

Chapter 7

Evolution and Transformation:
From Physical to Virtual Classroom,
from Teaching to Learning

Rodney Muth

When I came to the University of Colorado Denver (UCD) in 1992, I worked with my colleagues to move our principal-preparation program (PPP) from freestanding courses that students took almost randomly to an integrated, sequential cohort program. Over the years, we have consistently examined what we do and made changes necessary to improving our program following the conclusion of each cohort. When challenged in 1998 to convert all or part of our program to an online format, my colleagues and I jumped at the opportunity and created a 32-credit online principal licensing program to serve rural Colorado. 
This chapter is a story about what I learned over the last 10 to 12 years about learning (and teaching) since converting our program to an online format. Through this process over the years, I also learned that my ideas about learning and teaching had evolved, albeit somewhat unconsciously, out of opportunities that stimulated my curiosity and led me and my colleagues to discover new ways to think about learning (and teaching), especially in online environments. My growth has been slow but steady, and, just as I begin to think that I understand what I am doing, why, and to what ends, I learn that many, many possibilities remain to be explored.

Online Program Development in the Early Days
While nowadays people often quickly jump into developing programs online, in the late nineties considerable skepticism existed about online learning, compounded by a general lack of experience.  Over the next year, we took the opportunity to learn more about online programming: about transferring, revamping, and reconceptualizing classroom practices for online environments; about instructional design; and about delivery platforms. Each of these elements presented classroom-based faculty with challenges such as redesigning curricular sequences, creating alternatives to classroom practices, and re-examining the role of group activities and how to manage them as well as clarifying the role of discussion in learning. 
We were fortunate though to have received funding for our project. Given our funding, we were able to hire three instructional designers, and their coaching, assistance, and support were essential to our success. Using outside expertise to assist with such transitions can be very helpful, cut the time it takes to make the transition, and ensure that changes made are likely to be productive.
The instructional designers met with the faculty regularly, sometimes weekly as a group and often as individuals, to work out design and transfer issues. Each group meeting focused on a topic, often an article on one or more phases of online learning, spending an hour or more questioning, debating, and discussing issues involved in putting a whole licensing program online. These conversations and one-on-one sessions gave faculty both time to assimilate new ways of thinking about teaching and learning generally and specifically in online settings as well as the security necessary to making sometimes threatening changes. When thinking about developing a brand new program online or converting a current face-to-face program online, finding instructional designers or experienced faculty or staff (such as CU Online provides) can be of immeasurable help. 
The program that evolved became a 14-month preparation sequence that included an eight-day boot camp in June with online activities the rest of the summer, during two academic semesters, and a concluding face-to-face session the following summer.[footnoteRef:1] 
 [1:  The current boot camp is three days shorter, and students now return to campus for 2 days twice each semester and for several days during the final summer.
] 

	Summer Semester	Comment by P: So my thought about a table was something like this. Basically, when I read through this, I am having a hard time visualizing how they do a 32 credit program in a year and when the f2f visits come into play. Might be over kill though
     Face-to-Face Boot Camp
     Two 3-credit courses online

	Fall Semester
     Two 3-credit courses online
     Internship

	Spring Semester
     Two 3-credit courses online
     Internship

	Summer Semester?



Another novel feature of our online program is what we now call “stretched” assignments. While students enroll for a particular “course” each semester, an assignment given semester 1 (summer 1) might not be completed until semester 3 the following spring. These “stretched” assignments seek replicate the cycle of work that our students confront in their schools. Thus, both in their content-based and their clinical-practice activities in which they apply knowledge to practice in real settings they are working on problems that mirror the work that they are preparing to undertake on graduation. The combination of the boot camp, the stretched assignments, and the integrated clinical practice have become defining features of our online program that persist today. 
Now more than 12 years later, the program has evolved from a rural-only focus to serve any Colorado student who wants to complete our program online. Each cohort has numbered about 20 at graduation, given attrition, but as many as 70 percent of each cohort has gone into school-leadership positions. Due to our successes preparing principals online, our formerly face-to-face cohorts are now hybrid programs with fewer face-to-face sessions and more work online. 

Teaching vs. Learning
[bookmark: _GoBack]The juxtaposition of teaching and learning is the heart of what I have come to appreciate over the years (regardless of the learning environment): How well I teach is meaningless if my students are not learning or if what they “learn” has no staying power. As I made the transition to online teaching, I had to ask a simple question: What do I want my students to know and be able to do when they finish the term with me? Previously, I knew that my students needed to learn, say, the contents of some source materials, have some experiences through various activities, and show in some way that they had acquired some skills and knowledge along the way. I did not, however, concern myself particularly with the depth, longevity, or usability of what they were learning. I also came to realize that proof of learning perhaps was more usable, durable, and transferable if the learning was demonstrable in some authentic ways. 
Thus, in addition to attending to the key elements in the previous section, I also began developing learning objectives that covered skills, knowledge, and (more rarely) dispositions to demonstrate that what was learned could be maintained and carried into new circumstances. Doing so was aided and abetted by the state of Colorado’s standards of practice and criteria for program outcomes. For example, threaded discussions and reading logs can show that students have mastered knowledge and skills, and group research papers can demonstrate that both have been retained and that the concepts and practices are likely applicable under different, future conditions. Further, having clear outcome expectations (rubrics) related to group projects, I am able to discern evidence of knowledge durability in the products the group produces. Again, their developmental work proceeds in threaded discussions, so I am able to monitor what they do and give them useful feedback there as well as on the drafts of their projects.

Lessons Learned From an Early Adopter
Typically, I learn by “just doing it,” by figuring out what works and what does not. Often, this starts with an idea or something I read or heard from a colleague, and I simply jump in with both feet. My impetuousness often leads to mistakes but most often to significant learning. With PPP, for example, the dean’s agenda looked good and resonated with our need to serve the Western Slope of Colorado, so we just went for it, not fully recognizing what would be involved. Transitioning our program online, we reshaped, expanded, or reoriented the best of our successful classroom practices (e.g., standards-based knowledge and skill development, problem-based learning, clinical applications) and created supports to ensure that our students learn how to be effective school leaders. For example, we developed chats to emulate in-class discussions; maintained regular online presence to be quickly responsive to student needs, both technical and instructional; and created assignments that focused on problems of practice in the school settings to give them hands-on experience applying their knowledge in real settings. 

Structure
After more than 11 years teaching online, I have come to realize that three key words are critical to online success: structure, structure, structure. For me, structure includes the following elements:
1. Clear outcomes expectations (learning objectives)
2. Clear deadlines for assignments
3. Clear directions on how assignments are to be completed, supported by detailed rubrics that provide a shared architecture for levels of student accomplishment as well as grading criteria for activities (which helps students understand what is important and how they will be assessed)
4. Clear description of an instructor’s availability so that students are confident that their queries will be addressed quickly and regularly
5. Clear communication strategies and expectations for regular student-to-student and student-to-instructor contact:
· a virtual office
· easy-to-find weekly discussion threads
· regular announcements 

The point is to give students multiple sources of the same information, lots of clear expectations backed by rubrics and other supports, and plenty of ways to reach out and get help. Providing lots of structure assures students that instructors know what they are doing and gives them confidence that they can tackle online learning successfully.

Repetition
Repetition is essential (see above!). Online students need continuous reinforcements. In face-to-face environments students most often receive this continuous reinforcement from informal conversations with fellow students; from informal questions and feedback from instructors before, during, and after class sessions; from information conveyed through inquiries by others; and from focused classroom discussions. Some of these methods are replicable online, but formal attention to repetition ensures that students’ needs are anticipated and addressed in timely ways.

Open Communication & Feedback
From colleagues, I have learned to augment these structures and forms of repetition through weekly “plus-delta” questions to and feedback from students about the preceding week’s activities and outcomes. Based on their feedback, I make immediate course corrections. The following are some of the questions I ask, given how the students are responding to activities and assignments and the questions they raise in our virtual office or in threaded discussions:
· “What went well for you last week?”
· “What issues or problems need to be resolved to make your learning experience better?” 
· What needs to be changed to help you be successful in upcoming assignments?
While responses in a threaded discussion are open for all to see, these discussions encourage side-bar questions that some may feel reticent to post publicly. Such side-bars include private e-mails or phone calls and even face-to-face visits for those able to come to campus; Adobe Connect or Skype support conversations for distant faculty and students to talk in real time, and all of these techniques can be used with small groups as well.

Power of Collaboration & Group Work
Student engagement for me means grappling with concepts, information, and practices in context—the student’s, the situation, and the future. Successful engagement brings both visceral and intellectual apperceptions to bear on problems of practice that can be translated from the immediate situation to others across multiple circumstances. Engagement should lead students to assimilate what they are learning, making it their own by integrating it with their experiences, and enabling them to use what they have learned in novel settings over time. However, engaging activities have to be real, related to the students’ experiences, and useful to their professional aspirations. One of the ways that I seek to engage students is through group work.
I favor group work over individual work primarily because the nature of their future positions require them as school leaders to work with and through others to accomplish the tasks necessary to reach school goals. Although I do expect my students to submit some individual products, to clarify their roles in their group work, and to identify their contributions to any products developed, the focus remains on collaboration and working with others to achieve common ends. Our program also requires reflections on learning, and these reflections are essential to effective learning because students have to think about what they learn, its relations to standards for effective practice, and how such learning applies to future work. 
I lean heavily on collaboration and group work because most of what my students do in their professional lives involves working with and through others, often collaboratively. So, learning how to work with others, how to assess others’ contributions, and how to adjust for idiosyncrasies and the failures of others is critical a big part of those environments and a big part of learning, doing, and succeeding in those environments. Further, as social beings, students learn more in social interactions around problems of practice than they might in isolation. Through interactions, experiences are tested and moderated, new information is tailored and re-tailored relative to the problem at hand, and better solutions are derived, developed, tested, and advanced. 
So after 11 years of teaching online, I have found that structure, repetition, open-communication/feedback, and finally collaboration/group work are a few key elements of a successful online course. Additionally, it is critical to ensure that students have ample opportunities for input toward improving their learning experiences.


Concluding Thoughts
All in all, I have learned much about my own teaching by starting not with what I want to convey but with what students need to learn. I ask, what do these students in this learning setting need to know and be able to do when the complete their work? By starting here, I am forced to clarify issues of content and application, develop rubrics that illustrate levels of accomplishment in important areas. Further, by focusing on student learning—and letting them know that this is paramount—I empower them to take charge of their own learning. In these ways, students know from the beginning what is expected of them, surprises can be minimized, they understand their role in becoming leaders. 
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