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Suppose you have a continuing curiosity about
becoming a teacher. Perhaps you have had a
different career, or a series of several jobs,
but the thought of what it would be like to be
a teacher, to spend your days with children,
keeps coming back.

Despite your responsibilities, this curiosity
about a teaching career grows, finally compel-
ling you to look into the teacher preparation
programs at several different colleges.

What would be the practical steps to qualify
you for a teaching position? You may have

a college in your city where you could attend
classes in the evening. Or you may have heard
of private colleges that prepare you to be a
teacher through intensive study and classroom
attendance on weekends and in the summer.

And then you hear about an online, Internet-
based program. Who would go to an online
university to study to be a teacher? How will
the intense use of technology in your teacher
preparation affect you once you are a teacher?
If you want to spend your days in a classroom
teaching children, is an online college the best
preparation?

These are realistic questions, and it is impor-
tant to think through the answers and impli-
cations. It is important to resolve your own
skepticism, as these same questions inevitably
will be asked by your family, friends, and pro-
spective employers.

Reasons to Choose
The first reason to choose any college is
because the teacher education program has

Online Teacher Prep Program Worth
Considering

a high standard of excellence. The faculty,
philosophy, coursework and field experience
should be recognized as exemplary by other in-
stitutions and mesh with your own professional
aspirations. As with any college evaluation,
when selecting an online institution you should
examine the program'’s certification and repu-
tation, plus the accomplishments of the faculty
and students.

The second reason to select an online in-
stitution for your teacher preparation should
be that the quality of the online coursework
and experiences with instructors and peers in
a virtual environment will match or exceed the
experiences you would have in a classroom.

It is important to recognize that you are not
substituting a lonely, digital experience pound-
ing on a computer and surfing the Internet for
experiences with real children.

Even your coursework should focus on compel-
ling projects that draw from your direct experi-
ence with educators and students, and timely
educational issues. An online teacher prepara-
tion program culminates in a student teaching
experience, just as required for all traditional
teacher preparation programs. Classroom ex-
periences with children are called field experi-
ences, which you will likely still be required to
fulfill. Still, in selecting an online teacher prep
program, you are really deciding to experi-
ence your preparatory coursework in a virtual
community supported by Internet communica-
tion, rather than in a physical classroom on a
campus where you, your instructor, and fellow
students meet at scheduled times and in per-
son. The overall requirements for a teaching or
administrative credential are specified by state
credentialing agencies.
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How the Online Course Process Works
The process of studying, writing, communicat-
ing with classmates, responding to instructor
assignments, collaborating with peers, and
searching for information in the library, will be
conducted primarily via the Internet, rather
than through lectures and specific in-per-

son appointments at specific times. In every
course you will need to make friends, seek
advice from your instructor, and accomplish as-
signments with other students.

In a conventional institution you might ac-
complish this by introducing yourself to the
person in front of you at the coffee kiosk dur-
ing evening break, exchanging phone numbers,
and arranging a study group to meet an hour
before the next scheduled class time. Or you
might schedule an appointment to meet with

a professor during his or her office hours. At
an online college, your communication tools
include the telephone, email, the course forum,
and groups in the secure website.

You will introduce yourself and make friends
with other students in every course in the
forum. As a matter of fact, you will probably
experience your courses with a peer group of
other students who enrolled at the same time,
and so you will be in the same classes at the
same time throughout your program. You will
have access to everyone in the course and
your advisors via email. And all the research
resources you'll need for your projects are
available on the Internet. In many cases, the
online university uses the same techniques
available to campus-based programs, just to a
greater degree.

So how will this degree of familiarity with tech-
nology and reliance on Internet communication

during your coursework serve you once you
are a classroom teacher? In a number of ways,
including:

1. Developing communication skills. An on
line teacher preparation experience will
require that you develop a repertoire of
technology-based communication skills
that support parent, student, and collegial
relationships. As a classroom teacher,
you will be responsible for daily
communication with your principal, other
teachers, as well as parents and students
via email.

You may also maintain your own class
room website, where every day you post
homework assignments and reminders of
classroom events. For many teachers,

an hour of Internet communication with
colleagues, parents and students is part
of the daily routine. Explore the school
websites listed here, and look for the links
to classrooms. Notice that every

teacher can be reached via email and that
many teachers have websites where they
update the homework assignments and
class activities every day: Rancho Santa
Fe Elementary School , San Francisco
University High School

2. Technology-supported teaching strategies
You will develop a toolkit of technology-
supported teaching strategies when you
study in an online program. Since you
are learning online and naturally using
Internet resources, you will build the skills
to use the Internet and other technologies
with students once you have your own
classroom.

Whether you intend to teach music,
science, reading, geography, or any other
subject, Internet websites that support
instruction will be part of your day-to-day
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experience. And finally, imagine the
reward of building technology into your
program to such an extent that your
students themselves design instructional
websites for other students, such as this
website on Feral Cats hosted by Think
Quest or this virtual tour of the Rush
Ranch hosted by the Geo-Literacy Project.
. Online community professional support
Online communities provide professional
support for the transition to practice.
Being part of an online community is
much the same as being part of a neigh
borhood. It means that you make friends,
you share experiences together, you
celebrate special occasions, seek advice
for challenges and share solutions to
difficult problems with the other people

in your community. Your positive experi
ences being part of an online community
during your teacher preparation program
will be especially important to you as you
begin your career as a classroom teacher
The first year of teaching can be especially
challenging and even lonely; online
graduates find that they naturally gravi
tate to online support communities of
other new teachers, and find great
support and mentoring from experienced
educators through online correspondence.
Many school districts provide online sup
port for teachers and encourage their new
employees to participate on their hosted
websites.

Several national online services provide
Forums where teachers can ask for advice
and share resources, in addition to
compare experiences and search for jobs
around the country. Teachers.net Spiral
Notebook Subject-area teachers with
common interests find support at websites

dedicated to their subject, such as the
Chemistry Teacher Support Group. In
Contra Costa, California, the district teach
ers have collaborated on a website called
Teacher-to-Teacher: Advice, Tips and Re
sources full of curriculum, help with track
ing students into transition programs, and
tips for dealing with the inevitable new-
teacher stress.

. Become an online teacher. If it fits into
your career goals, your experience as a
virtual student will prepare you to serve
as an online teacher at the elementary,
secondary, or college level. More and
more elementary and high school students
are finding that online courses comple
ment their program at their neighborhood
schools, and some K-12 students are
leaping into full-time virtual school. These
schools span every age student, from
kindergarten through graduate school,
and every school requires a staff of
talented, experienced online educators
to support the students in their learning.
You could be one of those teachers.

If you find during your online college
experience that you enjoy the flexibility
of working online and you have developed
the skills to supervise students in a virtual
environment, you may be interested in
pursuing a career as a teacher at an on
line school for elementary or high school
students.

These are just a few of the benefits that thou-
sands of aspiring teachers have discovered
while attending an online teacher prepara-
tion program. Whatever your motivation and
long-term objectives as an educator, an online
teacher preparation program can provide the
tools to achieve your career goals.
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