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AE21 Distributed
Education

arch 1997 marked the beginning of a bold new experiment in K-12 Adventist education.
The North American Division (NAD) Technology Planning Committee was seeking to bring
curricular and staff resources to small, isolated schools across the division. They won-
dered if emerging communication technologies could be used to build learning com-
munities that spanned the division.

About the same time, 2 small group of Southern Union educators set out to help the
classroom teacher integrate the “‘new’” teaching practices outlined in the NAD’s Focus on
Adventist Curriculum for the 21st Century (FACT21) using a curriculum model identified as AE21 (Adventist
Education for the 21st Century).' “We must keep up with the fast pace of change we experience in our in-
creasingly global community. . . . We must transform our institutions of learning from Pre-K through college,
to ensure that we are preparing students for their future, not for our past,” charged Eugene Brewer, Florida
Conference vice-president for education.

The Southern Union proposed an AE21 Small School Distance Learning Pilot. After many months and much
work, this bold new venture moved from concept to reality.

The project team, under the direction of the NAD union directors of education, focused on a combined mis-
sion; “to provide all Adventist young people, regardless of geographical boundaries, a unique and distinctive
Adventist education using innovative teaching strategies.”

The team «dentified five major goals (see Page 11) for the three-year pilot, and asked Judy Anderson, a pro-
fessor in the Schoo! of Education at Andrews University (Berrien Springs, Michigan}, to do an ongoing research
study of how effectively the pilot met these goals.
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Year i: 1997-1998

In the fall of 1997, students from eight one-
teacher schools? enrolled in the pilot, with Greg
Thompson (Mr. T.) as the on-camera teacher.
A corner of the Florida Conference Office cur-
riculum library was designated as the interac-
tive, self-operative studio/classroom of the fu-
ture. Fifty-seven studenis from across the division
began an adventure that would change their
lives and the lives of each teacher involved with
the pilot.

The experiment hbegan with a grant from
Education Management Group (EMG) equiva-
lent to 200 hours of digital satellite time, using
the EMG infrastructure. The eight schools were
each ouffitted with a sateflite dish and a digital
receive station,” including a large-screen com-
puter monitor. This permitted two-way audio
and one-way video. Students could see Mr. T,,
and hear both the teacher and other students
from the pilot schools. The standardized equip-
ment package also included 2 color laser printer
and a fax machine. Through each schoel’s con-
nection to 2 local Internet Service Provider, stu-
dents could download each day's activities and
research various topics from the AE21 World
Wide Web site. “Computers” was no longer a
40-minute class before returning to their “reg-
ular” schedule, but became a useful tool for
learning. “Everything I do has something to do
with the Internet,” said Tolde, an 8th-grade stu-
dent from Rapid City, South Daketa. “Tt’s like
having a hundred libraries at my fingertips.”

Following the AE21 curriculum design
model, integrated units of study covered the tra-
ditional content of grades 5-8 science, social
studies, language aris, and reading classes. Use
of NAD curricolum guides ensured the inclu-
sion of all necessary content. The on-camera
teacher did the planning, developing, instruct-
ing, and assessing of student learning for those
content areas. Students faxed or E-mailed their
assignments to the Florida studio, while the on-
site teacher and/or facilitator provided visual
supervision and classroom management.

An early journal entry from Aracelia, a 7th
grader in the Franksville, Wisconsin, school,
contrasted this school year with previous ones:
“We have more equipment and more hands-on
work. We have more responsibilities—We have
complications! We work more as a group. We
have new people. Our teachers get cooler every
year!!”

On-site teachers guickly began 1o see
changes in the lives of students, due in large
part to the new instructional strategies. “As I
look back at the last two weeks, there have been
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Online teacher Charity Pitton discusses an assignment with students.

some rough spots (mostly technological), but
mostly it has been exciting to see the way it has
all come together. I am especially impressed by

Original Pilot Goals

* Develop integrated units
that teach the life understandings
of the four domains {physical,
mental, spiritual, and social) of
Adventist education.

* Provide a cost-effective
altemative for school staffing.

* Make available commu-
nication and information re-
sources to students in small Sev-
enth-day Adventist schools,

¢ Model innovative teach-
ing strategies using-integrated
units of study.

* Establish a worldwide
communication infrastrue-
ture to serve isolated Seventh-
day Adventist schools.

In the fall of 1997,
students from
eight one-teacher

schoois enrolied in
the pilot.

the transformation, that I have observed in the
students . . .. They can sense that what is hap-
pening here is of vital interest to them, and they
are throwing themselves into the pilot with gen-
uine enthusiasm,” noted Gary Garvin, on-site
teacher in The Dalles, Oregon.

The results and feedback received contin-
ued to drive what came to be called AE21 Dis-
tributed Education.

Year Il: 1998-1999

In an effort to reduce costs and invelve more
students, the Adventist Communication Network
partnered with AE21 to provide 2 new techno-
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Dr. Judy Anderson of the Andrews University School of Education, in Berrien Springs,
Michigan, works with the curriculum development team on a unit dealing with alle-

viating world hunger.

Following the RE21
curriculum design
model, integrated
units of study cov-
ered the traditional

content of grades
J-8 science, social
studies, language
arts, and reading
classes.

logical infrastructure. The satellite system was
replaced by Lucent Technologies 128k ISDN
video conferencing.* Now students and teach-
ers could both hear and see one another. This
technology allowed group conferencing as well
and visual coltaboration between schools. New
schools entered the program, swelling the stu-
dent enrollment to nearly 115. Grade 9 was
added to serve about 25 students at eight of the
24 sites.

‘The new equipment was well received and
used. Teachers were no longer tied to one ex-
pensive studio in Florida. They could be any-
place an ISDN line could be connected to the
Polycom camera. Guests with video-confer-
encing equipment could tie into the group from
anywhere, thus providing additional human re-
sources: Nancy Pinter taught 9th-grade science
and math from her home in Nazareth, Pennsyl-
vaniz. Gary Garvin taught a weekly science lab
during one 5th- to 8th-grade unit from The
Dalles, Oregon. Guest lecturers included a Na-
tipnal Aerenautics and Space Administration
scientist and several Adventist Development and
Relief Agency workers.

The decision to change to the new delivery
system was made the last week in July, during
the annual teacher-training session, which cre-
ated some problems. The increased enrollment
offered several challenges and opportunities for
learning. With double the enrollment and the
same on-line instruction time, some stdents
had more difficulty feeling connected. The
broadcast schedule was adjusted so that only a
few of the schools were on-line at one time. This
increased student attention and interaction, but
decreased the weekly broadcast time for each
school.

By December 1998, the team could focus
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on the curriculum, rather than the technology
challenges. One school withdrew, finding that
the schedule changes interrupted the lower-
grade program too much. By January, both the
curricula for grades 5-8 and grade 9 had be-
come more stable, and a revised schedule had
resulted in better-quality student work. How-
ever, responding to a higher volume of student
assighments became a major challenge. These
experiences helped planners to formulate an
acceptable teacher-student load for distance-
learning instructors.

As the program ended, the 9th-grade stu-
dents came together in rural Arizona to partic-
ipate in a community experience at Holbrook
Indian Mission. The bonds forged throughout
the year were evident as the group met face to
face for the first time.

Yeur two proved to be a turning point for
the program. The two-way real-time video con-
ferencing helped build community among ge-
ographically diverse students and brought mean-
ing to the Internet activities. An end-of-the-year
note faxed to Mr. T. from the “Panthers,” a stu-
dent group in Richardson, Texas, summed it
up: “We had 2 great year in the AE21 program
with you! You and the staff made it 50 we could
have fun and learn at the same time. We enjoyed
joining up with the other schoots and organi-
zations. We'd like to thank you for a fun and
wondrous year.”

Year llI: 1999-2000

The demand for a complete secondary pro-
gram spurred growth in year three. Thirty sites
across the United States were now participat-
ing. A 10th-grade program was azdded for the
returning students, and the teaching staff was
restructured. Mr. T. began full-time technical
and instructional support. Nancy Pinter taught
grades 5 to 8 (Program 58), while Charity Pit-
ton and Jack Carey taught the Oth- and 10th-
grade “Freshmore” program.

The Florida Conference sponsored an ad-
ditional 11th- and 12th-grade pilot program in
partnership with Forest Lake Academy, which
provided secondary accreditation. The Florida
Academy Network System (FANS) required ad-
ditional part-time certified teachers, so they
were brought in electronically from as far away
a8 Silver State Adventist School in Reno, Nevada.

Technologically, the partnership with ACN
continued for both Program 58 and Freshmore.
While providing needed stability, this flowed
planners to focus on curriculum design. In an
effort to cul future costs, and after exploring
various delivery options, the FANS program



adopted an Internet Protocol group video-con-
ferencing software package called Classpoint.

The five schools participating in FANS were
equipped with a high-speed Iniernet connec-
tion, a multimedia computer, and a desktop
camera. Throughout the vear, various adapta-
tions helped improve the andio quality and solve
some of the problems associated with using the
Internet. Early morning classes went fairly well,
but as the Internet became busier, the quality
of conferencing deteriorated rapidly. Planners
had hoped that this technology would become
standard for all AE21 sites in Year 1V, but by Jan-
uary, it was obvious this technology would not
worl for wide-scale implementation af this time,

These 11th-grade students and their on-
camera teachers came together for social and
academic interactions four times during the
school year at Forest Lake Academy. Students
loved this part of the program, which allowed
them to be part of a larger group.

The Freshmore students participated in an-
other mission trip, this time serving Washing-
ton, D.C. They worked with community volun-
teers o help clean up national parks, built a
water purification rain garden for the Anacos-
tia Watershed Project with the Environmental
Protection Agency, and served as docents for
elementary students visiting Earth Day 2000 ac-
tivities.

Highlights

Community-service experiences are a hall-
mark of the instructional design of the AE21
curricutum. The other major highlights have
occurred in student growth and staff develop-
ment.

Curriculum Model

As teachers develop the yearly curriculum,
they look at needs in the local and global com-
munity an then assess the skills and processes
required to get students involved. Units cormn-
bine real-life expertence with content skills and
objectives from the NAD Curriculum Guides to
make learning relevant to the students’ lives.

From iis inception, the project sought to re-
design curriculum from content specific to in-
terdisciplinary, using service and community
outreach as the reason for and the application
of all learning. The success of this curricular
design has led the NAD Curriculum Committee
to begin adapting the AE21 units of stugdy for
use in all of its 5th- to 8th-grade classrooms.
Although technology application skills are taught
through this program, they use technology as
simply a tool.
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the Washington, D.C.. area.

Students immediately recognized the rele-
vance of an integrated approach to learning.
Kira, an 8th grader from Ithaca, Michigan, wrote,
“I did not do as much learning last vear because
I was just told, but you have me do it so I un-
derstand a lot better!” She ended her response
with a paraphrase of a quote, “Tell me, I'll for-
get. Show me, | may remember. Involve me, I'll
learn.”

Student Growth

Student growth was assessed in three areas:
academic, spiritual/social, and technological.
The findings are presented below:

1. Academic Growth. To showcase their
learning at the end of each unit, students de-
velop a portfolio that includes both key assign-
ments as well as written reflections on what they
learned, how they would improve the assign-
ment if they did it again, and why the assign-
ment was important to the Life Understand-
ings and/or the Core Commitmenis of the unit.
Portfolios provide evidence of academic achieve-
ment in

* writing skills;

=+ use of technology——level of sophistica-
tion of content organization, graphics, charts,
resources gathered, eic.; and

« application of content knowledge—abil-
ity to explain the purpose of the assignment,
prepare and give presentations, plan commu-
nity-service activities, etc.

When students took standardized tests each
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In an effort to re-
duce costs and in-
volve more Sstu-
dents, the Adventist
Communication Net-

work partnered with
RE21 1o provide a
new technological
infrastructure.

year, nearly all had gained at least a year in most
content areas. Jonathan Sumner, an on-site fa-
cilitator from Wisconsin, said, “For the two years
since we staried using AE21, the yearly growth
is staggering. I am a truly a believer in this
process!”

2. Social/Spiritual Growth. While this
is a difficult area to measure, responses from
parents, students, and teachers (both on-site
and on-camera) have been mostly positive.

Students say they have made progress
demonstrating their collaborative achievements
as on-site teachers incorporate the principles
of cooperative learning with all grades.
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Sandy Romero types her homework for the AE21 program.

The actual teaching, discussing, and self-
evaluating related to the AE21 areas Habits of
the Mind (HOMs) and Christ Like Qualities
(CLQs) get frequent praise from parents, teach-
ets, and students as one of the most positive as-
pects of the program. Students are consistently
asked to evaluate their personal growth in these
qualities, and to tell how they use them in their
daily lives. Their personal-growth profiles in-
dicate progress in these important aspects of
the AE21 program.

3. Technology skills. This area has been
one of the strongest, yet most vulnerable and
stressful aspects of the program. Clearly, there
has been tremendous growth in the teacher and
student use of a wice variety of communication
technologies. But the growth has not come with-
owt pain—more for some than others.

Portfolios show students’ increased exper-
tise in gathering and organizing information and
ideas and developing appropriate, atiractive,
and creative presentations. Software used in-
cludes word processing, multi-media presen-
tation, spreadsheets, database, computer graph-
ics, and Web-page publishing. They have hecome
comfortable with Lucent Conferencing Polycom
units, scanners, fax machines, and Internet
searches.

Staff Development

“I have grown more in the past two years
as an on-site AE21 teacher than in the past 10.
AE21 has taught me how to focus curriculum
on an idea that incorporates the ideals of every-

&

thing we hold true as Adventists . . . . I bene-
fitted so much from the interaction between on-
site teachers, AE21 staff, and other important
educators that have been brought on board to
ensure our success,” wrote Vicki Turner, an on-
site facilitator.

Nearly all teachers, even those who chose
10 leave the program, said that AE21 had helped
them learn: (1) new technology skills, (2} in-
structional strategies for teaching higher-order
thinking skills, (3) ways to integrate curricu-
lum and make the content of the subject more
relevant to the student’s world and life experi-
ences; and (4) strategies for collaborative learn-
ing.

Teachers appreciated the summer training
sessions and the bi-weekly video conferences
between on-site facilitators and AE21 person-
nel, when they could ask questions in a safe en-
vironment and develop the necessary skills to
apply the AE21 program strategies in their other
classes.

Quotes From On-Site Facilitators

“After watching this process in my students
over the past two years, I can say that every child
goes through an intense transitional time with
this program, a love-hate relationship. It takes
a while for the independent thinker and learner
to surface and grow, and their growing pains
are severe! At the end of the first year of AE21,
both students and teachers were . . .50 over-
whelmed and drained that we had no idea how
much we had all learned . . .[The second vear,]
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students hegan to see that this curriculum change
was a battle FOR them, not against them. We
have all been wonderfully surprised at how well
this [second] vear has gone. The staff meetings
have helped tremendously to make the transi-
tion. I learned so much by talking to the others
who were also involved in this pioneering ad-
venture!”

“I will never teach the same! After watch-
ing the incredible growth of my students due to
the teaching strategies used by AE21 teachers,
1 have begun to incorporate them into my class-
room. My students are now learning 1o THINK!
I have always considered myself a good teacher,
but I can see now how much more I can give
when I facilitate the students to teach them-
selves. What a gift AF21 has been to all of us.”

What We Have Learned

So, what have we learned about distance
education via communication technologies in
Adventist schools? Teachers, students, and staff
would all say, “Much!” Was the pilot successful
in meeting its goals? “Absolutely,” says Gerald
Kovalski, director of education for the South-
ern Union and the NAD’s director of the AE21
pilot. “In recent years, Adventist education has
re-evaluated its practices and broadened its
scope in order to prepare students for the real
world. What we have learned in the AE21 Dis-
tributed Education Project Pilot [will have a]
great impact on future educational initiatives.”

Here is a synthesis of what we've learned
about the program:

= Effective K-12 education can be deliv-
ered through communication technologies,
There is a market for distance education, par-
ticularly in grades 9 to 12. But distance educa-
tion is not the answer for all students. Those
who are not self-directed learners will need
censiderable support in this delivery mode.

e On-camera teachers can develop rela-
tionships with distance students that promote
academic, spiritual, and personal growth and
build successful learning communities. (This
has been especially helpful for students in small
schools and/or isolated geographical locations.)
To maximize live student/ieacher connections,
synchronous video and andio sessions must be
combined with asynchronous content that is
archived on a Web site. (Hence, the student/
teacher ratio must be kept within reasonable
boundaries. }

e The curriculum must be carefully crafied
10 use a variety of instructional strategies in
order to meet the needs of diverse learners. It
must include student interaction. The video ses-



sion should be used to bring meaning to the
learning,

» There is a steep, intense learning curve
connected with this delivery mode for both el-
ementary and secondary levels. It takes time for
students to develop the necessary skills in tech-
nology, self-directed learning, and independent
thinking, as well as the social skills of group in-
teraction.

* The effectiveness of the on-site facilita-
tor has a direct correlation with the overall suc-
cess of the program. The on-site teachers/fa-
cilitators need training to understand the
curriculum content, instructional processes and
assessment, the delivery technology, and their
roles and responsibilities. Follow-up training

should occur at least bi-weekly so teachers can_

share concerns about current issues, respond
to questions, and build community.

» flocation, location, location is the rule
in real estate, then communication, commu-
nication, communication is the rule for suc-
cessful distance iearning. Everyone’s roles and
responsibilities (parents, students, school
boards, teachers, facilitators, pastors, con-
stituencies, conference staff, p}ogram admin-
istrators, etc.) must be clearly described. There
must also be consistent follow-through on these
role expectations.

* Consistent communication .must occur
between and among stedents and teachers. Feed-
back to and from teachers and peers (discus-
sions of content, process, and assignments, as
well as assessment data) must be promptly
posted to the Web in a password-protected for-
mat so that it can be accessed by teachers, stu-
dents, on-site facilitators, and parents.

» Teacher load is different than in 2 tradi-
tional setting. Contrary to early expectations that
teachers could manage large numbers of st-
dents via the World Wide Web, our research has
revealed that effective learning requires high
levels of written interaction. Therefore, for sec-
ondary instruction, we recommend that teacher
load not exceed 100 students. (This can be 100
students/one credit, 33 students/three credits,
etc.) For the elementary level, we found that re-
lationships with and among students could work
fairly well with about 50 students, Beyond this
number, feelings of inclusion and connection
diminished. However, with even 50 students (in
three content areas), teacher support was
needed to provide the necessary feedback for
successful instruction and learning,

* Technology will always be developing. If
it works, it is probably obsolete! Decisions about
changing technology delivery should be made

after observing how it functions in specific en-
vironments, Installation should occur at all sites
at least a month before school starts. Full-time
technicat support is needed for on-site and on-
camera teachers and students.

The Future

The North American Division continues to
support and encourage additional developments
and applications in distance learning. During
the past three years, it has become obvious that
distance learning is here to stay. Marilyn Eggers
has now joined the staff of the NAD) Office of Ed-
ucation as coordinator for distance education
and director of TAGeducation, a joint project of
TAGnet and ASY. TAGeducation aims to serve as
an online learning portal to connect church
members worldwide to Adventist distance-learn-
ing oppertumities offered by various organiza-
tions.

The Florida Conference is now leading out
in AE21 Distributed Fducation. Many new stu-
dents are finding it possible to access Adventist
secondary education. Nancy Melashenko, the
new director for AE21’s three programs, con-
tinues to nurture the vision and meet the de-
mand for this type of program around the globe.?

Because of the foresight of many educa-
tional leaders, Adventist-education is now po-
sitioned to be a leader in the use and applica-
tion of distance-learning technologies and the
pedagogy of online learning, <

Elaine Plemons served as the founding coor-
dinator of the AE2] Distributed Education Proj-
ect. She recently joined the staff of Florida Hos-
Ppital College of Health Sciences, in Orlando,
Florida, to coordinate an educational-develop-
ment profect for bealth professionals.

The two-way real-
time video confer-
encing helped huild
community among
geographically

diverse students
and hrought mean-
ing to the Internet
activities.

REFERENCES

1. AE?1 is a curriculum initiative begun in the Po-
tomac Conference in 1993. More information can be
found on pages 10 to 15 of the December 1997/ Janu-
ary 1998 Jowrnal of Adventist Education.

2. Schools participating the first year: The Dalles,
Oregon; Rapid City, South Dakota; Franksville, Wis-
consin; Ithaca, Michigan; Fairview Village, Pennsylva-
nia; Berkeley Springs, West Virgina; Deland and
Gainesville, Florida.

3. The digiral receive station included a large (32"}
computer monitor with CPL holding the necessary soft-
wate (and the wiring from the satellite dish) to receive
a digital satellite signal from the dish, a digital phone
to hook up to the audio configuration in the Florida
studio so that participants could hear one another
through the satellite signal, along with a wireless mouse
and keyboard—and a laser printer, color printer, fax
machine, and necessary table equipment to hold every-
thing.

4. An ISDN line is a special high-speed telephone
line—a land line as opposed to a satellite signal.

5. To learn more about AE21 programs, visit their
Web site at hetp://www.ae2l.omg.
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These AE21 Freshmore students served as docents for elementary pupils at the Earth
Day 2000 program on the Mall in Washington, D.C.
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