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Abstract: There is growing recognition that online teaching requires special skills and considerations. Yet, to date, the characteristics of effective online teachers have been the topic of limited research (Blomeyer, 2006). Given the centrality of teacher preparation to the success of online learning and the lack of studies that speak to the model(s) of staff development that effectively prepare teachers to teach online, this study examined one model of online teacher preparation. Researchers asked: What do teachers report as the central effects of The Online Academy for Teachers on their understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the online teacher and their sense of efficacy as online teachers? Responses to an open-ended survey from 22 teacher-participants were analyzed and point to the need for instruction and personal experience in online learning, appreciation of the efficacy of the design model, and transfer to general teaching practice.
Introduction


The K-12 online learning marketplace is a new and emerging field. The Peak Group (2002) reported that the largest virtual schools have a combined operating budget of over $52 million and anticipated annual student enrollment of over 1,000,000 by the 2004-2005 school year. Rosenhall (2006) writes “An estimated 600,000 K-12 students nationwide took classes online last year  – the vast majority of them high schoolers.” While this number may represent just over one percent of the nation’s student body, the large and growing number of virtual learners signifies that online learning has become more than a fad. In fact, Michigan will start requiring its high school students to take at least one class online to graduate from a public high school beginning with the class of 2011 (eSchool News staff, 2006). As this alternative to traditional education becomes a part of the educational landscape, its success depends on the preparation of teachers able to teach effectively in this new environment. 

“The most important factor affecting student learning is the teacher,” states the Southern Regional Education Board (2006), and this is as true of virtual environments as it is of the face-to-face classroom. Quality online teaching reflects the attributes of any effective teaching. Both traditional classroom teachers and online teachers need to know their subjects and how to teach them. They also must understand their students, remain current in their fields, and manage and monitor student progress (Southern Regional Education Board, 2006). High quality online teaching starts with high quality teachers in general. If a teacher is not effective in a traditional classroom, he or she is not likely to be effective online either. Yet, there is growing recognition that online teaching requires special skills and considerations. “There are aspects of online teaching that are dramatically different than conventional classrooms. You could be a great physics teacher, but a horrible online physics teacher, if you aren’t able to manage your time or your students very well” (Appel, 2006).
To date, the characteristics of effective online teachers have been the topic of limited research (Blomeyer, 2006). Yet, there is a growing awareness in the research literature that teachers need to engage in staff development to support an understanding of online course development, online pedagogy, and methodology (Lowes, 2005). Included in research findings is the need for teachers to learn more about materials and equipment, about how to use learning management systems, and about new knowledge and practices to be applied to online learning environments (Blomeyer, 2006). To be effective online instructors, teachers need to learn to attend to the attributes of today’s students who have access to and can use technology to pursue opportunities and information. They must learn to manage their own time and schedules as well as to help students manage their time and schedules in these flexible environments and to develop the ability to prepare quality written communications to not only convey information but also to also encourage and support students (Southern Regional Education Board, 2006). The online teacher has to be more of a guide and director for students. Teachers accustomed to lectures rather than projects and inquiry-based activities find their styles ill-suited to virtual classrooms. In addition, online teachers quickly discover that developing a relationship with online learners and “hearing” what the student is saying without any of the traditional face-to-face signals takes time – lots and lots of time (Wood, 2005). and information. 
In fact, when teachers are well prepared to teach in virtual learning environments, research at both the K-12 and postsecondary levels is creating a growing body of evidence that quality online teaching is not only as good as traditional teaching – it can be superior (Southern Regional Education Board, 2006). To promote the effective preparation of online teachers, the Southern Regional Education Board (2006) released standards for quality online teaching “to provide more students with the courses they need, regardless of where students and teachers reside.” According to this document, a high-quality online teacher meets appropriate state standards, has appropriate academic credentials and prerequisite technology skills, demonstrates the ability to incorporate active and interactive learning strategies, provides leadership that promotes student success, has experienced online learning from the perspective of a student, and understands and is responsive to students with special needs. 

In its 2004 National Education Technology Plan, the U.S. Department of Education set as one of its action goals the support of e-learning and virtual schools and stated that one strategy within this goal is to “enable every teacher to participate in e-learning training” (U. S. Department of Education, 2005, pp. 41-42). In addition, as the U. S. Department of Education recognized, “E-learning offers flexibility in the time, place, and pace of instruction. It provides teachers the opportunity to create an instructional environment that adapts to students wherever and however they need to learn, at home or in school. Yet, learning to teach in these environments is not as easy as some might predict” (p. 41). Smith, Clark, and Blomeyer (2005) reviewed eight studies of online learning and reported that all eight of them identified the situated and effective preparation of highly qualified online teachers as a crucial element in the implementation of effective online learning programs. None of them, however, spoke to the model(s) of staff development that should be embraced for effectively preparing teachers to teach online. Thus, one of the outstanding questions about factors with potential impact on the effectiveness of online leaning environments is “What are the most effective training, mentoring, and support systems for online teachers?” (Blomeyer, 2006).

Examining the Efficacy of The Online Academy for Teachers

In 2003, George Mason University and Frederick, Loudoun, and Stafford County Public Schools joined in a collaborative to create virtual high school courses. Early in the project Dr. Patricia Taylor, Superintendent of Frederick County Schools, justified her school division’s participation in the collaborative stating that if virtual learning opportunities were to be made available to students in her school division, she wanted to know “who was on the other end.” Supporting her school division’s participation in the collaborative was one way, she hoped, to know the credentials and the preparation of teachers who would be “on the other end.” Three years later The Online Academy is delivering thirteen core courses to Virginia high school students, and the question – “who is on the other end” – remains a central concern. 

As the work of the collaborative proceeded, it became clear that good instructional design, effective student and parent support systems, and an innovative delivery model were not enough. It became clear that hiring highly-qualified teachers skilled in their content areas and recognized by their school divisions as master teachers was not enough to insure excellent online learning opportunities for students. Teachers needed to be supported in leveraging their face-to-face classroom expertise and expanding their teaching skills to these new learning environments. Given the challenges of preparing teachers to teach in virtual learning environments, the decision was made to add yet another layer to the work of the collaborative.  The Online Academy for Teachers – an eight-course online, graduate certificate program – was the result.

The idea of an online academy for teachers proved much easier than its design, however. As Levine and Sun (2003) recognized, “There is no pedagogy for distance learning. Although the promise is a highly interactive medium of learning that institutions can customize to meet the individual needs of students, the talking head remains the predominant mode of instruction today, and current forms of distance learning often prove to be poor imitations” (p. 21). Without a clear model to use in the design of teacher preparation for online teaching, four frameworks guided the design of The Online Academy for Teachers:

1. Because The Online Academy used the COPLS design model described by Norton (2003), the same design model was chosen for The Online Academy for Teachers. This model centers learning at the intersection of a representative or authentic problem, web-based instructional support materials, and frequent interactions between the learner (in this case the prospective online teachers) and an expert mentor (in this case a veteran online teacher). It was believed that if the learning model and the role of the expert mentor were modeled throughout the teacher-learner’s experience in The Online Academy for Teachers, then teachers would be better prepared to teach high school students in The Online Academy.

2. Daloz (1999) and Zachary’s (2000) phases of the mentoring process were adopted as a lens for understanding the flow and structure of mentoring. While not an exclusively linear process, the four phases of preparing, negotiating, enabling, and closing were incorporated as a framework for teacher-learners to use in guiding and understanding the tasks and goals of the learning process. 

3. Designers were not able to identify a robust framework to use as a guide for a mentor’s ability to respond to learner messages, finding strategies for online facilitating and online moderating to be inappropriate or inadequate. Thus, designers adopted the ART of Mentoring model (Norton, 2005). This model structures online mentoring around the processes of Assessing student messages for danger, context, and content; Responding to messages in light of the assessment, using strategies from their mentoring repertoire; and Targeting the response message so that it is focused on learning by linking the response to the learner’s prior knowledge, learning goals, or life experience. Learning experiences for teacher-learners were structured to provide ample practice with this model.
4. Experiences working with high school students in The Online Academy were used as a framework for teaching teacher-learners to interact with virtual learners. In working with high school students, we had identified three broad categories or types of interactions: those that focused on relationship building, on issues of self-regulation, and on promoting conceptual understanding. These categories were used to build teacher-learner skills in these categories and as a source for role playing lessons. 

Prior to the summer of 2006, teachers hired to teach high school students in The Online Academy were part of the work of the collaborative and involved in both the study of online teaching and the design of courses for The Online Academy as part of a Master’s or doctoral degree program. In a capacity building effort during the 2006 summer semester, 22 teacher-learners were recruited to participate in a summer institute version of The Online Academy for Teachers. The Policy Board that governs the collaborative agreed that teachers who completed the first five courses of The Online Academy for Teachers would be eligible to teach for The Online Academy, thus augmenting the existing teacher pool. These teachers would be supported both during the summer institute and during their early teaching of students in The Online Academy by expert mentors taken from those involved with the collaborative and pursuing doctoral degrees. Given the intense five-week time frame during the summer, a blended approach was developed in which the full online courses were adapted and augmented with a five-hour weekly face-to-face session (five meetings in all). An overview of the full curriculum and instructional process for The Online Academy for Teachers can be viewed at http://mason.gmu.edu/~pnorton/Recruit/TOAT/summer.htm. 
Given the importance of teacher preparation to the success of online learning, this study examined The Online Academy for Teachers (TOAT) model of teacher preparation asking this question: What do teacher-learners report as the central effects of The Online Academy for Teachers on their understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the online teacher and their sense of efficacy as online teachers? Specifically, teacher-learners were asked to respond to an online survey of six open-ended questions: (a) As part of The Online Academy for Teachers Summer Institute, you have had the opportunity to be an online learner and participate in the COPLS online learning model. How will your personal experiences as an online learner influence your own online mentoring? (b) What did you like about the TOAT Summer Institute? (c) What did you find challenging about the TOAT Summer Institute? (d) As you anticipate becoming an online mentor, what do you think the possibilities and challenges will be? (e) List the top five things you learned in the TOAT Summer Institute. (f) After studying the different facets of online learning this summer, what connections have you made that will influence your teaching practice in general?

Results

There was some duplication in participants’ responses to the six open-ended survey questions. For example, every teacher (N = 22) answered the first question about the influence of personal experience as an online learner on their online mentoring this way: having experience as an online learner is critical to being a successful online mentor because it allows teachers to experience first hand the cognitive and emotional challenges of online learning. The fifth question asked participants to list the top five things they learned in the TOAT Summer Institute. Five topics were listed by over half of all teachers: effective online communication, self-regulation and self-efficacy, characteristics of online learners and good online instruction, the value of authentic problems and a community of practice, and the value of creating a culture of thinking. The first three topics relate specifically to teachers’ experiences as online learners; the last two relate to course design. To avoid redundancy, we have organized the results of the survey into three general themes that emerged: teachers’ need for specific instruction in online teaching as well as experience as online learners, teachers’ reactions to the specific design of TOA and TOAT, and teachers’ expectations of transfer into their general teaching practice.  

Need for Instruction and Personal Experience in Online Learning: According to their responses, teachers not only learned strategies and skills for assisting online students that were outside the scope of their previous education and professional development, they also developed a visceral understanding of the intellectual and personal demands made on online learners. One participant summed up their general feeling: “I wouldn't have even known how to proceed without the online training.” Most participants indicated that their online experiences had given them empathy for online learners’ concerns and needs and had helped them to explore and develop their own self-regulation and self-efficacy, which are crucial to successful online learning. 


Participants felt they had learned skills needed in any online environment, such as “how to ‘listen’ to the emails and respond in an appropriate way” and “to communicate as quickly as I can.” All felt they benefited from having effective mentors who “modeled what an online course can be.” One teacher commented, “I enjoyed having a mentor to assist us with the course work and to motivate us to keep going. Specifically, I really found the student/mentor mock Digichats [similar to Instant Messaging] extremely beneficial.” Teachers iterated the common attitude that “it is important to get prompt feedback for my questions and submitted work. That makes me feel connected and that someone cares about me.” Some teachers noted surprise at how important social connection was to being successful online: “the encouraging words of a mentor meant a great deal.” As one put it, “A mentor is more than a teacher.” 

Fourteen participants listed learning about the characteristics of online learners, good online instruction, “the online environment and how online learning is different from face to face instruction” in their top five lessons. As one participant noted, in addition to the adjustments for online instruction, “There are many students who come to The Online Academy with different ability levels, backgrounds, and needs” that will need to be assessed and addressed online. One teacher specifically mentioned adjusting to the “idea that we [mentors] are the sage on the side” rather than the sage on the stage or the guide on the side. One encapsulated the role of the online mentor as “building relationships, mentoring strategies such as appropriate questioning, listening, assessing communication, and communicating.” Another teacher expressed the idea that she had learned the characteristics and learning needs of online learners by seeing “what my own weaknesses were as on online learner and what my success[es] are.” A significant comment came from a teacher who had mentored for another online high school: “I feel the learning was intense online, and I enjoyed that I did learn much more than I had already known even though I had mentored. . .for one year already.” According to teachers’ responses, classroom and online experience without specific instruction in online learning was not enough. 


Although teachers entered the institute with varying degrees of experience with technology, only two teachers listed problems with technology as challenging to their work. Only one listed having to be an expert technology trouble-shooter for students as a concern about becoming an online mentor. 

All teachers listed learning about effective communication as critical for online teachers and students. Over half expect that communicating with students virtually (“’hearing’ what the learner is really saying”) and getting learners to communicate effectively will be the most difficult tasks they face as online mentors.  One stated that it is important “to look at an email on many different levels—content, cognitive, interpersonal relationships, and self regulation.” A participant commented that she had learned to “effectively communicate with my students online by being an active listener and careful to understand that my typed words may not be understood immediately as I intend.” Another summed up the process: “The ART of Mentoring is a constant reality of our position. Every e-mail that comes in must be assessed for content and potential danger. We must respond to the message in a tactful and knowledgeable manner. Once we have handled the issue, concern, or question, we must redirect the student's attention to the learning concept at hand.” Most agreed that they could not have learned to communicate effectively with online learners without observing their own mentors’ modeling and without practicing online. One specifically focused on knowing how to “[s]elect and use the correct form of electronic communications for specific situations.” One teacher added, “This process is wonderful in a virtual environment because of the ability to delay a response.” One appreciated learning “[h]ow to respond to student emails requesting help - without doing the student's activity.” One summarized in general the importance of communication: “Open communication that demonstrates respect, trust, empathy, compassion, and understanding are also valuable tools that need to be mastered.” 


Over half felt that helping high school students develop self-regulation, self-efficacy, and thinking dispositions would be both difficult and rewarding in an online environment. Several felt that one initial difficulty would be “[g]etting students to understand that online learning requires a lot of work and is NOT easier than a classroom.” Fourteen participants also listed the importance of instruction in self-efficacy and self-regulation as one of the top five things they had learned. Most stressed the belief that learners “need to develop self-regulation skills and self-efficacy in order to become great online learners”—whether they are mentors or students. “The good thing is that this is a skill that can be taught and learned.” One commented on learning the “difference between self-regulation and self-efficacy and how important it is to have high self-efficacy to do well with self-regulation.” Several focused on specific skills: “how to help students to be organized learners with note-taking strategies, mental management, and reading techniques.” 

All teachers felt they needed more time because of the rigor of the TOAT courses, the demands of an online environment, and their own problems with time management. Teachers found that they were working more quickly as they became more experienced in the environment and format; even so “it seemed as if I lived in my computer room for the last 5 weeks. It was hard to keep working so fast and I really got tired. I had no inkling that these courses would take so much time.” Many teachers found that regulating their own learning was difficult: “keeping myself on track and not procrastinating, this was HARD!” Time management was difficult: “There was a lot of work and information to assimilate. Since I hadn't taken an online course before, I had no idea it would take as much time as it did.” Some were overwhelmed: “I felt tied to my computer and grew weary of that after awhile.” Whatever their reaction, respondents agreed with this teacher: “My experience can be used as a teaching tool to help learners.”

Participants felt they learned valuable lessons overcoming their own challenges: “Learning how to pace myself through a course and create timelines for self-regulation will help me help my students do the same. Being organized with files on my computer as well as in my email account will allow me to give my students tips on how to stay organized throughout their online experience.” All expressed the importance of the patience and understanding they developed as online students: “I now know and understand how important it is to manage time efficiently when taking an online course. I learned that self-discipline and setting goals are key to completing modules. This will help me to motivate and discuss these topics with my online students.” As another put it, “I'll be able to give them pointers that I wouldn't have. . .[known about] if I had not gone through learning virtually.” Over a third of the teachers expressed this belief: “I think I will understand the frustrations that will arise, especially with technology.” Based on their own experiences, nine listed the importance of developing learning relationships with their students.

Teachers felt they had developed an understanding of the fears and concerns of online learners. One noted, “It is difficult at times to get accustomed to regulating your own learning and keeping on task, and I'm a super-organized adult.” Another teacher expressed additional concerns: “The hesitancy I had at the onset of this course had a lot to do with a fear of time-management issues, spending time with the computer, a sense of detachment, and a reluctance to have to get to know the environment. These may also be concerns for online students. Having gone through the process and now feeling very comfortable, I feel I will be able to better guide my online students through their courses” because “I can anticipate a number of questions and problems.” One respondent admitted that the “hardest part, though, was facing my own efficacy during the opening modules. When I was confused or having trouble, I really felt alone when there was no teacher in the room to ask for help. This got better, though, as I came to know my mentor better, experienced successes along the way, and as I became more comfortable with the layout and tools involved with the course.” One participant expressed the belief that “this experience has given me leverage to form a trusting bond with the students since I can immediately establish a connection with them. . .knowing that I was a student in this same way!”
Reactions to the COPLS Model Used in TOA and TOAT: All enjoyed the fact that their online learning mirrored the same Norton COPLS design and delivery model that their students would later use: “I enjoyed the realistic challenges and activities that students may appreciate more than activities they can't connect with. I enjoyed the in-depth once-a-week meetings that helped us apply and synthesize what we were actually doing online.” One teacher summarized her feelings about the “robust nature of the work” that both teachers and students were doing; several other teachers alluded to this as well: “The layout of TOA! It's intelligent, well thought-out, and to the point. . . . I like the way the social sciences of human behavior, understanding, and teaching have been given some concrete form that really makes sense.” Teachers liked the “synthesizing of mentor/student roles” and activities such as “using ART to practice responding to emails from students. That's when I started feeling the excitement of what being an online mentor must be like. It was very satisfying to help guide students through various situations” even though, as another teacher put it, that “really did stretch us as mentors; so although I often found them difficult, I really did appreciate the fact that you were trying to expose us to a wide range of possible situations.” As one teacher put it, “Understanding the COPLS model will help me convey the design of the course to students, and to assure them that it is not easier, but that it is thorough and sound educational practice. I also think the ART and PNEC [preparation, negotiation, enabling, closure] structures will be invaluable. . . .  They are central to good mentoring.” Another teacher felt that “After being an online learner, I learned the relevance of the authentic problem (the challenge) to help see the big picture of a module.” The process reminded them that “mastery is more important than grades.”

Thirteen teachers listed the importance of using authentic problems and the COPLS community of practice model for effective instruction in their top five lessons learned. As one put it, using a “representative problem with anchored instruction makes the perfect sense.” Another added a note about the importance of “incorporating a challenge to implement transfer of learning and instilling in the learner the dispositions necessary to become a life long learner.” One participant felt that “[s]tudents need a purpose for learning, [a] real world example [that]. . .sets the path for learners.” Another stated that the community of practice “is central to providing meaning and a sense of purpose for learners at all levels.” Eleven teachers listed the need to “incorporate the thinking classroom in an online learning environment,” specifically by “[c]reating a thinking culture, examining the language of thinking, thinking dispositions, mental management, strategic thinking, higher order of thinking, and transfer of learning.” Another stated, “higher order knowledge is essential for students to be competent in the real-world.”

Transfer into General Teaching Practice: Almost all participants felt that the summer institute would help them to be better teachers in any environment: thinking activities “forced me to really explore my teaching strategies and update my teaching philosophy. Whether I am teaching online or in a classroom, I. . .have learned. . .information to help me effectively teach my students to grasp conceptual learning. . .and how to effectively solve problems and become mature, self-regulated learners.” At least a third of the participants mirrored these sentiments: the summer institute “made me more aware of creating thinking dispositions with my regular students. I will work harder on that in my classroom this school year - along with other areas that were part of the summer institute curriculum. I will be a better teacher next year, I think.”


All participants (N = 21; one teacher who was retiring did not respond) stated that they intended to use what they had learned about these concepts with their face-to-face students: developing the language of thinking, thinking dispositions, metacognition, strategic thinking, higher order knowledge, and teaching for transfer. One participant’s comment eloquently summarized their enthusiasm for constructing a thinking classroom in every learning environment: this “has reminded me, in a structured and enjoyable way, of what it really means to be a teacher and to inspire students to be excited, curious and knowledgeable about their world.” Another focused on students’ reaction to being in a thinking classroom: “The biggest connection that will influence my teaching is the mental management and thinking strategies. I believe the students I. . . teach (advanced level especially) would really appreciate learning how to find thinking alarms and how to effectively monitor their own thinking.” One concentrated on “how important goals, transfer of knowledge, and reflection are in learning. I've always known they were there, but I am now inspired to make a clearer way for them in my classroom.” One teacher explained why this was important: “They have to be able to transfer knowledge (skills). I want to make sure I send students away with skills that will support them after high school, not just to pass a test. . . . I believe teaching in this manner, students will be fine when taking a standardized test.”                                                               
Half of the participants (10) listed using authentic problems and the community of practice concept as the facet they would incorporate into their regular classrooms. One commented, “All lessons should have an authentic problem so that students are connected to their learning.” Another noted, “real life situations make better teaching models.”


Seven teachers intend to use the ART of mentoring as a guide to their interaction with students. While the ART process was designed to help in virtual communication, teachers felt that the principles would also help them in their face-to-face interactions with students. One noted, “By practicing the ART of mentoring, I feel that I will be a better face-to-face classroom listener. I think that it is so important to really find out what is really on the student’s mind.” Another elaborated on this idea: “The biggest connection I see is the fact that I can respond better to what the students are saying. Instead of taking what they say, I can look further and see what they really mean.” 


Five teachers specifically mentioned their intention of using what they had learned about self-efficacy, time-management, setting learning goals, self-regulation, and organization in their regular classrooms. “All students should learn how to manage their time and set goals. In the face-to-face setting, I think I will try to address these skills more because I have noticed that many students do not know how to manage their time or set goals.” Two stated their students would benefit from the effective note-taking and reading strategies, “especially in my AP classes!” One planned on working on improving student writing. One noted a renewed interest in infusing instruction with choice and flexibility for students. One listed the importance of the principle of modeling, explaining, interacting, and providing feedback. 


The overwhelming majority were fascinated with the possibility of teaching in a classroom of one with time and opportunity to do justice to each student, helping each student learn content, thinking dispositions, and skills. This had seemed like an unattainable dream: “to have an academic and intellectual one-on-one relationship with a learner, . . .[to] be able to provide the student with the skills and knowledge to. . .develop [into] a life-long thinker and learner. And I love the idea of being able to work with individuals so closely and watch them grow as learners.” Mentoring will involve “a change in my teaching practice.”

Conclusions


Over the past 150 years, teacher educators have evolved sophisticated strategies for educating teachers to teach in face-to-face classrooms, focusing on the intersection of foundations, methods, and practice.  The same is not true for teaching teachers to teach in online environments.  Although the U.S. Department of Education’s 2004 National Education Technology Plan sets the goal of enabling “every teacher to participate in e-learning training,” there is no pedagogy for distance learning (Levine and Sun, 2003) nor a model(s) for the effective preparation of online teachers (Blomeyer, 2006). This study sought to examine the central effects of one model, The Online Academy for Teachers, on teacher-learners’ understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the online teacher. 

Teacher-learners endorsed the model of online teacher education used in The Online Academy for Teachers and pointed to at least three features essential for successful online teacher education: 

Online teacher education must engage teachers with robust online learning experiences and model best practices. The truism that “teachers teach the way they are taught” is often used as an excuse for the difficulties of changing teachers and schools, recognizing the power of experience to supercede teacher education efforts. Teachers in this study validated the importance of their learning experience as central to their teaching. They reported that their experiences as online learners had a dramatic and significant impact on their understanding of what it means to be an online teacher.  Their experiences learning to work with an online mentor and struggling with issues of time management and self-efficacy brought them a visceral appreciation of what it means to be an online learner.  They felt this experience was an invaluable influence in preparing them to anticipate and respond to the challenges their virtual high school students would confront. 

Online teacher education must engage teachers with theories that inform online teaching and build bridges between theory, practice, and experience. Although teacher-learners stated that experience learning online was a necessary component of their preparation, experience was not sufficient.  Teachers appreciated the opportunity to study the many facets of online teaching. They noted the importance of studying strategies for promoting self-regulation, for building online relationships, for learning to “hear” meanings in online communication, and for evoking conceptual understanding. Teachers endorsed the readings, role-playing activities, and projects that focused on the development of conceptual understanding even though “[t]here was a lot of work and information to assimilate.”

Online teacher education must promote teacher understanding of the principles that govern the design of online courses. If online learning is to be more than “talking heads” and a poor imitation of face-to-face learning, teachers need to understand how online environments are designed to promote active and interactive learning, support the customization of learning to individual needs, and reflect problem-centered, academically rigorous learning opportunities. The importance of this understanding was highlighted by one of the participants who wrote, “Understanding the COPLS model will help me convey the design of the course to students, and to assure them that it is not easier, but that it is thorough and sound educational practice.”


One aspect of this study was both surprising and validating for the researchers: the connections teachers made between their new knowledge of online teaching and their face-to-face practice. All participants  remarked that they would take what they had learned back to their classrooms. They stated that the ART of Mentoring would shape the ways they interact with students, that they would strive to emphasize conceptual understanding using the strategies they had learned, and that they would try to incorporate authentic problems to guide their classroom instruction.  The literature reviewed at the beginning of this paper emphasized that online teachers must first be good classroom teachers.  Reponses from teachers in this study demonstrate that learning to teach online also has implications for becoming a better classroom teacher.  Rather than being unidirectional – from classroom to online, it may well be that good teaching is multidirectional with classroom teaching and online teaching interacting to promote teaching excellence in both.  As one teacher wrote in a culminating assignment, “Education is about the only thing that has not changed dramatically over the past century, and online learning is allowing us to see the changes that are necessary more clearly.”
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