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Steve Mullen: 
Hello, and welcome to Inside Virginia's Community Colleges. I'm your host, Steve Mullen. In each 
episode of this all-new podcast series, we will talk about new initiatives from all 23 of Virginia's 
community colleges that are designed to help you reach your higher education goals. 

Steve Mullen: 
In our first season, which will stretch over six episodes, we will take a look at the growing world of 
remote learning at our community college system. While online education is not a new concept, more 
and more people are now looking at it as a viable way to gain an education and even a college degree. 

Steve Mullen: 
Our first guest is Dr. Van Wilson, associate vice chancellor for student experience. Dr. Wilson, thanks for 
joining us on Inside Virginia's Community Colleges. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
Thank you for inviting me. I look forward to today's conversation. 

Steve Mullen: 
And why is Virginia Community College System expanding its remote education offerings? 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
I think, first of all, because of our commitment to make sure that all students across the commonwealth 
have access to high quality and rigorous education. So, there's several things that I would put in that 
category in terms of why. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
First of all, obviously it's the convenience. We, we know that many of our students are not the 
traditional aged high school graduates. They, they are working, they're caretakers, and I think having the 
ability to complete their post-secondary education online is one that is, uh, more attractive. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
The other thing that I would say in terms of looking at um, distance learning is it really provides an 
opportunity to move forward at one's own pace, both with some of the synchronous and the 
asynchronous, uh, tools that are available today, that it really puts students in, in control. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
Uh, the last thing I would say about of the VCCS, uh, on this point, Steve, is, is that this is not a space 
that we're new to. We- we've been offering remote, distant, and online education for over two decades 
now. Um, we have, as a system, a large catalog of courses into, in our inventory. Um, I, I think at last 
count, over 10,000 course offerings that were available, and we currently serve a significant student 
body population. Um, I think last year we served approximately 150,000 students through distance 
learning, online, or, or virtual, um, education. 

Steve Mullen: 
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It seems like a lot of four-year universities and for-profit schools are offering more classes remotely 
these days, but what's the benefit of taking classes online through Virginia's community colleges? 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
Well, I, I think a, a couple of things. One is access. As I've mentioned a few moments ago, we have a 
large catalog of over 10,000 courses that can support almost every academic pursuit that, that a student 
may have. The second thing is, is the, is the cost. Our tuition typically runs about a third of the rate of a 
four-year, um, public institution. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
So, if individuals are looking for an affordable education that still has the rigor and the quality of any 
other college or university, that would be another, uh, reason that one might consider enrolling online 
with the, the VCCS. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
The last thing that I would add to the question is, is location. So even though the courses are being 
taught remotely, that the community colleges within the community offer a lot of, uh, student support 
resources. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
So, although students are taking courses online, they may need to access a, a library, or an advisor, or a 
counselor, and can access that within their own communities if they so choose. So, I think those things 
are sort of sets us apart and aside from some of our, uh, other four-year universities and partners who 
are also offering courses through the online modality. 

Steve Mullen: 
But just to clarify, you don't need to live near a community college and in order to take remote classes 
through Virginia's community colleges. That's correct? 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
That, that is correct. You do not need to live near one, however, if you are in the commonwealth, there 
is one that is near you. 

Steve Mullen: 
And how do remote classes help with the goal of making education available to everyone, no matter 
their circumstances? 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
So, a, a couple of things. Again, obviously I would say the convenience. Because you have access to the 
content and you can access that based on your life commitments, I think that's one of the things that 
helps. The second thing is that in addition to synchronous components of the course, so, so you can 
also, through the technology and the tools that are available now, really have deep engagements with 
faculty and you're peer or student body in ways that may even be as fulfilling and as valuable as face-to-
face relationships. 
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Dr. Van Wilson: 
The other thing that I would add in terms of a response to that, that question goes back, again, to the 
question of affordability. We know, Steve, that there are students in the commonwealth that have some 
college but no degree. And being able to access the content to accelerate and drive them to completion 
at their own time, at their own pace, I think is paramount to a part of why it's important that we 
continue to provide them leadership in the online and virtual remote teaching and learning space. 

Steve Mullen: 
And final question, let's talk a little bit about history. What has changed about remote education over 
the past handful of years to maybe 10 years? 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
Wow. So, so let me, let me start with what has not changed. So, what has not changed is the faculty's 
commitment to providing rigorous quality access to education. So, the faculty continues to bring a 
strong and dedicated knowledge and skill set to our student body. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
What has changed is how that is delivered. So back a few years ago, online or virtual was basically, 
probably a little bit more complex than this, then kind of reporting what you did in the classroom, and 
then putting it out on a, on another platform. But with today's technology, the tools that faculty are 
using now to support teaching and learning in the classroom has evolved significantly over the past five 
years or so. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
So now, you're finding more ways and tools to engage students, um, with, with the content, you can, 
um, embed questions within the video, you can pull classes to get the tenor of the student population, 
you can set up, um, small student work groups within the context of a classroom so that students can 
engage as a part of a larger context and conversation. 

Dr. Van Wilson: 
So, I think it's the real, the tools that have evolved so much in the past five years, more so than the 
actual teaching and learning. But with those new tools come new ideas, new innovations, and our 
faculty are being very creative about how they now leverage these, these tools that are, are at their 
fingertips. 

Steve Mullen: 
Okay, Dr. Van Wilson, thank you so much for being with us. Our next guest holds a variety of jobs, 
including teaching professors how to effectively teach online. 

John Kingsley: 
I'm John Kingsley. I'm the instructional designer for Piedmont Virginia Community College. I'm also the 
coordinator for educational technology, and I also train our faculty in teaching, especially teaching 
online. 

Steve Mullen: 
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So, what's the best part about teaching online classes? 

John Kingsley: 
To me, one of the best parts is the fact that we can create a learning experience for students more so 
than we can in a face-to-face class, and that we can control how they proceed through the class from 
what they see and what they do in a better way than we can when it's a live class. 

Steve Mullen: 
And, what's the biggest benefit of remote education for the student? 

John Kingsley: 
Uh, for the student, well, one is that it can fit into their busy lives. Um, that a lot of our online students 
tend to have families and jobs, and so we see that, um, most people are doing their work on weekends 
and at nights maybe when the kids are asleep. 

John Kingsley: 
So, it's much more convenient than having to show up on campus at a scheduled time where it might 
not work out for you. A- also, I mean anoth- another part about an advantage is w- when you go to a 
face-to-face class and you hear a lecture, you've got to take notes. And so when you go home to learn 
that material, you're dependent on how well you took notes. But in an online class, all the material is 
there already for you, you can watch it over again, you can watch it slower, you can watch it faster if the, 
um, instructor is talking too slow. So, you have a lot more control over the material and, and you have 
access to all the material without relying on note-taking. 

Steve Mullen: 
What do you think is the biggest hurdle for students to get over when learning virtually? 

John Kingsley: 
I think the biggest hurdle is that they need to schedule a time in their week when they're going to 
devote to that class. When they go to a face-to-face class, you know, that's already scheduled for them 
and so they have to show up for that. For an online class that does not have a synchronous component 
and that they, they don't have regular scheduled meeting time, it's really important to make that 
yourself. You have to find where in your week you're going to allow for this class to happen, because it's 
very easy to let it slide and say, "I'm going to get to it, I'm going to get to it." But what happens is, it's out 
of sight, out of mind, and a week goes by and you didn't get to it. 

Steve Mullen: 
What's the biggest misconception about taking classes online? Do, do students tend to think they're 
going to be easier? 

John Kingsley: 
Yeah. I- I'm, I'm actually not sure whether students think they're easier. I think that, what I've seen, 
especially of, of late, is people think that online classes are not as good as face-to-face. And I think that's 
entirely w- wrong. 
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John Kingsley: 
In fact, I think that online classes can be better than face-to-face because if the online environment 
enables us to present more material to students, and material that we did not necessarily create 
ourselves, but there are experts, you know, out there all over the Internet teaching as well. And so, we 
can bring these experts into our course much more easily in an online environment. 

Steve Mullen: 
All right, that's our last question. John Kingsley from Piedmont Virginia Community College, we 
appreciate your time. Thank you very much. 

John Kingsley: 
Yeah, you're welcome. 

Steve Mullen: 
Thanks to both of our guests today. Be sure to keep listening to Inside Virginia's Community Colleges for 
tips on how to set up your remote learning environment, the nuts and bolts of remote learning, and 
more. Thanks for listening to this episode of Inside Virginia's Community Colleges. I'm Steve Mullen. 
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