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Online Teaching: A Complex Professional Practice
According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, “Teaching is the act, practice, or profession of a teacher,” (Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, 2010).  Although this may sound simple enough, teaching has changed considerably in the past few decades.  The content knowledge and pedagogical skill that teachers must possess in today’s classrooms have far exceeded those in the past.  Gone are the days of simple reading, writing and arithmetic; education has progressed with each technological advancement, and teachers, who are now required to be highly qualified in their area of study, must adapt and not be left behind.  

In order to better prepare one for the future of teaching, especially teaching online, I will discuss: 1) the knowledge and skills teachers must possess in an online environment, 2) the communication and interaction that must take place in an online environment, 3) and the design and delivery of an online course for the most positive student outcomes.
Standards and Teaching Online
To begin, one must first understand exactly what is expected of an online teacher.  Because there are so many 1) factors that influence online teaching and 2) requirements placed on teaching students in a new and meaningful way, it is extremely important that teachers receive adequate training.  To gain a better understanding of what is being done in K-12 schools, the International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL) conducted a study looking for information on what policies were in place in K-12 schools.  “Forty-one percent of schools declared that they had policies in place for 1) teacher-student, 2) parent-teacher, and 3) student-student communication,” (Cavanaugh et al. 2009).  
However, Cavanaugh et al. mention in their article, Research Committee Issues Brief: Examining Communication and Interaction in Online Teaching, “More importantly than having the policy in place is the notion that everyone knows about it and how to get a hold of it,” (2009).  For this very purpose, the iNACOL has adopted National Standards for Quality Online Teaching which is now available to the public.  Though they are not yet mandatory, these standards are guidelines for online teaching and instructional design.  (These standards will be further discussed throughout the paper.)
Knowledge and Skills

As stated previously, teachers must be highly qualified in their area of study.  However, that does not mean that school’s always have the required funding or training available for their staff.  Sometimes teams need to be created within a school in order for positive outcomes to manifest.  

Jonathan Schmalzbach, Director of Content Development at Apex Learning mentions in the iNACOL article that it is important to have a team of course developers in place if you have that advantage.  “By having a team, it is easier to create information that fits a distance education course.  There is a significant difference in writing prose [narrative] and writing with an online voice.  Crafting a script that complements a multimedia presentation of a concept is a new skill for most teachers and a difficult one to find.  It is a real coup and pleasure to find a great classroom teacher that can translate that experience to online content presentation, someone who understands how visuals, audio, text and other content elements combine in a storyboarding process,” (from Jonathan Schmalzbach in Watson & Gemin, 2009).

Not only is creating a team helpful but Diamond (as cited in Cavanaugh et al. 2009 Research Committee Issues Brief: Examining Communication and Interaction in Online Teaching) also mentions, “…a highly facilitating virtual teacher is one capable of designing substantive, engaging, and fulfilling work for children… An effective teacher working in an interactive classroom would incorporate email, phone conversations, threaded discussions and synchronous (meaning at least two individuals working together simultaneously) chats.  They would also need to utilize web-based technologies for collaborative learning and help the “student acquire a skill set which allows them to become autonomous [independent] and self-regulated learners,” (Cavanaugh et al. 2009).  
Cavanaugh et al. also stated, “Teachers should use a variety of instructional methods and structure situations to engage students in deep intellectual dialogue. By presenting clear objectives and providing timely feedback, online teachers can monitor student progress while encouraging their efforts…. effective online teachers are the direct result of highly-interactive virtual classrooms,” (2009).

Communication and Interaction

Communication and interaction, although somewhat mentioned above, are further explained below since they are vital in an online learning environment.  Because teachers and students are not able to utilize nonverbal cues, one must rely solely on written expressions in an online learning environment.  
Michael Graeme Moore proposed a typology of interactions on a course of distance study.  At first, he noted three types of interaction that must take place in a distance environment.  The first was learner-content which focuses on how the learner reacts to content presented within the distance education setting.  Next was learner-instructor, which focuses on how the learner and instructor interact with each other within the distance education setting.  The third was learner-learner, which focuses on how learners interact with each other within the distance education setting.  The final interaction of distance study was added more recently. Learner-interface, which focuses on how the learner and interface interact within the distance education setting, was identified due to the popularity and rise in distance education. 

According to Ruslan in his review over Moore’s, Three Types of Interaction, “Instructor interaction is key to motivating students to learn, maintaining and enhancing their interest in subject matter….the instructor’s feedback is critical for its good practices in online course implementation,” (Ruslan, 2005).  He further states, “Utilizing these four typologies contributes to improving distance learning practices stressing the need for planning for and implementing interactions in a distance course,” (Ruslan, 2005).

Watson & Gemin in their article, Management and operations of online programs: ensuring quality and accountability, further state, “Successful online learning often is based on consistent communication between students and teachers, and clear feedback from teachers to students, (2009).

To ensure that such communication and feedback is occurring, many online programs and some state policies have established communication requirements especially for high school settings.  Examples of such guidelines include: “Student email being answered within 24 hours; teacher initiated phone calls to each student at least monthly; weekly progress checks recorded for each student; student discussions that are actively facilitated; parent calls held monthly; and weekly or monthly face-to-face meetings held with a mentor or supervisor,” (Watson & Gemin, 2009).
Design and Delivery

Not only are communication and interaction an integral part of distance courses, design and delivery must be carefully considered as well.  Watson & Gemin further state, “The practices that online programs put into place vary according to program type and goals… [in order to maintain promising practices] management and operation of online learning programs must focus on: curriculum development and course study; teacher management; student support; technology; and program evaluation,” (April 2009).  For this portion, I will focus more specifically on program evaluation.  
In Assessment Approaches in Virtual Learning, Palombra & Banta (1999) give a brief definition of Student Assessment, which is “the systematic collection, review, and use of information about educational programs undertaken for the purpose of improving student learning and development,” (Rastgoo & Namvar, January 2010).  
As stated previously, when being assessed in an online learning environment, synchronous verbal and nonverbal feedback is non-existent.  Therefore, it is important for the teacher to rely on students submissions in order to gain an understanding of their abilities.  “In a web-based learning environment – students knowing they will be assessed-read, write, and engage in dialogue with each other.  This process ideally results in learning which can be assessed by the instructor,” (from Denned, 2007 in Rastgoo & Namvar, January 2010).

Asynchronous learning allows flexibilities for both teachers and students which is one of the many advantages in online learning.  “Test taking can become flexible, feedback can be provided allowing further application and review for the teacher and student, costs are reduced because materials are not being copied and printed, and students can assess their knowledge as frequently as they need to,” (from Born, 2003 in Rastgoo & Namvar, January 2010).

A few disadvantages are also noted and mainly consist of time for preparation and investments in the technology itself.  One notable remark made by Born in Rastgoo & Namvar’s article states, “An instructor does not have control of testing environments where students are allowed to take a test anytime and anywhere,” (January 2010).  Because of this, it is important 

for the instructor to take note offering an online test.  Rastgoo and Namvar mention that including Bloom’s higher stages of knowledge acquisition would be more beneficial assessments because, “they make students accountable, and also they can change student’s attitudes towards assessment,” (January 2010).  

One example of higher knowledge acquisition mentioned that could take the place of a test was the e-portfolio.  “An e-portfolio is a collection of realistic and diversified evidence of student learning.  Furthermore, an e-portfolio represents the demonstration and reflection of personal learning processes and results within a time period,” (from Chang, 2008 in Rastgoo & Namvar, January 2010).  Basically an e-portfolio is similar to a webpage created by the student that houses their electronic work.  
According to results of Lopez-Fernandez and Rodriguez-Illera research (2010), “Using e-portfolios increase student self management, self-responsibility in the learning process as lifelong and life wide learners….it also led to an increase in positive attitudes and self-efficacy in relation to students’ learning,” (January 2010).

Rastgoo and Namvar also mentioned the importance of online self and peer-assessments.  Peer-assessment has been defined as, “an arrangement in which individuals consider the amount level, value, work, quality, or success of the learning products or outcomes of their peer with similar status,” (from Topping, 1998, Topping, Smith, Swanson, & Elliot, 2000,  in Rastgoo & Namvar, January 2010).  Basically, this is when students judge and evaluate their own work and the work of their peers.  It gives students the chance to take charge in their learning.  An example of this would be a discussion board that allows students to interact with one another.
Application
After carefully considering the arguments made by those within the paper, I have found the following to be crucial in an online environment and honestly, the same should apply in any regular classroom no matter what the technology.  
First, the teacher must be highly qualified and trained to use the interface to its fullest potential so he/she is prepared prior to the start of an online course.  Second, it is important for the teacher to become familiar with the National Standards for Quality Online Teaching.  Working within a team of teachers to create effective materials is helpful.  In addition to this, it is important for the teacher to also be familiar with topologies such as Michael Graeme Moore’s in order to create the best learning environment possible.  Third, it is vital that the teacher offer clear objectives and provide timely feedback to keep students engaged in a distance setting.  Changing the course syllabus in the middle of a distance education course is not plausible because students are taking part asynchronously.  Fourth, it is important for the teacher to create meaningful learning by providing higher stages of knowledge and acquisition like Bloom’s analysis, synthesis and evaluation which would be applied in student assessments.  An example of this was the e-portfolio.
Effects of Position

Utilizing information gathered can benefit both teachers and students.  Teachers will be able to create a more meaningful experience for students within the online environment, and students will retain information more readily because higher level learning will take place.  In order for these changes to occur, it is vital for schools to implement a technology plan that establishes expected outcomes of both teachers and students in an online learning environment.  Teachers must also be trained in order for changes in education and learning to take place.
Conclusions and Recommendations

Overall, I felt my paper supported my position in the importance of 1) the knowledge and skills teachers must possess in an online environment, 2) the communication and interaction that must take place in an online environment, 3) and the design and delivery of an online course for the most positive student outcomes.  However, even after furthering my knowledge through research, I still wanted a more definite, concrete answer on how to create the most effective online learning environment possible.
By utilizing iNACOL’s standards and by incorporating proven theory, one can create a meaningful online learning environment that challenges students to a higher level of thinking.  For further study, as stated before, it would be helpful to have an article similar to iNACOL’s that takes the standards to the next level by further explaining how to put complex practices in place.  Perhaps even offering an in-service for staff on the National Standards for Quality Online Teaching and how to best implement them would be most beneficial.
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