eLearnVA: 2008-09


Introduction/Overview 
This report details the results of eLearnVA's second full year of serving adult distance education learners across the Commonwealth of Virginia. This report describes the activities of the eLearnVA staff, mentors, and students and includes information about the number of participants the program served during this past fiscal year, the instructional options that were provided to eLearnVA participants, and the recruitment and support activities that were carried out by the eLearnVA staff.

Purpose 

Virginia Commonwealth University’s adult education distance learning center, more commonly known as eLearnVA, was funded by the Virginia Department of Education, Office of Adult Education and Literacy to provide opportunities for adult learners throughout Virginia to access quality adult education instruction through online instructional modules and access to trained online mentors. In addition, eLearnVA supplements this primary mission by developing and delivering trainings related to state distance learning policy and providing technical assistance to local and regional adult education programs regarding the ongoing use of the eLearnVA program.
Core Activities
eLearnVA is funded to provide three core activites:

1. Online Learning Options and Access to Online Tutors

2. Technical Assistance to Local and Regional Adult Education Programs

3. Development and Delivery of Training Related to State Distance Learning Policy
Provision of Online Learning Options and Access to Online Tutors
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“The grantee shall use funds to maintain the eLearn VA Web site, on which adult learners in Virginia may access quality adult education instructional modules and receive guidance from online tutors. These tutors will be trained and monitored by distance learning center staff. Online learning modules will be periodically reviewed by distance learning staff to ensure the modules’ quality and applicability to the United States Department of Education and National Reporting System goals and objectives for adult education programs funded through state leadership funding.”

During the 2008-2009 year, eLearnVA continued to promote its services, offer registration, and host links to educational resources through its website found at http://www.elearnva.com. Users who login will find information about the program and the online mentors, links to online leaning modules and resources, including the GED Connection videos, and a site blog where they can post questions or interact with eLearnVA staff and students. In additional to this central web portal, eLearnVA also continues to provide a toll-free hotline for students, mentors, and teachers, and supplies mentors with dedicated cell phones for regularly contacting their students. Last year, the web portal was expanded to include an administrative backend and database to allow mentors and adult education staff to access information about enrolled students in a dynamic and interactive way.

Student enrollment

eLearnVA was funded to enroll a targeted goal of 250 students during the 2008-2009 fiscal year, a 100% increase from the previous annual goal of 125 students. This targeted goal was met and surpassed, with 263 students formally enrolling in the program from July 1, 2008 to June 30th, 2009.

While surpassing the target enrollment goal was an important achievement, there are other notable achievements besides student enrollment that signal the program's success.  First, during the course of the year, there was a significant increase in the average amount of time eLearnVA students spent in the program. During the 2007-08 fiscal year, the average eLearnVA student spent approximately 14 hours in the program. This year, that percentage increased to an average of 19 hours. This improvement suggests that students who enroll in eLearnVA are better prepared for the challenges of online learning and possess the necessary motivation and basic technology skills to take on these challenges. It also may reflect the impact of a new, more rigorous student orientation process, described later in this report. 

In addition to eLearnVA’s criteria for admission, a specific level of performance is expected from each learner, reflected in the program’s minimum time-on-task requirements.  For learners to maintain their active enrollment status they must complete at least three hours of online work per week.  They are informed of this minimum requirement during their initial intake interview, by their mentor while putting together their initial learning plan, and when and if their level of work drops below the three hour mark.  

On a monthly basis, eLearn staff reviews each learner’s activity time for the previous month and sends email messages to those in jeopardy of losing their eLearnVA enrollment.  The messages clearly inform the learners that they have a limited time to improve their amount of time on task. Students who have not completed a minimum of 12 hours of work during a four weeks period receive mailed letters informing them that their enrollment is suspended and they are referred to their local program for their GED preparation needs. Additionally, learners are informed that they are welcome back to the program once they are able to make time to study online.  

Approximately 10% of inactivated learners return to the program after overcoming obstacles such as lack of internet access or personal problems that prevented their study plans. This system of enforcing performance expectations results in a more productive group of learners and ensures that learners receive the maximum benefits of eLearnVA mentoring time.

Another notable achievement of the eLearnVA program is the increase in the percentage of students who earn a GED credential. During the 2008-2009FY, approximately 22% of enrolled eLearnVA students earned a GED credential, compared to 15% of students who earned a credential during the previous fiscal year. Again, this may be attributed to eLearnVA’s more streamlined student enrollment and orientation process.
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Not surprisingly, 41% of enrolled learners fell between the ages of 20-29, with 23% and 21% falling into the next two highest age groups, respectively. Only two percent of eLearnVA learners were under 18 and only four percent 50 or older. 
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Thirty-four percent of eLearnVA learners identified the 10th grade as their last grade level completed, and 29% identified their last grade level completed as 11th grade.  A majority of students, 56%, identified themselves as unemployed at the time of enrollment in eLearnVA, with 44% identifying themselves as employed either full- or part-time. 
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During the 2008-2009FY, the number of students from different local and regional programs participating in eLearnVA increased, although many programs were represented by only one or two students. Northern Shenandoah Valley Adult Education was represented by the most eLearnVA students, followed by Fairfax County, Virginia Beach City, and Chesterfield County. 
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Online Instructional Options

Transition to Skills Tutor
In October of 2008, the management of eLearn Virginia began to phase out the use of GED Pathway as its primary online instructional module in favor of a new instructional program called Skills Tutor. There were numerous reasons for this decision. First, while eLearnVA originally enjoyed a fairly positive and responsive relationship with representatives of LearnScape, the organization that owns and manages GED Pathway, that relationship had significantly deteriorated as promised software modifications were left undone and student performance reports were discovered to be incorrect. In addition, the costs for the program had increased, accompanied by a complex and restrictive pricing plan.
Because of Skills Tutor’s interactive lessons, comprehensive reporting, and responsive support, and due to the fact it was a well-vetted program already used by several other adult education distance education organizations, the eLearnVA staff selected it to replace GED Pathway as the primary online instructional module for eLearnVA. 

Skills Tutor

 Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Learning Technology describes their product, Skills Tutor, as “educational software and online tutoring in reading, writing, language, math, science, critical thinking skills and workforce productivity.”  eLearnVA’s online mentors use Skills Tutor’s expansive database of instructive activities to offer learners numerous opportunities to learn and demonstrate their skills.  Meanwhile, mentors review their learners’ progress, adjust their assignments, and provide feedback via email.  Since the adoption of Skills Tutor in October of 2008, eLearnVA learners have generally expressed enthusiasm for the program.  The lessons in Skills Tutor are fairly abbreviated (approximately 10-15 minutes each, compared to 45-60 minutes each for GED Pathway lessons) and learners have tended to complete more work per week on average in Skills Tutor than they did with GED Pathway.  Because it is a K-Adult program, Skills Tutor includes a wide range of instructional material, including lower level lessons that can supplement skill areas where a learner may be particularly challenged. To help mentors more easily plan instruction for their students with lessons that directly correspond with skills needed to pass the GED tests, Skills Tutor representatives created a GED crosswalk at the request of eLearnVA staff. 

During the 08-09FY, learners logged nearly 3100 hours in the Skills Tutor program, a significant increase from the annual use of GED Pathway in previous years, and more than the other eLearnVA instructional modules combined.  
[image: image5.png]Total hours by educational option (online)

3 1m0
2

75

Iecany Buses ouguo

saany st

hemued 030

(s09p1n) uonoouuo az0

ujuo) uonaeuod azo




GED Connection
The online component of GED Connection (GEDC) is primarily used during the initial orientation phase of enrollment. Once the orientation phase is complete, learners are typically assigned lessons in Skills Tutor. However, mentors often assign GEDC practice tests to learners, as these are not found in Skills Tutor, in addition to other individual GEDC lessons they deem appropriate. 

The 39 GEDC videos are an important part of the eLearnVA program, providing learners with helpful information about the GED tests and giving visual and auditory learners additional stimulation. While accurately tracking the learners’ consumption of these videos is difficult, depending as it does on self-reports from learners’, the videos are clearly a popular feature of the eLearnVA program. During the 08-09FY, students reported watching 162 hours of GED Connection video content. This actual number of hours watched is probably significantly higher. 
KeyTrain
eLearnVA offers access to the WorkKeys-aligned Keytrain program for any online learners interested in pursuing a Career Readiness Certificate (CRC) or for those who may prefer an alternative to the Skills Tutor or GED Connection programs. The pre-tests in each of the WorkKeys’ content areas are computer adaptive and prescriptive, a feature that makes the student’s online assessment experience much more efficient. And while the content is developed around the WorKeys exams, there is a close correlation of these skills and GED content. 

In order to help familiarize mentors with the KeyTrain program, a KeyTrain representative conducted a webinar for mentors during the June mentor training, demonstrating the features and content of the KeyTrain program.  While many learners who are assigned KeyTrain lessons respond positively to the experience, mentors have expressed dissatisfaction in the program’s reporting features. eLearnVA staff are working with KeyTRain staff to address these issues. 

eM2 Interactive

In the fall of 2008, eLearn Virginia agreed to participate in a pilot phase of a new online GED learning platform called eM2 Interactive. In exchange for low-cost access to the program’s limited content, eLearnVA mentors and staff agreed to beta test the program’s features and provide feedback to the developers about the program’s developing lessons. During the latter part of 2008, the eM2 lessons remained mostly incomplete, making eLearnVA mentors reluctant to offer access to their online learners. In January of 2009, eM2 Interactive representatives presented an overview of the significantly updated learning modules during the eLearnVA mentor training. Mentors clearly expressed more enthusiasm for the content and provided the developers with helpful feedback about the program. However, issues with the program’s management system have prevented mentors from being able to successfully register learners to the program. As these serious technical issues are still unresolved, there are currently no plans to continue using the eM2 Interactive program. 

eLearnVA mentors
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Arguably the most appealing and effective feature of the eLearnVA program is the access it gives students to experienced online mentors.  Providing one-on-one virtual support is intended to help learners adjust to working independently online and guide them through their online GED preparation.

During the 2008-2009FY, eLearnVA employed five paid mentors to serve online learners, with GED Specialist Jason Guard also providing mentor services in addition to his other duties.  Each mentor was responsible for serving approximately 10-15 learners at any given time. Online mentors are responsible for regularly monitoring students’ online progress, relaying feedback and responding to questions via email or phone, and maintaining accurate records in the online database.  During the course of a week, eLearnVA’s online mentors are expected to log an average of ten hours each week to fulfill their mentoring duties.    

Twice a year, eLearnVA mentors receive professional development trainings during mentor trainings developed by the eLearnVA staff.  In addition to activities designed by eLearnVA staff, mentors receive formal training sessions from representatives of the online learning module’s publishers.  Mentors also are given biannual performance evaluations which provide them with constructive feedback about their mentoring efforts and encourage them to explore new mentoring approaches.  Mentors regularly contribute to an online forum to share mentoring techniques with each other and to collaboratively work though common challenges they experience as eLearnVA mentors.
New Program Features

eLearnVA Orientation process

One of the biggest challenges facing the eLearn Virginia staff has been identifying which candidates are suitable for online distance education.  While TABE score benchmarks and the completion on the Online Learning Tutorial are important indicators in determining whether learners will be successful in the program, these standards are clearly not enough as the program has experienced an unsatisfactory level of learner attrition and a significant amount of mentor time devoted to motivating unprepared learners. These issues signaled a need for eLearnVA staff to develop a more rigorous enrollment and screening process. 

In November 2008, the eLearn staff instituted a revised orientation process to help better screen enrolled learners before they were matched with an eLearnVA mentor. The new orientation phase is overseen by Information & Enrollment Assistant Karen Chervenak and consists of assigned warm up activities, questions about learners’ technology experience and learning goals, and required email correspondence. These steps are intended to better gauge learners’ levels of motivation and technology experience. Once learners successfully complete the orientation phase, they are matched with an online mentor. 

Of the 88 learners who went through this orientation process, 38 went on to study with the assistance of an online mentor. The remaining 50 were referred back to their local adult education program.  Because the eLearnVA mentors did not have to deal with learners who were either unmotivated or unable to successfully study online, they could devote more of their time to learners who could most benefit from their attention. There are plans to make additional refinements to this process in the coming year.

Social media tools
Current educational research clearly demonstrates that learning is a social act and that students should be given opportunities to interact and collaborate with their peers and teachers in order to receive the maximum benefit of their learning. In the past, these types of opportunities have been hard to create in an online environment. However, with the development of embedded and easy-to-use social media tools and the relatively quick adoption of these tools, incorporating these types of social interactions into an online environment has become much easier. 

To provide its students with more opportunities to collaborate and communicate with peers and teachers, eLearnVA has integrated several new social communication tools into its program. 

The eLearnVA blog
The first social media tool adopted into the online program is the eLearnVA blog, a web page accessed from the home page of the eLearnVA web site where registered eLearnVA users can post comments, links, videos, and other resources. Currently, the blog serves as a place where eLearnVA staff and mentors share educational resources, GED news, instructional videos, and web links that may be of interest to learners. However, only a handful of learners have posted to the blog, most of them GED passers who were prompted by their mentors to share their inspiring GED stories with other online learners. While the use of the blog by learners has been minimal, it does have potential to grow, given some additional scaffolding and encouragement by eLearnVA staff and mentors. 

Facebook
Another social media tool available to online learners is the eLearnVA Facebook group. Past and present learners with a Facebook account can join the private eLearnVA group to ask questions, communicate with each other, and share information about their educational experiences. eLearnVA mentors are part of this group as well and use it as an additional channel for communicating with their learners. 
Ning
The free, social networking site Ning replaced Tapped In as eLearnVA’s internal communications platform in January 2009. Ning allows group users to create discussion forums, chats, blog posts, and share photos, videos, and other media.  

The new site saw increased activity, but not at the level expected by the eLearnVA staff.  Mentors were provided with feedback and clarified expectations at the June mentor training and in the written evaluations.  The mentors' resistance to participating in social media seems to be due to unfamiliarity with these tools, confusion about the expectations of their use, and a focus on direct learner services over internal communications and professional development.     

Technical Assistance to Local and Regional Adult Education Programs
“Distance learning center staff will provide ongoing technical assistance to local and regional adult education staff responsible for referring learners to the online learning modules. This assistance will include, but not be limited to, activities that promote distance learning options and lead to expanded use of the eLearnVA web site, guidance related to accessing the site, registration and orientation services, and tracking and reporting to local and regional adult education programs the hours that learners spend engaged in one or more adult education instruction modules.”
The role of the eLearn program is not only to deliver online instruction to learners, but also to promote the program to educators in the field and assist them in using the online program with their local learners.  To this end, the staff of eLearnVA performs a number of ongoing promotional and support duties, including monitoring the eLearnVA toll-free line, sending out informational mailings to interested local programs, and posting important eLearnVA announcements to the VAELN and Program Managers’ listservs. The eLearnVA staff also conducted a number of trainings and presentations. These are listed below. 

Promotional activities, trainings, and conference presentations

· Informational eLearnVA mailings

The following localities requested additional eLearnVA print materials to distribute to their students: Jarratt, Fairfax, Floyd, Nelson, Richmond City, Virginia Beach, Prince William, Portsmouth, Norfolk, Hampton, Louisa, Roanoke, Tazewell, Newport News, and Gloucester.

· Ongoing email communication with individual program managers and teachers
eLearnVA staff maintained ongoing email contact with program managers, adult education teachers, and other educational professionals who were using or interested in using the services of eLearnVA.

· Program announcements broadcast through the VAELN & Program Managers’ listservs

· Progress articles about eLearnVA or distance education

· Blended Learning: Classroom and Online Learning, Local and Centralized Support, Spring 2009 

· How I Facilitate Online Learning, Spring 2009

· Book Review: Engaging the Online Learner: Activities and Resources for Creative Instruction, Spring 2009

· Competing with Online GED Scams, Summer 2009 

· Local and regional trainings 

· Eastern Shore Community College

· GED Examiners Meeting, Williamsburg, VA

· Program Managers Meeting, Richmond, VA

· Richmond City Adult Basic Education (delivered by eLearnVA mentor Letisha Harris)

· 2009 Literacy Fair, Keysville VA

· Conference presentations & trainings

· Jason: VAACE 2008 

· Jason: SW VAILL 2008 

· Ongoing guidance 

· In-depth discussion with Debbie Wiggins, Director of Norfolk Alternative Education programs about long term changes to their program to include technology integration.  

· Frequent communication with administrators/teachers in Northern Shenandoah, Fairfax, Henrico, Chesterfield, Charlottesville, Chesapeake, Cumberland, Gloucester, Rappahannock Region, Roanoke City, SPACE, Prince William, and Virginia Beach. 
Development & Training Delivery Related to State Distance Learning Policy

“The grantee will assist OAEL in the drafting and implementation of a distance learning policy to guide the use of distance learning options by local adult education programs and their learners. Additionally, distance learning center staff will assist OAEL with the development and delivery of training on the policy.”

Distance Education Reporting Guidelines

Instructional Technology Specialist Richard Sebastian and OAEL staff member Shannon Beasley met in late 2008 and early 2009 to generate a draft of the state guidelines for reporting distance education hours. Richard Sebastian revised this draft and submitted it to the OAEL in February of 2009. As of this writing, these guidelines have not been submitted to the U.S. Department of Education for approval. Because the guidelines are still under view, no trainings were held regarding the policy.

Other activities
In addition to the core duties described above, the eLearnVA staff carried out additional duties, listed below:

eLearnVA database revisions 

In response to feedback from mentors, staff, and program managers, the eLearnVA staff contracted with VCU Creative Services to update the eLearnVA database and add new features to the system.  These changes include additional data collection, expanded reporting features, and other revisions that provide adult education programs more flexible access to student information to help them better monitor online learners from their localities. 
Podcast creation
Several short informational spots on the GED credential were recorded. These will eventually be developed into a series of 3-5 GED podcasts.  The podcast scripts, titled What Is the GED and Why Get a GED,  were written by eLearnVA staff and recorded using a local voiceover professional. These podcasts are still in production and should be completed during the 2009-2010FY. 

Conference attendance

· Richard: COABE 2009, Louisville, KY

· Richard & Jason: Innovations in eLearning, George Mason University, Fairfax, VA

Mentor professional development activities (using external funds)

· Chameeka Smith

· VAILL 2008

· Southeastern Nova Net Conference 

· Letisha Harris

· Virginia Numeracy Project: Data and Statistics

· Virginia Numeracy Project: Numbers and Number Sense

· Program Planning for Content Standards Implementation

· GED Fast Track training

· Goal Setting: The Path to Success

· TABE Online Certification Training Refresher

· Developing Writing Skills in Adults

· Dealing with Difficult Students 

· Judy Zimmerman 

· PowerPoint & Inspiration Training

· Three graduate level courses from UVA:

· Diagnostics in Reading

· Writing Across the Curriculum

· Adolescent Literacy.

· Sarah Odom: 

· VAILL 2008

· Developing Writing Skills in Adults

· Travis Hooker: 

· Safe Use of Facebook and Social Networking

· Portaportal for Bookmarking Educational Sites

· Microsoft Office 2007 in the Classroom.

“If it was not for eLearn I think I would have gave up on the test. They have great tutors who really care and want to see you pass the test. Now I am one of their success stories and so happy to be one. Because of elearn I am now enrolled in college at DCC and I couldn't be happier.”


-eLearnVA student





“The mentors are great! Adults returning to education often believe they cannot succeed and hence have low self-esteem in the education arena.  The more educators tell them they can succeed and who pay attention to their efforts, the stronger probability these adults will meet expectations and complete their GED.”


-ABE teacher








Hi Sarah, I received my GED diploma in the mail today. Thank you very much for all your help, support, and kindness. I am a very proud and happy guy. I was very lucky having you as my mentor. THANK YOU!!!" 





-eLearnVA student
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