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We had one student [who] just bolted out of the gates and finished half the course by the first semester.  By Christmas, he will finish the whole course.  [He] wants to go to engineering school…didn’t really have anyone pushing him, just himself.  

Thirteen facilitators of CLASS courses, including seven teachers, two principals, two counselors, one curriculum coordinator and one director, from 11 secondary schools were interviewed at the end of 2001 to get their perspectives on what helps students to succeed in online courses.  

The most common reasons for enrolling students in online courses are a lack of certified teachers – most often in Physics, Mathematics or Spanish (6 schools) – and the chance to offer a more extensive curriculum with greater choices (5 schools).  Schools also offered CLASS courses so students could retake courses they had failed (2 schools) and to fill up student’s free time when there were no regular classes scheduled (2 schools).  In addition, one school offered CLASS courses to provide students with an on-line learning experience.  

Students at basic, average and advanced/honors levels all enrolled in CLASS courses, although CLASS students were most apt to be classified as being at average ability levels.  Six of the 11 schools had criteria students had to meet before they were allowed to take the online courses.  Two of the six schools added their criteria one or more years after implementing on-line courses, finding, based on experience, that they needed some guidelines.  Sample criteria included:  

· teacher or counselor recommendations (3 schools)

· student personality characteristics: self-motivated, independent learners (3 schools)

· student previous academic success, including GPA and attendance records (3 schools) 

· student computer skills and computer access in their homes or time in the student’s schedule to use the school’s computer facilities (2 schools)

· age (only upper class students can take courses) (2 schools)

· fulfillment of academic prerequisites, for example, for students taking Physics, most had already completed Algebra 2, Geometry and Physical Science (1 school).

All schools had students taking courses in school, either alone (9) or as part of a group (7).  Seven schools allowed students to print out portions of the course or to take the course CD with them to allow them to work on the course at home or elsewhere.  

Students at 10 schools used Macintosh, Pentium 2 or faster computers and had broadband access (cable, T1 or DSL lines).  They were few technical problems other than occasional access problems due to Internet traffic and some reports of students saying they sent work to e-teachers but the e-teachers had not received it.  However, one school noted problems with students getting “kicked out” when taking tests or quizzes because a computer froze or the Internet connection dropped which caused lower grades because it looked as if the student had left questions unanswered.  

Being Successful On-line 

The students that are the most successful are the ones that have learned on their own to be self-motivated and have some drive on their own.  They have to know what it’s like to go after something themselves.  

For students who don’t do well on tests, it’s not any better than a classroom experience. [I’m] not sure that this works for students who are already in trouble.  

I have one student who was doing Algebra 1 and Spanish 1.  She got to Spanish and finished that pretty quickly, with the map that you click around.  When she got to the Algebra, she just couldn’t stay motivated.  If the math could have been made to hold her attention a bit better, that could have been more successful.  

In the open-ended questions and discussions of factors related to student success, motivation is a concept that came up often.  Too, facilitators often mentioned the need to impose some sort of pacing mechanism on students to push them toward completion.  Some schools only allow the students one semester to complete the class.  They also noted that the “more often deadlines appear during a course, the better off the kids are.”  Other teachers suggest adding in “small deadlines” within the course – such as dates when units have to be finished to help the students pace themselves.  One teacher felt guidance on how long it usually takes to complete certain sections would be helpful.

Getting started was a problem for one facilitator who emphasized the necessity of getting the students to sign up immediately – because after they enroll, they have to wait a week or two before the materials arrive.

CLASS facilitators were asked to rate nine factors in terms of their importance to student success on-line.  As can be seen from Table 1, facilitators feel that e-teacher feedback and being good at keeping to deadlines are very important to students successfully completing CLASS courses.  Academic ability, having a regularly scheduled time to work and having frequent access to computers are also seen as being important to student success.

Table 1:  Factors Related to Student On-line Success 

(1=very important, 5=not important)
	
	Mean rating

	E-teacher feedback
	1.3

	Being good at keeping to deadlines
	1.3

	Academic Ability

	1.5

	A regularly scheduled time to work
	1.5

	Frequent access to computers
	1.5

	Familiarity with Computers
	2

	Other teacher support
	2.1

	Support of Family
	2.3

	Working with other students
	2.7


E-Teachers

[Students] can’t get their questions answered when they need it.  They won’t be answered that day.  The feedback itself was good and explained well, but the timing messes things up, as they have to wait two days.  

All but one of the schools interviewed used the CLASS e-teacher.  Overall, they felt e-teacher feedback was fairly helpful, rating it a 2.4, on a scale of 1=very helpful to 5=not at all helpful.  While they thought the “interaction with online teachers and keeping up with email” helped the students to be successful, they were also concerned about the timing of the responses.  Facilitators mentioned problems with the lack of immediacy that is intrinsic to asynchronous learning.  Contrary to the anytime-anywhere nature of the Internet and access to web-based classes, there can be a time lag, typically one or two days, when students have questions and are unable to continue without an answer, and they have to wait for the e-teacher to respond.  A facilitator noted instances when they tried to set up a time for the student and e-teacher to be online at the same time but felt that the e-teacher was “not very flexible” in setting up a time.  

As can be seen in Table 2, facilitators indicated that most e-teachers would typically respond quickly to student emails in one to two days, although other e-teachers from different courses would take longer, up to three or four days.  There was less commonality when facilitators were asked about the length of time it took e-teachers to grade student tests and assignments.  

Table 2:  E-Teacher Average Response Times

(As Noted by Facilitators)

	
	Response to student email
	Grading of tests and assignments

	1-2 days
	8
	4

	3-4 days
	4
	6

	5-6 days
	0
	3

	7-10 days
	0
	1

	10+ days
	0
	2


Onsite Facilitators

Unless you have a really motivated kid, a teacher needs to be there to encourage, motivate and help get things done.  

Nine schools had a classroom teacher available to provide additional support to students, either in the same classroom when the students were on the computers or accessible when the student had questions.  Four facilitators reinforced how important it was to have someone there onsite.  In some schools, students have access to other classroom teachers, tutors, paraprofessionals, the librarian, other students and even related textbooks to get help in the course and to answer their questions about the material. 

Pedagogy

The [courses] are not consistently developed.  The audio portion for some of the classes like Spanish are close to impossible to get to work but in other cases where it’s just a little blip.  The test materials are radically different.  The classes should look more alike and be more consistent so that students and teacher didn’t have to learn a new way of doing it.  

Facilitators had a variety of concerns about course pedagogies.  For example, individual facilitators felt in some courses there was too much text or they were at too high of a level and that having lower reading levels in beginning and intermediate courses would be more appropriate for lower level students.  However as the above quote indicates there is a great deal of differences in content, level and testing.  

Communication between course providers, e-teachers and on-site facilitators has been important and productive.  For example after Physics students in one site decided to “beat the system” by giving answers to the tests and “sharing” their lab and written assignments with others, Greenbush and the school changed the procedures.  The facilitator commented that while there are a lot more Cs and Ds, “students are learning now.”   

� The total number of responses is greater than the number of facilitators interviewed because many schools took more than one class and as a result, had different e-teachers who had different response rates.  





