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Part 1 Online Learning


Digital Distance Learning and the Future of Teaching

Whether you teach, parent, or sit in the student’s seat, you have undoubtedly encountered the need for digital distance learning. The world is new, and the events of 2020 will forever shape how we view instructional design, curriculum delivery, remote access needs, and virtualization of learning. Teachers prove time and time again that the drive to educate, support, and shape other people into healthy thinkers is the noblest calling, despite the myriad struggles encountered at each political, economic, and social upheaval. Educators soldier on—for the survival and success of our communities. Building lessons, developing and implementing best practices, measuring instruction with equity, and creating classrooms that develop students meaningfully requires skill, experience, and expert craftsmanship.

Master crafters require professional tools, and in an age of socioeconomic shifts, altered classrooms, and dramatically changed public spaces, teachers must be equipped with digital ones.

Digital distance learning, or virtual learning, is the placement of curriculum, lessons, interaction, and materials into a virtual environment. Distance learning falls into two basic camps: repository and interactive.


	
1. Repository distance learning models act mostly as a filing cabinet and drop box. They include posting assignments for students to complete and submit, but they offer limited interaction. Assignments are usually edited by the person who assigned them and submitted through the interface without immediate grades other than a notification of “submitted.” It then falls to the teacher to organize, grade, and communicate progress. Most repository virtual learning environments are asynchronous, which means learning can be engaged whenever and wherever, because nothing is engaged in real time. Videos are prerecorded, assignments are submitted within large time frames, and the environment is generally made for students to engage on their own schedule.

	
2. Interactive virtual learning environments are more likely to have some synchronous and semi-synchronous elements. This means that there will be livestreamed videos, discussions that are monitored over shorter periods of time, and live virtual collaborations. This is a more productive environment for learners overall, but it also comes with a heavier workload for parents, support people, students, and teachers, as the interaction requires careful scheduling and management of multiple moving parts. (For instance, hosting a virtual meeting with 19 seven-year-olds comes with unique challenges, as does hosting one with bored or distracted adults.)



Best practice typically dictates that your learning environment has a balance of synchronous and asynchronous elements to mimic in-person teaching. A teacher isn’t always performing or interacting—students benefit from having opportunities to apply recently acquired knowledge. Provide guidance for learners on how to apply their synchronous learning to the times they are working independently outside the (virtual) classroom. Digital distance learning means you are providing experiences, instruction, and opportunities for students to apply, wherever they may be.

The future of teaching lies in how we address poverty of space and resources. A poverty of space occurs when there are more students than we can fit into classrooms, or too few classrooms to accommodate adequate social distancing. A poverty of resources occurs when students and teachers cannot access computers, tablets, or internet connections regularly; when materials cannot be purchased; and when there are too few teachers to accommodate many levels of need within their student populations. Digital distance learning is an incredible mitigating factor for these challenges: it addresses both space and resource deficiencies.

Digital distance learning takes up very little physical space. While it does require connectivity and technology for access and engagement, once these barriers are addressed, learning can be diverse, dynamic, and student centered. Students and teachers will of course need a workspace for the development and delivery of digital distance learning, but the classroom space itself is often virtual, cloud-based, and accessible from anywhere. In addition to a variety of interactive resources, digital distance learning makes virtualized curriculum a breeze to embed into online classrooms. Students no longer need to purchase costly and cumbersome textbooks—these can typically be accessed through log-in codes and shared e-book links in a digital environment. Virtual tours of museums, engaging videos, and a plethora of shared (and often free!) resources, and much more, can be housed in a space as small as a computer screen. Connectivity to limitless virtual space dramatically reduces the impact of physical space shortages.

Digital distance learning addresses resource shortages as well. Initially, it may seem cost prohibitive to transition to a robust virtual or hybrid environment, but ultimately, resources that are carefully curated and created will provide learning libraries and curriculum for years to come. Inexpensive devices like Chromebooks are more readily available to students as their price tags diminish; they are becoming as ubiquitous in classrooms now as three-ring binders.


Online Learning for All Grade Levels

Every grade level can incorporate, utilize, and build curriculum and coursework through online learning. For early elementary students, introductory technology skills can be developed alongside curriculum; for mid-elementary and middle school students, more complex and self-directed learning can help develop independent study skills. Students in secondary, post-secondary, and other continuing education programs can also be served effectively with digital distance/online learning. There are similarities across grade levels for implementation of virtual classrooms and online learning, but there are also a number of differences specific to the level of learning.

Establishing a routine is essential for all grade levels. Ensuring that your students, regardless of age or ability, know precisely what to expect in terms of the format and structure will set them up for success; it will also diminish the stress associated with learning a new platform or navigating a new virtual classroom.

For early elementary students, the amount of time spent in synchronous learning should be carefully measured. Students who require help navigating their technology (log ins, website searches, typing) rely largely on support in their home environments. While many virtual classrooms are set up to develop independence in young learners, it is vital to assess the level of technological comfort not only for the students, but for their support systems as well. In multigenerational homes, students will face competition for resources based on the home’s hierarchy of needs: parents working remotely may have the primary need for the family computer, and grandma may be an expert in babysitting but have less-than-modern tech skills. The student’s home environment, their comfort with and access to technology, and the specific objectives for your class itself are all incredibly important factors to consider when developing virtual learning on any platform.

Think about sending out a technology needs assessment. Using a brief survey, ask your class about their home tech gear and their internet connection and availability. Perhaps you can offer them local resources. Many school districts, cities, and counties provide free and low-cost internet access, as well as options for purchasing computers and other devices. Determine what level of tech will effectively work for your learner’s grade level: a tablet may suffice for a second grader, but a high school student should have at minimum a Chromebook for typing, emailing, and researching.

Be prepared to offer more assistance to younger students, English-language learners, students with disabilities, and socioeconomically disadvantaged families. Make sure you are supporting every student’s education by adequately using community and district resources—it’s more important than ever when you’re not seeing your student face-to-face to address issues that prevent engagement.

Many families still consider a desktop computer to be the only way to house information and store files. While middle and high school, community college, and university students may already utilize cloud storage through Google Drive or iCloud, not all learners or their families trust, understand, or have access to such features. Provide, whenever possible, simple video tutorials about how to build and use these free applications, as they will serve students far beyond the school year. Showing students and families how to effectively organize their schoolwork is just as important as showing them how to log into their Webex live classroom session.

Many students are more familiar with platforms like Zoom or Google Meet. Cisco Webex can provide the same features; however, it comes with added security and often higher quality video streaming. More mature learners will easily navigate to and from Webex, but younger or less familiar students may need a brief tutorial on using its features and actively engaging with it.

Younger learners may need help navigating the buttons, features, and elements of Webex; giving them more control (for instance, being in charge of mute and unmute, etc.) is advisable. For students who can more easily navigate, practicing appropriate academic and professional conduct is an excellent learning opportunity. Discuss the ramifications of private chats being accidentally sent out, and while you can still be flexible in your virtual classroom, set specific ground rules for online conduct, noting how to be kind as well as the impact of poor behavior. Consider dividing the class into separate workgroups to maintain order.

Younger learners will be wiggly during live Webex classes. Set the stage for success: Remind students to remain on their seats, with their backs to the chair backs. They should do their best not to wiggle or walk around with their device. Ensure that you have enough time during class to acknowledge and address each student, and tell them clearly what happens if they disrupt the class. While it may seem severe to remove a young learner from the virtual classroom, it is unfair to the rest of the class to divide their attention between learning and disruption. Give clear, kind warnings, and make sure parents are aware of the ground rules and “whys” behind consequences. This will help parents to support your expectations in the virtual classroom. As an example, would you allow a student, during circle time or class discussion, to stand up, walk around, and put an object directly in the face of other students? Certainly not—but that happens frequently when little bodies are at home and not in the classroom. Be prepared to set a standard for students, and to uphold them.

When instructing older students, you will run into the risk of cleverly hidden distractions, like phones. Students will text, scroll social media, make faces, get a snack, and generally behave as they would at home, given the environment. Consider asking them to place their phone in view of the camera and on silent—this alone will significantly reduce distractions. Set the stage for engagement by planning live classes between mealtimes and asking for no snacking during class—this will eliminate potentially off-putting chewing noises and encourage students to be present. Calling on students to respond is another helpful way of engaging older learners—it shows that you are seeing them, you’re interested in their thoughts, and you expect their participation. It’s also entirely possible that older students will feel bolder in virtual environments—encourage contribution but also be prepared to address off-color, ill-timed, or inappropriate responses. Grading live classes on contribution, attendance, and professionalism creates a standard for engagement that may be necessary to incentivize students to attend and participate. Painfully shy students or those unable to make the sessions may not feel this grading system is fair—you can offer alternatives. For instance, teachers can support more hesitant students by encouraging contributions via written comments that add to the conversation or further its meaning. Recording sessions and then posting the link is another way to encourage students who were unable to attend synchronously to still participate.

Information for Teachers, Parents, and Students

Teachers, parents, and students all contribute equally to a learning triangle. Within this triangle occurs the most incredible activities: inspiration and guidance from teachers, support and contextualization from parents, and continued interest and growth from the student. This triangulation is essential for distance learning (for all learning, really!) and cannot be accomplished well without equal contribution from each corner.

Teachers, you are the muses and builders of scaffolding for the dreams of every student you encounter. While you are pressed into tight boxes of uniformity and standardization, it is vital to remember the reason you enrolled in your certification program. It’s imperative that you remember what it was like to be standing, wide-eyed, looking up at your favorite teacher as they changed your world with facts, fiction, and opportunities. Whether this teacher was your grandmother, a professor, your third-grade instructor, or your coach, there was a moment when you realized that learning was life-giving. As a teacher you are tasked with that same role: not to teach to a test, but to open children to wonder. Your job, especially when you can’t be near your students physically, is to knit together those experiences through a screen, which, if anyone can do, it’s you.

If you are a part of a public school system, your administration may not have the resources to provide technology to all students; you may be seeking free platforms for instructional delivery, or you may all share a general account for video conferencing. Cisco Webex is an application you can use to create a massive platform for sharing curriculum, ideas, and the burden of distance learning with all of your colleagues. While it works well for staff (this is the Webex “Teams” feature), you can also use these collaborative aspects of it for your virtual classroom in lieu of a comprehensive learning management system (LMS).

Your teammates are more important than ever as you enter into a world of remote tracking and monitoring of progress. Being able to share spreadsheets, curricula, assessment tools, and grading strategies will be key in keeping you (and your students) sane.

Parents, you are the second and equally vital part of learning. While you may not be a certified teacher, or perhaps it’s been a while since you cracked a biology textbook, you are still so important in framing how your child sees, interacts with, and succeeds in school. Virtual learning means you must support the teacher in their efforts to connect with your child, while still balancing what you know is best for them. Asking a second grader to complete eight hours of online learning will potentially ruin your relationship with them: it’s not reasonable, and it’s not a reflection of the school day on-site.

Your job is to set the stage for distance learning. Help your child find a space in the house where you can control, to some extent, the background, the distractions, the sounds, and the energy. A corner of the kitchen is fine, but not during meal prep. The living room is great, but not during the evening news. Your insistence that your child’s learning is important enough to be given space, quiet, and resources will translate into valued learning for your child.

Students, you are the third and final part of the learning triangle. Your continued interest and application of new skills and ideas is the primary driver for growth and transformation. School is not time ticking away from your life, it is the carefully constructed platform on which you build it. Not everything is fun, not everything is easy, and certainly not everything is fair. Your goal, as a student and as a person embarking on a new stage of life, is to develop something that cannot be taught, imbued, or given: grit. You must build within yourself patience for things not easily obtained, courage to reach for things just beyond your grasp, and the fortitude to shoulder through subjects that serve you even if they don’t delight you. Your ability to reach your goals and set bigger and more specific ones will be more important than being smart, popular, beautiful, or rich. Evidence shows us time and again that happiness is a by-product of meaning—and meaning comes from actively pursuing goals in your life.
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