GUIDE TO MAKING THE GRADE 

by Errol Craig Sull 

DISTANCE LEARNING TODAY 

Well, there you sit, the computer in front of you beckons. Next to the computer is all the registration info for taking your first distance learning class and you feel like you’re at a border crossing, fumbling with passport and papers. You have a steaming cup of coffee nearby, the door is closed for maximum quiet and focus and you’ve adjusted your desk lamp so it’s just right. You take a deep breath and sign on to your new school and course. With a click of your mouse, you’ve just joined the millions of others in this country, and around the world, known as distance learners! For many, taking a distance learning (DL) course has become second nature; they know what to expect and have embraced this form of learning. But if you’re new to it, distance learning can be somewhat intimidating and a bit scary at fi rst. It doesn’t have to be. What follows is a mini-guide to all the basics you need to make DL work for you. This won’t give you a secret tip to acing a course, tell you how to “read” your instructor, or offer you a magic approach to learning — but what it does present is the information that’s crucial to making DL an enjoyable, productive and fun experience.  

• Self-Discipline, Time Management, and Organization are your best friends. Approach your DL course like courses you’ve taken in the classroom, requiring X amount of effort, time, and commitment. Jot down all course “cannot miss” dates and times on a pad designated for the course; keep it next to your computer. Make use of online “reminder” websites to keep you on top of all deadlines, “stuff to do” for the course, etc. Block out X time each day to do your schoolwork (it’s important you establish a routine). Organize all classwork into online folders. Check class email and announcements daily.  

• Explore the online platform your school uses. An online course platform is what your school uses to present and manage your course (WebCT, eCollege, Blackboard, WebTycho, Angel, etc.). As it becomes available to you, explore and experiment with it; take the platform tutorial (each has one); and don’t hesitate to call or email the platform Help Desk with any questions.  

• Communicate with your instructor and class on a regular basis. Let the instructor know why you can’t meet a deadline; can’t make a scheduled online meeting; or that you’ll be away for awhile. If something comes up at the last minute, be sure to inform your instructor as soon as possible. Don’t overwhelm your instructor with emails and IM’s — only contact him or her with legitimate questions and concerns. Follow all directions. Your instructor will add to the class syllabus emails and postings that clarify and expand upon information in the syllabus and other items. Read all thoroughly and make hard copies, keeping them in one folder so you always have them at the ready. Be sure to follow their directives.  

• Take advantage of the resources offered by the Internet and your school. All school platforms have a variety of resources available. Additionally, the Internet has a wide variety of sites that can serve as wonderful aides in assisting with assignments. Create a Favorites folder for those that are okay to use so they’re readily available.  

• Don’t even think about plagiarizing! Your work must be your own. Don’t diminish the satisfaction of earning a grade or degree by using someone else’s work. And remember this: if you fail a course because you plagiarized, that failing grade — and the reason for it — stays on your class record forever. It will be available to anyone who needs to see a copy of your transcript, such as prospective employers.  

• Save all returned assignments and class emails from your instructor. This assures you can check previous errors, and your instructor’s comments and suggestions, keep all important info from your instructor, and have websites/related material that might be helpful in the class.  

• Invest in a good computer and the proper software, and keep them healthy. You don’t want your computer to be outdated or slow to the point where it can’t handle the course’s technical requirements. You do want the best software to fi t the course’s needs; and you should give your computer an internal checkup to be sure all is in good working order.  

• Always expect the “unexpecteds.” Something you hadn’t planned on will always pop up — get used to it. Always try to have a backup plan “just in case”… and when your unexpected does happen, don’t let it unnerve you; rather, work around and with it as best you can.  

• Interact with your classmates. Take advantage of opportunities to talk online with your classmates. You’ll feel more a part of the class, gain new insight on varied subjects, get input on assignment problems you may be having, and improve your grade (in many online courses this participation is graded by your instructor).       

• Always dress your writing in a tuxedo, never a pair of jeans. Online learning is writing intensive. When you “discuss” a course topic online, you’re typing, not talking. The better your writing, the clearer the information, ideas, and comments you contribute will be. Distance learning is a wonderful way to improve your knowledge on any number of subjects and earn a degree or certifi cation, all from the comfort of your home. But the key to doing this smoothly, effi ciently, and productively is to do it smartly! Errol Craig Sull has been teaching online for 12 years. He frequently conducts workshops on and writes about distance learning and currently teaches for Excelsior 

