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DOUG LEDERMAN:

It's been more than two years since just about every instructorand student was suddenly forced to
teach or learn remotely via some kind of technology. What have we learned about what works and what
doesn'tandthe role technology should play in instruction going forward? Hello, and welcome to The
Key with Inside Higher Ed News and Analysis Podcast. I'm Doug Lederman, Editor and Co-founder of
Inside Higher Ed and host of The Key. Thanks for listening today. The academic year that's just wrapping
up featured areturnto the physical classroom for the significant majority of students who choose not to
study fully online and for the many instructors who preferin-person teaching. Butit's unlikely that
colleges, professors or students are going back to the way things were before. Inthis week's episode of
The Key, the first of a three part series sponsored by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, we'lldiscuss
whetherand how the landscape of digital teaching and learning has been changed by the last two years
of global pandemic, recession, upheaval overracial justice, and more.

Joining me for the conversation are Shanna Smith Jaggars, assistantvice president of research and
program assessmentin Ohio State University's Office of Stude nt AcademicSuccess. And Jessica Rowland
Williams, director of Every Learner Everywhere, which pursues equitable outcomes in higher education
through advancesin digital learning. Jessica Williams and her organization are clear advocates for online
and virtual forms of education. As a researcher, Shanna Smith Jaggars has posed hard questions about
whetheronline learningis effective forstarkly underrepresented learners. In our discussion, they
explore such topics as whetherstudent expectations have changed about when, whereand how they
learn. If most faculty members are likelier to incorporate technology into their pedagogy thanthey were
before, and what institutional leaders need to do to ensure that whateverrole digital learning plays in



their future strategies, they doit well. Before we begin our conversation, here'saword from the Gates
Foundation.

SPEAKER:

This episode of The Key is brought to you by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, workingto ensure
that race, ethnicity and socioeconomicstatus are no longer predictors of educational success. Learn
more about the Foundation's work to improve digital teaching and learning, advance institutional
transformation and more at usprogram.gatesfoundation.org. Now, on to my discussion with Jessica
Rowland Williams and Shanna Smith Jaggars. Shannaand Jessica, welcome to the Key. Really appreciate
both of yourbeing here.

SHANNA:
Happy to be here.

JESSICA:
AndI'm happyto be here.

SPEAKER:

Both of you have spenta good bit of time thinking and talking and researchingin certain cases, what we
learned about digital teaching and learning during these two years in which we saw a lot more
institutions, professors, students engaginginit than had been true before. Canyoushare a couple of
observations of things you learned or observe that that most altered your pre-pandemicview of the
digital learning landscape?

SHANNA:

| think there's two things that really surprised me. The first was related to digital equity and the other
was related to learning sports. In terms of digital equity, formanyyears I've been what you might call a
critical friend of online educationin higher education or in colleges. So, | saw a lot of benefits. | also had
a lot of concerns. And one of my key concerns has always been the potentiallack of digital infrastructure
and supports for students who are less privileged. So, for example, before COVID hitin 2019, | knew that
27% of American adults didn't have broadband and that those rates were higheramonglow income
households orin rural populations or for people of color. And a lot of people knew this and were
concernedaboutit, but | don'tthink they really thought of college students as much in terms of digital
equity, because almostall colleges, including community colleges, they have strong Internet access on
campus. Andif youdon't have a good desktop or laptop, you can just use the computerlab.

And college students oryounger, people think of them as digital natives. | did worry before COVID about
community college students because alot of them are low income, are the first in their families to goto
college and a lot of them commute, so they may not have great access to those on campus, you know,
labs and wireless. | didn't really worry about students at universities like mine, but when COVID hit and
everyone wenthome and allthe classes wentonline, we immediately began to hearfrom students who
didn't have whatthey neededtolearnonline. So, one studentin a rural area told us that every time they
had to turn in an assighment, they had to borrow a car and drive half an hour to the parking lot of a
place, the free wireless, to upload their assignment. So, we really wanted to understand how
widespread of anissue this is. And so we teamed up with a colleague at Indiana University who was
hearing some of the same stories. And we did a study, and | was shocked tofind that across our two



universities, 19% of our undergraduates didn't have the technology that they needed to fully participate
in their online classes.

And this was higheramong rural students and students of color. Among our black and African-American
students, the rate of inadequate technology was 28%. And as you'd expect, those without adequate
technology experienced alot more academic stress and a lot more difficulty in their coursework that
spring compared to similar students who had adequate technology. So, all of this suggests to me that
the digital inequity problemis everywhere much more pervasive than I thought, or | think most people
really realized pre-COVID. And so it makes us realize that we can't take for granted that populations,
even populations that we think might be fully preparedto learn online really have that infrastructure
that they need to do that effectively.

SPEAKER:

Jessica, we quoted you widely in ourreport, we published sometime middle of last year about the digital
divide. So, | know that's an issue that you're tracking and thatyou're concerned about as well. Love to
hearyour answerto the original question, butalso curious whetheryou thinkinstitutions made
progress. Shannatalked about the greaterrecognition of the digital divide problems. Did you see
evidence of greaterinclination to attack that problem by colleges and universities as a result of that
increased awareness, Jessica?

JESSICA:

| think there were certainly some bright spots, right? | think we've all heard stories of institutions who
have implemented new policies, new practices to support students. I think as a as an overall trend, so
have a lot of work to do. And | want to just double click on somethingthat Shannasaid she was talking
about, you know, that digital and equity among students. And | wanted to just add to that that we | was
surprised to find how that also extends into the faculty, particularly when it comes to adjuncts. We take
for granted that the faculty have what they need, including access and technology, to teach these
courses. And what we're finding is that sometimes they don't, sometimes they don't have the
broadband. They're the onesthatdon't have the laptops. They're the onesthat are havingto, you know,
go to the parking lots and they don't have the childcare.

SPEAKER:
Jessica, what else did you see that altered or reinforced your pre -pandemic perspective on digital
learning?

JESSICA:

One thing we talked about, we thought collectively about as a field related to going through the
pandemicwas this ability to be flexible and kind of learn through disruption. We heard that a lot, right?
Learning through disruption because we were all in crisis together forthe firsttime and having to
navigate that. Andso | think the thing that | hope that we carry as we move forward is that while for
some that crisis may have ended orchanged or shifted, fora lot of folks, they are still going through that
crisis. And they and they have for a long time, right? It's almost like we gota window into whatit's like
to have disruptionin life. And we also get a window into how online learning and digital learning can
help support, be a supportthrough that with all the difficulties that came along with that. And we can
dig into that. | think we also have carried this notion that now that's over, right? And so | justthink the
kind of the thingthat I'm holding on to as we're coming, quote unquote, out of the pandemicinto this



next phase, isthat for a lot of folks, you know, they're still experiencing the symptoms of what it was like
to bein the pandemic.

They're still experiencing, you know, difficulty getting support or having access to technology or finding
the childcare or findingthe quiet space to work or managing the sickness or managing economic crisis
like that. Those those things haven't gone away. And for particularly students who are mostvulnerable,
the studentsthat we needto focus a lot of attention on serving, some of those things are going to stay
long beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.

SPEAKER:

Pre-pandemic, there was certainly a recognition or an acknowledgementthat forall the talk about how
online education could be a tool for expanding access to students who had historically been
underrepresented in highereducation, those very same learners tended to struggle more in that
modality than their highly academically prepared peers did. Did the way the pandemicunfolded
changedfor either of you, the view of how to most successfully provide digital learning for
underrepresented students, orwhether we should be doing that at all? Shanna.

SHANNA:

I think it is a mix of two things. So, one is making sure that there is always a robustin-person options for
students. However, | think that we should also be more intentionally building in digital frameworks,
infrastructures, and approaches forthose students from students, you know from the beginning of their
time with us so that they do get more comfortable and more fluent with the academicand professional
uses of technology and have that infrastructure there at the college to supportthemin doing that. One
of the things that I've always been leery about with online learning is just throwing studentsinto an
online class for the first time and expectingthemto be able to figure it out. So, I've always
recommended that colleges have some kind of ramping up fortheir first online course, either built into
the first week of their course or some kind of pre-course orientation ortraining to help them
understand how to navigate an online course. That may not be necessary for all students now, in this
moment, because they'veall justdone it, but | think it's going to continue to be an infrastructure that
needsto be built in so that the university, is sort of orienting students to online learning and giving them
an overview of sort of what their digital and theirin-person options are and helping them make sure
that they feel comfortable with what those options are, that they have, whatthey need to engage in
those options.

| wantto sort of layer on to that that one of the big benefits that | saw with COVID was that all support
servicesimmediately went online. Prior to that, most colleges that had online programs had pretty
inadequate supportservices forthose students that were totally separate fromthe support services that
students on campus had access to and were receiving. And then COVID, suddenly the playing field was
leveled. Everybody was getting all their services on Zoom or by chat or however. And it turned out that
for many students, they liked those digital support services betterthan having to sit outside in advisor's
office and wait. They could be in their own room, doing their own thing until theirtheir zoom
appointment with their advisor. They can hop on. They don't have to get dressed and still have the same
face to face, you know, mediated by Zoom, the same interaction with their advisor that they would have
in their office. So, students like it better, advisors like it better. Advisors can now work hybrid schedules.

They don't have to always be in their office, library services, tutoring services, writing support services.
All of the services that you used to have to go in-person to are now available by Zoom for all students,



the online students and the face to face students. Now, some students aren't going to want that. Some
students are going to still wantthe face to face option. They should have it, but I'm really pleased that
we now have this sort of varied set of options that help meetthe needs of varied students more
appropriately, So, that, you know, youryour part time working student can have a Zoom appointment at
6pm instead of havingto try to get into campus at 3pm.

SPEAKER:

One of the interesting questions will be whether places try to go back, and that's a broaderset of issues
that | think maybe we can talk about later in the conversation. Butit's one of the big questionsI'm
asking, which is, and looking forward is the extentto which institutions in their kind of rush to returnto
campus continue to enable and prioritize that flexibility. | think it's an open question at this point.
Jessica, you're clearly been an advocate for the availability of online and digital learningand options for
these studentgroups, has, did the pandemicaltered your view at all of sort of whenand how and how
much to prioritize that kind of delivery for what you're most concerned about?

JESSICA:

Yeah, | think first we like really kind of lay outthe benefits of digital learning in generalbecause | think
there are some clear cut benefits. One, of course, is lower cost to students because you could replace
textbooks with we OER, free and low cost resources that are digital, right? Anotheris that, you know,
you can deliver personalized, targeted instructions to students in ways that you could not, especially in
these large gateway courses. You know, we're in a college algebra course, all three of us, and we're
studying, you know, polynomialfunctions and I've got it down, and you guys are really struggling, you
know, with an adaptive course where, you know, | could go ahead and go to the nextlevel, right? And
continue to be challenged while you guys continue to get that basic foundationalinformation that you
need. And that's somethingthat, you know, aninstructor could not deliver, right, in a course of a
hundred students. And so that's just one of the another benefit of technology.

You know, a lot of times courseware and othertools provide data and insight into how students are
doing, which allow perfect professors, faculty instructors tointervene early when students are struggling
or whenstudents are just disengaged, right? Students not doing the homework, students noteven
logging into the system, right? Instructors can can tell that right away. And so all of these things are
beneficialto marginalized students specifically, butalso tojust studentsin general. And thenalso there's
the flexibility piece that she was just talking about, right? Being able tolearn and study and also balance
work and otherthings. | think for those reasons, | think the question needs to stop being returned to
online and do away with digital instruction, or we should stop pitting them against each other. | think
because, you know, teachingis point flexibility in choices and optionsis going to be the future forour
students. And sothe real question should be, you know, how do we deliver quality instruction in both
modalities, right?

Not which modality is better, because we can't make that decision for students.

SHANNA:

| would agree with that, and add on to that. | think one of the things that COVID taught us is that we will
be better off if rather than having a sort of a siloed modelforonline education, where like a small group
of staff and teachers work exclusively with fully online students, and then atotally separate group of
faculty and support staff work with on campus students. If we have amore integrated modelwhere the
knowledge and the skills regarding online studentsand courses and supports are spread across the



entire institution and people are are able to work with both types of studentsinterchangeably because
often we know thatall of our on campus students are taking an online course or two here or there.
They're all going to do it. And so acting like our online students are somehow some sort of separate
breedthatshould be dealt with with separate, you know, infrastructures and staffs like it doesn't make
sense. We should be taking the learning that we had that Jessica was talking aboutin terms of how
digital learning can help support students and integrating that into our, you know, our physical
classroom spaces.

Andthat the things that we know workingin face to face learning, we should be integrating themas
much as possible into online coursesinstead of just beingso siloed try to be more integrated and think
about this more as a systemthat has different facetstoit, as opposed to two totally different things.
(MUSICPLAYING)

SPEAKER 2:

This episode of The Key is broughtto you by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, workingto ensure
that race, ethnicity and socioeconomicstatus are no longer predictors of educational success. Learn
more about the Foundation's work to improve digital teaching and learning, advance institutional
transformation and more at usprogram.gatesfoundation.org (MUSIC PLAYING)

DOUG LEDERMAN:

Speaking today with Jessica Rowland Williams of Every Learner Everywhere and shanna Smith Jaggars of
Ohio State University. [t may be too early to tell or know, to know for sure, but have you seen changesin
student expectations and desires regarding the flexibility of when and where and how they take their
courses? Andif so, in whatdirections? | ask, because there are certain kinds of expectations that could
be very difficult for colleges and universities to satisfy. It would be especially hard if students wantto be
able to attend the same course in person on a Tuesday, say, but go to class from their dorm roomor
apartment on Thursday. So, I'm curious if you have a sense of how student expectations are trending
and how institutions are thinking about respondingto it.

JESSICA:

So, | think one thing we all know is that student enrollmentis decreasing and | think that we need to dig
into what that means right? And what that information is telling us. | think that the message that
students are sending with their feet, right? Is that Higher Ed needs to change and rethink its value
proposition to students. And so | do think that student expectations are changing. | think that student
needs are changing. However, | don't know if we have a good handle on what that meansforour
institutions and exactly what needs to be changed to meetthat need.

SPEAKER:

| agree with you. We've certainly seenthe enrollmentdeclines. There are a lot of reasons for that, and |
don't think we have very good insights yetinto exactly what has led a million or so students to stop
enrolling. We know with some of it's the impact of the pandemicand an improved job marketand all
sorts of things. So, but | agree with you that | think that question has been putonthe table in a more
direct way. Shanna, any thoughts on on that?

SHANNA:
From some of my previous research, | saw that students tend to have very distinct preferences about
what they want to do online and what they don't want to do online. And | don't know that COVID has



necessarily changed the shape of those preferences. I thinkin general, first, it depended on the kind of
person and studentthat youwere, whetheryoutendedto like online or face to face options more in
general. So, if you were an older working student, had kids, yes, you were going to be more likely to
want to take advantage of those online options. If you were a younger, traditional student, you know,
19, 20 yearsold, you're more likely to want to do the face to face options. But then within that, there
was a lot of nuance of the kinds of courses thatyou might optto take online, evenif you weren'tthat
into online learningin general, you might want to take online courses for courses thatyou didn't care all
that much aboutand justsort of needed to get out of the way, and courses that you thought would be
relatively easy.

But courses that you saw were challenging or difficult, or where you were really intrinsically interested
in the subjectand wanted to dive into it, or where you thought that the relationships with the teacher
or the other studentsinthe class were goingto be really important, those were courses students
definitely wanted to take face to face.and | haven'tdone a study of that post-COVID. So, alll can say s
anecdotally what | hearfrom studentsthat| encounter, butthatsort of pre-COVIDfindings seems to
resonate with what I'm still hearing from from individual anecdotal students today.

SPEAKER:

That probably makes sense. The only the biggest change then would be justthat we wentfrom having
roughly a third of students having taken an online course by choice to 99.9%, probably of students
having taken online courses and justfroma at least from a scale standpoint, evenif the, evenif you're
right, that the pre-pandemicinclinations haven't changed. Certain other things about the scale of
change. Jessica, did you have something you wanted to add on that?

JESSICA:

As you know, you talked to me before. | was like to remind people is that, you know, traditional face to
face teaching has notserved black Latin. It's probably affected first generation students. Well, either.
And | know that we kind of hold it up as a gold standard because it's what we know, right? It's what it's
whatwe've been doing. Buteven pre-pandemic, there wererealissues, right? Like we were, there were,
we're still talking about issues of equity gaps and discrimination in the classroom with microaggressions
and all of these things. One thing that we've gotto move away from, of course, is one, just trying to
digitize this traditional face to face learning experience. Butreally, | think we've got to rethink learning

in general, rethink our learning spacesin general. And | think that digital gives us an opportunity to do
that becauseit's a little newer, right? It's not brand new, butit's justa little newer. Whereas the
traditional classroom, you know, we've got some tried and true practices that folks are justreally tied to.

But whenit comes to specifically racially marginalized students, you know, inthese settings, you know, |
think it's justalways important to come back to the fact that whetherwe're talking about face to face or
online or hybrid, we've got a lot of work to do and thinking about how we best serve those.

SPEAKER:

Let's keep going down that path for a bit. We've been talking about the demand side, what students
want and may demand from digital learning. Let's talk about the supply side and the extentto which the
experiences of the faculty and staff in delivering 100% virtual by choice or notchange them. Do you
think we saw that greaterexposure and practice made professors go betterat, and potentially more
interestedinincorporating digital approachesinto theirinstruction? And B, has it created enough
interestin and willingness to experimentthatit could resultin the kind of rethinking of pedagogy that



you were talking about before, Jessica? Recognizing that we're still early on, doyou sense some
movementinthat direction?

JESSICA:

| think that when we first go into the pandemicand everyone had toflip their courses online in 48 hours,
it was crazy. | think that was really difficult for both faculty and students had really challenging
experiencesthatsemester. | think certainly there were some positive stories that came out of that, but
we also heard that there was a lot of challenge on both ends. And | think that the following semester
when faculty had a little bit more time to really think about how they wanted to implement technology
or how they wanted to teach online, there was a bit of a positive trend. In general, I think we saw.
Certainly there are the skeptics, the desire to try to do skeptics, who are still skeptical in some cases
even have beenrepulsed. | think one thing that we've seenand heard is that faculty and student
experiences with online learning and their positive experiences was often correlated with the amount of
supportthat theyreceived fromtheirfromtheir institutions, with designing that online course and also
the professionaldevelopment thatthey received around implementing and teaching online, particularly
the folks that didn't have, that they were doingit for the first time.

Andso, | think that one thing that we we have to talk about when it comesto faculty teachingand
student experience is the support for faculty, right? The professional development and that support
specifically when it comes to serving marginalized students, thatis not somethingthat faculty are just
going to wake up and know how to do. That takes training and practice and thoughtfulness and learning
new skills and maybe even anew way of thinking about things. Again, | think folks have had mixed
experiences, butlthink in generalthe trends have been that when faculty are more supported, then
students have better experiences.

SPEAKER 3:

Somebody used, | think, used the phrase silverlining, or maybe it's just beenin my head. Butthat's, to
me the recognition by institutions of the importance of faculty supportand development. That's another
thing that I'm hoping we don't go back from going forward. Shanna, thoughts fromyou on the sort of
faculty side of things?

SHANNA:

| think a lot of people thought that the switch to online learningin the spring of 2020 and the semesters
that followed would prompt a sort of widescale reexamination among college academicadministrators
about the primacy of online learning. And so that would include very robust training for faculty in how
to teach online for all faculty, for example. | haven'tseenthat. So, | edited the special issue of online
learning in spring of 2021 that was about the transition. And there was a study in there thatlooked at
two universities and how they were preparing their doctoral students for future teaching. And they
talked to those academic administrators sort of then several months afterthe onset of COVID, when
everybody was teaching online and trying to gauge theirsense of how this would change their
preparation for doctoral students. And the answer is basically, it will it won'tchange. You know, most of
the doctoral students believe thatlearning about online teaching was important and that they benefit
fromtraining on it.

But deans and department chairs really downplayed the importance of it and didn't see a clear necessity
to provide doctoral students with training in terms of online learning. However, | would say that I've
seen a lot more of movementaround the importance of teaching both doctoral students and current



faculty having more robust long-term training around inclusivity and improving classroom climate for
underserved students. So, there is that, but that's sort of separate from training on digital learning or
online learning. And it may be that when department chairs and deans are thinking about the most
important and highest priority things that they want their doctoral students and their instructors to get
betterat. It may be diversity and inclusion topics ratherthan digital learning topics, but | don't know.
That probably varies from college to college and from departmentto department.

SPEAKER:

Andif we're looking for doctoral education to be on the cutting edge of anything, we're probably
missing the boat. Because, listen, we're still struggling to get doctoral programs to teach future
professors how toteach, period, let alone teach online. Jessica, did you wantto jump back in?

JESSICA:

The common misconception that faculty built all the time, which is that you've got DEI work here and
thenyou've got digital learning work here, and that there is nointersection betweenthe two. They're
two separate things. And | think part of the reason why we think that way is because we often think, oh,
technologyis technology. It's not race neutral, it's not everything. And even when we think about online
learning, it's like, wow, you can't even see the students, right? So, how can you? You can't discriminate
or anythinglike that. There's no, because you don't even know what you're talking to. You're talking to
black boxesona zoomscreen. You know, of course, what we know in the work that we doin our
network s all related to how, you know, issues of race are very much embedded in digital learning and
how we teach online. And there are actually ways that you can discriminate against students, even when
youcan't see themin their studies that have been done that show that, you know, we get clues about
who people are based on their names and their writing styles, and we make assumptions about students
that we don't even recognize.

Andthere are ways for biases creepin. Andso | think if we take this idea and kind of uncheck, take this
idea unchecked, that digital learning is independent of the DEl work that we're doing, then we're really
missing an opportunity to center marginalized students needs in digital learning.

SPEAKER:

Probably want to close with trying to look ahead and gauge on some of the things we've talked about.
How much sort of lasting impact we're likely to see. I mean, we saw a lot of experimentation. We saw a
lot of adaptation by institutions and by individual instructors. Butit was a crisis and it was a it was really
kind of no choice. And when most of us changed the most, is when we have some pressing need, some
compulsionto respond andto do something differently. Asthateases, itis, it will probably, | guessI'm
curious kind of which things you think it would be, we're sort of likeliest to hold on to? And which things
you'd most like to see as hold on to in this area of digital teachingand learning? Shanna, yourthoughts
on that, first?

SHANNA:

One thing that I'm really hoping that we hold on to is that faculty will more universally keep using their
college's learning management system for their face to face courses, because it's not helpful for
studentsif they're taking, say, five coursesand two of them use the learning management systemand
have like their schedules and theirgrades and everythingin it And the otherthree don'texistin the
learning management system. At my university, and | would assume at many universities, since all
faculty were teaching online using the learning management system forasemesterortwo. Hopefully



they saw the benefits of having yoursyllabus online, your schedule on, you know, your schedule built
into the system, your grades built into the system, and will continue to do that even after, you know,
they may be teaching the majority or all of their classes to face to face in the future, because thatjust
really, really helps students. That might seem like a modest hope, butit's it has a true and earnesthope
that | have.

(LAUGHS)

SPEAKER:
Jessica.

JESSICA:

I, as you know, really see technology enhance learning as the future of learning. | don't think we're going
backwards. | think we're going forward full speed ahead. And I think as we continue to move forward,
we're going to have opportunities to embed technology and enhanced learning through technology. And
| think that can be a good thing if we can figure outhow todo it right. And | think that needsto be our
focusis really understanding how do we serve students leveraging technology in the best ways possible.
And | think the one thing that I've seen that's given me so much hope in the pandemicis shifting to a
model of thinking about classroom learning, that student centered and really centers on student need
and in some cases evenincorporate students voices and perspectives. And | hope that as we continue to
move forward, that we just see that shift in understanding that the students are really the most
important piece of the puzzle in the work that we do. And their needsreally are the center of the work
that we're trying to accomplish together.

| hope that doesn't go away.

DOUG LEDERMAN:

That was Shanna Smith Jaggars of Ohio State University and Jessica Rowland Williams of Every Learner
Everywhere. They broughtaresearch focused perspective to the first of three conversations about the
current landscape fordigital teaching and learning. And coming episodes will discuss what institutions,
faculty and staff and students need and want from the many technology vendors that make up this
digital learning infrastructure and some of the challenges and opportunities that await campuses as they
assessor in some cases reassess what role digital teachingand learning should play as they pursue their
educational missions in the years ahead. That's all forthis week's episode of The Key. I'm

Doug Lederman. And untilnext week, stay welland stay safe. (MUSIC PLAYING)



