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Online for Effective Learning
Most of our students belong to the so-called Net Generation (those born in the 1980s or later) and they live in a world that is totally different from that inhabited by pre-Net Geners. They ‘have never known a world without computers, the World Wide Web, highly interactive video games and cellular phones’ [1]. Today’s technology means that they can be, and often are, almost constantly connected with each other—for example through Instant Messaging (IM), Facebook, or YouTube. Their lives frequently involve ongoing interaction with others. But it is not only the real world and real people that provide the focus for that interaction. Many of the Net Gen spend much of their time and energy inhabiting virtual worlds with virtual people, in spaces such as Second Life and World of Warcraft. They ‘blend the real and virtual worlds, moving seamlessly between them’ [2]. And not only do they perform these multiple tasks in multiple worlds, but they typically perform several of them simultaneously. They are experts in ‘multiprocessing’ [3]. The internet is, for them, not ‘just a way to receive information—it is a medium for commenting, collaborating and creating’ [4]. While the online world may or may not be one that we are so comfortable and familiar with, it is increasingly becoming a space in which education takes place.
Whether we like it or not, electronic learning (e-learning) will continue to play an increasing role at all levels, and we will render ourselves educational dinosaurs if we attempt to ignore that fact. Net Geners, in their online world, are used to ‘experiential learning, working in teams and social networking’ [5], and these are the features that we, as educators, need to tap into. 

However, simply transferring material to an online environment will not transform poor teaching into good. If you see lecturing as essentially imparting knowledge, providing those lectures electronically will not encourage students to be anything other than passive recipients. As Garrison and Anderson [4] maintain, ‘In the “too much information age” … we do not need greater access to information’. Rather, they say, ‘we must learn to navigate and understand this sea of information’. Finding information on the internet is simple enough; ‘to Google’ is a commonly used verb, even among pre-schoolers.

The Net Gen can find information; it’s how they engage with that information that is critical. In order to encourage students to use the internet for more than information gathering, we need to address the issue of what the new technology allows us to do that we were not able to do before. What we teach and how we teach it online needs to be considered; it can be so much more than a replication of face-to-face teaching. As John Seely Brown [3] explains, ‘the media we’re all familiar with—from books to television—are one-way propositions: they push their content at us. The Web is a two-way push and pull’. The trick for us, as educators, is to engage students in the pull.

Garrison and Anderson [4] define e-learning as, ‘networked, online learning that takes place in a formal context and uses a range of multimedia technologies’. They say its essential quality is its potential for ‘communicative and interactive features’ through ‘a collaborative, constructive transaction’ which can be carried out ‘at a distance and independent of time and space’. Palloff and Pratt [6] suggest that teaching and learning online involves the formation of a community ‘through which knowledge is imparted and meaning co-created’.

While these may be goals that are particularly achievable online, they are, in fact, proper goals of all education. The advantages claimed in relation to learning online, generally correspond with effective teaching in any context (eg ‘students establishing their own learning goals; students working together in groups; exploring appropriate resources to answer meaningful questions; tasks that are multidisciplinary and authentic with connections to the real world’ [4]). You may be in a situation where you are required to, or wish to, carry out some of your teaching online (referred to as ‘blended learning’. Developing a curriculum and learning experiences for the online environment offers an opportunity to reflect on how your teaching can be more effective for your students, both generally and in the context of that specific environment.
There are features of the online environment that require special consideration. When you and your students are physically in the same place, face to face, their presence or absence and their degree of engagement with the subject matter and with each other will be more or less readily observable. With online learning, we need to think of other ways that class members can form as a cohesive group. Their presence, with respect to each other, to us as teachers and to the material being studied, needs to be established and maintained in ways that fit with the electronic medium. This may be less of an issue for the students, for whom this kind of engagement is a way of life, than it is for some teachers, although their engagement will need to be different in many respects when used for academic purposes. We need to find ways of meeting them in a ‘virtual’ world and assisting their educational engagement in that world.
That electronic world is one that, Brown [3] says, ‘honors the notion of multiple intelligences’. Until now, being a student has meant a focus on traditional literacies—reading, writing, speaking, listening . The online environment offers the potential for engaging with learning in multiple ways—‘abstract, textual, visual, musical, social and kinesthetic’ [3]—and so opens up all sorts of possibilities for how, as well as when, where and with whom, teaching and learning occurs, incorporating dimensions of multiprocessing, multimedia, multipersons. It allows a multitude of ways for carrying out what Garrison and Anderson [4] identify as the dual purposes of educational experiences: ‘to construct meaning … from a personal perspective’ and ‘to refine and confirm this understanding collaboratively within a community of learners’. Our role as teachers will be quite different in this environment than in traditional settings. Here perhaps we can more easily be facilitators rather than instructors, guides rather than directors of learning. However, learners still require structure within their online learning environment which involves ‘teaching presence’ (4).
In order to take on these roles, we need to know not only our subject matter, but also the ways it can come to be understood, in particular the ways it can be understood in an online environment. We also need to know our students. Not all of them are ‘Net Geners’; and while we can make glib generalisations about the Net Generation, the fact of the matter is that they are alsoa diverse group, having greater or lesser degrees of experience and competence in functioning online. Even those with considerable experience and expertise may still need to develop new ways of functioning that fit with academic and discipline-related conventions. There is a need, for example, to establish expectations around ‘netiquette’ and a respect for intellectual property as well as ensuring the use of appropriate critical engagement with the mass of material available online.

There are many possibilities for the kinds of learning experiences we can provide online. Bennett, Marsh and Killen [7] suggest a number of online learning activities (which may or may not count for assessment). These include finding and critiquing web sites relating to particular topics, conducting text-based conferencing, producing blogs, developing group products using Wikis, and participating in real-time chat sessions. Oblinger [2] proposes ‘simulations, visualisations, haptics, augmented reality or virtual worlds’. She reports on the use of virtual worlds for clinical practice and emergency response scenarios, the use of remote instrumentation such as telescopes and expensive electronic equipment, augmented reality for virtual excursions to real sites, mapping mashups which insert comments into relevant maps, and data visualisation which presents numerical data in static or changing visual forms. Brown and Adler [8] provide some examples of using remote instrumentation and also describe a humanities-based site, the Decameron Web. Such sites, they claim, induct students into the culture and processes of their discipline area, allowing them to function as real (albeit apprentice) members of particular communities of practice, communities that happen to be separated by time, space, and context. They give an example of how the Decameron Web has been used: students writing blogs and commenting on each other’s writing, essentially engaging in a process of peer review.

The University on Adelaide provides considerable support for teaching staff who want to venture online with their teaching (https://myuni.adelaide.edu.au/). Initially, this can be to a quite limited extent, for example, making available audio or video recordings of lectures. Another relatively simple application is the use of voice tools, for example an audio message that serves as a welcome, a reminder, or a comment to students. Voice tools are also excellent for use in giving students feedback on their assignments. Such voice tools represent the use of the medium for communication rather than as simply a repository for information. MyUni is set up for every course offered within the university. There are many tools available and a visit to the MyUni Support site will provide information about possibilities. There you will find online tutorials which you can access yourself as well as information about face to face services. Seminars on particular topics are provided on a regular basis and individual help is also available. You can contact the CLPD for specific advice on the effective educational uses of the University's online facilities.
Online learning is part of the reality of the twenty-first century. It will continue to be an increasing part of your life as a university teacher.
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