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Slides 1 & 2: Introduction:

Good afternoon, my name is Gillian Andersen and I am a full-time instructor of English composition and technical writing at Eastern New Mexico University in Portales, New Mexico. I began my teaching career in 2002, and used BlackBoard to supplement the four on-site courses that I taught that year. To date, I have taught five courses online including second semester freshman composition, report writing, and technical writing, and will be teaching two online courses in the Fall.

Although my school has offered distance education for approximately 10 years, in the last two years, we have moved from television-based courses into web-based offerings. This spring, our institution offered more than 50 online courses. As we are relatively new to this mode of course delivery, we are struggling with many of the ethical concerns that other institutions in the academy face. Currently, my institution has formed two committees that will engage the ethical issue of quality control in online teaching; I have been invited to sit on both committees. 

An overview of the literature suggests that colleges and universities are struggling with ethical questions that include concerns about mode of delivery, accessibility, course quality, academic honesty, and pedagogy. 

Today, I will talk about ethics in distance education. There will be time for questions at the end of my presentation.

Although distance education has been around in various forms for a number of years, online education is a relatively new mode of course delivery; thus, not much has been written on ethics and online teaching; thus, this presentation by necessity represents an incomplete overview of the topic. Although much has been written about online education, colleges and universities are still struggling with ethical issues that this mode of course delivery involves. 

Slide 3: Types of Distance Education Programs

Distance education can include correspondence courses, televised courses through university networks where synchronous courses provide distance education to students in remote areas to an on campus sites, correspondence courses, and online education that uses platforms like WebCT and Blackboard to deliver courses via the World Wide Web. This talk will focus on online education and ethical issues that surround online course delivery.

Slide 4: Types of Institutions Offering Distance Education
Currently, traditional colleges and universities, virtual universities, and high schools are offering online courses and online programs. This discussion will be limited to ethical issues for colleges and universities. 

According to Stella and Gnanam, as of the year 2000 “[...] ninety-four percent of all colleges and universities were either engaged (63%) or planning to be (31%) engaged in distance and distributed learning” (145). Clearly, this reflects a growing market in distance education.

Slide 5: Populations Being Served
Colleges and universities are serving both traditional and nontraditional students via online course delivery. Approximately ¾ of today’s online students are non-traditional. These students are typically older than 24, and have additional responsibilities in their lives (including jobs and families). In a 2000 symposium, Dibiase remarked, “Older, part-time students constitute the one growth market available to US higher education. The trouble is that older students tend to have careers, families and other commitments that often take precedence over their continuing education” (132). Deb Gearhart, who is the distance education director at Dakota State University, supports this analysis of the non-traditional student. In her paper, Are Distance Educators and Administrators Following Ethical Practices? she quotes Oblinger, “Today’s population of learners is older, more diverse and more time-constrained than ever before” (24). Oblinger goes on to say that, traditional students still make up only ¼ of the online student population. This group includes students who are 18-24 years old, and are attending college for the typical college experience; this may include sorority and fraternity activities, dorm life, and other on-campus activities (24). 

The large population of non-traditional students suggests that online course delivery is playing a significant role in educating students who might not otherwise have access to a college degree. 

Slide 6: Areas of Concern
Preparedness, accessibility, financial challenges, technical readiness, quality control, and class size are merely some of the ethical issues that mandate conversation. I will discuss each briefly. 

Slide 7: Preparedness
One ethical concern in online teaching is preparedness. As institutions embrace technology as a mode of course delivery, they are sometimes neglecting to properly prepare professors for the online classroom. Preparing professors for online teaching involves considerable expense, time commitment, and planning. Often, professors do not receive the level of support necessary for success in the online classroom. In a 2004 article on quality assurance in distance learning, Clarke et al. assert, “The mark of good distance learning is tutorial support” (5). Clearly, this is an ethical concern for instructors and students alike.

 Schools that are coming into their own as online course providers struggle with concerns about how to best prepare professors for this new teaching style. Will workshops provide a reliable source of information that most people can understand? Are written documents better than oral instruction? The answers are not simple. Workshops are only as good as the support person presenting them. Such an individual must be attuned to the variety of technical skill levels in his/her audience. Although a well-written guide can provide the user with on-the-spot assistance, a long and technical guide can confuse and frustrate the user. I pull a recent example from my own university where WebCT “provided” a guide that was more than 600 pages long.

Students who are preparing for online learning face different challenges. Many are accustomed to a traditional lecture-centered classroom. If they are traditional age, and are recent high school graduates, they often come ill-prepared for the demands of online learning. Often students do not understand the time commitments, and the other requirements of an online classroom. According to Broad, “Providing adequate academic and students services to students at a distance is a critical issue for all forms of distance education” (qtd. in Ross et al. 48). Successful online students must devote considerable time to online learning, and they must be self-starters. From my experience, many traditional students are not prepared for this level of commitment. Non-tradition students face challenges as well. Many of them have been out of the classroom for many years and must adjust to an online environment that requires them to learn technology and to approach learning in a pro-active way. 

 Another ethical issue is institutional preparedness for online course delivery.  Colleges and universities are charged with multiple responsibilities to teachers, students and staff. When online teaching is new to an institution, administrators are forced to consider technological readiness, ways to inform faculty, and ways to provide students with technical and tutorial support. 

Certainly, the selection of software for delivery is crucial to teacher and student success. Gearhart asserts, “In good distance course design the technology used to deliver the content should be carefully thought out and appropriate for content. The delivery method should not take away from the course content and if this is done correctly, the course will be delivered ethically (Gearhart 16). 

Slide 8: Accessibility
Accessibility is a major ethical issue that cannot be ignored. Institutions must ensure that students and faculty alike understand the technological demands of online course delivery, and are prepared to meet them. If an institution makes high-tech the standard, this has ethical implications for students who may not be able to purchase the latest computer. In effect, there is a danger that system requirements, if they are too specialized, could create a class system that will place online education out of reach for a significant portion of the population. Indeed, Gearhart’s discussion of this question reinforces the need to entertain cost as a significant ethical issue: “The use of distance education and the new technologies has help[ed] adult and traditional learners both with flexibility in a learner-centered educational process, but does it only reach a select group? Not only do certain groups not have access to the technology, but costs are also an issue (Gearhart, Are Distance Educators 25). 

Another ethical issue speaks to technological savvy. Although the educational software offers an almost endless number of teaching tools, instructors must consider the fact that some students are more comfortable with technology than others are; while it is reasonable to ask students to upload assignments to WebCT  or BlackBoard, expecting students to upload work to an additional online program (like Turnitin) may be asking too much.  

Professors must also ensure that documents are formatted so that students will be able to gain easy access. While HTML may provide some benefit to professors (for instance, an HTML document can be edited online which eliminates the need to edit off line and reload a document), some students may have difficulty opening such a document (especially if they own older computer equipment). While Microsoft Word documents have been the standard for some time, students sometimes have trouble opening these, too. PDF documents carry several advantages. First, they maintain the integrity of the document (bullets, numbering, etc.). Second, anyone with an Acrobat Reader (free online) can read them. 

Instructors must also be prepared to help students who suffer access problems. Pop-up blockers can prevent students from opening documents, or logging on to chat rooms. Although there are several easy fixes for this problem, professors must have the advanced knowledge to help their students overcome these obstacles. 

Another ethical consideration is the day-to-day cost of an online course for students. At ENMU, we do not require asynchronous discussions in online courses, but WebCT has a chat area that will allow students and faculty to conduct synchronous chat sessions; however, some students may depend on work-place computers, campus computers, or home-based computers where they have slow-speed dial-up access to online courses. While most functions on WebCT will work with slower dial-up systems, chat areas may be frustrating for those who do not have high-speed internet. The cost of high-speed internet as a home-based product may be prohibitive for some students.

In theory, the online classroom can contain a countless number of students; nevertheless, there are enrollment limitations; this is especially true in courses that are grading-intensive like writing courses. 

Slide 9: Financial Concerns
There are tremendous costs to offering online courses. Universities must consider not only the costs of training faculty, but maintaining up-to-date computers, software, and other technological products. In an industry where change is inevitable, schools may be absorbing the cost of replacing expensive equipment approximately every five years. There is the additional cost of training faculty after some software upgrades. My own institution recently considered the possibility of moving to the next version of WebCT, but discovered that such an upgrade was cost prohibitive. With high costs, it is tempting to “create mega-courses to make as much money as possible from them” (Alger 1); yet, there are ethical questions that must be addressed. Gearhart asserts “[...] productivity is the wrong thing to care about. The task in the information age is not how to do the job right but what is the right job to do?” ( Are Distance Educators and Administrators Following Ethical Practices? 20).

If student fees are exorbitant, students may become customers who shop for the lowest price. As Gearhart remarks, “Price will become a greater factor in student choice” (Developing Ethical Policies 1). Additionally, if we pass too large a share of the cost onto students, online learning may be closed to lower income students. When we consider the fact that many online students are non-traditional students who want to return to school later in life, it seems likely that if course fees are too high, then we may be denying an education to a significant portion of the population.  

Slide 10: Quality Control

A major concern is the ethics of online course delivery; institutions connect this to quality assurance. There are several key areas to consider in quality assurance. First, there must be recognition that students and faculty need support to prepare for online teaching and learning. This means that faculty must receive the necessary training to make the transition from the traditional classroom to the online environment. Gearhart asserts “[...] the enormous growth in distance education programs, particularly in online courses, has caused an ethical dilemma in higher education. At many intuitions there is a lack of proper training for faculty adventuring into the distance environment” (Are Distance Educators 18-19). 

Students must also be prepared for the demands of online learning in an environment that is much more learner-centered than the traditional lecture model to which most students are accustomed. Online learning requires a much bigger commitment from students who are not used to taking control of their own education. Gearhart relates her own experiences, “Our campus students enroll in the online courses to get out of going to class, only to find out the online courses are more work” (Are Distance Educators? 27).

Slide 11: Ethics in the Distance Education Classroom
The question of professors acting responsibly in the online classroom is not an easy one to address. In fact, some of the literature suggests that while professors aim for quality, the lack of training and support can result in less-than-desirable results (Gearhart). The online venue can result in people being less responsive than they would be in the more traditional face-to-face classroom. Quality teaching online requires commitment an understanding of the online environment. Often professors approach online teaching with good intentions, but feel ill equipped to handle the demands that the online environment requires. Communication with online students can be challenging at best. In my own experience, approximately 35% of my online students live outside of the region (New Mexico and Texas). Many students are struggling just to pay ordinary expenses, and long-distance telephone calls entail extra costs that they simply cannot afford. Online students, therefore, depend largely on email communication. This can be problematic in a number of ways. First, students often want immediate answers, and even if a professor checks online courses daily, there may be delays of 24 hours or longer before students receive answers. Second, even the best intentioned email messages can be misinterpreted. This can lead to misunderstandings and hurt feelings. 

It is a mistake to believe that onsite course materials can simply be transferred to online courses. Notes in particular are typically designed for the onsite classroom. Professors use such materials to guide them through lecture, but most course notes are not intended for use outside of lecture. A colleague of mine was frustrated because he posted his course notes online only to discover that students either were not reading them, or misunderstood the material. It is important to recognize that the online format requires student-focused learning that encourages self-directed study. The role of the teacher, then, necessarily changes in the online classroom. So, what does this say about quality? It suggests that quality and delivery are intertwined, and that while learning outcomes can parallel onsite courses, it is a mistake to believe that onsite course materials can necessarily be duplicated in the online classroom. 

Academic dishonesty is always a concern in both onsite and online learning environments. Some believe that the very existence of an online class encourages a greater incidence of plagiarism. According to Hinman, “[...] honesty in distance education is a growing concern (qtd. in Bauman 1). We must understand that academic dishonesty is occurring in a generation where downloading music, movies, and other copyright material is commonplace (Gearhart qtd in Bauman 1). So, let us consider a few key points. First, while it is true that online students can plagiarize by using outside materials, the same can be said of onsite students. According to Gearhart, “[…] as many as three quarters of students on campuses today admit to some sort of academic fraud” (Are Distance Educators? 22).An additional concern, though, is the question of whether or not professors can monitor academic integrity in an environment where they never see their students. Second, students in almost any academic environment can employ others to do work for them; therefore, the online venue is not special in that regard. The literature suggests that one way to combat this problem is collaboration. Although students typically dislike group projects, collaborative work (especially in the online classroom) enhances learning in two ways. First, it provides opportunities to establish learning communities where students exchange ideas and work on mutually beneficial projects. Second, group work is less susceptible to cheating because there is more accountability to the group, and academic dishonesty in this setting would require collusion. 

Slide 12: Are Professors Teaching Online Courses Responsibly?

The question of whether or not professors are teaching responsibly is a difficult one to answer. Although there are ethical considerations that must be addressed, we might assume that most professors are teaching online in order to enhance learning opportunities. However, we cannot ignore the possibility that students sometimes feel ignored in the online classroom, and may perceive that professors do not care. It is crucial that professors receive appropriate training in order to ensure that they are prepared to handle the demands of online delivery. Communication is fundamental to success in the online classroom, and professors who are accustomed to a learning environment where verbal communication is readily available, may not fully understand the need for prompt responses to electronic communication. 

A second concern is whether professors understand the delivery platform well enough to execute the tasks associated with online teaching. Clearly, if a professor is trying to learn a new platform, and how to adjust to the pedagogical demands of online teaching, it may be difficult for them to conduct class. A number of institutions are struggling with the fact that while online teaching provides a number of opportunities to a wider audience, some find that faculty are not fully prepared for this challenge.

Several years ago, my institution made the decision to switch online course delivery platforms. We used Blackboard for a number of years to augment traditional onsite courses. The opportunity to switch to WebCT was tempting. We found that the cost for course delivery would be lower than it would be with a BlackBoard upgrade, and our technical advisor felt that the new options offered by WebCT would benefit our school. The decision to change platforms was made in November of 2004, and the new system was in place for the Spring 2005 semester. A number of teachers (myself included) agreed to teach online courses for the Spring term, but needed significant training in order to master WebCT. The faculty technical advisor quickly established workshops, but was learning the new platform at the same time herself. Tech-savvy faculty spent time during the Christmas break learning WebCT, but those who were not as comfortable with technology had difficulty mastering a system that, frankly, is somewhat counter-intuitive. For instance, from my experience, WebCT uses labels like “Manage Students” when the user actually wants to access the “Grade book;” if the user selects “Grade book,” he or she will be directed to an example of a grade book as seen from the student’s perspective.

In the traditional classroom, many institutions have used standardized evaluation instruments for student-teacher evaluation. Typically, these instruments allow the student to respond on a graded scale regarding areas such as grading, teacher response, opportunities for student participation, and the like. Some institutions have transferred these same evaluation instruments to online classes. Problems arise when student are faced with making the distinction between their own ability to function in the online class, the professor’s ability to conduct the online class, and problems with technology. Clearly there are instances technological malfunctions affect the quality of the class. Establishing a secure and accurate evaluation process is crucial if we hope to collect useful data that will help us improve online courses and programs. 

Slide 13: Reinventing the Teaching Model

Is the onsite classroom the ideal model? There is some temptation to identify the onsite classroom as the “ideal” because we are accustomed to a format that offers face-to-face contract in a classroom that basically requires students to listen, take notes, and reproduce what we tell them. The student’s perception, then, has typically been that professors are “producers” of knowledge. In fact, students come to us from a paradigm that reinforces “spoon-fed” learning.  Today, many people (including, I suspect, students) see the online model as a less-than-genuine reproduction of the onsite classroom. Universities are concerned about offering online degrees that will not be subject to this academic “prejudice.” Often, schools are concerned with online course quality because they want to ensure that online degrees carry equal value to onsite degrees in the academic community. 

In 1996, Smith identified three models of ethics in teaching:

1. The teacher as the transmitter and interpreter of socially useful knowledge.

2. The moral equity model – based on fairness and equity between students and teachers

3. The problem-posing teaching model where “the separation between teacher and student tends to dissolve (qtd. in Gearhart, Are Distance Educators? 5-6).

An advantage to online learning is that it encourages a learner-centered environment that requires self-motivation in a way that onsite classes typically do not. Often educators point to student-based learning as an important element in teaching students to think for themselves; to stimulate problem solving, and to help students learn how to find information for themselves. From my experience, students do not respond particularly well to teaching strategies that require independent learning. A question is should we adhere to the traditional model simply because it falls within the comfort zone for many students (and professors)?

 During my first year as an instructor of English composition, I spent a large portion of my time lecturing. It was a model that was familiar to me (and to my students). I frequently corrected their work, and believed that it was my job to lead students to the “right” answers. Soon I discovered that my students were limited because they only knew the truths that I presented. Learning to edit their own work, learning how to interpret reading assignments, and determining how to problem solve was prescribed for them, and they learned these skills only within the limited framework that I provided. I (and they) were comfortable working within the parameters of a traditional classroom. However, one measure of learning is what occurs beyond the classroom, and finally I realized that I was reinforcing a structure that prevented my students from learning outside the walls of the classroom. If we perceive education as something that students take with them, then how we teach them is as big an ethical concern as what we teach them, (I would suggest that in some ways, it is an even bigger concern). The online model necessitates self-motivated learning. A teacher must encourage independent learning and collaborative learning through group projects, discussion boards, and synchronous chats that are learner-focused.

Slide 14: Distance Education and a New Teaching Model

As previously mentioned, onsite teaching cannot simply be transferred to an online platform. The lack of face-to-face contact, requirements for more active student involvement, and methodologies for sending and receiving information require a different approach to pedagogy. Stern assets that “An alternative paradigm is one that places various ‘users’ at the centre [sic] of the process (qtd. in Gilroy et al. 4). In responding to Stern, Gilroy et al. suggest, “Here the emphasis is on those who are experiencing the learning and teaching process, not on those who are attempting to control the process through some sort of positivist quality and audit (4). This brings various ethical concerns into play. Students who are not accustomed to online learning may require more contact with the professor, and ethically, professors have an even greater obligation in the online classroom to facilitate communication between themselves and students. This is not to suggest that the onsite model does not provide substantial information that can be applied to the online classroom. Frequent and substantive feedback (as in the traditional classroom) is still crucial. Students need to understand progress, and ways to improve their work (this is particularly true in a writing-intensive course). 

Slide 15: Quality Control and Academic Freedom

Colleges and universities are competing in a global market; therefore, quality must be a consideration. Among my research articles is an article about online teaching in the Arab world where surprisingly, concerns for quality control in the online classroom closely match our own.

Professors who essentially “abandon” online courses by failing to communicate with students in a timely manner, neglect to post course materials, and do not grade assignments are raising ethical red flags. Naturally, institutions want to maintain their reputations particularly as they offer online courses and degrees that are subject to outside scrutiny and criticism. It has long been the case that professors value academic freedom. Selecting and developing course materials is an essential part of academic freedom. So, institutions are faced with a number of ethical dilemmas. How can schools maintain academic integrity while still respecting academic freedom? One answer is distance education policies and procedures that are developed through committees consisting of faculty and administration. Some virtual universities (Phoenix University is one example), closely monitor online classes, and have tremendous control over course materials (including syllabi, tests, assignments, and text). Most people who work for institutions like Phoenix are adjunct professors who are prepared for this level of control and scrutiny. In fact, one online instructor told me that she expected to teach a “packaged” course from the beginning. An ethical dilemma arises in the traditional university where the academy expects and welcomes academic integrity and freedom. Professors see their work beyond the classroom, and expect to create knowledge that can be presented at conferences, used in future teaching endeavors, and the like. Solid policies and procedures must be developed carefully over time, and with the help of stakeholders who have direct knowledge of the online teaching experience.  

Because universities are in a competitive global market, there is a temptation to offer large numbers of online courses. There is concern in the academy that this “rush” could result in a “template” approach to online courses. “Packaged” courses create ethical problems that cannot be ignored. First, there is concern that in a fast market, schools will be tempted to develop online templates that will allow anyone to conduct online courses. This can problematic if it does not take into account professional competence in the subject and in the online classroom. Another problem is that student populations at different institutions often require a teaching approach that is specific to that institution’s population. For instance, the majority of students who attend ivy-league schools are likely better prepared for the challenges of college than are their counterparts at smaller regional schools. In a student population where a vast number of students are first-generation college students (as is ENMU’s student body), students require support that takes into account the lack of preparation for college life, and often a lack of familial support. Finally, we cannot risk the temptation to turn online teaching into academic fast food. 

Slide 16: Ethics and Methods for Evaluation

As in the onsite classroom, evaluation is an important component of quality control. In addition to student evaluation of faculty, peer evaluation is important. According to Ross et al., “[the] faculty peer review process [is] a formative evaluation tool to assure that [colleges] [strengthen] the quality [of] distance education courses” (48). In discussing the peer evaluation at Ivy Tech, Ross et al. remarked, “The purpose was not to approve or reject courses as a summative evaluative judgment” (49). This evaluation process encompassed a data collection phase, which included the following elements:

1. Deciding on a process

2. Identifying criteria for evaluation

3. Deciding on common evaluation forms

4. Identifying peer review teams and assigning roles (50)

In the peer review and support phase, Ivy Tech followed this model:

1. Facilitate the review process

2. Arrange access to the course for peer reviewers

3. Review the course content

4. Gather responses

5. Analyze data

6. Present report

7. Evaluate the peer review process and adjust for future reviews (50).

 A fair evaluation should encompass peer and student evaluation of both the system and the professor’s performance in the online classroom. In some universities, onsite evaluation is limited to student evaluation of faculty; however, as universities compete for a share of the online market, there is a tremendous interest in developing a quality product; this necessitates peer evaluation and substantive feedback.

Another ethical issue arises out of the instrument for evaluation. Is it ethical to use the same evaluation instruments in online and onsite courses? If one considers the different challenges in the online classroom, the answer becomes clearer. In the traditional classroom, professors have control over course delivery in ways that differ from the online classroom. If a teacher is well prepared for an onsite class, he/she rarely has to worry about outside influences that may impede his/her ability to teach. In the online classroom, professors have to worry about system failure, a student’s inability to comfortable use technology, and problems with the delivery platform. 

Slide 17: Process

 “Traditional methods of online evaluation do not recognize and separate course design quality from instructional quality” (Santovec 1). Evaluation of online courses must include a process that separates the course from the instructor, and should cover formative evaluation (rather than just a rating scale), and quality assurance. 

Slide 18: Student Perceptions of Online Course Quality

Students (particularly undergraduates) are sometimes unable to separate instructional quality from technological failures or successes. Problems with technologies can be sufficiently frustrating to students that their perceptions of course quality can be affected. If students are the sole evaluators of a course, this can taint evaluations of online pedagogy. Peer evaluation can balance the scale so that course delivery problems can be separated from pedagogical failures. “From a promotion and tenure perspective, especially untenured faculty, the recognition of the quality of instruction must be recognized and rewarded without being ‘tainted’ by the student’s inexperience with technology, or problems with the course delivery system used by the university [..]” (Santovec 1).

Slide 19: Periodic Evolution

As in the traditional classroom, online teaching requires instructor review and revision, departmental review, and institutional review. Teaching in any venue can be come stale, and yes, unethical when students are not challenged by institutions where faculty are willing to approach teaching as an on-going process.

Slide 20: Conclusion

I have discussed only a partial list of practical issues in distance education, which have ethical implications. The field is relatively new, but while the theory is developing, universities and other institutions have the immediate practical problem of implementing courses which will succeed; not only by academic standards, but in the marketplace. This tension has spawned many debates in and out of purview of academic journals and conferences. It is sure to drive research in the years to come.
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