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Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on the Systemwide Review of the Report of the Senate Special Committee on Online and Remote Instruction and Residency.  As the joint Academic Senate and Administrative body at UCLA responsible for information technology policy and planning, we are very interested in the issues raised by this report. 

Prof. Robin Garrell, Chair of the UCLA Academic Senate, presented an overview of the report to the ITPB meeting on November 18, 2009, and solicited comments by email. The report was discussed in plenary session of the board. This memo summarizes our findings and recommendations.

As a general statement, the ITPB is supportive of progressive and expansive planning of educational technology and cyberlearning and pleased that the senate committee has sponsored this discussion. The ITPB is, in fact, heavily involved with promoting more and better use of information technology in instruction, in the specific context of cyberlearning – the use of networked computing and communication technologies to support learning, as framed by the National Science Foundation Taskforce on the topic (Borgman et al., 2008). We would encourage the UC Senate to use the NSF Cyberlearning report as a basis for discussion and planning and we encourage the pursuit of federal funding for developing innovative pedagogy.
Our comments and concerns pertain to the context and scope that appear to underlie the report. First, the tone and examples in the report appear to equate “online and remote instruction” with distance learning, especially of full courses. We believe technology is used most effectively to supplement classroom learning, rather than to supplant it. This is not to say that distance learning may not have value and a place, however. There is a full spectrum of on-line remote and distance possibility that needs to be carefully considered with respect to objectives, content, situation and conditions.
To this latter point, we are concerned with statements (such as point #2 in the Executive Summary) suggesting online and in-person experiences of education are equivalent.  Some subjects can be learned in a series of lessons and evaluated tasks, but not those that require intensive engagement among students and instructors in real time – which is often where true thinking, questioning, and learning occur. The distinction is not between analog and digital environments, but between isolated and community experiences.  Great concern was expressed about maintaining the quality of a UC education.
The report is in conflict suggesting that distance learning will save costs, while at the same time stressing there are little to no cost benefits due to the extensive training and support necessary to develop certain online programs.  To the extent that courses require ‘community’ interaction and experience for effectiveness, there must be a low student to faculty-staff ratio for distance learning to be meaningful.  This can be expensive and is difficult to achieve in the current financial climate. Given that distance education has proven to be an extremely expensive venture, and that more attempts appear to have failed than succeeded, we believe that UC is far better off leading with cyberlearning to enhance the quality of education and address educational challenges than leading with distance education. Distance education opportunities in the sense of new cohorts of learners taking advantage of UCLA’s educational capability should emanate only from a foundation of on-line quality and experience.

For example, UC Berkeley is developing online programs as an alternative approach for large, gateway lower division classes so that over-enrollment of classes will no longer be a barrier to graduation. For them, it is a way to add capacity, even though it may not save money. Would this apply to other campuses?  Or would other campuses be able to use what they have developed to cut their own costs?

In sum, we encourage innovative uses of technology in education, especially cyberlearning approaches that enrich course content through the use of new tools, content, and experiences. We discourage leading with technology as a means to save money, as it is unlikely to do so. We especially discourage the wholesale replacement of campus courses with distance education.

We hope that you will find these comments useful in your deliberations.

Reference:
http://www.nsf.gov/publications/pub_summ.jsp?ods_key=nsf08204Borgman, C. L., Abelson, H., Dirks, L., Johnson, R., Koedinger, K. R., Linn, M. C., Lynch, C. A., Oblinger, D. G., Pea, R. D., Salen, K., Smith, M. S. & Szalay, A. (2008). Fostering Learning in the Networked World: The Cyberlearning Opportunity and Challenge. A 21st Century Agenda for the National Science Foundation. Report of the NSF Task Force on Cyberlearning. Office of Cyberinfrastructure and Directorate for Education and Human Resources. National Science Foundation. Retrieved from  on 12 August 2008.
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