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St.Mark’s

very year, millions of students take online classes.
And every year, that number grows.

As of last year, the number had reached 30 percent of all high school students, up from ten percent just five

years before.

But even as online enrollment reached an all-time high across the nation last year, the numbers at 10600

Preston Road were next to nothing.

As the administration prepares to discontinue the course offerings from Global Online Academy (GOA) next
year, they are faced with a glaring fact: only five students out of almost 400 enrolled in upper school have taken a

GOA course in the past two years.

Now, while online high schools and course offerings take off across the country, there is one burning question

toask.
What went wrong with GOA?
Itis a question followed by many others.

In the digital age of inevitable online interaction, what is the best way to learn?
Can the value of face-to-face interactions be replicated through a screen?

THE FUTURE (

Does online education signal the end of brick and mortar schools, or can they coexist? A LOOK !

Ithough the opportunity to offer online classes through GOA seemed promising,

hardly any students enrolled in the classes —less than two percent.

According to Dean of the Campus and Provost Scott Gonzalez, much of this has to
do with the student body’s reluctance to stray away from AP courses.

“Students here often want to go for what I would call a known course,” Gonzalez
said, ‘or something that will bolster their résumeé to get them into a specific college or
university. And more often than not, that particular course has ‘AP" in front of it.”

Likewise, Director of Academic Information Systems Paul Mlakar believes stu-
dents were not informed or incentivized enough to truly consider online courses as
an option in comparison to the typical AP course load. The school didn't sellit. And the
students didn't buy it.

“We have tolook at it as if this is just a different way of learning,” he said. “Thisisa
different opportunity, but it's not any less valuable than what we're doing at St. Mark’s.
Ithastobelooked at as equal, not subordinate; I think we have to give credit to it. We
have to say, If you're going to do a course on this, it has to replace something else, and
maybe more than just an elective course.”

Lucas Porter
Student at
SOHS

Scott Gonzalez
Led effort with GOA

The skillsrequired for learning online are very different from learning in a class-
room. In a school community that “prides itself on procrastination,” as Mlakar puts it,
hebelieves online classes are often unsuitable for students, especially those who have
trouble remaining constantly organized and up-to-date with their work.

“If youre in my class, 'm prodding you,” Mlakar said. “You better do your home-
work, or if you're behind you better get caught up, or if you have a task coming up you
better get started. You may not have that prodding from a GOA teacher. Deadline hits,
and if you've missed the deadline, you may not have the flexibility you do with a face
toface teacher.”

The personal responsibility involved with an online class, however, can also
translate into a growth in self-reliance and individual pursuits, which GOA Executive
Director Michael Nachbar emphasizes.

‘GOA classes emphasize interaction, perspective sharing and taking and a person-

al approach to teaching and learning,” Nachbar said. “Each of our classes is taught by
an educator from one of our member schools who is nominated as a teacher leader
from her/his respective school. There are a lot of programs today that emphasize per-
sonalized learning, which in many cases means students learning on their own.”

For others, the benefits of an online class system are more apparent, as is the case for
Lucas Porter. After leaving St. Mark's after the 2012-2013 school year — his freshman
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year —to attend Stanford Online High School (SOHS), Porter opened up his possibilities
as an international equestrian show jumper.

‘I started taking classes from Stanford Online High School,” Porter said, “because I
was starting to ride competitively alot more and travel a lot more, so going to St. Mark’s
was getting harder and harder because I was missing more and more school. So in
order to still get a good education, my parents looked into homeschooling and online
school, and they came across this program.”

Stanford Online High School is different from most other online schools in that
there are scheduled classes every day, while many online schools are self-paced.

As he travelled around the world for show jumping in horseback-riding compe-
titions, Porter discovered online classes allowed him to continue school as normal
no matter where he was, making it incredibly more efficient than a brick-and-mortar
school like the one he attended for solong.

“For example, I was in three consecutive shows, three different shows,” Porter said,
“that lasted three weeks in Pennsylvania, Washington, DC. and Lexington, KY. And I
could attend those three weeks of school from those three different hotel rooms. And
Ididn't get behind at all because I could just do the work after the competition, attend
school during the day, and compete in competitions at night.”

However, online education suffers from key issues as well. One of the greatest
issues with Stanford Online High School and other schools of its kind is a lack of social
interaction. While SOHS promotes face-to-face interaction through clubs and summer
sessions, Porter still feels the school falters in this area.

“‘Ifind that St. Mark's kind of brings you out of your shell,” Porter said. ‘It encourag-
es you to interact with other kids, interact with teachers, and I find that it makes you
feellike a part of a community. Whereas at SOHS, given that it is an online schoal, it is
obviously super difficult to maintain that feeling of a community.”

Headmaster David Dini expresses similar concerns with the online setting, and
feels the lack of face to face interaction is one of the key reasons brick-and-mortar
schools won't be going away.

“You can only replace some of the information transfer,” Dini said. “You can't
replace the human interaction online. You can create certain elements of it through
Skype, but obviously the human dimension and the relationships we believe are
fundamental to the experience here will always be critical”

But while the online scene may not make brick and mortar schools obsolete, faculty
and students alike feel certain aspects of traditional learning will change in the coming
years.

‘Online education isnot a fad that is going away,” Nachbar said. “Schools need to
find effective ways to blend online and on-campus learning so that students are skilled
learners inboth domains.”

Having experienced both the online and physical setting, Porter echoes Nachbar’s
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sentiments and is confident in the future of a cooperation between the two options.
“‘Although a lot of schools are being created online, “ Porter said, ‘I think that the

idea of a brick and mortar is not flawed at all. If any thing, this combination of brick

and mortar and online will be dominant, but I definitely don't think brick and mortar

schools will be nonexistent.”

Claire Goldsmith, SOHS director of admission and external relations, also em-
phasizes the potential for harmony between physical and online schools and feels
students should take advantage of the opportunity to combine face-to-face classes

with online ones.

“There are many ways online schools can cooperate with brick and mortar
schools,” Goldsmith said. “Sometimes, brick and mortar schools aren't able to offer a
particular subject, or level of a subject, and an online provider can meet that need so
that the school does not have to hire an additional teacher”

Likewise, Gonzales urges faculty to consider the goal of synthesis between the
online and learning environment, as he feels that a lack of faculty enthusiasm was one
of the contributing factors to GOAs short tenure on campus.

‘I think that there are some of my colleagues who fear that their employment is
injeopardy,” Gonzales said. “That could not be further from the truth. We are not going
to do away with brick and mortar schools, at least in the philosophical and missional

aspect of this institution.”
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LUCAS PORTER

Nachbar also believes that campus based
schools are not broken, but they are not complete
either.

“It'sincumbent upon leading independent
schools,” Nachbar said, “to find ways to offer their
students opportunities to develop the skills needed
tobe modern learners, and to expect their faculty to
teach inmodern ways.”

But whatever the reasons for the GOA's disap-
pointing results in the past two years, Mlakar, and
all the faculty, rest assured that the online scene will
make areturn.

‘Tthink it was an exciting opportunity for kids
that maybe we just didn't sell hard enough asan
opportunity for them,” Mlakar said. “Ithink it's an
ongoing, to be continued’ discussion, and I'm glad
that were not moving away from it entirely and never
comingback to it. Were taking a year off, a year hiatus,
and whenit's over we'll see where we go from there.”

See pg. 21 for online classes editiorial

Online learningis not one size fits all.
Here we've defined several common

types of online learning.

Massive Open Online Course

(MOOC)

— These classes usually have
thousands of students, are often
free and are often sponsored by

universities.

Self paced learning

— Similar to GOA. There are

Real time learning

— Similar to SOHS. With
daily classes via programs
similar to Skype, this type of

classroom.

Third party programs

learning simulates a traditional

weekly or monthly assignments
and access to lectures on a
regular basis.

R, WILL CLARK |

— This includes programs such
as Khan Academy, which posts
learning materials for everyone
to access.

The ReMarker sat down with two of the five
students to take classes from GOA, juniors
Matthew Lawson and Bill Dannenmaier.

What is some general info about your experience?

Bill: [ took Game Theory and Micro-Econ. I took
Micro-Econ from fall to the mid-winter, so basically
a semester class, and then I had a bit of a break
between that and Game Theory.

Matt: My junior year, [ took Introduction to Psy-
chology in the first semester of the school year. I
basically ended up taking it fifth period — that was
my free period — pretty much every day.

Why did you decide to take a GOA course?

Bill: When it was first offered, economics sort of in-
terested me, but [ didn't really want to do AP Econ.
SoIwaslike ‘Oh,Icould take this, it'sa new thing, I'll
testit out to see what it was like.” And then Game
Theory. They were both very math-y classes.1did
them both to see how it was, and I did them for the
class.Ididn't do it for the experience, honestly, but
the experience was an added bonus, just to see
how the setup was.

Matt: I took GOA because it offered a couple psy-
chology courses, and psychology was something
thatreally interested me. Over the summer, | had
read up onit as a subject, and the only psychology
related class at St. Mark's was AP Psychology, and
for my junior year I was already taking 3 APsand
did not want to take a fourth. So I decided to take
an intro course just to familiarize myself with the
terminology, reading, key figures, things like that,
so that when Idid end up taking AP Psychology
when I had more time, I would be as prepared as
possible.

Do you get any credit at all for a GOA course?

Matt: It acts sort of like a trimester high school
course. We get two grades on it for the transcript:
the grade from the first semester and the grade
from the second semester. Normally you take two
GOA classes a year, I only ended up taking one. But
yes, it shows up on our transcript as a legitimate
class.

Which graduation requirements does it add to?

Bill: It's a full-on elective class. I took two of them,
so it would fulfill my elective requirement.

Is taking a GOA class is worth it as far as class
credit and the experience?

Matt: It's definitely worth it for the learning expe-
rience. If youre really interested in a specific field,
Ithink GOA is a great way to go and learn a more
specific and early reach into where you want to
go as a scholar. I think that if someone can really
handleit, and they're not loaded down, I think a
GOA course is absolutely worth it. It is really good
for participating in groups, even though it's online.

Bill: Yes. There wasn't another elective that I would
have liked to do. The learning that I had was good.
Idon't know if [ will retain it, but all-in-all it was a
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fun class and I enjoyed meeting these people from
around the world. We had many Beijing students
for both classes, which was very fun and I enjoyed
italot.

Why do you think online classes haven’t been
popular here?

Bill: You don't have the direct contact you do at
aphysical school, and you have to text or email,
and then get aresponse. You can't really converse
as well as you can in natural face-to-face contact.
The video chat can kind of emulate that, but not
aswell.

Matt: In that same vein, another reason I ended up
dropping the second semester of it is that 'm obvi-
ously not a fan of the online learning environment.
Having gone to St. Mark’s since first grade, 'm way
too wired to be in a classroom with my friends and
other very intelligent people, and be able to talk
and learn about a topic. Learn, see, write and all
that. I'm very much a classroom learner because
of how long I've been here and because of how
good the classroom environment is at St. Mark’s.

What are some differences between classroom
and online learning?

Matt: Honestly, an online learning experience is
different —I think it's still very good — but it's dif-
ferent in a manner that I didn't really like because
I can get amore hands-on and personal learning
experience here at St. Mark’s. The difference
between the St. Mark’s learning environment and
the online learning environment is that online,
the diversity of coursesis ridiculous. There must
be 50 different courses on GOA, and they are all
electives, they are all specifically geared towards
a specific profession or specific kind of literature.
There will be history courses on GOA about just
the Middle-East, or just south-east Asia and that's
all really interesting and really great, because I
don' think class diversity is something St. Mark’s
does very well.

Any suggestions to administration regarding
program?

Bill: About the classitself, one of the problemsis
that we aren't reminded constantly about it. You
have tolog into the website, and you have to check
when your assignments are due.

Matt: I think as far as that goes, that it would be
better for St. Mark’s to publicize it more. I think
it'sa great program, and it offers a lot of different
learning opportunities for students that attend St.
Mark’s. And being St. Mark's kids, everyone wants
tolearn, and they want to learn whatever they
want to learn about, and GOA is a great way to ei-
ther go and get an introduction — like I did — or go
and take complicated courses over very specific
types of material — like Bill did. I think it would be
better for the GOA program and for St. Mark's in
general if St. Mark's publicized it more in the future
as an option for kids who want to take electives.




