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Report to the SUNY Fredonia College Senate Academic Affairs Committee

of the SUNY Learning Network sub-committee findings

January 2004

Introduction

SUNY Fredonia College Senate Academic Affairs Committee, in October 2002, appointed a sub-committee charged with examining the role of the SUNY Learning Network in SUNY Fredonia's academic programming. Specifically, the sub-committee was charged with the following:

1)  listen to student and faculty concerns with current SLN courses

2)  ascertain what policies exist from SUNY central, etc.

3)  make new policies, as appropriate

4) report to Academic Affairs Committee

This document is the report to the Academic Affairs Committee.

This sub-committee was comprised of the following individuals. Chris Keffer, Admissions, Chair of the sub-committee, John Olsavsky, Business Faculty, Nelson Graff, English Faculty, Nan Bowser, Registrar, Grant Umberger, Lifelong Learning, Jamar Pickreign, Education Faculty, and Kathleen Gabor, Student.

The charges to this sub-committee form the organization of this report. Attached to this report are appendixes containing pertinent documentation in support of this report that the Academic Affairs Committee may find useful.

Charge 1) listen to student and faculty concerns with current SLN courses

To meet the first charge, we determined to conduct both a survey of students and faculty to ascertain their awareness of, comfort with, and desire to conduct courses within the SUNY Learning Network specifically, and "on-line" courses in general, and to conduct interviews with interested faculty and students.

Surveys

The sub-committee met and discussed what information should be sought and composed the surveys with the assistance of James Calarco. Director of SUNY Fredonia Institutional Research.  These surveys were conducted using computer scannable forms as well as an open-ended response portion. The surveys used are in appendix 1 of this report.

Although the response rate (9% of the students and 17% of the faculty) was not enough from which to make any statistically significant statements, we were able to identify some "patterns" in the responses in both the scannable and open-ended portions we did receive. 

Select Faculty Survey Results

Responses to questions 16 and 17 seemed to suggest that faculty who responded indicated that while they aren't comfortable with the idea of SLN, they may be supportive should their department require an SLN course. However, in the open-ended responses, they also seemed to believe that if SLN courses are offered as required courses in an academic program, they should also be offered as a traditional course during the same semester, or during the same academic year as determined by the department offering the courses. That is, there is a strong belief among those faculty responding that required courses should NOT be offered solely as a SLN course (or any other distance format). 

Comfort

Question 16) I am comfortable with the concept that an SLN course may satisfy a required course for a student's major: 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	9%
	9%
	23%
	28%
	31%


Question 17) I would be comfortable with my department requiring a course offered through SLN: 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	15%
	17%
	24%
	19%
	25%


This belief in not offering a required course solely as an SLN course was supported in the survey responses (questions 18 and 24) of faculty who seemed to agree that SLN courses are not as effective in promoting student learning as are traditional courses. 

Effectiveness

Question 18) Students will learn more effectively in an SLN course than in a traditional course setting : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	0%
	3%
	28%
	19%
	50%


Question 24) Students will learn less effectively in an SLN course than in a traditional course setting: 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	28%
	28%
	33%
	5%
	5%


Select Student Survey Results
With regard to the student responses, the demographic data collected suggests a fairly even distribution of experience with web-enhanced courses. However, 84% of the respondents had never taken an SLN course.

Experience

Question 15) How many Web -enhanced (e.g. Blackboard or course Web sites) have you taken?:

	One
	Two
	Three
	Four or more
	None

	21%
	21%
	16%
	16%
	27%


Question 16) How many SLN courses have you taken through Fredonia?:

	One
	Two
	Three
	Four or more
	None

	10%
	2%
	2%
	2%
	84%


Comfort with the academic use of the Internet was high in the students who responded to our survey with 87% of them indicating that they either agreed or strongly agreed that they were comfortable. There were, however, no discernable patterns regarding the students perceptions of the role that SLN courses should play in their programs with the notable exception that students seemed to believe that a "course is a course" regardless of the medium of exchange. 

Comfort

Question 17) I am comfortable using the Internet for academic purposes : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	56%
	31%
	6%
	3%
	3%


Question 19) I am comfortable with the idea that an SLN course may satisfy an elective/general education requirement : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	22%
	35%
	32%
	7%
	5%


Question 20) I am comfortable with the idea that an SLN course may satisfy a required course in my major : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	19%
	34%
	22%
	15%
	10%


Question 21) I would be comfortable with my department requiring a course offered only through SLN : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	15%
	18%
	24%
	24%
	18%


Effectiveness

Question 23) Students will learn more effectively in an SLN course than in a traditional course setting: 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	3%
	10%
	50%
	18%
	19%


Question 27) Students will learn less effectively in an SLN course than in a traditional course setting : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	11%
	14%
	45%
	24%
	5%


Question 29) Student learning through SLN coursework can be equally as effective as through traditional means : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	11%
	35%
	38%
	11%
	4%


With regard to desire, 44% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they would like to take an SLN course. Thirty-nine percent were ambivalent, with 18% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing.

Desire to take an SLN course

Question 22) I would like to take an SLN course : 

	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	21%
	23%
	39%
	11%
	7%


The open-ended student response item requested students to list "pros" and "cons" to taking SLN courses. In general, the respondents the following:


Pros: 

· flexibility in time management and scheduling

· no travel to campus

· convenience

· promotes writing skills


Cons:
· demands student responsibility and motivation (this, ironically, suggests that they may believe they don't need to be "responsible" in a traditional course)

· no "face-to-face" interaction with students or faculty

· time "delay" for feedback on questions and conceptual understanding

Interviews

The sub-committee arranged several interviews with concerned faculty and offered open fora for concerned students. The sub-committee believes that the Academic Affairs Committee needs to be aware of and consider the following issues and concerns that arose from these interviews.

Faculty Issues and Concerns n=4
· Course frequency- students come to Fredonia with the implicit expectation of taking courses in a traditional setting. When course are offered through SLN, there needs to be a commitment to offer the course in a traditional setting as well within the expected timeframe for degree completion.

· Workload- The development of SLN courses require a major time commitment (SLN requires attendance at three six-hour faculty development workshops, successful online courses require significant participation by the students-every student must comment in writing on everything that is discussed and the instructor is expected to read these and respond).  There is presently no incentive for faculty to develop or deliver such courses.

· Academic Integrity- As with traditional courses, how do we maintain academic integrity- i.e., cheating, plagiarism, collusion, etc.

· Learning Community- students enrolled in SLN courses must be self-regulated and actively engaged to succeed.

· Effectiveness- similar to the survey responses, faculty interviewed also alluded to the perceptions that SLN courses are not as effective as traditional. We have no evidence to substantiate whether SLN courses are effective or not. There is currently no course evaluation procedure that includes an assessment of effectiveness.  

Students- n=4

· Course frequency- students did not share the faculty perception that the same course be offered through traditional settings as well as SLN.

· Course workload- perceived the workload in SLN courses is more labor intensive than traditional requiring a daily commitment to check in as well as requiring a more self-regulated approach to learning (more active learning than passive learning).

· Academic Integrity- As with traditional courses, the issue of academic integrity is not unique to SLN course offering.

· Interaction of Learning Community- students perceived that they had more access to the professor than they might have in a traditional setting. 

· Effectiveness-Students perceived it was at least as effective as a traditional class. Students believe that there are some courses that would not be appropriate, let alone effective, and that it depends on the learners.

Charge 2) ascertain what policies exist from SUNY central, etc.
At the time of the sub-committee's investigation no formal policies for the development and delivery of distance learning courses existed from SUNY Central (other than SLN policies). However, SUNY Central has established a policy of not identifying SLN courses on a transcript as distinct from traditional courses. Appendix 2 includes descriptions of some "unwritten" policies regarding distance learning from some of our sister institutions in SUNY. Many of these "policies" address both academic integrity concerns, and course development concerns identified above.

Buffalo State, however, does have a formal policy regarding the development and delivery of distance learning. This Policy is presented in appendix 2. 

Charge 3) make new policies as appropriate

We interpreted this charge to mean to make recommendation to the Academic Affairs Committee with regard to policies. 

Based upon the findings of this sub-committee, there are concerns (warranted or unwarranted) with regard to the development and delivery of on-line courses, as well as the role they should play in the academic programs here at SUNY Fredonia. The following presents our recommendations:

Recommendations
1)
It is the opinion of this sub-committee that the Academic Affairs Committee consider adopting Buffalo State's "Distance Education Policy" with the following amendments:


a) IIh. implies the possibility that a distance course may be required. We recommend a modification that while the course may be a requirement, taking it via distance learning should not be. This might be accomplished by a statement such as "students  in residence at Fredonia State who choose to take a required course via distance education are provided with campus-based Internet access. Students choosing to take courses at a distance are expected to have their own Internet access. Required courses offered via distance education will also be offered in a traditional in-class format at times commensurate with the frequency codes published in the SUNY Fredonia College Catalog."

2)
It is the opinion of this sub-committee that the Academic Affairs Committee consider offering course development stipends/incentives (e.g., laptops, reduced course load, etc.) in addition to normal compensation for conducting the course.
3) 
If a course is determined to be a distance course, then SLN policy is for no required "face-to-face" meetings. Concerns regarding the academic integrity of examinations had previously been addressed by requiring students to report in person to the campus delivering the course to take exams. This, however, is inconsistent with SLN. It is the opinion of this sub-committee that faculty offering SLN courses MUST agree with the total asynchronous policy of delivery, or consider other distance learning options (e.g., Blackboard). 

4) 
The Academic Affairs Committee should consider developing a SLN course evaluation procedure that includes an assessment of teaching/learning effectiveness.

Note: At the time of the submission of this report, the sub-committee consists of Nan Bowser, Registrar, Grant Umberger, Associate Director Lifelong Learning, and Jamar Pickreign, Assistant Professor School of Education.


















































































































































































