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HOW EFFECTIVE IS ON-LINE AND BLENDED INSTRUCTION FOR TEACHER/SCHOOL



 ADMINISTRATOR EDUCATION PREPARATION?  






SUMMARY
On-line and hybrid course offerings for students desiring to earn degrees and credentials to be school teachers and administrators have made dramatic increases in the last several years.  On-line and hybrid (blended) on-line/on-ground instruction have become major alternatives to traditional on-ground instruction.  
Although many colleges and universities offer on-line instruction, there are critical questions to validate on-line instruction as a quality alternative to on-ground instruction. Are school teachers and administrators being adequately prepared by the on-line instructional process?  Does the on-line instruction provide an effective assessment to ensure highly qualified candidates?  This paper will examine these questions from both a literature and an on-job experience.






ABSTRACT

There has been the growing number of on-line and hybrid courses offered leading to student dreams and goals of earning degrees and credentials to be licensed teachers and administrators.  On-line instruction and hybrid (blended) on-line/on-ground instruction have become major alternatives to traditional approach of on-ground instruction for teacher and school administrator-training and preparation.  According to the Sloan Consortium, 2.33 million American students were taking at least one on-line course in 2004, up for 1.6 million in 2002.  This convenient and flexible alternative instruction has become enormously popular with students living in isolated remote locations or traffic congested urban areas, both of whom find it difficult to travel to on-site classes. 

Many colleges and universities offer on-line instruction which garners, on the part of some experts, critical questions as to the validity and quality of this approach.  Some of the questions which will be addressed as a part of this study will be 1.) Does on-line instruction adequately prepare teachers and school administrators to be as effective on the job as the traditional on-ground instruction? 2.) Does this instructional alternative offer equivalent academic rigor and standards as on-ground instruction?  3.) What should be the role of instructors in regards to on-line instruction?  4.) Are universities able to assess quality teacher and school administrator candidates as effectively and accurately as student personal contact and assessment?  Although there is much literature addressing these questions, this paper will examine these questions from both a literature and an on-job experience.

Concerns about on-line instruction have not diminished over the past decade.  Critics are suspicious of on-line education because courses are often offered by divisions of extended studies or continuing education, and taught by adjunct faculty or instructors without doctoral degrees.  Others suggest that on-line courses lower the quality academic standards, diminish interaction with students and changes in interpersonal relations, while others say that academic honesty is compromised.

To face the challenge of on-line instruction critics, universities are making major efforts to provide quality faculty training.  Efforts are also being made to design an effective on-line learning environment.

This study will address the changing role of instructors teaching on-line courses, the challenges they face in promoting instructor/student and student to student interaction, and the new skills need to effectively operate this technology. Finally who need to be responsible for providing the on-line instructors with the quality training and support necessary to produce outstanding candidates?  Finally, discussion will also compare the quality of on-line instruction with on-ground instruction for high academic standards and learning results.  Included in this discussion will be a comparison of the advantages and disadvantages of on-line instruction and steps that universities can take to address assessment and quality.  Most importantly, there will be discussion comparing how well prepared school administrators for major leadership roles and challenges by taking on-line courses versus on-ground courses.






PAPER
Background

“You mean I can complete my school administrative credential and Master’s Degree requirements on-line, without traveling to an academic center?”  This is a typical question asked by students who are excited about a major revolutionary change in higher education instruction.  There has been the growing number of on-line and hybrid courses offered leading to student dreams and goals of earning degrees and credentials to be licensed teachers and administrators.  

On-line instruction and hybrid (blended) on-line/on-ground instruction have become major alternatives to traditional approach of on-ground instruction for teacher and school administrator-training and preparation.  Statistics pointing to a precise number of users is difficult to compile (Hoban, 2002).  According to the Sloan Consortium, 2.33 million American students were taking at least one on-line course in 2004, up for 1.6 million in 2002.  This convenient and flexible alternative instruction has become enormously popular with students living in isolated remote locations or traffic congested urban areas, both of whom find it difficult to travel to on-site classes (Yi, Cornelius, 2004). 

Many colleges and universities offer on-line instruction which garners, on the part of some experts, critical questions as to the validity and quality of this approach.  National University, headquartered in San Diego, California with learning centers throughout that entire state, has offered on-line classes to graduate students in the School of Businesses in 1996, and later in the School of Education since 2000.  Many other universities in California now offer an extensive on-line program (Hoban, Neu, Castle, 2002).  
Currently, on-line courses constitute approximately one-third of the 650 students enrolled in the Educational Administration Credential and Masters Degree program.  On-line courses have been offered on the Blackboard software platform, which are one month in duration.  During that month, each course is generally divided into nine units, or two units per week plus the final exam.  Throughout those units, lectures supported by selected appropriate bibliographic sources, including relevant journals, books, and the latest research on web-pages for instant student access are interfaced throughout each unit.  Students are assessed by responding to the instructor and to other students through two or three threaded discussion questions that determines understanding of the lectures and assigned readings.  The results of the threaded discussions offer interesting exchanges of ideas and experiences between the instructor and students and between the students.

Although not practiced in Educational Administration, other National University academic schools also have scheduled chat rooms, where all enrolled students and instructor meet at a designated time for more spontaneous discussions on the course content.  Just this academic year, a limited number of trained instructors use I-Linc software as an alternative to on-line chat room and on-ground instruction.   Although the current version is not user friendly, nor group interactive, it does show potential for more instructor/ student interaction than Blackboard on-line instruction, and serves to combine small on-ground classes that are not economically justifiable to offer in isolation at small Learning Centers.
Does on-line instruction adequately prepare teachers and school administrators to be as effective on the job as the traditional on-ground instruction?  There appears to be little or no research available confirming on-line instruction does an equivalent or better job in preparing teachers and administrators for success and job effectiveness as on-ground instruction.  Research surveys are limited to student perceptions of the quality of on-ground versus on-line instruction.  With these perceptions, many students feel that their technology, writing, speaking and research skills have improved.  However, many students critical thinking, problem solving and decision skills were best enhance for on-ground classes, along with better applying what they have learned with diverse populations and situations (Hoban, Neu, Castle, 2002).
Student perceptions were comprehensively surveyed on attitudes such as satisfaction of on-line instruction, preference of on-line learning or on-ground learning (and vice versa), satisfaction with quality of on-line instruction writing skills, satisfaction with lectures and threaded discussions, etc.  Surveyed students were 
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generally satisfied with all of these on-line components, and plan to take additional on-line courses.  However, some students expressed missing the human on-ground contact with on-line classes. (Hoban, Neu, Castle, 2002) (Hew, Liu, Martinez, 2004)
Does on-line instructional alternative offer equivalent academic rigor and standards as on-ground instruction?  Survey results research revealed mixed results with on-ground instruction offering more academic rigor, while other groups felt the rigor was comparable for both. (Hoban, Neu, Castle, 2002).  Other interesting results were influenced by the quality of the instructor, and how much personal attention the instructor provided each student, i.e. threaded discussion responses, prompt e-mail responses, recognition of quality contributions, etc.
National University also offers a hybrid (blended) program for Educational Administrational Students in California.  This blended/hybrid program consists of 51% or five of the nine courses offered on-line, while the remaining four courses, including the Fieldwork or Intern Seminar, are offered on-ground at an off-site (cohort) location.  The obvious advantage of the blended/hybrid Program is that there is ample opportunity for student’s assessment and evaluation on-ground, while students still enjoy much of the advantages of on-line courses.  Another advantage is that the on-ground courses can be offered at or near many of the students work locations utilizing some resident instructors, and minimize student drives to scheduled on-ground courses at the nearest (frequently not so near) National University Academic Center.

Role of Instructors

What should be the role of instructors in regards to on-line instruction?  Since the on-line environment is different from on-ground instruction, research continuously confirms that the instructors’ most important role is to motivate students.  This means moving from being an intellect on-stage performer to a learning catalyst on-line.  This is accomplished through an asynchronous virtual community between students and their instructors, rather than synchronous face to face in on-ground instruction (Yi, Cornelious, 2004).  Although some (usually full-time) skillful instructors will have an innate ability to motivate students on-line, most will need adequate training to make it happen. 
Frequency of interaction and prompt responses to all students is another key to successful on-line instruction.  One study has shown that the single greatest factor affecting student satisfaction in distance education course is the amount of interaction that occurs between teacher and students.  This happens from the instructor’s careful planning of collaborative course activities (Kirby, Elizabeth, 1999).  This study is confirmed by some instructors making some fatal mistakes by not introducing themselves on-line at the beginning of the course, or immediately before the course begins.  Others do not respond to individual student threaded discussion responses (instead respond to a group of student responses), or delay their response for two or three days.
Students also have the responsibility of transitioning from a passive on-ground learner to a more active on-line participant and learner.  The question that students should ask themselves is, “Am I ready for an on-line learning environment?”  Good on-line students should be ready to share their professional experiences, know how to participate on-line, synthesize ideas, show a sense of humor on-line, and work collaboratively with the instructor and other students (Yang, Cornelious, 2002)
Are universities able to assess quality teacher and school administrator candidates on-line as effectively and accurately as student personal contact and assessment?  Students at National University can meet almost all of their state license and Master’s Degree requirements through on-line classes.  Students are assessed and evaluated similarly to traditional on-ground instruction, i.e. midterm and final exams, research papers and projects, and from the quality of their threaded discussions and/or chat room discussions.   The only exception where students are not evaluated for on-line courses are administrator fieldwork or intern classes, which are strictly on-ground.  In these programs, students apply the acquired knowledge and skills from their on-line (or on-ground courses) in their field work projects and activities. 

At National University, educational administration students usually take a Fieldwork class, which requires
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them to complete 22 activities in a variety of 11 categories, in collaboration with their site supervisor (mentor) and university supervisor.  Both assess and evaluate the quality of the student activities to determine fitness and competency to be a school administrator.  Students who are already sitting administrators enroll in an Intern Seminar, which is also a monthly collaboration between the mentor and the university supervisor.  The University believes that the combination of the on-line classes and fieldwork/intern seminars provides equivalent summative evaluation of students school administration candidates.
Challenges of On-line Instruction

Several major concerns about on-line instruction have not diminished over the past decade.  First of all, critics are suspicious of on-line education because courses are often offered by divisions of extended studies or continuing education, and taught by adjunct faculty or instructors without doctoral degrees.  A number of universities utilize adjunct instructors, many without doctoral degrees, and others without adequate training, experience or skills to be effective on-line instructors with students.  Few of these adjunct instructors have written the on-line course curriculum, which minimizes their course ownership (Yang, Cornelious, 2002).

Closely related to the background of many of the instructors is the offering of many on-line classes through extended studies or continuing education, which have considerably lower academic standards and rigor than those connected with academic schools.  Much of this criticism can be countered by having on-line courses connected with academic schools that demand academic standards and rigor existing in any on-ground class.

A second major concern is the lack of regular, face to face interaction between the students and the professor, as well as interaction between the students.  The lack of personal interaction makes it more difficult for the professor to pace or meet specific needs of students (Arrant, Coleman, Daniel, 2002).  The lack of interaction of students makes bonding and networking more difficult, which is important for the professional success of students.  These problems have been observed with National University instructors, who fail to maintain consistent and regular contact with students, and follow up with prompt threaded discussion and e-mail responses as previously discussed.  On-line students have commented that few follow-up contacts and networking result with their fellow on-line students after classes.
A third major problem for on-line courses continues to be the student potential of academic honesty.  Although there is some new promising technology to minimize this issue, research supports the difficulty of instructors have in making a determination that student assessment and evaluation measures, i.e. midterm and final exams, research papers, and threaded discussion are truly the work of the students.  Safeguards to minimize this problem are the availability of web pages to monitor plagiarism, and a lock on student access to the midterm and final exams on-line.  However there are no safeguards for threaded discussion and student prepared assignments or research projects.
A final problem is the challenge of technology of on-line courses.  Both instructors and students have occasional difficulty with the on-line course software, i.e. Blackboard, e-College, i.e. logging on to access the course, final exams, depositing the assignments for instructor.  Student or faculty technical support is not always available particularly when most needed, or there are excessive time delays in technical help providing the needed support.
Recommendations
Several recommendations are appropriate to design and effective on-line learning environment.  First all, university administrators should plan, motivate, promote and support the on-line learning environment to ensure quality on-line instruction in six major areas:  hands-on curriculum, staff training and technical support, student services, training and technical support, copyright of intellectual property, academic honesty assurance.
First of all, university administrators should not force unwilling faculty members to teach on line, but rather 
provide them financial incentives to do so.  Furthermore, administrators should have a process of 
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identifying quality faculty members to teach on-line, and coordinating quality training to willing faculty 

members.  This training should include understanding their new roles as motivators for on-line instruction, providing them software training that hosts on-line courses, technical training and mentor support.  Faculty training, done by knowledgeable faculty members, should also include an identification process for qualified adjunct professors, and providing them easy access to training.  Training should be on-going to assure quality enhancement of instruction, providing them skills to motivate students, and to help them understand their role change as an on-line instructor.  Faculty members should be involved in developing and writing quality on-line courses to assure their buy in and support for on-line instruction.
Quality student training should also be available for help them access and navigate their on-line courses, as 
well as providing them technical support 24 hours a day, seven days per week.  If the I-Linc Program continues to be pursued for chat room and modified on-line instruction, the software will need improvement for more user friendliness for both faculty and students.  There should also be adequate training for both parties to access for increasing their confidence level.
Technology research should be continued to assure academic honesty, quality and rigor for on-line courses. Advance technology is also necessary for more accurate on-line student assessment and evaluation.  In the newer e-College on-line course software, students are locked into completing a test with opportunity for accessing any outside sources, i.e. internet, notes etc. from the computer (Hew, Liu, Martinez, 2004). However, technology lacks the capability to assure that student threaded discussion responses are contributions truly from those students.  Also lacking is assurance that student assignments, i.e. reports, research papers, etc. are really the contributions from the students.  However, this challenge is also similar for on-ground instruction.
Conclusion
Research strongly supports an increased us of on-line instruction by institutes of higher education.  There appears to be little difference in on-line versus on-ground instruction for preparation of school administrators, particularly in a blended (hybrid) course instruction.  Research supports on-line course convenience for both instructor and student access, and its rigor and quality is on the increase.  The major challenges continue to be: adequate training for both instructors and students for on-line instruction to be a quality learning environment for an exchange of ideas and acquisition of knowledge; and effective assessment and evaluation of students to assure their quality and rigor of the graduate program.  Despite these challenges, on-line classes hold much promise in delivering effective and quality instruction to millions of graduate students.
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