
O ne aspect of effective instruction is the ability to 
modify teaching approaches to match the learning 
styles and the capabilities of students. There is no 

question that many college students come with technological 
skills and expectations different than those of past generations. 
Today’s USA college students are well seasoned veterans 
of online interaction. Many have years of experience with 
online games, YouTube, Skype, and webcams, not to mention 
the use of older Internet applications such as email and web 
pages. At issue, however, is whether university professors 
can and are willing to adjust course delivery and content to 
take advantage of the online skills students already possess 
and to address the new competencies that students should 
master. Professors who transform their courses to better 
engage today’s students will challenge students to new 
levels of creativity and digital mastery.

Three distinct categories of Internet instruction are provided 
in this essay: distance education, online education, and 
digital education. Distance education was “all the rage” 
in the 1970s and succeeding years. It remains, in fact, a 
very viable means of instruction for students who do not 
have physical access to colleges or universities. Many 
distance education courses are conducted entirely by paper: 
instructional materials and books are mailed to the student; 
the student then responds with written papers and proctored 
paper tests also delivered by post. A more modern upgrade 
is with televised or Internet distributed lectures. Those 
distance education courses with televised lectures seek to 
duplicate the lecture experience that has been a hallmark 
of university education for centuries and to some extent 
is even in practice today. Examples of this can be seen in 
the collection of educational videos at Towson University’s 
Cook Library which includes Kanopy and Academic Video 
Online: Premium.1 Bridget Sullivan, Professor at Towson 
University in the College of Fine Arts and Communication, 
also noted the development of this type of instruction at 
Anne Arundel Community College in the late 1990s in her 
podcast interview.2  The Great Courses series published by 
Recorded Books emulates the traditional lecture as well. 
Despite the use of the Internet or even DVDs, however, the 
student products of these distance education courses are 
the same as many in-class or face-to-face courses – written 
papers or pencil-and-paper examinations.
1 See the Albert S. Cook Library website: https://towson.libguides.com/educ/videos. 
2 For the audio file and transcript of the interview with Prof. Sullivan see podcast #14 at 
https://www.2reed.net/Audio/home.html. 

Online education is noteworthy for providing Internet 
access to course materials. This is the most common form 
of instruction over the Internet today. Some courses might 
use supplemental books, but many provide all the readings, 
lectures, tests, and quizzes over the Internet. The courses are 
hosted with a Learning Management System (LMS) such as 
Blackboard (currently in use at Towson University), Moodle, 
or Canvas among others. LMSs also feature forums or chat 
rooms, the sharing of documents such as digital papers 
between students and teachers, and on-line gradebooks. 
The LMSs are generally easy to use for both students and 
professors. The distinction between distance education and 
online education is that distance education student products 
are paper and the online student products are almost always 
digital. However, even though online student assignments 
are are digital, most if not all these student materials are 
comprised of text documents or text entered in online 
examinations. Responses by instructors to students are also 
with text in Microsoft Word documents or online postings.

Digital education, while using materials and approaches 
developed in correspondence and online education, departs 
in significant ways from the prior two systems of Internet 
education. These differences are not just of degree, but more 
importantly they are transformative approaches that vary 
the nature of the educational experience, result in different 
student products, and require new competencies that 
students can readily apply after leaving the university. Online 
education, which mostly features text-only approaches, is 
much more regulated and limited than digital education. Not 
surprisingly, professors of the arts and communication are 
more likely to depart from text-only responses by students 
and seek student materials that contain artistic expressions 
in graphics, sound, and video. For instance, this readily 
explains Prof. Sullivan’s venture into digital education. She 
has the distinction of having developed Towson Universities 
first 100% online course and continues to this day with 
curricular innovations.3

To explain this further, let’s consider online and digital 
education as playgrounds. Online education is noted for 
its ease of use for instructor and students. The Learning 
Management Systems, which are often associated with 
online education, are analogous to sandboxes. They are safe 
and well-defined. The tools—little shovels, toys, etc.—are 
3 Ibid. 
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quickly grasped and easy to work. This is a great advantage 
since neither teachers nor students need to expend much 
effort at mastering LMS environments. Unfortunately, outside 
of the sandbox the LMS tools are of little use. For instance, 
Blackboard is useful for courses at Towson University, but 
unless students go on to be college professors, they are 
unlikely to use Blackboard ever again. Let’s leave the sandbox 
and now move to the bigger arena. Digital education, which 
by analogy is the school playground, has bigger equipment 
and a greater variety of games. It is even a bit dangerous. 
The tools for digital education are not contained in well-
managed “cyber sandboxes.” Students and faculty need 
to master software that might not be easy to use. There are 
more risks of failure for students and they might be frustrated 
with the additional work. However, the reward is that skills 
learned by students in this more demanding environment 
will be valuable after graduation. Furthering the analogy, 
the goal is for students to leave the digital school yard and 
venture forth with new proficiencies into the cyber city. 
Skills mastered in this larger digital school yard do transfer 
to post-graduate, job requirements.

One might think that students who are experts at Facebook, 
Snapchat, Instagram, YouTube, and gaming already possess 
basic skills needed for digital education. Actually this is not 
the case! Many students are not proficient with basic digital 
file management, naming protocols for computer files, and 
the administration of digital items. Most students do not 
employ a regimen for placing files in order or use unique 
file names for successive versions of their work. In addition, 
several students have difficulty sharing digital items with 
colleagues and their teachers. Furthermore, most students 
do not retain two copies of their digital school work which 
is an important insurance policy in case of computer failure, 
lack of access to the Internet, and other issues. Digital 
education highlights these student deficiencies more than 
classroom, correspondence, and online education. These 
are basic skills that every university student should master.

One application that is employed in my digital instruction is 
Dropbox, an industry standard for sharing digital documents.4 
Every student receives access to two Dropbox files in my 
courses: 1) a group folder and 2) a private, personal folder. 
4 Dropbox is an application through which digital files of any type may be shared or col-
laboratively edited. See https://www.dropbox.com/. The advantage of Dropbox over other 
applications is that files are resident in multiple locations, not just “in the cloud.”  This provides 
additional safety. 

At the start of the course there are many students who have 
difficulty properly placing assignments in the appropriate 
folders. Surprisingly, even towards the end of the courses 
there are still a few who struggle with this digital organization. 
Students need to practice these skills frequently so that they 
are reinforced as positive habits. In addition, many university 
students are not aware of the suffixes on computer file names 
that identify associated computer programs.5 In some of 
my courses, students will produce four or more file types. 
These suffixes may not be seen on many of the students’ 
computer directories, but they are visible in Dropbox—
another important reason to consider using this application.

Beyond the digital management skills that students should 
learn, students must also gain fluency with new applications. 
Digital technologies now allow non-specialists to produce 
competent artifacts in sound, graphics, and video. Learning 
basics skills in digital media enhances future opportunities for 
students, but surprisingly many university students lack basic 
technology competencies. They can play in the sandboxes 
of Snapchat or Instagram, but not on the playground of 
digital media. For instance, many students are ignorant of 
how to capture a picture of their computer screen. This is a 
useful skill to document test results or other items that are 
best shown with a picture rather than text. Students practice 
screen captures throughout the semester and thus emerge 
able to create, save, and share graphics files—another 
important skill. In some of my other courses—without any 
prior experience with the software—students complete the 
semesters with audio recordings they have made, edited 
examples of graphics files, and even videos of music lessons 
that they created.

I am reminded of the success of two of my students, who 
enhanced their job prospects with the new skills developed 
in digital education courses. In one of my courses a student 
created a video in which he taught an aspect of bassoon 
instruction. During an interview for a job working in 
Baltimore City, he showed the video to the manager. This 
manager was so taken with the potential of the student to 
create other videos to promote the company that he was 
hired. Most of the duties for the job did not involve making 
videos, but the student’s ability to make the videos was the 
enhancement that secured the job for him. A few years later 

5 Microsoft uses a “.docx” suffix and Excel employs “.xlsx.” Suffixes for files from MIDI sequenc-
ers, Digital Audio Workstations, and video production software also differ. 

I learned of another student who works with a company that 
develops software for hospitals, police departments, and 
private companies. The skills this student learned creating 
and editing audio files have continued to be used by him 
on the job, one that would not normally require it. This 
student has found novel uses for his audio editing skills 
which enriches his value to the company. These instances 
illustrate that students benefit in workplaces when digital 
education departs from just word processing and instead 
develops skills in graphics, audio, and video creation. Today’s 
job market rewards students with diverse digital skills.

There are further advantages to digital education. Much of 
online education is delivered through text, yet this medium is 
quite opaque. Text is not an easy vehicle by which to convey
instructions or critiques. This is even more so a problem 
for today’s students, who would rather find information 
in the form of a video on YouTube than instructions in 
print. Recognizing the students’ preferences for audio/
visual communications, digital professors can provide 
critiques by video rather than just by text. Screencasting 
software creates videos of what appears on the computer 
screen.6 Providing students with a personal video in which 
the instructor discusses the students’ work is particularly 
effective when the student products include graphics, audio, 
or video. The maxim “A picture is worth 1,000 words” is 
only too apt. Screencasting the computer screen video is 
exponentially more useful as an explanatory and evaluative 
tool than just written replies. In screencasts the cursor can 
select items and point to deficiencies. Instructors can pause 
recordings and discuss positive aspects or deficiencies. There 
can be real-time critiques of the student products, not just 
post-presentation print commentaries. These attributes of 
screencasting are extremely effective for visually attuned 
students. Thus, screencast evaluations of student submissions 
are particularly appropriate for digital education.

In conclusion, the strategies and tools described above 
need not be limited to digital education. However, digital 
education provides “furnaces or crucibles” in which the 
elements of digital creation, manipulation, sharing, and 
critiquing can be uniquely refined. Today’s university students 
are primed for such education over the Internet, since they 
already receive so much information through this forum 
already. Thus, digital professors, ones who advance digital 
6 Examples of screencasting software are Jing, screencast-o-matic, and Camtasia. 

education, are uniquely positioned to challenge students 
to new levels of creativity and digital mastery. Ultimately 
it is not whether Towson University students take courses 
over the Internet that matters, but rather whether they leave 
education with them digital skills that will aid their success 
after graduation. The non-linear career paths that most 
students will encounter in their futures will be best aided 
by those possessing multiple skills in digital media.
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