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Online Learning Task Force —

Report to Faculty, 1 April 2009

The mission of the Online Learning Task Force is to “Research existing options and anecdotal evidence, especially as it relates to art colleges, and present information to Montserrat community; provide Interim Report to Pres Cab in December and Final Report of Findings in May 2009.”

— from document dated 20 September 2008

members of the task force 2008-09

Cheri Coe, Erin Dionne, Justin Gagne (co-chair), Blyth Hazen, Betsy Hopkins (trustee), David Kwok, John McVey (co-chair),  Jake Snyder, Laura Tonelli 
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informal presentation to President Sturnick, Wednesday 25 March 2009

We proceeded in Spring 2008 on the idea that something needed doing with regard to something called online learning. Among this “we” there was a consensus assumption that this meant revenue generating distance learning. The “we” consisted of proponents and skeptics, interested bystanders, people already using blogs and course websites; instructors, IT staff, administrators.

A number of us participated in the online learning demo by The Learning House, on 12 June 2008. Learning House provides a kind of turnkey operation on the back end : we generate content, their relationship manager builds the online course. They don’t take a dime until there is revenue.

There was a general consensus — at least I (McVey) perceived one — among faculty and others that we would do better to develop online content and even delivery inhouse. And so instead of pursuing online demos with Blackboard or other proprietary operations, we explored a variety of open source and other solutions (Sakai, Moodle, Basecamp), and decided in Fall 2008 to proceed with Moodle. Rob Pyzalski and particularly Jake Snyder got the thing running. Blyth Hazen has adopted it for two of her courses, and Blyth and Cheri Coe are using Moodle for art ed and library purposes.

Somewhere along the way, in our process, the idea of online learning as a revenue-generating option faded. First, there are the IT bottlenecks that need to be cleared, for this College to support even the network activities that are already going on. Our bandwidth, network in the building, switches, etc., not to mention our small and stretched-thin IT staff, have to be addressed. It appears that this is understood generally, and progress is being made.

Another recent complication to distance learning initiatives, in addition to costs, is Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) developments that, in the words of one observer, promise to “to have a profound impact on eLearning programs, particularly in the area of academic integrity generally and student authentication specifically. It threatens to dramatically increase program costs, significantly complicate the logistics of online education, and raise serious concerns about student privacy rights.”

We’ve come to realize that the simple availability of technologies, doesn’t mean they are suited to what we do at Montserrat, or that they can be easily and quickly incorporated where there is some potential. Only last week, I attended a “web pedagogies” seminar at Harvard, devoted to “Emerging Educational Technologies: Implications for Teaching and Research.” One of the observations I took home from this was that one can “learn” a technology maybe in five minutes, but to achieve fluency with its rhetoric so as to enhance the learning experience, is hard work.

This may be a good point to observe that of all the AICAD schools, only two or three have any distance learning component at all. Several use Blackboard and other tools internally. Some (Otis) provide online tutoring. Beginning in the fall of 2009, the School of Visual Arts (SVA) will offer the Master of Professional Studies (MPS) in Digital Photography Online/Summer-Residency degree. It may be that some form of distance learning can play a role in a low-residency program (a month of high residency with some distance tutoring/mentoring during the rest of the year). Obviously, AICAD schools are not the only ones out there; but the near absence of large online ventures suggests that something about visual arts schools makes them tread carefully in this area.

The greater benefits for Montserrat from some forms of online/blended learning might actually be seen in costs, in the form of smarter, more flexible and even more improvisatory use of physical space, faculty time, and course scheduling (thanks to increased use of  virtual or e-space). The asynchronous nature of some online learning may be an advantage in some instances. 

And so we’ve consciously been proceeding on a demonstration basis : some of us are trying things out, sharing our experiences with our colleagues. (Links to these courses and other tools are provided on the OLL task force page at studio.montserrat.edu, at the URL provided at the bottom of these notes.) There’s good communication with IT. Moodle hasn’t so far exceeded IT’s ability to support it with time or bandwidth. And those of us who use external tools (blogs, etc.) make no demands on IT.

Perhaps the most remarkable thing that has emerged from this process, is a heightened consciousness about learning technologies generally. A survey of faculty and students that was done late last year did, at the very least, help to put the topic on people’s minds. It may be that there has been slow emergence of a culture in which e-learning channels are used or discussed by faculty; we have long missed those so-called pedagogical lunches that some of us will recall. But the climate has changed.

Many of us are already incorporating blogs, websites, e-mail, delicious social bookmarking, student submission of work for faculty comment, etc., in our teaching. More can and will happen in this area. Blyth is already thinking about the studio forum experience, where every freshman will get a taste of  Moodle and hopefully emerge receptive to more of that experience. More course blogging is going on; some students enjoy it, others less so, but a variety of carrots and sticks can help. (In general, the more activity on the blog, the more attractive it becomes.) Gordon Arnold, Ethan Berry, John Colan, and myself all employ blogs; Erin Dionne and Kimberly Cloutier-Blazard are active bloggers (Erin has also taught online classes); Justin Gagne has used a courseware-like project management tool; Charles Boyer frequently has student writing put up on studio.montserrat. Martha Buskirk is interested in Moodle. It goes on and on. Blogs and these other e-learning tools are a great way, also, for faculty to become aware of what is going on in other classes, and even to participate in these, either virtually (by commenting), or physically as a guest.

Nicole Cave-Luongo does not use courseware in her Montserrat science classes, but does use Blackboard in a distance-learning-for-science-educators program at Lesley College, and kindly talked us through her experience a couple of weeks ago. Nicole believes that something like Moodle could play a role in her own teaching at Montserrat; she also got us wondering whether courseware, including asynchronous discussion, could play a role in the art education program.

The conversation about, and experimentation with so-called Web 2.0 interactive tools has also overlapped with some other conversations in the College about physical space, beginning with Library Committee work but also including, for example, new thinking about the so-far sacrosanct role of studios in the Senior Fine Art Seminar program. It is fortuitous that these conversations are under way now, as we look forward to development of a Campus Master Plan  and the college-wide strategic planning review that are components of our Strategic Road Map, 2008-11.

Any e-learning initiatives within the College must be suited to the culture, mission and studio arts focus of Montserrat. It is for this reason that we are encouraging and, to the extent that our staffing, technology and budget allow, supporting faculty adoption of  courseware and other e-learning tools. Faculty modeling of ways these tools can be used is the best way forward now.

We presume this task force operates under a sunset clause, and wonder where the work should live, and under what name — OLL? something else? — as we move forward. I’ve already mentioned overlap with Library Committee and other discussions; there is or may be overlap with Academic Planning and Curriculum committees, Technology Committee, Continuing Education, IT, the department chairs, the Dean’s Office. So where does the conversation belong?

One of the things that has happened in the OLL task force is that the conversation has increasingly focussed on use of technologies for learning within the College, and I emphasize the words learning and within. We believe that there needs to be continuing academic-side attention to this, know that it will be faculty driven, and think the Dean’s Office should play a role in ensuring that the attention doesn’t get diverted, but rather is kept alive.  A point person would liaise with the various committees, chairs, IT, etc.

We must avoid undo risk to the College that might come from committing talent, our name and reputation, and money to e-ventures that are not sure to work. At the same time, there is plenty of energy and enthusiasm in the College, and among Faculty, for working with e-tools and Web 2.0 interactive media (and so-called “affordances”). So we don’t want to stifle that, either. We conclude that it’s best to work organically and locally, at this time.

links to current course websites, blogs, moodle courses, other online resources

links to minutes of OLL task force meetings

http://studio.montserrat.edu/faculty/oll.htm

addendum

Long term, McVey wonders if a separate Montserrat unit — provisionally called Montserrat Institute — might be a good vehicle for OLL experiments. Such an institute, legally separate from the College and having its own staffing, might include our various foreign programs (Niigata, Viterbo, Africa, Puerto Rico), as well as summer institutes and workshops, the encaustics and other conferences, and even our continuing education program. 
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subsequent

During a discussion with President Sturnick following the above report, we agreed to draft a fuller report for the President and the larger community. 

The President observed that the task force had taken its work in directions that were not what were initially envisioned, and added that she was happy with what we had done.

Momentum needs to be kept up.

The OLL conversation, as it has evolved, needs to continue but it should not live in a separate silo. The Dean’s Office will take the baton, so to speak, from the OLL task force, and endeavor to keep the conversation going in all of the several forums in which it logically belongs — Technology, Curriculum, Academic Planning, Faculty Affairs and even Library and Gallery committees, among the Department Chairs, and IT. The Dean’s Office will take on the responsibility of liaising with these different forums. (Betsy Hopkins has been helpful in our process, and has been de facto liaison with the Board of Trustees on this topic. I imagine that that role will evolve as the conversation moves out of OLL into (1) the Dean’s Office and (2) faculty at large.)

We have not concluded that OLL (online learning) is even the right expression for the topic (or set of related topics), which we have also loosely called blended learning, or characterized as the inclusion of Web 2.0 interactive media in our teaching and learning. It is our hope that those of us who were in on the OLL process will continue to experiment, model and proselytize for the remainder of this AY,  in our various teaching, committee and other roles, official and viral, next year.

Perhaps some of us can plot and scheme some ways to make this happen across different courses, or enlist colleagues to lurk or participate more fully in the e-space of a course we are teaching.

We agreed that we should find ways to share what we are doing with our colleagues, and that experimentation and modeling of these technologies is the best way to proceed. Laura has urged that we do some demonstrations to our colleagues.

There was some discussion of targets (they were not necessarily characterized as such), that is, to bring “five” faculty into Moodle within, say, a semester. Some are keener about formal “pilot” plans or programs than are others.

Blyth walked us through her Moodle setup for two courses, and explained that Moodle’s asynchronicity worked for her. She is fine with introducing and explaining technical material “live,” but prefers to react to student work and questions (and even engage in discussion) in off-live mode. (We might look at OLL tools in the contexts of our different teaching and learning styles, in addition to what tools are suited to what content, or what academic programs.)
