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Colleen Carmean, 2002 Fellow

Start with an application process that challenges you to define your philosophy of teaching and learning, to imagine and describe the transformation of higher education, and to defend your current research ideas. Add to that a support letter from your provost or chief information officer. Good work. You’ve made your first steps on a journey that will not only enliven your career but will forever change your perspective on the deep and widening river of educational transformation. 

Fast forward to the EDUCAUSE annual meeting, where newly selected NLII fellows are immersed in introductions, presentations, and a dizzying array of acronyms that would impress most seasoned government workers.  No matter how diverse, innovative, or forward-thinking your career has been to date, you can’t help but feel like a stranger in a strange land. And you can’t help but wonder what you’ve gotten yourself into. Relax, the food is great, and the fellowship hasn’t started yet. You don’t need to know anything, which is also great because you’re now sure that you don’t—and that you never did. The only thing you do know for sure is that your head hurts.

The NLII Fellowship Program is made up of two half-time, one-year fellowships targeted to faculty and instructional support staff at institutions of higher education. Fellows study, analyze, and assess specific aspects of the transformation of teaching and learning in higher education that are of relevance to the NLII. But that’s the short story, not unlike the blurb in a travel brochure that can’t possibly convey the actual exhilarating, grueling, and belief-changing experience. 

The program commences each January at the NLII annual meeting, where you spend a week attempting to decipher and apply acronyms learned in the context of attending and reporting on the presentations and panels. Warning: you may be asked to participate, as I was in 2002 in San Diego. Along with my co-fellow, Jeremy Haefner, I was asked to create a panel session called “The New Digital Student.” For our panel, we each brought a student and held a lively presentation on how the new digital students learn and what they would like from their learning environments. You will go home exhausted and absolutely certain you know nothing.

You’ll spend the next few months exploring the NLII key themes, reading, meeting the EDUCAUSE folks at Boulder headquarters, and assisting with preparations for NLII focus sessions. For me, this meant hopping aboard the project team preparing for the March 2002 focus session on transformative assessment held in Denver. It also meant serving as a member of the creation team for an eight-week online pilot workshop that followed the session. My contributions to the focus session included creating a visual map of the course and a case study on my institution. I participated in the workshop and, as was required of participants, formed an interdisciplinary assessment project task force on my campus. The final assignment for the workshop was to submit a project proposal from our team. For my “home” institution, Arizona State University (ASU) West, this eventually became the institution’s official process for implementing hybrid classes. 

When not engaged in assessment, Jeremy works on a branch of the READY system on alignment of planning and I work on a fellow’s Web site documenting research directions. As fellows with similar interests, we had decided to work collaboratively on our research and had already begun exploring the topic of deeper learning within NLII’s theme of learner-centered practices. We would call into the weekly meetings a half-hour early to compare findings on learning theory and the Web-based learning systems we had been discussing at the NLII team site.

That spring, Jeremy and I arrive in Vancouver two days early for the May focus session on innovative instructional design to work together and to write the first draft of what would become an article for EDUCAUSE Review, “Mind over Matter: Transforming Course Management Systems into Effective Learning Environments” (November/December 2002).  The body of our work—including bibliography, questions, and initial findings—is placed on the fellows’ Web site for comment and critique. The site is briefly presented at the May focus session, which leads to a discussion of the community’s interest in continuing a virtual exploration of deeper learning issues and design. 


In summer, I attend the 2002 American Association for Higher Education (AAHE) Assessment Conference, where the best minds in assessment practice share what they know and form small communities of practice. I’m so inspired, I write a brief assessment reflection on the plane home that will become, after six drafts, an article for the December/November 2003 Technology Source 
In early August the annual EDUCAUSE Seminars in Academic Computing—known as SAC—is held in Snowmass, Colorado, just outside of Aspen. While it is difficult to tear myself away from the 120-degree heat of my home campus in Phoenix to spend a week in the Rockies, a few days at EDUCAUSE headquarters in Boulder working on my research helps me acclimate to cool weather and higher altitudes before heading up, up, up into the pines. The nightly thunderstorms and hot oatmeal are my favorite SAC memories.

Early autumn is quiet, a brief respite from travel and a chance to catch up at the office and prepare for the fall semester. It’s also a time to start making progress on research since everything should be falling into place. The fall focus session is fast approaching, and you’ll likely be on the planning or support team. Later in the fall, you’ll travel to the EDUCAUSE annual conference, where you’ll work, report, meet, greet, and help new fellows become familiar with the bottomless well of acronyms, concepts, committees, and characters. Remind them to breathe and to enjoy the food.

A few weeks after the EDUCAUSE annual, we head to Northwestern University in Chicago for the fall focus session on electronic portfolios, where definitions, requirements, use cases, and implementations of this emerging technology are explored. This session is the hard-labor love child of 2001 NLII Fellow John Ittelson.  It seems like there’s always someone raising the bar on what’s expected from your research results.

Then it’s winter and the last lap of what’s been a very long-distance run requiring careful pacing and the stamina to cover a lot of varied terrain. I’m asked to take part in a transformative assessment panel at the Coalition for Networked Information (CNI) Task Force Meeting in December and present the ASU West project experience. It goes well, with great audience response and numerous questions. I get off the plane in Phoenix with the flu, some kind of bug bite that causes my hand to swell, and an ear infection. I’m ready to stop traveling now. 

I finish my research Web site on mapping the learning space and turn it over to EDUCAUSE for adoption. I’m promised good care and nurturing. I have separation pains, but a fellow learns to let go. I finish the EDUCAUSE Review edits, write this article, and prepare materials for the panel discussion I’m doing with MERLOT at the NLII annual meeting in January 2003. I also spend a few days there in staff meetings, debriefings, and orientations for new fellows. Has it been a year? It feels like four.

I agree to serve as coeditor of the MERLOT Teaching and Technology Editorial Board and begin to develop a rubric for evaluating pedagogy-based resource objects and a clearer mission statement for this emerging MERLOT community. 

No longer a fellow, I still agree to co-lead the NLII March 2003 focus session on next generation course management systems Yes, I know, time to let go. The fellowship is over; new fellows Patricia McGee and Darren Cambridge wait at the door. But this is my eldest and favorite child, product of a year’s work and research. And unlike Web pages that I now give away as easily as sugar cookies, this one is my research. Mine. And I can’t let go.

You see, I’m an exiting NLII fellow, a recovering fellow, a surviving fellow—and now I DO know stuff. Sometimes, though, my head still hurts.

