Distance Learning Programs


Lessons Learned from Reading Case Studies

1. Reasonable technology proficiency is a must.  There should be a tutorial time before the course starts to make sure all the students can access the course information using technology comfortably.  So the students can concentrate on learning once course begin.

2. Virtual online learning is not a replacement for real personal contact learning, however, virtual online allows for creativity and shared learning that would be harder to present in a traditional setting.

3. Good technology along with mixed media allows for a richer learning and more interactive based learning process that makes the student more integrated into the learning community.

4. Internet connection can often make or break a distance-learning program.  If the connection is slow or sporadic, the learning experience is destroy and the student feels less motivated to sit in front of the computer staring at blank screens or waiting forever for a page to load up.

5. Student-Teacher interactivity actually increased.  The teachers feel they know their students better.

6. Need a third-party to evaluate the online course to make sure it remains educational and effective.  

7. Must design online courses differently than from developing a traditional course.  Traditional method is through voice and writing from blackboard and textbook.  Internet requires text reading and multimedia presentation.  Courses cannot simply be transfer from traditional teaching method to online teaching.

NASA Center for Distance Learning

They use TV and web to enable distance learning.  There is the KSNN which is a short TV or web broadcast of scientific contents geared toward younger students.  The content is about scientific facts and activities for kids to explore basic scientific principles.

There’s also a program called NASA Science Files.  This is a resource for teachers and educators to get information and resources that NASA publishes for students to get a richer science background.  The website is currently down and I was unable to look at it, but on the main website, it’s a series of 4 instructional videos to teach students inquiry, problem-based scientific learning.

NASA Connect.  Is another distance learning program in which NASA prepares contents that are geared toward 5-8th graders.  It is also based on TV airtime to broadcast the materials.  There are lesson plans online to view, but the core of the content is on the videos.  It focuses on math, science, and technology.  Therefore, the user interested in using this resource, would probably download the lesson plan, review it to understand what this lesson is trying to teach, and then watch the video on it.  This requires a lot of time to learn, places a lot of time commitment that normal students would not do.  Therefore, the teachers must do the homework by reading the background info and then teaching the kids what to look out for in the videos.  The hands on activities on the lesson plans are quite fun and interactive.  This distance learning method is based on watch video clips and having a hardcopy of worksheet to interact with the lesson being taught on TV.

All these distance learning method depends on worksheet and a TV to absorb the educational materials.  There’s really low interactivity between the presenter of the information and student.  The TV programming is very one way street for dispersing information.  Therefore, the 3 programs above are more like a supplement to normal teachers.  The programs would enrich the learning experience for the students.

Spacelink

This website offers materials, such as online downloadable textbook.  The student group SSOAR referred to 1 such example.  In their outline for the Saturday Academy they required a text from the Spacelink website.  The text was called Suited for Space Walking.  This is just 1 area of many resources that Spacelink has.  They also have video clips of NASA or other scientific experiment, for example, the microbe collection.  Students can watch astrobiologists collecting data. The clip is played on Real Player and the quality is ok.  This could be a concern though for students who does not have access to high bandwidth internet access.  As they may not be able to view the clip as it was intended to be.  Other part of the website has games and reading of various science topics.  The games are all flash or java script.  Some are very imaginative.  There are quite some good ideas for game that users would enjoy.  The game on designing an airplane to meet a client’s goal is something very important and relates well to real-life situation.  http://www.planemath.com/activities/pmenterprises/index.html.  

This website is unique as it contains almost a wide variety of types of learning materials.  It has links to project websites, library (the text that SSOAR required), web-based games, multimedia presentation (flash animation, video clips).

The navigation of the website is decent, it is not the most intuitive, but it’s not the most user-friendly.  However, information is easy to find, since it has a search option to search the Spacelink site for any materials.  The website does contain a lot of useful information, such as the texts.  These texts are almost like a mini-course sometimes.  As they have the educational information and some have worksheet or activities.  These documents are also quite long, so it might take a while to print them out.  They, however, will supplement a teacher’s teaching in field such as science and technology.  This place is a good place to find some sample lesson plans or to find ideas to teach kids certain scientific principles.

Their method for distance learning is more of a support for the teachers.  They give ideas for teachers to use, such as activities and lesson plans.  The website doesn’t really help teach a student by itself.  It is not a stand alone module where it can function individually.  However, this website, do have the ability to be a supplement to students, because it has some online games, some of which was mentioned earlier that could reinforce some of the lessons that the teachers have taught.  It also gave students to some interesting links where the students can look at current NASA projects and see what they are learning has relevance in this world and that it is just not boring mundane stuff.

Quest

This website is mainly a video telecast website, in which kids would watch the video clip streaming from the internet.  Some of the programs are much similar to the video program that one would find on Discovery channel or TLC.  However, some of the other programs on Quest website are more interactive.  They involve a web chat that involves the speaker and audience.  The students can gain more information and interests as they can actually get feedback from what they are watching.  This way they are more likely to stay tuned in to the program than if they were to just sit and watch.  Also, by allowing an interactive web cast, the students can relate to the scientists as normal human beings.  They can begin to understand that they themselves could one day be a scientist, too.  This would spur the interest of the students.  This website, however, is not sufficiently developed to become a stand-alone product to conduct distance learning.  This website lacks the testing feature to ensure the students are actually absorbing the materials.  Also, the website doesn’t include a follow up feature.  The students cannot ask questions later to the scientists or astronauts about their previous programs, thus the broadcast seems to be like a one-time event.  If there was a follow up feature, the students and the speaker could stay in contact and therefore both parties can learn from each other.  This would be beneficial to both parties and ensure the students’ interest in this field is prolonged.  

NASA Explores

This website offers more like a gateway to various NASA site with information.  It does offer lesson plans, but in very limited number.  The used the 2 weekly articles published by NASA and adopt them to lesson plans. These lesson plans, however, are adapted to 3 different grade levels, K-4, 5-8, 9-12.  Therefore, each article has 3 different lesson plans, one for each grade division.  This site, however, is more for a way to show kids the NASA resources that they can look at.  It offers extensive links to other NASA contents.  For example, the student can look up when the next passing of the International Space Station is going to be.  NASA Explores has a lot of media contents.  It has links to websites that offer high resolution pictures taken by NASA satellites or space shuttles.  Other links offer video clips such as the clips from NASA Quest website.

There is one interesting link, however, Earth to Orbit Engineering Design Challenge.  This website offers some experiments in which students can personally conduct.  There is of course the competition aspect of the experiment in which the student groups try to outperform the other group.  Sample goals are build a structure that can withstand the highest heat or build a train that runs on hand magnet and see how far it can go.  Personally, the Earth to Orbit Engineering Design Challenge website can foster engineers and scientists as the students become involved in the experiment.  The competition also provides the students with great hands-on scientific learning process in which they get to analyze the problem and using critical thinking skills to come up with solutions to the problems.

California Virtual Campus (CVC)

http://www.cvc.edu
This website is a gateway for all the universities in CA. that offers distance learning program.  It is a very easy site to find which course or program for the user’s educational needs.  The universities are varied and not all of them are state school.  There is drawback, in that the schools list their own policies on courses, so there are discrepancies among different courses.  Classes deliver their contents by traditional lecture at the universities, interactive TV broadcast, internet, or through audio and video tapes.  There are many courses and programs listed.  Most of the courses deal with liberal arts.  Most of programs are business or liberal arts related.  

The website gives you the chance to sign for classes at various schools in California and chances to get degrees from them as well.  This program is funded by the State of California and administered by the California Community College Chancellor’s Office.  Therefore, the service of this site is at low-cost to the institutions.  One does still doubt the level of education received through this service.  Schools do have discrepancy in its educational performance level.  Just as some schools are better than others at certain academic areas, such as UC Berkeley is good at engineering field.  The site, however, stated that each courses and program has gone through a rigorous academic review to ensure the highest educational quality.  The courses are reviewed by Western Association of Schools and Colleges.  Therefore, the courses are created by universities and educators and by CVC.  Personal close evaluation of the courses was not possible since the author wasn’t enrolled in the class.  In conclusion, this site is focuses primarily on educating adults.

Distance Learning Clearinghouse

http://www.uwex.edu/disted/index.html
This website is not about a particular distance learning program, but rather it offers information on distance learning programs.  It offers case studies of people experimenting with various form of distance learning.  Therefore, other users interested in improving their distance learning program can learn from it and do not fall into the same pitfall.  After reading a sample of the case studies from the website, some of the most common pitfall for a first time distance learning program is the students’ problem with adapting to using technology to handle the learning experience.  Most of the case studies said that comprehensive tutorials of the technology system before the lessons begin is most beneficial to overall learning experience.  It also gives update to new technology that could potentially enhance distance learning experience.  Right now it talks about videoconferencing technology and interactive delivery technology.  

Most of the articles discussing about distance learning programs are from various sources from university studies to individual professor based on his own personal experience carrying out the distance learning experience.  Also there’s a lot of links to various other website on distance learning.  Primarily most of their focus has been on internet based delivery system.  

There’s a lot of good links on this website.  It offers links to sites where one can obtain the technology to carryout distance learning, sites for learning about distance learning and what is it is all about, to government’s stance and opinion on distance learning.  For example, a sample guideline on how to effectively carry out a distance learning program was downloaded from one of the link website: 

http://www.aft.org/higher_ed/downloadable/distance.pdf.

It is a survey done by the Council of the American Federation of Teachers.  The document reflects their response to the survey.

This website is worth visiting if one is considering in distance learning program through the web, as it is very thorough in that it breaks down into detail division of information ranging from introduction to distance learning, current news about distance learning, technology on distance learning, to resources to help support a distance learning program.  

SSC Distance Education Center

http://wwwedu.ssc.nasa.gov/distance_learn/dist_learn.htm
This site uses videoconferencing to bring educational resources to the students.  It gives information to teachers about how to use videoconferencing effectively.  Also, it gives students a calendar of events when they can participate in interactive learning thru videoconferencing.  The website also offers links to several other NASA distance learning websites such as Quest and Spacelink.  This website right now is just more of a gateway to other NASA sites, since school is in summer vacation and there’s no plan for any IV broadcasting.

Classroom of the Future

http://www.cotf.edu/
This is a nice website where it actually gives activities to students.  It promotes research among students.  It is very interactive.  However, most materials on the site are not delivering through the web, but rather through CD-ROM.  This is an advantage, since they can do simulation and 3D animation stuff on the CD-ROM.  Also, this avoids the problem that certain underprivileged group of students cannot access the internet cannot learn.  This is a nice website with very interesting topics.  Some such as the Astronomy village sounds very tempting for the author to participate.  BioBlast® also sounds very intriguing.  A lot of these CD-ROM learning programs sounds like a mini game and are very tempting for students to try.  There is however, a fee to be paid to get these CD-ROMs.  There are a couple of educational products offered on the website that are web based.  One of it has already been reviewed earlier in the Ideas from the Web document, Exploring the Environment.  Overall, this site is worthy to be further investigated for its educational materials, not necessarily the lesson plans, but the activities and the method of delivering the content.
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