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A Nontraditional Approach

One of the lessons the nation is learning as we look to overcome an impend-

ing large-scale teacher shortage is that sometimes it takes a nontraditional 

kind of institution to attract and prepare nontraditional teacher candidates.  

And Walden University is definitely not your typical “bricks and mortar” uni-

versity.  There are no dorms, lounges, pizza outlets, or sports teams.  In fact, 

there is no real “campus.”  Our academic offices are located in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota, while our corporate offices are housed in Bonita Springs, Florida.  

As one of the administrators of the university, I live and work in Michigan.  

Our program directors are spread out across the country, and we have stu-

dents in all 50 states and more than 30 countries.  We are all able to come 

together in a learning community through the magic of the latest computer 

network communication tools, which facilitate course delivery, e-mail mes-

saging, virtual collaboration, and online resource sharing over the Internet 

24 hours a day.

Because of our innovative, technology-based structure, Walden is able to 

bring high-quality graduate-level education to individuals who otherwise 

would be unable to attend a university.  If you are a working professional 

with a busy life and an interest in earning a master’s or doctoral degree 

from an accredited university, Walden can bring a course of instruction to 

you wherever you are, whenever you are available.  The implications of this 

accessibility for in-service teachers are obvious.  Walden University offers a 

combination of scholarly excellence, professional relevance, and e-learning 

convenience, and more education students than ever are responding to this 

offer.
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Organizational Basics

Walden University was founded more than 30 years ago, making it the 

nation’s most experienced institution in providing graduate education at 

a distance.  Our mission is to provide adult learners with broad access to 

the highest-quality postsecondary education and to prepare graduates to 

achieve professional excellence and effect social change through a program 

of learner-centered instruction.  The university has four academic divisions—

Education; Health and Human Services; Management; and Psychology—

and until five or six years ago offered only doctoral programs in these 

fields.  Students can now enroll in master’s programs in all four divisions.  

Altogether, the student body numbers approximately 1,600, of whom the vast 

majority (80 to 90 percent) are seeking doctorates.  Between July 1, 1999, 

and June 30, 2000, the university conferred 98 doctoral degrees and 

38 master’s degrees.  Education students make up over one-fifth of the 

student population.

Ph.D. in Education Program

The Ph.D. in Education program enrolls almost 20 percent of the university’s 

doctoral students.  Participants may elect the general program or a specializa-

tion in Adult Education Leadership, Early Childhood Education, Educational 

Technology, Higher Education, K–12 Educational Leadership, Special Educa-

tion, or a self-designed concentration.

M.S. in Education Program

Walden University’s Master of Science in Education program offers spe-

cializations in Elementary Reading and Literacy, Classroom Education, 

Educational Change and Innovation, Educational Technology, Integrating 

Technology in the Classroom, and Middle Level Education.  The fundamen-

tal goal of Walden’s M.S. in Education program is to improve learning in 

America’s schools and help practicing teachers become more effective edu-

cators.  The programs are designed for ambitious, inquisitive professionals 

whose priorities demand a rigorous and meaningful academic curriculum, yet 

whose busy lives require a convenient and accessible learning environment.  

The M.S. degree program is accordingly designed to meet the needs of 

K–12 practitioners who seek to study online, from their work or home, on a 

flexible, part-time basis.

M.S. in Education online courses are asynchronous, and students commu-

nicate through online classrooms and e-mail.  Walden’s carefully recruited 

faculty direct the university’s online courses and prepare syllabi that specify 

weekly discussion topics, required readings, and both individual and group 

assignments. Walden students become part of a dynamic learning community 
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that fosters the application of theory to practice through courses that call for 

participation in weekly discussions, specific reading and writing assignments, 

and a final course project, applied research paper, or professional portfolio.  

Internet access to databases and other online resources are also available to 

assist students with course-related research and acquisition of materials.

Finding Education Students in a 
Distance Learning Environment

How can a proprietary, graduate institution like Walden University find and 

support tomorrow’s teachers?  First, we attract many students with our flex-

ibility and accessibility.  And second, we take recruiting very seriously.

Marketing

Walden uses its marketing department and Office of Student Enrollment to 

“find” students.  These two entities are responsible for generating lists of 

“leads”—potential students—and working with interested individuals as they 

apply and are considered for admission.  Both groups must work closely 

with academic program directors to understand the nuances of the various 

programs in order to build an annual marketing plan for that program.  These 

plans include appropriate advertisement strategies and answer the many 

questions of prospective students.

The marketing methods being used for the M.S. in Education program in 

academic year 2001–2002 are direct mail campaigns, print collateral (bro-

chures), conferences/trade shows, journal/newspaper advertising, and Web 

advertising.  Direct mail campaigns are launched several times throughout 

the year and primarily use addresses of educators purchased from various 

sources, including commercial companies providing mailing-list services to 

professional organizations.  Such mailings may range from a few thousand 

names to more than a million, as has just occurred to promote our Elemen-

tary Reading and Literacy specialization.

In order to have direct mail campaigns, there must be print collateral.  

Walden develops postcards, flyers, brochures, and/or booklets about a 

particular program.  These pieces represent a collaboration between those 

skilled in marketing and advertising and the academics or program directors 

involved in building the programs.  We work very diligently to develop a key 

message about each program that can be used to advertise all M.S. in Educa-

tion programs or a particular specialization.  For example, we are currently 

working with the phrase “technology champions” to attract students to our 

Educational Technology specialization.  These “champions” are individuals 

interested in preparing to become the technology support specialists in their 

school or school district.

Finding and Supporting Educators Through Distance Learning
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The marketing department also works with program directors to determine 

appropriate professional journals and/or publications in which to place adver-

tising.  We have recently developed a tracking system that determines the 

number of leads generated from a particular ad in a specific journal, which 

allows us to determine which publications are most cost-effective for the 

university.

The World Wide Web is also an important advertising tool, particularly for 

a virtual university!  The university currently uses two Web sites to advertise 

M.S. in Education programs and to “find” education students.  The primary 

Web site for Walden University, http://www.waldenu.edu, describes all of 

Walden’s programs.  A second Web site, http://degrees4teachers.net, has 

been designed to promote the specializations in which Walden partners 

with Canter and Associates: Elementary Reading and Literacy and Integrating 

Technology in the Classroom.  Program directors work with Web masters on 

an ongoing basis to keep the Web-based information about each program 

current.

Public Awareness

The M.S. in Education program utilizes opportunities at conferences across 

the country to link the work of various professional organizations to our 

program specializations.  We make it a point to exhibit at conferences of 

specialty societies such as the National Council for the Accreditation of 

Teacher Education (NCATE), the National Middle School Association, the 

International Reading Association, and the International Society for Technol-

ogy in Education.  Three of Walden’s specializations, Middle Level Education, 

Elementary Reading and Literacy, and Integrating Technology in the Class-

room, are based on the teacher preparation standards of these societies.

Walden University takes advantage of another technology tool, CD-ROM, 

to promote all of its programs, distributing them regularly to prospective 

students.  A CD-ROM was also produced by Canter and Associates to dis-

tribute at a conference about the M.S. in Education’s Integrating Technology 

in the Classroom specialization.  This specialization-specific CD-ROM offers 

highlights of the program using its primary expert, David Thornburg, as the 

narrator.

In addition to employing these various marketing tools, the Office of Student 

Enrollment forwards print materials and makes follow-up telephone contact 

with prospective students.  The process of recruitment, from an initial expres-

sion of interest to application, could be as long as six to twelve months.  As 

a last step, completed applications are forwarded to the program director for 

an admission decision.
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Supporting Education Students in a 
Distance Learning Environment

The primary goal of a graduate education program is to support and retain the 

teachers we already have in the profession.  Walden University helps provide 

support for teacher candidates to follow through with their education by ensur-

ing that they’ve made the right choice of institution.  Although programs at 

Walden University are practical for many students because of their accessibil-

ity and flexibility, prospective students are encouraged to answer the question, 

Is e-learning right for me?

Finding the Right Fit

Walden University’s distance learning programs are writing intensive and 

require both self-direction and independent investigation in a noncampus, 

Internet-based environment.  Our years of experience have given us insight 

into the type of learner that gains the most from the unique educational envi-

ronment at Walden.

There are three fundamental questions:

� Do I have good time-management skills?  Most Walden University 

students pursue their degree while juggling career, family, and per-

sonal interests.  The ability to exercise good judgment with all of 

their priorities and time commitments is vital.

� Am I self-motivated?  Given the tremendous autonomy and flexibil-

ity of Walden’s programs, students must be determined to stay on 

track.  The best students are those who motivate themselves, stay 

focused on academic progress, and push themselves to complete 

work on a schedule they have set.

� Am I comfortable with technology?  Technology is the “classroom” 

at Walden.  Walden students must be comfortable using e-mail and 

word-processing software, searching databases, and using Web 

browsers and Internet resources.

Students in course-based online programs, such as the M.S. in Education with 

specializations in Middle Level Education or Educational Technology, pursue 

degrees through asynchronous courses using the course delivery system 

CourseInfo™ via the Walden Web site.  They participate in online classrooms 

and e-mail discussions in a flexible format.  Courses at Walden require stu-

dents to apply theory and research to professional practice.  Faculty prepare 

syllabi specifying weekly discussion topics, required readings, and individual 

and group assignments.  Instructors commonly require a final course project 

or research paper.

Finding and Supporting Educators Through Distance Learning
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The online learning experience can be challenging and exciting.  Students 

log on when it is convenient for them, whether they are at home, at school, 

on vacation, or traveling around the world.  Although a faculty member will 

guide students through the learning activities, students work creatively and 

independently and apply what they learn to further their career or personal 

goals.  Students work on their own, yet they become a participant in the 

Walden community of scholars who meet, talk, exchange ideas, and become 

friends online.

Academic Support Systems

The M.S. in Education specialization in Elementary Reading and Literacy, a 

result of Walden’s partnership with Canter and Associates, involves students 

in Collaborative Study Teams in which students collaborate with colleagues 

enrolled in the program in a cooperative study-team experience.  Students 

are able to choose between two different distance-learning formats:

� Face-to-Face Study Teams.  Study team members meet in person, at 

convenient times and places mutually agreed upon.  These teams 

typically consist of three to eight students.  This format is perfect for 

teachers who enjoy the camaraderie of a live learning experience, 

who want to work with other teachers from their own community, 

and who prefer to meet after school, on weekends at school, or at 

each other’s homes.

� Online Study Teams.  These student teams communicate online via 

threaded discussions.  An online study team of 15 students is a good 

option for teachers who want to complete their group work online 

without scheduling a coordinated meeting time with other group 

partners.

Since the 1960s, hundreds of studies have demonstrated a link between 

effective teaching and high student achievement (e.g., Darling-Hammond and 

McLaughlin, 1995).  Walden’s distance learning model, in partnership with 

Canter and Associates, takes students through a structured learning process 

to expand the breadth and depth of teaching behaviors that contribute to 

student learning outcomes.  There are eight components of the learning-

process structure at Walden:

 1. Objectives.  What the teacher will learn is clearly outlined.

 2. Prior Knowledge.  Introductory activities ask teachers to draw upon 

their own experience as a teacher, preparing them for the lesson to 

come.
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 3. New Knowledge.  Information is presented through multiple modali-

ties, including video presentations, journal and textbook readings, 

and discussion assignments completed with study groups.

 4. Modeling of Best Practices.  Demonstrations are provided on video 

by master teachers in real classrooms.

 5. Discussion and Collaboration.  Discussion activities require teachers 

to share, challenge, and relate what they have learned with others in 

the study group.  Research shows that adults learn best from other 

adults, especially when their learning is relevant to their everyday 

situation.

 6. Application.  Theoretical concepts are both taught and integrated 

into the reality of a teacher’s day-to-day classroom situation.  Appli-

cation of course concepts requires teachers to experiment with new 

approaches.

 7. Reflection.  Walden encourages a process of self-evaluation and 

self-learning, prompting students to ask themselves:  Did these new 

concepts work?  Why or why not?  What else am I going to do as a 

result of my experience so far?

 8. Assessment.  Learning is assessed through content-review quizzes 

and faculty responses to course assignments, such as discussion 

questions, reflections on application experiences, and final course 

projects.  Throughout the program, teachers develop a portfolio that 

will be submitted for faculty review as the summative evaluation. 

Student Support and Counseling

In addition to programmatic components, Walden University supports its 

M.S. in Education students with academic counselors.  Students first have 

contact with their academic counselor through a teleconference orienta-

tion to the online course-based program.  Counselors are available to work 

with individual students who are having difficulty in their programs or as a 

liaison in communication or dispute resolution with other faculty members.  

Counselors are also responsible for monitoring student grade point averages, 

which must be maintained at a “B” average in order for students to remain 

in good academic standing during the program and to graduate from the 

program.

Quality, integrity, and student-centeredness are key components of all 

Walden University programs.  These concepts are relevant to all types of edu-

cation, but are especially relevant in the provision of instruction to education 

professionals since each recruited or retained teacher is so essential at this 

Finding and Supporting Educators Through Distance Learning
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point in our history.  The following examples of Walden’s student-centered-

ness are the reasons so many students choose to pursue advanced degrees 

in education at Walden University.

� Programs are designed to reflect an understanding that educators 

must be able both to understand theories and to apply them to prac-

tice to enhance student learning in the classroom.  We often refer to 

our students as “scholar-practitioners.”

� Programs focus on the standards of the professionals in the field 

being studied.

� Experts design the programs and are included in presenting new 

knowledge to students.

� Students have a chance to see master teachers practicing the identi-

fied skills in real classrooms.

� Collegial learning is an effective way for adults to acquire new infor-

mation.

� Study teams, whether face-to-face or online, encourage collabora-

tion, active participation, and peer coaching.

� Programs are designed to be practical, flexible, interactive, and con-

venient for busy education professionals.

� Faculty are easily accessible to meet student needs.

� Academic counselors, technology “help” desk personnel, and other 

staff are also available.

� Students gain a real sense of being part of a community of learners.

Walden University M.S. in Education programs are ready to find and support 

tomorrow’s teachers at the in-service point of their development as lifelong 

education professionals.  Walden programs exemplify scholarly excellence, 

professional relevance, and e-learning convenience.
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