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You Can’t Do it in Your Jammies: How the Language We Use to Describe Online Learning Influences What We Do in the Classroom

Patrick R. Lowenthal

It is no surprise that faculty and students often think about things differently.  When faculty think about online learning (especially those who have never taught online before), they unfortunately (and not always accurately) think about online learning as being harder, taking longer, and involving more work. Those of us who have been teaching online for years will tell you though that this isn’t exactly accurate; that is, online learning doesn’t have to be harder, take longer, and involve more work. 
So what do you think comes to mind when students think of online learning? While we don’t like to admit it, I think that many online students (especially first time online students) think of things like, 
· not going to class (at least physically), 
· working on their course in their jammies,
· coursework not getting in the way of their busy life,
· working on their education only when it’s convenient, 
· determining their own pace, and
· frankly not having to work that hard. 
Now, of course, there are exceptions to this. And many might argue that most of the things listed above aren’t problematic at all. But I am going to argue in this chapter that thinking of online learning in terms like these is limiting and problematic because in fact, online learning might entail meeting face-to-face from time to time, it often does get and should get in the way of busy life’s, it isn’t always convenient, often students might have very little choice on determining the pace, and often online learning will be as difficult if not more difficult than a face-to-face course. 
Online learning essentially grew out of the correspondence tradition of distance learning.  Therefore it is not surprising that certain aspects… 
But I believe that one of – if not the central – reason why students continue to think of online learning in this way is directly related to how colleges and universities (both for profit and non-profit) market online learning programs. The following quotes come from various colleges and universities websites to describe online learning.
· “the classroom is wherever you are. The class schedule adjusts to fit your schedule”
· “ learning experience that's both customized and flexible, so you can study on your schedule, on your terms”
· “ we offer in the traditional classroom, enhanced by the latest in interactive learning technologies. The only difference is that as an online student, you can study 24/7 from home, the office, or an Internet café—anywhere you can find a connection”
· “Flexible and progressive online learning format”
· “A collaborative learning environment”
· “Immediate, real-world application”
· “Finish your degree without leaving your job or other responsibilities”
· “Access course content at your convenience—24 hours a day, seven days a week”
· “Use features that make the online learning environment just like a "traditional" classroom”
· “Interact with classmates from around the world”
· “…the credit and education are the same, even the professors and faculty are the same. The only difference is that it’s online, on your terms… allowing you the freedom to spend time on what matters most to you.”
· “With our cutting-edge curriculum, you will gain the real-world experience you need to succeed in today’s global marketplace”
· “We offer real degrees designed to fit into your real life.  Our … multiple start dates allow you to start when the time is right for you.  The convenience of 100% online classes is ideal for the adult learner, particularly for those who work full-time, have families and are unable to get to a traditional campus.  You really can live your life while completing your bachelor's degree or earning your master's degree”

This type of language should be familiar to most. In this chapter, I will argue why I believe the majority of this type of language is problematic in part because of the constraints it places on faculty and instructional designers in colleges and universities across the country.

Language Matters
	Language is intricately connected to thought (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). Therefore, the language we use and how we frame things matter (White & Lowenthal, 2009, in press). Just as language shapes thought and social practices, thought and social practices shape language. The language that we use shapes how we think and what we do. Therefore, we need to reflect on the language we use when we market, describe, and think about online learning. Despite work by psychologists (e.g., Vygotsky, 1962) and linguists (e.g., Gee, 1996) and cognitive scientists (e.g., Lakoff, 1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), we fail to recognize how the language we use influences and structures are thought and actions. 

How Language Shapes Perceptions of Online Learning
	The following themes can be identified in the examples listed at the beginning of this chapter:
· Immediate—begin when you want; 24/7
· Convenient—take courses when you want; fits your schedule
· You can do it all—busy life, no problem; online learning can fit right in
· Cutting edge—newest technology and pedagogies
· Same as on-campus programs—online learning is no different; it’s just as good as face-to-face
· Interact with others from around the world
· Collaborative

At first glance, these themes and ideas seem pretty harmless. But when taken one-by-one, each one can actually be harmful for what we try to accomplish in the online classroom.

Immediate
	Students begin our programs with an expectation that everything is going to be 24/7. The reality though is that while faculty strive to be as responsive as possible, often 

With a few exceptions, faculty on the other hand think of something totally different.

There are exceptions -- http://cps.regis.edu/online-degree-rightforyou.php

http://www.jiu.edu/about/e-learning/online-learning-quiz
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