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INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGY 

I work at the Harvard Extension School (HES) and HES is a part of the Harvard Division of 
Continuing Education. I’m an Academic Technologist and I’ve been in this role for about a year 
and with the Division of Continuing Education for three years. 

We are the oldest extension school in the United States. We started in order to engage the 
community with higher education and also to make higher education more accessible. The 
philosophy of the Extension School is that ‘there is no barrier to entry for a single class’. 
Therefore, anyone can take as many single classes as they want. However, if they then want to 
be part of the degree program, they have must complete three courses in addition to getting a 
specified grade point average (GPA). After that has been achieved, they may apply to the 
degree program. If a student is accepted to the degree program it is then possible to gain a full 
undergraduate or master’s degree from Harvard University. The idea is that once you get in, 
you’re held to every standard that Harvard has established. Therefore, we have flipped the 
whole concept; and cast a wide net in order to capture students who may not otherwise have 
had opportunities to enter through the traditional university system path. The Extension School 
attracts a lot of people in mid-career who are either taking courses to supplement what they’re 
doing in their workplace or looking for a career change etc...  

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/


 Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

 

2 | P a g e  
Instructional Design/Technology www.onlineedureport.org M. Kilmurray 

 

 

Our department is within The Extension School has a four person Academic Technology 
Support team. We have divided the work up between working on mainly video stream issues for 
students and instructors and helping instructors build their Canvas website. Canvas is our 
current learning management system (LMS). Our instructors do a lot of web conferencing, so 
we use Blackboard Collaborate, Adobe Connect and now BigBlueButton as integrative features 
to Canvas. I support Adobe Connect and BigBlueButton. However, because my background is 
in sociology, a part of what I’m looking at now is our overall support structure, the overlaps, 
redundancies and more importantly where our gaps are. 

We also have an Academic Support Service for students and for instructors. Instructors are also 
working with our group of instructional designers. Regarding student support services, even if a 
student is only taking a single class and not part of a degree program, they still have access to 
student support services. However, they get even more support if they are in the degree 
program. Our department, in terms of academic technology support, falls under the Information 
Technology department, because we are so heavily web-based and technologically-dependent.  

Our support structure for instructors, especially new instructors to online learning, starts very 
small. First we try to identify one or two pieces of technology that we think would most help an 
instructor. I’m pretty fond of an old football saying which is ‘practice makes permanent and 
perfect practice makes perfect permanent’. Therefore, we encourage instructors to start small 
and to absorb one bite at a time. We also encourage instructors to ask for feedback. Once 
instructors feel comfortable with this first step, we then add on the next layer. For example, in 
terms of web conference, that might involve a short tutorial within which I speak to them about 
setting up the web conference for proper framing, basic lighting considerations and sound. Once 
they feel comfortable with that phase, we then move them through web conference technology, 
along with all the different features within conference technology and we encourage them to 
play around. Ideally they should do that ahead of class time, but sometimes that’s not always 
possible. After that happens, we offer to sit-in on their sessions and to be available for live-text 
support during their first, if not second or third classes of each semester. We also have a part-
time support staff and we try to scale that up, therefore the part-timers handle as many of the 
basic text support issue and in that way the permanent staff can handle the second and third tier 
issues. 

We have various means to assist instructors in getting familiar with the technology inside of their 
classes. One of those means is through individual training however, we also offer group training. 
Furthermore, we do some of our training online and in addition to that members of our team are 
assigned to individual instructors and help support those instructors throughout the semester. If 
these are first time instructors with this technology, we are in much more constant contact with 
them and those instructors are reaching out throughout the semester. If they’re local instructors 
they will personally visit our facilities, but if they are not local we can set up web-sessions based 
on their needs. This holistic service concept is based upon offering; before, during and after 
support.  
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Regarding the instructor support side, we do also help instructors in building their course 
website. For example, if they are going to use web conferencing we can help support them with 
the technical issues. We (academic technology) also consult with the instructors to find out what 
they’re teaching? How they want to teach it? And then we offer them the tools that we have 
available and suggest what we think might work best for their individual situations. We don’t tell 
them you have to do this or that. We say “What are you doing and would you consider these 
tools?”  

Therefore, we encourage instructors to make use of the technology, but not to rely on it. 
However, with regards to web conferencing that’s a little tricky because they do have to rely on 
that technology. But we don’t try to overstep our role, we are sort of ‘in support’ of the 
instructional design team. Instructional designers really do make the high level decisions in 
terms of the format of the course. Once those decisions have been decided we work hand-in-
hand. If the instructional designers feel something should be changed, we can suggest a 
different set of tools. Once the tools are agreed upon, our team can then help instructors and 
supports them with using those tools. 

Regarding support from the ticket trouble shooting side, which we also field, students can 
submit report problems to the website or email-in or call-in. We had roughly, in the first month of 
this semester, just fewer than 600 support tickets. We’re able to handle that volume by scaling-
up extra part-time help in the beginning of the semester. Once that volume settles, our four 
person department can usually meet most if not all the needs of instructors and students. The 
team offers a lot of technical support, therefore we encourage students (we don’t require it) to 
come to our websites, run system requirement checks and if they have issues we try to head 
them off ahead of time. We also have the capacity to support students throughout the semester.  

ORGANIZATION (7:20) 

The support process is as follows; once an instructor is hired they work with our academic 
services team. That team helps instructors to get their ID, access to the IT System facilities and 
in obtaining ID cards. Then instructors are matched up with an instructional designer who helps 
them figure out what design solutions and technologies could be useful. At that stage the 
instructional designers will decide if an instructor should teach; online, hybrid or in the traditional 
classroom. Once those issues have been resolved they send them over to our team. At that 
stage we help instructors create their website along with familiarizing them with particular 
technologies which have been defined in the previous phase (instructional design) as being best 
suited to their teaching context. The instructional designers are outside of our organization 
because they are paired with our Media Production Department. The Media Production 
Department technically does fall under IT, but instructional design are housed under what we 
term Academic Computing 

We do have some graduate student assistants, however we don’t particularly hire for that 
purpose. We do reach out to other Colleges and Universities when recruiting staff but we also 
get people off the street. I came in three years ago as a part-time media assistant. Due to the 
economy at that time, it was one of several part-time jobs that I had. But I just happen to bring in 
a decade of media production. We do also have people who are freshmen in college and are 
starting from scratch, so we have a wide variety of skill sets, backgrounds and experiences. 
Therefore, we do our best to train them on the basics. However, as technology is changing 
continuously, we constantly have to reinforce and even retrain when adding new technologies.  

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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CHALLENGES (9:24) 

Harvard is in the process of expanding the online offering and we’ve added over a hundred new 
courses in this last semester. Over the next couple of years we’re looking to double our 
over/online courses. So we are dealing right now with the scaling challenge. Part of the reason I 
am at this Online Learning Consortium conference is to find out what other people are doing at 
other institutions. Some institutions are completely online, therefore there are areas where they 
excel and we can learn from those. There are also institutions that dwarf us in scale, some 
institutions might have 20 or 30 thousand people online, and so we’d like to see what that looks 
like. However, we won’t I believe ever go totally online. We are still trying to figure out the right 
mix between having enough people to support online only while not forgetting about the people 
who actually show up in the classroom. 

For a teacher to be involved in online teaching through us, they would first consult our 
department of instructional designers who help them decide if online a good fit in terms of their 
content. If it is decided that online is a good fit and that the instructor is for it, we then decide 
whether it’s web conference only. We have a lot of management courses and expository writing 
classes and these make up the bulk of our online-only classes. If faculty are better suited to on-
ground or in-classroom, on the occasion we suggest the hybrid model where they might have 
two or three weekends on-campus and the remainder online. Once we’ve decided on this and 
the instructors agree, if there is going to be a web-conference element, then we bring them in 
and train them on the technology that we use (one of three online web conference software 
programs). Furthermore, we also try to match them up with another instructor who’s done this 
for a while and they can share tips. That’s one of the activities (peer-to-peer mentoring) we’re 
trying to expand in the future. 

Regarding the support function for students, our department is trying to make it easier to orient 
students who might not have the technological background to participate fully in online learning. 
We have a portion of online only classes and a hybrid set of classes as well. Therefore, we don’t 
have a particular Dean who only handles online or on-ground. We kind of do it all at once and 
try to gauge where the student is coming from technologically and do everything we can to 
prepare them in order that the technology is not a barrier but an enebling tool and asset.  

One of the biggest challenges for us is not having enough people to support our service 
demand, mainly at the beginning of the semester when things are most hectic from both the 
students and the instructors. We started our media lab with about 50 part-time user support 
people. That is made up of a mix between inside the lab personnel (we call them front-desk 
support) who help students using the lab for homework or study sessions and they also keep 
the lab running. Then we have media desk support which handles text support, sets up 
audiovisual and does even some class taping. Therefore, as we grow we either need to 
consider moving towards more fulltime staff. Currently in our media lab we have seven fulltime 
people. Our support department (academic technology) is embedded within that group. 
Academic Technology is technically a different department however, because we work hand-in-
hand with the lab, we are located there. I believe there will always be a need for an on-ground 
computer lab. I don’t think that will go away, especially with us having online classes in which 
we are trying also to meet the needs of a new crop of learners. Those learners might not have 
full access to a desktop but they are increasingly becoming mobile. Our big challenge going 
forward is, how do we best serve those who are reliant on mobile, not because it’s their choice, 
but because that’s what they have access to? 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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LINKS 

Harvard Extension School:  
http://www.extension.harvard.edu/  
 
Canvas LMS:  

http://www.instructure.com/   

Blackboard Collaborate:  

http://www.blackboard.com/Platforms/Collaborate/Overview.aspx 

Adobe Connect:  

http://www.adobe.com/products/adobeconnect.html 

BigBlueButton:  

http://bigbluebutton.org/ 

Online Learning Consortium:  

http://onlinelearningconsortium.org/ 

7 Things About LMS Alternatives:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7062.pdf 
 
7 Things About Educational Design:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7087.pdf 
 
7 Things About Flipped Classroom:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7081.pdf  
 
The Learning Management System Evolution:  
http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/learning-management-system-evolution  
 
Instructional Design:  
http://www.instructionaldesign.org/ 
 
Open Educational Resources In U.S. Higher Education: 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf 
 
2015 Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United States 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf 

 
FURTHER INFORMATION: 
Dr. Gerard L. Danford 
gerard.danford@haaga-helia.fi 
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