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Abstract: The accumulated experience from years of on-line learning in the academia suggests a series of serious problems in the way this yet-evolving means of learning is utilized. Problems include poor course-design and pedagogy; human limitations, both physical and cognitive, in learning effectively in non-linear hypermedia environments; the anonymity of learning, dictated by this technological means of communication; and the lack of tailor-made online resources, that fit the course objectives and the students. We suggest that a model that combines the pedagogical, cognitive, and technological aspects of on-line learning, should be used when designing an online academic course. The present paper presents a pilot for such a model, developed for an online course in instructional technology at the Open University, Israel.

Introduction

The last decade faces large-scale advances in both synchronic and a synchronic distance learning technologies. It is mainly due to improvements in the communication capabilities offered by the videoconference, Internet and multimedia technologies. Despite their potential to improve academic learning processes, as suggested by so many authors (Salomon, 2000), online learning did not succeed to become dominant in most universities and colleges, where teaching remains mainly frontal face-to face, and the online part of learning is perceived as enrichment or anecdotal. (Mioduser and Nachmias, 2002). Lessons learned from over a decade of online learning in the academia suggest the following major problems, reported by both students and faculty (synthesized from Horton, 2000; Scardamalia et al., 1996; Picciano, 2001).

· Poor course design and pedagogy: Most online courses in the academia are, in fact, an extension of the "normal"' face-to face course, utilizing similar pedagogy, learning-style and content-structure, without making intensive use of the pedagogical and technological benefits offered by the online communication.

· Non-linear learning: The non-linear, hyperpermedia environment, which is typical of most online learning, requires a unique kind of thinking skills (Eshet et al, 2002) that are problematic for many students, who get “lost” in the open, multidimensional learning  environments and content domains.

· Anonymity and loneliness: Many Online learners report on problems that derive from the anonymity and lack of personal contact, which is involved in online learning.

· Readability: Many online learners report on problems in reading and learning from the online materials; they usually prefer printing them and study from printed, hard copies.

· Lack of tailor-made learning materials: Most online courses do not contain learning materials, as databases, presentations or image resources, that were developed especially for the course; the online course environments usually serves as a platform for communication and knowledge sharing, containing references to texts and multimedia learning materials that were developed independently for other purposes.

Today, The Open University of Israel offers its students with over 250 online courses. However, despite the large number, none of these courses was originally designed as an online course; it is a traditional  “open University course”, with some online components, as forums and discussion groups, with occasional video clips and online visual resources, that serve as enrichment, and do not form the course’s backbone.

The present paper describes a prototype for a pioneering model of academic online courses at the Open University. It was developed for a course titled “Designing Computer-Based Learning Environments”, offered by a new graduate program in educational technology, launched lately by the university. Unlike all other Open University “online courses”, this is the first time that a fully-online course is designed, utilizing "online pedagogy", and a special effort is made to develop it as a genuine model that takes into account the common reported problems, in online learning, both pedagogical and technological.  It is hoped that the model offered by this course will open new directions in online learning at the Open University. In the following paragraphs, the major aspects of the online model, as represented in the course, are discussed.

Online Pedagogy

A constructivist pedagogy, supported by thematic learning units and constructivistic assignments, provide the backbone and framework for the course; it is in accordance with the course’s major objectives, of training scholars in assessing and developing computer-based learning environments. Accordingly, the pedagogical model for the course (Figure 1) comprises a tailor-made core-text that functions as an integrator of the major concepts and topics discussed in the course (i.e. hypermedia and learning; information architecture; databases design; simulations and mental models; the digital language and user interfaces). The core-text is linked to online resources (e.g. full-text articles; image resources), productivity tools and communication environments (e.g. discussion groups; video conference), which altogether, facilitate the students in conducting an elaborate online learning in the course. Students learn in the course through an assortment of authentic constructivist tasks that require them to design, analyze and assess computer-based learning environments.

Bridging the Technological Gap

The online learning environment is designed to create optimal learning possibilities for the student. In light of the reported “technology phobia” of many students, the environment is designed to act as a “double platform”, allowing students to use it both online and offline (for example: ensuring that the printed version of the online texts and resources is as close as possible to the online version, including all relevant links and visuals). This decision reflects an assumption that, as so frequently reported (e.g. Harassim et al., 1995), many students favor learning offline from printed materials, over reading online from computer monitors.

Flexibility in Learning

In order to promote non-linear and multiple learning styles, the online environment allows students to adapt the learning process to their personal preferences, offering a multitude of learning styles, ranging from a linear learning that follows a linear, “default” structure, through a “task-oriented learning, that organizes the learning around a time-line of events in the course (e.g. submission of tasks, reading assignments), to a topical learning, by selecting topics from menus, and to a non-linear, hypermedia learning, in which knowledge is formed by the learner with the aid of the core-text and the numerous hyperlinks that diverge from it.

Face-to Face in Online Learning: Reducing Anonymity and Loneliness

In order to reduce students’ anxiety of the “cold and remote” nature of the online learning, many courses, offer video or audio sessions that introduce mainly administrative issues as course schedule, introductory lectures, and the course's scope and sequence. In the present course, we use these tools as a major venue to deliver the actual course content: Each topic is accompanied by a variety of short indexed video-stream lectures, given by the course moderators or by experts. The lectures offer an overview of the topic, help the students focus on the readings and assignments, and provide a personal-synthetic point of view of the discussed themes and topics.

Online Resources

Online resources for the course include the online availability of all the course's readings, links to Internet sites, tailor-made databases and productivity tools (as special text-management facilities, net meeting facilities and multimedia tools). The tools allow both the students and the course facilitators to interact easily with the different types of course materials, and to conduct knowledge-sharing learning. This variegated environment provides the student with optimal conditions for flexible-personalized learning that combines the advantages of both online and offline learning. 

Conclusions

The present paper proposes a model for an online course, which is based on online constructivist pedagogy, and takes into consideration the lessons learned from the decades of online learning in the academia. Unlike all “online” courses in the Open University, and most academic courses in traditional universities, the present course is designed originally to be delivered online, and not as a redundant appendix to an existing course. The course structure and the associated productivity tools offer the students with flexibility in conducting the online learning according to their preferences. It is the first time that such a course is developed in the Open University of Israel, and we hope that it will be the precursor for a new generation of online courses. 
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Figure 1. Course structure and  pedagogic model, exemplified on one thematic topic
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