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The demand for online instruction has increased dramatically in recent years as the Internet has 

become more accessible to all academic disciplines and to all institutions of higher learning. 

Despite the outcry from traditional instructors that courses dependent on lecture and classroom 

dialogue are not well-suited for an online format, outside pressures compel us to make the 

transition. Overbaugh and Shin stated the problem succinctly: “The primary goal of post-

secondary education is to provide effective instruction, but the now widespread implementation 

of distributed education and the resultant competition for enrollment has increased the focus on 

student satisfaction . . .”1We can interpret “student satisfaction” as the ability to provide a full 

range of college courses that students can access off campus and manage at their own pace. Of 

course, the “resultant competition” refers to the market-driven preferences of administrators 

who have bought into the financial advantages of ready access, higher enrollments, and lower 

infrastructure costs. 

However accurate or justifiable these considerations may be, particularly from the 

student’s standpoint, online instruction has prevailed and will not recede. It is now the business 

of the political science faculty to make the transition to online instruction, quickly, without 

sacrificing clarity and quality—a formidable combination of demands. While some of our 

colleagues have been teaching from Web-based platforms since the inception of online 

education, current market demands have compelled many more of us to join their ranks. This 



chapter is devoted to those who are making the transition from the traditional lecture hall to 

online instruction, as well as to those who may have online teaching experience but remain 

hampered by organizational and pedagogical difficulties. Such difficulties persist after nearly a 

decade of online education, partly as a result of the feverish pace of the movement. Many 

colleges and universities now realize that they have outrun their capabilities, trying to meet the 

demand for online education while not being sufficiently conscious of the usability—or the 

quality—of the product they are offering. In this chapter, we will concentrate on some 

organizational and pedagogical factors that must be addressed for an online American 

Government (AG) instructor to effectively engage modern students, who, while technologically 

savvy, might also be distracted. No new theoretical ground will be broken, nor will we address 

the specifics of online course development and pedagogy. Such matters require extensive 

preparation and practice by the individual instructor, which is well beyond the scope of this 

overview. Rather, we will consider some ways in which new online AG instructors can create a 

support structure that will enable them to acquire the technological and pedagogical skills 

necessary to do their jobs well.  

While any political science course faces a set of challenges in moving from traditional to 

online format, the task for AG instructors poses particular problems. The increased student 

demand for online courses is a major consideration. Offering several online sections of 

American Government increases the need for instructors who are not only competent in their 

subject matter, but who are technologically adept at online instruction. AG courses also purport 

to deal with governmental structures and procedures as well as political factors—public opinion 

formation, the role of the mass media, political philosophy and ideology, and policymaking. The 

art of balancing these topics is even more challenging when the learning platform does not easily 

facilitate spontaneous, interactive dialogue. 

Another critical issue is student literacy. Despite the recent contention of Margaret 

Spellings, former U.S. Secretary of Education, that the No Child Left Behind legislation “is 

strong as mustard gas,”2 this controversial legislation has not produced widespread 

improvements in the ability of students to read—much less to develop critical-thinking skills. 

Part of the difficulty is the lack of awareness among government agencies that must establish the 

benchmarks for higher education. Robert Zemsky, chairman of the Learning Alliance for Higher 

Education, noted bleakly, “In my work as a member of the Department of Education’s 

Commission on the Future of Higher Education, or the Spellings Commission, we only spent all 

of about 45 minutes talking about technology.”3 While the Obama administration has pledged to 

foster major improvements in public education, it is too soon to judge whether it will 



demonstrate the same interest in the use of online communication in educational practice as it 

does in political outreach. Another recent article on evaluating online resources concludes: 

“Within the United States, there is a growing professional and public demand for technologically 

proficient students who possess strong information literacy skills. Students need not only to read 

and understand the messages contained in Web-based resources but also to be able to develop 

the ‘habits of mind’ required to understand the motivations of the sponsoring organizations that 

provide the information. By helping students assess the credibility of online resources, teachers 

help them develop the information literacy skills that they will need to assess material critically so 

that they can participate in our democracy.”4  Both of these observations point to the necessity 

for institutional support and instructor training in online pedagogy as the substructure of 

modern online instruction. 

We must also confront the fact that modern students simply learn differently than those 

of earlier generations. These considerations go beyond literacy; they involve a different approach 

to acquisition of knowledge. Variously described as “Gen-Y” or “Millennials,” learners under 30 

years of age are described thus: “Millennials, who were born between roughly 1980 and 1994, 

have grown up with more choices and more selectivity in the products and services they use . . . 

Whether they are using Facebook, MySpace, iPods, instant messaging, or text messaging, 

Millennials are plugged in. Some other traits of Millennials: They rarely read newspapers—or, for 

that matter, books. They are impatient and goal oriented. They hate busywork, learn by doing, 

and are used to instant feedback. They want it now.”5 We could add that these students have 

shorter attention spans, prefer to be simultaneously engaged in multiple tasks, and tend to be 

nocturnal. A more serious concern is the cavalier attitude many of these students have about 

ownership of intellectual property, plagiarism, and academic integrity. (This problem deserves, 

and has received, much attention.) These issues aggravate the concurrent demands of online 

instruction that include, but are not limited to, managing the volume of participant interactions 

and training new online students. Make no mistake: Online instruction is very different from 

classroom instruction. Even the most experienced and accomplished traditional instructor will 

find the transition to the online format time-consuming and frustrating, as he or she learns to 

convey their considerable knowledge in a pedagogical manner acceptable to their online students. 

In order to confront the considerations posed by the transition from classroom to online 

instruction, we can organize these considerations into a triangular diagram. Each consideration 

has an associative set of preparations necessary to facilitate useful instruction, described in the 

text below. Within this framework lies the online AG course. 



 Readiness 

Recall that each of our considerations has both institutional and instructional dimensions, 

imparting roles for university administrators, the marketing department, information technology 

department, curriculum committees, and instructional designers, as well as for the instructors 

themselves. Christina DeSimone summarized the connection between these groups as she 

identified the multivariate role of the distance education (DE) instructor: “Rather than being the 

typical source of information, the instructor assumes the role of facilitator, monitor, and peer 

collaborator, engaged in creating discourse with students. . . . DE teachers must be willing and 

able to develop new methodologies of teaching that redistribute power, role and responsibility 

within the learning community. Therefore, to ensure the success of learning activities . . . DE 

faculty must not only develop the necessary competencies to do their work but must develop a 

clear understanding of their redefined roles and responsibilities.”6 Perhaps the most widely 

discussed aspect of online education is online course preparation and instructional technique. A 

number of useful articles and manuals are available to develop or enhance preparation and 

pedagogy. Although the specific strategies and techniques are as varied as the contributors, they 

all depend upon the basic components of readiness, which includes development of a reliable 

technological framework, online course design, and instructor orientation.7 Instructor orientation 

must include both training in how to use the online platform and pedagogical assistance for 

online instruction. Traditional lecturers will quickly find that merely transposing their materials to 

Word documents is insufficient. They must develop proficiency in graphics, hyperlinks, and 

video enhancements, to mention a few, and be able to produce this information in an interesting 

and engaging format that will entice students. 

In all of these, institutional readiness must precede instructor readiness. As new courses 

are added to the online curriculum, administrators should anticipate expanding the infrastructure, 

and the subsequent costs. Stakeholders should view this process as an investment in the growth 

of the university, not merely a trendy expenditure. As with any worthy investment, the price tag 

can be significant. Administrators need to be aware that growth in enrollment can only be 

achieved through growth in facilities, services, and well-trained faculty. Those who presume that 

full-scale online instruction can be easily manufactured from existing resources will find 

themselves disappointed with the product, and liable to spend more on recovery and 

restructuring than they would have had they begun wisely. 

For online American Government, institutional readiness must include a technological 

network that will support any software, technical enhancements that are discipline-related (maps, 



charts, online databases), and technical support for both instructors and students. An oft-heard 

complaint from instructors and students alike concerns technological failure (“glitches” are both 

frequent and inevitable), and the lack of timely, knowledgeable technical support. Online 

students do not observe ordinary business hours: They are apt to need information or support 

beyond the traditional workday. A 24/7 help desk, or reliable connections to online support 

from the service and/or software provider (often the publishers of the course texts) should be 

built into the institution’s online framework, even if that requires outsourcing these capabilities 

to a private company. 

While structural soundness is necessary, the continued growth of online instruction is 

ultimately dependent on the quality of the instructional product. Preparing experienced AG 

faculty members to adapt to the online format is preferable, as it brings credibility and continuity 

to the program. Seasoned faculty members who can be encouraged to try online instruction 

bring their vast academic knowledge to the new platform. But they may need considerable 

assistance in learning the technology. Princeton Outreach Coordinator Howard Strauss crisply 

observed, “Although it is challenging to get faculty members to use technology, it is essential. . . . 

Many students ignore anything that is not online. If they can’t find information in a few clicks of 

the mouse, they will do without it. Faculty members need to get their course materials online, be 

able to at least dabble in multimedia, and create basic Web pages.”8 Online instructors should be 

assisted from the outset by an online course designer (preferably one familiar with AG curricula) 

who can assist in course setup and—especially—pedagogical enhancement. Experience shows 

that even the best classroom instructors experience frustration in trying to transfer their teaching 

product to an electronic format, in which virtually everything must be converted for remote, 

delayed accessibility. A cadre of staff and faculty—an online course design team—should be 

convened for each discipline, so that both technical personnel and content experts can readily 

share knowledge and develop course materials and methods that are intellectually sound, and of 

appropriate rigor, as well as engaging and user-friendly. 

An often overlooked component of readiness is student preparation. Most colleges and 

universities have the necessary technological equipment, but not all make the effort to provide 

students with the technical training necessary to be successful in taking online courses. 

Experience shows that, while most students are attracted to online learning, not all are capable of 

using it. Successful online performance requires a tutorial in the school’s online format, as well as 

orientation for students in any specialized computer programs or software used by the 

instructors (if scientific calculations, statistical analysis, gaming technology, etc., are used in the 

course). As always, accommodations for students with special needs must be built into the 



system, and the instructor must calculate for the extra time and effort necessary to address these 

needs. Student readiness also requires facilities for remediation. Sadly, more and more students 

are entering college without the necessary literacy tools to achieve success. Even those 

universities that require entrance exams do not always filter out students who have deficiencies 

in reading, writing, and technological familiarity. If post-secondary institutions are to meet their 

enrollment targets, they must be prepared to offer remedial courses that permit students to enter 

college and build their learning skills while doing their coursework. For institutions such as 

community colleges, which have few if any entrance requirements, remedial courses are essential 

and growing in number. Administration should consider offering some cumulative course credit 

as an enticement to students taking remedial classes. Otherwise, students on tight budgets or 

tight timelines may avoid enrolling in them, and thus hamper their potential academic success. 

 Relevance 

Considerable discussion has ensued over how to make AG courses relevant to both modern 

students and growth-oriented administrators. To a large degree, this discussion is a reflection of 

changes in our culture. As the United States experiences hegemonic decline, citizens are 

increasingly challenged to compete in a global economy, yet often with fewer financial and 

educational resources. The operating assumption of the education community is that technical 

training for so-called “practical” disciplines is preferable to a well-rounded curriculum. The 

parameters dictated by the No Child Left Behind legislation are indicative of this trend, and drive 

the K–12 curriculum in the direction of math and science at the expense of social studies. 

Consequently, students entering college-level AG courses often have little or no exposure to 

civics. A recent article on a study by the Intercollegiate Studies Institute asserts, “American 

colleges and universities are failing to instill ‘civic literacy’ in their students.”9 The article further 

states: “According to the report . . . scores for college seniors on average was only 1.5 percent 

higher than those for freshmen. At some of the institutions surveyed—including such 

prestigious universities as Brown, Georgetown, and Yale—seniors actually scored lower than 

freshmen. The overall average score for seniors was 53.2 percent, the equivalent of a failing 

grade.”10 

While college-level AG instructors are not responsible for this failing, they can 

incorporate online course materials that take advantage of the inclination of modern students to 

seek information in electronic format. Students are more inclined to respond to learning content 

that is conveyed in a format they know and enjoy. A properly constructed online AG course will 



feature electronic links to useful Web sites, incorporate audio and video segments, and use eye-

catching graphics that focus on key points and main ideas. Curriculum can be variously paced to 

accommodate the needs of diverse learners. A host of new technology tools are readily available 

(many are open-source on the Internet) that can be easily loaded into online courses, and which 

provide the necessary combination of visual, aural, and critical- thinking components. Most 

major publishing houses provide low-cost integrated packages to accompany standardized texts. 

A more recent innovation is to link online course materials to students’ personal 

communication devices. Social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter are now being 

used to bring course content directly to a student’s handset. Munoz and Towner point out the 

multiple and user-friendly functions of Facebook that make it the preference of many college 

students, and offer an excellent delivery platform for course content.11 Twitter is an 

instantaneous phone messaging service that allows for spontaneous communication among 

multiple parties. Many officeholders are now using it to communicate with their constituents. 

The combination of real-time information and ease has appeal for both professors and tech-

savvy students. Other technologies, such as Camtasia and Skype, offer the possibility of video 

lectures and interactive videoconferencing. These instruments can bring a “face” back into the 

online classroom. Live images and interactive dialogue are an essential part of the traditional 

classroom, and due to technological limitations, were necessarily left out of early online 

instruction. Now we have the capability of restoring “live” interaction, which improves 

spontaneous communication, and likely will improve student attention and retentiveness. We all 

recall those moments when we were engaged by an absorbing lecture or a dynamic class 

discussion. The disembodied chat rooms and discussion functions could never quite capture the 

energy of a live event. While still short of the real thing, real-time videoconferencing may be a 

positive step toward regenerating the human touch in the cyber world. If we are to bring our 

own personal touch, our rhetorical skills, and our charisma to online students, they must see and 

hear—feel—our presence. 

This is critical to conveying our own genuine care and enthusiasm for our subject. Jaded 

as they can be, students need to connect and warm up to our own faith in the political process. 

Today’s students are results-oriented; they want to believe that what they are learning will 

actually apply to their future plans—especially their economic future. All AG classes should 

emphasize policymaking, the importance of informed popular participation, and raising 

awareness of government programs and services that enhance the lives of all citizens. Focusing 

on the citizen’s role (the feedback model), and encouraging the active involvement of students 

beyond the cyber classroom, are important steps toward addressing students’ concerns about 



relevancy. A recent EDUCAUSE article offers a 10-point definition of authentic activities, 

among which were to comprise complex tasks to be investigated by students over a sustained 

period of time; to provide the opportunity to collaborate; to provide the opportunity to reflect; 

to integrate seamlessly with assessment; and to allow competing solutions and a diversity of 

outcomes.12 

These ideas should be considered part of a useful checklist for online course 

construction. Encouraging student dialogue and proposed solutions that are factually sound and 

empirically valid, yet permit a range of responses, will increase enthusiasm for participation. 

Moving the students away from their computer screens and into the community will add a real-

life dimension to the class, promote networking—essential to future employment 

opportunities—and enhance class discussion. We already encourage service-learning and 

volunteerism in our traditional classrooms. We can facilitate it just as easily in the online world; it 

might even be more feasible for our online students, who spend much more of their time in the 

community than on campus. Perhaps these live, interactive technologies can serve everyone 

better in this capacity. 

 Responsiveness 

Online instructors note a dearth of emotional connection with their students, most of whom 

they have never met. The emotional bond between instructors and students is more difficult to 

achieve in the online format, absent face-to-face contact. We must confront a fallacy that has 

been present from the outset of online teaching: Online learners are more mature, motivated, 

and self-disciplined than traditional students, hence, they are prepared for the additional rigors of 

online instruction. While this may be true of a certain segment of the online student population, 

many students do not fulfill this stereotype. Many choose online instruction because they have 

overcommitted schedules and complex lifestyles. Such students mistakenly perceive that online 

learning will be easier and require less time. Overzealous college marketing departments 

contribute to this fallacy. It also is likely that online instructors will find themselves compelled to 

pay greater attention to individual students whose personal views, habits, situations, and attitudes 

require the instructor’s intervention in ways that are not usually demanded in a traditional lecture 

environment. Like it or not, the instructor is the main connection between student and 

university, and is often expected, at least by some students, to take on the duties of registrar, 

academic adviser, counselor, librarian, and bookstore clerk. Care must be taken in the syllabus to 

route students to these other services, perhaps by hyperlink, so that class time can be devoted 



instead to the instructor’s academic responsibilities. The statement below is from my own 

American Government online syllabus, and has proven useful in conjunction with hyperlinks to 

other departments. 

 Being a Successful WebCT Student 

Taking courses online is a special challenge for both students and the instructor. Contrary to 

popular belief, online courses are actually more labor-intensive and time-consuming than lecture 

courses. The first key to being a successful online student is self-motivation—you must: 

▪ Be an effective time manager 

▪ Be self-disciplined 

▪ Be adept at using the technology necessary for our course 

▪ Read the syllabus thoroughly 

▪ Regularly consult the course calendar 

▪ Check the university Web site for other services 

Social factors—respect, deference, and courtesy—must also be addressed in online 

dialogue among all interactive parties. Modern students are exposed to a model of public 

discourse that is often confrontational, condescending, emotionally charged—the exact opposite 

of what is necessary for constructive classroom dialogue. Confrontation is already more likely to 

take place in an AG classroom, where controversial topics and multiple opinions are standard 

features of discussion. While fractious students are nothing new, finding ways of quelling 

discontent and promoting civility is more challenging in an online discussion. Prospective online 

AG instructors must establish firm ground rules for interactive dialogue, and be willing to 

summarily enforce them. Here again, an effective course structure and sharing disciplinary 

responsibilities with administration is key to successful online classroom management. While it is 

desirable to establish a set period of online time for real-time class dialogue, it is not always 

feasible. Even if real-time dialogue ensues, face time is more problematic. Technology already 

exists to facilitate live conferencing, but it is expensive— and impractical, if all the students 

cannot attend the conference sessions. The instructor’s overall teaching schedule and 

institutional responsibilities can also preclude live chat. In lieu of real-time interaction, it is 

imperative that instructors log on regularly, in accordance with a schedule listed in the syllabus, 

to send and receive e-mail from students. The online student’s ability and willingness to learn is 

directly impacted by steady, constructive dialogue with their instructor. Such dialogue provides 

needed incentive, particularly when it comes to encouraging students to budget their time wisely. 



Susceptibility to falling behind due to the logistics of completing the distance class, or even a 

little procrastination, could start the distance learner on a slippery slope to giving up. Providing 

more flexibility for completion of the course may help increase the success of distance students. 13 

Students will only find value in a class where they can compete and complete. Demonstrating a 

degree of sensitivity, of compassion—but without sacrificing academic rigor or seriousness of 

purpose—is crucial to keeping students involved and performing at their highest capable level. 

Academic rigor cannot be emphasized enough. There is a disturbing tendency—no doubt in 

response to growth imperatives—to load the college’s catalogue with as many online courses as 

possible, without sufficient regard for the quality of the courses. This condition is aggravated by 

an additional tendency to hire adjunct instructors to teach them. While every college and 

university in the nation relies heavily on its adjunct faculty, care must be taken that adjuncts be 

required to meet the same standards and curricular obligations as tenured full-time faculty. Ruth, 

Sammons, and Poulin reflected on the perils of overuse of overworked adjuncts: “Extensive use 

of part-time faculty has a negative effect on an important measure of quality: graduation rate. . . . 

Professor Dan Jacoby’s recent analysis using summary data from all U.S. public community 

colleges shows a highly significant negative relationship between net graduation rates and part -

time faculty ratios.”14 While administrators may contest the point, it is the tenured faculty who 

carry the obligation and the tradition for academic excellence. Frequent and regular oversight of 

online courses should be built into the institution’s framework, which includes review of course 

content by experienced faculty members who have demonstrated their competence in both the 

academic discipline and in online pedagogy. Faculty members must discourage administrative 

trade-offs between online course “access” (translated, “revenue-generation”) and academic 

integrity. 

A key factor—and a precarious one—is fair assessment. Fairness imparts an obligation 

that instructors provide assessments that are reasonably challenging, reflective of available course 

content, and permit adequate preparation and completion time. Imparting fairness to the 

students requires that the instructor provide specific instructions and guidelines, including 

academic and disciplinary consequences for tardiness and infractions. This is a protective and 

judicial mechanism. We note in modern students a proclivity for bargaining and litigation—and, 

in some cases, academic misconduct. Having specific, publicized directives for student 

performance on writing and testing assessments is critical to the maintenance of an online AG 

course. Sharing these directives with the appropriate administrative and proctoring staff is 

likewise critical. Online instruction is here to stay; American Government remains an essential 

course in the political science department. Melding these two constants is a work in progress. 



The good news is that, like all endeavors, experience with online instruction eventually will 

reduce the amount of time necessary for preparation and maintenance. 

 Making the Transition, A Summary 

Here are some suggestions for making an effective transition from traditional classroom 

instruction to online instruction: 

▪ Become technologically proficient in the online teaching platform you will be 

using. Work with a competent instructional designer to create an online course 

that is accessible and comprehensible to a wide variety of skill levels.  

▪ Encourage, if not require, prospective online students to take a tutorial in online 

learning. A surprising number of Gen-Y learners (not to mention returning 

students) are not proficient with computers, the Internet, or Web-based courses. 

Ideally, a student should have to demonstrate proficiency before he/she can 

enroll in an online course. 

▪ Use a wide variety of sources, especially those that can be accessed via the 

Internet (hyperlinks, government Web sites, etc.). Coordinate with your learning 

resources and information technology departments to improve accessibility. 

Review and update your links periodically. 

▪ Maintain academic standards across the curriculum. Try as much as possible to 

match the academic rigor of online courses with traditional courses. 

▪ Budget your time effectively. Although preparation and maintenance of online 

courses will always take more time than traditional courses (at a roughly 2-to-1 

ratio), it will get easier with experience. Work regularly with support staff and 

administration to maintain an effective, streamlined framework for online 

instruction. Consider developing content-area design teams. Make sure that 

growth does not exceed capacity. Never sacrifice quality for quantity. 
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