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One additional click of the laptop mouse 
introduces another opportunity for a student to 
get lost. Thankfully, remote and online learning 
at the post-secondary level has a long history 
that some universities were able to leverage 
when forced to push all classes to online 
learning through the COVID pandemic. Over 
the last three years, education has quickly 
adapted to the needs of online learners out of 
necessity and persists now due to learner choice. 
But traditional online experiences might not be 
enough to engage and prepare today’s preservice 
special education teachers in the online learning 
environment.   

Recently, the ideas of connected learning 
have been used to frame changes to online 

ABSTRACT 
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2022), the number of college 
students enrolled in at least one online course was approximately 11 million during the 2021-
2022 school year. Knowing that institutes of higher education (IHEs) are responsible for 
teaching students who are primarily online learners, special education teacher preparation 
programs at IHEs need to change their focus on how to meet these online learners' needs. 
There is plentiful research on what faculty should include in their online classes, but finding 
specific strategies and activities that engage students in their own learning can be challenging. 
This article provides teacher educators with activities and strategies used in classes to engage 
online students in their learning, aiming for quick and easy implementation into future online 
special education teacher preparation courses. 
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learning that promote student success (Prestridge et al., 2021). Prestridge and colleagues describe 
connected learning as an experience where students co-create and share artifacts that are 
meaningful, accessible to all, and share a common purpose. The artifacts of learning are used to 
create social networks of learning in students that transcend traditional learning contexts in other 
formal and informal settings. These ideas now form a framework for making meaningful 
experiences that connect students with content, people, and resources beyond the virtual 
classroom. Within the framework of connected learning students are guided to seek out social and 
informational support for their learning (Ito et al., 2013). This represents a significant departure 
from the online learning methods prevalent two decades ago.  

 
The Case for Connected Learning in the Online Classroom 

 
Twenty years ago, remote classes in the United States were often shipped as a packet of recorded 
lectures and handouts. Discussion boards where students posted multiple-paragraph answers to 
questions posed by the instructor were how students primarily communicated with each other. Fast 
forward twenty years and online learning management systems (LMS) like Blackboard and Canvas 
are used by instructors to create a platform in which learning guidance from instructors can be 
housed and assessments can be submitted by students. Zoom and other conferencing platforms 
have replaced recorded or in-person lectures and text messages or communication applications 
have replaced a call to the professor’s office phone during specific hours. Students also may be 
accessing their schoolwork from a variety of places instead of sitting at a desktop computer. These 
changes signal the change in what learners need to be successful in today’s online classroom.  

The scope of higher education has been transitioning more and more to the online learning 
environment. In 2016, only 11% of undergraduate students took classes completely online 
(National Center for Education Statistics; NCES, 2020). Six years later, in 2022, almost 30% of 
undergraduate students are completely remote learners (NCES, 2021). Even as the world opened 
up to more in-person interactions after emergency remote teaching due to COVID, the trend of 
students being served in online courses persisted. 

Access to internet capable devices is a part of the college experience now. Prokes and 
Housel’s (2021) results from surveying over 300 students attending community college found that 
the overwhelming majority of respondents said they had access to a computer (i.e., 91%) and a 
smartphone (i.e., 86%) which they used to access coursework. Further, participants reported that 
a reduced workload with flexible deadlines were positive results of the switch from in-person to 
remote learning. Prokes and Housel also noted that having a structured schedule with single weekly 
deadlines for all work was a positive change that was implemented in the switch. The precedence 
of allowing for flexibility in the virtual classroom has been established and persists in many ways 
today. 

While the flexibility of remote learning has been reported by students as positive, students 
might be missing more traditional interactions found in an in-person setting. Sher (2009) reported 
that self-reported student perceptions of student-student interaction and student-teacher interaction 
in online university classes were significant contributors to student learning and student 
satisfaction. Aydin (2021) also noted that positive perceptions of instructor-student and student-
student interactions were connected to student perceptions of satisfaction with online courses. 
Additionally, Tian and Lu (2022) reported concerns with online/remote learning using traditional 
methods of lecture and student feedback for second language students. The authors found that 
online class participants reported dissatisfaction with (a) learner-learner and learner-instructor 
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interaction, (b) ineffective facilitated cooperative online learning, and (c) inadequate didactic 
lecturing. Further, the students reported lower scores on emotional engagement (i.e., being excited 
to learn). These concerns point to the need for online instructors to develop high-quality 
experiences that support student interaction with peers and the instructor as well as develop 
engaging cooperative learning environments that promote engagement for all learners. 

Sun and Chen (2016) summarized effective online instruction as dependent on three critical 
components: (a) well-designed course content, (b) creation of a sense of online learning 
community, and (c) rapid advancement of technology. Recently, the social experience of learners 
within the learning community is attracting more attention. As noted by Tian and Lu (2022), 
students want meaningful interaction between the instructor and other students. The social 
experience of online learning might be a shift for both students and faculty accustomed to in-
person classes. Carillo and Assunção Flores (2020) described the idea of the social presence of the 
learners interacting with the cognitive and teaching presence as critical to enact positive outcomes 
for students. Carillo and Assunção Flores noted that creating a meaningful and connected 
experience for remote preservice teacher (PST) learners involves (a) evidence-based approaches, 
(b) pedagogical approaches that rely heavily on social and collaborative components of learning, 
and (c) equipping teachers on online classes with competencies in the socioaffective realm. 
Further, Carillo and Assuncao Flores framed the experiences of students in the context of Garrison 
et al’s (2000) ideas of giving the students a concrete experience, allowing them to make sense of 
the event, and resolving through developing personal teaching practices. Positive relationships 
through student-student and instructor-student interaction, the creation of a learning community 
through genuine collaborative experiences, and contextualized learning presented here all point to 
the need for online instructors to develop their competencies in connected learning. 

In order to positively impact students’ experiences in the online class, we propose that 
online instructors should (a) build relationships with students, (b) offer quality feedback to 
learners, (c) develop creative responses to student needs, (d) offer choice-based assignments, (e) 
and offer purposeful externally credentialed work to create a classroom that promotes the ideas of 
connected learning presented by Prestridge et al. (2021) and Ito et al. (2013) for preservice special 
education teachers.  
 

Connected Learning in Preservice Teacher Preparation 
 
Connected learning requires creativity in student thinking and problem-solving. Harris (1998) 
described creativity as a combination of ability, attitude, and process: the ability to imagine or 
invent; accept change; and work hard to continually improve ideas. Boothe et al. (2020) found that 
students valued the ability to be creative in their products within an online class, but not all students 
are primed for creative endeavors in the online classroom. The push for creativity also needs to be 
balanced with the need for structure to promote success for some students. Rosar and Weidlich 
(2022) found that students who appreciated creativity within an online classroom were more 
motivated to learn and felt successful in unstructured environments, while other students less 
interested in creativity were more motivated to learn and succeed in highly-structured learning 
environments. In an attempt to support all learners, instructors in online classes need to balance 
the needs of students who value creativity with those who value structure and clarity in order to 
enhance the experiences of all learners. A balance needs to be negotiated by online instructors of 
PSTs to develop the potential creativity in learners. 
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Exploring how learning connects to teaching practices might help PSTs ground their 
learning in the present, but pushing special education PSTs to creatively navigate information and 
tools to continue learning beyond the classroom is also important for their professional growth. 
Experiences in the online college class need to develop within the students an understanding of 
how to explore new resources and learn through the vast resources available on the internet.  

Connected learning traces its origins to the recent theory of connectivism as proposed by 
Siemens (2005). Connectivism has been emerging as a theory for self-explored learning using the 
internet platform as the classroom. Connectivism theory highlights the importance of learners 
reading, collecting, creating, and sharing connected ideas and new understandings (Kop et al., 
2011). Learning in the connectivist classroom is more about navigating information 
collaboratively and developing new ideas within the connections built by learners than the ability 
to pass a summative assessment.  

Instructors can use a design-thinking approach to create a virtual exchange for PST’s to 
engage with teachers from other countries (Gleason & Jaramillo Cherrez, 2021). In order to engage 
in a global conversation, the participants used synchronous (e.g., zoom conferences, live chats) 
and asynchronous digital tools (e.g., text chat and email). Gleason and Jaramillo Cherrez (2021) 
noted that the ability of PSTs to search, navigate and engage with emerging technologies is just as 
important as allowing students to navigate existing and familiar tools that promote learning.  
 

Instructors Should Build Relationships Through Interactions to 
Promote Connected Learning 

 
Learning at all levels is about relationships between teachers and students, as well as between 
learners and other learners. Meyers (2009) noted that fostering connectedness through engaging 
with students before and after class helps students feel cared for within higher education. Further, 
the author noted that impressions of others and inferences about personalities can come from 
minimal interactions. Students who feel connected to the university, which can be a result of 
relationships with faculty and peers, have (a) a higher likelihood of persisting in the program and 
completing their degree (Wilcox et al., 2005), (b) more engagement in learning (Zepke & Leach, 
2010), and (c) increased learning of course content (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In addition to 
the impact on students, Hagenauer & Volet (2014) note that relationships with students can also 
have positive impacts on faculty. It is clear that relationship-building is a critical aspect of teaching. 

Although relationship-building is important, it can be challenging to achieve in the online 
classroom. Some faculty report that building community in online courses is more difficult than 
doing so in traditional face-to-face courses (Andrei & Buckley-Marudas, 2019). With this in mind, 
teacher educators must be intentional in designing interactions with their students and providing 
avenues for students to interact with one another in meaningful ways (Lowenthal & Trespalacios, 
2022). Connected learning relies heavily on developing and leveraging relationships between 
learner colleagues and the instructor as a guide to promote developing new relationships for future 
learning. Figure 1 offers some suggestions we have used for relationship-building in online special 
education teacher preparation courses. 
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Figure 1. Recommendations for Relationship-Building  

Faculty-Student Interactions Student-Student Interactions 

Host regularly scheduled office hours (Boothe 
et al., 2018; Lohmann et al., 2018; Marks et 
al., 2016; Rao et al., 2014) 

● Zoom or similar video-based platforms 
are ideal for office hours 

● Select times that are appropriate for 
the student population (e.g., students 
who are working parents may prefer 
office hours to be held in later evening 
hours) 

● Explain the purpose of office hours to 
students 

● Remind students through course 
announcements about office hours 
 

Offer multiple ways for students to connect 
with the instructor  
(Boothe et al., 2018; Habibi et al., 2018; 
Lohmann et al., 2018; Rao et al., 2014; Smith 
et al., 2018) 

● Provide students with faculty email 
address 

● Give students a phone number to call 
for contacting faculty 

● Engage with students via social media, 
such as Twitter or Facebook 

● Use tools designed to enhance faculty-
student communication and interaction 
(e.g., Learning Express-Ways) 
  

Phone calls to each student 
(Lohmann et al., 2018) 

● Call each student during the first week 
of the course to introduce yourself and 
answer questions 

● Call students who have missed 
assignment deadlines or are not 
meeting course expectations 

● Call each student at the midpoint of 
the course to check in and answer 
questions 

Begin each course with an introduction 
discussion board  
(Lowenthal & Trespalacios, 2022) 

● Have each student introduce themself 
● Encourage students to share photos of 

their families, pets, hobbies, etc. 
● Encourage students to find common 

interests  
 

Include assignments that provide 
opportunities for cooperative learning (Boothe 
et al., 2018; Scott et al., 2015) 

● Consider whether students should be 
assigned groups or select their own 
groups 

● If possible, allow students the option 
to work alone or in a pair/small group 
 

Create Student Lounge discussion boards in 
courses 

● These are ungraded and may not be 
monitored by faculty 

● Students can share ideas about 
schoolwork or discuss personal 
situations 

● Students may be encouraged to use 
this forum to share photos of pets or 
discuss experiences in the schools 
where they work 
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Instructors Should Provide Quality Feedback to Promote Connected 
Learning 

 
Quality feedback is one area of opportunity for instructors to build connections with students in 
online learning. Leibold and Schwarz (2015) described best practices in online feedback as prompt, 
frequent, personalized, detailed, clear, specific, and balanced. The authors described specific 
practices that promoted a positive student experience that included addressing the learner by name; 
balance positive feedback with negative and cite specific sections of the student submission. All 
of this feedback should also be done with a positive tone as well as include questions to the learner 
to promote thinking. Further, the authors suggested that the instructor create a predictable schedule 
for student feedback that is timely and communicate that structure to students. Umbach and 
Wawrzynski (2005) noted that faculty-student interaction around learning positively impacted 
student engagement. Faculty-student engagement is arguably different in the online classroom than 
within a face-to-face setting. Every interaction within the LMS holds elevated importance to the 
instructor. As online instructors, we feel that there is an additional role of fostering connection 
between students and the instructor within the assessment of submitted work. In our experience, it 
is not enough to merely assess content knowledge and skill accuracy within an assignment as 
Leibold and Schwarz (2015) suggested in their guidance. Online instructors need to be deliberate 
in their actions to foster connection through every interaction, including feedback to learners on 
assignments. 

Online LMS platforms allow for multiple types of feedback that might offer a chance for 
the instructor to connect with the learner. Traditionally written feedback has been important in 
evaluating the content of student submissions, but audio and video feedback files can be uploaded 
as an option when trying to personalize feedback for learners. Olesova et al. (2011) found that 
audio feedback combined with written feedback increased student engagement and understanding 
in online classes for students with English language learning needs. Dixon (2015) found that, in 
sum, the literature on audio feedback showed that students felt valued, cared for, and encouraged 
in their learning when instructors gave audio feedback. Recently, video feedback has also emerged 
as a means to promote the social presence of students. Borup et al. (2015) noted that online students 
valued video feedback within online classes to promote feelings of being supported, valued, and 
encouraged by instructors more than with traditional written feedback.  

Additionally, Ryan (2021) offered three benefits for creating video feedback to promote 
positive social-emotional outcomes for students. First, video feedback should be used to give 
comments aimed to strengthen the relationship between instructors and students. Second, video 
feedback should be implemented early on in the class in order to promote feelings of connectedness 
and community. Finally, when the instructor gives critical feedback via video the overall message 
to the student might seem more personalized and supportive. The use of audio and video feedback 
directly promotes student feelings of support and connectedness that is essential in a connected 
learning classroom. 

Irrespective of the type of feedback, it is important to personalize the feedback to learners 
in the online classroom. Early research in personalized feedback for online classes demonstrated 
an increase in student performance and student satisfaction with instructor interaction (Gallen, 
2008). It can also push the learner with prompts and questions that connect to their learning as well 
as acknowledging other areas of interest. Instructors can use the feedback on an assessment to 
make deliberate connections to other content areas within the class, attest to personal examples of 
the topic, or make connections with the students’ personal stories. For example, instructors in 
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classes describing the needs of exceptional learners can connect to the experiences of in-service 
teacher students with their own students and potentially their own children to foster engagement 
in the content with their learners. When instructors connect the feedback to the learners in the 
online classroom to the students’ own experiences it promotes the connected learning principle of 
valuing student experiences outside the online classroom. Figure 2 offers a summary of feedback 
strategies to promote student social presence.  
 
Figure 2. Recommendations for Feedback to Promote Social Presence  

Feedback Action Research Support Social Presence Outcome 

Video Feedback Ryan (2021) - Start video 
feedback early in the course 
(i.e., within the first few 
weeks)  

Promotes a sense of 
belonging 
 

Video Feedback Borup et al. (2015) - Attend 
to body language (i.e., 
nonverbal communication) 
within the video feedback 

Positive body language, 
expression, and tone of 
voice promote student sense 
of caring and concern 

Timely Feedback Borup et al. (2015) - 
Personalized and supportive 
feedback for students who 
have performed poorly on 
an assignment 

Promotes students’ senses 
of value and support 
 
 
 

Personalized Feedback Gallen (2008) - Make 
deliberate connections with 
other parts of class, student 
personal areas of interest, 
students’ personal stories 
 

Increases feelings of 
psychological connection in 
learners. 
 
Promotes student 
satisfaction and student 
performance on 
assessments   

 
 
Instructors Should Develop Creative Responses to Student Needs to Promote 

Connected Learning 
 
According to Lindecker & Cramer (2021), a significant majority of online faculty (96%) report 
that students have reported personal challenges, needs, or traumas that impact their learning in 
their courses. In addition to personal needs, teacher candidates have learning requirements that 
faculty must address. While it has always been vital for teachers at all levels to be responsive to 



54   SHAUGER ET AL.    
 

the demands of students, this became even more apparent and urgent over the past few years due 
to COVID-19 and its impacts on learning. In the online classroom, there are a variety of ways that 
professors can respond to student needs; Figure 3 provides a few examples of how university 
faculty were able to creatively meet student needs during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Figure 3. Online Faculty Responses to Student Needs During COVID 

Student Need Faculty Response 

Graduate students, who were full-time in-
service teachers, benefited from 
encouragement to persist during the 
challenges of emergency remote teaching in 
their own classrooms 

We created online videos which were sent to 
students twice per week. The videos provided 
students with an encouraging message and a 
reminder that they were not alone.  
(Lohmann, 2020) 

Teacher candidates need multiple 
opportunities to practice the teaching skills 
needed for effective instruction. They need to 
practice in a variety of situations and with 
various student needs and responses. 

The authors recommend the use of virtual 
simulations to ensure that teacher candidates 
have opportunities to practice effective 
instructional skills. They recommend that 
special education teacher educators use virtual 
simulations during times of crisis as well as 
part of typical teacher preparation. 
(Walters et al., 2021) 

Teacher candidates require opportunities to 
observe high quality instruction. 

The author used video-based observations to 
show teacher candidates effective 
instructional techniques. Teacher candidates 
were provided observation forms and class 
discussions that focused on the effective 
teaching practices seen in the videos. 
(Grissom, 2020) 

Preservice teacher candidates and in-service 
teachers, as well as teacher education faculty, 
quickly learned skills to support online 
teaching. 

The author planned and facilitated a-la-carte 
professional development trainings that 
offered instruction on specific skills to support 
faculty and students in learning how to 
effectively provide, and participate in, online 
learning. These trainings were optional. 
(Greene, 2020) 

Teacher candidates sought a sense of 
community and explored opportunities to 
enhance their collaboration skills 

The authors used GroupMe and Padlet to 
provide opportunities for communication. 
Students were required to use these tools for 
some course assignments and also encouraged 
to use the tools to communicate with 
classmates on their own. 
(Gronseth et al., 2020) 
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In addition to these recommendations that supported student needs for groups of students 

during COVID, we also recommend that faculty are responsive to individual student needs in the 
online classroom. Special education teacher educators may use responses such as: (a) providing 
extensions on course assignments, (b) one-on-one phone or Zoom conversations with students to 
discuss their needs and help develop an individualized plan, (c) sending notes or emails of 
encouragement to students, or (d) connecting students with university or community-based 
resources. These deliberate actions help promote the ability of students to navigate the social 
supports necessary to be successful in a connected learning classroom. While the ways in which 
faculty respond to students’ needs will differ based on the faculty member and the students, it is 
vital that special education teacher educators are responsive to both individual and classwide 
student needs. 
 
Instructors Should Develop Choice-Based Assignments to Promote Connected 

Learning 
 
Experience tells instructors that students do not learn as much or as well if they are not actively 
engaged with the curriculum. Research shows that providing students with choice in assignments 
can help keep students engaged with the course and increase their learning, especially when the 
student feels the choices are relevant to them currently (Evans & Boucher, 2015). By allowing 
students to choose the projects that best align with their learning preferences and their current 
school/work roles, students find they are more excited to complete the project and they are more 
likely to incorporate choice into their own classrooms (Boothe et al. 2020). Furthermore, as special 
educators it is important to model what instructors want pre-service teachers to do in their own 
classrooms. Research supports the use of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in the K-12 setting 
to meet the diverse needs of students (Coyne et al., 2017; Josephson et al., 2018), and can easily 
be implemented into online educator preparation programs. By offering choice to students we are 
able to meet the UDL guidelines, which allows the student to use all parts of their brain to enhance 
their learning.  

An example of using UDL in the online classroom is by offering students a choice board. 
For each module or topic covered in the course, the instructor can provide a choice board (Figure 
4) in which students choose three activities in a row, diagonally, horizontally, or vertically (similar 
to a tic tac toe board). The directions state that they can choose to create their project over the 
specific content of the module or create a project they would use in their own classroom that is 
focused on the specific topic to be learned. If students choose to use the project in the classroom 
they must include a one to two-paragraph narrative on how the activity helped them gain a better 
understanding of the module topic. The directions can easily be manipulated to best fit the needs 
of the students and the instructor. An instructor could also change the directions to include all 
activities created to use in their classroom. One could also choose the choice board assignment as 
a culminating activity over the entire course. Student choice in the connected learning online 
classroom helps promote what Ito et al. (2013) described as interest powered learning. 
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Figure 4. Choice Board Example 

 Board/Computer Game 
Create a board game or a 
computer game in which you 
cover all aspects of UDL you 
have learned OR create a 
board/computer game you 
would use with your students.  

 Lesson Plan Unit 
Using the Lesson Plan 
template provided, complete 
a 2-3 lesson plan unit on any 
subject and grade level, but it 
must include information and 
activities that demonstrate 
you know how to implement 
the UDL framework. 

 Professional Development 
Presentation  

Create a professional 
development presentation and 
record you presenting the 
information. 

 Article Synopsis 
Locate a peer-reviewed article 
from the library - do not use 
any that I provided in Bb. 
Review your article and 
complete the Article Synopsis 
template provided.  

 Free Space 
This is your chance to be 
creative and do what you 
enjoy. You may choose to 
complete any type of project 
you would like to complete 
and why.  

 Digital Resource Notebook  
Create a resource notebook 
that can be used in the 
classroom and/or at your 
school that demonstrates you 
are being culturally 
responsive.   

Book Report 
Choose a book over Universal 
Design for Learning and 
complete a book review. This 
needs to be a professional 
development style book. This 
cannot be a book that you 
would use in your classroom 
for your students.  

Children’s Book 
Write a children’s book 
about what you learned about 
cultural diversity and/or 
being a culturally responsive 
teacher. Be sure to include 
illustrations.  

How-To Booklet 
Create a How-To Book for 
teachers on how they can 
create safe and inclusive 
classrooms. You will want to 
include illustrations/pictures, 
charts, figures, graphs. 

 
 
Instructors Should Leverage Microcredential Resources to Promote Connected 
Learning Informal learning is at the core of continued teacher education and 
development.  
 
Currently, many universities are opening training systems to the public that offer certifications 
through 10-15-hour modules that hold external currency in the business world and offer potential 
for college credit. The State University of New York (SUNY, 2022) and Oregon State University 
(OSU, 2022), among others, have business-focused microcredential systems where individuals can 
sign up as non-degree students and access online module-based learning that results in a digital 
certificate which is stackable (i.e., can be supplemented with further certifications) and portable 
(i.e., have credibility and value beyond the original context like a college transcript).  

Microcredentials have recently emerged as a resource for educators as well who are looking 
to explore pedagogical content and skills in an informal setting. Universities, state departments of 
education, and teaching organizations have started to develop guided learning and credentialing to 
support emerging and in-service educators. In particular, Vanderbilt University and the National  
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Figure 5. Microcredential Resources 

Source Description 

Center for Effective Reading 
Instruction (2022) 
https://effectivereading.org/   

Nine self-paced free access modules on 
reading/writing instruction that offer a certificate of 
completion 

University of Florida CEEDAR Center 
(2022) 
https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/  

Modules for instructors/professional development 
leaders to develop curriculum for teachers of 
exceptional learners 

Center on the Social Emotional 
Foundations for Early Learning (2022) 
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/  

English and Spanish language modules for early 
childhood educators. PowerPoint slides, handouts, 
and assignments to guide learners through 
social/emotional competence   

Educators Rising (2022)  
https://educatorsrising.org/  

Free to explore curriculum of microcredentials. Fee 
to submit for assessment and credentialing in anti-
bias instruction; classroom culture; collaboration; 
formative assessment; learner engagement 

IRIS Center (Vanderbilt Peabody 
College, 2022) 
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/  

Free resource and assessments for curriculum and 
professional development encompassing many 
topics within special education 

National Education Association (2022) 
https://www.nea.org/  

Free (for members) online learning and credential 
assessment. Pay-per credential system for non-
members. PDF summaries show components of each 
microcredential encompassing over 20 topics for 
general and special education 

 
Education Association (NEA) have open-source resources for pre-service and in-service teachers 
to explore. At the IRIS center (Vanderbilt Peabody College, 2022) website, in-service teachers can 
sign up for professional development tracking, resulting in credentialed certificates and pre-service 
teachers can access the open-source information as part of exploratory learning necessary for 
supporting students with disabilities. At the NEA microcredential library (NEA, 2022), both 
preservice teachers and in-service teachers can create their own professional development 
pathways with a variety of microcredentials, which range from safe workplace practices to 
universal design. Courses are free for members, and pay-per-certification for non-members. These 
resources can form the foundations of the curriculum in a teacher preparatory university class. In 
either of these microcredential systems the instructor can tailor learning based on practical 
standards in a college program. Other microcredential sites offer pay-based microcredential 
resources in the areas of autism (Autism Focused Interventions Resources and Modules, 2022; 
OCALI Autism Center, 2022).     

Menu-based microcredential systems could enhance online learning by offering a 
structured approach to navigate persistent learning opportunities beyond university guidance. 

https://effectivereading.org/
https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/
https://educatorsrising.org/
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
https://www.nea.org/
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These systems, utilizing an expanding catalogue of digital tools, also make informal learning 
within teaching more accessible to all. Exploring new resources and tools might offer students the 
experiences necessary to promote future informal learning much like what is at the heart of the 
framework laid down through connected learning. Figure 5 offers microcredential resources for 
instructors and students to explore. 
 

Summary 
 
Undergraduate enrollment in education degrees is declining across the United States. The U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics shows a 19% decrease in 
undergraduate education degrees conferred by IHEs comparing 2020 to 2001 (Schaeffer, 2022). 
The reason for a decreased interest in teacher preparation is not simple. Kraft et al. (2020) 
suggested that increased accountability through evaluation systems might be pushing students 
away from undergraduate education degrees. Peyton et al. (2021) reported that trends in special 
education teacher vacancies might be connected to per pupil expenditures and teacher salaries. In 
a recent report by the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education participation in 
high needs specialties like special education and science and mathematics have shown a significant 
decrease (American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education [AACTE], 2022). Further, the 
report highlights some factors that might affect enrollment in teacher preparation programs that 
include low pay, concerns about working conditions, and lasting enrollment effects of the COVID 
pandemic. While these are large-scale issues that might be affecting the overall teacher job outlook, 
we owe it to special education pre-service teachers to provide the best experience that we can offer 
them to promote connectedness and purpose for their future careers.  

Connected learning techniques described in this article offer a template for instructors in 
special education teacher preparation, but some of these strategies make sense in the K-12 online 
classroom. Teacher educators reading this article might see potential in these techniques and 
strategies to promote the connected learning frameworks Ito et al. (2013) described as “sustained 
social networks, relationships, institutional linkages, shared activities, and communication 
infrastructures that connect their social, academic, and interest-driven learning” (p. 47). Ito and 
colleagues framed these ideas for K-12 students specifically, and we see value in bridging the 
experiences of teacher candidates in special education teacher preparation programs with the 
experiences of their future students. By using these ideas of connectivism in the classroom, teacher 
educators can develop experiences for IHE students that not only engage them, but prepare them 
for the future of supporting their K-12 students. 
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