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Assessing the Virtual Classroom
of a Graduate Social Policy Course

Maria Roberts-DeGennaro
John Clapp

SUMMARY. Student perceptions were investigated toward their expe-
rience of learning online in a web-based graduate social policy course.
Overall, student perceptions were positive toward the online teatures of
this course with the most useful features being the PowerPoint lecture
notes and the Discussion Board. Students were more satisfied with their
interactions with the instructor than with the other students. A majority
of the students reported they would take another online course and
would also recommend this specific course to other students. Female
students were more likely to ask for technical assistance. Students en-
joyed learning as much through the virtual classroom as a traditional
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RATIONALE

The technology revolution in higher education is challenging social
work educators to create new pedagogical strategies, particularly in re-
sponse to the growing demand for electronic pedagogy. Sonwalkar
(2001) contends that the instructional design for constructing a web-
based course is still an art form, primarily because of the variations in
the nature of course content both within and across disciplines. Models
that are appropriate for course material are numerous, and there exists a
wide range of possibilities for structuring a course.

In response to the developments in integrating telecommunications
and computer technologies, educational theory is shifting to a construc-
tivist mo:nmvzoz of learning. Based on this framework, learners are re-
sponsible for constructing meaning, as well as engaging in authentic re-
ciprocal communication for the purposes of confirming understanding
and generating worthwhile knowledge (Anderson & Garrison, 1998).
1_,:5“ the challenge for distance educators is (o set up a cognitively rich
learning environment to facilitate the learner’s constructive processes
(Zhang, 1998).

Raymond and Pike (1997, p. 282) suggest that the use of technologies
mow teaching purposes will require a paradigm shift. We will need to re-
think the nature of higher education, roles of teachers and students,
physical environment in which learning occurs, and issues related to in-
H:.mnEm_ property. Students will be expected to take on a more pro-
active role, assuming increasing responsibility for their own learning.
The instructor will serve as a facilitator or enabler rather than a purveyor
of information.

Traditionally, relationships in higher education were viewed as inter-
actions between teacher, student, and content. Moore (1989) suggested
three interactions emerged from these relationships: (a) iearner-teacher,
(b) learner-content, and (¢) learner-learner. In contrast, Garrison (1989)
suggested the educational transaction could be viewed as overlapping
triadic relationships with six possible types of interactions. In this latter
model, at the intersection of three macro-components, three interactions
€Xist: (a) learner-teacher, (b) learner-content, and (c) teacher-content.
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Then, within these three macro-components, another set of interactions
exist: (a) learner-learner, (b) teacher-teacher, and (¢) content-content.

With the rapid increase in the growth of distance education, particu-
larly in computer-mediated instructional methods, a reconceptualiza-
tion of waditional teaching-learning transactions is emerging that
recognizes the interactive capabilities of communication technologies.
Anderson and Garrison (1998, p. 110) contend that learning in a net-
worked world presents many new roles and responsibilities for both the
teacher and the learner. It will radically change the construction and de-
livery of the course content in higher education.

In turn, this will stimulate research to examine the quality of the rela-
tionships between instructors and students when using new types of in-
structional methodologies, such as electronic pedagogical models
{Harrington, 1999). In addition, there will be a demand for assessing
learning outcomes from technology-driven distance education that al-
lows courses to become increasingly learner-centered (Hodes, 1997-
98). Palloft and Pratt (1999) believe that evaluating outcomes, both in
terms of the learning process and learner satisfaction with the course, is
a more complex process in the virtual classroom. _

Raymond, Ginsberg and Gohagan (1998) suggest that the use of
web-based technology in providing a venue for teaching outside of the
traditional on-campus classroom is pushing the boundaries of distance
education definitions. Thus, a challenge in distance education is to de-
velop appropriate learning experiences so that the methods and technol-
ogy match the learner’s needs. Hantula (1998) suggests that the
technology should not necessarily limit or facilitate teaching a particu-
lar subject. Rather, the technology must be assembled and managed to
meet the expected learning outcomes of the course. For example,
Sieppert and Krysik (1996) contend that computer-based testing is a vi-
able and worthwhile endeavor for social work educators to explore in
assessing learning outcomes and in developing curriculum content,

Siegel, Jennings, Conklin and Flynn’s (1998) national survey of ac-
credited social work programs revealed that the most frequently deliv-
ered distance education courses in MSW programs were policy courses
and electives. In contrast, BSW programs primarily offered research, hu-
man behavior and the social environment, and methods courses through
distance learning, Both sets of programs reported the use of distance learn-
ing in conducting seminars for field educators.

Crook and Brady (1998) found little empirical evidence about the ef-
fectiveness of either computer-assisted instruction or web-based in-
struction in social work education. Stocks and Freddolino {(1998)
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