Faculty and Staff CASSL Innovation Grants 

08-09 Academic Year – Second Round

Report by Heather Hutcheson

08 June 2009
Project Goal: Statement of the problem or issue studied and its importance at CRC. 
The problem is achieving accountability, camaraderie, and collegiality in the online classroom to promote student learning and retention.  I think this is essential to the English department’s ability to be responsive to access and growth issues.  Also, it will help us to look at teaching and learning effectiveness as they apply to the virtual student (and the on-ground student in my control group).

Because we are focused on improving writing and communication skills, English is the ideal discipline to use online instruction methods.  However, very few English courses are offered online at Cosumnes River College.  Additionally, the College has adopted a new Learning Management System (LMS): Desire 2 Learn (D2L).  Most faculty are aware of the challenges of teaching online: low retention, more up-front work, difficulty contacting students, difficulty correcting problems, difficulty keeping students’ momentum, challenges enforcing deadlines.

I have done a lot of work to build an environment that fosters community building and accountability in the on-ground classroom.  For example, modeled after the Puente familias, my peer response groups work together throughout the semester.  They are accountable to each other and to me.  They become strong teams.  Additionally, my on-ground classroom uses D2L to complement learning – to connect students who are absent or need additional information.

Methods:  Outline of the tools used to study the problem and the analyses conducted.
In Spring 2008, I had two sections of English WR 302, Advanced Composition and Critical Thinking.  One was held on-ground on Tuesday nights (control); the other is an online course.  I monitored the effectiveness of community building in these two learning environments.

In order to assess and compare the success of my community building, I conduct ed three student evaluations (pre, mid-semester, and post) to assess students’ sense of engagement. 

See attachments 1-3 for completed surveys.  As you can see, both classes felt that they could’ve benefited from additional peer interactions.   Because I could, I reminded the on-ground students of some of the peer interactions they had (Hunting and Gathering, in-class small-group discussions, Peer Response groups, and the Style Workshop (where they did group presentations together)).  Still, both groups seemed lower in this area than I anticipated.

Moreover, I offered the online students the opportunity to visit the face-to-face class.  Even when we were working on the most difficult activity and essay, no one came to the face-to-face class.  I developed a survey in case someone should visit, but no one did.  See attachment 4 for the survey no one used.

There were two significant differences between the on-ground and online course:

First, while I started with set Peer Response groups in the online class, I had so much attrition in the beginning that I had to modify this; they simply peer responded to two students randomly each time. Second, the online students did not complete the Style Workshop.  I could not figure out how – with their varying levels of technology access – they could do group presentations.  Additionally, I offered to arrange an off-campus meeting on a wide range of days at varying times and only one student even responded.  The online group clearly needed the flexibility the venue affords.

As I researched virtual community building, I found numerous articles.  Of the articles, following are some of the best resources.  See attachment 5.  Moreover, I used these resources to have the students in both courses write about technology.  See attachment 6 for the prompt and some of the exemplary responses.

See attachment 7 for the adds and drops for the two courses.  See attachment 8 for a summary of the final grades for both courses.

Results Summary:  Overview of what was learned. 

The surveys helped me to see that both classes did not feel they benefited from group work.  However, those who actively and thoughtfully participated in group discussions (online and in-person) earned significantly higher grades than those who chose not to participate.  Unfortunately, this is only anecdotal observation because I did not think to capture this with my anonymous surveys.

Following are some of my assumptions and some of the realities:

	Assumptions
	Realities

	I was concerned about drama as a result of misunderstandings in written responses in Peer Responses and Group Discussions.  I included a clause about appropriate online conduct and addressed this at the Orientation.
	I had little drama.  However, there were some significant incidents.  I had a plagiarism issue early on and could not clearly get information out of the student until she called me.  Next, I have a policy (that was stated in several lectures) of not scoring (except with 5 points) failing papers.  This was met with anger and outrage by on man who was clearly not reading the lectures.  In the end, however, he completed the assignment and was grateful for the policy.  Finally, I had one student crying (into my cell phone) that she was locked out of the quiz after her computer crashed.  This helped me to modify my testing policy.

	Online students (according to the surveys) are busy people and don’t want the connection to the campus and other students.
	They may not want the connection to the other students (However, they seemed very friendly during Hunting and Gathering, one of the less academic activities), but they called and came to the office and lab as much as the on-ground students.  Moreover, they sent items to the Cosumnes River Journal (4), participated on the staff (1), and attended the celebratory reading (3), and noen of the onground students did any of these things.

	I assumed that most of the students had taken other online courses, and that I was the only rookie.
	I found that only a handful were veterans, and many (even outstanding students) did not read the lectures.  I also found that having the lectures typed out HELPED my on-ground classes tremendously.  In fact, the typed lectures helped me to follow-up by email with the face-to-face class every week.

	I tend to nag and be nervous.
	Nagging helped in both settings.  The online students were nervous, too.  In fact, I called one person who dropped at the W deadline and convinced her that she was underestimating her progress.  She reenrolled.

	Online students want anonymity.
	They did not want anonymity in the online class; they were thrilled when I recognized them on campus – in my office, in the lab, at readings, etc.  In addition, I learned that some people had sent proxies to the orientation when I went to take photos of each student at the orientation.  One of the proxies was even posting as if she was in the course!

	Activities are helpful to the assignment and promote interaction.
	Nearly all of the on-ground activities translated well in the online setting.  In fact, the online students who completed the activities performed better on the essays.

	Some people said that weekly emails in addition to the lectures would be too much.  The nervous nag in me said I needed to keep in contact with them in a variety of ways – especially in a way to remind them to go to D2L.

Some people suggested that a synchronous chat would be essential.
	Weekly emails, lectures, news items, etc. are essential for both online and on-ground courses. 

For the online class, asynchronous weekly contact and immediate responses to emails and calls worked well.  Several students commented that they were happy that they did not have to report in more regularly than the weekly assignments demanded.

	I assumed that my lectures were too low-tech.
	I found that most of the students did not have the capacity to view the videos I posted.  Several asked to borrow the DVDs.  The lectures worked well because they could read them over several times.  They even did not seem to mind some redundancy.  One of the veteran online students had suggestions for including a checklist for all of the activities in each lecture.  I will incorporate this in this summer’s online course.


Planned Implementation:  List of changes you have planned for your program or courses based on what you learned.

I will continue to work on identifying promising community building activities for both environments.  I will infuse my course with additional relationship building/sharing opportunities.  I will be more confident in my capacity to translate a writing course to this format.  The online setting is a natural fit and helps students to truly practice writing.  The surveys show that the students in both classes were – for the most part – successful and satisfied.

I will continue to share information and learn from my colleagues.

Broader implications:  Overview of the implications of your results for the larger college community.

As a course coordinator for my department, I will serve as a mentor in the area of online instruction.  

I will gladly share my findings in an article for the CASSL newsletter (and other outlets).

I will offer two professional development workshops: Show and Tell: Building Community in the Virtual Classroom and Can You Hear Me Now? Keeping the Virtual Student Engaged.  The purpose for these workshops is to disseminate some of my findings.  Most importantly for me, however, it will offer me a forum to talk with other instructors using D2L for hybrid or fully online courses.  I want to learn more. See attachment 9 for the agendas for the two sessions.
