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Web-Enhanced Instruction: A Mixed Bag

We must not assume everything that employs technology is going to be successful. That is why
evaluat ion is so important. And then we must use that evaluat ion to create posit ive change.
(Former U.S. Secretary of  Educat ion Richard W. Riley, cited in McNabb, Hawkes, & Rouk, 1999, p. 1)

The underlying assumption in a technological perspect ive is that  everyone shares a common
interest  in advancing the innovat ion. The only issue is how best to implement it . (Hargreaves, Earl,
& Schmidt, 2002, p. 73).

Purpose, Scope, and Rat ionale

Professionals are being expected to funct ion in a progressively complex environment in all f ields
(Twale & Kochan, 2000). Technology plays a signif icant role in this challenge (Diem, 2002; Karlen,
2001), part icularly for educat ional leaders (Mendis, 2002). Teaching and leading have become
increasingly mult ifaceted art  forms with the advent of  learning technologies. University and school
faculty are being expected to design, deliver, and assess successful online courses (Fuks, Gerosa,
& de Lucena, 2002; Mendis, 2002), of ten without the necessary t raining and support  (Walker,
2002). As face-to-face contact  becomes reduced through online environments, ef fect ive
communicat ion becomes essent ial and barriers more pronounced (e.g., Creanor, 2002). It  is
important to note that distance educat ion studies have associated high-quality interact ion with
sat isfact ion for remote learners (e.g., Sorensen & Baylen, 2000). The results that  this study shares
provide support  for this important f inding in the context  of  doctoral learning.

Distance educat ion is commonly viewed as “thinking outside of  the box” that  can empower
learners to engage in better ways of  learning in cyberspace and throughout their lives (e.g.,
Serwatka, 2002). This nontradit ional learning opportunity t ranspires during the physical separat ion
of teacher and student. A shif t  of  emphasis f rom teaching to learning, or f rom the teacher to the
learner, occurs through the mediat ion of  print  or technology (Wheeler, 2000).
Web-enhanced learning, the electronic course delivery model discussed herein, is a modif icat ion or
hybrid that incorporates some face-to-face contact . Important ly, web-enhanced courses
emphasize human communicat ion through a variety of  teacher-student and student-student
formats. This dist inct ion between distance learning and hybrid learning is crit ical for learners, but it
does not imply that interact ion is somehow more important in the modif ied online environment.
Regardless of  the instruct ional medium selected, high-quality interact ion in the educat ional
relat ionship cont inues to be regarded as indispensable (Sorensen & Baylen, 2000).

This art icle explores some of the contradict ions and possibilit ies of  web-enhanced learning
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through the qualitat ive analysis of  a pedagogical experiment. The parameters for this study are,
broadly, doctoral educat ion and, specif ically, one doctoral course. However, extrapolat ions beyond
these lenses are ventured.

An overriding lesson from my study suggests that web-enhanced instruct ion is, either inherent ly or
at  this early stage of  development in the computer era, “a mixed bag.” Distance educators (e.g.,
Cifuentes & Murphy, 2000) generally seem to believe that while distance [ME1]technologies may
exacerbate the frustrat ion of  individuals, they have the proven capacity to meaningfully connect
learners across t ime/space/language barriers. This stance probably needs further study beyond the
scope of  this art icle—ongoing and cont inued assessment of  pedagogical experiments that use
technology need monitoring. One related issue concerns the need for substance over form, and
peer learning over networking (Hargreaves, Earl, & Schmidt, 2002).

Open-mindedness toward the e-learning medium itself  is necessary. Benef its and drawbacks need
to be carefully weighed and contextual issues carefully considered. The issue of  pedagogical
ef fect iveness via distance learning becomes more confused than it  should if  an inherent value is
at t ributed to instruct ional technologies. It  is f rom this crit ical perspect ive that I have analyzed the
mixed results of  my online experiment. As a curious newcomer, I am striving for “a more balanced
perspect ive” on distance learning that pursues a “crit ical understanding of  the gains and losses
connected with the educat ional use of  computers” (Bowers, 1998, p. 77).

Writ ten f rom the standpoint  of  distance learning experts, much of  the web-based educat ional
research seems colored by a posit ive, even strongly advocat ing, tone. This seems to underlie even
assessment models for technological ef fect iveness. An overridingly favorable bias poses
challenges for the novice distance educator, such as myself , who is t rying to object ively examine
the pedagogical experience of  remote learning. Those researchers (e.g., McNabb, Hawkes, Rouk,
1999) who of fer crit ical perspect ives on distance educat ion represent the minority voice. Bowers
(1998), for example, argues that the discourse in this f ield is “dominated by advocates who now
control the direct ion of  educat ional reform” for schools and universit ies (p. 76). Technology has,
notably, been ascribed status apart  f rom its pedagogical funct ion, reif ied as “a t ransformer”
(Mendis, 2002). Such at t ribut ion potent ially detracts f rom the teaching/learning focus that is the
agenda for t ransformat ion in educat ion today.

By using this opportunity to examine the results of  my f irst  experience teaching via electronic
delivery, I of fer a twist  on the proliferat ing studies in distance learning. On the one hand, the
technology community has given the rest  of  us a new way to educate that is potent ially very
excit ing and pract ical. On the other hand, experienced educators who are new to the technological
infusion of  teaching can of fer f resh insights. In my experience, complex, unresolved pedagogical
issues characterize this medium of learning and its ef fect  on the success of  students and
instructors. Important ly, the call for systemat ic review of  pedagogical experiments using
technology requires crit ical, balanced assessment; former U.S. Secretary of  Educat ion Richard W.



Riley, among others, has voiced this need (cited in McNabb, et  al., 1999).

Building on one doctoral cohort ’s responses, I conduct a systemat ic analysis at  the local level that
incorporates mult iple sources. I hope to contribute to other faculty’s pedagogic needs while
generat ing topics for leaders who make decisions about distance learning as a new facet of
teaching and evaluat ion. This analysis covers contextual issues (inst itut ional, cultural,
technological, evaluat ive, and pedagogical) related to the electronically delivered instruct ion.
Methods of  assessment and themes from the data, including contradict ions that surfaced, are
described. Finally, ideas for better managing this revolut ion in educat ion are ventured.

The Study: Mult iple Contexts and Issues

Inst itut ional Issues

The technology-infused course called Teacher Evaluat ion was developed by me for three reasons:
(1) to address the mission of  my university to of fer distance learning courses to serve the Florida
community and to extend them to the doctoral level; (2) to respond to the requests of  the
administrat ion and full-t ime professionals to engage in an opportunity that , by minimizing on-
campus at tendance, would maximize writ ing opportunit ies; and (3) to provide a vehicle for novices
to develop skills in communicat ions technology, and to share the knowledge gained.

This experiment had a double agenda: To determine what online capacit ies are expected of
learners/leaders today and to discover how well distance learning can be applied to doctoral
educat ion. The populat ion ident if ied for this online experiment, an “open” doctoral cohort  studying
at one of  the university’s remote campus sites, is unusual. The major target of  distance learning,
as ref lected within my inst itut ional context  and the literature itself , is teacher educat ion. Distance
courses are designed most ly for undergraduate students (e.g., Serwatka, 2002), with some
emphasis on the masters’ level (e.g., Matthews, 2002). A related target focuses on technology
infusion and evaluat ion for inservice teachers and the nat ion’s schools. Contexts for such study
include high poverty with high minority rat ios (Lanahan, 2002), student learning and achievement
aimed at  school improvement (McNabb, et  al., 1999), and university innovat ions that promote
forays into inst itut ional and global partnership (Cifuentes & Murphy, 2000).

Closer to home, faculty who are teaching using distance [ME2]technologies will need to crit ically
assess the learning outcomes (e.g., Karlen, 2001). At  this t ime, too few in-depth, systemat ic
assessments of  doctoral educat ion have been made available for beginning virtual pedagogues
like myself  (among the except ions are Boyer, 2001; Sorensen & Baylen, 2000). This scope needs
widening. Comprehensive study of  doctoral educat ion in relat ion to emerging trends in
electronically delivered courses is needed. Toward this goal, this art icle takes a modest step.

Two contrast ing if  not  conf lict ing pictures arise f rom reading the distance educat ion literature. On



the one hand, an image is conveyed of  distance learning as a rapidly growing innovat ion in
educat ion, with substant ive support  already developed for technologically-enriched global
communit ies (Matthews, 1999); on the other hand, the picture that emerges is one of  “hype”
around the “rampant progress” that  is claimed, with very limited actual use of  “web-based virtual
classrooms.” The problem, some researchers claim, is that  gains f rom technologically supported
courses have been limited due to “insuff icient  technical and educat ional knowledge, reluctance
from educators and lack of  inst itut ional support” (Hsu, 1999, p. 9).

At the center of  this intense debate lies the recognit ion that “the role of  faculty is changed when
viewed in the context  of  distance learning” (Karlen, 2001, p. 3). Advantages and disadvantages
need to be carefully examined at  the cultural level, beyond the test imonies of  individuals and
course assessments. According to the instruct ional technology experts with whom I have
corresponded, a gap exists between the ideal (vision) and the reality (pract icality) of  the online
learning phenomenon. Forces of  reluctance and resistance, combined with inst itut ional rhetoric
and insuff icient  support , are viewed as obstacles.

Ongoing polit ical concerns probably hinder experiences and assessments of  online learning. Some
of the reluctance of  online delivery in higher educat ion comes from faculty who are not technology
experts. “Signif icant t raining” in technology and pedagogy is required beyond one’s areas of
academic specializat ion (Karlen, 2001). Also, distance educat ion courses tend to be problemat ic
for dif ferent reasons from tradit ional classroom delivery, as ref lected in weaker student course
evaluat ions combined with inappropriate surveys for online classes (personal communicat ion,
associate dean, November 2001). The rewards seem slim not only because of  the negat ive
evaluat ions that can result  but  also because of  the t ime-intensive demands on instructors.

The return on investment, then, may be low for distance educators. For example, although a
st ipend is paid to faculty in my university for preparing masters courses for online delivery ($6,000
US per course above one’s 9-month salary), no such f inancial incent ive is available for doctoral
courses. Without the necessary support  for planning and delivery (e.g., course release), faculty are
being expected to carry out the mission for technology advancement, but at  a personal and
professional cost . Senior faculty are, generally, less technologically invested and knowledgeable,
which means that the responsibility for electronic course design and delivery most ly falls on the
shoulders of  tenure-earning faculty and technology professors.

Another problem is that  online materials can be freely used without the instructor’s consent.
Copyright control and the weight of  ownership favors the inst itut ion (personal communicat ion,
professor of  law, March 2002). The policy is that  course materials produced with university
resources and posted on a university’s website are, by extension, inst itut ional property. This is not
to overlook that more empowering situat ions may exist  for faculty in some contexts.

A further challenge of  the online learning environment is that  the t radit ional format of  of f ice hours



and scheduled classes becomes irrelevant: New mindsets are forced to emerge. Not all students
are ready for the change in perspect ive that “postmodern” forms of  learning demand on issues of
t ime, space, and interact ion, despite the premium placed on minimizing campus visits. Not all
faculty or inst itut ions are ready either: New modes of  course delivery require a rethinking of  such
commonplaces as instruct ional preparat ion t ime, teaching load, class size, contact  hours,
feedback and t imeliness, and incent ives and rewards (Karlen, 2001).

Important ly, the issue of  knowing/not knowing the students that one will be teaching via distance
must be brought to the fore. Doctoral students can fare much better if  they are operat ing within
an established peer culture. Although the assessment results of  my course were mixed, the
posit ive feedback received can be part ly at t ributed to the fact  that  most students already knew
each other and myself . As a cohort  they had been working intensively together for three years to
build a resilient , scholarly culture. Because of  my opportunity to teach this same group the
previous semester (fall 2001), I had a gauge for knowing the students. I was also able to compare,
using the same group, dif ferences between the tradit ional and the electronic delivery of  courses.

Although this discussion focuses more on the quality of  the electronic experience than
comparison with the tradit ional context  per se, the students’ course evaluat ion was stronger the
f irst  semester. For this face-to-face, t radit ional delivery of  a graduate seminar, my teaching scores
were consistent ly 5.0 out of  5.0 on every item that was measured, using both the college and
university’s standardized forms. However, the web-enhanced course resulted in mixed feedback.

Cultural Issues

Online learning has the potent ial to signif icant ly reshape the doctoral culture nat ionally and
globally (Boyer, 2001). Doctoral educat ion in part icular depends on high-quality interact ion for
student success and well-being (Mullen, 2001, 2005; Nyquist  & Woodford, 2000), and deserves
protect ion f rom poorly planned inst itut ional expectat ions and media hype. Distance learning must
be reexamined in this light  so that informed decisions about this medium can be made, with
considerat ion for the assessment needs and learning goals of  part icular populat ions.

A new nat ional expectat ion has “set  the bar” for reform and delivery of  educat ional leadership
doctoral programs. School leaders are required not only to learn new technologies for their jobs
but also to model state-of-the-art  pract ices (Mullen, Gordon, Greenlee, & Anderson, 2002).
Reenvisioning doctoral programs within this context  challenges the profession to dramat ically
change. Most universit ies have yet to be turned into contemporary inst itut ions that prepare
students for academic and professional goals (Nyquist  & Woodford, 2000). Technology has been
ident if ied as a major foothold for achieving this vision. My discussion is f ramed by the quest ion,

“‘How can we re-envision the Ph.D. to meet the needs of  the society of  the 21st century?’”
(Nyquist  & Woodford, 2000, p. 2). The specif ic quest ion guiding my study is, “What was the quality



of educat ional experience of  a doctoral cohort ’s f irst  online learning experience?”

Technology-based learning has become integral to the advancement of  graduate schools of
educat ion and public schools. Regarding public schooling, nat ional organizat ions advocate for the
redesign of  university preparat ion programs that will enable aspiring leaders to better deal with the
escalat ing challenges current ly facing schools. Learning technologies play a signif icant role in
forwarding educat ional change: NCATE program standards (Nat ional Council for Accreditat ion of
Teacher Educat ion, ht tp://www.ncate.org), and nat ional educat ional technology standards,
specif ically the Technology Standards for School Administrators (Nat ional Policy Board for
Educat ional Administrat ion for the Educat ional Leadership Const ituent Council,
ht tp://cnets.iste.org/tssa) all support  schoolwide technology infusion as a standard for excellence.

Addit ionally, technology has been ident if ied as a contemporary leadership skill. Competency with
technology is required for licensure (Standards for School Leaders of  the Interstate School
Leaders, 1996, Council of  Chief  State School Off icers, ht tp://www.ccsso.org) and the high
performance rat ings of  schools (Mullen with Stover & Corley, 2001). Public policy on school
improvement and accreditat ion is inextricably t ied to technology standards.

As faculty in educat ional leadership programs prepare courses for today’s climate, we need to
consider anew such crit ical issues for changing schools. In many ways, these issues parallel the
transformat ions occurring within our higher educat ion environments and professional lives.
Leadership and vision, learning and teaching, product ivity and professional pract ice, and social,
legal, and ethical issues have all been rethought in light  of  technology-oriented values. Educat ional
leaders are being expected to foster a culture conducive to the realizat ion of  this mult ifaceted
vision. Appropriate technologies must be integrated to maximize learning and teaching. They
should be used to enhance professional pract ice and increase product ivity.

Comprehensive systems of  ef fect ive assessment and evaluat ion are expected to emerge from
these contexts. Faculty are by default  responsible for designing our own assessments suitable to
this medium. Further, the social, legal, and ethical implicat ions of  the decisions we make relat ive to
technology and learning must be examined (Bowers, 1998; Mullen, et  al., 2002).

One such major area for assessment involves the impact of  technology on the development and
viability of  school-communit ies (Bowers, 1998). Applying this contemporary goal to doctoral
educat ion is yet  another road to be traveled. Aligned with the leadership program redesign ef forts
at  my university, we have proact ively responded to the pressure f rom the school districts and
nat ional standards. In their workplaces, our students are expected to collaborat ively develop a
learning organizat ion by funct ioning successfully with technologies. In their graduate studies,
crit ical ref lect ion is being encouraged for assessing such direct ions for change.

The promise of  distance educat ion is that  it  can assist  with the very process of  learning how to
learn. Educators must constant ly adapt to the changes within the workforce, as ref lected in the



explosive popularity of  e-learning. Also, “knowledge workers” must “learn to work within a group,”
which is required by businesses and schools, and they must “learn how to creat ively change an old
knowledge set into new knowledge,” hence becoming web-based educators themselves (Fuks, et
al., 2002, p. 23). Faculty that  prepare educat ional leaders to engage in purposeful inquiry (Wallace,
Acker-Hocevar, & Sweatt , 2001) must take all this into account.

Technological Issues

Distance learning courses use a variety of  technologies to of fer students new educat ional
experiences and convenient access to selected courses. In the role of  instructor, I considered what
opt ions would be most appropriate to the learning of  a doctoral group, many preparing to write
their dissertat ions. For example, unlike distance courses that use interact ive videoconferencing I
avoided using a one-way lecture format, given the learner-centered goals of  intensive scholarly
development and pract ical inquiry. My aim was to simplify form and highlight  substance so that
learning could be maximized. This approach f its with the premium placed on high intellectual
learning levels and crit ical thinking skills in universit ies. Diem (2002) believes this
is the purpose of  hybrid instruct ional technologies, which implies that online learning contexts
should be aligned with the goal of  developing the capacity for scholast ic and applied learning.

Current ly, other formats such as WebCT are being used to conduct online learning, of ten without
video and audio interfaces. WebCT, a sof tware program for support ing the administrat ion and
delivery of  web-based instruct ion, is a provider of  integrated e-Learning systems for universit ies.
My own inst itut ion has implemented WebCT’s course management system (Project  Team of
Bruce Landon, ht tp://www.webct.com, 2002). I found this format for course design and delivery
appealing for its simplicity, although it  is not suitable for complex forms of  technical manipulat ion
or group interact ion. For my course, interact ion with mult iple stakeholders—the student groups
and whole class, the instructor and other professors, and school leaders—required that
interact ivity would have to occur beyond the online environment.

To assist  me in learning and using the WebCT model, I relied heavily upon a computer expert ’s
guidance. Once assigned the course, I had six weeks to prepare for online delivery. Without any
computer t raining in distance learning or the WebCT model, I was completely dependent upon
another’s technical know-how and goodwill. This individual’s f irsthand experience with distance
learning made this project  much more doable. She carried out all funct ions related to network
setup and maintenance as well as the display of  course material, including my graphic designs. She
also used electronics to convey my belief  that  the doctoral student is responsible for self -directed
inquiry within a support ive context . The syllabus and all other material were then converted for
web access. We collaborated on and reviewed all of  these dimensions of  the work. Throughout, I
assumed the role of  eager “test  case.”



Evaluat ive Issues

Educat ional systems show signs of  moving away from the uncrit ical building of  technology
infrastructure toward evaluat ing the ef fect iveness of  applicat ion in classrooms (McNabb, Hawkes,
& Rouk, 1999). Nonetheless, the assessment of  outcomes is st ill relat ively new in all areas,
including cognit ive and technical skills (Ainley, Banks, & Fleming, 2002). Assessment of  technology-
delivered instruct ion and student learning must be carefully undertaken with an eye toward
“choosing crit ical indicators for evaluat ion” and overall improvement (Clark, 2000, p. 5). This goal is
a major challenge for faculty experiencing computer-mediated instruct ion for the f irst  t ime, and
without the necessary expert ise, t raining, and support . It  is within these emerging evaluat ive and
instruct ional contexts that my study has been produced and that learning outcomes have been
tentat ively determined.

As previously indicated, I approached the new course experience with a belief  that  electronic
learning is not inherent ly good or bad but should be judged on a number of  factors, including the
experience of  students and myself . It  makes sense to me that technology use is important for the
support ive role it  can play in teaching and learning, rather than as an end in itself  (Eva Baker, part
of  the McNabb et  al. report , 1999). Also, assessment—as an ongoing part  of  any course—can be
approached as a form of ref lect ive inquiry: “Evaluat ion is part  of  a ref lect ive process. The more
ref lect ive we are, the more likely we are to improve our pract ice” (Charol Shakeshaft , see the
McNabb et  al. report , 1999, p. 8).

Pedagogical Issues

In the spirit  of  innovat ion that Simonson (2000) describes as the “willingness-to-change” by readily
adopt ing new ideas, my inst itut ion, my students, and I embarked on this t rial. With this online
endeavor, I of fered the f irst  web-enhanced course taught at  the doctoral level in my program area,
and one of  the f irst  in the university. Twenty-f ive students began and successfully completed this
course, renamed “Teacher Evaluat ion: Big Top Event” by one learner.

The purpose of  the course extended beyond the scope of  teacher evaluat ion. The idea was to
probe learning and assessment with dif ferent educat ional groups, including students and
administrators. Not all students were interested in teacher development and evaluat ion as a topic
of  inquiry. However, a crit ical direct ion needed for the growth of  the ent ire group concerned issues
of evaluat ion in educat ion. This course also encouraged a posit ive change in school cultures
through alternat ive assessment processes and methods, with an emphasis on peer models (e.g.,
peer coaching) and constructs of  empowerment (e.g., collaborat ive mentoring).

As the instructor, I approached distance delivery as another opportunity for engaging doctoral
students in intensive feedback within an ident if ied area of  dissertat ion research. As a doctoral



supervisor at  the university, I was prepared to provide in-depth responses and guidance on all
writ ing assignments—with rewrit ing as the norm—and problem-solving expert ise.

However, although previously “sold” on the use of  technology for enhancing my own teaching and
electronic communicat ions with students, I pract iced a healthy reservat ion with this online
experience. I did not assume that doctoral courses, including my own, should automat ically go
online and students become distant users. The masters program in which I teach is being
completely converted to online delivery. Separate considerat ion for the doctoral level and its
unique emphasis on the socializat ion and culturing of  scholar-pract it ioners is needed, which should
not be overlooked in the enthusiasm of the online learning era.

Communicat ions technology experiences leading up to this course were signif icant in the lives of
this doctoral group. In this sense, although collect ively we were novices in the world of  distance
learning, we were
not new to technology. In fact , most reported an average to high comfort  level with technology.
Like the Nobel Laureates found to have been most ly act ive technology users, we ident if ied with its
benef its: Technology has aided the scholarly community with a signif icant increase in writ ing,
product ivity, communicat ions with colleagues and const ituents all over the world, and access to
databases (Cisco Systems, 2001). Writ ing-based mentoring networks for educat ional leaders are
also part  of  this growing phenomenon.

Extra t ime was needed for the preparat ion and maintenance of  my course website, as Hsu (1999)
warns. Faculty cannot assume that once the course site is available to users that the work ahead
resides only with assignments and interact ion. To the contrary, an ongoing challenge exists in the
need to update the site in order to encourage student engagement. For instance, because
website locat ions can change within short  periods of  t ime, I was vigilant  about checking the URLs
and updat ing crit ical resources. As another example, I published the students’ art icle reviews at  the
course website and then submit ted them for formal review to a journal editor. Addit ionally, I posted
all exemplary assignments and projects (e.g., learning contact) as sources of  st imulat ion and peer
mentoring.

Finally, I submit ted daily entries to the calendar page and encouraged students to do the same, a
feature that at t racted daily interest . Such entries congratulated students on their academic
successes, new posit ions, and births. Also on the calendar page, reminders were posted of
upcoming assignments with blurbs that helped sustain mot ivat ion, clarify t imelines for the
submission of  work, and summarize longer entries contained within the syllabus-based modules.

With the availability of  this online course, students were spared extensive t ravel—as much as f ive
hours (return t rip) to the university campus. (One school superintendent in the group who lives in a
state other than Florida has always been accommodated at  a distance.) This online solut ion was
also for the “in-between,” as Bothel and Enf inger (1999) describe those “who may be close enough



to at tend some courses but have other restrict ions on their t ime and availability” (p. 5). My goal,
then, was to combine distance learning with individual and group meet ings.

Important ly, I believed that the online experience could help this student populat ion develop an
informed perspect ive about technology use for adult  learners. We would have the opportunity, in
keeping with the new policies, to improve our skills as leaders responsible for integrat ing and
modeling technology in various contexts. Early on I had reassured the group that this learning
curve would entail a period of  disequilibrium for everyone (Mendis, 2001). The trust  we had
established was necessary for accept ing this part icular challenge of  learning via distance.

Doctoral Course Structure and Process

In preparing for this Teacher Educat ion course, I read descript ions of  courses adapted for online
delivery (e.g., Bothel & Enf inger, 1999; Mendis, 2001). My own approach within the web-enhanced
world included some unique elements: The days of  instruct ion (one-t ime, all-day retreat and f inal
session), as well as the ent ire course, were structured using a circus mot if . Upon entry to the
website, learners were greeted with the message: “Welcome to the fairgrounds!”

An outstanding feature of  the circus theme was the use of  “tent  act” as modules. Each contained
crit ical components of  the course, ranging from weekly assignments to resources and exemplars
of work. The seven modules, each ident if ied with the f lap of  a tent designed for opening at  the
user’s hand, were t it led “Module 1-Tent Act 1” (and so forth), as well as “Examples,” “Art icles,” and
“Resources”—all “acts of  wonder” aimed at  engaging pract it ioners.

After I launched the course online, I encountered a recent ly published art icle about how a company
used the circus mot if . Related themes were integrated into t raining modules for corporate
execut ives to help uncover new perspect ives about work and life (Hammonds, 2001). The trainer
also played the role of  “ringleader” (lead educator) and her associates were assigned those of
“t ightrope walkers,” “jugglers,” and so forth. Our parallel idea is that  if  life and work were
approached as a circus, then knowledge workers would become passionately commit ted to
bringing our whole selves to what we do—treat ing learning and community as “the greatest  show
on Earth!” One “leadership ensemble”—groundbreaking collaborators in the world of  chamber
music—believes “Ideas, init iat ive, creat ivity, energy, passion—these are among the most vital
qualit ies. … A respectful environment engages workers on a personal level, [which] can have an
enormous impact …” (Seif ter, Orpheus Chamber Orchestra, & Economy, 2001, p. 144).

Because of  the t rust , risk, and safety already established within the doctoral cohort , I felt
empowered to take risks by introducing an overt ly imaginat ive overlay. This is an example of  how
familiarity and cont inuity with the same group of  learners can make a signif icant dif ference in the
benef its accrued from web-enhanced instruct ion. As one dimension of  the circus metaphor, I
invited a leader of  the cohort  to help design the theme to ref lect  her classmates’ and professors’
personalit ies. During the January retreat, the group playfully selected roles, tagging each person’s



back with a circus character (e.g., fortune teller). Everyone guessed at  their preassigned ident it ies
as hints were dropped about their unusual gif ts (e.g., propensity for knowing future events).

During this f irst  encounter, the group freely associated upon hearing the words “teacher
evaluat ion.” The responses, including “waste of  t ime,” “humiliat ion,” “red tape,” and of  course
“circus,” revealed problemat ic experiences. The educat ion literature validates these crit icisms. For
example, Gottesman’s (2000) argument is that  evaluat ion amounts to a “dance of  the lemons” for
most teachers—a meaningless ritual without integrity or ef fect . Alternat ive (e.g., peer-based
coaching) systems can turn around this “circus.”

Students were then launched into a semester-long inquiry into the need to analyze commonplace
forms of  evaluat ion and to of fer solut ions. They were asked to share all assignments with their
working groups, and to integrate any desirable recommended changes prior to submission to me.
The goal was to make use of  the circus (peer) groups as an electronic forum for experiment ing
with new collaborat ive pract ices that have academic and social value.

Posit ive views were reported about the use of  a “circus” structure for this course. Students
described this approach as “successful,” “creat ive,” and “helpful as start ing point  for and
intersect ion of  all assignments.” As one person summed up, “The circus theme helped us to
individualize our topics and think f lexibly, not  unlike the circus itself—a mult ifaceted happening!”

Doctoral students have dif ferent needs from those studying at  earlier levels of  educat ion. In
educat ional leadership programs, the focus on scholar-pract it ioner writ ing development makes
isolat ion more likely. With this understanding, I designed the course so that it  would emphasize not
only individual progress and “becoming” but also reciprocity with peers around a common focus.
Students were responsible for complet ing all assignments but they were in control of  determining
the actual percentages and weights. The idea was for everyone to integrate all completed
assignments (e.g., reviews of  art icles and data displays) into a unif ied whole, in such a way that
would enable connect ions to be generated and material developed for the dissertat ion.

The requirements for this course supported the scholarly development, pract ical knowledge, and
mentoring of  the doctoral group. Students were not only expected to develop working
relat ionships with peers but also to solicit  input f rom their major professors, and to meet with
stakeholders about their evolving research. Other assignments included warm up act ivit ies, reviews
of art icles, concept-and-data displays, out lines of  the evaluat ion paper and a complete product
(literature review or case study). Also, self -and-peer assessments were completed. Students
commented that these ref lect ive act ivit ies built  upon one another and supported goals:

The assignments were useful since they provided an opportunity for me to think about research
and relevant literature. The readings focused my at tent ion on mentoring and teacher evaluat ion in
my current school situat ion. The paper was probably my greatest  learning experience. Since I was
allowed to explore beyond a strict ly evaluat ion topic, I expanded my knowledge in an area that has



helped me tremendously. My dissertat ion is a challenge that lies before me, but what I gained in
this class has put me well ahead of  where I expected to be. I’ve f inally met with my major professor
about my writ ing.

To encourage writ ing of  high quality, all assignments, including the learning contract  itself , were
submit ted as draf ts. The value of  revision for doctoral students not only supports the art  of
ref lect ion and analysis but also provides opportunit ies for adding crit ical components to a work
over t ime (Mullen, 2001). The evaluat ion paper was submit ted not less than four t imes from most
students, with instruments included and improvements highlighted. Developmental writ ing in the
form of revision was a requirement for complet ion and success in this course.

The learning contract  became even more crucial for this online course than I had experienced in
tradit ional courses. Devising a contract  enhanced the focus and product ivity of  the ent ire class
and made transparent the responsibility of  individuals for their own learning. It  was used to
encourage students to individualize the course to meet their own needs, while operat ing within a
specif ied but f lexible conceptual f ramework. They were being asked to both guide and assess their
own competence as self -directed inquirers, and to thereby engage in a model of  personal
accountability considered essent ial to professional development (Gottesman, 2000).

Knowles’ (1975) classic scaffold for adult  learners focuses on the contract . Modifying this exist ing
structure was necessary for engaging a group of  educat ional leaders with varying degrees of
product ivity and readiness. Students used the contract  template to ref lect  on major tasks to be
completed: assignments and allocat ions, research, evidence for the learning (e.g., verbal/writ ten
communicat ion), and evidence of  accomplishments (validat ion/authent icat ion f rom individuals and
groups). As one person summarized, “Gaining feedback from mult iple const ituencies, including
principals, was vital for my work. This piloted act ivity proved ambit ious but, because it  had been
noted as an authent icat ion measure, I received course credit  for it .”

Part icipants found the contract  exercise to be groundbreaking, as it  forced the issue of
responsibility to their own learning and documentat ion of  the work they undertook:

When we developed the contract , I really did not understand where it  would take me. Now I
understand that it  was our personal t imeline. Because we developed our own contract  it  had
meaning. The professor developed the syllabus or roadmap but we decided on the grading system
and the direct ion(s) for our work. This construct ivist  approach to learning proved to be a
successful way for learning and assessing at  the graduate level.

The learning contract  mot ivated me to constant ly revisit  my learning object ive and to fulf ill all my
obligat ions. More than this, I’ve been challenged to assess the tradit ional way that I have been
evaluat ing teachers as an assistant principal in a Tit le 1 school.

Methods of  Summative Assessment



For this art icle, assessment of  the instruct ion and learning that resulted from the course is
discussed in some detail. This analysis draws primarily upon the anonymous online survey data
that was generated and, as secondary data sources, the ident ifying assessment data (student
self -assessment, peer assessment, and electronic correspondence). Results are based on a 100%
return rate (25 surveys), averaging 10 typed pages each of  anonymous data, in addit ion to other
assessment data, which were assignment based. In total, 100 completed assessments were
reviewed. The use of  mult iple instruments helped me to become as informed as possible about the
quality of  experience for learners, with an aim toward improving my pedagogy of  online courses.

Circumstances converged, inf luencing my decision to develop a f inal assessment dubbed a
“marathon survey” by students. My College of  Educat ion had not yet  prepared a survey for online
courses (personal communicat ions, associate dean, March 2002), and the tradit ional forms of
evaluat ion were not appropriate. Also, surveys created for online courses proved dif f icult  to locate.
Thus I developed an instrument of  my own and shared it  with my college.

The culture that supports alternat ive assessment is st ill in the early stages of  development (Clark,
2000). Much confusion exists as to how best to ident ify and measure indicators for outcomes
(Hargreaves, et  al., 2002). Before circulat ing the exploratory instrument I f irst  at tempted to validate
it , using three sources of  support :

1. Verma and Mallick’s (1999) t ips for developing instruments that address pedagogical goals

2. Learning object ives (e.g., “explore the role of  instruct ional leaders in improving the current culture
of evaluat ion”) specif ied in my course syllabus

3. An instruct ional technology expert  and online instructor with a background in assessment

With this professor I shared that my roles as instructor and assessor might bias the instrument or
be perceived as doing this. This individual, who had a lack of  involvement in the course and stake in
its success, suggested adjustments that ref lected an equal emphasis on posit ive and negat ive
feedback in all crit ical areas of  the instrument. Later, this expert  helped to improve upon my
analysis; in response, I undertook a holist ic analysis of  the data in addit ion to the thematic reading.
Subsequent ly, a bigger picture evolved; this encompassed contradict ions and possibilit ies of  online
learning that would have been missed by the thematic analysis alone.

The survey is an open-ended, summative assessment covering eight major areas with specif ic
quest ions. Spaces were provided for writ ing. As Clark (2000) reminds us, quest ions asked inevitably
inform only those areas ident if ied for feedback. Consistent with Clark’s typology for evaluat ion,
the survey items I developed addressed learning and outcomes, as well as instruct ion and
technology. My summary of  these areas follows:

· Overall: distance learning (WebCT) experience



· Organizat ion of  the technology-delivered course

· Nature of  contact  with course leader and support  expert

· Evaluat ion of  course on selected dimensions

· Personal and professional growth outcomes

· Comparison to other courses

· Transfer of  learning to the work environment

· Recommendat ions regarding instructor and course

A graduate student (not in the course) circulated the online survey subsequent to the submission
of grades. Having a student collect  the data meant that  I could maintain object ivity and
part icipants could be honest, without fear of  penalty. They were informed that their sharing would
be anonymous and that the returned surveys would be forwarded to me without ident if iers.

The Doctoral Cohort ’s Prof ile: A Data-Generated Perspect ive
Informat ion obtained from the online survey was used to produce a prof ile of  this group of  25

doctoral students. Areas included demographics, stage of  coursework, and academic/ professional
goals. The cohort  was complet ing coursework for the doctorate in educat ional leadership and

ant icipat ing the exam stage leading to doctoral candidacy. Individuals ranged from 26 to over 55
years old. Like other distance educat ion groups, this one was older and more established than

tradit ional classes; responsibilit ies extended to family and career. This mixed-gendered group was
mult ilingual and ethically diverse (White, African American, and Lat in).

Working full-t ime in the West Central Florida region, all were school pract it ioners and most former
teachers. These lead teachers, program coordinators, assistant principals, principals, and (the
minority) assistant superintendents and superintendents represented the elementary, middle, and
secondary levels. Professional goals focused on the principalship for most and on the
superintendency for a few. Several, who expressed a secondary interest  in university teaching,
hoped to write a book one day. Dissertat ion topics ranged but emphasized issues of  mentoring
and diversity in contexts of  high poverty, low-performing schools and related policy contexts.

All valued high-quality professional development for teachers, and caring and appropriate
pedagogy. A shared belief  was that school reform should focus on improving the quality of
educat ion and life for students. The doctorate was viewed as an opportunity to of fer the public
educat ion system something worthwhile beyond their current accomplishments.

A Summative Analysis through Doctoral Students’ Eyes



Value of  Online Interact ion

Mixed reviews about the value of  online learning for doctoral students emerged from the
assessment data. Students expressed desire for greater teacher involvement despite the face-to-
face seminars, meet ings with the professor, and daily access and feedback. Some problemat ic
situat ions had been resolved at  the end of  the course but certainly not all. For example, the
expectat ions for student-directed learning and professor-led instruct ion had not been fully
determined, and the internal “insider/outsider” experience of  some groups remained unsett led.
Such complex issues go beyond the parameters of  this online course and of  electronic learning.

Issues of  interact ion and learning emerged as broad themes from the data. More specif ic issues
concerned whole-group interact ion, peer-based reciprocity, and student-teacher reciprocity.

Quality of  interact ion is a complex issue that needs more study if  online learning is to be
strengthened. Toward this end, Roberts (2002) of fers dif ferent iated views of
interact ion: as reciprocity between part ies, as discourse in which ideas are engaged, and as act ion
in the world. All three levels of  interact ion were evident in the data and will be discussed.

The literature on distance educat ion is much more posit ive than my results: For example,
cooperat ive and enriched learning are presented as outcomes of  Internet-based courses (Fuks,
Gerosa, De Lucena, 2002). However, the many unresolved challenges associated with
nontradit ional course delivery are also recognized. Notably, rewards have yet to be established, as
part  of  the tenure and promot ion process, for faculty using computer technology in teaching and
scholarship, especially in innovat ive ways (Culp, Rif fee, Starret t , Sarin, & Abrahamsen, 2001).

In the world of  cyberspace learning, interact ive patterns alter. Change in leadership and learner
roles follow for teachers and students (Boyer, 2001). Pallof f  and Prat t  (2001) encourage this new
view of interact ivity, asking faculty to relinquish control so that students can take the lead in
learning. However, this philosophy should not be adopted as a rat ionale for abandoning students
online but rather for facilitat ing their academic development and mentoring mosaics.

Whole-group interact ion. Although the students were completely in support  of  the f reedom that
comes with web-enhanced delivery, all reported having missed the interpersonal dimension that
being physically with others brings. This aspect of  interact ion—whole-group interact ivity—was
viewed as the weakest dimension of  the online environment and hence the least sat isfying aspect
of  the course. Students expressed their desire for live interact ion, including face-to-face contact ,
bodily performance, and interchange with dynamic professors:

The most negat ive aspect of  the WebCT experience was the lack of  face-to-face contact  with
the professor. She has proven in the past to be dynamic and ef fect ive. Web-based instruct ion



made it  impossible for students to benef it  f rom her enthusiasm and energy to the degree that a
tradit ional model would allow.

WebCT course delivery is not conducive to performing “live.” What I didn’t  like was the absence of
body language/vocal tone, which lets me emotionally/intellectually feed of f  the immediacy and
energy of  others.

Interest ingly, the most crit ical point  made about the course was also the most posit ive, for it
clarif ied the students’ vision and values. At least  30% of the students asserted that online learning
should be reserved for “professors who are not part icularly dynamic—the best professors should
be in the “real” classroom with us!” Dialogue that t ranspires in a fully embodied, human context
was missed by all as well as opportunit ies for pedagogical performance and mentorship and for
“sparking ideas.” Students together provided support  for the deeper cultural performances and
rituals of  learning that the electronic classroom probably has dif f iculty emulat ing.

Peer-based reciprocity. Peer learning was, overall, considered more benef icial than whole group
interact ion, although it  also received mixed reviews. Not all members understood the value of
learning from peers f rom the outset: “Init ially, I did not realize how important it  would be to
communicate so closely with my group members. They were all reliable and provided cont inuous
feedback by asking probing quest ions and responding to my paper.”

In my experiences with educat ional leadership groups, learning act ively with others and sharing
ideas and resources cannot be assumed. In compet it ive cultures, this is a learned capacity that  not
all adults bring to the higher educat ion sett ing. Accordingly, the students documented their
experiences of  social learning as a crit ical dimension of  academic socializat ion for leaders today.
Although many had learned the value of  collaborat ion in academia, they nonetheless struggled
with t ransferring this learning to the online environment and their e-writ ing groups:

Group connect ions are important in a web-based class. The cohort  group entered with those
connect ions already made, so it  was easier for us to select  f rom among our f riends. But then I’m
glad for my membership with the eclect ic “Prancing Ponies” that  absorbed a newcomer. Ult imately, I
appreciate the broader support  base provided by this course.

Assessments of  the peer-based learning communit ies were discussed at  length. Reports focused
on the concerted ef fort  involved in forming scholarly networks as well as the rewards:

Trying to connect with my group took the most t ime, but I’ve grown in new ways and made
friendships that extend my network of  professional colleagues to other schools.

This class really helped me focus on a dissertat ion topic. It  forced me to meet with my peers,
develop skills together, and consider feedback for furthering my ideas.



However, the negat ive aspects of  cooperat ive group work were cited as least as f requent ly as the
posit ive. The issue of  communicat ing f rom a distance was the main reason given for this dif f iculty.
Compounding this problem were issues involving the newcomers’ lack of  familiarity with the
cohort , and the limited capacity of  the cohort  members to accommodate the outsiders. The
quality of  engagement for the whole membership seemed part ly colored by the rapid emergence
of two “groups.” One group, the newcomers, felt  ignored and largely hinted at  experiences of
f rustrat ion, misunderstanding, and even exclusion:

I received an email f rom one cohort  member claiming I wasn’t  “chatt ing” enough online—it  came off
as negat ive. I had emailed her for responses but had not heard back. All of  this bothered me. In
contrast , other responses from the group seemed too posit ive. It  was as though I entered the
process as a struggling outsider and remained that way. I really would have like more crit iquing to
improve on the process of  scholarly writ ing.

What seems interest ing is that  for even the most problemat ic experiences described, some
posit ive elements seemed to have occurred:

I made telephone contact  with two group members and this proved to be very product ive, with the
chance to talk f reely about my research quest ions. I took notes and ended up with great ideas for
my draf t  writ ing and data collect ion plans, including instruments.

Barriers to communicat ion seemed accentuated for the new students. Unlike the members of  the
cohort , the newcomers (8) may have experienced an outsider’s status. While supported in some
respects, most thought the feedback they received from peers was shallow or caut ious:

Collaborat ing f rom a distance is very dif f icult . We were not united by f riendship or topic, as I was
new. However, my circus group was willing to help as needed. But then again, while I enjoyed the
contact , the comments on my work were polite, not  substant ive.

Ant icipat ing this potent ial issue involving the integrat ion of  the newcomers, I had worked closely
with the class during the f irst  meet ing so that everyone’s academic and professional interests
would become known. The newcomers were then absorbed into small groups using similar
dissertat ion topics as a major criterion for select ion and as cerebral glue. However, the new
members felt  intellectually behind as they had not previously worked on dissertat ion ideas.

The newcomers all felt  at  a disadvantage. Despite feelings of  inadequacy, the assistance
extended by the instructor and some peers, as well as the developmental expectat ions for
successful complet ion, helped these individuals to persevere. However, the agenda for interact ion
at the retreat, which featured hands-on collaborat ive exercises, had
not unfolded as a plat form for integrat ion:

I needed more rapport  with my team before going to just  an online exchange. I think the cohort



had an advantage in using the online course. They had worked together for so long and had
already writ ten in-depth, scholarly papers for this professor’s other class.

I had hoped that my group would provide a means of  support , collaborat ion, and foundat ion. The
excitement and level of  contact  between us diminished quickly, af ter one month. However, we did
accomplish the warm-up act ivit ies, discussions of  the syllabus, and the learning contract  together,
which helped me to establish my own agenda.

The cohort ’s comments on their interact ions with the newcomers were similarly mixed. Tensions,
for some, persisted because they had not experienced “a pre-established comfort  level” with these
“virtual strangers.” Few invitat ions for in-person meet ings had been extended to the newcomers.

The level of  discomfort  expressed about the integrat ion of  newcomers raises issues for the e-
learning environment more generally: What is the potent ial of  distance educat ion for bringing
together “virtual” strangers who have not met and will not  during the online experience? And how
might electronic communit ies deal with marginality or the exclusion of  individuals who do not “f it ”
some familiar context—in this case, a cohort  bonded with a preexist ing history? As one “outsider”
commented, “I would have liked to have been able to ‘chat ’ online. I visited the site only to f ind
‘empty rooms.’” Issues of  belonging and not belonging need serious at tent ion in the world of
distance educat ion. By listening to students, more of  value can be uncovered.

Cohort  and noncohort  members alike suggested that more whole-class meet ings would have
helped to build bridges and resolve internal tensions. The strain of  communicat ive dif f iculty was
most apparent for the newcomers, yet  both groups made similar recommendat ions: “A
combinat ion of  online with more face-to-face meet ings would have proved product ive. A few class
sessions throughout the semester could have helped with building rapport  with my team.”

Although I value this feedback and will act  upon it  in the future, I am also lef t  wondering why the
small groups did not take more init iat ive to meet on their own. Despite my encouragement to do
so, this occurred only where individuals happened to be taking another class together. Students
seemed to share only a moderate desire to develop their learning communit ies, part ly as a
consequence of  their busy schedules: “Feedback from my peer group was limited. I part icipated
very lit t le due to the pressures of  my job, which lef t  lit t le room for discussion via the Internet. I
basically scrambled just  to keep up with the individual writ ing and my contract .”

These results plant the doubt that  web-based learning, at  least  at  the doctoral level, can simply be
an extension of  earlier online degree programs. Can the e-learning context  subst itute for
intermit tent , whole-group meet ings for bringing together doctoral students into viable partnerships
of inquiry? Based on my own experience, it  seems that the view perpetuated by distance
educat ion that the onus is on the learner to do the learning and take init iat ive for learning may be
missing the reality of  how people learn best. One would naturally expect that  doctoral students,
especially those embarking on their dissertat ions, could move ahead with minimal face-to-face



contact , but  this is not necessarily the case. As the part icipants themselves test if ied, ongoing
interact ion and st imulat ion is needed to help keep doctoral students (at  least  in educat ional
leadership) focused on their goals, disciplined, and savvy to the academic process.

Finally, remarks about self -discipline varied and even represented extremes. Some students
indicated that they had a “problem with self -mot ivat ion and self -starter issues” while others
reported being “very self -disciplined” but having “to pace myself  against  others in complet ing and
reviewing assignments in a t imely manner.”

Student-teacher reciprocity. Generally, students claimed to have made heavier use of  my
feedback than that of  their peers. The regular, detailed at tent ion I paid to everyone’s writ ing was
appreciated. Intensive writ ing-and-research act ivity formed the backbone of  this course, and
individual and group success was determined by how well expectat ions in this area were met.
Students all reported having felt  guided in ways consistent with their academic goals and
dissertat ion topics. The feedback coincided with the area where I had spent the bulk of  my t ime:

The professor provided detailed feedback on each draf t  submit tal. The responses began with
praise and followed with specif ic crit icism. Her comments were designed to challenge and stretch
my writ ing, and she always asks for more—which is what I need.

I felt  fortunate that the instructor seemed totally immersed in
my project—and we all felt  this way—yet she remained object ive. She was crit ical of  details
involving issues of  conf ident iality that  could get me into t rouble if  I should fail to exercise caut ion,
and she made lots of  suggest ions for helping me to think as a researcher.

Related support  seemed to have occurred in the area of  professional development. New
connect ions had been forged between the professional world and the academic enterprise:

The instructor helped me to understand how my paper can be used to init iate professional
contacts for the research needed, in my case with leading school of f icials, and she suggested
resources for inclusion in my work.

I now see that my professional development is an integral part  of  my academic goals. I actually
made some great contacts in the region, got access to school district  data f iles through the
professor’s communicat ions with superintendents on my behalf , and even launched my interviews
with this stakeholder group.

The context  for student-teacher reciprocity was obviously the online learning environment, with
some face-to-face contact . The professor’s role seemed more signif icant and central than I had at
f irst  imagined for a group of  doctoral students. As typically reported:

I don’t  think I’ve had an instructor that  showed more insight and concern, especially considering



the remote delivery model and its constant challenges.

I grew the most in learning how advantageous a distance learning program could become as long
as the professor supplied t imely and appropriate feedback along with addit ional resources—in
which case, we were fortunate to experience both.

Consistent with this feedback were statements favoring more personal contact  with the
professor.

A minority of  students would have appreciated greater clarity of  the course assignments. This
concern probably emanated from the newcomers, as they had neither had the opportunit ies for
clarity built  into the previous course, nor were they accustomed to my working style or that  of  the
cohort ’s. In contrast , the majority (probably members f rom the cohort) felt  that  the retreat,
syllabus, and ongoing contact  with me provided them with the very grounding they sought:

The syllabus was very detailed and helpful in out lining expectat ions for the new course while
building upon the previous course. The professor cont inued to be accessible 7/24, following
through on all requests for clarity and dialogue. She also kept up an act ive email communicat ions
system, and so we all learned from each other’s quest ions and the threaded discussions she wove
around key topics.

The regular personal meet ings that I held with individuals and groups throughout the semester,
and during f lexible of f ice hours, were only f leet ingly ment ioned. This had struck me as odd, as
there were ample opportunit ies for providing feedback to this ef fect  on the survey. I speculate that
the students construed face-to-face contact  as whole-group instruct ion only, because for them
this represented a lost  opportunity to operate as part  of  the larger whole. Feedback that led me to
make this inference emphasized the importance of  intervening sessions:

“I would have responded better to the
ent ire experience if  we had maybe had ‘live’ interim meet ings,” and “I missed the interact ion with Dr.
X and wanted to be able to interact  more with the instructor and my peers
at the same t ime.”

Understanding the deeper dynamics that lie behind the readiness of  learners for distance learning
needs explorat ion. While doctoral students’ demands for f lexibility and self -directed learning is
certainly being heard by the distance educat ion movement, one has to wonder about another
need that my study reinforces. The tradit ional classroom experience appears to of fer unique
qualit ies that cannot, at  this t ime, be subst ituted through online delivery. Strongly valued is whole-
group instruct ion within “live” set t ings. What cannot be replaced is the inspirat ion and mot ivat ion
that synergist ically occurs as well as the human dynamics of  knowledgeable instructors and peers,
in addit ion to the richness, clarity, and depth of  the dialogic event.



Discussion: Contradict ions and Possibilit ies

The experience of  web-enhanced learning that my student group ref lected upon represents a
mixed bag of  contradict ions and possibilit ies. Both of  these dynamics—contradict ions and
possibilit ies—permeated the ent ire data set of  mult iple assessments. By treat ing the data more
holist ically, I came to see how tensions abound for students, not in relat ion to electronic
communicat ions per se but rather in relat ion to online course delivery at  the doctoral level. The
deeper contradict ions that had been ident if ied through this study did not exist  apart  f rom
possibilit ies for proceeding more knowledgeably.

Contradict ions between the desire for distance learning and human interact ion—two irreconcilable
worldviews at  their extreme—were paramount in the data. The revolut ion that is occurring outside
us in the world of  distance educat ion is being simultaneously ref lected from within. The new
mindset of  distance learning, which necessitates a disrupt ion to the old mindset, has been
characterized as an occasion for personal “becoming” (Pass, 2002). While this journey of  becoming
for universit ies challenges educators to think and behave in new ways, this pathway also needs to
be monitored. Alternat ive modes of  learning enrich in some respects, and only poorly subst itute in
others, depending on the student populat ion and the degree program.

Benefits of  this E-Learning Experiment

The doctoral class sought the convenience of  an e-learning opt ion and, in the process of
engagement, derived far greater gains. Benef its accrued were ref lected in these major areas,
quoted verbat im from the data: “not having to t ravel to class,” “working at  my own pace,” “thinking
deeply about my research quest ions,” “having more t ime and space to engage in ref lect ive inquiry
with myself  and others,” “becoming a collaborat ive writ ing community at  a more rapid and complex
rate,” “ongoing and cont inuous excellent  feedback from the instructor,” “gaining a signif icant
amount of  knowledge that ’s useful for the day-to-day role as a school administrator,” “learning to
use technology as a means of  communicat ing in ways conducive with the growing demands of  a
paperless and global society,” and “learning how the individualizat ion of  a course to our needs
models what we should be doing better as administrators (when evaluat ing teachers and
developing professional growth opportunit ies).”

However, the gains listed pale in comparison to the distance literature that assumes too many
benef its. Studies that best ref lect  the advantages I have ident if ied focus on electronic writ ing
communit ies that at tempt to promote intellectual and social learning (e.g., Tannacito, 2002).
Another parallel f inding is that  the ef fect ive incorporat ion of  electronic technology into pedagogy
offers mult iple means of  learning as well as student choice and crit ique (e.g., Myers, 2002). In
addit ion, electronic classrooms that meaningfully engage school communit ies and stakeholder
groups is highly valued (e.g., Myers, 2002).



Online educat ional leadership courses are expected to assist  school administrators in developing
ideas and skills for reculturing organizat ions for contemporary t imes (e.g., Boyer, 2001). It  was in
this crit ical and transformat ive context  that  my course was aligned with nat ional policy advocat ing
the increased use of  technology for school leaders (e.g., Mullen, et  al., 2002).

Drawbacks of  this E-Learning Experiment

This doctoral group clearly missed the experience of  being part  of  something larger than
themselves—the sense of  completeness that comes from the physical togetherness enabled by
tradit ional seminar set t ings. Without the benef it  of  face-to-face contact  within the context  of
whole-group discussion in a real set t ing, the electronic classroom proved less welcoming and
hence def icient  by comparison. Most part icipants experienced dissat isfact ion with the online
learning opt ion because it  was a poor subst itut ion for interpersonal, sensory learning.

Major drawbacks were categorized as follows: “lit t le face-to-face communicat ion with classmates
or professor,” “dif f iculty f inding t ime to develop and hone group writ ing projects and to read
others’ work,” “reconsider integrat ing non-cohort  members into cohort  groups in the future, as this
wasn’t  easy for some of us,” “members of  the group understood the assignments in dif ferent
ways and needed more professor input,” “need for an increase in class members’ contact  through
topics/quest ions that involve the whole class,” and “use of  the WebCT email system was so errat ic
it  required use of  our regular email.”

Although it  is assumed that “virtual classrooms … are meant to serve disciplined adult  learners”
(Matthews, 1999, p. 2), major adjustment will be required for success. Many adults simply are not
ready for this change because they are not always as self -managed as one might expect or as apt
to work collaborat ively as one might assume. Also, they would need to have been psychologically
prepared. My own group had not discussed the ways in which online learning at  the doctoral level
dif fers f rom the norm. For us, this conversat ion would have had to focus on emot ional and
intellectual adjustment. Such limits on discourse with live groups are a perennial problem inherited
by hybrid courses, and certainly distance educat ion.

It  is believed that “a new mindset” will enable learners to take greater control over their own
learning. Walker (2002) argues that the academic community needs to “move
from the belief  that  face-to face is best
to the belief  that  various environments support  high quality learning” (p. 1). This assumption needs
to be examined, especially as it  applies to doctoral learning. That is one key issue. The other is that
unless this newly evolving mindset is supported with structures in higher educat ion that promote a
transformat ion in consciousness through such mechanisms as support  for faculty and student
development; whole community dialogue; and realist ic, problem-solving opportunit ies for learners,
many mature student groups and tenure-earning faculty will st ruggle unnecessarily. Also, some



doctoral students may view, as mine did, the online learning opportunity as a
lesser form of educat ion, especially considering their complex needs.

Inst itut ions and faculty will need to develop mechanisms for systemat ically and pat ient ly listening
to students (Walker, 2002). This feedback will help us to both monitor and improve upon this
revolut ion in e-learning (renamed “e-pedagogy” by Pass (2002) that is sweeping educat ion. The
importance of  bringing more of  a human face to the experience of  e-learning, especially for
noninstruct ional technology courses like my own, should not be lost .

Another Mixed Bag: “Virtually” Inclusive?

Cooperat ive learning using the circus groups was acknowledged by some of the students as viable
and inclusive. But the newcomers and a minority of  the cohort  members reported otherwise. The
view of  some cohort  students that individuals unknown to them should not have been
incorporated into their working groups is disturbing. The transference from an online course to the
everyday work of  professionals is essent ial where leaders will need to exchange knowledge and
build partnerships with mult iple const ituencies (Kankaanranta 2001), as well as persons of  diverse
backgrounds. Dynamics of  exclusion require more scrut iny than ever as they can take subt le forms
within the seemingly inclusive electronic community.

Based on my teaching experiences, the doctoral cohort  culture can form an impenetrable enclave,
part ly out of  the sheer need for survival and loyalty. This fear can translate into resistance towards
all newcomers, making integrat ion more trying than is necessary. The view of  school leaders who
rat ionalize exclusion based on personal comfort  only serves to amplify the need for deeper
engagement with such professional groups. Perhaps others can learn f rom this insider/outsider
phenomenon. This caut ionary tale underscores the need for diversity readiness awareness within
our professional leadership ranks if  online learning is to become truly t ransformat ive.

Recommendations for Improving Web-Enhanced Instruct ion

E-learning is here to stay as educat ional inst itut ions forge ahead with unprecedented speed in this
area of  change. Faculty who publish the results of  the electronic communit ies they develop are
also changing the direct ions of  many academic journals that now welcome computer-based
teaching innovat ions in educat ion. Many of  us who teach in nontechnology disciplines such as
educat ional leadership will f ind ourselves drawn into and accountable to this new realm of teaching
and scholarship. Despite any concerns or even mixed reviews that we may have, the climate
supports moving ahead and problem solving one’s way to solut ions as a matter of  course.

The doctorate in educat ion, once a safe haven of  t radit ion and elit ism, has come to mean
something dif ferent over t ime and will probably be redef ining itself  more fundamentally once again.
Electronic delivery of  the doctoral program has already been tested in one pocket of  my university



where it  at tempted to produce more broadly inclusive and diverse communit ies at  the global level
of  higher educat ion. But issues of  student and faculty readiness cannot be overlooked in this zeal
for change, nor can empirical studies that examine what is gained and what is lost .

Beyond my own context , the doctorate in educat ional leadership has already been altered by
technology. Courses have been converted to the electronic medium and ent ire programs launched
for distance (Boyer, 2001). As a novice distance educator at tempt ing to examine my own mindset
through an out-of-the-box experience, I now offer summaries through two sets of  lenses—that of
faculty and student. Only some of these perspect ives overlap, as my students’ concerns did not
typically extend to the instructor’s role in distance learning. Further, at  t imes what students ask for
contradicts with the very survival of  tenure-earning faculty members. As a glaring example, e-
learning is very t ime and labor intensive: Students expect complete availability and accessibility on
the professor’s part , which sets the tone for the doctor being on call—day and night, weekends
and holidays. I rose to this expectat ion because I believe that ef fect ive mentoring must extend to
the distance medium.

The ideas I conclude with build upon the insights gained through this study, but they also echo the
suggest ions distance educators have made for assist ing new online instructors.

Professor’s Recommendations

Novice distance educators can benef it  f rom others’ advice for undertaking online ventures in
higher educat ion, specif ically doctoral educat ion. Just  as faculty do not want to be viewed as
“Luddites”— rioters who fought the displacement of  factory workers by machinery in the

18th Century (
Webster’s Dict ionary)—we do not want to thought lessly “jump onto the band wagon” of  distance
educat ion. It  is with this goal of  seeking a more balanced perspect ive during these e-revolut ionary
t imes that my suggest ions are being of fered. In no part icular order:

· Be prepared to rethink such commonplace issues as preparat ion t ime, teaching load, class size,
and contact  hours for instruct ional delivery (Karlen, 2001).

· Obtain the inst itut ional support  necessary for the electronic delivery of  courses (e.g., t raining,
preparat ion t ime that includes reading distance educat ion literature and course assessments,
technical assistance, release t ime, st ipends) as well as recognit ion for addit ional t ime spent
mentoring and advising doctoral groups.

· Develop strategies for this labor-intensive enterprise by solicit ing the help of  competent
individuals and various support  groups (e.g., computer experts; student leaders; faculty advisors;
rank, promot ion, and tenure commit tees).



· Encourage changes in policy that govern faculty performance and evaluat ion: “Policies related to
faculty evaluat ion may need reconsiderat ion to include teaching and scholarship related to
electronic init iat ives” (Karlen, 2001, p. 3).

· Be highly f lexible with your student groups but also set clear boundaries on your availability, as
specif ied on the syllabus (account for days, evenings, weekends, and holidays) and reinforce these
boundaries through consistent and fair act ion.

· At  least  two instruct ional technology experts should assist  you in designing and delivering web-
based courses, despite scarce resources, because “creat ing and maintaining a Web-based course
is certainly not a one-person ef fort . There are many tasks complex enough to be assigned to
specif ic people with the required technical skills” (Hsu, Marques, Hamza, & Alhalabi, 1999, p. 3).

· Monitor undesirable student enrolment numbers and sect ion loading for single courses.

· Facilitate student growth beyond academic learning that is benef icial to the students’ skills
development and professional goals.

· Make the online environment appealing, colorful, and alive with constant updates and include
highlights of  exemplary student work. Also consider using a metaphorical overlap (e.g., the circus)
that is meaningful and structurally consistent.

· Disseminate the best student products produced in the online environment.

· Conduct a formal study of  the online environment and pursue publicat ion of  it .

Students’ Recommendations

Novice distance learners, especially at  the doctoral level, need suggest ions for making their own
online ventures as benef icial as possible. The recommendat ions that follow were solicited f rom my
students for students more generally, and are represented from that perspect ive:

· Assume you will experience increased stress and a heavier workload than in t radit ional courses,
as web-enhanced contexts are more challenging than tradit ional learning.

· Mix online interact ions with face-to-face meet ings, both in student groups and as a whole class.
These forms of  t radit ional interact ion are necessary, or else small working groups may not fare
well; rapport  must be developed before moving to strict ly online plat forms.

· If  the electronic system your university is using is stat ic (like WebCT), then work via your personal
email accounts with others, and submit  assignments to the instructor through his or her personal
email account.



· Develop topics for using the chat room opt ion that are direct ly relevant to your interests in order
to obtain a high return on investment. If  the instructor ut ilizes this opt ion, a once-weekly chat
room requirement should const itute a percentage of  the f inal grade.

· Carefully consider how your small online groups will be const ituted and decide, with the instructor,
the criteria for belonging (e.g., similar dissertat ion topics).

· Develop a learning contract  that  clarif ies your learning goals and expectat ions for the course and
if  you make any changes, let  the instructor know.

· Highlight  your changes on all draf t  writ ing so that others can ident ify what has been added—
respect others’ t ime! Also, where relevant, write a blurb out lining what suggested changes have
been made. This will help prepare you for communicat ing the revisions you make on papers
submit ted to instructors, major professors, and editors.

· View your coursework as potent ial material for publicat ion and, with the professor’s support ,
prepare papers for review with journals in your discipline.

· Be sure to f ill out  the IRB (Inst itut ional Review Board) forms before you collect  any informat ion on
human part icipants, or else you will be prevented from using the data and results for your
dissertat ion.

· Ut ilize the technical support  systems that the instructor has developed for you and be prepared
for some uneven communicat ions, especially with the convert ing and downloading of  electronic
f iles, f rom dif ferent computer plat forms.

· Important ly, stay in close contact  with the instructor who is your lifeline in the e-learning world,
and openly share f rustrat ions and agree on solut ions. Communicat ion is key to success, especially
in the online environment, so do not repress your concerns.

· Discuss/negot iate tasks and workloads at  the outset of  every group assignment with all
members; “step up to the plate” and be responsible for monitoring the quality of  work before
submit t ing even draf t  products to the instructor. Everyone’s contribut ion to a collect ive product
ref lects on everyone else. Toward this goal, do not hesitate to use all means to contact  your
group members, as not everyone checks regularly for email messages. But they will st ill expect to
be included in the work!

· Remember that because we are in a pioneering era, f rustrat ions are inevitable. As
broadband/streaming applicat ions become mainstream, e-learning could become excit ing, but
current ly the technology is too under-developed for that  experience to be rout ine.

Finally, what we learn as novice distance educators should be shared in a more of f icial capacity.
This way, the standards set for the expectat ion and assessment of  teaching in higher educat ion



might become more realist ic and fair. While e-learning may in fact  be a mixed bag of  contradict ions
and possibilit ies for the doctorate and the ent ire educat ion profession at  this t ime, we have yet to
pull together as a problem-solving community. One way to proceed is to listen carefully to each
other as well to our students and nontechnology faculty—those with f resh eyes whose learning
has value.
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[ME1]Should this word be “distance”?
[ME2]Again, grammatically “distance” seems like the right  word here, but I’ll assume this is accepted
jargon—in future instances as well.
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