
   

Distance Learning in Kentucky 

Distance education has always been driven by the technology of the times. The United 

States Postal Service was the first to deliver education through correspondence courses (Public 

Broadcasting System [PBS], 2001). After telephones became common, phone conferences with 

site-based instructors were added to traditional mail correspondence courses. By the late 1960s, 

television was thought to be the ideal tool for delivering education, with many colleges offering 

televised courses and eventually adding video to the distributed learning toolbox. Distance 

education has grown to include instructional television (ITV), Web sites, satellite, audio two-

way/video one-way, Internet, and Web-enhanced courses. Web-based instruction currently has 

the largest presence in delivered education (Wade & Johnson, 2002). 

Here in Kentucky, universities and colleges using Blackboard as their course 

management system (CMS) joined to form Connected Learning In Kentucky (CLIK) to share 

information and, in some cases, to negotiate for better pricing from CMS providers. The (2001) 

CLIK conference focused on Blackboard issues and online learning. The (2002) CLIK 

conference, held at the University of Kentucky, dealt with satellite, video, and teleconferencing, 

as well as other issues standard to distance/online learning: system administration, faculty and 

student issues, faculty training, assessment, teaching, and learning (Wade & Johnson, 2002). 

Distributed (i.e., distance) learning has grown in leaps and bounds since 1999. Kentucky 

Virtual University (KYVU) was created in 1998 to coordinate and market distance learning for 

the universities, colleges, and other accrediting institutions of Kentucky determined to use 

distance learning to increase their share of the educational market. Once these institutions 

decided to create online education, they did so by developing credit and noncredit courses in 



                                                    
  

 

response to the demands of students eager to take advantage of the convenience of online 

learning. Currently, 9 universities, 18 colleges, and 12 providers of professional training and  

accreditation operate in the state of Kentucky alone. Programs offered online in Kentucky 

include: 

·  Online associate degrees (including information technology) 

·  Bachelor’s degrees in justice administration 

·  A+, Microsoft Networking, and IT Fundamentals certification  

·  Fire and rescue training 

·  Master’s degrees in public health, justice administration, business administration, 

and human resource education 

·  Special education 

·  Certification from the Southern Police Institute  

·  Certification in waste management, hazardous materials training, stress 

management, or purchasing 

In Kentucky, the use of course management systems (CMSs) such as Blackboard to 

deliver distance education is growing by leaps and bounds. In their report to the (2002) CLIK 

conference, Wade and Johnson (2002) showed that in March 2001, the University of Louisville 

(UofL) had 73 Blackboard course sites serving 398 users. By September 2001, UofL had 286 

course sites serving 4,329 users. As of November 2002, the numbers had increased to 888 

Internet and Web-enhanced course sites serving 10,529 users (see Figure 1).  



                                                    
  

 

 

 Figure 1. Growth of UofL' s Blackboard courses from March 2001 to November 2002. 

(From Report to the [2002]  CLIK Conference, by W. Wade & R. Johnson, 2002)   

Other conference attendees reported the same growth pattern. The following chart (see Figure 2) 

reflects the growth of online courses in the KCTCS (Kentucky Community & Technical College) 

system. 
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Figure 2. Growth of online courses in the KCTCS system. 

(From Report to the [2002]  CLIK Conference, by W. Wade & R. Johnson, 2002)   

KYVU is the marketing arm of totally online courses in Kentucky. The services offered 

to KYVU's partner clients include distance library services, registration, HelpDesk services, 

instructional design, and CMS hosting. Currently, KYVU is hosting Angel, Web-CT, and 

Prometheus CMSs. In their report, Wade and Johnson (2002) compared the statewide growth of 

fall enrollment for Kentucky Educational Television (KET), ITV, Internet, and Web-enhanced 



                                                    
  

 

courses (see Figure 3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Statewide growth of fall enrollment for KET, ITV, Internet, and Web-enhanced  

courses. 

(From Report to the [2002]  CLIK Conference, by W. Wade & R. Johnson, 2002)   

Of the four course delivery systems, only KET use declined approximately 21%, whereas ITV 

use increased by 273% between 1999 and 2001. Fully online course use has increased by 749% 

since 1999, and Web-enhanced use increased 855% between 2001 and 2002.  

As distance learning expands, the universities and colleges of Kentucky have joined to 

share information and techniques to ease the strain of rapid growth each of the institutions is 

facing. CLIK members have created special issue Listservs to allow instructional designers, 

system administrators, and faculty from across the state to share information about the day-to-

day concerns of creating online education. They also collaborate on such special projects as the 

Public Health Kentucky master' s program that is being developed jointly by UofL, the 

University of Kentucky, Eastern Kentucky University, and Morehead. 

 



                                                    
  

 

Telecourses  

KET has been a partner with Kentucky Colleges and Universities since 1978, promoting 

and broadcasting more than 200 telecourses yearly to students of all ages via satellite and digital 

broadcasts. KET is the largest PBS member network in America, offering video series and 

programs for students K-16, as well as professional-level courses, according to Laura Orsetti of 

KET (personal communication, November 26, 2002). Although these KET programs are open 

broadcasts, students who take them for credit must sign up through the offering college. The 

course instructor functions as a facilitator, keeping the class on target, assigning readings and 

homework, proctoring exams, and grading essays.  

A KET program replaces the lecture part of the class. Although students must attend an 

orientation and do the assigned work, they are able to view much of the course from home. In 

research done by Furst-Bowe (1997), students reported that general course satisfaction and 

learning effectiveness are comparable with traditional face-to-face classes and that learning 

styles and administrative support play a significant role in these perceptions. 

ITV classes are taught synchronously using video, audio, and satellite technologies. The 

instructor teaches in a connected (i.e., wired) classroom at the home institution, and students 

across the state are able to attend class at a local site and view the class using two-way audio so 

that everyone can participate in class discussions. According to Marc Echternach, the ITV 

facilities at UofL offer interactive classrooms and a traditional television studio (personal 

communication, October 16, 2002).  

Having taken a video one-way, audio two-way, satellite course through Old Dominion 

University, I found it to be an engaging process. My satisfaction with the medium was greatly 

affected by the instructor, who deliberately engaged his students in the classroom discussions 



                                                    
  

 

rather than lecture to them. Through ITV, students at 20 different sites were able to attend this 

class, which was taught in Norfolk, Virginia. 

Course Management Systems (CMSs) 

A CMS is a computer program that brings Web-based technology to many of the 

administrative aspects of teaching (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). As of June 2002, 160 CMSs were 

listed on Thelma Loomis' s Web site Survey of Course and Test Delivery/Managements Systems 

for Distance Learning (www.seas.gwu.edu/student/tlooms/assess.html). Probably the best known 

of the current CMSs are Blackboard and WebCT.   

Most CMSs offer the same basic design: content areas for syllabus and course materials, 

announcement area, discussion board and virtual chat room capabilities, enrollment features, 

communication areas that include e-mail, and some form of digital drop box or file sharing 

capabilities. Other fairly common features are resource sites for glossaries and Web links, 

calendars, task lists, and whiteboards for taking notes. Assessment capabilities vary greatly from 

one CMS to another. Of the four main CMSs offered in Kentucky (i.e., Blackboard, WebCT, 

Angel, & Prometheus), Blackboard has the best assessment feature. 

Assessment  

What makes Blackboard' s assessment feature stand out? Its versatility. With Blackboard, 

users have the choice of six question types: (a) True/false, (b) fill in the blank, (c) multiple 

choice, (d) multiple answer, (e) matching, and (f) essay/short answer. It will automatically grade 

everything except essay/short-answer questions. Blackboard allows users to create a question 

pool from previously created exams and quizzes. For students who are taking exams created 

from a question pool, the program will automatically randomize the questions so that each 

student who takes the test will have a different version. Additionally, instructors can create 



                                                    
  

 

noncomputer-based assessments while still recording and reporting them via the online grade 

book. All grade book items maintain course statistics so that instructors are able to track class 

achievement on individual items.   

Discussion Board  

Discussion boards take the place of classroom discussions in online classes. Although 

online discussion boards do not offer the interpersonal excitement that may occur in a traditional 

face-to-face classroom setting, they often make up for this inadequacy in the opportunities for  

in-depth discussion by all class members. Students who would hesitate to offer an opinion in a 

classroom setting are usually much more willing to participate online because there is no 

performance anxiety. They also have an opportunity to communicate at their own pace because 

an online discussion is asynchronous and may take place over a week' s time. 

Virtual Chat 

Chat rooms are extremely synchronous, and the person who types the fastest usually 

wins, unless the instructor/moderator can monitor the chat and control the flow of conversation.  

In small-group work, chats are fine, but to be really effective, larger classes should schedule 

chats with no more than 10 participants at any one time. An exception to this would be if there is 

a guest speaker: In this situation, the instructor could monitor the chat to enable everyone to read 

the questions and the speaker' s responses before answering.   

Content Areas 

Whatever they are called by their developers, all CMSs have content areas where 

instructors can load course materials, such as the syllabus, lessons, worksheets, PowerPoint 

slides, pictures, and graphics, into the course itself. Most accept basic Word format; html, jpegs 



                                                    
  

 

and .gif formats; as well as standard audio and video files. The CMS training manuals list the 

types of files that can be used in the development of a course. 

Resources 

Distance learning library services (DLLS) are vital to online learning. KYVU and UofL 

provide online students with access to journal articles, resources, and instruction for using the 

online research engines. It is important that instructors work with the DLLS staff before classes 

begin so that they can develop the necessary library resources. Other important resources for 

online learning include:  

·  Webliography 

·  Glossary of terms  

·  Course navigation directions 

·  Course system manual 

·  HelpDesk information 

Technology 

 Overall, the best rule for using technology in the online classroom is this:   

Never use more technology than is necessary to do the job.   

Online course technology can be as simple as changing a font style or size with html, or 

as complicated as a Flash-based interactive media experience (Trinkle, 1999). As interactive 

technologies increase, it is tempting to use them simply for the sake of technology. Matthew 

Pittinsky, Chairman of Blackboard, commented, “The biggest challenge when looking into the 

future is discerning between interesting technologies that are eye candy and those that are really 

going to impact student outcomes” (as cited in “The Interactive Campus,”  2002).  



                                                    
  

 

Even though most course instructors and designers have access to the latest media and 

interactive technologies, many online students may be using older computers and accessing the 

Internet over a 56K modem. Unlike their students, instructors have access via a university' s T-1 

lines and the latest hardware and software. Although these computers and processors are more 

than adequate to access Blackboard or other CMSs, students often have difficulty downloading 

interactive media. When accessing the Internet, users'  computer processors and modems control 

the speed of the download time. Students stationed on military bases may also have a problem 

accessing media files through the military' s security systems.  

It is important that course developers keep these students in mind when adding bells and 

whistles to their online courses. Hopefully, this will be less of a concern in the future as 

bandwidth increases and older computers are replaced with newer models. Some institutions, 

such as Virginia Tech and the University of Virginia, require all incoming students to purchase 

computers meeting certain levels of technology. In this way, computer purchases can be covered 

by financial aid in the same way that textbooks and living expenses are.    

Design 

Course design encompasses graphics and layout as well as content development 

(Mehrota, Hollister, & McGahey, 2001). As any experienced online instructor can relate, 

students will speak up if a course is poorly designed or difficult to use. Good design is 

paramount to the success of an online course. Students should be able to login to their course on 

the first day of class and find: 

Layout: 

·  Welcome to the course  

ƒ Syllabus  



                                                    
  

 

ƒ Instructions for course navigation 

ƒ Instructions for opening documents and submitting assignments 

·  Introduction:  A list and/or explanation of the instructor' s expectations  

·   Plug-ins for any applications the instructor uses that are not common to most students: 

PowerPoint Reader, Acrobat Reader, and Real Player are three of the most commonly 

provided 

·  Lecture materials (i.e., introduction, overview, slide show, and assignments) should be 

packaged together in one folder or one page view for each session module. Students 

should be able to click on each week' s folder and find everything needed for that week' s 

class 

·  List of resources and directions on how to use them. Resources may include library 

services, Web sites, HelpDesk, or any other resources important to student success. 

Graphics: 

·  Should be clear and easy to read 

·  Text styles should be chosen with clarity in mind. Styles with shadowing or other fancy 

effects are wasted because they tend to made text more difficult to read than does a 

plainer, nonserif font style such as Arial or Tacoma. Examples of this are: 

o Online learning is fun 

o Online learning is fun 

o Online learning is fun 

oo  OOnnll iinnee  lleeaarrnniinngg  iiss  ffuunn  

·  Text should contrast clearly with the background 



                                                    
  

 

·  Course sites and instructional materials should meet Americans with Disability Act 

(ADA) standards (http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/stdspdf.htm) 

··   Graphics and pictures should be sized to reduce download time. PhotoShop is one 

program that can be used to manipulate graphics for Web design    

Training 

Question 1:  How to you get instructors to teach online courses? 

Answer: (1999) Bribe them. 

Answer:  (2002) Let them talk to faculty who are already doing it  . . .. And bribe 

them. 

Question 2: What’s the hardest part of training?   

Answer:  Getting the faculty to attend. 

A concern for everyone involved with distance education is getting faculty to accept that 

quality education can be delivered online. In the past 2 years, those of us involved in training 

faculty have found that if we can get instructors to build Web-enhanced course sites to house 

basic course materials—the syllabus and presentations—and to report grades via the Online 

Grade Book, they will eventually begin adding worksheets, project instructions, and PowerPoint 

presentations to the site. If a class is large enough, one of the first areas used may be the online 

assessment feature. It is much easier to create a test and let Blackboard automatically grade it 

and have students go online to see their grades than it is to grade as many as 700 tests for a 

Biology 102 class.   

UofL' s Delphi Center offers lunchtime gatherings to give new and experienced 

Blackboard instructors the opportunity to learn current aspects of course development and to 

share their experiences. Experienced faculty are the best salespeople for promoting Web-

enhanced course sites and teaching online. Once we get our faculty to attend Blackboard training 



                                                    
  

 

sessions, they usually get hooked on the creativity of redesigning their courses to suit the online 

teaching environment.    

At the (2002) CLIK conference, one or two administrators voiced concern about faculty 

buy-in to distance learning, and several members responded that the most difficult part of the 

process was getting them to attend training. After a positive training session, with the instructors 

being sent home with their own practice course to begin building a course site, the acceptance 

rate is fairly high. Since 1999, the Delphi Center has trained more than 400 faculty and 

instructional staff; currently, we have 426 active class sites at UofL. Several department and 

school administrators are using Blackboard sites as a communication tool for their faculty and 

staff. 

Online Teaching 

Transitioning from traditional face-to-face teaching to online teaching presents faculty 

with a series of challenges. Instructors must adapt their teaching style to an environment that 

does not accommodate eye contact and body language as indicators of success (Rogan, 1997). 

With online instruction, feedback comes from participation in such activities as virtual chats, 

discussion boards, and response time to student e-mails. In some cases, instructors may not 

discover how successful the course was until the class evaluations are submitted.  

Because the majority of students taking online courses are busy professionals who have 

paid a premium to take online courses, they expect more from their instructors. Online students 

expect instructors to provide them with well-organized, fully developed content, clear directions, 

and samples of required projects to be used as guideposts during the course. For long-time 

faculty who have been teaching the same course for a number of years, this can be a difficult 



                                                    
  

 

adjustment; nevertheless, it does provide an opportunity for faculty to apply the three Rs (i.e., 

review, rethink, and redesign) to their traditional courses. 

It is important that faculty review an existing course to see what aspects of it can be 

transferred to online learning without change and then decide if it is possible to use other items 

(rethink) because of the different format and limitations. Some transitions are actually fairly 

easy. Instructors who rely heavily on classroom discussions may find that discussion boards offer 

comparable or even better opportunities for interaction. In some cases, a course may have to be 

redesigned to fit the needs of the delivery system. This is more of an issue when a noncredit 

course is being developed from an existing for-credit course. This type of course is often 

designed to reduce the number of contacts between the students and the instructor. 

Because online learning populations consists mainly of adult students with a  

well-defined idea of what they want from a class, online instructors must be accepting of 

independent students who need a guide rather than a lecturer. Online instructors often find 

themselves becoming mentors rather than lecturers, acting as change agents, guides, and 

facilitators in this student-centered environment. 

To date, there have been no concrete answers to the many questions surrounding 

assessment in distance learning. For traditional instructors who believe in proctored midterm and 

final exams, online assessment can be a difficult adjustment because providing a secure 

environment for test taking may prove difficult for some online students. Most instructors will 

find themselves rethinking their philosophy of assessment, having to ask themselves, ªWhat is 

the purpose of this test?º Once instructors clarify what they want their students to achieve and 

learn, they can more easily design appropriate assessments. Commonly used modes of 

assessment include discussion board responses; essay-type quizzes; and project-based 



                                                    
  

 

assessments, such as journals, research papers, and reports. Online assessments are as varied as 

the subject matter and the instructors'  desires. 

Two of the main issues for faculty participating in online learning are compensation and 

teaching and learning. There still are no standard policies regarding compensation for developing 

online courses, which take more time to develop and teach than do traditional courses. Many 

traditional instructors hold regular office hours for their students or remain after class to answer 

questions as they arise; however, online students do not wait until a set day to contact their 

instructors. If they have an issue to discuss with their instructors, they will contact them by  

e-mail immediately and expect a response within 24 hours. Although using the discussion feature 

allows students to become engaged in the learning process, it must be monitored and responded 

to by instructors in a timely manner. This adds to the time already spent monitoring the course. It 

has been suggested that online courses should be rated at a minimum of 1.5 times the same 

course taught face to face.   

Issues of compensation are touchy at best. These are dealt with on an institutional basis 

with each faculty member, depending on the course involved. Some medical school faculty have 

refused to create online courses because they feel that it is equivalent to writing a textbook 

without compensation. They are willing to teach online, but they refuse to create new courses 

and the accompanying materials without additional monies and residuals.   

Teaching and learning is actually the easier of the two to deal with. In the June 2002 issue 

of Syllabus, Sally M. Johnstone wrote about engaging students with the material in online 

classes. She reported that John Stinson from Ohio University uses the discussion board to get 

feedback from students as to their responses to the materials. Johnstone recalled a recent 

discussion with two traditional classroom teachers who, although they were dismayed at the lack 



                                                    
  

 

of respect shown to them by some students, were also excited by the eye-to-eye visual 

enthusiasm of other students. Instructors who make active use of the discussion board, allow 

students to work in small and large groups, and stay in regular communication will be providing 

a positive classroom environment for their fully engaged students. 

Dr. Mike Boyle of UofL stated that even though he prefers teaching face to face, he feels 

that he gets better results from his online students (personal communication, September 2002). I 

suggest that the difference is that adult students set aside only a certain amount of time to spend 

on each course. Traditionally, adult students leave work to drive 20 minutes to an hour to attend 

a course, where they will spend 2.5 to 3 hours in a classroom at a time and location that are 

convenient for the institution providing the course. They may be hungry, tired, or ill, but they 

attend the course, go home, and then work on assignments and projects. Online students leave 

work, go home, eat dinner, play with their children and/or pets, and change their clothes. Then, at 

a time when they are ready to study, they sit down at the computer, read their assignments, and 

work on their projects. Both sets of students will probably spend the same amount of time on the 

course, but online students are able to take the course when they are physically and mentally 

fully engaged in the learning process, whereas traditional students do it on a schedule that is not 

their own.    

Summary 

The more things change, the more they stay the same . . .                                                      
.  . Anonymous 

  
There are students who need the convenience of distance or online learning, just as there 

are students who need traditional face-to-face classroom interaction for success. Online 

instruction is better suited to adult students, who know their learning styles and are extremely 

self-motivated. Younger and first-time college students should take traditional face-to-face 



                                                    
  

 

courses before deciding to take online courses. There are several Web tutorials available for 

students to test their potential as online students, including one offered at UofL. To access 

UofL' s Online Student Tutorial, visit the Blackboard login page at http://uoflcourses.blackboard.com 

and login as guest/guest.    

Online, or Web-based learning, is a tool to enhance the teaching and learning process.  

Whether it is used to deliver college classes, tarot card instruction, or professional certification 

classes to students who are unable or unwilling to attend traditional face-to-face classes,  

Web-based education is a tool that should be used with care. A well-designed and thoughtfully 

prepared online course taught by an experienced, well-organized instructor can be a pleasure. 

The same course taught by an instructor who is disorganized and unprepared can have students 

refusing to even consider taking another online course. The key to good education is the same: 

No matter how it is delivered or what the subject matter is, the instructor always makes the 

difference.  
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