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Reflections and consolidation of thought on online course design

~ D.K. Khalsa
Introduction: 

Technology is changing the way the world is educated. Familiarity with facets of the tools that fuel this “Learning Revolution” is a requirement for students looking to solidify their successful future in this “New World.”

With the digital age we become not only familiar with intelligent machines, but humans can combine their intelligence, sensitivity and consciousness to create breakthroughs in the initiation of business opportunity, societal solutions, community support and educational think tanks.

Thus this technological era brings with it amazing transformation.  There has and will be continual changes in learning structure and educational sources with online coursework, reflecting the need for time and space advantages utilizing the impact, development and use of the community networks as a foundation for a sense of value and learning.

My ideal course design has a cross curriculum experience with the addition of an internship program, giving students the opportunity to immediately apply learning, unifying the technology usage and future life plans with a concurrent life experience.
Academic Value

Technology today is helping to form the national and world change and thus the structure of the media, sources of public education and outcry supporting diversified views, needs and demand for less secrecy and more world coverage and community involvement, easier and more quickly.  

In this age of technological service come new opportunities to unite, not only easily- accessible information but educational institutions, organizations and communities. This world is one of less secrets and deception and more connections with “real-life” education-a place for friends and neighbors to be seen, heard and acknowledged. Add to that recipe, a “good host,” nurturing the community, welcoming newcomers, acknowledging communicators and encouraging team participants and the birth of an online culture of trusting, participation can be formed and supported.

Teaching Value: 
To achieve the educational breakthroughs and support the growth of innovative and creative thinkers, we must continue to invest in ventures that will build trust, respect, and support of friends and neighbors in their quest toward a vital community culture and a one-world mind set.  

Creating community has been emphasized in online course development.  By uniting the technology and content of online coursework, as well as the technology and skills of online media publishing, the student can be ignited, encapsulated and motivated through the daily skill building, immediate feedback and social interactions. The learning becomes a part of the community service and the community in turn serves the learner.

The online course development can create a framework to practice teamwork, the use of technology, community dialogue and interaction, research, marketing and journalistic experimentation, problem solving and solution as applied to the curriculum or field of study, multimedia and community service.

New Style of Leadership Requires Real Life Experience in Education:

When a student or group of students has the opportunity to immediately apply learning, unifying the technology usage and future life plans with a concurrent life experience, the learning intentions become more evident and the motivation towards excellence and completion are exhilarated. 

Students today emanate a new style of leadership.  No longer is it advantageous for these individuals to maintain passivity in their life decisions or means of attaining their future goals.  With the improved access to technology, they have realized the dynamic energy that embodies their future opportunities. They have become active participants in a world of information, learning from other viewpoints, experiences and cultures.

Having access to an extensive team and community that share similar interests and goals, well-designed online coursework can allow the student to begin to tap into the soul of learning.  The direction of interest and intentions becomes adjusted or solidified; an eye for clarification occurs.  These students become effective, visionary and leaders.  As they develop team participation skills, group energy embraces power and momentum and they can learn the power of alliance.

Models of Curriculum Design: 

Models of curriculum design, presentation and participation represent and respect meaningful learning that is embedded in the social and physical environment within which it will be used.  Collaborative efforts that are dependent upon the learning community allowing freedom and confusion can lead to useful student understanding and transformation. 
When the student displays an initial interest in an area of learning, there will be an internalization of knowledge acquired.  This knowledge can be easily introduced by traditional requirements of course credit and assessment, with a textbook, tape, a non-interactive course, video or "sage on the stage" techniques of presentation.  The learning will be applied to accumulated wisdom, experience and knowledge.

However, if there is required communication of the understanding of how the knowledge applies to personal situations through projects, tests etc… the learning can be solidified.  And when brainstorming with others occurs, the student can discover their understanding of the information relative to others, who have vastly different backgrounds of experience and opinion. 

They can then learn how it relates to their experiences, problems, solutions, but also how it relates to that of others.  At this level of learning there is an opening for a level of awareness that expands the "person."  They learn how others think and may become compassionate to their needs.  They begin to expand their understanding of what exists beyond themselves, their opinions and the requirements of the course.  

With this information a new level of knowledge is acquired that has broadened the original view of the information and begins to affect change of thinking for personal plans, situations and/or application of this knowledge to the future.

A higher level of learning relates to the designing of plans for application of this knowledge to the personal future of the learner.  

· What changes will now occur related to this learning, which has occurred alone and in a community?  

· How will I (personally) be enhanced?  

· How will my environment and that of others be gifted from my learning?

This is the level of learning incorporated into the design of this online media internship program. 

Creating a realistic, 'real-time' learning community through the use of online coursework can create interactivity with the student that evolves toward inspired, engaged learning.

1) The "net-gener" discovers the realms of thought and philosophy made so easily accessible by the technology

2) The facilitator (previously "teacher') uses the technology to "draw the learner in" 

3) They are helped to explore the vastness, then narrow the focus relevant to the uniqueness of the interest and goal of that individual 

4) Then once again, the learner is aided by the continued contact to "tweak the plans" of community involvement

5) They are helped to develop ways and means of perpetuating change within and change outside of the self
6) They get a glimpse of the excitement, possibilities, the "part they play" and how their malleable future may be formed.
Creating, Maintaining and Evolving toward the Optimal Online Community

With an optimal online community experience in mind, we continue with suggestions for the creation, maintenance and evolution of an online internship program. Emphasis has been placed on the initial stages of introducing the technology so that the myriad of individual circumstances of learning, including the levels of technological skill and access can create a "place for everyone" to encourage and sustain comfort and success. With clear-cut structure, collective energy can be maintained and enhanced and the individual needs with group support and recognition can be transformed to create a new entity, serving a "bigger picture" beyond the classroom.

These factors are important for the success of an online community, but by themselves may not be sufficient to make that learning experience "optimal." To transform a good online community learning experience to one that is truly exceptional requires not just attention to the theory and pedagogy of online teaching and learning, but also the opportunity to put this theory into practice. An optimal online community evolves by providing opportunities for growth beyond the confines of the virtual classroom. 

It is this last piece -- evolving the community by requiring students to extend and use the curriculum -- that can make an online learning community 'optimal'. With the requirement of research, reflection, discussion, and action, students can master not just the principles of online learning; they can test them, and create new principles appropriate for their particular situations. 

An optimal online program will recognize that students in a cohort may come from institutions and organizations of vastly different sizes, missions, and budgets. Such a program will provide motivational activities that allow students to explore the theory and practice of online learning applied to specific disciplines of interest, as well as to those different organizations. It is not enough, though, to have the students complete their self-study and move on; an optimal program must leverage the work of individuals to enrich both the cohort and the institution or organization or community. 

Serve the "Higher" Good while Enhancing Individual Needs

The final element in the Circle for Learning collaborative work, is the key ingredient in a truly optimal program. It requires students to apply the ideas they have learned from self-study, lectures, and concurrent postings to their own communities, and beyond.

An optimal online program depends upon, both the concurrent learning, discussion and the collaborative creation of ideas, solutions, strategies, and models. Its strength to the participants, as pioneers and leaders within their institutions, companies, organizations, and professions is learning with, through, and because of others in the class, either in social, political, or educational causes.   

The optimal online community supports that vision of going farther, outstretching to more facets of the individual and collective community over a longer time-period, supported by the framework of the class. Whether a short-term project, an entire online class, or longer-term investigation, online students must collaboratively research, apply, gather, and share the benefits, limitations, strengths, weaknesses, and lessons learned. 

This is the focus of "A Place for Everyone" in an online classroom -- develop and

practice skills within the virtual community, and extend them to "real" social, educational, political, and commercial communities. Recognizing and using the power of teamwork is based on the strength of its make-up - finding a place for everyone. By recognizing individual skills of each group member, the highlighted components of the individuals form a new entity, which can serve the "higher" good while enhancing the individual needs.

Optimal online programs must also embrace the need for flexibility, in terms of student projects as well as opportunities for exploring tangents and threads of interest to the community. This experience will reveal and impart the insight, periphery and frontier for further research, solutions and proposals for change.

Uniqueness in Course Design:
In planning, assessment and accessibility related to the course participation and requirements, it is advantageous if students have an opportunity to choose between their most appropriate "paths of learning." 

A student’s objectives can vary from a general curiosity to a distinct interest.  Depending on the individual interests, the student can pick and choose their focus in course presentation.  The options are based not only on interest, but location, technology, time and computer availability. 

A precourse survey and/or interview can bring awareness to the student and the instructor about the student's intentions.  It also informs other participants about the student's intentions, background and opinions related to this endeavor. Because of the existence of such individuality, the following choices may exist: 

1) Total face to face involvement. Online course involvement is still required. 

2) Partial in-person participation.  The student may use the facilities and receive added direction at the media offices, but do much of the online coursework in another location.

3) Full online participation.  The student will do all work online at location other than the media headquarters.

The face-to-face options that are available for coursework, give the student who is inexperienced with technology the confidence to sign up for the course.  After initially providing strong support and confidence-building in small incremental steps, the students may make the choice to do almost all of the work online. 

Here are some student quotes relative to their initial expectations and the progression of her experience: 

"I think in the coming weeks I would feel better spending more time in the office, where I can ask questions and get clarification from you on the spot."
"Coming into the office made things run much smoother than they did last week. However I like the flexibility of doing some stuff from home."

"Overall I enjoyed the second week much more than the first and am looking forward

to the third."

"Technology gets to be a breeze as you do it again and again. It becomes a wonderful tool, instead of a mystery and so many skills that are at your fingertips as you progress through life."

By showing support for the preferred "paths" of learning, we enhance the levels of interest and success of the students, and as a result, we enhance the relationship of respect and trust for them, as contributors to this immediate learning environment. 

Part of a Team from Day 1

Many authors relate the importance of setting the right "tone" for an online community's success. Creating a supportive sense of participation, collaboration, facilitation, and application; creating partners and groups; setting the tone -- all are crucial first steps to the establishment of a vibrant community. And once the community is started, maintaining those feelings requires consistent modeling of good practices by facilitators, including active involvement in the discussions, organized review and frequent synopsis of key ideas. 

From the course welcome to the guidelines, the voice of the content begins with encouragement and support, giving a sense of professionalism needed to be a successful part of this team. The student becomes a media team member from the start.  Receiving support for the inclusion of a variety of demographics for the course population, there will be a growing respect shown by the communication amongst ages and sensitivity to issues of differences and similarities. This awareness and sensitivity will be presented and described in detail in the course introduction and structure. 

Requiring the students to extend and use the curriculum immediately can make an online learning community 'optimal'.  The coursework can extend the community beyond the "walls of the course."  The work of individuals enriches both the cohort and the institution or organization or community.  Again practicing the skills that may be so important in a technological future. 

This optimal online program depends upon both the concurrent learning and discussion and the collaborative creation of ideas, solutions, strategies, and models.  With all of this is the possibility to create a supportive sense of participation, collaboration, facilitation, and application; creating partners and groups; setting the tone -- all are crucial steps to the establishment of a vibrant community. In this type of course design, the many facets of support are recognized as the 'guarantee' of success for the student.

Course support
The students can communicate through email, virtual office, discussion threads, chat rooms and instant messaging throughout the course weeks, with each other, the instructor and/or intern team.

Directions are explicitly defined in each course section with the use of graphics, symbols and many "text links" to keep this communication encouragement constant and flowing.

Students in an online internship can become aware of their importance and responsibilities in effective, efficient communication, whether they have a question or a deadline on an assignment that will immediately affect the publishing requirements.

The "ice breaker" week 1 activities are designed to have all technology tested and receive immediate feedback from the team, instructor, help line, tech support and/or other students.

The uniqueness in course design may include location, time and space options of involvement.  If they are new to technology and online coursework, they can receive face to face contact and support 5 days a week at headquarters, if needed, and they live in the local vicinity.  The range of support options varies from initial total face to face to online participation and support only.

Respect for Diversity and Unity: 

A common goal to serve a community of readers and writers exists with this team of people who have a full responsibility of publishing, relating a variety of ideas, interests and backgrounds, all working together. The students immediately become a part of a learning team.

Throughout the course, constant support and encouragement for creativity and individuality in projects is also given, showing appreciation for diversity and service. 

By imparting an air of confidence, of encouragement to explore, of freedom from fear and judgement, effective online teachers create the foundation from which the community can emerge. When you take away the fear factor, then people will brainstorm and have the experience of their lifetime.  Similar to a host of a party, the optimal online teacher invites you into his/her "home," sharing their personal environment, and through that setting, sharing a bit of their personal views and values as well.

Recognition of Learning Styles and Needs 

In course development there is a need for recognition of individual learning goals and appreciation for different learning styles that exist in the population of our students.  It is best if you can provide a number of "inlets" and "outlets" for participation respecting the whole person, the multiple sensory learning techniques and the variety of available stimulatory channels that can maintain the student's creativity, interaction and, ultimately, engagement in their learning.

After the initial student surveys the instructor has elicited information on student learning style preferences, interests, goals of learning and the application of that learning to their current environment. 

The use of visual icons throughout the weeks of the course can help promote constant recognition of how the content pieces are designed and to help maintain unification as the parts of the puzzle unfold and the larger vision of comprehension and participation is understood.  

Especially valuable may be quick, weekly surveys and a checklist or "Staying on Track" section that reminds the student, each week, to evaluate and reflect on their progress.  In addition to reading the lecture online, audio or video versions of week overviews or special assignments can be available.

Use of Imagery and Audio:
Descriptive slides, verbal audio and music help increase interactivity and understanding and often accompany the photo displays. By using these different modes (pictorial, graphic, auditory) there exists a redundant presentation of essential information to increase the accessibility for individual preferences. (Universal Principles of Design)
Remembering the old saying, "A picture speaks a thousand words," imagery is important to the learner, especially the learner who has less adeptness with comprehension of the written word.  A pictorial clue, a chart, or graph can amplify understanding.  A cartoon or photo can stimulate the imagination.  With the addition of audio to the visual, the learning can be more engaging, more interactive and fun.  It reminds me of adding a painting to a wall, music to a room's background or special lighting as ambience.  All of it enhances the experience, engages more of the student's senses, which in turn helps strengthen their memory and appreciation of  "the visit."

Discussions are continual, relating opinions to readings, personal "real-life" applications of new learning and answers to each other’s questions.  A simple, clear presentation, using all modalities to engage the student requires continued communication and active participation with the class peers and the instructor (s). 
Continual Assessment

From the start of the course, feedback and reflection are keys to course structure, student success and future planning.  The openness in communication is encouraged through the discussions and assessment techniques. 

Continual feedback is a major requirement of the course.  This is an aid to the instructor but it is also an aid to the individual who takes the time to make choices on the surveys and reflect on the reasons for these choices.

There is a pre-evaluation by students noting initial intentions, objectives, and expectation of the technology and learning scope.   This range of evaluation continues through each week's assessment of discussions, assignments and reflections with questions designed with relevance to the students as "food for thought."  But more importantly these answers are giving the instructor much of the information needed related to the success of course design, communication, support and the aptitudes of learning with these students.

Journal

The student is an active participant in a world of information, learning from other viewpoints, experiences and cultures. They have the opportunity to immediately apply their learning, the lesson, skill or knowledge and the immediate feedback brings clarity to their next step of learning or future planning. The motivation towards excellence and completion are exhilarated.

With the use of a journal the students are encouraged to make notations as to their impressions of articles, opinions of others, best points of reference for future learning and application, as well as notes on general 'progress of learning.' 

All the while, they will continue to converge in the online classroom with other classmates in discussion, learning and course content completion, which will include comparison of learning and experience, as well as project collaboration. 

At the end of the course, this journal will be one of the significant pieces of research that will be studied, evaluated and shared with the instructor and others in the class. It includes a focus on more specific interests of the individual student. They can be required to list a series of steps that will administer an immediate plan of action toward applying the new realizations, understandings and discoveries to their present environment of learning in order to elicit change and accomplishment.

Motivational Activities

As the students progress through the categories of the course each week, they will be highly motivated by the pace of the course, a glimpse of the future requirements and a constant need to schedule and work in incremental steps toward the final completion of all course projects.  

Their activities are continually published online, immediately, to a reading public of thousands, which includes family, friends, community members and professionals who frequently provide feedback of critical thought, encouragement or an extension of research.   This contribution, beyond the walls of the class, can be very a powerful realization of the impact of their work. 

If there is a final collaborative project that not only uses all the technology that has been introduced, but unites this learning toward a to the community, then the learning can be even more powerful. 
Convergence of time spent learning the needed skills for the final project can be varied.  For example if photography is a special interest, the student will spend more time on the technology, media and onsite location experience to acquire added skills in this area.  

In more detail, by the end of the class:

· The students will consolidate their impressions of the knowledge acquired and use it to create and submit a final project.

· The objective of the final project is to increase the students’ abilities to enunciate special areas of interest and list a series of steps that will help administer an immediate, individualized plan of action. 

· The application of these new realizations, understandings and discoveries will elicit change and accomplishment to their present environment of learning, noting special areas of interest that will require more research.

· The students will discover and discuss the current character of education and how it has and will affect their lives.

· The students will evaluate, reflect and rethink their present learning and teaching influences and techniques.

· The students will create reflective questions and discuss them in order to gain more insight into the changes that may be required for their “successful” future.

As an addition to the "end of the course" self-assessment, students return to their original individual, personally formulated questions and "highlight" changes or realizations that have been made since the beginning of the class.  Again the journal will speak to them about their acquired learning, as well as personal techniques of learning and interest that can be valuable to their future plans.

Here we have learner-centered emphasis on skills of analysis, reason and problem-solving and instruction designed to connect all learning styles, combining experience, reflection and experimentation.  Adding multiple kinds of assessment that emphasize the development of "whole brain" capacity that uses all learning styles with respect and understanding of the individuality of the students, the creators, the innovators, the communication, collaboration and application of their learning can be so much more relevant and meaningful.

Student Outcomes from a Different Angle: 
In relation to the more general convergence of technology, education and community, students will understand:

1) The role of technology and electronic communication in relation to the students’ environments of education, career and community.

2) The new definition of “freedom” created by the information age and how this is affecting the past, present and future definition of “community” and education.

3) An individual’s needs that are changing in relation to becoming a self-manager, self-learner with new levels of self-esteem.

4) The process of learning that is changing the role of the teacher, learning techniques, methods and definition of optimal learning. 

5) The definition of success in a society centered curriculum serving a need for connectiveness in the community.

Final Intended Outcome:

“Through the new information acquired on an individual level, certain skills, gifts and ideas from team members will evolve and become more evident to the group. Here is found a "place for everyone."  The power of teamwork in an online community has been discovered and the strength can now move the learning experience forward to a new realm. This newly formed cohesive, knowledgeable entity can continue its acquirement of wisdom by applying its present skills to further another community that exists outside its course walls. Though the individual learners may already be involved in change and solution for its individual goals, as well as those of their institutions and organizations, the evolving step would be to take this, the optimal online community and support that vision of going one step further.” 

With assessment that considers course content, time line, motivation of students, rate and quality of learning and scale of daily application of learned skills, the design and presentation of the course can be most effective.
Summary:

The constructivism approach to teaching, using the teacher as a facilitator, and the assessment techniques as motivators towards completion of the individualized goals and objectives has been used. 

Individuals from all walks of life, with the advantage of time and space convenience, can now interact with a diverse, distributed and expert knowledge base.  This can bring a realization about their world, in relation to technology, education, and its use toward community-building, which has possibilities of great change for the betterment of all.

Finding a place for everyone includes a place for this new online community in the larger picture of virtual service and interaction. The results are a substantially cohesive group that has created an experience for immediate application of ideas and learning as well as a structure for continual, instantaneous feedback of theories and actions.

In conclusion, technology is the sail directing this quick pace of change.  This generation of students is tossed by the winds of time.  They have an eye on the waves, but a focus on their impending destination.  The horizon of opportunities is vast, and the vehicles to carry them are developing almost as quickly as they can imagine their existence.  The skills, wisdom and vision developed during an online course or an online internship experience can gift them with the community education, participation and knowledge to better map the course of their future.

Conclusion:

We are very much at the beginning of this vast change of connection.  I see our job as one that successfully introduces the technology use in learning, familiarizes gently the use with the possibilities of the "machine," and philosophically initiates possibility through support, constant encouragement and respect for the "individual" instruction.

This use of technology is a "molecule of hope" that serves the student's purpose of being human.  This can be continually sparked through the use of technology in learning, with application to individuality, creativity and teamwork beyond the class.  Community involvement becomes a part of life.  So evolves happiness, life long learning and a more expansive positive lifestyle for the learner and all involved.
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