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INTRODUCTION 

Virtually any educator or student will agree that “rich media”—video, audio, 

animation, and interactive elements of various kinds—can be valuable, or even 

transformative, in the learning experience.  Opinions are not universally positive, 

however, regarding online classes, in which students and faculty are removed from each 

other in space and time.  For some educators, this is a recent development that challenges 

their understanding of the university, of their relationship with students, of their 

profession. 

But distance education is anything but new.   The brief historical notes that 

introduce this paper show that soon after reliable postal service was established in the 

eighteenth century educators began offering classes to students who were unable to attend 

school, for reasons of distance, finances, gender or for other reasons.   As the history of 

online learning at the New School demonstrates, Elizabeth Dickey, dean of the New 

School Adult Division in the early 1990s, had similar constituencies in mind when she 

began the development of the university’s first online program. 

Nowadays, fast Internet connections, user-friendly software and a tech-savvy 

population allow a level of sophistication in online classes that was unimaginable in 

1993, when the New School’s DIAL (Distance Instruction for Adult Learners) program 

was developed.  In this paper, we discuss the development of online learning at the New 

School, describe the process for developing online classes, current online programs, and 

support for online faculty and students. 
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after the creation of dependable postal service.1  Correspondence schools continued to 

thrive during the nineteenth century, largely for the same reasons that often drive online 

learning today: the opportunity to offer education to populations that are underserved 

because of geography, lack of resources or societal restrictions.  In the nineteenth 

century, for example, Anna Eliot Ticknor organized a correspondence school in Boston.  

Her “Society to Encourage Studies at Home” offered education in history, science, art, 

literature, French and German to “young women, kept at home by the conventions of 

their time.”  (Harting and Erthal 35)  The Lyceum movement, in the first part of the 

nineteenth century, and the Chautauqua movement, later in the century, also offered 

correspondence instruction to populations that lacked the time and money to attend 

formal schools.   

Traditional institutions began offering higher education by correspondence during 

the mid-nineteenth century in Great Britain and the United States.  For example, when the 

University of Chicago was founded in 1892, correspondence courses were “made an 

organic part of the instruction,” according to a 1907 US government Bureau of Education 

report.2 

 Distance educators were early adopters of new technologies.  Beginning in the 

1920s, classes were taught using radio in the US and the UK, and the University of Iowa 

began experimenting with educational television as early as 1932.  By the 1970s, there 

were more than 200 educational-television stations in the US.  More than 95% of public 

television stations, and one-third of higher-education institutions, in the United States 

                                                
1 This history is drawn from Kathleen Harting and Margaret J. Erthal, History of Distance Education 
Information Technology, Learning, and Performance Journal (2005): 35. 
2 Arthur J. Jones. The Continuation School in The United States (Washington: Bureau of Education, 1907)  
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have at one time or another participated in the Public Broadcasting Service Adult 

Learning Service, created in the 1980s to make college education available to adults. 

DISTANCE EDUCATION AT THE NEW SCHOOL 

The New School’s very first effort at extending its reach using technology 

occurred in the late 1920s, around the time classes and offices moved from rented 

townhouses in Chelsea to a permanent building at 66 West 12th Street.  Alvin Johnson, 

one of The New School’s founders and its first president, had a lifelong commitment to 

adult education. It occurred to Johnson that the new technology of “the movies” might be 

harnessed as a way to bring education to adults in their own communities. He crossed the 

river to New Jersey to visit the inventor of the motion picture, Thomas Edison.  

Johnson talked to Edison about developing a series of movies on a range of 

educational topics that could be screened in local public libraries for the education of 

adults. Edison, by then a bitter and disillusioned old man, scoffed at the idea and rejected 

Johnson summarily. Edison felt that the technology he had invented for the public good 

had already been so thoroughly co-opted and corrupted into a mere form of frivolous 

entertainment that there was no hope of it ever becoming anything more. A disappointed 

Johnson went back to Manhattan with no support and his idea that The New School 

would extend beyond the classroom lay dormant for over six decades.   

Experiments in using the computer in education began in the 1970, but the age of 

the personal computer really began in the 1980s. (Time magazine named the computer its 

“Man of the Year” in 1982.) As early as 1985, The New School’s pioneering Media 

Studies program collaborated with an early provider of computer-based courses to offer a 

small number of online graduate courses as part of its MA in Media Studies program.    
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In 1991, the dean of the New School Adult Division, Elizabeth Dickey, proposed 

using the new computer technology as an educational tool.  She believed the computer 

could provide an accessible curriculum of interdisciplinary liberal arts courses to adults 

seeking an undergraduate education who were unable to come to classes held on campus 

because of distance, physical limitations, work or family responsibilities—the population 

that had been served by distance learning from its beginning. 

Working with the director of the Adult Division bachelor’s degree program, Dean 

Dickey submitted a grant proposal to the Department of Education’s Fund for the 

Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) in 1992. The project, called “An 

Interdisciplinary Core Curriculum for the Adult Learner,” was funded for $300,000 over 

three years. Thanks to the personal computer, courses in this program would be available 

to students “anytime, anywhere.” Students could attend their courses from their offices or 

homes, any day of the week, any time of the day or night.   

The program was given the name DIAL (Distance Instruction for Adult Learners), 

reflecting the technology—a computer, a modem, and a telephone line—and the target 

audience: adults seeking an undergraduate education.  The program was designed to 

insure both academic quality and accessibility. The following principles guided the 

development of the New School’s early development of online education, and most are 

followed today:   

•  Courses would be available to the widest audience possible. This meant that 

the technology was kept simple and required only a basic computer equipped 

with a modem and a telephone line.  
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•  In order to allow students to participate at their own convenience, courses 

were designed to be asynchronous. 

•  Because of the limited technology available, especially on low-end computers, 

courses were completely text based. Course packets, books, and audio and 

visual materials were sent in the mail.  

•  In order to insure academic quality comparable to that provided in the regular 

curriculum, courses were taught by the same faculty and followed the same 

syllabus as those offered on campus. 

•  Both individual courses and the online environment were designed to 

replicate, as much as possible, the experience of students in the classroom. 

Thus, class sizes were small and highly interactive, following a seminar 

model.  

•  Because they were intended for students seeking the Bachelor of Arts in 

Liberal Arts, all courses were in the liberal arts and were interdisciplinary by 

design.  

•  To insure proper preparation, mandatory online training was provided for both 

faculty and students. 

Online courses were listed in The New School Bulletin along with the courses 

offered on campus, so that no distinction would be made on the basis of delivery system. 

Likewise, courses were listed on the transcript with no designation as to whether they 

were offered and taken online or on campus.   

For the 1993–1994 academic year, courses were developed by Sondra Farganis, 

then chair of Social Sciences; Robert Polito, then chair of Humanities and Creative 
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Writing; and Mark Schulman, then chair of Media Studies.  The courses were offered in 

the classroom in fall 1993 and online in spring 1994. Assessment was provided by 

doctoral students in higher education, in partnership with the School of Education at the 

University of Michigan.   

Additional courses were created at a rapid pace, and the scope of the program 

expanded.  In fall 1994, there were 52 enrollments in online courses. By the following 

spring, when the FIPSE grant was complete, the adult bachelor’s program was able to 

admit transfer students who intended to complete all their New School courses online, 

provided they had already earned at least 60 credits in the liberal arts, and the online 

courses in the MA in Media Studies had been added to the DIAL curriculum, allowing 

students to complete a graduate degree online.   

With an initial budget for hardware and software of about $75,000, the university 

soon developed the capacity to deliver online courses using internal resources.  During its 

first seven years, DIAL was administered within the Adult Division and served only 

students in the adult bachelor’s program and the MA in Media Studies. In 1999, DIAL 

was centralized and the director became an associate provost. Over the next few years, 

DIAL, renamed New School Online (NSO), extended its reach and began to offer courses 

through Milano, Parsons, Lang, and University Liberal Studies.  In 2006, NSO became a 

part of the Office of Information Technology.  

During the fifteen years following the establishment of the New School’s distance 

learning program, online course offerings increased incrementally throughout the 

university.  With the enthusiastic support of President Bob Kerrey, new fully online 

degree and certificate programs have been established, while the Media Studies MA and 
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NSGS bachelor’s degree programs remain in place.  Development of the bachelor’s 

program online curriculum has been supported by a grant, 2007 grant from the Alfred P. 

Sloan Foundation to create as many as thirty online or blended courses and to develop 

additional online resources for students and faculty. With the support and oversight of 

Dean Linda Dunne, NSGS faculty members have worked with New School Online staff 

to create a wide range of innovative and appealing liberal arts courses. 

In Fall 2008, more than 1200 students enrolled in about 140 distinct online classes 

(some with several sections), in subjects ranging from “Cinema and Ideology!  (NSGS) to 

“Social Compliance: Fashion Industry” (Parsons) to “The Brain: Biology and Behavior” 

(Lang).   (For more information about enrollments, please see “Online Classes, Faculty, 

Students and Enrollment,” in the Appendix.  For a list of online classes offered in Fall 

2008, please see the Appendix.) 

The following fully online degree and certificate programs are currently offered: 

•  NSGS bachelor's degree completion  

•  MA in Media Studies 

•  Media Studies graduate certificate in Media Management  

•  AAS in Fashion Marketing (Parsons) 

•  MA in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (NSGS) 

•  Media Studies undergraduate certificate in Screenwriting  

More online offerings are under consideration or in active development. 

ABOUT ONLINE CLASSES 

Since Fall 2006, The New School has used the Blackboard “learning management 

system” (LMS), which students and faculty access through MyNewSchool, the 
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university’s Web portal. Every semester, IT creates a Web-accessed classroom, or 

“shell,” for every New School class, on-campus or online.  

For on-campus classes, the course shell is widely used for posting syllabi, 

assignments, handouts, readings, library E-Reserves, links to databases and other 

websites, etc.  Blackboard also plays an important role in teaching “site-line” classes 

(also known as blended or hybrid classes).  As the terms suggest, a significant part of a 

site-line class is taught online, while regular “face to face” sessions are held, as well.    

For online classes, Blackboard is not just an adjunct to a physical classroom, but 

is the very classroom itself.  In its standard configuration, Blackboard offers content areas 

for announcements, syllabi, lecture notes, discussions, assignments, and assessments 

(tests).  From within the Blackboard shcll, users, depending on their status in the class, 

can email the entire class or selected members, post and view grades, and take advantage 

of many additional features, such as blogs, wikis, “My Scholar” (a bookmarking 

program), podcasts and more.   

Blackboard’s user interface for posting text is similar to that of modern word-

processing software, with familiar formatting icons.  But Blackboard also allows users to 

incorporate images, sound files, video files, hyperlinks, etc. with relative ease. (NSO 

offers significant support to faculty and students who use Blackboard’s features.  See 

“Support and Training for Faculty and Students,” below.)   

New School online faculty are generally satisfied with Blackboard.  In the Survey 

of Online Faculty, about 78% of respondents agreed with the statement, “Blackboard 

works reasonably well, and I do not have serious problems using it.” Among the minority 
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of dissenters, about 15% agreed with the statement, “Blackboard is quirky and confusing, 

and does not always work,” and about 16% of respondents voiced specific concerns, 

more about the design of the interface than the actual features of the software.  A 

Blackboard upgrade, planned for Fall 2009, should address some of these issues. 

WHAT IS AN ONLINE CLASS? 

In many ways, the typical online class replicates the general structure and 

organization of face-to-face New School classes.  Most online classes track the fifteen-

week semester (some are on a shorter schedule), with weekly lectures and discussions, 

periodic quizzes or tests, and research papers or projects similar to those required in 

typical on-campus classes  

Online classes must meet the same standards as on-campus classes. Typically, 

online classes consist of weekly “content” posted by faculty members —often lectures 

posted as text or attached documents, but they may also include video, PowerPoint 

presentations, and/or audio files, along with readings and other media.  As with on-

campus classes, online classes may require one or more textbooks, as well.  Student 

projects, research papers, writing assignments and discussions complete the class, as in 

any New School class. 

Blackboard provides a clearly organized system for creating and teaching online 

classes.  The interface can be customized, to some extent, but remains essentially the 

same.  This can be frustrating for faculty members who are adept at Web design and 

using a variety of online media, but most faculty members do not have those skills.  For 

them, and for students entering the online class, Blackboard provides a clear and 
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intelligible “space.”   

The learning space is virtual, of course, instead of physical, and faculty and 

students with no experience in online classes often fear that a sense of isolation will 

replace the camaraderie of the classroom. In many online classes, however, participation 

in discussions and on blogs and wikis represents a significant part of the students’ grades, 

and students are very actively involved.  Although a few reported that the experience of 

being “in class” is diminished by the online format, faculty responding to the Survey of 

Online Faculty frequently cited interaction with students as one of the primary benefits of 

teaching online.  One said that the best part of online teaching is “the interaction with 

students. The online format lends itself to an openness and chatter that I find productive.”  

Others noted the international character of many online classes: “The discussions are just 

great, as students chime in from Denmark, Japan and Canada etc.” 

  

DEVELOPMENT OF ONLINE CLASSES 

More than 170 online classes were offered in Fall 2008, and the majority were 

developed by the faculty member who teaches the class, though many have done so with 

support from NSO staff.  Most faculty members who responded to the Survey of Online 

Faculty are satisfied with their classes: about 75 percent of respondents agreed with the 

statement, “I created the course on my own, with minimal support, and I am satisfied 

with the class.” About 18 percent said that they received substantial help from New 

School Online staff, particularly James Acevedo, Associate Director of Online Learning.  

Fewer than four percent of faculty report that they are unsatisfied with their online 

classes. 
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Long-time online faculty have seen steady improvement in the university’s online 

learning software.  Some have been teaching online since the university developed the 

DIAL program, seeing their classes evolve as the university progressed to the current 

course management software. 

Nowadays, as “rich media” become integrated into the fabric of everyday life, 

students as well as faculty can post sound files, video, links to online articles and 

websites, and images of all kinds into online classes. The New School Library Electronic 

Reserves System provides access to digitized print, image, audio and video materials via 

the Internet for students enrolled in particular courses.  As part of this service, the library 

confirms or obtains the rights to use the material in the class for faculty. 

In the Survey of Online Faculty, 52 percent of respondents reported using original 

media (photos, videos, sound, etc.) and 63 percent reported using generally available 

video, such as YouTube, as well as audio from sources such as NPR.  Others reported 

that students post original videos and music.  

THE ROLE OF NEW SCHOOL ONLINE 

While New School instructors, working with their department, develop the 

content of all their classes, including online classes, New School Online staff often 

advises faculty who are creating online classes, offering technical support as well as 

discussing options available for building classes and teaching online.  The NSO staff, 

which comprises a director and associate director, along with a full-time instructional 

design staff and experienced free-lance instructional designers, is a resource available to 

any faculty member who is developing or teaching online (or on-campus) classes.   
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At times, NSO may also play a much greater role in course development, when, 

for example, an online class offers substantial potential enrollment or is a required class 

in an entirely online degree program.  In such cases, the dean or chair may request that an 

instructional designer be assigned to work with the faculty member who has been 

charged with developing online classes.   

NSO’s role is to work with the instructor to create and implement a design 

scheme that is clear, lively and in keeping with the course content. For example, for Terry 

Gordon’s NSGS class, Performing Gender: 1920s Paris, Professor Gordon asked NSO to 

use a map of early twentieth-century Paris as the opening page.  “Hot spots” on the map 

indicate the homes of important writers, artists and performers, such as Gertrude Stein 

and Alice B. Toklas, Ernest Hemingway, and Djuna Barnes.  Students in the class study 

the life and literature of the period, and participate in a semester-long “salon,” taking on 

the personas of 1920s Paris artists and writers, and engaging in weekly literary, artistic or 

cultural debates.  (Professor Gordon assumes the daunting task of impersonating Gertrude 

Stein.)   

The Parsons AAS class Fashion Industry: Design, which is a required class for 

Fashion Studies and Fashion Marketing AAS students, provides a very different example.  

The curriculum for Parsons’ entirely online Fashion Marketing AAS degree is identical in 

all material ways with the on-campus program. Fashion Industry: Design, a class that is 

required for fashion marketing and fashion studies AAS students, includes several class 

sessions of drawing from the live model, as well as extensive in-class demonstrations of 

technique and in-class critiques. How would Parsons replicate such a class online?   
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Working closely with NSO, full-time faculty member Laura Leite appeared in a 

series of demonstration videos, which were produced and filmed by Academic 

Technology (AT) staff, working with the instructor and NSO. AT also performed 

extensive post-production work. Yong Kim, a fine-art photographer and graduate of the 

Parsons photography program, took several hundred photos of two models who regularly 

model in the on-campus class, and Professor Leite selected photos to be assembled into 

“galleries” for the online class.  Professor Leite also created a number of static 

demonstrations, image galleries, and more.  NSO Instructional Designer Shira Richman 

and Associate Director James Acevedo created model and image galleries and 

demonstration files, and formatted video for incorporation into Blackboard.  First offered 

in Fall 2008, the class appears to be a great success. 

SUPPORT AND TRAINING FOR FACULTY AND STUDENTS 

Several Blackboard information, training and support options are available to 

faculty and students.   

!  Blackboard for Online Faculty is a structured online course for faculty who 

will create and teach online classes in any New School division.  The self 

paced, six-week online class covers basic and advanced Blackboard features, 

as well as in depth discussions of pedagogical concerns.  All faculty who will 

teach online classes are encouraged to take advantage of Blackboard training.  

Part-time faculty who are assigned to teach online classes are required to 

successfully complete the Blackboard for Online Faculty training, and are 

compensated according to the ACT-UAW/The New School contract.  
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!  Blackboard Orientation for Faculty is offered in Blackboard every semester to 

faculty who teach online classes.  It includes information on updates and new 

features, suggestions for teaching, and a community forum for online faculty. 

!  Blackboard FAQs for students and faculty.  FAQs are updated to reflect 

address questions or assist with changes in technology.  

!  Blackboard Orientation for Students.  All students who register for online 

classes are required to complete the Blackboard orientation that is offered 

every semester during the first three days of classes.  Students are introduced 

to Blackboard, learn about technical requirements, and investigate 

Blackboards features and functions.  They also join discussions about 

Blackboard (and other interesting topics), practice using some of Blackboard’s 

advanced functions, and more. 

!  Technical Support.  The New School contracts with an outside firm to provide 

24/7 Blackboard support for faculty and students.  In addition, the New 

School Help Desk is available to assist with issues such as logging in, 

passwords, etc. 

!  NSO Support.  New School Online staff are always available, as well, to 

answer questions, make suggestions or assist faculty with developing classes 

and teaching online or on-campus using Blackboard. 

 

NSO will also be enhancing programs and resources for support over the coming 

months. 
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!  Blackboard Tutorials (forthcoming for Fall 2009) will address specific 

functions, such as creating and formatting text, adding images, using rich 

media, creating assessments and surveys, etc., as well as pedagogical issues.   

!  Blackboard 101 for Faculty (forthcoming for Fall 2009) will be useful for on-

campus as well as online faculty.  It will offer basic information about using 

the essential functions of Blackboard, and will be supplemented by 

Blackboard Tutorials (see below).  It will be available to any faculty member 

via a link on the Blackboard tab on MyNewSchool (see below). 

!  Blackboard Tab on MyNewSchool (forthcoming).  Information about 

Blackboard, including support options, tutorials, updates, best practices and 

more will be posted to MyNewSchool. 

CONCLUSION 

For centuries, distance learning has met the needs of students who were prevented 

from taking advantage of traditional education for reasons of finance, gender or 

geography, but contemporary online learning does more than compensate for 

impediments.  Today’s news, obtained minute-by-minute online rather than by reading 

the morning newspaper, describes a world becoming in some ways increasingly detached 

from time and place.  Of course, the seminar table in the classroom and the easel in the 

studio will never be replaced, but we know that each of us, every day, converses, designs, 

creates, performs research, and participates in virtual communities—which are in fact 

"real" communities, by almost any definition of the term.   

Online learning allows faculty and students who travel or live anywhere in the 

world to join the life of the New School, with online classrooms created by the 
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university’s ongoing investments in technology, staff and support for students and 

faculty.  This makes possible the experiences described by respondents to the Survey of 

Online Faculty.  One notes that online learning offers “the great wide world that the 

Internet and related technologies make possible. Students can explore, teach themselves, . 

. . and experience the virtual Republic of Letters.”   And another writes, “I really like the 

flexibility . . . that allows us to connect all over the world. Having colleagues in Hong 

Kong and Portland and Brooklyn, all in the same class, is an incredible added value for 

the students.”  This is the promise, and reality, of online education. 
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Online Classes at the New School  
 
 
1.  Online Faculty and Sections , Fall 2005 - Fall 2008 
 
 
2.  Online Student Counts , Fall 2005 - Fall 2008 
 
 
3.  Online Enrollment , Fall 2005 - Fall 2008 
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