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Abstract

The following Treatise will address the methods and strategies to develop and implement a distributed learning environment. It will discuss how to create a web-based learning environment utilizing assessment, evaluation, and instructional aids to build a vital learning community.

Developing and Implementing a Distributed Learning Environment

The question of how to move from a distance-learning environment to a “distributed learning environment” is critical in the planning and designing of a course. To be truly distributed the learner must be brought in and made to feel a part of the learning environment and must be allowed to construct his or her own knowledge through interaction with the materials and through collaboration with others. The methods involved in this task include creating a web-based environment that utilizes appropriate instructional aids, assessment and evaluation methods, and strategies for building a learning community. 

Creating a Web-Based Environment


Presentation is an important factor in creating a distributed learning environment. When students begin a course, it is important that they feel welcome and not overwhelmed. One does not want the student to open to a page that contains all the material for the course right up front. The material should be pleasantly presented, provide clear links or directions to important materials and let the reader know what it is the course is about. If possible graphics or icons can be used to connect students to pertinent materials. Using graphics & icons with text will address different learning styles.  When using graphics it is important to use ALT tags so that individuals with disabilities are not excluded.  It is also important to keep in mind the principles of good design, including the basics such as using appropriate fonts and colors, and ensuring that pages are not too busy or cluttered. Students should be able to easily navigate the online course environment so that they can focus on learning.

Instructional Aids


The syllabus is an extremely important document- whether online or offline. This allows the learner to understand what will be covered and expected for the course, and to know to what extent participation will be expected. Of course in a face-to-face environment the teacher can explain the syllabus or deviate from it. In the online environment this is much more difficult. Therefore the designer must have a clear understanding of the subject matter, what areas it will cover, the resources it will use and the approach or method utilized. All of this must be ready to go at the time the course begins to provide a detailed and precise overview. 

Assessment at a Distance


Assessment is a measurement of progress towards a learning goal or level of proficiency and it should be an ongoing process throughout the course.   This task requires that the designers first evaluate what the expected outcomes are, decide how they will be assessed, and then address the specific strategies and methods for accomplishing this.  "Figure out what learners should get out of the instruction, determine how you'll know whether or not they were successful, and then decide what they should do to reach that point." (Simonson, et al, 2003) 

Assessments are also motivational because they hold students accountable.  Traditional assessments such as tests may be used, or alternative assessments may be appropriate.  Alternative, performance-based assessments tend to be constructivist in nature and may include creating a portfolio, posting to a discussion board, or creating a collaborative project or paper.  To truly encourage students, assessments should be reasonable and appropriate, and align to the content.

Students need to know how they will be assessed up front and what the guidelines are for that assessment. This can be in various forms depending on the material covered, but it should provide for a variety of assessment.   Rubrics can be established for projects and papers. Peer evaluation can and should be included for some projects and well as instructor evaluation. Feedback is extremely important in a distributed learning environment. Students want and need to know what they did well and where they can improve. Regular feedback from frequent assessments, both formal and informal, also gives learners a sense of control and greater responsibility for their learning. 

Evaluation of Teaching and Learning

Evaluation suggests passing a judgment of sorts on the quality of a particular product.  Evaluation is an essential part of a distributed learning environment.  The instructor may evaluate a course by using surveys or student reflections.  The results may be used to improve the method of delivery, improve instruction, and check that all students were connected, involved and learned the objectives.  

Students should have the opportunity to reflect over what they have learned. Reflection allows students to conceptualize what they have learned and internalize it. Further it allows students to recognize areas that they still may not fully comprehend and the reasons for it.   

Strategies for Building a Learning Community


To be truly distributed requires more than just including a discussion board and chat. It requires true interaction between all members of the community as they construct their knowledge of the course content.

The instructor must build into the course the opportunity for students to get to know one another. Providing a space for introductions and homepages is an excellent way for students to share a little about themselves and get to know each other. The instructor should also participate, allowing students to get an opportunity to know him or her as well as giving the instructor an opportunity to know and share with the students. In some cases this critically important step is left out or at least not given enough time to develop. This can be detrimental to establishing the virtual community. Research has shown that students who feel isolated and lack support are less likely to develop the knowledge and skills from the course materials.


Once the instructor has given students and opportunity to develop a connection with their peers, then material can be presented. However, it is important to include opportunities for students to work together to construct their knowledge through group projects, papers and opportunities to share. This is more than just assigning a project to a group. Students must feel some ownership over their group. They must feel that they have some say in how the group will work and who will participate in which role. It may be necessary for the instructor to provide guidelines for how this process should take place, but the group should be given some leeway in how they will implement those guidelines.


Projects and assignments should allow some negotiation between student and instructor. Students should be given an opportunity to explore their own ideas within the context of the course and how and what they will do should be negotiated with the instructor. Providing some leeway with choice of topic or research allows students to develop ownership over their project and often leads to a higher degree of results.

Conclusion


Creating a distributed learning environment requires careful planning.  The instructor must take into consideration the learning objectives and plan assessments and instruction accordingly. The environment must be designed with the needs of the learners in mind, and in a way that builds a community. Continuous assessments provide feedback to students and help the instructor to determine if students are reaching learning goals.  Finally, evaluations are useful for the instructor and students to reflect upon the course.  Using the methods and strategies explained in this treatise will allow the instructor to successfully develop and implement a distributed learning environment.
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