Distance and e-learning basics

Creating connections and closing the gap
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Distance vs online or e-learning

Distance learning has a long history and dates back over 100 years - think radio courses, correspondence courses for military personnel who were stationed
overseas, etc. Basically teaching and coursework that has a lapse in time (asynchronous) between participants’ interactions. Online or e-learning originated
from distance learning so they share many of the same theories but online then grew as people recognized the affordances and benefits of technology to

communicate and can include synchronous and asynchronous components.



Jargon
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occurring at the same time

Synchronous refers to communications that take place in real-time - all participants are communicating at the same time. Some examples of synchronous
communications are phone calls, video conferencing, and chat or text tools.
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occurring at different times

Asynchronous refers to communications that take place at different times - there is a lapse in time between participants’ communications . Some examples of
asynchronous communications are email, snail mail, discussion boards, and grading feedback.
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Cognitive load Working memory
542

Cognitive load, in short, is the brain’s working memory. Typically, the brain’s capacity to take in new information is 7, plus or minus two pieces of information.
As students and families are new to distance or online learning, | encourage you to scale that down to 5 plus or minus two, and try as hard as you can to keep it
in the range of 3-5 new pieces of information. This means, chunking information into small, concise, manageable amounts. A good example of how our ability to
comprehend information is affected by cognitive load is if you've ever had to see a doctor who has a strong accent (different from your own.) Your brain’s
capacity to focus on and understand the diagnosis and treatment recommendations she is giving you is decreased by sorting out the actual words she is saying
due to the difference in accent.



Transactional distance theory
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The idea behind transactional distance theory is that the distance between teacher and student is not just geographic but also pedagogically. The three
components of this theory are structure, learner autonomy, and dialogue. Structure refers to the design and organization of the materials, the instruction, and
the course. Learner autonomy is the student’s self-directedness or internal motivation. The last component, dialogue comes in two forms - teacher-to-student
and student-to-content (thik graphic organizers, guided notes, etc.) When considering distance or online learning for K-12, learner autonomy is going to be low
so dialogue, especially between teacher and student, will have to be strong. Clearly organized structure will also help, but the most time-effective piece to focus
on in our current situation is dialogue. An instructional situation is considered more distant if there are lesser amounts of dialogue among the participants and
less structure. For less distant situations, the converse is true. A textbook and study guide with only internal dialogue would be considered to have a high
transactional distance. A synchronous discussion done through audio conferencing would be lower.



Interaction equivalence theorem
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How do we create deep and meaningful learning with our students? Interaction equivalence theorem states that there are three types of interactions that
contribute to fostering this. As long as one of the three forms of interaction is at a high level, deep and meaningful learning can occur.
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The first type of interaction is between teacher and student - direct instruction, Q&A, discussions, etc.
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The second type of interaction is between student and content - how are students relating to the concepts and material? Beyond reading or watching the
content, think about study guides, graphic organizers, guided notes, reflection questions, etc.



Interaction equivalence theorem

O
m

student

3,

The last type of interaction is between students - think group projects, class discussions, collaborative assignments, etc. While this can be done in distance or
online learning, given the current circumstances, | recommend initially not focusing on these types of interactions and assignments.
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In this rapid move to distance and/or online learning, | recommend focusing on assignments, activities, and decisions that develop teacher-to-student
iInteractions.



Need analysis (reality check)



Families

technologies

Teachers Students

As you make decisions for your distance learning plans, take into consideration the following:
e  Where are your teachers at? What resources do they have? Are they already using an LMS?

® What age, developmental, and cognitive level are your students? Second graders have a lower learner autonomy than an 11th grader; some might not
be able to ready yet, what instruction can you provide that is visual?

® What resources do your families have? What stresses are the under, now? Do they have a printer? Do they have enough computers for all of their
children or will they be sharing?

® Think of technology with a small “t” - what do you already use as a school? Photocopiers, printers, class folders - you can still use these! Your solutions
don’t have to be LMSs or new, complicated tools.



Strategies and things to keep in mind



Simplicity

Please, please, please keep communication and instruction simple. This does not mean you cannot address complex concepts, ideas, etc. But when it comes to
creating or choosing materials, use clean fonts and only one, don’t use lots of colors or patterns, break instructions down into small steps. When information is
unnecessarily complex, they increase cognitive load and detract from working memory. Instead of focusing on the chapters they are supposed to read, students

are spending mental energy on reading the decorative font the instructions are in.



New classroom procedures

(like the beginning of the year)

Your first few weeks of distance or online education are going to be like the first weeks of school. You will be teaching students and families a new routine and it
will take a while to sink in. With that in mind, please decrease the number or depth of learning objectives you address in the first weeks. Set a schedule both for
yourself and for your student/families with wiggle room/flexibility so that you can adjust.



Leverage asynchronous strategies

Focus on asynchronous teaching methods and communications. Families will be juggling a lot - they may have three or more children at home and trying to
work from home themselves; they may have elderly family members they are caring for; they may have limited computers or bandwidth. If you must do a live
video conference or morning meeting, make it optional or record it.



Social presence

Social presence is the understanding that there is another, unique human being at the other end of your distance communications and interactions. In a purely
online setting, teachers and schools work hard on developing social presence. As a face-to-face school, you are way ahead of the game. As you enter this new
world of distance/online learning, make decisions and choices that foster and continue to develop social presence. Incorporate opportunities to do show-and-tell,
share dad jokes, etc - it is important for both the students and the teachers.



Use the deli!

(Prepared content)

Please don't feel like you have to create everything on your own now. Where you can find prepared content, please use it, You won’'t be managing a classroom
or doing lunchroom duty. Focus instead on communication, giving feedback, and choosing materials that address student learning outcomes.



How will you handle questions?

(for your classes/classroom?)

Try and think ahead of time of how and what tool(s) you want to use to field questions. If you are a high school teacher with 3 or 4 different preps, that is going
to be a lot of students and potential questions. Articulate to students and families how you want them to send you questions - email, discussion board, Google
form, etc.



JITT - just In time teaching

Consider using exit slips to gauge or get a pulse check on where students are with understanding concepts. Use the information that you get back from these to
adjust assignments or expectations to address student learning outcomes.




Prepare at least 1 week ahead

Prepare ahead of time as much as you can. You may get sick or a family member may get sick. Or some of your students need materials printed because they
don’t have reliable internet access. It will benefit everyone if you can have your classes prepped at least one week ahead of time.



Guiding principles

Maintain & nurture »
. . Reduce cognitive load
e | at| ons h | pS (distance theory) (leverage working memory)

1. Make choices so that you are maintaining and nurturing communication and dialogue with your students and families; if you are used to having
collaboration with your colleagues, also try and keep that as you work at a distance - staff meetings, phone calls, etc.
2. Make choice that decrease the cognitive load for everyone (teachers, students, admin staff, families)



This is an opportunity!

While we are struggling to wrap our minds around all that needs to be done, | hope you consider that is can also be an opportunity. It is a chance for our

students who are shy, our students who have mental/emotional struggles at school, and our socially vulnerable students, to connect and possibly dig deeper
into their learning since they are no longer in a school building every day.

It is also a chance for us as educators to reevaluate our curriculum and teaching strategies.



Attendance and truancy are two different things. Attendance refers to a single, documentable login for ADM purposes. In an online or distance setting, we record
attendance asynchronously - for example, students have all of Monday to login so we don’t record Monday’s attendance until Tuesday. Truancy refers to the

social welfare check that happens when students have not shown up to school.




Questions

On anything....really
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