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ABSTRACT

This paper offers a case history of one university academic department’s experience with the pressure to create online scholarship opportunities for professional educators. As tertiary education transforms its course delivery to Web-based learning management platforms, instructors are challenged to transform career-long practice suddenly and without warning. The department in question focuses on school leadership and primarily serves mid-career professionals studying at the post-baccalaureate level. Practical and political challenges encountered by faculty members and the measures taken to tackle them are addressed. Institutional support initiatives are described, along with perspectives on the consequences of sudden technology migration to the quality of teaching, learning, and lifestyle. Using various data sources, faculty and student responses to institutional change are assessed, with implications for further policy and practice.  
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1. INTRODUCTION

In this paper we examine the particular challenges of graduate-level university scholarship for school leadership in a rural, geographically remote region of American Appalachia. Relative to more populated areas, this region is poorly served with technology and transportation infrastructure. Yet it is confronted by the same professional pressures as more affluent, better served regions. Faced with sharp competition for students from other institutions and severe regional difficulties in travel, the university that serves as the setting for this experience has launched strategies to make formal graduate education accessible and engaging to its professional constituents.

The university department under discussion deals with demands consistent with state and nationwide educational leadership issues, among them the recruitment of qualified personnel to administer elementary and secondary schools successfully. Responding to the state-level elimination of baccalaureate add-on certification for principals over ten years ago, the university was awarded a Master of School Administration (MSA) degree (a 42 hour program) and a doctorate in Educational Leadership (Ed.D, 60 to 66 hours) offered through the Department. Additionally, a post-Master’s specialist certificate (Ed.S, 36 hours) is offered for students who seek a credential beyond the master’s and the school superintendency professional license. 
Thus, we address questions of faculty and instructional development from the holistic perspective of institutional change, placing the particular challenges of online efficacy in the larger context of teaching and learning excellence. How do we improve scholarship for deep understanding? What implication does deep scholarship hold for teaching and learning in general? Once these principles are better understood institutionally, where do they point in terms of online, on-site and blended pedagogy? We expect that this inquiry will help inform the broader conversation about teaching, learning and tertiary institutional transformation against a backdrop of widespread digitization, changing student demographics, and increased market competition.
Supporting data for this paper range from quantitatively reported results from scaled surveys to narrative impressions culled from interviews and open-ended responses to “textbox” survey questions. Program enrollment statistics, training and professional development data, and expert opinion are analyzed against the backdrop of relevant field research on faculty development, technology integration, and online learning efficacy. Data analysis will attempt to reveal patterns of information that will inform future policy, organization, and program development.
2. LEADERSHIP AND CHANGE UNDER PRESSURE
In this paper we offer a detailed examination of the challenging nature of technological transformation for faculty and students; describe the tactics and strategies of an educational leadership department to confront them, report on various assessments of faculty and student response to these transformations, discuss the respective responsibilities of the university units, faculty members and students to confront these challenges successfully; and recommend future courses of action.

2.1 Theoretical framework
The literature on technology-driven organizational change in higher education is rich and deep. From top-level university administration (Brody, 2005) to front-line teaching practitioners (Kassop, 2003), computer-networked instruction is now accepted not simply as an immovable elephant on the table of tertiary instruction but also as a vehicle offering unprecedented opportunity for high-quality teaching, engaged learning, and access to the resources that enable constructive educational contact between individuals and their institutions. 

Oblinger (2005) outlines the challenges for higher education struggling with a market swing from time-liberated twenty-somethings to circumstance-constrained adults unable to afford the luxury of full-time campus-based study. In remote, sparsely populated areas of the United States, these limiting demographic circumstances are augmented by geographical conditions that push prospective mid-career students toward alternative professional development channels on the strength of educational access alone. If for no other reason than access, universities need to tap the market potential of online program development and to support faculty and students in preparing for such a tectonic shift.

A recent report declares “Face-to-face and online learning are quickly becoming equal and complementary ways of learning, just as newspaper and television have become complementary media of information” (Meyer, 2005). Supporting this perspective, recent literature details uniquely effective online teaching methods not available in traditional classroom settings (Koory, 2003; LeBaron and Santos, 2005; McDonald, 2002; Meyer, 2003; Michelich, 2002; Smith, Ferguson and Caris, 2001; and Wilson, 2002). 

Meyer (2005) suggests that the survival of traditional comprehensive universities will depend on their ability to identify and serve niche markets for their educational services, and to capitalize on worldwide distribution opportunities to confront growing global competition successfully. Several years ago, Carol Twigg (1998) predicted that survivors of the online education “bubble” of the late 1990s would be institutions committed to scholarly excellence. Tello (2002) has demonstrated a positive correlation between faculty “presence” and positive student attitudes toward their online study.

Notwithstanding the improving capacities of user-friendly online learning technologies, many university courses still fail to incorporate procedures offering authentic student engagement. Constructivist online teaching includes multiple activities that promote asynchronous reflection and synchronous conversation. Course designers and instructors are therefore challenged to consider characteristics of engaged learning (such as those described by Jones and his colleagues, 1998) and to devise deliberate techniques for assuring interaction among course participants to promote purposeful peer dialogue, and to establish a sense of belonging where all participants perceive themselves as stakeholders in an online learning community.

Arthur Levine’s recently released study Educating School Leaders (2005) has pronounced most preparation programs for principals, superintendents, and other school leaders as “inadequate to appalling.” He claims that such programs in no way lead to enhanced student achievement. He blames school districts and universities, suggesting that universities often treat such programs as “cash cows” without providing the necessary resources to support scholarly excellence. Levine calls for the elimination of the Ed.D degree, the creation of a new Master’s of Education Administration, reserving the Ph.D. for pure research. 

Cheryl McFadden’s 2003 study of educational leadership programs nationwide reveals that most departments of educational leadership are the last in US colleges of education to embrace online learning. Her research notes that many faculty members are former principals and superintendents who rely on their oral communication skills to create relationships in their settings and believe that such skills must be taught and practiced face-to-face. 

Notwithstanding this prevailing attitude, however, the professors’ division of the American Association of School Administrators devoted an entire 2002 issue of the AASA Professor to issues related to online learning. While Killion (2002) cautioned against assessing communications skills online, Nutta and Govoni (2002) called for incorporating the best of face-to-face instruction into online courses. Van Patten and Holt (2002) advocated online instruction for current and entry level administrators. 
Addressing these challenges demands a significant reconsideration of higher education’s approach to faculty development and workplace policy. Edgerton (2004) discusses higher education’s need to approach reform from “the inside out (taking responsibility) and “the outside in (rethinking accountability)” (p. 103). Based on cognition research, Edgerton views the ideal future university as an “involving institution” that engages faculty and students deeply in their ongoing struggle with new concepts and misconceptions. Since online learning will not, and should not, replace site-based practice, the question of reforming university teaching needs to be addressed primarily from a scholarly and, secondarily, from a technological viewpoint.
2.2 Leading the search for solutions
In response to these conditions, the academic department under discussion sought and received approval from our State’s General Administration to offer the MSA degree entirely online. In addition, a few Ed.S courses have migrated to an online format in addition to an undergraduate foundations course and the four core courses in the Master of Arts in Teaching and the Master of Arts in Education. 
The University’s original face-to-face MSA program has been highly rated each year on our State’s “institutions of higher education” reports. One hundred percent of graduates have passed the School Leaders Licensure Assessment, a six-hour problem based exam. The migration of this program to a fully online format has been accompanied by some initial faculty and student resistance. Such concern is consistent with experience around the nation (McDonald, 2002). Whether the demonstrated excellence of the face-to-face MSA program would carry over into the online distribution format remained to be determined.
Several departmental faculty members took advantage of incentives from the University’s Distance and Continuing Education Unit either for a $3000 stipend or for a future course release per online course developed and taught. This opportunity led to eleven department online courses being offered during the 2005 second semester. Several additional courses have also been developed in 2005 and 2006 by area school superintendents who frequently serve as adjunct faculty. To facilitate network access by school-based students, the department head met with area superintendents to inform them of the move to online instruction and to ask their assistance with firewall issues in their schools.
In 2004, the department launched a voluntary faculty mutual support group for online course development that was later expanded to include the entire College. Throughout 2004 and 2005, this group has met monthly. Closely involved with this group is the College librarian who has regularly attended department meetings and has served as a teaching assistant in the online courses. Also participating are highly capable trainers from the University’s campus-wide Faculty Center. Many faculty members are still mastering the technical skills of online course design and teaching; some have moved beyond to focus on pedagogical issues, while others have initiated ground-breaking designs in online instructional excellence.   

The department has assumed leadership within the University in the transition to online teaching. For example, the department has been the first to use synchronous and asynchronous voice technology in its courses. Because the current department faculty evaluation instrument was not appropriate for online courses, the department created a new one.  One department member led the University Faculty Center’s 2005 Summer Institute Faculty Focus Team on Teaching and Learning in an Online Environment; three department members participated, and another will lead the 2006 Institute. This focus team evolved into a Faculty Learning Community for Online Teaching and Learning for the 2005-2006 academic year. Membership was campus wide but group leadership came from the Department.  Meeting monthly, the group focused on best practices for student engagement. Two department members have offered summer orientation sessions for newly appointed faculty throughout the University.

In 2005, the department hosted a world-renowned European visiting scholar to share his perspective on the global future of networked learning. Five department members presented at the annual statewide university system Teaching and Learning with Technology Conference in early April 2005, representing the largest single departmental participation from this university. Under departmental leadership, our College of Education organized a half-day Passages to Online Learning faculty development event serving approximately forty individuals. This Passages event is being planned to serve the entire University in 2006 and beyond.  
2.3 Seeking evidence on progress
Several information strands support this paper. A description of institutional efforts to respond to perceived pressures for the integration of online strategies into the core teaching activity of the department is presented above. The pressures themselves are outlined, along with a discussion of problems encountered and successes achieved. 
The primary data sources for this discussion include: student feedback on online learning experiences within the University Department in question; student and faculty perspectives related to the challenges of transformation from traditional site-based practice to online and/or blended instruction; and expert counsel from a European visiting scholar who, in 2005, examined department and University online practices and advised future action. Field research on faculty technology integration in higher education is integrated with results from the collection and analysis of local data.

2.4 Where the evidence is leading
2.4.1 First data source: student feedback on their online learning experiences 
Student evaluations of online courses generally suggest that they endorse computer networked access for reasons of convenience and scholarship. Using the department constructed instrument to evaluate online classes, we analyzed the data from the 87 responses we received from ten post-baccalaureate courses in the spring of 2005. 
Data reveal that of the 34 questions on the student evaluation, students gave positive ratings of either “agree” or “strongly agree” to at least the 91% level on all but seven questions.  The highest rankings revealed that students accorded high marks to the usefulness of courses in attaining their professional goals and the goals of the program. As for student learning, 100% felt that course objectives contributed to their learning. Students also lauded the quality of syllabi, the organization of the scholarly content, the use of diverse communication strategies, and the stimulation of thinking. Ninety-three percent agreed or strongly agreed that they learned a great deal in these online courses. Table 1, below, displays student responses to questions posed specifically about their online course experiences (some questions are abbreviated to conserve space.)

Research also indicates that students rated their instructors highly in the areas of effective use of online resources and clear communication. Other high marks went to faculty for intellectual challenge, enthusiasm, and high expectations. Ninety-nine percent of responders felt positively about the availability of their instructors.  Students also responded favorably to questions concerning the appropriateness of assessment procedures, the fairness of evaluation, creating environments conducive to learning and the contribution of course activities to learning. All respondents agreed that the instructor exhibited positive attitudes toward students. In addition to their strong affirmation of the timeliness, frequency, and usefulness of instructor feedback, students rated faculty highly in knowledge of content. Students also found the online learning management platform easy to use. They reported few technical problems connecting to the learning network.
Areas that fell below the 91% “agree or strongly agree” mark were the facilitation of peer interaction at 89%, meeting diverse student learning needs effectively at 85%, and using a variety of online teaching methods at 83%.  Eighty-two percent agreed or strongly agreed that the instructor was available for academic assistance. Eighty-six percent felt that the online course equaled or surpassed the academic challenge of a face to face course with 68% indicating that the interaction with the instructor equaled or surpassed a face to face class. Concerning the quality of interaction with peers as compared to a face to face class, 54% felt their online experience equaled or surpassed the face-to-face course experience. Only 59% signaled that technical support from the university was available, however. 

Table 1. Student responses to course evaluation questions. N= 87
	Question
	SA
	A
	D
	SD
	NA
	SA+A

	The organization of online resources (lecture notes, readings) helped in learning material.
	67 
(77%)
	16 
(18%)
	3
(3%)
	0 
(0%)
	1 
(2%)
	83 
(95%)

	The online course setting featured diverse communication strategies to capture the interest and attention of students.
	46 
(53%)
	33 
(38%)
	6 
(7%)
	1 
(1%)
	1 
(1%)
	79 
(91%)

	
The instructor made effective use of the online resources linked from inside the WebCT course.
	66 
(76%)
	18 
(21%)
	3 
(3%)
	0 
(0%)
	0 
(0%)
	74 
(97%)

	The instructor facilitated peer student learning effectively (discussions, chat, email, voice tools).
	62 
(71%)
	16 
(18%)
	8 
(9%)
	1 
(2%)
	0 
(0%)
	78 
(89%)

	The instructor was available for students via chats, email, discussion boards, and other means.
	71 
(82%)
	15 
(17%)
	1 
(1%)
	0 
(0%)
	0 
(0%)
	86 
(99%)

	The instructor used a variety of online teaching methods.
	53 
(61%)
	19 
(22%)
	13 
(15%)
	2 
(2%)
	0 
(0%)
	72 
(83%)

	The online learning platform was easy to use.

	62
(71%)
	23
(27%)
	2
(2%)
	0
(0%)
	0
(0%)
	85
(98%)

	I was able to connect to my online course consistently.
	61
(70%)
	25
(29%)
	1
(1%)
	0
(0%)
	0
(0%)
	86
(99%)

	Technical help in using the online learning management platform was available from University IT Services when I needed it.
	37
(43%)
	14
(16%)
	2
(2%)
	0
(0%)
	34
(39%)
	51
(59%)

	Academic help using online learning tools were available from the instructor when I needed it.
	51
(59%)
	20
(23%)
	0
(0%)
	0
(0%)
	16
(18%)
	71
(82%)

	The academic challenge of this course equaled or surpassed that of on-site courses I have taken.
	59
(68%)
	16
(18%)
	6
(7%)
	2
(2%)
	4
(5%)
	75
(86%)

	The quality of interaction with the instructor equaled or surpassed the quality of on-site courses.
	37
(43%)
	22
(25%)
	16
(18%)
	10
(12%)
	2
(2%)
	59
(68%)

	
The quality of interaction with student peers equaled or surpassed the quality of on-site courses.
	23
(26%)
	24
(28%)
	28
(32%)
	10
(12%)
	2
(2%)
	47
(54%)


Students were invited to respond to three open-ended questions in their formal course evaluations.  Their responses were coded and grouped into themes. The first question concerned elements of the course that students believed contributed to their learning of the course content. In general students responded positively to the discussions that were part of the class.  Many students commented that the discussions, whether in small or large groups, contributed to their learning.  Timely and constructive feedback from the professor and clear instructions on assignments were also recurring positive responses.  Students were especially positive in comments concerning the use of voice boards and voice chats. In response to questions about ways to improve the course, many students requested at least one in-person meeting. 
Some students suggested meeting once at the beginning or end of the course, and others suggested meeting on a regular basis. (When put to the test of a voluntary on-site Saturday meeting, however, only one student in a class of more than 20 actually appeared.) More live chats were also requested. Students also recommended improved professor interaction in the discussions and better quality instructor feedback.  Others stated that the quality of the online classes failed to measure up to their site-based counterparts due to less frequent interaction and the relative inability of the professors to present and communicate their scholarly expertise online.
2.4.2 Second data source: feedback from the Passages to Online Scholarship event 
The College of Education Passages to Online Scholarship event, mentioned above, was the only time in Academic Year 2004-2005 when a critical mass of College faculty were simultaneously gathered in one place explicitly to address and discuss the workplace significance of transition from site-based to online teaching. Twenty-one of approximately forty participants enrolled in the Passages event completed the formal session evaluation. 
Scaled responses suggested that participants found the event satisfying as a means for addressing issues of technology, pedagogy, and workplace policy. Nearly 75% of the responses indicated dissatisfaction with the University’s recognition of online teaching as a function of the time required for course development and instruction. More than 50% indicated dissatisfaction with the University's support for instructional design in developing online courses. 

For this Passages event, a graduate online student was invited to join a panel discussion addressing the responsibilities and expectations that the University and its online stakeholders might hold of one another. To inform his remarks, this student solicited opinion from classmates in the asynchronous discussion forum of a single course. The results of this solicitation indicate strong, but not universal, acceptance and endorsement of online instruction. These perspectives were not submitted anonymously.

Students commended the online course scheduling convenience and the palpable organization of course content and procedure. Supporting Tello’s (2002) premise that online student satisfaction is positively related to instructor “presence,” a number of students indicated high satisfaction levels with this course because of the instructor’s constructive and consistent responsiveness. Several students appreciated the “new window” on learning methodology provided by experience in an online course. The significant challenge of adjusting to online learning from long-standing face-to-face experience was mentioned repeatedly.

On the negative side, some students declared that they missed the face-to-face interaction of classroom instruction. Several suggested that online courses should incorporate face-to-face components to provide interpersonal “leavening." Most students, however, applauded the instructional measures taken to compensate for the lack of in-person interaction (e.g., the creation of student home pages, structured community-building activities at the beginning of the course). 

2.4.3 Third data source: feedback from visiting scholar
A globally-renown expert on e-learning visiting scholar, Dr. Jyrki Pulkkinen of the Finland Ministry of Education, visited the University for one week in 2005. During this period, he met with several of the University’s units and constituencies, including a session with our department. During this session, Dr. Pulkkinen responded to several issues about e-learning that faculty members have been tackling as they have migrated, or contemplated migration, from classroom teaching toward online instruction. 

Questions posed by faculty members in earlier department meetings were presented to the visiting scholar in advance. Issues clustered around the following six themes: philosophy, pedagogy, technology, policy, organization, and student service. Responding to these issues, Dr. Pulkkinen stressed that institutional vision should clearly articulate where the university wants to go with technology. He stressed the need for organizational policy formulation early in the developmental process and noted that support must be in place to help faculty to create new approaches. By itself, initial faculty training is not enough to sustain and promote long-term institutional change. Ongoing technical and pedagogical support is required. 
Dr. Pulkkinen addressed the question of the ownership of intellectual property created by faculty for online teaching. Problems characteristically occur when faculty create and teach courses and then leave the institution where the courses were taught. Typically, he suggested, faculty members own the creative rights to materials developed for course distribution and may use them for whatever purposes deemed appropriate. Universities, on the other hand, often retain in perpetuity certain commercial rights to materials created while the developer on the institution’s payroll. Except in cases of patent or trademark, faculty developed materials are normally unique to specific course needs and commercial disputes rarely crop up. 

Recognizing the threat of commercial competition from non-traditional newcomers to higher education, Dr. Pulkkinen suggested that universities engage in deep developmental thinking, guided by their educational missions, to compete effectively with the lower-cost “package and deliver” strategies of learning distribution so common in certain marketplace segments. Like Twigg (1998), he believes that viable markets will continue to exist for high-quality post-secondary teaching, and that universities committed to scholarly excellence should avoid the lure of educational commercialization for short-term revenue gratification.
3. CONCLUSION

Based on the research outlined above, our department developed a white paper for the University Chancellor and Provost detailing the results and making recommendations. One such recommendation concerns scheduling. The university has been using antiquated course scheduling software. Site-based course schedules must be submitted on paper to the registrar and online course registrations to the continuing education division. Since course listings appear in different publications, and since cross-listings are not made available, students cannot experience a “one stop registration.” The university is now implementing computerized systems integration (Banner) for scheduling and registration that will enable these issues to be addressed more successfully. 
Addressing appropriate faculty development to support such transition, Dr. Pulkkinen stressed the critical nature of ongoing one-on-one technical support to individual faculty. When forced into a reactive response to external change, quick and deep institutional consideration is needed so that the response is appropriate, mission-centered, and coherent. Another key to sustainable success, however, is systemic support and recognition at the university level. 

Policy-backed procedures must support expectations with ongoing training and professional development, intellectual property rights, workplace incentives and appropriate rewards for risk and performance. Such support requires adequate human and technical infrastructure. Dr. Pulkkinen also stressed the importance of recognizing faculty workload for those who develop and teach online courses. Online student mentoring must be recognized as teaching time calculated appropriately as a faculty workload component. 

The Education Services section of the university’s information technology (IT) division provides technical workshops for online course developers and teachers. Since these workshops cross all departments, specific departmental concerns are addressed only obliquely. To offset this deficiency, an IT staff person has participated constructively in monthly College mutual support meetings. Individualized technical assistance is usually available in a timely manner for faculty encountering mechanical challenges of development or instruction. The Coulter Faculty Center supports faculty on general matters of instructional improvement.  

Notwithstanding such assistance, however, quandaries remain. Because the majority of our students are busy mid-career professionals whose discretionary time is typically limited to evenings and weekends, access to technical  trouble-shooting must be available on a 24/7 basis. Currently such help is available only during the work week.
Deeper support is needed to guide faculty through the pedagogical challenges of online course design. A nearby peer institution, for example, employs several full-time course designers, each one assigned to individual faculty members for the purpose of translating scholarly content into instructionally engaging online learning settings. Such an arrangement recognizes the time-consuming work of online course development, especially in a relatively small public university such as ours that prizes teaching quality and personal student service. 

During the past year, the university has heard faculty concerns and is consolidating its federated approach to instructional support under the concept of a single “faculty development” umbrella. Our department endorses this concept provided that measures are implemented to assure smooth, seamless cooperation among service-providing units, and that the resources necessary to assure efficacy are provided and assigned for maximum impact. Administration of this effort resides in the University Faculty Center.
The University needs simultaneously to address essential workplace concerns at the policy level so that faculty members have confidence that mission-directed risk-taking will be positively reflected in the processes of tenure, promotion, and faculty evaluation. By the same token, network and human infrastructure issues require constant attention. Faculty and student access to technological tools must be simple and seamless so that professors are free to concentrate on content and pedagogy, and students on learning and performance. 
Our lesson from this experience is that faculty must step forward and take the lead in the transition to online teaching and learning. While they provide effective support for each other, they must demand an effective infrastructure and professional development and support from the university.  A detailed description based on multiple sources of data can serve as an effective basis to make compelling arguments for such support.
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