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Abstract 

This paper presents an emerging model of online course design that was developed, and is being tested, to serve in situations where it is particularly important that a course and program foster community and encourage honesty.  These attributes are critical components in the new Master of Arts in Teaching Program of Empire State College in America that:  is built upon a clinical model (two years of the schooling involves teachers in their classrooms), recruits career-changing adults into teaching, is targeted for high-needs (problematic) schools, and is dedicated to finding ways to reduce the well-documented gap between education theory and practice.  This paper provides the background and rationale for this need and approach then explains, in a general sense, when this approach is particularly useful, addressing course objectives, teacher beliefs and expectations, and student characteristics and considering possible responses to inadequate statements that might be made by students.   Throughout, the paper proposes ideas and questions that could guide any instructor who may be considering the merit of this approach in his or her work.  Instructors involved with courses and with programs that may want to encourage new or more productive relationships may want to evaluate this online communication model. 

 Introduction 

There are many ways to teach online courses (or online components of in-person courses) – as many and diverse as in any teaching situation.   This paper will explore an online model that has been designed in particular to foster community building and to develop “honest” communication, as well as to support the more typical online applications of readings, papers and discussions.   This paper will provide background information supporting the need for these community features and then will turn to its primary focus:  considering the operational aspects of this community-fostering design.  (Many good readings are available on universal design of online courses, such as “Building Learning Communities in Cyberspace” by Palloff and Pratt (1999), that can expand your understanding of broader applications of online teaching and learning than are addressed herein.)  

Background and Rationale for This Design:  When Collegiality and Honesty Is Critical!

The program for which this online course was designed serves a unique purpose.   To address the need to provide more mathematics and science teachers for high-needs, urban populations within New York State (NYS), this state’s university education system began the development of a program that would provide a pathway for adults who want to move from scientific, mathematical or technical fields into teaching in middle schools or high schools (Office of College and University Evaluation, 2003).   As part of this Master of Arts in Teaching (MAT) program, after attending a first year of online and night classes (during which time these adults retain their non-teaching employment), these students then become actual classroom teachers in a transitional certification program.  During this transitional period of teaching, they complete their last two years in the graduate program; upon their graduation, they become fully-certified NYS teachers.  Since the MAT program works with these new teachers in their actual classrooms as well as in graduate courses, it is known as a “clinical model.”  

The challenges facing this emerging MAT program were formidable and well-documented.  The mission was equally clear – make a difference in education in these schools.  The urban schools in which these new teachers would be working with “tough.”   Many teachers resign their positions after only a short time teaching (Brandler, 2000), consequently, finding ways to retain these new teachers in their positions would be important.  A collegial and supportive peer-and-instructor community might provide part of the answer.     Furthermore, published papers had pointed to the discrepancy between research-based principles promulgated in colleges of education and the classroom practice of teachers, some researchers suggesting that a teacher’s epistemological beliefs might serve to explain some of the discrepancies (Brownlee, Purdie, & Boulton-Lewis, 2001).   A way to honestly unearth real teacher beliefs – so attempts at change might at least be possible—might provide help reduce this gap between theory and practice.  (As this author had long experienced, teachers can submit research-based, best-practices papers that have little or no connection to their classroom practice.)   Could the mission of school improvement through this MAT program be served in part through online courses designed to create a trusting, supportive environment?   

This paper generalizes selected findings that surfaced from a study of this emerging online model and the results observed both in these new teachers’ classrooms and in postings and discussions in the online courses they were taking.  The clinical model of teacher education afforded this instructor (the author of this paper and the researcher) great latitude in observing and coming-to-understand the students (classroom teachers) with whom she worked.   To permit a study of these students, the author pursued the approval of her university to conduct research on human subjects and she received approval from her student (through a signed consent form).  The study was non-intrusive; the data gathered came from already existing information -- students’ materials within the online courses (statements, assignments, reports, discussions) and from the instructor observations in these students’ (who were teachers) classrooms.  This paper summarizes the instructional approach used to support the online community-building.  It does not present the detailed student data upon which these assumptions were built (which will be addressed in another publication).   

Although not all readers may be involved in teacher education directly, educators may find that they could benefit from employing aspects of the communications of the nature described herein –to increase the speed at which student learn, to support greater retention of concepts and information, and to enhance student ownership of their learning.  

Why take the time to develop community?  

Before explaining ways to develop an honest and collegial environment (further below), it is important for any educator to assess his or her classroom instruction with equal honesty.   A change from in-person instruction, or even from other forms on online instruction, to this model is time consuming:  it takes time to develop the course and the interactions and it takes even more time to administer the course.  Is the outcome worth the effort? 

Ask yourself the questions below in determining if one of your courses, or a part of a course, could benefit from community building and honesty: 

· Are you satisfied with the ultimate outcomes of your course?  Consider more than the papers generated by your students, ask how well they have assimilated, integrated, understood, and applied the principles, concepts, or knowledge outside the classroom.  What evidence do you need to understand that your students have really learned the important concepts or skills in your field?  Are you getting this evidence? 

· What does the research in your field say about application of best practices?   Can there be more efficient means of getting individuals ready for entry into this field?   Must you always use your own past practices – what new venues are available in support of learning? 

· Could communication and interaction among the students themselves improve their learning or help them learn more quickly?  Is there a “learning” value to conversation and discussion about topics? 

If you believe that your courses might be open for improvement, consider the techniques below as a starting point to determining ways you might bring more of the “students’ voices” into your instruction, particularly into online instruction.   (As an important aside:  consider that your own past instructional and epistemological perspective may interfere with your own ability to evaluate this new approach.  Try openly and honestly to determine ways you might test this approach fairly in your own classroom.) 

What are important elements in building a trusting community? 

Building a trusting environment is a personal process that each teacher must engage in with any class, be it in-person or online.   As such, all teachers must develop their own style.   Given this awareness, the following suggestions were gleaned from the insights of this author in a study of the effective elements of her own course design, and might serve to guide another teacher’s efforts.   These components include:  the course structure and interactions, and the teacher presence; the communication expectations; and, the ways of addressing “inappropriate” responses while maintaining a trusting environment. 

Course Structure and Interactions / Teacher Presence 

In this section, the course structure and the teacher’s role are considered together because they represent collectively the “teaching presence” of the instructor in an online course environment.   (In a similar manner, in an in-person course, the teacher orchestrates the instructional environment through statements, responses, short assignments during the class, conversations with students, and longer assignments outside of the classroom.)   Consider the following perspectives in designing any online course but particularly if you want to build community and a trusting environment: 

· As much as possible, use a conversational tone in interactions with students; share some of your own personal background and experience – people work with people, not computers; be real to your students.  You can reserve your formal voice for evaluation of tests and papers.   

· Be a real presence within the course and respond frequently, particularly in the beginning when you are establishing relationships– students do not object to working hard if they know that you are working along with them; even if you are just stating a “hello” at the top of your course entry point, be an active, changing, and convivial presence.  One student wrote:  “I spent more time on my assignments, because I knew you were really reading them.” 

· Create engaging, introductory activities that can serve to having students sharing personal, community-building background while also further course objectives.  These dual-purposed activities use your students’ time wisely.   For example, in a course of ways of learning, students were asked to explain a learning experience that was of personal importance to them (buying a house, planning a wedding, preparing for a new baby; student chose their topic, so privacy issues were not a concern).  Then they were asked to analyze the elements of their own learning and to reflect upon what this might say about ways to structure the environment for their own classrooms.   Students began to develop collegial associations by learning about each other through these self-reported events – and a useful analysis of learning, from the power of their own personal experience, was initiated.  

· Have a “conversation” with your students when you evaluate their submissions.   Even if you use evaluations that are based on instructional rubrics, which can be useful and can save you time, you should also provide your students feedback on what they are doing well.  By using the editing capabilities built into many of today’s word processing programs (such as in Microsoft Word), you can comment on their statements using a dialogic approach, that is, talk to them about statements they have made in their papers.   This technique treats your students with respect, encourages greater participation on their part, and increases their sense of ownership in their own learning.  So, be sure you are acknowledging both the positives as well as the negatives in student papers, discussion items, and reports.  Students grow much more rapidly when encouraged—and they become more trusting of the instructor. 

· Require posting of all assignments to the class itself.  Students learn from each other, and in courses where you really want them to become a community, this coming to know and trust each other is an important element.   In addition, students work more professionally if they understand their work may be read by peers as well as by the instructor.  The drawback to this public posting though is that students may post items that you might not agree with and that you do not want to be embraced by the rest of the class.  It is useful to draw attention to the unevaluated nature of the posting in your syllabus introduction.  In other words, you are telling your students that they should take any initial posting “with a grain of salt.”   Since being able to maintain a trusting, honest environment while still encouraging change is a central and delicate aspect of this model, ways to tactfully but clearly suggest “change” is addressed in more detail in the next section.  

· Assign group projects and group peer-reviews of each other’s work.  To enhance learning and to support collegial-relationship building assign complex projects that would benefit from multiple developers, varying perspectives, and team writing.   Many forms of online courseware allows for groups to interact within private space in the course for this group development and many students can also use email and phone to develop the network needed for building a project.   Projects however can be complex and problematic, particularly if all parties are not contributing equally or if there is a serious different of perspectives.  Consider developing interaction guidelines, protocols and policies, and reports of each individual’s contribution to ensure that the projects are supporting your course objectives and have all students engaged. 

· Provide a mixture of discussion, reports, analyses, and papers.   Build understanding in your students by having them articulate and support their own beliefs, but also have them read and respond to best practices in the field.  In this author’s course on ways to learn, student read a chapter from “How People Learn” (Bransford, Brown and Cocking, 1999) that addressed the components of an effective learning environment.  They were then required to post online (to the class) a summary of the reading and a reflection on how this ideal model of education was (or was not) evident in the schooling that they experienced when they were young. 

· Plan ahead, but plan room for change too.  One reason that online courses can be so powerful is that the text-based nature of today’s online courses requires that the instructor plan ahead and put much of the course materials in-writing at the outset of the course.  However, if you want to create a true community, you may want to be able to respond to emerging needs or themes.  Since some students will work ahead and print sections ahead, you may want to consider closing some modules until you are certain of the content you want or you may want to leave a “to be announced” note in a future module.  

· Involve your students in the course-development process.   Require your students take more ownership in the course by having individual students or groups of students develop discussion board topics and then maintain and supervise the discussion’s progress.   You will want to either establish fairly-clear guidelines and/or retain override control of any discussion topics that students generate. 

Communication Expectations 

Although the instructional perspectives expressed above assume an effective and working understanding of appropriate and valued online communication, it is important to review some basic principles that may not be self-evidence.   This author has work to develop various forms on online courses since 1998 and has come to understand these guidelines often the “hard way” – that is, communications that did not work well.  Using these guidelines, may eliminate some possible problems. 

· Clearly state your basic communication expectations and establish your rule of online etiquette (sometimes called, netiquette).   Your rules for online discussion-like communication may be more relaxed than you require in “formal” assignments within a course.   Consider allowing more informal, conversational communication, but warn students against the use of the emerging set of Internet icons and slang.   These shortcuts may not be universally understood by all your students and, consequently, could confuse communication.  You may also want to have a policy on your expectations for tolerance and free speech within your course; consider possibly a statement that online communication should avoid a political or personal tone.  These guidelines would emerge from your own instructional, political, and social beliefs but they should be articulated in your opening documents.   Should you need to issue reminders to some students about the guidelines, you can simply refer back to your published expectations, allowing you to remedy a problem without appearing arbitrary or punitive. 

· Determine your own way of expressing your presence but be sure that you are present.    You will need to determine the delicate balance between too much and too little presence in discussion board if you are to generate real community and student ownership of their learning.  You certainly do want your students to see your name appear at least sporadically among the lists of participants.  This author, in a past course, had allowed an independent and “unsupervised” discussion board.  She learned later from several students that abusive treatment of some students occurred.  The Internet affords copious opportunities for political and social expression; in your course, you want freedom of expression and honesty but within the limits that you consider appropriate.  If some students are fearful of expressing their beliefs because of unfettered peer comments, your course will not achieve the collegiality and honesty that you might desire.  

· Discussions do not “just happen.”  Establish good discussion prompts,  state your expectations for amount and type of participation, and incorporate discussion interactions into your grading policy.   When discussion boards first began, there was a naïve and optimistic belief that simply creating a discussion board would generate important, worthy conversation.  In the quasi-formal setting of educational communication that seldom happened.  If you want fruitful discussions, provide thought-provoking seed questions or requiring reading and comment on a provocative publication.  It can also be helpful to establish your minimum expectations for participation.  For instance, if you have a large online course, you might require that students comment meaningfully (and “meaningful” should be defined as well) on the work of at least two of their colleagues.   And, make the discussion board interactions a valued component of your course by stating that meaningful participation is a component of the final course grade.  

Addressing “Inappropriate” Responses While Maintaining Community 

If you are to establish open and honest communication within your course, you also need to have instructional measures that will allow you to respond to or challenge erroneous ideas that might be expressed while remaining sensitive to the need for a place where real ideas can be put forward.   As noted at the outset of this paper, research and experience has long demonstrated that students can express in papers the teacher-expected beliefs while their teaching practice is often different.  Establishing this balance is the more difficult part of this model and is the area where the author believes her own course work needs the greatest improvement.   Many of the ideas below have yet to be tested and were actively generated from a recent study of online course interactions and outcomes where the author was seeking better ways to prompt genuine change in her students.  

· Posit at the outset that you will be challenging student beliefs and assumptions.   Establish the tone of a friendly but provocative debate within your course.  In the MAT program, where a teacher-launched challenge may refer to a students actual classroom practice, alerting students in advance to the requirement for self-justification may help surface the beliefs that you seek to change and require student to consider more openly their own sometimes-unarticulated beliefs.  (Again, in the MAT program, it is mainly epistemological beliefs that will need changing and these are difficult for a student to identify without promptings and dialog).  Since you have established that “challenge” will be part of the classroom expectations, you might be able to move students towards really examining their assumptions and to move them away from defensive, mind-shutting responses.  

· Require weighty proof for beliefs that are stated.   Explain to students that you may be requiring them to offer serious support for any assertions or practices that you see fit to challenge.  Require the students to really dig deeply into the areas that you have brought into question using either literature or publications to support their beliefs or strong anecdotal, personal or peer-reported statements to bolster the perceived validity of their philosophical stance.  In other words, do not simply leave a student with a statement about your disagreement; have him or her argue back with you.  If you ever really hope to change beliefs, you need to make the students confront their beliefs in an articulate manner.  You may not “change their minds” at that point; but you may have set a seed that can grow later.  And, as suggested in the previous bullet, establish this tone at the outset of the course so that students perceive this approach as part of the interaction process and do not become defensive.  

· Provide models of best practice.   Often we forget as educators that we have already developed our own firm beliefs, perspectives and vision within our field.   In the work we require of students we may provide theoretical and short, illustrated aspects of our work, but the students may seldom see how your perspective might operate in the real world.   For instance, in science education, teachers are asked to teach using inquiry –a practice that few students may have experience.  By presenting in readings, exemplars, or videotapes a rich perspective on the results you hope to achieve in your course, your students may have a more complex, yet intuitively clearer sense of the objectives you are trying to achieve.   If students can return to this exemplar during their work, they may be more likely to self-select the beliefs you would like them to inculcate.   This approach can be particularly useful if you are trying to change a prevailing practice.  

What is your next step?  What about conducting our own test? 

In this paper, the author has explained how, given a very challenging environment where she must both retain students in a program and in some of the toughest schools in American and change the beliefs of students, she has tired to use collegiality and honest communication to provide a supportive community structure.   Might some of these ideas work for you?  

Consider the already-known benefits of online courses that have not been enumerated above, such as:  all voices are now given an opportunity to be heard, not just the more loquacious and outgoing (a very important consideration for course with any non-native speakers); conversations, communication and interactions and now preserved for more effective evaluation, research, and course improvement; and more exacting standards in online course development (having to conceive of the entire course before it has begun) can lead to more clearly articulated course design with consequent greater effectiveness.  Add to these benefits, the community building addressed above.   

Weigh the drawbacks in terms of the greater time investment and the initial skepticism and distrust you may get from your own students (if they are unfamiliar with this style of interaction).   

But the gains could be very real, in terms of outcome and efficiency.  Consider testing a collegial, community building discussion board as a component of one assignment at first.  Require a reading and generate a provocative question to spark commentary and discussion.  Establish the communication expectations.   And, wait to see what happens, stepping in periodically with your own comments to establish your presence without taking over the conversation.  You may find that your students will surprise you with the commitment and hard work they will put into the assignment if and when they believe you really want to learn of their perspective – not simply read a paper on applied theory.   

This author invites you to create a test within your own course structure and she would welcome hearing about your results.   (Eileen.oconnor@esc.edu). 
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