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Abstract

In the race to get courses online many organisations are neglecting those aspects of course design and development that may be the pivotal factors in retaining students and ensuring their success.

Lecturers and course designers (often one and the same), need training in both the pedagogical requirements of online learners and the technology skills to provide a seamless learning environment. They also need an allocation of time for course development and support of their students.
This paper looks at some of the issues associated with the roles of the academic manager, course designer, lecturer and student in the development of successful online courses. 
Introduction
Low levels of unemployment and the dropping number of enrolments into tertiary education have prompted many providers to investigate more flexible learning options. Online learning appears to be one solution, allowing those in full or part time employment to continue with professional development, without the need to attend on campus classes. Another bonus of offering online learning is the ability to reach prospective students who live outside main centres, or are unable to attend classes due to family commitments. While there appears to be no problem in attracting students willing to enrol in online learning, there are problems with student retention and completion. 
A popular toy, the Tamagotchi, or virtual pet provides an excellent analogy to an online student. The caregiver of a Tamagotchi must look after their virtual pet by constantly feeding and interacting with it over a period of time, thus enabling the Tamagotchi to evolve into a more mature form or, if insufficient attention is paid to it, the creature will disappear or "die". Unlike Tamagotchis though, students who are about to "disappear" do not beep to alert you to the fact, nor can they be "paused" to allow you to carry on with other important tasks. The point being, that while attracting students to online courses is the first step in the process, it is of no value without the appropriate care and nurturing of those who choose this mode of study.

The Role of Management
The introduction of Online Courses is usually driven by management; in most instances lecturers are reluctant to leave the comfort of the classroom or lecture theatre. Adding to their discomfort is the fact that their computer skills are often poor or non existent. Neither of these issues is taken into account when the decision is taken to augment existing courses with online versions. Some of the reasons for the push towards development of online courses were examined in a paper presented at the European Distance and Elearning Network (EDEN) conference in 2006.
There is a popular belief amongst academic managers that digital learning environments can reduce costs, such as resources, real estate, travel, and lecturer salaries. This belief holds that the delivery of learning materials to distributed students is essentially more cost effective than traditional methods of education. In some contexts the economies of scale required do in fact steadily reduce costs over a period of time, but this is rare. For most universities, the long lead in times required to develop reliable, intelligent and accessible digital resources often thwart any hopes of cost saving, and invariably create stress and higher workloads for academic and support staff alike. For others, the implementation of technology supported distance education can be increasingly costly, and ultimately may reap few dividends. (Wheeler, 2006, p.1)

Obviously these issues are not confined to New Zealand. The same issues are emerging in much of the global literature regarding online and distance learning. In an ideal world, academic managers would be providing development time and expert assistance for academic staff who are required to develop an online course. At the very least staff who are charged with this responsibility need to have ongoing course development and student support hours officially timetabled. 
In 2006 Lawrence Tomei examined the impact of distance learning demands on faculty teaching loads. His question was, does teaching at a distance require more or less of an instructor's time?
The research reflected in this study found that online teaching demanded a minimum of 14% more time than traditional instruction, most of which was spent presenting instructional content. The weekly impact on teaching load also varied considerably between the two formats. Traditional teaching was more stable across the semester while online teaching fluctuated greatly during periods of advisement and assessment.  Tomei, 2006, p. 531)
Most importantly, Tomei’s research documented only post-development time, his research did not cover the time required to actually develop an online course, and time spent subsequently uploading material to a Learning Management System (LMS) and creating quizzes and discussion form topics.
The Role of Lecturers and Course Designers 
Unfortunately in the race to get online courses up and running, many lecturers find they are to be responsible for the course design, content and facilitation without much assistance, and with very little training or knowledge of the skills required. 
In the preface to their book Lessons from the Cyberspace Classroom: The Realities of Online Teaching, Palloff & Pratt (2001) state:

As academic institutions rush headlong into online distance learning, at least two key assumptions are being made. It is assumed both that teachers will know how to teach in the online environment and that students will instinctively know how to manage the learning process. Our experience in teaching online courses and in consulting with faculty, faculty developers, and administrators across the United States is that the opposite is true. Faculty need training and assistance in making the transition to the online environment, and students also need to be taught how to learn online. (Palloff & Pratt, 2001, p. xv)

Even in cases where specialist instructional designers and content managers are employed as part of an online project, there are difficulties in interaction between team members. Lecturers who are accustomed to total control of the courses they teach may feel uncomfortable handing over materials and course content to a content manager or instructional designer.
A case study from a European research project developing an e-learning course designed for delivery through a virtual university to learners in the workplace found just such difficulties. The authors found that the whole development process was unfamiliar to many authors, who were in fact lecturers, accustomed to having responsibility for the entire process of course development and delivery. 
Authors were selected for their expertise in their field but most of them although having produced textbooks and other learning resources, had little experience of writing online or distance learning materials.  They generally produced too much text-based material, which was lacking in learner interaction and engagement, and there were few self-assessment activities.  Another problem was the tendency to rely on learners producing written material that needed to be sent to the tutor for marking and comment, rather than using assessment activities that could make use of computer generated feedback. (Bradley & Oliver, 2002)
Unfortunately instructional designers with the skills required to convert traditional course content to an engaging and interactive online course are in extremely short supply. Expecting lecturers with few computer skills and even less experience in dealing with multimedia file formats, to transform their existing courses to successful online courses will inevitably produce mediocre results. The outcome of such a requirement is an online course where classroom material is just uploaded to a LMS with little regard to the difficulty students may face in dealing with a deluge of text based content and a list of tasks that demand more time and energy than can reasonably be expected.

In order to do a good job of constructing online courses, faculty need training that few campuses currently offer. When they are simply presented with course authoring software and asked or told that a course needs to be developed and presented, the resulting course is likely to have minimal interaction and pay little attention to the development of a learning community, which promotes collaborative learning and helps to achieve learning outcomes. (Palloff & Pratt, 2001, p. 6)

Although the book was published in 2001, this scenario has changed very little, and globally in 2007 there are still as many academic institutions to which the scenario applies. Palloff & Pratt also make mention of the fact that not all teachers are suited to the online environment, and academic institutions are not taking this into account when deciding who will teach online courses.  Problems ensue when staff who are loathe to make the transition to online teaching are told that they have no choice and are sent on to develop courses with little preparation or training in how to do so. 

Retaining the Student

Online learning is not for everyone. To some extent those who don't feel comfortable with the concept, will avoid it, but the more confident may not discover that online learning is not for them until they have tried it for themselves. At the other end of the scale are those students who think that not needing to attend class means they have time to enrol in three online courses in a semester, and who fall by the wayside once they realise that self directed study hours must equal or exceed the time required in traditional programmes of learning. 
There is a need for lecturers/facilitators to communicate to students that although they themselves are primarily responsible for a successful outcome to the course, the lecturer/facilitator is there to guide, and encourage them, and that they can expect help within a stated time frame.
In their 
Timeliness in responding to students' questions will contribute to a learning environment that is supportive and encourages interactivity. At the beginning of a course, it is beneficial to inform students of an average response time (such as 48 hours) to their questions. Even if an instructor is unable to answer students' questions within the specified time, it is a good idea to let them know that their emails have been received and a complete response is forthcoming.

The way the instructor addresses students and the tone of responses also influences the atmosphere of an online learning environment. When responding to queries, something as simple as using students' names helps personalize communication and contributes to a positive learning environment. (Durrington, Berryhill, & Swafford, 2006, p. 142)
Encouraging engagement and interaction in an online group.
Discussion forums provide a medium for class participation with the added advantage that students have time to consider the question and think about their answer. Those who would be reluctant to contribute to a discussion in the classroom or lecture theatre may be happy to join in because they feel somewhat anonymous in a discussion forum, and are more comfortable writing than speaking. However, there are some students who, due to language difficulties, or the perception that their writing skills are inferior to their peers, will need some encouragement to put their thoughts into writing. Those who seem reluctant to participate in discussion forums should be recognised by the lecturer/facilitator and early intervention by way of an email or even a phone call may elicit a reason for their reluctance. Often some advice or encouragement will be all that is required to increase their participation.

Many Learning Management systems (LMS) have features that can be used by students as a reflective journal. Knowing that only they and their lecturer/facilitator have access to the journal, personal wiki or blog will often provide a way for students to indicate problems or dissatisfaction with the way their learning is progressing. A contribution to students’ final grade for class participation can include any or all of the tools used in a LMS such as journals, chat sessions, discussion forums collaborative wikis, even the completion of quizzes or crosswords.

To promote participation, guidelines for minimum contributions should be established. For example, delineate the number of periodic postings that are expected (such as two posts per week) and explain the criteria for quality postings. Providing examples of superficial and substantive responses is also useful. Some students may need more specific instruction to improve their postings. In these cases, email students privately and explain how particular postings can be improved. (Durrington, Berryhill, & Swafford, 2006, p.192)

At EIT we have had students who have withdrawn quite early from an online course stating that this mode of learning is not for them. To obviate this problem our eLearning advisor is currently working on a guide that can be given to students who are contemplating enrolling in an online course. The document asks students to answer true or false to groups of statements ranging from the obvious to the more thought provoking. For instance in the first group of statements, to which the student's answers should all be "True" are the obvious such as;

· I have reliable access to a computer with recent software and an internet connection,
· I like working independently,
· I am willing to dedicate the same amount of time and effort to an online learning course as I would to a traditional course.

In the next group, the student should answer "True" to at least five of the seven statements such as; 

· I'm confident about downloading files or installing a programme,

· working at a computer is not a trial for me.

When considering the last group of statements, the student is advised that each "True" answer increases the likelihood of success in online study, examples being;

· I am comfortable communicating through email, discussion groups and chat rooms, 

· sometimes I find that when I write, I can organise my thoughts better than when I speak.

Ideally questionnaires such as this should be part of a “taster” course, available in the same format as the potential student will eventually use for their online course. The development of such “taster” courses in the LMS the provider is using is relatively simple, but does not seem to feature in advertising of online courses.

In our experience at EIT it is not just the students who suffer the feeling of being disconnected from the learning process, lecturers also feel disconnected from their students. This has been alleviated by some lecturers who keep in touch with their students through weekly telephone calls. It seems that to those students who are faltering, a voice at the end of the phone gives enough encouragement to carry on. In a paper presented at the EDEN conference in 2004 it was suggested that a buddy system is also important in retaining students. 

Social and emotional support is often as vitally important as academic and practice support, and often students simply need a ‘listening ear’ to alleviate the social isolation of learning at a distance. This approach facilitates a form of social presence, where students feel that they are ‘not alone’ – the idea that ‘in cyberspace, no one can hear you scream’ might thus be overturned. When offered sensitively, tutorial support can reduce elements of transactional distance by providing a richness of dialogue that would otherwise be missing from the distance learning experience (Wheeler, 2002). Peer support was also a consideration and as one student commented: 
“It was suggested at the outset that we should ‘buddy up’ with another student. This proved invaluable. The fact that someone was out there to support (me) was important. At times, online learning can be very solitary. It made a difference that they were at the end of a telephone line”. (Wheeler, Townsend, & Horton, 2004, p. 3)
Technology Issues
Many of those conducting research in the online and distance learning fields have voiced concerns about the accessibility of broadband services. In a paper presented at the EDEN 2004 Conference, In Cyberspace No-One Can Hear You Scream: Supporting Online Learners, Wheeler, Townsend and Horton point out that accessibility should be of concern to all online educators. This is of particular concern when students are in rural areas and have no choice but to study online. As in New Zealand, they found that European network providers are reluctant to offer broadband services outside of high population areas. Rural students find downloading course materials a slow and frustrating experience, and in my own experience are often reluctant to join chat sessions for the same reasons. Frustration often leads to students dropping out from online courses, so accessibility is a key issue. 
Skill in using technology and the acceptance of a different mode of learning also plays a part in the online learning experience. Palloff & Pratt (2001) write at length on mastering technology.

Students in online learning situations need to be aware that learning through the use of technology significantly affects the learning process itself. Furthermore, they need to realize that the online learning process occurs, for the most part, through the formation of a learning community and is reflective in nature. Students may enter an online course expecting to be educated by a content expert, just as in a traditional classroom. When they discover that the most profound learning in an online course comes through interacting with other students, they may become confused and sometimes feel cheated by the process. Our culture has led students to believe that education happens through exposure to "the sage on the stage", as many might describe the traditional academic. In the online environment, in contrast, the instructor acts as a facilitator, or a "guide on the side", enabling students to learn collaboratively from one another. For many students, this is a significant shift, and one for which they need to be adequately prepared. (Palloff & Pratt, 2001, p.108)

The technology we use for online courses is important, but it should not be the focus. It's easy to get excited about new technologies, but this may distract both lecturers and students from the main task. The technology we use must be appropriate to the task while allowing students to concentrate on the learning process. 
Although many students are comfortable using the Internet, email and chat rooms, there are still those "newbies" who feel apprehensive about using these technologies and take some time to adjust. Additionally, many of the students who enrol in online courses do so because they are outside main centres and work and family obligations make it impossible to travel to on campus classes. They will almost certainly be using a dialup connection. Even if broadband is available in their area it is often not a viable choice given the prohibitive cost of broadband services in New Zealand.

Many students also find on screen reading tedious and many of my own students have mentioned that they feel they absorb more information when reading from a book than they do from on screen reading. They also liked to take a text book or printed material with them to read when they have a spare moment. A rural student commented that she did a large amount of reading while sitting in the car at the end of the road waiting for her children’s school bus to arrive. This preference has also been noted by other researchers.

A preference effect for delivery medium was also noticed. Many of the students in the group have commented that using printed versions of the online materials was preferable: 

“Our lecture notes and units arrived weekly without fail. So that I could read these at my own leisure, I found it useful to print off in hard copy.” 

Students reported that the materials were often easier to read and definitely easier to annotate, highlight and file if they were paper based. However, some students complained that the university was transferring the cost of printouts onto them. This trade-off between providing flexible, ‘any time any place’ learning materials via the Internet against more acceptable paper based versions of the materials is an important one to consider. Students may be more comfortable with paper based materials, but online provision is vital as a means of rapidly updating materials, improving communication and creating more flexible access to learning opportunities for the mature, working student. (Wheeler, Townsend, & Horton, 2004, p.3) 
Conclusions

Successful online learning requires a combination of factors involving course design, content, lecturers’ and students’ ability to adapt to a new teaching/learning process, and technology. But probably the most important factor is support; for the lecturer that requires academic managers to providing training and time for course development and subsequent student support hours.  For the student it requires support from the lecturer/facilitator and their peers. 
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