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Over the last ten to fifteen years, the student population of American colleges and
universities has changed dramatically. Funeral service education has not been immune to the
transformation.

Gone are the days when our classrooms were filled with white, male, 20-something,
funeral home scions; today’s enrollees are increasingly female or minority, older, educated
adults coming to funeral service with a range of experiences largely outside of their newly
chosen profession.

These are eminently practical students. Their choice of school is frequently a matter of
cost effectiveness. They have a variety of extra-curricular responsibilities, little time to waste,
and expect successful employment in exchange for their investment.

If we position this collegiate population in an environment that offers convenience, speed,
and timeliness, we can define a student body eager to explore education on- line.

Today more than half of colleges and universities currently offer some form of distance
education and spend millions of dollars of their institutional budgets to gain or sustain a
competitive presence in the markets afforded by computer technology.

What we are not sure of is effectiveness. How do presently available computerized
formats compare to the more standard lecture/laboratory approach? Are some formats better for
some learners? Which formats are better for which disciplines?

While few can decry the ease with which factual materials may be collected and
disseminated via computer, some may question this technology’s effectiveness when applied to
the psychomotor and affective aspects of curricula.

Hence this issue of the Journal.




A number of our colleagues have been quick to explore computer technologies as an
option for their course delivery. Some of them have been gracious enough to share their
experiences with us in hope of stimulating further discussion within the profession ( and,
hopefully, within this publication).

As you digest the contents pause to consider:

What are the best ;netltods Jor assessing student learning and should this methodology

differ between disciplines?

Is present technology sufficient to ensure mastery of subject matter required for
licensure?

For which subject areas would virtual reality be useful and would you be comfortable
certifying competency using such a methodology?

Finally, what is the role of the teacher/mentor in the development and socialization of
a funeral service practitioner?

Read, enjoy, discuss, and send your comments to me (snailmail or email
ac5964@wayne.edu) for inclusion in our next issue which will focus on ethics in funeral service
education.




DISTANCE EDUCATION: FRIEND OR FOE?
Dan Flory, Ph.D., President
Cincinnati College of Mortuary Science

The concept of distance education is clear-- the delivery of educational programs
to those who for some reason cannot attend a traditional college in a residential setting
for an extended period of time. For years there have been correspondence programs that
have sought to fill the need. Such programs have been envisioned by some as the friend
of both colleges and students. In contemporary society electronic communication has
made the delivery of programs feasible and viable; however, the cost and effectiveness
have yet to be determined both in general and in mortuary science education. This brief
article gives an overview of current thinking in general education and points out the
failed experience of one mortuary program in distance learning.

In the brochure "Assuring Quality in Distance Learning," the Council for Higher
Education Accreditation (Washington, D.C.: 1998) reviews the purpose, structure,
approaches, themes, and strategies for distance learning. In the ensuing discussion the
Council points out the critical requirements for qualified faculty and for the assurance of
quality in a distance learning program. To that end, any college that is considering
distance learning must confront the problems of adequate training for faculty members,
time-on-task measures, student support services, differing missions, control of the facuity
over curriculum, and a heavy emphasis on goals and outcomes. At Regis University, for
example, faculty who want to teach distance courses "are required to review and provide
feedback of a student paper, write a brief essay on value-centered education, interview
with a current faculty member, participate in a leaderless group activity, and facilitate a
brief 20-minute instructional segment.” Once involved in the program, faculty find much
greater time demands than in a traditional teaching format. From this alone it is clear
that distance education requires much more of the faculty than residential teaching.

With regard to student support services, various universities are finding that
students must have significant counseling prior to admission and more advising and
support than traditional students. "At the University of Phoenix, the University employs
a technical staff 20 hours a day, six days a week," just for the technical aspects of

computer operation, software comprehension, and successful use of the system. Itis




clear that the small colleges would hard-pressed to have the computer resources needed
for distance learning.

Beyond teaching and advising, universities are establishing components in the
assessment of student achievement. Typically those components break down into:

» Professional and educational values

» Comprehensive outcomes

e Communication skills inventory, and

¢ Critical thinking.

Each of these areas requires significant planning, extensive testing, and the application of
multiple instruments of measurement.

Once a program of distance learning is established, accrediting bodies develop
separate and extensive guidelines for the accreditation of those programs. In September
0f 2000, for example, eight regional accrediting commissions issued a "Draft Statement
of the Regional Accrediting Commissions on the Evaluation of Electronically Offered
Degree Programs." It is a five-page, single-spaced document followed by a fourteen-
page, singled spaced draft of the "Guidelines for the Evaluation of Electronically Offered
Degree and Certificate Programs.” The draft statement lays heavy emphasis on the value
of traditional classroom instruction as the best means of instruction. Having said that,
however, the statement recognizes the potential value of distance learning and the
necessity for colleges and accreditors to deal successfully with the issue.

In the "Guidelines" the regional commissions address five main components of
distance education: "institutional context and commitment; curriculum and instruction;
faculty support; student support; and evaluation and assessment." Suffice it to say that
each area poses many questions that will require vast documentation for any college that
enters distance education with the hope of accreditation.

Following upon the heels of writings such as those mentioned above, the
Chronicle of Higher Education (February 16, 2001) published an article by Sarah Carr,
"Is Anyone Making Money on Distance Education?" Ms. Carr points out the fact that
many college administrators now question the expansion of distance education and on-

line learning as they monitor the financial costs and time requirements. She mentions six

new studies commissioned by the Sloan Foundation that examine distance learning at

various universities:

"Most of the reports--based on studies conducted at the Rochester Institute of

Technology, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, the University of

Maryland's University College, and Drexel, Pace, and Pennsylvania State

Universities--reveal that the universities are hovering close to the break-even

point with their distance-learning programs.”

In the remainder of the article, Ms. Carr lays out various cost accounting models and
shows the difficulty of comparing universities or even gathering adequate data for a
thorough analysis. The conclusion is that much more study needs to be completed before
adequate assessment is possible.

In mortuary science education, as well as general education, there has been
experimentation with distance learning. Many colleges appear to believe that distance
education will bring more students into the system. The American Board of Funeral
Service Education (Portland, Maine) recently published a "Facr Sheetr, 1975-2000," in
which the ABFSE enumerates colleges that now offer distance education in funeral
service. Twenty-three of fifty-two mortuary programs (44%) offer courses through
distance learning, and it is interesting to note that eighteen of them are public institutions.
This fact might indicate that public colleges have more assets in terms of equipment,
software, faculty, and support services than private colleges. It is also of interest that in
spite of distance leamning actual enroliment in mortuary science programs has declined
significantly since 1996. In 1996, there were 3213 students reported in national
enrollment for mortuary colleges. In 2000, there were 2368. Clearly, distance learning is
not the panacea that was expected. While there may be many causes of enrollment
decline (salary, working conditions, strong economy), those would be beyond the scope
of this article.

It is the experience of this writer that distance education is extremely difficult and
expensive to manage. Several years ago, this private college attempted a distance
learning program with funeral service students in one of the provinces of Canada. The

program was designed to deliver funeral service education to 60 students through




computers and telephone lines to remote terminals at Canadian funeral homes where
students were employed. Books were to be sold and delivered through the mail system,
daily assignments, quizzes, and counseling were to be done via e-mail, practical
embalming experience was arranged in local funeral homes, and college faculty were
scheduled to make periodic visits for group-centered lectures on-site in Canada. The
system failed in spite of everyone's best efforts and turned out to be a less-than-break-
even program financially. The College had seriously underestimated the amount of
technical problems that would arise in computers, hardware, software, and overall
operation and maintenance of technical system. The College also was not prepared for
the inability of students to keep a regular pace in study, to send materials in a timely way,
and simply to study in remote locations away from all other persons involved. One
faculty summarized it by saying that instead of teaching a class of sixty students once, the
faculty were teaching one student sixty times. The burden for faculty and the individual
problems of students quickly overwhelmed everyone involved, because students needed
so much support in every aspect of the program and its delivery that it became untenable.
Therefore, distance education will not be the recruiting tool that many expected. This
conclusion may be overly general and it may be the opinion of only one college's faculty,
but the experience gained in this instance supported a statement made above by the
regional accrediting commissions that traditional classroom instruction is the best means
of instruction. Outside of the traditional classroom, distance learning can be an excellent
opportunity for a very few, highly-motivated, well-disciplined people. Beyond that,
without extensive and expensive planning, counseling/support services, and financial
commitment, the system loses its participants owing to a lack of efficiency, control,
social interaction, and self-discipline. Whether distance education is friend or foe
remains to be seen. Most certainly it will depend on the resources committed to it, and,
unless there are major changes, few colleges will be able to carry it out successfully over

the long term.

Review of a Funeral Service Course Online

Kenneth L. Curl, Ed. D.
D. Archie Young, M.S.
University of Central Oklahoma

Not every institution has jumped on the distance education bandwagon; some have
declined or been unable to join others in offering extensive online programs to their students.
According to the Chronicle of Higher Education (2/21/01), Boston College, for example,
supports the online efforts of a few professors but has not established a full-scale distance
education program.

The strategic plan developed at the University of Central Oklahoma suggests that by the
year 2007 approximately 3,000 students will take advantage of courses offered exclusively via

distance technology. The beginnings for such a plan materialized in the fall of 1997 when the
university’s newly appointed chief technology officer approached the Department of Funeral
Service Education to explore the initiation of a web-based course which could be delivered
through the Southern Regional Education Board (Educational Technology Cooperative of 15
member states) and its new distance learning arrangement known as the Electronic Common
Market. The goal was to design a course students could take electronically and make available
learning opportunities that are much less tied to a specific place and time.

Psychology of Grief was selected for this pilot project. After a series of planning
sessions with information technology specialists and faculty, a format was developed in which

students who enrolled in the distance learning section of the course were subscribed to a grief-




listserv and asked to provide their e-mail addresses. Utilizing these communication methods,
students were expected to interact and exchange ideas with each other and the professor. Thus
the course was established as a pure internet class with the students never setting foot on the
campus. Students from several states and two foreign countries have engaged in this
asynchronous approach to instruction. In fact, since its inception, the class has doubled its size
each semester it has been offered! The course has had a maximum enroliment of 150 students.
In addition, a graduate level section was developed and remains a popular choice in various
master’s programs.

Online instruction has its pros and cons. Students are able to ‘attend’ a web course
when it’s convenient without having to physically appear on campus. This arrangement greatly
assists students who have had a significant life-change occur during the semester, i.e., illness,
accidents, or of domicile. Importantly, self-motivation can be a key factor for ensuring success
in completing assignments and responses by the due date.

Web courses tend to work more successfully for visual and kinesthetic learners. Students
who rely on auditory feedback are at an obvious disadvantage. Students do enjoy interaction
with each other on the listserv, however, it is necessary that students have basic computer skills
or other technological abilities appropriate for the course.

Teaching a web course is not simply a matter of transferring lecture notes to electronic
notes. The challenge is keeping students involved on a regular basis. Other important factors
include clear and uncomplicated directions, continual communication, small manageable
classes and good technological support from the appropriate campus offices.

For each new web-based course, issues will always include training and compensation of

the faculty, ownership of materials, copyright and other related policies.' There is little doubt
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that technology will continue to break down many traditional boundaries that have confined

higher education to campuses and other location-bound delivery systems.

Comments may be sent to: keurl@ucok.edu

Editorial Queries:

1) What was the cost to develop your course?
The Psychology of Grief course was developed without a specific budget provided as
thus was a ‘pilot project’ funded by the University. Requests for computers, printers,
attendance at training seminars, and other needs, were met to assist in making the project
successful. Therefore, it would be recommended that any faculty developing such classes
included a budget in advance of course development approval.

2) How much of your time was spent in development?
The greatest factor, from our experience, is the TIME involvement both for development
plus student interaction via the web. Faculty, in our opinion, must be given release time
or load compensation as would be expected with any professional activity from which
both the university and students benefit.

3) Who is presently the instructor for this course and could you comment on the time factor: how

much time per week does your instructor spend or how does the time involvement compare to

that associated with a lecture/discussion format?
Currently, Mr. D. Archie Young serves as instructor for this course at UCO. Because of
his desire to personalize e-mail interaction with students, he spends upwards of 10-12
hours per week on the computer. Although online courses do not provide all the student
feedback teachers often desire, student evaluation/assessment of the web format has
indicated a very positive experience by students in helping them reach their educational
goals.

11
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Obstacles to Producing Online Courses
Karen L. Frade and Peter D. Frade
Wayne State University

Many colleges and universities have begun to embrace the idea of learning at a distance.
1t isn’t surprising that interest has peaked since some universities, colleges, and technical
training programs are offering degrees that can be obtained completely online. The fear of losing
students to these convenient online programs has stimulated great concern by educators and
administrators alike.

In reaction to this boom in online course offerings many educators have decided or are
trying to decide if they want to jump on the online learning bandwagon. In this article we will
present a “reality check” for those who are thinking of adding online Web-based course design
and development to their teaching repertoire. There are many obstacles that may arise on ones
journey if one should choose this path.

We will present issues such as cost of production, time investment, and some of the
limitations of the Web as a teaching modality especially for those requiring high graphic content
to illustrate learning principles. For example, funeral service education as well as many of the
allied health professions, nursing and medicine face specific obstacles relating to the difficulties
of delivering psychomotor (hands-on) training.

So much of the learning that needs to occur during the education of funeral service
students requires hands-on training and laboratory experiences. The process of embalming, for
example would be very difficult to represent in the 2-dimensional environment of the Web. Yes,
it would be possible using amazing graphics and animations to recreate the process of

embalming. Interactivity could also be designed into the course such as having the student
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control a trochar and aspirate a cavity through the use of a joystick type of a device.
Unfortunately the graphic art and animation costs would probably be quite expensive (that is, if
you want it to look realistic). In reality, the necessary psychomotor objectives would really need
to be met in the laboratory with real cadavers for the learners to actually become proficient.

Another obstacle to producing an online course is cost. As mentioned earlier, the
financial cost of producing a high quality course can be quite high. A course that takes one hour
to complete can take many hours to produce and usually involves a team of designers, graphic
artists and web developers. On a personal note, a one-hour course involving one of the authors
and a five-member team took approximately 325 hours to complete. The course had minimal
graphic content and a very small amount of animation. If the labor costs were $32 per hour this
would have been a significant investment ($10,400). Who is going to pay? Most budgets don’t
allow for this type of teaching resource. The cost doesn’t stop there. The course then must be
placed on a server. A server is a computer where online course files are stored and retrieved by
the students. Server space costs money and requires staff for maintenance. In addition, students
may need help gsing the course. This would require some type of help desk service.

What about the cost to faculty? Many hours are required on the part of educators to
produce online courses. The most valuable entity to many educators is their time. Currently,
most educators use overheads, lecture notes, a blackboard and chalk. The course content is
regenerated year afier year and is relatively inexpensive in term of materials. Updating course
content usually consists of having to create new overheads and lecture about new findings. With
this in mind it may be difficult to imagine the amount of time it would take to convert a
traditional course over to an online course. The first obstacle educators face is learning the

software programs required to put the course on the Web. Even the “computer guru types™ will
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find some of the Web development software quite challenging. There are some template style
programs available but they force users to layout content according to the vendors’ idea of how a
course should be presented.

Compensation and support are other issues that concern educators. Most budgets only
allow for traditional teaching preparation time. The prep time for an online course can be greatly
increased over traditional methods but many times educators are not compensated sufficiently
for the extra time and effort they expend. It is not surprising to find educators who feel that it is
unfair to have to learn the skills required to put their courses online and they simply refuse to do
s0.

What are some of the strategies that one can use if interested in jumping on the online
bandwagon? First, it is wise to consult with administration or program directors to assess if there
is support for online learning initiatives. Next, start looking around the campus community.
There may be groups already involved in online course development. If so, try to form weekiy or
monthly brown bag sessions where educators can share their failures and successes with each
other. Another resource that may already exist is a teaching and learning center. These centers
usually offer courses or workshops where skills required for developing online courses can be
obtained.

In conclusion, although producing an online course can take a great deal of time and
money the final product can be very rewarding. The convenience to students is only one of the
advantages. Once the course is up and running you can use it semester after semester and

because it is online you can update as often as desired.
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Educational Technology 2

Abstract

Vocational education focuses on a hands-on approach to curriculum. Educational
technology applied to vocational education has the potential of influencing the learner with
visual and kinesthetic support within each lesson. While technical resources allow instructors to
incorporate various multimedia devices into the presentation of a prescripted curriculum, they
also challenge the instructor to develop a stimulating environment for each student.

Bgsed on a review of the vocational education literature, it is recommend that
additional research be conducted in the area of technology-based learning as correlated with

student success in the mortuary science field.
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Introduction

Technology is a vital part of the world we live in. Educational technology is even more
important. For purposes of this paper educational technology is defined as any electronic device
that enables the instructor to diversify the lesson so that learning is achieved. Typically
instructors in vocational education fields use a method of direct teaching for their lessons.
Students write copious notes on some type of preprinted outline only later to be tested by way of
a single modality test. Most vocational programs have a standardized test that is administered
for licensure. These vocational examinations are usually in the same format as the tests the
students learned while in their vocational educational program. But this need not be the sole
approach to content delivery; technology can widen the horizon of instruction.

By itself, technology is only a mode of transmitting the information necessary to be
learned. This paper examines reports of others who have looked at technology as a vehicle to
assist in providing information to students. The focus is on funeral service education, the field in
which I teach.

Funeral service is a specialty of vocational education in which few technological changes
have been made. Incoxporat.ion has been slow perhaps because businesses have been reluctant to
embrace technologically advanced methods for such business operations as record keeping and
inventory control. Research on the use of technology based instruction in funeral service
education is limited. There have been numerous funeral service educators who have not updated
their instructional methodology to include technology. Ihave reviewed instructional materials
that were taught to students from the mid 1980°s. These materials have not been updated nor has

the presentational format been revised.
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Educational Technology 4

On the other hand, students enrolled in funeral service have changed. Presently 25% of
attendees are 20-22 years old and 24% are second career students over 30 years of age.
(American Board of Funeral Service Education, 2001) Large numbers of adult learners return to
vocational education to update existing skills or to acquire new basic work skills for new career
paths. These enrollment figures are mirrored, in my experience, in the Mortuary Science
Department at Cypress College. Similarly Vandenbergh indicated in his letter (2000):

Out of the 58 graduates that day, 24 were women, representing more than 41 percent of

this class. Ithought back to my Wayne State Mortuary School graduating class of 1968,

where out of 34 graduates, none were women. The second trend I witnessed that day was

the increase in people selecting funeral service as a second career. Again, my class
consisted of many gentlemen who were second-or third-generation funeral directors.

Funeral service was in their blood, so to speak. There were a number of people in this

class of 2000 who were beginning careers in funeral service after achieving successful

careers in other fields. (p. 27).

Overview of the literature

Many different viewpoints can be found in a review of literature dealing with the use of
technology in vocational education. Some researchers reviewed student achievement through
the use of technology- based curricula. Other reports dealt with academic attributes of the
learners or their professional outlooks. . I chose to narrow my attention to the literature
highlighting the more negative aspects of technology.

In recent years much attention has been brought to the use of technology as a method of

instructional enhancement in vocational education but not all of the attention has been positive.

20

Educational Technology 5

Christopher Columbus Middle School in Union City, New Jersey, is a school praised by
President Clinton as having dramatically raised its test scores through technology use.
Scrutiny, however, revealed that the test scores actually rose before the school instalied
computers. (Chaika, p. 3)
Frequently academic advancement of instructional technologies was shadowed by voices of
discontent. “In the classroom, however, teachers never really embraced the new tools, and no
significant academic achievement occurred.” (Oppenhiemer, 1997, p. 2). The divide between
those who accepted technology- based education and those who preferred the method of direct
instruction seemed, at times, miles apart. “If education were to include a systematic study of
these issues, we would see far more intelligent discussion of technology and, hopefully, fewer
decisions based on the myth that equates technological innovation with progress.” (Bowers,
1998, p. 119).

While there may be a number of reasons why any given instructor askews the use of
technology in the classroom, a new instructor may find that decision particularly difficult. New
instructors are scrutinized from their first day of teaching. This constant observation by
administration puts significant pressure on new instructors and often causes a great deal of stress
and frustration. Newer vocational instructors must contend with the issues of evaluation and
subject area confirmation while developing more technically advanced or challenging teaching
strategies. This additional pressure directly affects the vocational education instructor as well as
the method of instruction. Chaika (1999) noted a computer instructor’s concern about the level
of frustration regarding the use of technology in his school:

Lowell Monke, an advanced computer technology teacher in Des Moines, Iowa, found

that when it comes to the internet, ‘the connections are often unreliable, the interfaces
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Educational Technology 6

unintuitive, the documentation unintelligible, the information unfindable. And when we

do get the systems working, the technology changes so fast that we never feel fully

confident about what we are doing.” (p. 3).

In addition, students often reflect the teachers’ anxiety and concerns, especially when technology
or technically advanced equipment challenged the instructor.

‘In social studies we do not use the social studies books, because they’re from the 1980s

and they are falling apart,” Justin a 14-year old student, told Education-World. ‘Our

school chose to spend money that they could have used to upgrade our social studies
books to buy computers. Almost everyone in the school has used them only once, but we

would use our books every day.” (Chaika, p. 4).

These added expectations become even more of an issue with the trend to distance
education. Distance learning is another rapidly developing area of education that has challenged
even the more technologically advanced instructors. “Vocational teachers who are often
compelled to ask others for job-related assistance experience stress.” (Adams, 1999, p. 9).

Howéver, in spite of their personal stresses, many teachers are impressed by the extent of
their student’s motivation when using technology in learning. “I am consistently struck by the
eagerness and the rapidity of their questions, their openness to new ideas, their wanting to know
about everything and to answer any and all questions I put to them.” (Bartlett, 1999, p. 47).
“Creating an open atmosphere also requires freeing students to challenge the professor. Students
often seem conditioned not to question.” (Bartlett, p.54) Not only do students who are
comfortable with technology excel but there also seems to be a revived sense of academic
preparation stemming from the class structure. “They share the technological optimism that has

dominated post-war culture, an optimism captured in the advertising slogans of my youth:
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‘Better living through chemistry,” ‘Progress is our most important product.”” (Turkle, 1995, p.
231)

Technology based education has also influenced some other attitudes of vocational
instructors. “Decisions to incorporate computers into public schools and universities, whether
for administrative use or classroom instruction, follow from the unquestioned assumption that
computers are the latest expression of social ‘progress.”” (Bowers, 1998, p. 111).

In education computers commodify thought and communication. This requires that

institutions make huge economic outlays to put libraries online and for professors to carry

on research and to teach online. Students, in turn, must be consumers of technology that
will require an endless series of upgrades to feed the industry’s need to increase its share

of the market. (Bowers, p.113)

“We are in the ‘business’ (as people like to call it) of education. We teach and train people for

the careers and lives they aspire to and want to live.” (Hall, 2000, p. 12)

Other considerations
Influence on students: Gender plays a role in the motivation of students. As indicated by
researchers, male learners have had more access to technology based curricula than female
learners. Turkle (1995) illustrated this finding regarding gender based motivation in the use of
educational technology:
When examining the motivational aspects of technology on students, generally speaking,
males have more exposure and encouragement than females. “For example, when Lisa
minimized the importance the computer had for her by insisting that it was ‘just a tool,” it

was more than a way of withdrawing because her programming course had forced her
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Educational Technology 8

into an uncomfortable approach. It was also a way of insisting that what was most

important about being a person (and a woman) was incompatible with close relationships

to the technology as it had been presented to her.” (p. 62).

The age and background of vocational students have influenced class structure and the
curriculum. As students have become more technically aware of learning methodology, many
instructors have tried to bring the use of technology into their courses. However, authors such as
Bowers and Turkle continue to wamn of unintended consequences.

The failure of universities to provide the historical, cultural, and ecological background

for understanding that computers are not a culturally neutral tool also has consequences
for younger students. These students are being indoctrinated into believing that computer
mediated thought and communication represents a superior and more empowering form

of leaming. ( Bowers, p. 116).

In our current situation, technological optimism tends to represent urban decay, social
alienation, and economic polarization as out-of-date formulations of a problem that could
be solved if appropriate technology were applied in sufficient doses, for example,
technology that would link everyone to the ‘information superhighway.” (p. 231).
Assessment issues: A necessary step toward online class quality assurance is determining
how classes are to be evaluated by participants. Regardless of the delivery method, issues
of quality are the same. Recognizing that online classes should be evaluated in the same
way as lecture classes is a necessary step to establish standards for quality. (Ryan, p. 83).

“In adult technical education the trend toward competency-based programming has been
applauded and urged by a number of interested stakeholders including potential employers, some

trade unions, licensing bodies, and some educational institutions.” (Bell & Mitchell, 1999, p. 2).
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Funeral service utilizes the National Board Examination. Mortuary science students who pass
the exam are eligible to be licensed in the majority of states. However, it is not known whether
technology- based curricula have elevated test scores or positively influenced student decisions

to continue their involvement with the funeral industry.

Conclusions

As I reviewed the literature on technology and vocational education, Ibecame aware that
many instructors are intimidated by technology as a too} for instruction. Rather than
experiencing some relief from their workloads, many instructors felt increased stress dealing
with the demands of educational technology and felt that administrative expectations were not
matched by sufficient administrative support. Vocational educators have work experience but
tend to blame school administrations for failures of technology in the classroom.

Second, it appears that, although some students are quite comfortable with technology, all
students are not. Witness preliminary studies regarding gender.

In addition there are serious questions to be addressed regarding the efficacy of
technologies. Unfortunately, specific comments about funeral service education are not possible.
Current literature in this vocational field is insufficient to draw conclusions about success rates
for technology assisted students.

Further studies are recommended that analyze the uses of various technologies in funeral service

education.
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DISTANCE LEARNING ASSESSMENT
by

Martha L. Gaidies, M.S.P., M.A., Arapahoe Community College

Assessment of distance learners is currently a topic of debate among educators.
For the purpose of this article assessment will encompass manner of test administration,

types of assessment, and how to determine if the assessment was successful.

ow Tests Should be Administered/Controlled Environment

Although technology is available to take exams online, this tool need not be used
exclusively when examining distance learners. Many instructors prefer that exams be
given under controlled conditions, eg. in the presence of a proctor. Most colleges and
universities have a testing center that allows students from other schools to take exams at
their facilities. Instructors should develop written agreements with these facilities
outlining duties of the proctor. Each exam sent to a testing center/proctor should be
accompanied by a cover letter stipulating general instructions such as time limits, whether
books, notes, or a calculator may be used, and how the exam should be returned to the

instructor. The benefits of this type of assessment are: 1) the student will have to show
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picture identification verifying their identity and 2) the risk of cheating will be lower on
an exam where instructions can be given prohibiting use of books, notes, or other outside
sources.

A potential problem with this type of assessment is that regardless of the instructions
given, the integrity of the exam can still be comprised. For example, in one situation a
student wanted to ‘overnight’ the exam to meet time constraints: the proctor handed the
exam to the student and told him to do the mailing himself. In another situation, the
proctor was providing a photocopy of the exam to each student upon completion; this
action was taken to ensure that the student would have a second copy in case the exam
was lost in the mail.

Another potential problem is the extent of feedback a student receives following an
exam. If 30 students take an exam and each student fails one or more questions, the
instructor must then contact individual students, by telephone or email, and review each

question missed. This is a very tedious process.

On-Line Method

On-line assessment options have increased in the past few years. One current provider of
distance learning software and service is Blackboard. With their assessment software the
instructor is provided with many options for on-line assessment of students. Each exam
can be password protected so that only those students with the specified password can
take the exam. A set time for each exam can be given. The students are shown a running

clock and warned when the time limit is approaching. This is an important feature
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because if the student does not know the answer they will not have time to leave their
computer and seek the answer in their textbook. Also, if a student takes more than two
minutes to answer a question the computer will automatically assume that the student has
left and will exit the system forcing the student to turn in an incomplete exam. The exam
can only be re-entered if the instructor clears the student’s attempt. The software can also
provide the student with a detailed review of each question missed and the correct answer
for that question. This methodology provides feedback in a way that is important not
only to the learning process but also to the student who, hopefully, will not continue to
miss the same question on subsequent exams. The exam can also be made available
during certain days and times, thus the student is required to take the exam during the
week it is scheduled. Perhaps the most valuable feature of the assessment manager
software is that a pool of questions can be created by the instructor and each student can
receive a different exam. The computer can be told to choose at random 50 out of 100
questions for each student taking the assessment. The worst case scenario is that a
student may take the exam, print it, and give a copy to another student. But since each
student takes a different exam, the copy can be looked at as nothing more than a review

sheet.

Types of Assessment

Assessment is certainly more than taking an exam. Each student should be given various
ways to show they have learned the material. This may include: homework assignments,

weekly quizzes, research papers, and even on-line discussion. Don’t make the exams
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worth more points than any assignments and that way if a student cheats on the exams
they still have to write a good paper to pass the course. In one instance a student was
accused of cheating on a paper that received a high score but their exam scores were low
enough that the course was not passed despite the high grade on the paper. Don’t put

your eggs in one basket, and don’t put all your points on a few exams.

uccessful ent

In funeral service education the most commonly used method of assessment is the
National Board Exam which is administered by the Conference of Funeral Service
Examining Boards. But does passing the National Board Exam guarantee that a student
is ready for entry-level work in funeral service? On the surface the answer to that
question is “yes”, but most instructors have taught at least one student that could do the
book-work but could not make the transition into working in a funeral home. The
method of learning the students receives and whether a student takes an exam in a
controlled environment or on-line cannot determine if a student is going to be successful

in funeral service. Only time and experience will make that assessment.
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Higher Education in an Era of Digital Competition by D.E.Hanna and Associates Madision:
Atwood Publishers,2000.

If you are looking for a good overview of the challenges and issues facing higher
education in the future, this is the book for you. Hanna et al. address real issues precipitated by
changing student populations, tightening education budgets, and proliferating technologies in an
ever-competitive marketplace.

Selected topics and quotes to whet your appetite:
Chpt.2 Emerging Approaches to Learning in Collegiate Classrooms

“Knowledge that people need to live and work in today’s society is increasingly
interdisciplinary, problem focused, and process based rather than linear, routine, and well
defined. Proficiencies required include the ability to work inteams, excellent presentation skills,
critical thinking processes, and the capacity to use a variety of technologies and software.
(Gardiner, 19940. More than ever people will need to develop an internal process for learning
that will enable them to be continuous learners.” p.46

“The teacher is not the primary source of all information relevant to the content of the
course, nor even the primary interpreter or integrator of such knowledge and information. That
role becomes the learner’s. The teacher’s role becomes one of modeling effective learning
behaviors, coaching and guiding, and mediating among possible classroom activities and pursuits
within the framework of overall course content.” p.47

How does this view relate to accreditation and licensing related exams?

Chpt.3 Advanced Technologies and Distributed Learning in Higher Education

“Central to the effective utilization of advanced learning technologies via distributed
learning is developing 2 reflective understanding of how each interactive medium shapes the
cognitive, affective, and social interactions of participants, The creation, sharing, and ,astery of
knowledge is not simply an intellectual exercise; the emotional and psychosocial dimensions of
learning are very important as well.

Much study is needed to develop the new kinds of rhetoric necessary to make these
emerging media effective for learning and to design distributed learning environments
appropriate to specific groups of learners for particular types of content and a given set of
educational goals. While a great deal is known about instructional design in classroom settings
to facilitate affective and social interactions, many emerging media are so new that little is
known about the emotional and collaborative affordances they provide - and lack.
Understanding social, psychological, and emotional environments compared with virtual
environments, in which many direct sensory experiences can only be simulated or imagined, is
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critical for developing effective learning environments using advanced technologies.” p.82
Chpt.4 Emerging Organizational Models: The Extended Traditional University

“While penalties are eventually imposed on extreme laggards, few financial rewards are
offered for growth within the mainstream academic budgeting process. Departments with
growing enrollments end up subsidizing those with stagnant or decreasing enrollments for
substantial periods of time. With this situation as an operational framework, it is of little wonder
that departments, left to themselves to operate within the traditional financial backdrop (and
without additional financial inducement), see little value in adapting technologies that will
simply add to the individual workloads of faculty in at least three ways. First the faculty member
has the added burden of learning new instructional technologies. Second, adapting to new modes
of instruction places a greater burden on the faculty member to provide one-on-one and “one-to-
few” interactions rather than the “one-to-many” interactions so prevalent in lecture- style
classrooms. Third, increased nu,mbers of students with varying locations, schedules, and
maturity demand flexibility. Adaptation presents new logistical as well as pedagogical
challenges. All of these factors serve as powerful disincentives not only to faculty members, but
also to academic departments, whose budgets control the academic structure of the university.”
p.108

Chpt.7 Leadership in the Age of Knowledge

“Skilled leadership is not a new proposition for higher education, but the academy has not
been adept, human, or fundamentally humane in its leadership practices as the future requires. It
is time for university leadership to take the high road-and quickly. The greatest challenges
facing universities may not be how to raise more money or shape undergraduate education in
isolation from institutional reform, but rather how to become flexible, resilient, speedy, creative,
just, and concerned.” p.165

In closing, check Goodwin’s ten lessons for leaders pp. 175&ff.; it's only a test.
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Death Education: What the Students Think
Being well educated is one of the most important qualities that one can acquire

throughout a lifetime. Our learning begins immediately at birth when every waking
moment of every day is spent exploring the world around us. After some years of
exploratory learning, we move on to the organized leamning of elementary school where
we learn the basics of language and mathematics. High school follows where one takes
basic skills and “fine tunes’ them into useful knowledge. Some students enter the work

force right out of high school but others may go on to institutions of higher education
and choose an area of study that will be their life’s work. Some students study medicine,
anatomy, and surgery (along with many other subjects) to become doctors while other
students study technology and computer science to enter the ‘cutting edge” of our
technological world. All of these wonderful places of learning are, in theory, preparing
the students for their lives out of school where they will hopefully become contributing
members of our society. In most instances this pattern of instruction works. But no
matter what choices any of these students make, they all have one things in common:
they will experience loss. Perhaps someone close to them will die, or they may be torn
by divorce, or they may lose their job. Whatever the event, that time will come when
death or extreme loss will affect them and all the education or work experience will be of
little value in helping them survive.

Many individuals have not even finished high school when death/loss enters their

life for the first time. In fact, many students recall that their first involvement with death
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occurred when they were still in middle school. If this truly is the time when most
people experience their first involvement with death, then why not have a teacher and a
class that is dedicated to learning about death and loss and how to cope with both
Why?

I would like to believe that given the innumerable books, papers, and articles
written on the subjects of death, dying, and bereavement, that most people working in our
field know that anyone is capable of grieving. From newborns to the elderly, all are able
to grieve. Most of us grieve losses all of the time. Losses that range from the loss of
money to the loss of our spouse or our parents affect our everyday lives. It is not only
adults who grieve; children and adolescents are affected by loss just as much, if not more
5o, than adults. In a study reported by J. Conrad Glass (1990), students compiled a
lengthy list of losses over which they were grieving. In a similar study within a rural
high school, students gave some of the same answers seen in the Glass study (Minnich,
2000) Some of the most prevalent losses identified were divorce, moving, failing,
breaking-up, loosing friends, and, of course, death.

Death is something we cannot avoid. The time will come when everyone will
encounter the death of someone close whether it be the death of a parent or grandparent,
the death of a friend, or the death of a pet. Since death cannot be avoided, we should not
shun those rituals that can be so helpful for us all but especially for children and
adolescents. There are so many reports of children who are not allowed to attend the
funeral of a loved one. Is our society still trying to ‘shelter” its children from death?

Are there still adults who think that grief or loss does not affect their children?

When students were asked, “Do you feel that grief ( for any reasomn, death or otherwise)
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affects your life now?” Sixty-four percent of the students agreed that grief did have a
present affect on their lives. (Minnich, 2000) With this number of students admitting that
grief was exerting an effect on their lives, there should be some way of educating and
helping these students learn about grief and loss.

If they don’t get it at home where are they getting it?

‘Where should death education take place? Some may disagree with my
suggestion but why not in the school? The average child spends many hours at school;
what a perfect opportunity to teach these children about death and loss. Iam not talking
about such matters as the ‘afterlife’ or what happens to our spirit or soul when we die.

That is a matter of an individual’s personal belief and/or religion and should be taught at
home and at their place of worship. I propose a death education course that would
enlighten the students in the areas of ‘normal’ grief responses, coping strategies,
resources, and include discussions of issues surrounding death and funerals and other
important rituals. (Zalesnik, 1992) Classroom (peer) discussions could encourage
expression and help those students who may be uncomfortable or feel alone in their
grief.

Where are students presently getting information about death and loss? It could
be assumed that most parents are giving their children the information that they need in
times of great loss. However, when students were asked where they would go to find
information on grief and loss only 27% said that they would turn to their parents. What
about the remaining 73%; where are they getting their help and information on death and

loss? Of the students questioned, 24% said that they get their information from a friend,

42

18% said they sought the advice of a minister or clergy member, 16% sought the
counsel of a physician or a counselor, and 15% said they got their information from
books or the Internet. (Minnich, 2000)

Death Education: School, Home, and Church

What does all of this mean? It is not in any way wrong or bad that some students
get their information from sources such as books or the Internet. However, if those
students are not also talking with others (parents, teachers, friends, or clergy) about death
how will they learn the emotional and social ramifications of loss? Students felt that
death education should take place at school, home, and their place of worship. Thirty-six
percent said death education should take place at school with reinforcement at home and
church (or place of worship) another 35% said the same but placed more emphasis on the
home and the church. (Minnich, 2000)

In the ideal death education course there would be classroom discussion and
learning, homework that would require parent-child input, and a broad perspective
section designed to give students a better understanding of and respect for the beliefs of
others.

Parents?

Parents would have to be in favor of such a course being taught to their children.
Having the parents in agreement with the death education would also add to the breadth
of the class. I am hopeful that most parents would want to be actively involved with
the death education process. Parents, for the most part, are afraid of doing or saying
the ‘wrong thing’ and believe that the school can help them. (Stevenson, 1996)

When students were asked if it would be easier to start discussions about death
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with their parents if homework would require their parents’ help, 42% of the students
were in strong agreement. Of the students who were not in agreement, 32% were
undecided and 26% disagreed. For discussions between parents and children to be
successful, the parents would also have to be in agreement with teaching death education
in the school. (Minnich,2000)

Current Information on Death and Loss

Some people may oppose the introduction of a death education course in
American high schools. They may argue that a child’s education and information on the
subject should come from home and/or place of worship. However, are these places
doing their job? Are today’s youth receiving the correct information on death and loss?
To those of us in the field of thanatology, it would seem that some theories of grief and
loss are basic enough as to be universally known. In the study I recently completed at a
local rural high school, I found some surprising results as to what students know to be
“correct” information about death. I found that the answers given by the students, while
acceptable twenty or more years ago, were incorrect given today’s theories.

Grief does not have a fixed timeline. In many ways, we can grieve a loss
throughout different times in our lives. Major changes in our lives may bring back some
feelings of sadness or despair that have connections to a previous loss. When the students
were asked “How long should someone grieve under ‘normal’ circumstances?”, they
responded in a number of ways. Forty-two per cent answered that grief may last a
lifetime. However, the second most popular response (34%) was that grief might last two

to six weeks. Other responses included two to six months (17%) and one year (7%) as
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the expected period of mourning. This clearly shows that a large group of students has
some incorrect information about grief. The most important finding relative to this
question is the fact that 58% of the students believe that grief does have a timeline and
should be finished within one year! (Minnich, 2000)

1t used to be thought that children do not grieve until they reach a certain age or
time in their development. However, that is a view nor widely held today. Many
studies with children have demonstrated that even the youngest newborn can show signs
of grief responses in reaction to a loss. (Grollman, 1995) The students in my study were
asked “At what age can a child first grieve?”. Only 5% of the students answered that a
newborn has the capacity to grieve. Twenty-two per cent answered that a person is able
to grieve at the age of two, while the largest group of students (47%) felt that a child
needed to be at least seven years of age to be able to grieve. Nine per cent of the students
answered that one cannot grieve until the age of fourteen and one person felt that an
individual must be ‘older’ than fourteen to grieve. (Minnich, 2000)
Conclusion

Is education the key to bringing our children closer to a helpful, more comforting
level of awareness of death and dying? The information gathered in my study clearly
shows that these students have some incorrect information about the grief process. In
addition, many students included positive remarks conceming the development of a death
education course. One question asked “Would it be helpful to you if there were a teacher
who taught a Death Education course and who was available to give information about
death and dying and to sit and discuss these subjects with you?” Of the students who

participated, 57% said that a death education course would be helpful to them.; twenty-
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one percent indicated that such a course would not be helpful and 22% were undecided.
This question also included an open comment section in which many students gave their
ideas and thought for such a course.

Overall the students agreed that a course on death and dying would be helpful to
them. (Minnich, 2000) This, however, is only the first step in instituting a death
education course. The next, and very important step, will be to gain support of parents,
teachers, administrators, and the Board of School Directors. (Stevenson, 1996) 1 believe
that the information gathered by my survey provides a strong and positive impetus for
further research on and eventual implementation of a death education course in our

schools. I look forward to sharing more results with you in the future.
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