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Quality issues and best practices are of particular importance in online teacher education.  The online method of delivery shows exponential growth, and successes abound.  For the most part, distance learning teaching is joyful, and professors experience independent, mature, engaged, and well-organized learners who prepare intellectually stimulating coursework similar to traditional on-campus classes (Rintala, 1998).  

However, teacher education faculty are also encountering student behavior which does not model the highest traditional standards of dispositions expected of students.  More specifically, across the nation there are reports of increasing student plagiarism, flaming (online student bullying), and decreasing individual student responsibility. These phenomena are at odds with the push for higher standards and student accountability in teacher education.  The presentation will address how we handle academic honesty challenges and dispositions associated with online teaching and learning.

As online teacher education faculty are faced with these student behaviors which are at odds with traditional and newly emerging quality standards, they are learning to construct ‘firewalls’ (carefully crafted steps) to stem surprisingly and disappointingly inappropriate online behavior (Seguin, et al, 2002) and ensure civil discourse.  Like forest firewalls, these steps are designed to ‘stop smoke before problems flare’ or ‘keep the flames from spreading’.  Other online faculty are also creating new paradigms for the prevention and/or detection of plagiarism (Freedman, 2004; Johnson, 2004).  Further, by collaborating and discussing student dispositions and academic integrity issues with colleagues, we have discovered new tools and strategies to proactively assist students in meeting high standards and in truly understanding the concept of academic integrity and professional dispositions.  The collaborative model of online teacher education faculty is National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) dispositions driven and also makes it easier to identify, address, and prevent unprofessional student behaviors; thus, keeping students on a positive, productive track.
Perhaps the best success strategies for ensuring that online teacher education students are highly-competent professionals when they exit teacher education programs is to keep a focus on quality teaching and delivery in a framework of a caring community of learners.   Such strategies include:

1. Instructor enthusiasm

2. Clear course organization

3. Strong commitment to student interaction

4. Positive communications

5. Familiarity with technology

6. Use of support personnel

Additionally, the NCATE dispositions standards assist teacher education faculty in framing guidelines for student professionalism, both preservice and inservice candidates.  By improving our student dispositions assessment process, teacher education faculty members now more carefully monitor online students and help them understand these dispositions guidelines.  For example, students are required to provide written reflections and commitment to the dispositions standards (shown at the end). Faculty periodically assess these dispositions, and as a department regularly dialogue regarding individual student issues which endanger continued program participation.  Students are helped to examine inappropriate behavior and attain high expectations.  Furthermore, faculty themselves may also wish to participate in online discussions of current issues in distance education, ideas, news, etc with the listserv DEOS-L sponsored by The American Center for Study of Distance Education:  www.ed.psu.edu/acsde/deos/deos-l/deosl.asp.  
Inappropriate behavior in online classes can be classified into four simple ‘games students play’ (1) control and intimidation:  online bullying, (2) the power of course evaluations (I can get you!), (3) the computer (“dog”) ate my homework and other excuse, and (4) shifting blame (Seguin, et al 2002). ‘Firewall’ approaches to stop the game playing (“pitfalls”) will be shared in the conference presentation.
Lastly, here is a sample of language in a Department of School Leadership course syllabus with regard to ‘dispositions’:
ACADEMIC HONESTY:

Sadly, there have been incidents of cheating in online courses.  Be reminded that when participating in online discussions or in submitting assignments, you must give credit to the original author/source.  Sometimes students have the mistaken impression that if you paraphrase or reword, you do not need to credit the original author/source.  This is not correct.  For example, if you are referring to the work regarding Multiple Intelligences of Howard Gardner, even though you put the ideas in your own words, you still need to credit Gardner.  Obviously, direct quotations also require a citation.  

Please be advised that academic dishonesty could result in an F for the assignment, your being dropped from the course with a grade of F, as well as other consequences.  The department chair and your graduate advisor will be notified.  

Students are expected to abide by The Teachers College and Department of School Leadership ethical standards policies [honesty/integrity] in preparing and presenting their assignments.  Please refer to the Student Code of Conduct which applies to all ESU students:  http://www.emporia.edu/soa/ja/
Students enrolled in Teachers College coursework need to be aware that dispositions are a part of every course, as outlined in the conceptual framework of the Teachers College. It is extremely important to understand each of these dispositions and how they impact students in their academic program (see Assessment of Student Dispositions). These dispositions are stressed in all aspects of admission, coursework, assessment, and graduation requirements. As a point of clarification, dispositions are all about character and temperament: “Temperament applies broadly to the sum of physical, emotional, and intellectual components that affect or determine a person's actions and reactions” (Bartleby.com)

1.  As an NCATE accredited institution it is the responsibility of the Department of School Leadership/Middle and Secondary Teacher Education to make sure candidates possess the highest academic and personal character. To meet this responsibility, department faculty members regularly discuss students and their dispositions. Regular faculty meetings are held to share concerns about student academic achievement, attitudes, ethics, and academic honesty in order to assess student progress in coursework and programs. Concerns are also shared with other department chairs for those students not within a School Leadership program of study. The department will maintain documentations regarding student dispositions.

2.  One such disposition, Commitment to Professionalism and Ethical Standards, is addressed in the Teachers College Ethics Policy (see below). Some highlights of this disposition follow:

· Attitudes – Students are expected to maintain a professional and courteous attitude toward professors, other students and course content. It is important to communicate with professors and peers in a professional manner. Example: if you begin correspondence with “I don’t mean to be disrespectful/whine/complain, but …” , you should not send it.

· Behavior – Students are expected to demonstrate behavior consistent with a professional attitude both in traditional classroom settings and online classes. 

· Responsibility – In order to do quality work as a student, a reasonable amount of time and commitment is required. When you enroll in a course it is your responsibility to meet the expectations of the course. Weigh your time carefully when planning your course load each semester.

· Academic Honesty/Plagiarism – Academic dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, activities such as cheating and plagiarism. Plagiarism should never occur in graduate studies. You should read the examples (and list of websites pertaining to plagiarism) attached to make sure you fully understand plagiarism. No lenience will be granted for lack of knowledge. University policy specifies that an act of plagiarism could result in a failing grade. Additionally, this unethical conduct could result in expulsion from your program of study, and/or failure to be recommended for licensure.

As the first assignment in this course, you will write a short paragraph, in your own words, affirming your understanding of and commitment to professionalism and ethical standards. Without this commitment, you will be withdrawn from the course. Please be sure to ask any questions you have regarding these guidelines.

Approved by the Department of School Leadership/Middle & Secondary Education on 5/4/04.

The authors remain optimistic about the future of distance learning, the potential for meaningful student learning, and the maintenance of quality standards and accountability in teacher education programs.  A continuous search for best practices is recommended, as well as careful monitoring of student progress. Ongoing conversations and sharing with colleagues will ensure that NCATE dispositions continue to be met.  Knowledge of the ‘games online students play’ will assist professors in adapting curriculum and instruction into a positive online learning environment for both professor and students alike.  
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