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As we all know a picture is worth a thousand words.  I never really took that to heart in teaching online until I participated in the eCollege review process.  A member from eCollege conducted an in-depth review of one of my online courses and gave me some excellent feedback especially regarding the effective use of visuals.  In addition, I have been an advocate of the “Montessori approach” to learning which is essentially a learning process in which students “get their hands dirty”- meaning – they engage in hands-on play.  
Use of Visuals
I’m an accounting instructor in the Business School and my typical online accounting course consists of approximately 16 Weeks.  Each week has an introduction link, an assignment link, and various content links.  I typically post the Week’s learning objectives in the introduction link.  In the assignments link I list the tasks for the student to perform which include readings, lectures, discussion, and written or numerical assignments.  These tasks then generally have their own content link.  The bulk of what I post has been in text format with very few graphics.  After my eCollege review I realized that my students’ learning would be greatly enhanced if I incorporated visual images and used them consistently throughout the links each Week.  
Picture in your mind a student reading a book,  a teacher lecturing, a group of students sitting around a table?  I began to incorporate these types of images in each of the weeks of my online course.  For example, I’ve created short video clips via Jing to introduce the Week’s material and assignments.  In the assignments area I’ve posted an image of a ‘student reading’ by my description of the assigned chapter reading for the week; an image of a ‘teacher standing in front of students’ by my lecture assignment; and an image of a ‘group of students gathered around a table’ for the week’s threaded discussion. Then in the respective content areas I’ve included these same images.  The consistent and repetitive use of these images has really helped tie the material together and has helped make the Week’s content flow smoother.  I also have to say it has been a lot of fun coming up with images and they have made my course weeks more visually pleasing and have actually put some spark into the links. 
 In the article, “Teaching with Visuals: Students Respond to Images,” author, Dan Meyer states "It was like a dam broke” – referring to the highly effective use of visuals in the classroom. “I didn't think about finding visuals for the classroom," he says. "Now, I'm walking around daily, thinking about it. I walk around with a digital camera on my phone. As I become more acquainted with my subject matter and more enthusiastic about it, I see examples of it everywhere. And the examples are 100 percent of the time better than what my textbook would have me use to introduce a topic."
As an accounting instructor, I have to admit I am just beginning my quest for using visual images in my online courses.  I’m excited about the power they can play in not only motivating students in learning and retaining the course’s content but even more so in helping me deliver the course’s material in a fun, effective way.         Here is an example of what Dan Meyer did with the use of visuals in his math class. Instead of assigning problems from the text, Dan showed the students a short clip from the thriller film The Bone Collector.  The students were asked to analyze the last frame from the clip which was a footprint with a dollar bill next to it. The students brainstormed some ideas about the mathematical significance of that image. The students were then asked to consider the following open-ended question: What could they make of it? (Suzie Boss, 2008).  
This was certainly not the typical humdrum math assignment that students receive which usually comes from the textbook. Meyer states. "Instead, they have a photo, a good sense of where they're going next, and the freedom to pursue different routes.” The next day, classroom conversation was lively -- and revealing. "A lot of kids who are used to getting pages out of a textbook didn't have the perseverance to take the problem all the way to its end," he admits. But those who dug in, he adds, "found a lot of value in the problem. They took the problem and made it their own." 

My goal for my accounting online courses is to take a typical accounting topic and assignment and look for creative and imaginative ways to convey the material using visual images.   

Hands-on Play
This leads me into my next area which is the “Montessori approach” to learning.   As an instructor in the business school, I have to say that the standard approach to introducing beginning accounting concepts is intimidating at best.  The poor student is befuddled after being exposed to a very nebulous accounting equation.  Then on top of that a whole new language is tossed onto the student.  Imagine back to high school in a math class.  You might remember word problems or what some call story problems.  These tended to be very difficult because you were given concepts and numerical data and you had to come up with the answer.  It’s the same thing in accounting.  Students begin to “drown” trying to grasp not only the vague math concept but also the new language.  It turns many students off from even considering a major in business in the first few weeks of the course.  I knew there had to be a better way of introducing accounting.  Believe it or not I looked back at my own children’s pre-school years when I enrolled them into a “Montessori-based” elementary school.  The pre-schoolers would explore their classroom environment and learn through hands-on play.  For example, to begin learning math the students would be given an abacus.  They could visually see how, for example, 3 x 3 = 9 by moving the beads in rows 1 through 3 across the board to fill the area with 3 rows of 3 beads.  I decided to incorporate this hands-on approach into my accounting course.  Instead of throwing a nebulous math equation and a bunch of foreign words at the students why not do something fun and engaging?  Why not have the students play a game?  I developed an accounting game that introduces the beginning concepts of
accounting in a way that is engaging and one in which players collaborate during game play.  It did take a lot more time to create than just settling on a lecture that I’ve done over and over.  But the results have been profound.  In less than two hours my students grasp accounting and business concepts that in a traditional accounting course would take them at least two weeks to learn.  
Also, note that students who are now enrolled in college are very tech savvy.  They grew up playing games.  “Consider this – today’s college students grew up playing over 10,000 hours of video games; receive and send over 200,000 emails and instant messages; and spend over 10,000 hours talking on digital cell phones” (Prensky, 2001).  From a learning standpoint, games can be intrinsically motivating and can adapt to different styles of learners, as well as different learning styles (Nemerow, 1996).        Games create an interactive learning experience by tranforming inactive learning material into learning episodes where the learners are active players and participants (Sugar and Takacs 1999).  
If you are thinking of the use of games in your online course I recommend that you read the following article – “Games to Teach By.” – (authors Diana Mungai and Dianne Jones 2005).  I also encourage you to step out of your comfort zone when it comes to teaching.  Imagine your students learning a key concept from your course in a totally unique way by providing them with visual images and engaging them in hands-on play.     
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