she

has been affected by the absence or presence of the teacher in that environment.

Ahhough she was aware that the teacher likely did not read each of the messages, she

continued to assume that the teacher would be reading all her messages. She compared

having a discussion online, with the teacher not obviously present, with having a small

group discussion in a F2F environment, with the teacher circulating among the different
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groups. As a learner in both of these environments, she felt more comfortable discussing

in the online setting.

I think when I'm a learner online, I'm conscious that the teacher's there all the

time, even though I know, really, that they're not. Uhm. . .and, I mean, I've

known from some of my professors that they don't read every single message,

that they go through and. . . see sort ofwhat the topic is in that message and they

probably don't read the whole thing. . . .When I put a message up, I still think, as a

learner, that the professor's reading it. Uhm. . . however, I think I feel less

. . . intimidated is the wrong word but it's getting towards that, when I'm talking

about something in an online course than when a facilitator or a teacher is

standing at the end of the table when we're having a discussion. Somehow,

because . . . because it's possible for the teacher only to get a little bit of the

discussion, and then they're going to move to another table and they're going to

hear a little bit of that one, whereas online, I know the teacher can see

everybody's message, and can see the whole of the discussion, rather than the

little. . . tidbits. So there is a real difference and I as a learner, I as a participant in

a collaborative learning environment, face to face and online, I feel freer in an

online environment than I do in a face-to-face environment. [I-l]

Finally, both of the teachers talked about using synchronous discussion as a tool in

helping build relationship However, one of the teachers tended not to participate in the

chats, since that was a space created for the students to chat about issues that interested

them.
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I think in chats, you get that spontaneity, and you get that, you know, yes again

it's text on a screen, but somehow or another, the dynamicness of somebody

coming back quickly and making a response. . umh. . . adds to the social presence

[I-l]

The chat room for them to go and build a community themselves. I don't usually

go there because I've said that's their place, so I tend not to. [1-2]

The teachers in the focus group also discussed how teaching in the online :

environment affected their identity ofthemselves as teachers. One of the teachers

described what it feels like to be a teacher in a F2F classroom, and how that is different

from being a teacher in an online environment. This teacher felt that this was an issue

that needed to be considered more fully by those who were involved in teaching online.

It's something I've spent some time thinking about. And we don't really address

it. . . .There is an expectation in a teacher's mind about what a teacher is and does,

and I have found that for some. . . for those teachers who are in an . . an

environment where there is no contact, there is a period almost of grieving and

disconnection when they first go online. And it's something we need to talk

about... that whole, "I... measure myself by what I do, and what I do is I teach,

and I teach in a classroom in front of people for whom I am the centre of that

small universe for the time that I am there."

Physically, emotionally, whether we like it or not, even if they believe in

learner-centred education, they are there. The eyes are on them. When you go

online, that isn't there. It's just a defining of oneself, and that defining of oneself

has to be adjusted. [FG-4]
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The teachers in the focus group session went on to discuss how this experience had

affected them. One of the teachers felt that including digital photographs in the online

environment helped approximate that sense ofknowing one another. However another

teacher described the experience of teaching online as "dehumanizing." Here is an

excerpt from the focus group discussion.

I have had people come up to me and say, "oh. .
.", and you know, carry on a

conversation and say, . . . and I don't have the faintest clue who they are. . . and they

know who I am because I. . .1 had a picture up and they have got to know me.

[FG-3]

It's dehumanizing for many. We can't deny that. I mean, we are. . . speaking to

this "thing." [FG-5]

It's at a different level. It's a different level. And it's understanding and coming

to grips with that level. I'm not saying it's good or it's bad, it's different. [FG-4]

Well, I don't know, I... I disagree. I... I have taken courses with people. I'm

talking about being a student now, in a course... I've taken courses with students

and they were collaborative courses. It was . . it was not a content course, it was a

collaborative course. And I.got to know those people... really well. I had. ..I

had a strong both emotional and intellectual feel for who that person is. I meet

those people... eventually... and I know them. I really know them. [FG-3]

But when you see them initially, is it by their name you recognize them or their

face'' [FG-4]

Not their face, I've never seen their face before. [FG-3]
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That's my point. It's different human interaction. I'm not saying it's better or

it's. . . it's just we have to recognize that it's different from everything we've done

before. [FG-4]

One of the teachers suggested that we are at an early stage in our experience with online

teaching and learning, and that in several years communicating electronically might feel

more natural for teachers.

I don't think we've given h enough time yet. I mean, I can understand what

you're saying there, and I see it, but there could be in 5 years an email from

someone who says, "oh FG-3, you know, I just wanted to say hi. I remember that

class I took with you." I mean, would that be similar? [FG-2]

At the end of the focus group discussion, the teachers mentioned how they had

enjoyed the opportunity to meet and discuss these issues, as they rarely had the time or

opportunity to do so otherwise. Following this, each ofthe teachers interviewed

individually was asked, from their perspective, whether they felt that the type of

discussion that went on in the F2F focus group could have been captured had it been

conducted online. Both of the teachers thought that the same types of things would have

been discussed and perhaps even more thoughtfully, with greater reflection. However, it

would likely have required more time commitment and discipline on the part of the

participants. It seemed that both teachers assumed that, had the discussion been done

online, it would have been done asynchronously rather than synchronously.

I think that people would basically have said the same thing. The issue would be

to have people committed over whatever the period of time to have that

conversation. . .uhm. . .that they went in every day or twice a day or whatever to be
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able to respond and make the kind of responses. In fact, if it had been done

online, you probably would have got more because everybody would have been

able to say whatever it was that they were thinking. Everybody could have

answered every question, and that probably wasn't the case in the focus group.

But the level of commitment that it takes to, say, come for an hour and a half once

and it's done is quite different than saying, "would you log in 15 or 20 minutes

every day for a week?" That's not. . .equivalent amount of times, but the

equivalent amount of time is just harder to. . . it would be harder to do, so it's the

discipline and the commitment, and I think perhaps not the quality, but just

getting it worked in with everything else there is to do. [I-l]

There might have been even more meat to it, because we'd all have been thinking

more. . . There's a more thoughtful quality to discussion that happens online. It

would take more time commitment, more trust, more, umh. . . actually just more

time to create a message, to read other people's messages, to absorb them and

whatever. [1-2]

The teachers seemed to feel differently about whether the dynamic of the discussion

would change if done F2F versus online. One of the teachers thought that the dynamic

would not be different, but the other teacher thought that the type of interaction was

inherently different in the two environments, and that therefore the dynamic would be

different.

I think people would say the same thing, like I don't. . . I'm suspicious that there's

nothing different about the dynamic in a. .. in a face-to-face kind of situation. At
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least the focus group that I was a part of. I think that people would basically have

said the same thing. [I-l]

Not as freely, probably., .but as I read through the transcript, all the "umhs" and

the breaking other people's thoughts and everything else, that's a fairly. .

.

umh. . .confident group of people with strong opinions, and so you could see that

we were all thinking and bubbling and picking up from each other. It might have

been as valuable, but it would have been different. And part ofwhat we were

feeling in that group, all discussing at once and, you know, almost touching each

other, was what you experience in any human face-to-face interaction, and it's

much deeper than a one-medium interaction. So we were feeling "circle the

wagons, we're all in this together." You could get that uhimately online, but I

suspect it would take a lot longer.

The brain works at, what is it, 1,600 words a minute in thought, and in

reading and whatever, it's somewhere around 200? So, right there, you know if

I'm going to take it down to that level, we can't process nearly as quickly but we

will forget things. You know, this thought that was forming in my mind when I

was listening to one of those people, by the time somebody else interrupts, and

I've got a chance to speak, it's probably gone. Whereas online, I'll follow that

thread. But it's also just one thread I'm following. So, it's very different. [1-2]

When these 2 teachers were asked how they would apply their thoughts on the issue of

F2F versus online interaction to their online teaching, again the teachers responded quite

differently. One of the teachers responded by saying that she would focus both on the

structuring of her online courses so that students would know what to expect in the
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course and from her as the teacher, and on helping her students develop discipline in

working in an online environment.

I think that that's the kind ofthing we really have to be helping students with in

online courses. Like, how are you structuring this? And in this offering of the

course, I said in my first. . .in my introductory material, "You can expect that I

will be online sometime Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and at least. . and once

on the weekend." So I said that I would be there Monday, Wednesday, and

Friday, and I said I may be there other times, but you can be sure that if you put a

comment in on those days, that I will read it. . . And that I may very well be there

other times, and checking in, but you can count on the fact that that's when I'll be

there. So, I think some of that discipline and structure . . uhm. . . is a useful thing

at least on the teacher's part, and I'm beginning to think that we need to be getting

students to think about that. And they've still got flexibility because nobody's

going to penalize them if they're not there at that particular time, but to think

about that in terms of structuring their life. [I- 1 ]

The other teacher responded by saying that she feh the use of online video discussion

would be valuable for facilitating the type of interaction that occurred in a F2F setting.

This teacher felt strongly about the need for people to get to know each other as people

with a physical presence, not just as a "mind." She discussed the use of audio

conferencing and said that that medium still required people to imagine other people's

physical presence, but that video conferencing could help approximate the sense of

getting to actually know other people in an online setting.
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I think maybe when we have online video discussion we'll get it back. I've been

in quite a lot of audio conferences, and you don't get it there either. And what

will happen is, I've been in places where there have been two people coming in

over the audio conference and the rest of the people are in the room. First of all

the really interesting thing is they all stare at this piece of equipment, as though to

conjure up the real person. And the second thing is if that person is not really

involved, they just ignore. . . and. . . and the action and interaction goes on round

about the people in the room. So video conferencing, . . where you can actually

see the person, although it's once removed, it may bring back some of that. And

it will also bring back that sense of actually knowing the person, which I think is

quite absent now. You know the mind, but we're mind and body creatures. [1-2]

A number of the issues discussed in relation to online learning communities and

online communication made reference to technology and how it impacts interaction in the

online medium. In the next section, the teachers' comments directly related to

technological issues will be reported, as well as issues related to administrative policies

and procedures as these relate to teaching and learning in the online environment.

Research Question #4: How do the existing policies, procedures, and technological

infrastructure at the college affect teaching online?

This section discusses how institutional issues affect teaching in the online

environment and how these issues compare in the F2F classroom environment.

.d

Specifically, issues related to terminology used in discussing online courses,

s

administrative policies and procedures, and technological infrastructure (both

hardware/software issues and support issues) are included.
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An important issue that was apparent early in the discussions was the terminology

used to describe online courses. The participants discussed the numerous terms that are

commonly used when discussing online learning and commented on the appropriateness

or inappropriateness of the terms in describing the online teaching/learning environment.

And half the problem is defining what we mean by the term to begin with. We've

got distributed learning, flexible learning, distance learning, help me here. [FG-4]

Open learning is a big one. [FG-2]

Self-directed learning. [FG-5] ,,= •>;:•.

But listen to some of those words. Distance. . .leaming-I don't think so. It might

be distance education, but it's not distance learning. It's not distributed learning.

It's distributed education. But not learning. [FG-3]

It's all about trying to discover new words to describe it. [FG-1]

For whatever reason, you can't just say "learning," you have to add something:

teaching and learning, you know, and distributed learning. [FG-2]

And that's. . .that's really a terrible thing that's happening, because I think that's

the problem with people accepting this mode of learning. . umh. . . it's too much

sounding like the flavour-of-the-month problem. [FG-5]

There was discussion among the participants in the focus group about the

motivation for the college to be pursuing the development of online courses. Two of the

teachers thought the college did not seem to have a clear reasoning for why it was

pursuing development of online courses. These teachers thought that the college had

decided it was wiser to pursue the potential of the new medium than to not pursue it.
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Initially, 3 years ago, they [the college] said they thought they were going to catch

this whole other market and even naive me knew that that was at some level

dreaming. Then they thought it was for other things. Now it's the Double

Cohort, but... but really, they're snatching at reasons and there's no coherent

desire to say, "we do want a lot of [the college] online," or "our main business is

in the classroom." They just don't know. And so therefore the policies are ad hoc

and fumbled together. [FG-1]

Take it even one step further. I think at [the college] there's a misunderstanding

ofwhat online learning is. . . .So how can you know why you're in it when you

don't know what it is? So our attitude is, as a college, we better be in it rather

than not in it. [FG-4]

One of the teachers felt the issue of online course development was currently a challenge,

not just for this college but for the entire college system in Ontario. This teacher

described a collaborative program being operated by a consortium ofOntario colleges

(then called Contact South, currently called Ontario Learn) in which online courses were

developed at individual colleges but offered to students throughout the college system.

He raised the issue of the current lack of coordination and centralization of policies and

procedures among the members of this consortium.

There is. . there is an interesting thing about the development of online . . . you're

getting much more collaborative external institution collaboration on online

courseware. Think about Contact South talking about this issue. We have some

courses that people are registering from all over Ontario. And of course, you're
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dealing with different institutional systems, different institutional policies,

so... and different institutional infi-astructures.

So you can get somebody from [one Ontario college] all of a sudden

appearing in a [this college] course 5 weeks into the course, that sort of thing,

which is happening with Contact South. And there's no central registration,

there's no central policy, everybody's different. And that's going to be an

interesting issue, because what's going to happen in the future is that institutions

are going to have to collaborate on a lot of this stuff. How do you determine

administratively how this is going to function? [FG-2]

A number of the teachers felt that online courses should be treated as an

alternative option to F2F courses and that online courses were an excellent option for

some students. >'. '^-^ (.u ' •

In terms of as an alternate to face to face within an institution, I think it's an

option. And for some students, it's an excellent option, and for others, it isn't.

[FG-3]

One of the challenges facing some teachers was the college's practice of running online

courses with a minimum of one student enrolled. Courses that run on a continuous intake

basis, usually one intake per month, can often have a small group of students registered.

The teachers feh that the policy of running courses with very low enrollments made it

difficult for the teacher and the students to develop a sense of community. If a course

involved group work, the teachers felt they should be able to specify the minimum

number of students required for the course to run.
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Who's taught in a continuous intake online course? Now you put learning

community and continuous intake on the same line, and in February there was one

student. Oh, great community. And yet, you know, [the Continuing Education

area] consistently sets up month-by-month learning communities. And for the

teacher, it's a nightmare. [FG-4]

You'd think it would be for the student too. [FG-5]

The idea is to develop as much flexibility as you can, but again, you "have to have

some limits. If you can get a significant cohort per month that will enrol in a

course, you can create a cohort of learning community. [FG-2]

Yes. But nobody says the course can't go if there's only one. [FG-4]

That's right. I mean, we have to. .. do we say. . . if this is a learning community

specific course, where it's essential that there's group work,. . .then we have to

say, "no, one's not enough." [FG-2]

Two of the teachers presented another viewpoint on this issue. They felt that if students

needed only one more credit to complete their graduation requirements, they would be

frustrated at not being allowed to enroll in a continuous intake course just because no

other people were enrolling during that same intake.

The point is that we don't often want to acknowledge in our nice talk about

"learning" and whatnot that we're a credentialized society, and that driving all of

this for students at least in part is, "I just need this damned credit to be over so I

can notch it off on a collection." And I think, ifwe were honest, we would have

to give respect to that as a contributing factor into the game. And therefore.
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forget the bloody learning community, I need to take this between January and

March. [FG-1]

How would you feel ifyou wanted to graduate with your cohort in June and

somebody said, "sorry, you can't go in there because you need enough people to

discuss with?" So we're going to set you back for another month. I'd be pissed

[laughter from the group]. [FG-4]

One of these teachers commented that for these kinds of reasons, there were some

positive features to the correspondence course model. He suggested that one positive

feature was that students were able to take correspondence courses to complete their

program requirements if there were no other options available to them.

Let's say good things about the old correspondence course model. The good

thing about the old correspondence course model was that if no other option was

open to you, that one was. [FG-1]

There was discussion among the participants about the administrative policies and

procedures at the college and how these affected online teaching. Some of the discussion

revolved around the issue of policies and procedures that were developed for a F2F

classroom setting and whether or not they were effective when applied directly or with

minor modifications to online courses.

The big issue is that there are entrenched systems and policies around the

traditional way of doing things. And when you structure in online or alternative

modes or whatever you want to call it, you can't rely on those entrenched

systems. They have to be redone and rethought from there, and that's taking
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some time, as we've all seen. They. . .umh. . . massage them a little bit to make

them work, but it's not the answer. [FG-2]

It's a band-aid. [FG-4]

One of the examples of administrative procedures created for a classroom structure and

applied directly to online courses referred to the scheduling of courses. Online courses at

the college were scheduled just as F2F courses were, even though no F2F meetings were

to be included in the online mode. Therefore, students and teachers had online courses

and meeting locations included in specific timeslots on their timetables, causing

confusion for students and teachers and resulting in some students arriving at classes as

shown on their schedule for an online course that was to have no F2F meetings, i
•

Once again, a student came to me yesterday morning and said that he had come at

8:00 on Monday morning to look for the classroom. Third year in a row that I

have been assured that that would be changed in the next semester. That's nine

semesters in. [FG-1]

Two of teachers suggested that this procedure was maintained because students expected

their courses to be accounted for on their timetables. Another teacher thought that the

college was perpetuating this expectation by not providing students with the type of

information that they would need for online courses as compared to F2F courses.

That is the learner expectation, that they've got to find a place and a time. [FG-3]

It's called a timetable, so they're puzzled when there isn't a time on the table.

[FG-1]
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It's only a learner expectation in that we have set them up for this learning

expectation. We do nothing to dispel it, with TBAs [to be announced] and

Saturday morning at 8 a.m. put in the classroom on the timetable. [FG-4]

The teachers compared policies for F2F and online courses relating to students being

allowed to enroll in courses late in the semester. In this case, it seems a different policy

was adopted by the college to deal with online courses, but perhaps not to the benefit of

the teaching and learning process in the online course. Here is a passage from the focus

group session in which the teachers discussed this policy and how it affected teachers,

students, and possibly the reputation of online courses.

Is. . . is there a deadline by which students can actually . . . umh. . .join a course'J'

[laughter from the group] Because I found that this semester, ... You know, in a

traditional classroom, if you've missed, I don't know, what is it now'' I know it's,

what a week, officially? Is it a week? [FG-5]

Day 10, that's 2 weeks. [FG-3] n-

But, we don't seem to follow the same rule, do we? Online. [FG-5]

But look how convenient it is. It's so convenient, "oh, you've missed the first

week, well we'll just stick you in an online course." [FG-4]

Because it's all still there... And some part of that is logical, some part of that is

logical. [FG-1]

Does that actually happen? [FG-3]

We had people coming in after the break. Week 8. [FG-5]

That's unconscionable! That's like saying, in the second half of the course, "oh,

it's alright, go read the textbook for what you didn't. . .

." Ohhh! [FG-3]
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And online is getting that reputation. [FG-4]

And what does it imply about an online course? It's easier, it's not as. . .as

rigorous as the "real" courses in the College. [FG-5]

But that's absolutely not true, because you've got to do more reading. [FG-3]

They're thinking that it's more flexible. [FG-4]

To a point, though. [FG-5]

But it isn't, oh it isn't. But they think it is. [FG-4]

One ofthe teachers presented the view that perhaps people coming in late was indeed less

disruptive in online courses as compared to F2F courses. However, 2 other teachers felt

that it was very disruptive if the online course was designed around group work.

That brings up another whole question, though, about the procrastinators, and I'm

not sure whether this is a good thing or a bad thing, but in the designing of the

course, I would argue that in a physical classroom, procrastinators and late people

(people who've missed four classes and then show up and ask stuff) are more. .

.

far more disruptive than in an online discussion place, so if the reasons for

penahies for lateness. . if some of those reasons were, "well, you're going to hurt

the group and let the group down," then some of those reasons I don't think apply:

If you structure the online environment in certain ways, you can find ways to

make the late people come in and do stuff which doesn't mess up the early people.

[FG-1]

It's harder when you do group work online. Much harder when you do group

work online. [FG-3]

Very hard. Oh, it's almost a nightmare. [FG-4]
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The teachers raised the issue of reputation once again. One teacher feh that, because

there tended to be more flexibility in online courses in terms of policies and procedures,

some teachers who were not involved in online courses tended to look on online courses

as "not equivalent" to F2F classroom courses. Two teachers responded by saying that

that approach should be dismissed because the teachers making those comments likely

did not fully understand the nature of online courses.

Some of our colleagues look at our courses and say, "well, it can't possibly be an

equivalent to a classroom version." [FG-5]

But at some level, dismiss that. There are university people who say that about

college. Full-time day says it about Faculty of Continuing Education. Everybody

in the winter said it about short summer courses at high school and at every level.

And in general, sorry, I dismiss it. [FG-1]

Well, quite frankly, I think it's ignorance and arrogance on the part of the people

that talk about that. [FG-2]

One of the teachers provided two analogies relating teaching online and in a F2F

classroom. Both examples were related to the difficulty in changing entrenched

administrative policies and procedures that have existed for a number of years.

I mean. . it gets harder and harder to change them [policies]. I want to believe it's

going to change, I act as if it's going to change, but there's an analogy here to the

way that desks are arranged in rooms at [the College] or any institution. "Any

seating plan is entirely approved provided you put the room back in rows when

you leave." [laughter from the group] It's like, "we're going to have a class in

here and we've got 50 students. Could everybody come in through that small
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window?" [laughter from the group] "By the way, I'm not giving you any extra

time!" [FG-1]

One teacher suggested that one of the main problems with the administrative policies and

procedures, as she perceived it, was that the college administration did not have a

comprehensive plan for anticipating student needs in their dealings with the college,

whether they were online or F2F classroom students. i v

I think the problem is that our whole bureaucratic system is bureaucratic centred,

not student centred. They don't think from the point ofview of "here comes the

student to the door," whether a virtual door or a real door, "and now how do we

deal with that person in their life through [the college]?" [FG-4]

The teachers in the focus group session discussed issues related to the selection of

teachers for teaching in the online environment. The teachers discussed several selection

criteria, from teachers selecting themselves, to the college selecting teachers either

because they were available to teach another section of a course or because the teachers

were perceived as either effective or ineffective teachers in a F2F classroom. Here is a

passage from the focus group discussion.

And how do we select online teachers? How does the College select. . . . [FG-4]

It doesn't select. They select themselves. [FG-1]

Well, no but, no we're reaching a point where we have to select them, and they're

selecting them for the wrong reasons. [FG-4]

What reasons are we selecting them for? [FG-1]

Oh, they're good in the classroom. [FG-4]

Or they're the only one available to... [FG-1]
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Or they're not good in the classroom [laughter from the group]. [FG-3]

"They've got a bad reputation, let's take the bad classroom people and make them

get online!" [FG-1]

And nothing in between. [FG-4]

The teachers discussed the need to prepare teachers to teach online, which one teacher

described as inherently more print based and without cues offered by body language.

The main issue they discussed was the need to show people how to use written

communication as opposed to verbal F2F communication. One of the teachers said that

there is an increased possibility of unintentionally offending someone within written

communication than F2F communication. Another teacher agreed, saying that the online

medium is much less "forgiving" than the F2F medium.

That is to say, online is of necessity more print based than the classroom at some

level, because it doesn't have talk and body language and leaping about in the

same way [laughter from the group]. [FG-1]

. . . So. . . how do you teach people. . . how do you teach them to write for the web''

To write the way. . to not give offence. . . .Because you can take, you know, huge

offence for what you can get away with in a classroom. [FG-4]

That's right. Oh yeah, it's way less forgiving. [FG-3] '
.

One of the teachers provided an example of how, using only written communication, it

can be difficult to ensure that the intent of the words is what is actually conveyed in the

message. During the discussion, it was evident to the teachers and the researcher that the

first example the teacher provided was meant in a joking and friendly manner, while the

second example was meant as a mild insult. As can be seen from the transcription of the
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examples below, when converted to writing, it is not evident that there is a different

intent between the two examples.

"FG-1, you're such a twit." is one thing from, you know, "FG-1, you're a twit."

You just don't know how it's been. . . One is affectionate and loving and. . . [FG-4]

One of the teachers, partly in jest, suggested interviewing potential online teachers using

only written electronic communication.

We have an interview in 2 different rooms using a keyboard [laughter from the

group]. [FG-1]

One teacher noted that there is a learning curve to learning to teach effectively in the

online environment, and that teachers typically improve their teaching practice

throughout a course and in subsequent online courses.

The first time somebody gives a[n online] course it won't be as good, probably, as

the second or third time. And there is a learning. . . curve to teaching an online

course. And you get better at that communication, and more thoughtful. You get

better as the course goes along. [FG-3]

The teachers described some problems they had noticed in terms of some teachers

who had been selected for teaching online. One teacher noted that if teachers had been

coerced into teaching online without understanding or appreciating the possibilities of the

online medium, they had difficulty when teaching online.

I know in talking to people who've often been coerced into teaching online

without having a philosophical belief in it, or knowledge of it, all of the things

that we've talked about today, they have a real problem. [FG-4]
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Another problem noted by one ofthe teachers was the lack of commitment and the lack

of understanding of some online teachers in the sense that they did not communicate

regularly with their online students. Two other teachers compared this situation to what

would happen in a F2F course, and said that that kind of behaviour would not be tolerated

by the administration in a F2F environment.

I have found, just today, two courses that we have online that are being facilitated,

where the facilitators have not been in touch with their students for over 8 weeks.

[FG-4]

That's not an online problem specifically, is it? [FG-1]

Well, it. . you couldn't get away . . .you couldn't get away with that if you were

scheduled as a face-to-face course. [FG-3]

You'd be in the Coordinator's office in a minute. [FG-4] "?

The teachers also discussed challenges associated with the technological

infrastructure at the college for supporting online teaching and learning. In the focus

group discussion, they stated how strong an impact the technology had in the online

setting and how that compared to the F2F classroom setting.

One of the major differences here is, in a classroom, you can rely on nothing more

than yourself . to create a wonderful learning experience. The technology aspect

of this online learning is an ongoing nightmare. [FG-4]

Oh god! [FG-3]

Just ask us! [FG-5]

Let it be recorded that we are unified on that point [laughter from the group]!

[FG-1]
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Think back over your teaching career. Remember, . . . filmstrips that didn't

work... [FG-4]

[laughs] That's right. [FG-2]

. . . VCRs that didn't work. [FG-4]

Two-inch tape, hung on cameras in the 1970s. [FG-1]

All that, but ultimately, you could put them aside, and still have a lesson. This. .

.

nothing happens if the technology doesn't work. [FG-4]

That's right. [FG-3]

Major. . . it's a sense of dependency. [FG-2]

There was discussion about how teachers were affected by the technology in the online

setting. They expressed frustration at feeling a loss of control in their teaching due to the

technology, and they shared some strategies of how teachers might approach

incorporating different types of technology into their teaching to minimize feeling a loss

of control.

So. . . what have good teachers done when they've become frustrated by

institutional barriers of any kind? In a sense, positively they've retreated to their

room to do the best thing they can. Now that done permanently to me is self-

defeating, but at some level you have to retreat, and then go out for the fight and

retreat. So in the online world, you have to look and say, "which tools of what

complexity can I manage myself . . . And which tools ofwhat complexity do I

acknowledge a bigger involvement of centralized processes and services?" Now,

I don't know what you do when you've made that decision. [FG-1]



:i\:

,-f.-i. ,'.

"H' i A.j'i. VI

'.)' --..I^l



180

But is there any that you can manage totally on your own? That's the problem

with technology. [FG-4]

No, there's no totally. There's no totally, but I never actually have to unpick the

locks or wire the rooms either. . .but some technologies are easier. For instance,

email, let's pretend, email runs better than some things. So if a teacher said, "I'm

just going to figure out what is the best combination ofways to use email," yes

that would be a major limitation, but the flip side is, you know what? You can

probably be in charge of it. [laughs] You know? But if you're going to use

streamed video, [FG-1]

Don't go there! [FG-4] %v ,, j» i;,.: ;.cs. . . !

Absolutely not! Wouldn't touch it with a 10-foot pole! [FG-3] •

So. . so, do I dare say less is more? [FG-1]

That's all very well when you have control. But sometimes you don't have

control. [FG-4] - .; ^:

That's right. No, of course not. So all you're doing is thinning out the potential

places where a loss of control is serious. [FG-1]

Two of the teachers talked about some of their strategies for trying to anticipate and get

around technical problems One of the teachers described what she called incorporating

"redundancy" of information. Another teacher described how she might try to

communicate with students to help guide them in working through materials that did not

require the technology that was currently down.

It certainly makes us constantly think, "if I do it this way, what happens if the

technology doesn't work or breaks down?" So, I maybe have to do it 3 ways, you
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know I give them a text file, I give them an audio file, and I give them a video -

file, and god knows if Netscape doesn't work, they won't even see any of those,

so it's in chapter 4. [FG-4]

You know, having a server down, or having permissions to get into the course not

there, uhm. . .are huge, huge issues. And. . . I mean, sometimes you can do a bit of

a workaround, if a server is down and you know it's going to be down for a

couple of days, then you can email people and say, you know, "you can get

started on this kind of activity. You could get started this way." And you won't

feel as though you've lost as much time. So, it is possible to get the same kind of

content, or it might be possible, it isn't necessarily, it might be possible to give

some content to people by using a workaround. But, uhm. . you know, if the

server's down for a weekend, it's down and ...there's no access, so I mean, it's

monumental. [I-l]

Although that teacher suggested using electronic mail to contact students in the case of a

server being down, another teacher presented the problem of contacting people using

technology when that technology was down. She feh that it put the online teacher in an

awkward position in which they had to apologize to students for the technical problems,

for which they were clearly not responsible. She likened the situation of trying to teach

online when the technology was not working to trying to teach in a classroom when the

lights were not working.

There is no, and this is a process issue, there is no easy way to contact all your

students to tell them there's a problem with technology, when you have to use

technology to contact them. So, it's a really big issue, and you ft-equently find
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yourself apologizing. This is not a good place to be. It's like trying to teach in a

classroom without the lights on. It's really the same thing. How long will they

stay? [1-2]

One ofthe teachers suggested that although teachers may see the potential of a new

instructional technology, if they feel that it will be problematic technically, they will

likely limit how much risk they will expose themselves to in using the new instructional

technology.

Intellectually, they can say, "I can see all the possibilities in this product, but if it

doesn't work, why would I expose myself to this?" [1-2]

In the case of servers being down, one teacher questioned how long students should be

expected to wait before the technology was functioning again so they could continue with

their course work. This was again compared to a classroom situation in which the policy

at the college states that if the teacher does not arrive to the scheduled classroom within

1 5 minutes after the class is scheduled to begin, the students are fi"ee to leave.

How long will they stay? If the teacher doesn't come for 15 minutes, [the

college] 's rules are the students can leave. So if I can't get onto my online course

for 2 days, should I be able to leave and get my money back? Probably. [1-2]

The teachers noted that one of the main problems related to technology in the online

environment was how many students either withdrew or disappeared at the start of online

courses as compared to F2F courses Although technology was not the only issue, it

seemed to be the major contributing factor.
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What is different though, is that in a classroom, I think. . .umh. . . well just based on

my one experience this past semester, I don't lose as many students as I lost at the

start ofthe online. [FG-5] ; .
,t -

Start, though. There's the key. [FG-4]

Start. [FG-2]

At the start. . . at the start. And probably a lot of it had to do with technology.

[FG-5]

Oh, yes. [FG-3]

Fifty percent aren't going to make it. [FG-4]

Startup is always bad. [FG-3] . . ^
>

But the ones who remained reflected the same tendencies that the students in the

classroom had. . . .But I found that I lost a great many ofthem at the very start.

[FG-5]

The teachers expressed concern about the level of support available to students ;:

taking online courses at the college. Several of the teachers discussed the need for a

comprehensive plan for student support in the online environment.

We need more [technical support]. [FG-4]

Ohhh! Yes, yes, more technical support is just. ..or no. ..no, no, no, not more.

[FG-3]

Student support. [FG-2]

Better. [FG-4]

What we. .we need to have a really good plan for supporting students online. We

don't have. . . we do not have support for students learning online. [FG-3]
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Three of the teachers talked about needing a centralized approach to technical support,

with clear direction and vision, which they feh was currently not the situation.

We need a silo, god help us. We live in a silo world, we need a silo. [FG-1]

I know, it's horrible, isn't it? But we need something. We need somebody in

charge. [FG-4]

It's fragmented. [FG-2] ,,,,.

One of the teachers stated the need to provide a good base of technical suppon and

technological infrastructure on which the college could build for new innovations.

Without this base, neither teaching nor learning could take place effectively, which would

defeat the purpose of incorporating the new instructional technologies. .

We can't even look at innovation until we have fixed the things that we are doing

to a level that is acceptable to our clientele. You can't say you're doing excellent

work because you're blue-skying ifyou haven't got the basics working. And. . . if

the server's down, or it takes 3 minutes to load a page, that is not acceptable. And

learning will not happen because people will let the technology, both lots of

people, the do-ee and the doer, will just simply not be able to function. [1-2]

One of the teachers gave examples of some of the deficiencies in the technological

infrastructure which affect teachers' and students' experiences with online courses.

We don't have enough dial-up modems, we don't have enough technical support,

we don't have people cleaning out the discussion groups, getting to the students,

it's not service oriented. It's breaking down at every point. [FG-4]
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Another teacher cautioned that technical problems often resulted in negative experiences

in online courses for both teachers and students, and that this kind of experience might

strongly deter students from taking another course in the online medium.

It's such a big block. . . it's such a big block that what it does is it turns your mind

against it. And so, this has been a really bad semester for technology, and

students will say, "I'll never take another online course." It's not the course. . . it's

the technology. [1-2]

One of the teachers during the focus group discussion summarized the issue of technical

problems and the technological infrastructure with the statement that no matter how

effective and well designed an online course is, if the students are not able to access it,

the course's value is minimal.

We can develop the best courses in the world, all this thoughtfial concern around

this table for what is right and what isn't right, and we can put it up there. If they

can't get to it, half the time, and they can't get help on how to get to it, it doesn't

matter how good it is. [FG-4]

Interpretation of Findings

This section contains an interpretation of the findings from the study. As in the

section above, the interpretation will be organized according to the research questions.

The focus will be on how the findings relate to the current literature on online teaching

and learning and how they contribute to the understanding of the teaching and learning

processes that occur in the online environment. - .
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Research Question #1 : How is teaching similar and/or different in the online and F2F

classroom settings?

The teachers discussed a number oftopics related to the similarities and

differences between the online and F2F environments. When asked the first research

question about how teaching compared in the two environments, they began by

discussing what had piqued their interest in the online world. They seemed quite

interested in learning about each other's motivations for exploring online teaching and

learning and in sharing their experiences in that medium.

Teacher motivation . At the time of the study, online teaching and learning was at

a relatively young stage at the college, and so the teachers who participated in the study

were early explorers of the medium. Jaffee (1998) and M. Collins (1999) classify these

types of teachers as "innovators" and "pioneers." These teachers were actively interested

in new software and hardware developments and wanted to explore the potential of the

new technologies as those related to education. They were also interested in seeking

ways to integrate the new technologies eflFectively into their teaching practice. Several of

the teachers said that they came to online teaching because they wanted a new

experience, different from the one they were familiar with in the F2F classroom. Some

of the teachers were interested in trying out the new technologies to find ways of

reaching students with different learning styles. Other teachers were interested in finding

ways to deliver course materials that might be improvements over what was possible in a

F2F classroom. Others said they were most interested in testing the possibilities of the

online environment. These motivations are similar to those found by Rockwell, Schauer,
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Fritz, and Marx (1999), who suggested that teachers explored new instructional

technologies for reasons that were primarily focussed on intrinsic rewards such as

providing innovative instruction and exploring persona! interests. Despite the challenges,

obstacles, and fixistrations that they experienced during their explorations, they came for

the express purpose of exploring the possibilities.

So it's the wild west, and at some level, we've been called pioneers. . . . And some

aspects of that are horrific. . . .But inside each of us, isn't there a piece of us that

went there precisely because it was the wild west? [FG-1]

Course design . The design of online courses was an important topic for the

teachers. The general goals of F2F and online courses were seen as being essentially the

same. One of the teachers mentioned that an additional goal in the online environment

might be developing proficiency in the specific methods of communication to be used in

an online course.

The one additional kind of goal [in online courses]... there may be some changes

in some of the goals that are based on methods of communicating. [I-l
]

The teachers felt that the strengths of different media needed to be considered carefully to

ensure that they would be used to their best advantage in supporting students' learning.

Akyurekoglu (1996) recommends that the choice of media be considered carefully, since

it plays a critical role in developing a quality educational experience. One of the teachers

feh that using the online medium for housing primarily text-based notes was a significant

waste of an expensive medium, and that the medium really should be used in ways that
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helped students visualize concepts, provided opportunities to interact with the material,

and gave students feedback.

And . .
.
people who put up their notes . . .1 really see that as just a pretty significant

waste of the medium, because you could hand that out on a piece of paper. It's

not using a computer to do the kinds ofthings a computer could he doing, should

be doing, in terms of helping a student to visualize, helping a student to interact,

giving them quick feedback about their thinking, or giving them feedback from

other people about what they're thinking. [I-l]

Numerous authors in the field of online teaching and learning agree with this view, and

recommend that the online environment be used for its own strengths and not be used to

replicate the types of interactions that are often part of a F2F environment (Beaudoin,

1998; Davis, 1997; Harasim, 1987, Schrum&Berge, 1997). ; ,

One of the recommendations made by Harasim et al. (1995) is to question initially

whether or not a course is suited to the online environment. One of the teachers talked

about some F2F courses in which portions of the course could not be effectively moved

to an online environment. It may be that in some courses, the majority of the course

materials are suited to the online environment, but one or more components would be

most effective if delivered in a F2F setting. In cases such as these, it would be important

to consider advantages and disadvantages to students in terms of including this type of

material online or requiring that F2F meetings be part of the course. The effectiveness of

the materials in the online medium needs to be weighed against accessibility issues for

F2F meetings.
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The teachers talked about different types of online courses, those which were

primarily content based and those which were primarily discussion based. Harasim et al.

(1995) suggest that discussion-based courses are well suited to the online medium, but

content-based courses whose main purpose is to transmit facts may not be well suited to

the online medium. The teachers in the study felt both types of courses could be suitable

to the online environment, but the design of the course, including the course materials,

the interactions within the course, and the assessments, needed to be conceptualized ;

differently in each case. Those courses which were primarily content based needed to

have the structure and content materials as fully developed as possible by the start of the

course, whereas those which were more discussion based could be more flexible in terms

of structure and prepared content materials.

Schrum and Berge (1997) talk about adapting the educational activities and the

evaluation process from the F2F to the online setting. The teachers felt that the

structuring of the assignments was a critical part of an online course, perhaps even

driving the structure of the course itself This was one of the important differences noted

in the online environment when compared to a F2F classroom environment.

In a classroom, a lecture might drive the structure, and the assignments might

appear to be incidental, but here [in the online environment] it's driven by the

structure of the assignments, I would argue. [FG-1]

I find the structuring of assignments tremendously important and an area we

neglect. [FG-4] v ^

Because of the loss of visual cues in the online environment, the teachers feh that the best

way for teachers to know whether or not their students were understanding the materials
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was through the assignments. Therefore, these assignments needed to assess more than

the basic absorption of facts, but rather a deeper understanding of the course materials.

There is not the reading of the body language. So in the assessment component,

there's got to be better quality assessment, constantly looking for understanding

and higher order learning. [1-2]

The use of assessments to determine higher order learning suggests that the courses,

content-based or discussion based, need to be developed from the transaction or perhaps

transformation orientation. The goal of the courses such as these would not be primarily

the reproduction of knowledge learned in the course, but rather an understanding of the

issues raised in the course. Perhaps the content-based courses described by Harasim et al.

(1995) could be designed in a way that did assess a deeper level of understanding, and

therefore could be effectively delivered online.

Related to the issue of assessment was the discussion on student grades online as

compared to a F2F classroom. One of the teachers felt that the final distribution of

student grades for the same course should be comparable in the F2F and online

environments. He suggested that teachers should revise courses as they feel is necessary

to ensure that students have the best possibility of succeeding. This approach seems

reasonable, since we are at a relatively early stage of exploring the teaching and learning

process in the online environment. It is very likely that adjustments will need to be made

as we learn how best to support students in this new environment. Another teacher found

that, apart from a larger number of students leaving at the start of an online course, those

who remained had comparable final results to those in the equivalent F2F course.
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The issue of flexibility within course design was discussed at length by the

teachers. Flexibility included student choice of activities, extending timelines, and even

determining what content to include in the course throughout the duration of the course

The teachers talked about offering options to students in terms of the types of activities

they wanted to pursue, within a structure and predetermined criteria. One of the teachers

described his approach in developing a structure of possible activities from which his

students could choose. This allowed those students who preferred a structured

environment to feel comfortable and secure within the structure, while allowing other

students who preferred greater variety the option to choose from among different

possibilities.

The issue of timelines was included as another way of building flexibility into

online courses. The teachers had different views on this issue. One ofthe teachers

initially held the philosophy that there should be ultimate flexibility, and therefore no

deadlines in online courses. In the end, she found this to be a less successful approach

than she had hoped. Another teacher found that he lengthened his deadlines each time he

taught a course, finding that more open timelines were appropriate for the online courses

he taught. Yet another of the teachers felt that her students had the best results when the

timelines were relatively structured and tight. There was no real agreement on this issue

among the teachers, and it may be related to the type of courses each ofthem was

teaching or to their individual teaching styles.

Kowch and Schwier (1997) talk about the idea of a collective product based on

individual contributions in an online community. This reflects the type of course which

is primarily discussion based, in which students contribute their thoughts and opinions on
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specified topics and respond to their colleagues' postings. In this way, they are

essentially developing the content of the course, similarly to how a F2F graduate seminar

course based primarily on verbal discussion might be structured. The literature on online

teaching and learning tends to favour online discussion as an integral part of an online

course (Berge, 1998a; Burge, 1994; Harasim, 1989; Harasim et al., 1995). The teachers

in the study felt that there could be different levels of online discussion appropriate in

different courses, rather than one standard across all online courses.

Teaching style . Some of the teachers talked about courses designed from a .

lecture-based approach and those designed from a collaborative approach. One of the

teachers made an analogy about teachers' use of certain types of software and these two

approaches: a lecture-based approach was represented by the use of Powerpoint®, while

a collaborative approach was represented by the use of groupware. The use of software

like Powerpoint® creates an image of a presentation, either in a F2F classroom or over

the internet, during which, for the most part, students observe passively. It is possible to

include other media to enhance a presentation like this, including audio, descriptive text,

and animations. However, for the most part, this situation will be a primarily passive

interaction on the part of the student. The use of software like groupware, together with

structured activities, requires that students contribute their written thoughts, opinions, or

feelings and read and respond to those of their colleagues. Structured appropriately, the

use of groupware can be a highly active interaction on the part of students.

The teachers feU that, for the most part, the teaching style that a teacher had in a

F2F classroom would likely be the one brought with her/him to the online environment.





Those who had a primarily lecture-based teaching style in the classroom would likely

have difFicuhy initially in moving to the online environment. Those who had begun

exploring a collaborative teaching style while in the F2F classroom would likely find the

move to the online environment comparatively more manageable. Schifter (2000) also

suggests that those teachers who are familiar and comfortable only with a teacher centred

teaching model in F2F classrooms may have difficulty adapting to the online

environment. Berge (1998b) suggests that online teachers need to be responsive to the

different nature of the online environment as compared to the F2F environment and they

need to shift their role of primarily content expert to group facilitator, consultant, and

resource person.

If somebody is lecturing and that's their primary mode of delivery in a classroom,

the movement to online is likely to be quite difficult for them. [I- 1 ]

Where teachers are beginning to move in that direction [a more collaborative

approach] in a face-to-face classroom, ...my observation in trying to help people

move to an online course, they find that transition much easier to make. [I-l]

The lecture approach can be very effective for some teachers and some students and in

some situations. Many teachers are being encouraged to explore a more collaborative

approach in their F2F classrooms to engage students more actively in the learning

process. Teacher orientations as outlined by Miller and Seller (1985) describe the learner

as a passive participant in the transmission position and as an active participant in the !

transaction and transformation positions. Therefore, it is possible to connect a lecture-

based approach to the transmission position and a collaborative approach to either the

transaction or transmission positions with reference to the level of learner involvement in
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the learning process. The suggestion from this analysis is that teachers who associate

primarily with the transaction or transformation position may find that they can teach

more effectively online than those who associate primarily with the transmission position

The teachers also talked about needing to find ways to draw the learning from

students in the online environment as opposed to just providing information to students.

This is the constructivist approach to learning. One ofthe teachers suggested that this

was not an approach used by many teachers in their F2F teaching, and so moving to the

online environment would require a whole rethinking ofwhat teaching and learning

meant. This is echoed throughout the literature (Bates, 1997; Elton, 1988; Harasim et al.,

1995; Kaye, 1989; Schrum, 1998). -n!.: : .. ; ;
. '.<.-

Learning styles . The issue of students' learning styles should be taken into

consideration in every course, regardless of the delivery medium. The teachers in this

study discussed learning styles, including issues such as increased possibilities for

presenting course materials to appeal to students with different learning styles. The i

online environment creates the possibility of presenting the same course materials in a

variety of ways using different media. So the same concept could be described in text,

illustrated with a graphic, explained in a sound file, demonstrated in an interactive

exercise, and displayed in a short video segment. Of course, developing each concept

within the course materials using each of the media would be prohibitively expensive in

terms of time and other resources, but the possibility does exist to develop various ways

of explaining the same idea in order to appeal to very different learning styles. The

teachers used the term "redundancy" to describe this idea. Besides appealing to a wider
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variety of learning styles, building in redundancy in terms of various presentations ofthe

same concept would increase the possibility that students will be able to access the

material in the case of some of the technology fiinctioning while other technology was

not functioning.

The issue of requiring online discussion was discussed in relation to learning

styles. Some of the teachers questioned whether there should be a requirement to

participate in an online discussion community or whether students should be given the

option to go through the content independently ofthe other students. Generally, the

teachers felt that online discussion was a highly beneficial part of online courses, but they

did allow that some students may not be particularly interested in contributing to this

discussion.

The teachers thought that the majority of learning styles could be accommodated

in an online course. Here are some suggestions of the types of learning objects (methods

of illustrating concepts) that could be created to accommodate students with different

learning styles. Using Kolb's learning style theory (1985), learners who prefer to take in

information using concrete experience may enjoy animated illustrations or video

segments, while those who prefer to take in information using abstract conceptualization

may enjoy reading descriptions of concepts. Students who prefer to process information

using active experimentation may enjoy interactive exercises, while those who prefer to

process information using reflective observation may enjoy written activities.

Similarly with McCarthy's 4MAT Learning Style Wheel (Celli Sarasin, 1998),

students who learn best by observing and are creative learners may enjoy graphical

illustrations while those who are abstract learners may enjoy reading descriptions. Those
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students who learn best by doing and are proactive or practical learners may enjoy

exploring animated explanations or interactive exercises. Using Celli Sarasin's learning

style theory, auditory learners may enjoy listening to audio explanations of concepts,

visual learners may enjoy viewing graphical illustrations or reading textual descriptions,

and tactile/kinesthetic learners may enjoy interacting wath animations or other active

online exercises. ot. • r

Using Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences (Armstrong, 1994), learners high

in linguistic and interpersonal intelligences may enjoy written descriptions and

interactions, learners high in spacial intelligence may enjoy graphical illustrations, those

with a high level of musical intelligence may enjoy audio representations of concepts,

and those with a high level of bodily-kinesthetic intelligence may enjoy interacting with

animations or other interactive exercises. Learners with a high level of logical- ..

mathematical intelligence may enjoy a cross-section of activities, which is indeed a

possibility for learners with high levels in each of the intelligences.

Although there is this possibility for accommodating learning styles online, the

types of courses that have been developed to date tend to favour a small cross-section of

learning styles. One of the teachers felt that students who preferred taking in information

primarily by reading would find the current offerings of online courses most appealing to

their learning style. In discussing online courses integrating groupware, Becker and

Dwyer (1998) and Montgomery (1995) suggest that students who prefer to take in

information visually rather than verbally perceive that online learning is appropriate to

their learning style. The teacher suggested that, in order for online courses to appeal to a
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wider range of learning styles, more effort would need to be devoted to creating activities

that specifically address other learning styles.

I think, when we've been around a lot longer, my suspicion is that we're going to

find, unless we really are building, you know, sound, and. . .and kinesthetic kinds

of activities into the online learning, I think we're going to find that the people

who will opt to take online courses will be those people who. . .who tend to take in

information best by... by reading. [I-l]

This teacher thought that the ideal situation would be for online courses to build in a

system that would allow students to enter in their preferred learning style, then the system

would customize the learning for students based on the learning style they selected.

Although versions of this are possible in some circumstances at this stage, this is mostly

an area for future development. It is also an area that will require considerable resources

for development, but could have some important advantages for students.

Teacher and student challenges . Throughout the discussions, the teachers

described challenges that they had come across in their experience in online teaching, and

their perception of the challenges students were experiencing. The lack of body language

and visual cues was one of the main challenges noted by the teachers The inability to

read the reactions from students about whether explanations or descriptions of the course

materials were making sense was an important concern.

I would think the major difference is the inability to read body language,

probably. To. . .to adjust to your class according to what you see and feel. [FG-4]
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To compensate for this loss, the teachers talked about needing to get information across

in different ways, namely knowing how to communicate effectively in writing. This was

the second main challenge they noted. The nature of written communication is

qualitatively different from that of oral communication. Garrison (1997) describes oral

communication as less structured than written communication, which is more precise in

nature. The teachers in the study felt that many teachers were not necessarily skilled in

effective written communication, particularly for an online environment.

Some of the other challenges for teachers were determining what role a teacher

should adopt in an online course, how to deal with the overwhelming numbers of online

messages that can accumulate in a short time, what to do if the technology fails, and how

to deal with the muhitude of as-yet-unknown issues. These types of challenges are

echoed in the literature (Davie, 1989; Harasim, 1987; Mason & Kaye, 1989). The

specific issues underlying these challenges will be discussed under each of the remaining

research questions.

One of the challenges that students had in the online environment, as perceived by

these teachers, included obstacles imposed by the technology. One of the teachers

described a situation in which a student had completed the assigned work and had

attempted to send it to the teacher, but that sending process had been unsuccessful. The

initial result was a failing grade for the student, until a F2F meeting occurred to clarify

what had happened in the situation. What is significant in an example like this is that the

student had completed the required work and had submitted it in the way that was

outlined, but because the technology was a factor in the transaction, an error was made at

that stage. Had the same situation happened in a F2F setting, the technology would not
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have been a factor, and so the work would likely have found its way to the teacher. So

the student in an online course has at least one additional obstacle to overcome compared

to a F2F student.

Other student challenges included the requirement to submit work to a public

forum and having to wait for colleagues to respond to their postings. Two of the teachers

noted that they had experienced very little resistance from students in posting their work

to online discussion forums, but 2 other teachers found that some of their online students

had expressed concern about submitting their written thoughts for others to read. Davie

(1989) describes this as students' fear of publishing, and provides suggestions for helping

students feel more comfortable about sharing their written thoughts with the group,

namely creating an informal environment in which people feel free to discuss in an

atmosphere approximating a verbal rather than written discussion.

A final student challenge as perceived by the teachers was the requirement for

greater discipline from students to remain in communication with the teacher, the other

students, and the course materials in an online setting. The teachers felt it required a

higher level of motivation and discipline for students to connect to the online course than

it would for a F2F course.

Teachers' strategies . One of the most important strategies teachers used for

dealing with communication-related challenges was to create an environment in which

students and the teacher were able to get to know one another. One of the suggestions

from the teachers included posting photographs of the course participants to help

visualize the people that were communicating with one another. Another suggestion was
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to ensure, through the use of positive messaging, that students felt they were being treated

as individuals rather than as messages in a computer. On the other hand, if messages

needed to be "corrective" in some situations, they were done in a general way so as not to

single out any individual. The teacher who described this approach said she would have

used the same approach in a F2F classroom.

A suggestion mentioned by a number of the teachers involved the use of

invitational, informal, and welcoming language to help create an environment that was

not intimidating to students. One ofthe teachers talked about including social comments

in her messages with students, such as comments about current events, about their

birthdays, or about the weather. Hillesheim (1998) also recommends that teachers try to

get to know their online students in the same way that they would in a F2F situation. As

well, the teacher created an open chat area for her students so they could use it as a social

space open only to them to discuss anything they wanted.

The teachers noted that it was also important to ensure that issues like the

structure of the course and expectations on the part of the students and teacher were clear

at the start ofthe course. As discussed by Solloway and Harris (1999), the important

issues for students at the start of courses include knowing course work expectations,

knowing the level of participation expected, and understanding the structure of the

course. One of the teachers described her approach for clarifying expectations by stating

specifically when she would be participating in the online course, much as she would

have posted her office hours if she were teaching a F2F course. .

.
' i

. .

I said in my first. . in my introductory material, "You can expect that I will be

online sometime Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. .1 may be there other times.
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but you can be sure that ifyou put a comment in on those days, that I will read it."

... I would schedule it just as though I had a F2F class. [I- 1 ]

The teacher found that clearly stating when she would be available helped her structure

her time in the online course and it helped the students know when they could expect her

to be available throughout the course.

In terms of technology-related challenges, the teachers described some strategies

they had for dealing with the inevitable technological problems that happen. A number

ofthe teachers talked about "workarounds" in case the technology was not working One

of the methods was presenting information in a number of different media in case some

of the technology was not working at any given time. This strategy helped in cases of

challenges with the technology as well as in accommodating various learning styles. One

of the teachers that discussed this approach also included paper-based textbooks as one of

the ahemative methods for students to find the course materials in case some or all of the

technology-related course materials were not available for a given time.

If I do it this way, what happens if the technology doesn't work or breaks down?

So, I maybe have to do it 3 ways, you know, I give them a text file, 1 give them an

audio file, and I give them a video file, and god knows if Netscape doesn't work,

they won't even see any of those, so it's in chapter 4. [FG-4]

Another strategy related to technology was the use of muhiple email addresses for

students. The teachers commented that students did not use their college email addresses

consistently, and so would not realize that course-related messages had been sent to them.

The teachers' strategy was to send messages to all of the email addresses they knew for

their students, including their college account, and any others such as hotmail. They
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found this markedly increased the likelihood that students would receive their messages

In fact, this strategy helped them deal with a challenge related to both technology and

communication with their students.

Research Question #2: How are participant roles in an online teaching and learning

experience similar to and/or different from the roles in a F2F classroom teaching and

learning experience?

Roles in the online environment were in some instances described as similar to

and in other instances described as different from the F2F environment. Generally, the

teachers described a shift away from a teacher-centred to student-centred approach to

learning, with students taking on greater responsibility for their own learning.

Teacher and student roles . One of the most important roles for teachers in both

the online and F2F environments was to set the tone for the group. The teachers in the

study talked about the teacher's role in establishing and maintaining a sense of

community in the online setting. This is consistent with the literature related to online

teaching and learning (Burge, 1994; Davie, 1989; Harasim et al., 1995; Kowch &

Schwier, 1997). Teachers need to create a safe and welcoming environment for students

to discuss the course materials. As well, one of the teachers felt that a teacher's role

included emphasizing to students who were part of an online community that that was

equivalent to being in a group in a F2F classroom. She felt that students needed to

understand that they would be relying on each other in the online environment for
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support, collaboration, and also grades, just as they would in a group collaboration

situation in a F2F classroom.

The level ofteacher interaction in an online course was an issue discussed by the

teachers, and also appears in the literature. The teachers feh that they should provide a

high level of support and interaction at the start, then fade into the background and let the

students take over the responsibility for the direction and development ofthe discussion.

Davie (1988), Schrum and Berge (1997), and Harasim (1987) also recommend that

teachers allow their presence to fade into the background to encourage students to

develop the dialogue using their own voices. Wegerif (1998) and Stiles (2000) discuss

this issue in terms of the level of scaffolding teachers will provide their students as

appropriate to the students' development. The teachers feh that there should be a high

level of scaffolding at the start of courses, then decreased amounts as time went on in the

course. This was one of the key issues related to the role of the teacher in an online

setting.

That is such an incredible. . . balancing act, . . .my feeling is that people need lots

of support and encouragement at the beginning and that I gradually . .
the term is

called "scaffolding " So, a high level of scaffolding at the beginning with support

and encouragement, and then less and less as the course goes along. [I-l]

Fairly aggressive [teacher involvement] at the beginning, in responding to

comments, giving feedback, whatever. As the course progresses, I think you can

afford to step back and hopefully let them do more. [1-2]

As the teacher becomes less active in the discussion within the course, her/his role

remains crucial in providing feedback and guidance, clarifying issues, and encouraging
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participation. These facilitating functions support those outlined by Feenberg ( 1 989),

Hillesheim (1998), and Schrum and Berge (1997).

Another aspect of the online teacher's role was to model effective online

behaviour and interaction so students would understand the norms for the online

environment. Davie ( 1 988), McDonald and Gibson ( 1 998), and Wegerif ( 1 998)

recommend this type of modelling, suggesting it is more effective than only describing

the norms. One of the teachers cautioned that teachers needed to be careful about the

types of messages they posted in the online discussions because it was likely that students

would take those as models of appropriate messages, whether or not the teacher intended

them to be used as models. =s. ..,....'. sr,o

One of the roles of^en described in the literature as belonging to teachers is

summarizing discussions (Feenberg, 1989; Harasim, 1989; Hillesheim, 1998). Some of

the teachers in the study felt that this could be part of the teacher's role, while another felt

that this was a role that should be shared between the teacher and the students. Summary

or synthesis activities can be very effective in helping create linkages in people's minds

among the various threads in discussions and showing the themes that developed within

the discussions. This summarizing activity was seen as a valuable activity for students to

do for themselves, rather than having it done for them by the teacher. If students saw that

the teacher did this activity on behalf of the group, they would come to expect a summary

prepared for them and not participate in the activity themselves.

A whole lot of stuff from the early days of computer conferencing was primarily

talking about the teacher doing the summarizing, the teacher pulling the threads

together. And I'm beginning to feel that that's not an appropriate activity. If you
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want your students to do that, they're not going to do it if they know that at the

end of the week you're going to post a summary message. . . . you need to be

showing that that's an activity you want everybody to do. [I-l]

As the teachers talked about the role ofthe student in an online course, they talked

about students taking on greater responsibility for their own learning and taking an active

approach to participating in and contributing to online discussions. This included things

like actively working through the course materials, contributing their thoughts to online

discussions, offering feedback to their colleagues, and supporting their colleagues in their

learning. That online discussions allow activities like peers helping one another with

course issues, offering critical feedback, and sharing perspectives is one of the greatest

strengths of the online medium according to Burge (1994).

Teacher and student characteristics . There were a number of characteristics that

the teachers feh contributed to the likelihood of teachers and students succeeding in the

online teaching and learning environment. Some of the teachers described themselves as

a self-selected group that went into teaching for reasons such as being sociable or being

"people-people." Because of their enjoyment of the interaction with their students, there

was the suggestion that when teachers started to teach online they would feel a sense of

loss at not having the same kind of interaction. One of the teachers called it a period of

grieving and disconnection. There was the suggestion that there may be some teachers

who might actually enjoy the online interaction better than the F2F interaction and that

the numbers of these teachers may grow in the future as more teachers and students get to

know the online setting and the types of interactions it allows. There was a general sense
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that teachers who started teaching online because they were personally interested in

exploring the online medium found it a good experience. Conversely, those teachers who

were coerced into teaching online tended to find it a less than satisfying experience.

One of the main characteristics or skills recommended for online teaching was the

ability to communicate effectively in writing. There was a general sense that many

teachers did not curtently feel as comfortable communicating in writing as they did in

communicating verbally and that there was a learning curve to learning how to write

effectively for the online environment. Some aspects of effective written online

communication included using invitational language, using transitions or transitional

phrasing between different sections of course materials, being very clear in explanations,

and selecting vocabulary carefully to create a welcoming, relatively informal atmosphere.

The teachers agreed that many teachers would need to gain these skills, and that these

skills tended to improve through each successive section of a course taught online, or

even during a course.

Another characteristic that was recommended for online teachers was a comfort

level with technology. This was described as an ability to not only use technology when

it was working properly but to deal with technology issues when the technology was not

working. Training for online teachers in technical issues is recommended in the literature

as one of the prerequisites for developing and running online courses (Bates, 1997;

Truman-Davis et al, 2000; Twigg, 2000).

The teachers listed a number of student characteristics that could increase their

chances of success in the online environment. These included strong motivation for

taking an online course, an existing level of technological familiarity, an independent
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approach to learning, and a disciplined approach to working through course materials.

These characteristics are echoed by Schrum (1998) and Truman-Davis et al. (2000).

I think you have to have a different kind of student [from F2F]. . a student who's

very good with . . . motivating himself/herself to learn independently. . . . [FG-5]

And part of it [succeeding online as a student] is the commitment and the

discipline... it may be comfort with the technology. [I-l]

Using Witkin's field dependence (FD)/field independence (FI) cognitive style

theory, the types of characteristics listed above suggest that FI learners may have the

skills and characteristics that will help them succeed in an online environment, while FD

learners may struggle at times in the online environment (Witkin & Goodenough, 1981).

FI learners tend to be active participants in learning and have intrinsic motivation for

their learning, while FD learners tend to be more passive and rely more heavily on others'

feedback and support. Although all students require feedback and support, those

students who are at times able to function independently, without needing frequent

attention from other students or the teacher, will likely be better able to succeed in an

online environment than those who feel a need for frequent contact and guidance.

Research Question #3: What are the characteristics of a learning community in an online

environment as compared to those in a F2F environment and how is a learning

community established?

The issue of what is meant by a learning community online and how that

compares to a F2F learning community was discussed at length by the teachers. The

teachers also compared online and F2F communication to explore the similarities and
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differences between them. As well, the teachers talked about the issue ofteacher/student

relationships in both the online and F2F environments and how the development of these

relationships compared in the two environments.

Learning community issues . The discussion began with an exploration of the

various meanings that exist for learning community and which meaning(s) best expressed

the teachers' perspectives of what a learning community meant. Some of the meanings

for learning community included an aflTiliation between two different institutions,

dialogue among a group of people, and a discussion group with support and care for each

other among the members. In general, the teachers felt that the last meaning was the one

that captured most closely their ideal ofwhat an online community should be. Because

of the variety of potential meanings for learning community, and therefore the potential

for confusion, one of the teachers said she was starting to prefer the term "social

presence" instead of learning community to describe the sense of community and

interaction that develops online. The concept of "social presence" is found in the t

literature on online teaching and learning as a different approach to discussing the issue

of online communities. Gunawardena and Zittle (1997, p. 9) define social presence as

"the degree to which a person is perceived as a 'real person'" in an online environment.

Garrison (1997, p. 6) discusses social presence as the "degree individuals project

themselves" through the online medium. The level of social presence in an online course

is one issue that can affect the quality and quantity of interaction in an online class

(Vrasidas & Mclsaac, 1999). It is up to the teacher to create and facilitate an
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environment conducive to collaborative communication to encourage the development of

students' social presence (Garrison).

With all the ways that that term [learning community] is used, ... I was getting to

the point of using "social presence" as a term for that. [I-l]

In general, the teachers agreed on the value of having a community of students

learning together online, which they felt was an appropriate description for a learning

community. The concept of learning community is described as an integral part of online

teaching and learning in the literature (Berge, 1995; Burge, 1994; Harasim, et al., 1995).

However, some of the teachers felt that it was not the only way for students to learn.

They also felt that there could be different levels of online discussion and different levels

of learning community forming within some courses, without detracting from the value

of the course. One of the teachers described the creation of an active, vibrant learning

community as an ideal, and suggested that teachers should not feel their course was

unsuccessful if that ideal was not reached each time.

I'm prepared to settle for the fact that learning community is kind of an idealized

something. Learning community is not by any means an all-or-nothing affair.

[FG-1]

The type of course, the teacher's preferred teaching style, and the teacher's skill in

facilitation were some of the factors involved in the creation and maintenance of an

online learning community Some of the teachers felt that courses which were focussed

primarily on process rather than content lent themselves better to the development of an

online community. As well, if teachers approached their teaching from a collaborative

orientation in which they attempted to draw the learning from students rather than
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directly providing content to be learned, there was a higher likelihood of a learning

community developing. Relating this to the teaching orientations outlined by Miller and

Seller (1985), teachers from the transaction or transformation position would likely have

greater success in establishing and maintaining a learning community than teachers from

a transmission position. Another factor the teachers noted was the teacher's skill in

facilitation, and as well, her/his belief in the value of a learning community. As one of

the teachers phrased it, if a teacher is not supportive of a learning community, or does not

know how to support it, the learning community has little chance of succeeding.

You can create all the right things for a learning community, but the facilitator

doesn't believe in it or know how to do it, and it falls apart. [FG-4]

Some of the other factors involved in developing and maintaining a successful

learning community were students' learning styles, a clear structure and purpose for

student participation in the community, and inclusion of online participation in the

course's overall evaluation scheme. Students with learning styles that have a preference

for dealing individually with the content will tend to resist entering into course

discussions unless there is sufficient incentive. As well, having a clear focus and purpose

for discussions is needed so that, if the students do participate in the online discussions,

their conversation can develop naturally, without feeling stilted and awkward as they try

to add any comment just to earn the required grades. The teachers seemed to agree that

there needed to be marks assigned to participation in the online learning community in

order for many students to see it as worth their time and effort. :U * . .
- •

r " 'J
•!.'





211

Communicating online versus F2F . The teachers feh that likely the biggest

difference between communicating online versus F2F was the lack ofbody language

The result was that teachers and students needed to project their personality using written

expression in the online environment, something that is not necessarily a strength for

many people. One teacher cautioned that, because of the reliance on written

communication, people who are not skilled at it might project an inaccurate impression of

themselves.

Ifthe person doesn't write well or is awkward in writing, you're building up a

sense of that person which is maybe not accurate. [1-2]

Another aspect of online communication that is different fi^om F2F is that those

who are silent online are completely silent, whereas in a F2F setting, even if some

members of a discussion are not participating, at least people can see if or how they are

reacting. This idea of students lurking in the online environment was also discussed by

the teachers. Particularly in online courses that focus on process, in which there is a high

expectation of online participation, those who lurk tend to receive low grades. Or,

depending on the design of the course, there may be no other way to participate and earn

marks in the course unless through the online discussions.

Monitoring student participation is one of the roles of the online teacher, and

generally, the teachers agreed that lurking should be discouraged. Holt et al. (1998) list a

number of reasons why students might lurk, such as discomfort with the process of

communicating in an online environment, technical difficulties, misunderstanding about

participation requirements, and a lack of belonging to the online community. Harasim et

al. (1995) and Davie (1989) added students' fear of publishing their thoughts in the
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online forum as another reason why they might lurk online. These reasons may also

contribute to the problem of losing more students at the start of an online course as

compared to a F2F course. The teachers described how some of their keen online

students contributed to the discussion groups, then were frustrated when their colleagues

did not respond to their messages. There is the sense, as discussed by Feenberg (1989),

that a response to a message is seen as success in an online forum, while silence is

interpreted as a failure.

One of the teachers thought that one ofthe differences between online and F2F

discussion was that in a F2F conversation it was possible to either follow the discussion

or a tangentially related idea in your own head. Following one meant that the other one

would likely be lost. However, in an online environment, both threads could be followed

at different times. The ability to discuss topics at different times is related to the

asynchronous nature of online discussions. The teachers spent some time comparing the

nature of asynchronous and synchronous interactions. They felt that asynchronous

discussion encouraged people to be more thoughtful and reflective in their responses,

while synchronous discussion added an air of immediacy to the communications. One of

the disadvantages of asynchronous discussion described by several teachers was the time

lag between postings and responses, in that having to wait for a response to a thought or

opinion may be problematic in some instances. Schrum and Berge (1997) and Davie

(1996) suggest that therefore one of the advantages of the synchronous environment is

that you can deal immediately with issues brought up by students. i

I can see that people, by their responses or whatever, are not getting something,

but there is a time lag. [1-2]
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The longer somebody keeps an idea in their head before that idea is addressed or

reshaped or clarified or correaed even,. . .the longer the idea stays, the harder it is

to change. . . .When you're in a chatroom and somebody raises something and

there's obviously something just not quite right in it and you can deal with it

quickly, then that's great. Umh. . .when it's in a conference message and it

doesn't get addressed for a couple of days, that's. . that's not as good as when you

can deal with it immediately. [I-l]
"

., :

Relationships . Feenberg (1989) talks about how warm and collaborative an

environment an online course can be. In order for that kind of environment to develop,

relationships need to be established among students and between students and the .

teacher. The teachers in the study noted that the need to develop relationships online was

the same as in a F2F environment, but the process for doing that was quite different.

In terms of similarities, at the core, though, is still the relationship between the f

teacher and the student. And that, regardless of context or setting is the same.

. . . differences come about in how you establish that relationship. [FG-2]

Some of the methods teachers suggested for developing relationship online included the

use of vocabulary, tone, and an invitational approach, and in how individual personality

could be projected. One of the teachers noted that, while each of these approaches was

valuable, it was important that teachers projected their real personality across, as students

would be able to sense whether what was being projected was authentic or not. Another

important aspect of building relationship was the issue of ensuring that students felt they
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were being treated as individuals rather than as electronic messages, and personalizing

interactions whenever possible.

Garlco et al. (1994) discuss students' desire to develop a connection with their

teachers and a relationship of mutual respect. McGrath (1998) suggests that the online

environment promotes a balancing ofpower between teachers and students. This echoes

the teachers' description ofthe shift in online roles as compared to F2F roles: Students

need to accept greater responsibility for their own learning online, while teachers need to

support students in that transition.

Most of the teachers feh it was possible to get to know online students very well,

despite the differences in the types of interactions possible online compared to F2F.

Indeed, one of the teachers felt that she got to know her online students better than her

F2F students, based on their online voices. This is also the view expressed by Kettner-

Polley (1999), who suggests that online courses with geographically distant students may

actually encourage the development of more intimate interpersonal relationships than F2F

classes. One of the teachers, however, feh that it was usually not possible to get to know

students intimately in the online environment since it was not even possible to be sure

that it was the actual student who was participating. She felt that, unless online courses

developed a high level of learning community, and unless those students continued

through a number of online courses together and with the same teacher, it was unlikely

that an online teacher could truly get to know her/his online students well.

Harasim et al. (1995) talk about the expectation of novices in online teaching and

learning that they will find an impersonal and dehumanized environment online. The

teachers in the study described how the interactions in the online environment were
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different from those found in F2F, and that it could feel like a dehumanized environment

for some people. One of the teachers suggested we were at a relatively early stage of

exploring online teaching and learning, and while online interactions may seem

somewhat unnatural at this stage for some people, that with more time experiencing the

interactions possible online, we may come to appreciate the possibilities inherent in

online teaching and learning and enjoy the types of interactions possible in that medium.

Research Question #4: How do the existing policies, procedures, and technological

infrastructure at the college affect teaching online?

Throughout the discussions, the teachers mentioned various terms for online

teaching and learning. Some of the terms they used included open learning, distributed

learning, distance learning, flexible learning, self-directed learning, and distance

education. The teachers had concerns about some of these terms, especially ones like

distance learning and distributed learning. They feh that a term like distance education

might be appropriate, but a term like distance learning had the connotation of distancing

students from learning, which was not a positive connotation.

Administrative policies and procedures . Early on in the discussions, the teachers

talked about the college's decision to pursue online education. They felt that the college

did not have a clear plan for why it was pursuing online education, but felt that the

College had decided that it might be wiser to pursue it in some way than not at all. Bates

(1997) strongly recommends that an institution develop a clear plan for how to integrate

technology like online courses into its organizational structure and processes, or
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otherwise the institution runs the risk of investing in costly resources without getting

efficient and effective use ofthem. The teachers feh there was a strong need for a

comprehensive plan for how online education would fit into the existing institution.

Echoing Kaye's (1989) recommendation to consider whether the online

environment is suitable to all learners, the teachers feh that online education should be

considered an alternative option to F2F courses. They feh that for some students, online

courses could be an excellent option. One of the teachers suggested that correspondence

courses also filled a need for some students as an alternative option. Generally, there was

agreement among the teachers that there should be various options available to students

in terms of types of courses so they could choose based on factors such as their learning

style, schedules, and travelling restrictions. K. Smith (1997) also suggests that students

should be presented with options, including F2F and online learning, so that they can

customize learning experiences to accommodate their needs and preferences.

The teachers talked about the need to adjust administrative policies and

procedures related to the delivery of online courses. For the most part, it seemed the

college had been using existing policies and procedures developed for F2F courses and

trying to adapt them to online courses. This included procedures like registration and

scheduling, which have inherently different meanings in a F2F and online environment.

There was a clear need expressed for new procedures to be developed to take into

account the different structures of online courses and to provide clear documents (such as

schedules and timetables) for students and teachers involved in online education.

The teachers expressed concern about some policies that had been applied in the

case of online courses. For example, they were concerned that students were being
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registered quite late in the semester into online courses, something that would have been

very rarely done in the case ofF2F courses. They felt it created the impression that

missing time in an online course was not as important as in a F2F course, and so students

could be enrolled late into the semester. One ofthe teachers suggested that this may have

been done because it may be easier to integrate students who were enrolled late into an

online course as compared to a F2F course, but others felt that this was not the case if the

online course involved group collaboration. Some of the teachers felt that allowing

students to be enrolled late into the semester of an online course created the impression

that online courses were somehow easier than F2F courses, which all the teachers agreed

was not an accurate impression. A number of the teachers recommended dismissing

comments about online courses being less rigorous than F2F courses made by people

who did not understand the nature of online courses.

Another policy the teachers were concerned about was how teachers were being

selected to teach online courses. Some of the teachers felt that questionable reasons were

being used to integrate teachers into the online environment, such as mere availability

and lack of perceived effectiveness in the F2F environment. They feh that the same level

of consideration that was used in selecting F2F teachers needed to be used when selecting

online teachers. ^

What was missing from the teachers' discussions were issues related to

intellectual property and faculty workload as related to teaching online. These issues

have importance in the literature on online teaching and learning, and it is notable that

they were missing from this discussion. Hawkins (1999) and Boettcher and Conrad

(1999) in particular talk about the issue of intellectual property as one of great importance
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in creating incentive or disincentive to teachers moving to the online environment. It is

possible that these issues were not mentioned by this particular group of teachers who

were part ofthe group ofteachers known as innovators or pioneers. This group of

teachers might have placed greater emphasis on exploring the new medium rather than

focussing on the obstacles or limitations they found in their explorations. However, it is

likely that these issues would become more important for the mainstream group of

teachers and are important issues to be clarified by the college's administration.

Technology issues . The teachers were all in agreement about the critical role that

technology played in online teaching and learning. There was discussion about the level

of fhistration they felt at the loss of control when the technology was not working. All of

the teachers shared their experiences in dealing with technology failures, and many

suggested that there were some resource-demanding technologies, such as video, that

they were not willing to incorporate until they were more stable. One of the teachers

likened servers being down in an online course for 2 days to a teacher not arriving at a

F2F classroom within 15 minutes of the start of class. In the latter example, there is a

college policy that students can leave without waiting any longer for the teacher to arrive,

and the teacher questioned whether students should expect a parallel policy in the case of

an online course. '

The teachers discussed the college's technological infrastructure and felt that in

this area also there needed to be a comprehensive plan for supporting everyone involved

in online teaching and learning. The teachers thought that there needed to be a "silo" or

centralized approach to the technological infrastructure, which they felt did not currently
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exist. One of the problems seemed to be that it was not evident which areas of the

college were responsible for certain situations and who should be contacted in the case of

problems. One of the teachers commented that the college also did not seem to have a

good plan for supporting students in their online learning. Eastmond (1998), Bates

(1997), and Brunt (1997) recommend that students not only require a supportive teacher

during an online course, they also need other academic and administrative supports from

their institution.

The teachers cautioned that, without appropriate levels of support and without

adequate reliability standards for the technology, no amount of effort in developing

online courses will make a difference. Without the supports in place, and without the

guaranteed access to the online courses, the value of the courses is minimal.

We can develop the best courses in the world, all this thoughtful concern around

this table for what is right and what isn't right, and we can put it up there. If they

can't get to it, half the time, and they can't get help on how to get to it, it doesn't

matter how good it is. [FG-4]

Teachers' Reactions to the Discussions

At the end of the focus group session, the teachers expressed how they had

enjoyed the discussion and appreciated the opportunity to come together and share their

experiences with one another They said that this kind of opportunity was quite rare in

their daily work at the college and was an activity they would appreciate taking part in

more often.
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To follow up on this idea, the 2 teachers who were interviewed individually were

asked whether they feh that the vibrant, animated discussion that had occurred during the

focus group session could have taken place had it been conducted online. Both teachers

feh that the same kind of things would have been discussed, and possibly even more

thoughtfully, with greater reflection. However, both teachers also felt that conducting the

discussion online would likely have required greater discipline and motivation on the part

of the participants. Although not prompted one way or another, both participants

appeared to assume that an online version ofthe focus group discussion would need to

take place asynchronously rather than synchronously.

I think that people would basically have said the same thing. The issue would be

to have people committed over whatever the period of time to have that

conversation. . uhm. . that they went in every day or twice a day or whatever to be

able to respond and make the kind of responses. In fact, if it had been done

online, you probably would have got more because everybody would have been

able to say whatever it was that they were thinking. [I-l ]

There might have been even more meat to it, because we'd all have been thinking

more. . . There's a more thoughtful quality to discussion that happens online. It

would take more time commitment, more trust, more umh. . . actually just more

time to create a message, to read other people's messages, to absorb them. ., . [I-

2]

It is interesting that the two teachers seemed to feel differently about whether or not the

dynamic of the discussion would have been different in the two environments. One

teacher feh that the dynamic would be essentially the same. However, the other teacher
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felt that the types of interactions in the two environments are inherently different, and so

the dynamic would be quite different. The F2F focus group discussion was full of

"umhs" and interruptions as people thought ofnew ideas that buih on previous ideas, and

full of shared laughter as people shared their experiences and reflections on those

experiences. This teacher felt that there was a sense among the focus group participants

that they had come together to share their experiences in a friendly and supportive

atmosphere. She felt that that kind of atmosphere could have developed online as well,

but would have taken considerably longer.

Benefits of Teaching Online

When the transcripts were reviewed to verify the appropriateness of the codes,

one of the reviewers added a code relating specifically to the benefits of teaching online.

This section will discuss these benefits as they were identified throughout the transcripts.

Some of the benefits related to the reasons that had attracted the teachers to explore the

online medium. These included the possibility that the online medium might be able to

facilitate group discussion better than a F2F classroom could, the possibility to develop

online activities to accommodate a variety of learning styles, and the opportunity it

provided the teachers to experiment with new ways of teaching and learning. For some

of the teachers, the online environment created a sense of limitless potential, without the

boundaries that might have been perceived about teaching and learning in F2F

classrooms. For other teachers, it was the ability to get to know their students better

through discussion in an online environment than they found typically in a F2F

environment. •
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Other benefits included the different types of interactions the online environment

provided, such as the flexibility that online discussions allowed in terms of developing

numerous conversations on various themes and the ability to follow numerous

discussions simultaneously. As well, in requiring primarily written communication,

another benefit of the online environment was that it required teachers to be much clearer

in their explanations to students and it provided an opportunity for the teachers to develop

their ability to communicate more clearly. For students, one of the benefits identified for

online courses was the possibility for them to explore a new medium and learn about

things beyond the requirements of their courses.

Another benefit identified for teachers was the decrease in the "performance

pressure" that is associated with F2F courses. One teacher noted that the online

environment created the possibility to deal with challenging groups of students in a

different way.

I like the. . umh. . pressure I don't have when I'm. . going to sit down and go into

my group discussions online. Sometimes when I've got a bad class, people don't

talk or they're rude or whatever. I don't have to deal with that online. [FG-5]

It's the performance pressure. [FG-1]

That's right. [FG-5] ^

However, another teacher felt that he would rather have this performance pressure when

compared to the administrative pressure that online teaching involves, namely the need to

answer a large number of online messages fi"om students.
'*

I'd rather have the performance pressure than the administrative pressure. "Oh

god, there are 70 messages that have just got to be answered right now," is a very
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different kind of pressure from, "this is a hard audience to crack. What the hell

am I going to do?" [laughter] [FG-1]

Although each ofthese issues was discussed in the reporting and interpretation of the data

in various sections, it was also valuable to pull together all the issues arising from the

teachers' discussions that could be interpreted specifically as benefits to teaching online.

The teachers raised many important issues related to online teaching and learning

as related to teachers, students, and institutions. A visual summary of the factors that

affect teaching in an online environment is shown in Figure 1 . The main factors affecting

teaching in an online environment are administrative policies and procedures, technology,

and the teachers and students themselves. The factors relating to the institution's

administrative policies and procedures that affect online teaching include issues like

teacher selection criteria and teacher training, intellectual property and workload policies,

registration and scheduling procedures, and the existence of a comprehensive strategic

plan related to online teaching and learning. Technology also has an important role to

play in affecting teaching online. Teachers and students require technical support

throughout an online course, and there needs to be a reliable technological infrastructure

and a clearly delineated structure for roles and responsibilities for maintaining that

infrastructure. As well, the multimedia capability of technology is important in creating

environments and learning materials that can support effectively the teaching and

learning process online

The factors affecting teaching in an online environment related specifically to

teachers include the way in which they design their online course their teaching style and

role online, the characteristics or skills that help them teach effectively online, the
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motivation that brings them to the online environment, and the strategies they employ to

support students. Factors related specifically to students include their learning styles, the

characteristics or skills that help them learn effectively online, and the role they play in

the online environment.

The development ofteacher/student relationships and learning communities in the

online environment depend on both teachers and students. These relationships are also

factors affecting teaching in an online environment. Indeed, there is a two-way

connection between online teacher/student relationships and learning communities, and

teaching in an online environment. The relationships that develop online affect the

teaching that occurs in an online environment in the sense that the teaching and learning

that can occur online depend on the interactions that take place among all the

participants. At the same time, the types of relationships and learning communities that

can develop online are themselves affected by the teaching that occurs in the online

environment. They are at the same time dependent on one another and affecting one

another.

If the central part of the diagram, teaching in an online environment, were

replaced by teaching in a F2F environment, each of the factors would remain relevant, to

differing degrees of importance. Teaching in any environment is affected by

administrative policies and procedures, by any technology that is integrated into the

process, and by the students and teachers themselves. The main differences between

teaching in a F2F and online environment would be the types of interactions possible

among course participants (teachers and students) in the online environment, particularly

communicating primarily in writing rather than verbally and without nonverbal signals.
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and the critical reliance on technology. These are the areas that need to be focussed on

by teachers, students, and institutions in order to develop the environment necessary for

students to be able to learn successfully and for teachers to be able to teach successfully

in the online environment.

The teachers raised numerous important issues related to online teaching and

learning and recommended a number of strategies that individual teachers could adopt

and issues that institutions need to consider in order to effectively integrate the potential

of online teaching and learning into the institution's structure. Table 3 summarizes these

findings. The next chapter consists of a summary of the study, a discussion of the main

findings, and also a discussion of the implications for theory development, further

research, and practice.
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Research Question
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Research Question Findings

course itself; online assignments should be used

primarily to assess higher order learning

students in online courses have comparable results to

students in F2F courses

more students leave at the start of online versus F2F

courses

flexibility in online courses is important, including

flexibility in student choice of activities and timelines

teaching style:

the teaching style a teacher has in a F2F classroom

would likely be brought with them to the online

setting

teachers with a lecture-based teaching style likely

would have more difficuhy moving to the online

environment than those teachers with a collaborative

teaching style

a constructivist approach is effective online; many

teachers do not use a constructivist approach in their

F2F classrooms, and so would need to rethink

teaching/learning if moving to the online environment

learning style:

there are increased possibilities for presenting course

materials online to appeal to different learning styles

the possibility exists to present the same concept

using numerous media (although this could be

expensive); the teachers called this concept

"redundancy"

some learning styles may not value online discussion,

but this is a valuable part of online courses and

(table continues )
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Research Question Findings

students should be encouraged to participate

to date, online courses have been developed primarily

to meet the needs of students who prefer to take in

information by reading; more effort needs to be made

to create activities appropriate for students with

different learning styles

teacher and student challenges:

one of the main challenges is the lack of visual cues

and body language

to compensate for this loss, online participants

(teachers and students) need to develop their skill in

communicating through writing

other challenges faced by teachers include knowing

what role to adopt online, how to deal with high

numbers of messages, and what to do if the

technology fails

student challenges include learning and using the

technology, having to submit work to a public forum,

having to wait for responses from colleagues, and

needing greater discipline to remain active in an

online versus F2F course

teachers' strategies for dealing with challenges in an

online setting:

• create an environment in which participants are able

to get to know one another

use positive messaging so students feel they are being

treated as individuals; corrective messages should be

sent privately to individual students

use invitational, informal, and welcoming language

(table continues)
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Research Question Findings

communicating online versus F2F:

the main difference is the lack ofbody language

online participants need to project their personality

using written expression; those who are not skilled at

written expression may project an inaccurate

impression of themselves

student "silence" was compared in the two settings:

in a F2F class, you can still see whether a silent

student is listening and how they are reacting,

whereas in an online course, it is much harder to tell

whether lurkers are still participating in the course

there is the sense that a response to a message is seen

as success in an online forum, while silence is

interpreted as failure

in a F2F discussion, it is possible to follow the thread

of either the discussion or a tangentially related idea

in your head; in an asynchronous online environment,

it is possible to follow both threads at different times

asynchronous discussion encourages thoughtful and

reflective responses, while synchronous discussion

can add an air of immediacy

relationships;

the need to develop relationships is the same online

as it is in a F2F class, but the methods for establishing

relationships are different

it is important for teachers to project their real

personality to students, as the students will be able to

sense whether the teacher is being authentic

it is important for students to feel they are being

(table continues)
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Additional Findings





CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS

Summary

Courses designed and delivered in an online environment introduce the possibility

of highly interactive and effective teaching and learning experiences. They can provide

opportunities for teachers to explore new possibilities in teaching and learning. They can

provide students with course materials using muhimedia capabilities to accommodate a

variety of learning styles and possibly greater flexibility than F2F courses. At the same

time, online courses present challenges related to technology and communication

processes for both teachers and students.

This study was conducted from a qualitative perspective in order to explore

teachers' perceptions about the similarities and/or differences in teaching in the online

and face-to-face (F2F) environments. Discussions were held with 5 teachers during a

focus group session and follow-up, in-depth interviews with 2 participants. The

participants were full-time teachers at a large College of Applied Arts & Technology in

southern Ontario. Each of the teachers had over 10 years of F2F teaching experience,

and each had been involved in the development and teaching of at least one online

course.

The issues explored in the study involved how teaching compares in the online

and F2F environments, what roles teachers and students adopt in the online setting, what

a learning community means online and how it is developed, and how institutional

policies, procedures, and the technological infrastructure affect teaching and learning
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online. This study was emic in nature, with the teachers' words developing the themes

identified throughout the study.

The factors identified as affecting teaching in an online environment included

teacher issues such as course design, motivation to teach online, teaching style, role,

characteristics or skills, and strategies. Student issues as perceived by the teachers

included learning styles, role, and characteristics or skills. As well, technology issues

such as a reliable infrastructure, clear roles and responsibilities for maintaining the

infrastructure, support for students and teachers, and multimedia capability were found to

affect teaching online. Finally, administrative policies and procedures, such as teacher

selection and training, intellectual property and workload policies, registration and

scheduling procedures, and the need for a comprehensive strategic plan were found to

impact teaching in an online environment. The literature related to online teaching and

learning was consulted to see how the findings from the study correlated to those found

in previous research.

Discussion

During the study, the teachers shared their experiences in teaching in the online

environment. They had a lively discussion during the focus group session around issues

affecting teaching online as compared to teaching F2F. They expressed their

appreciation for the opportunity to share their experiences and learn from one another.

One of the teachers used the expression "circling the wagons" to describe the sense of

sharing and mutual support that she perceived during the discussion.

The main factors they identified as affecting teaching in an online environment

included administrative policies and procedures, technology, and the students and
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teachers themselves. Through the sharing of their experiences, the teachers suggested

changes in policies and procedures that needed to be considered by institutions to support

online teaching and learning. The current approach at their institution was to apply those

policies and procedures that had been developed to support F2F courses to courses

offered online. They felt this was a "band-aid" approach and tended to lead to confusion

among students and teachers. As well, the teachers feh that the great reliance on

technology inherent in online courses required a more robust and reliable technological

infrastructure. They felt that the roles and responsibilities for maintaining the

technological infrastructure needed to be clearly identified and communicated to the

college community so that all the academic and support services involved in supporting

online teaching and learning would be aware of precisely where to get help when it was

needed. '

Overall, the teachers felt that the institution needed to craft and communicate a

comprehensive plan for pursuing the development of online courses. The development of

a strategic plan would clarify priorities in the college in terms of goals, resources, and

required policies and procedures.

Teachers and students themselves had an important impact on teaching in an

online environment. The teachers compared factors such as the teaching style that

teachers brought with them from a F2F environment to an online one. They feh that a

teacher's approach to teaching in a F2F environment would likely be transferred to the

online setting, and the approach they felt was most effective online was a collaborative,

student-centred one They felt that teachers who used this approach in their F2F courses

would likely feel more comfortable and would be more effective teaching online than
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teachers who used a more teacher-centred approach in their F2F courses. As well, the

teachers in the study felt that in order for teachers to be able to teach effectively online,

those teachers needed to develop skills in using and dealing with technology and in

communicating clearly and explicitly in writing. These skills were also identified by the

teachers as being needed by students in the online environment.

Throughout the discussions, the teachers identified numerous benefits of teaching

in the online environment. As well, they shared some ofthe challenges they had faced

and challenges they perceived students had faced online and some of the strategies they

had used to overcome these challenges. Overall, the teachers felt that there were more

similarities than differences in teaching between the two environments, with the two

main differences being the change from F2F verbal interactions involving body language

to online written interactions without body language cues, and the critical reliance on

technology in the online environment. The findings from this study supported previous

research in online teaching and learning, and added teachers' perspectives on what

factors remain the same and what factors change when moving from a F2F environment

to an online environment.

Implications

Implications for Theory Development

This study has taken some initial steps toward suggesting how different media can

support different learning styles The teachers in this study perceived that the online

environment accommodated learning styles at least as well as, and in some cases possibly

better than, a F2F environment. However, it was suggested by one of the teachers that
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the majority ofthe courses currently offered online primarily support students who prefer

to take in information by reading. If the possibility does exist to support various learning

styles, more research is needed to determine which media can support which learning

styles. With that kind of research as a basis, more focussed effort can be expended in

developing activities and interactions using specific media to support specific learning

styles.

Another area of theory that requires further exploration is how teaching

orientation affects teaching online. This study provides an initial exploration of teachers'

perceptions ofhow a teacher's orientation in a F2F setting can affect teaching in an

online environment. However, further research needs to be conducted to determine

whether any of the transmission, transaction, and transformation teaching orientations are

not suitable to an online environment, whether some are indeed more effective than

others, or whether all can be effective depending on the specific course. This type of

research can help prepare teachers who are moving to the online environment.

Implications for Further Research

This study explored teachers' perceptions of the similarities and/or differences in

teaching in the online and the F2F settings and was conducted at a fairly early stage of

online teaching exploration at the college. The teachers who participated in the study

were the pioneers or innovators at the college, comprising a group of teachers who

actively seek out new technologies and explore and experiment with the possibilities of

the new technology as related to teaching and learning (M. Collins, 1999, Jaffee, 1998).

It would be valuable to do longitudinal studies with these teachers to see how the issues

and factors affecting teaching online change over time as perceived by the teachers. This
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would be valuable for the teachers involved, to provide an opportunity for them to

continue sharing their experiences and strategies with colleagues. As well, it would be

valuable for institutions to learn from teachers' perspectives how existing institutional

structures and policies are affecting teaching and learning in the online environment.

Also, it would be valuable to raise the types of questions that were asked in this

study with groups of teachers belonging to the early adopters/settlers and to the

majority/mainstream to see how their perceptions of issues and factors affecting teaching

online compare to the perceptions of innovators/pioneers. This would also be valuable

information for institutions, to see what kinds of structures and policies are needed to

effectively support teaching and learning onHne. •

Implications for Practice

The teachers in this study identified some important requirements for supporting

teaching and learning in an online environment. For institutions, the main implications

include developing and communicating a clear vision and plan for pursuing the

development and delivery of online courses and reviewing existing policies and

procedures to see how they need to be revised to support online teaching and learning.

As well, the technology infrastructure needs to become more robust and reliable, with

clear roles and responsibilities identified and communicated for maintaining that

infrastructure and supporting teachers and students.
''•'

For teachers moving to the online environment, the main implications include

assessing their current teaching style and considering whether or how a move to a more

collaborative teaching style (and therefore a shift in role from teacher centred to more

student centred) could help them teach more effectively in an online environment. Also,
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assessing their current knowledge of and comfort with technology and their current skills

and comfort with written communication could help them start preparing for teaching

online. Another implication is to consider carefully students' learning styles when

designing courses and considering which media to use when designing activities within

online courses.

For students entering the world of online courses, the main implications as

identified by the teachers involve their role and the characteristics or skills they bring to

the online environment. Students may need to be educated or counselled about the

differences they may experience between the F2F and online environments. Specifically,

students may need guidance from teachers in how to shift their role to be more proactive

and responsible for their owoi learning. As well, teachers may consider developing

guidelines or tutorials to help students develop their technology-related skills and their

skills in written communication, to ensure that students have some of the critical tools

they will need to learn successfully in the online environment.

Final Thoughts

In general, although there were important differences noted by the teachers in

terms of reliance on technology and different methods of communicating and interacting

in an online environment, the teachers' feh that there were more similarities than

differences between teaching in a F2F and an online environment. The social process of

teaching in any setting is based on the relationships that develop between teachers and

students and depends on the creation of a supportive environment in which teaching and

learning can take place. Learning how to do that in an online environment, using

interactive technologies, is an exciting opportunity for teachers and students to explore
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the potential ofnew media and to perhaps even enhance the process ofteaching and

learning.
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Appendix A

Interview Questions

1

.

How are the goals of teaching similar and/or different in the online and classroom

settings?

2. How are teaching strategies similar and/or different in the online and classroom

settings? How can learning styles be accommodated online and in a classroom? How

does teaching style affect an online course? How does this compare to a classroom

course?

3. How does teaching change when students are not physically present and cannot offer

nonverbal feedback? How do you establish a teacher-student relationship online?

How does contact with individual students compare in the online and classroom

environments?

4. How does the issue of technology affect teaching online versus in a classroom?

5. Once a course is online and has started, how is it changeable? How does this

compare to a classroom-based course*^

6. What is the importance of creating an online community? How is this accomplished?

What does a facilitator in an online course need to do to create a learning community,

and how does this compare with a classroom course?

7 What level of participation should a teacher adopt in an online setting'' How is this

decided? How does the level of teacher participation online compare to the level in a

classroom setting''
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Appendix B

Letter of Information

Date

Dear Participant:

I am studying for a Master of Education degree at Brock University. I am conducting

research on teachers' perceptions ofhow teaching is similar and/or different in an online

environment compared to a classroom environment. As someone who has conducted

classes in both environments, I am interested in your perception of how teaching is

similar and/or different in the two environments. I will be asking questions about your

experiences in both settings, including your role as teacher, strategies you- incorporated,

and your perception of how learning occurred.

There has been little research to date regarding teachers' perceptions ofhow or whether

their work changes when moving from a classroom (face-to-face) environment to an

online environment. As you have had substantial experience teaching in both

environments, I am very interested in your perspective on this topic. In no way is this

research intended to evaluate your teaching or your courses. The intent is to capture your

experiences and your reflections on those experiences to help other teachers who have

begun or are considering teaching in the online environment.

I would like to conduct a focus group discussion of all participants and follow-up

individual interviews with some participants at a time and place that is convenient for

each participant. I expect the focus group discussion and the interview will take

approximately 1-1.5 hours each, therefore I would make every effort to arrange a time

and place that is convenient for you.

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. During the session, you can decline to

answer any of the questions, and you can withdraw from the research at any time I will

ask your permission to audiotape the session. The tape will be transcribed and the

transcript will be identified by previously assigned code numbers only. Only my thesis

advisor and I will have access to these coded transcripts. When the thesis is complete,

the tapes and transcripts will be destroyed.

This study has been reviewed and has received ethical approval through the Brock

University Research Ethics Board (File # 99-262) as well as the [Name] College

Research Committee.

I hope you are willing to participate in this study. I will be contacting you by telephone

to discuss your participation in this study.

Sincerely,

Kathy Siedlaczek



^ei
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Appendix C

Letter of Consent

Title of Study: Perceptions of Some Teachers about the Similarities and/or Differences

in Teaching Online versus in a Classroom Environment

Researchers: Kathy Siedlaczek (M.Ed, student)

Dr. Katharine Janzen (Advisor)

Name of Participant: ^__

I understand that this is a study exploring teachers' perceptions of how teaching is similar and/or

different in an online environment compared to a classroom environment.

I understand that I have been invited to participate in this study due to my experience teaching m
both an online and a classroom-based environment. I understand that in no wa\ is this research

intended to evaluate my teachmg or my courses.

I understand that the study will consist of a focus group discussion of all participants and follow-

up individual interviews with some participants at a time and place that is convenient for each

participant. I understand that the focus group discussion and the interview will take

approximately 1-1.5 hours each. I understand that I will receive no payment for my
participation.

I understand that participation in this research is entirely voluntary. 1 understand that during the

focus group or the interview session, I can decline to answer any of the questions, and 1 can

withdraw from the research at an\ time without explanation or penalty I understand that these

sessions will be audiotaped and that these tapes will be transcribed. I understand that the

transcripts will be identified by previously assigned code numbers only. I understand that onh

the researcher and the researcher's advisor will have access to these coded transcnpts 1

understand that the tapes and transcnpts will be stored securely, and that when the stud\- is

complete, the tapes and transcripts will be destroyed. I understand that all personal data will be

kept strictly confidential.

I understand that if I have an% questions concerning my participation in this study. I can contact

the researchers. Kathy Siedlaczek, at [telephone number] or Dr. Katharine Janzen (Advisor), at

[telephone number] at an\ time.

This study has been reviewed and has received ethical approval through the Brock University

Research Ethics Board (File # 99-262) as well as the [Name] College Research Committee.

The purpose of this study has been explained cleariy to me. I agree to participate in this study.

Participant's Signature Date

I have ftiUy explained the procedures of this study to the above participant.

Researcher's Signature Date





259

Appendix D

Consent to Audiotape

Title of Study: Perceptions of Some Teachers about the Similarities and/or

Differences in Teaching Online versus in a Classroom

Environment

Researchers: Kathy Siedlaczek (M.Ed, student)

Dr. Katharine Janzen (Advisor)

Name of Participant:

I agree to have the focus group / interview session audiotaped.

I understand that I will only be identified by a previously assigned code in any transcripts

or any further reporting of the data collected at this session. Only the researcher will

have access to the codes and corresponding names of the participants.

I understand that the tape(s) and subsequent coded transcript(s) will be stored in a secure

location. Only the researcher and advisor will have access to the coded transcripts.

All information collected will be held in the strictest confidence.

Participant's Signature Date

Researcher's Signature Date



-1
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Appendix E

Coding Scheme & Description of Codes

CODE
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CODE



'M.

7928










