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February 24, 2009
To Whom It May Concern,
On October 14,2008, I was asked by Dr. Margarita Bianco to observe and conduct a focus group with
her class, SPED 5111 Success for All Learners, to provide her with feedback on her teaching
performance. As Dr. Bianco's colleague, I have experienced first-hand her passion for teaching. She
frequently conducts mid-semester evaluations to sort students' feedback to improve her teaching.
Knowing her dedication to teaching, I was honored that Dr. Bianco asked for my assistance. From my
experience as co-teacher with Dr. Bianco, I was most impressed with her rigorous standards,
comprehensive preparation of her lessons, and use of technology as an effective teaching tool. Over the
past four years, Dr. Bianco has shared technological tools and resources in special education to support
my teaching. Therefore, I did not hesitate to conduct the focus group to offer feedback to her. This letter
provides a summary of the focus group discussion and includes several recommendations for Dr. Bianco
to consider in order to enhance her teaching.
Nineteen students participated in a 45-minute focus group discussion on Dr. Bianco's teaching. Prior to
the discussion, students were given a survey consisting of 12 questions to complete. A discussion of
student responses to the survey will be presented later. Prior to asking the students questions, I attempted
to gain their trust by assuring them that I would not record their names in the feedback that I gave to Dr.
Bianco. I also told them that while Dr. Bianco is my colleague and friend that I value confidentiality and
would not betray their trust in me. I shared my own experiences in teaching as well as gave them some
background information. Students appeared relaxed and most of them eagerly participated in the
discussion. I asked for a volunteer to take notes in order to have an accurate record of the discussion. I
started the discussion off by asking students to share the most effective aspect of the course or their
instructor. Students stated:

-----

•

I really like the flow of the class with all the activities and group discussions. Very hands on,
very helpful.

•

Dr. Bianco is vel"! accessible and I feel very comfortable asking her for clarification or further
explanation.

•

The acceptance and high expectation of everyone. Also the mix between lecture and group
work/discussion.

•

This has truly been my most effective course; I'm constantly applyjng my learning in this class
to my experiences at my site schooL
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•

I think the discussions are great and the personal stories help me to relate to material better.

•

Ilike that we talk about real issues and that it is in an open environment where I feel free to

•

express my opinion without fear of being ridiculed.
Great issues discussed that make me think and realize my personal opinion-loved

the course on
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•

Telling personal teaching experiences and bringing in a variety of books to pass around. Also,
the video clips are very useful

•

Group work, share out (readings, assignment, etc.)

•

I appreciate her challenging us to think of new ideas.

•

I like working individually, with a group, with partners, etc. and this course covers it all! It's
been a great class thus far. I also love the novels we are reading in our book study.

•

Dr. Bianco is really an expert, down to earth person, and so helpful.

•

I enjoy the group discussion a lot, helps me understand what we're learning about by discussing

•

it.
Love the guest speakers and instructor's stories about "real world" situations.

•

The variation in class discussion, small-group, etc. and the motivation instilled in us to explore
further the subject, community, life of the student, etc.

•

This is a good resource and relates to lectures.

Next, I asked students to share the least effective aspect of the course or their instructor. Initially,
students seemed hesitant to offer any ineffective areas. Several students responded that everything was
great and it was one of their favorite classes. I prompted students to respond by asking them what they
thought about the assignments, the course website, or Dr. Bianco's teaching style. Students stated:
•
•
•

I have none
I wish there were more activities (kinesthetic) included in her teaching style
She can sometimes skip around, making it hard to follow sometimes

•

I think creating chart paper posters and then presenting them does not always increase my
understanding about the material.

•

I do not feel that there are any aspects of class that need improvement

•

I have mixed feelings about being told that I have stereotypes ... and judgments.

•

I feel that ... grading, our instructor does not include enough specific comments that help me
understand what I could improve on

•

The assignments can be a little confusing (not always clear about what to do).

•

I would benefit from a little more discussion of the assignments, and more insight into where we
should be at the moment in regards to our final project.

•

Assignments are lengthy and somewhat irrelevant.

Overall students offered few comments in the area of things that they found ineffective with Dr.
Bianco's teaching. Several students stated that some of the frustrations with course assignments were

not due to Dr. Bianco's but to the course website. It is my understanding that the website is used in all
sections of the course to support consistency amount instruction. In my discussion in the postobservation with Dr. Bianco, she shared that she frequently makes Breeze videos that provide
instructions to help students understand the assignments. Still, some of the students either overlook the
instructional videos or still find it difficult to navigate the course website.
Students were eager to offer other comments regarding Dr. Bianco's teaching, stating:
•

This is the first course where I could mark all of the highest ratings honestly. Fantastic!

•

I am enjoying this course, its lots of work but it's all worth it!

•

I appreciate setting up classroom rules and norms.

•

I love this class.

At the end of the focus group discussion, I thanked students for their honest responses. I informed
students that I would use the focus group feedback and survey [mdings to provide Dr. Bianco feedback
on her teaching.
The survey consisted of a numerical scale (1-6, 6 is the highest score). After the class, I tallied the
survey responses. For most questions, students rated it as 5 or 6. The table below presents the findings.
Survey ratings
Questions
1. The in-class discussions & learning experiences have helped
me better understand the course content and readings
2. The mix of whole-class discussion, small groups, and in-class
work sessions has been a good balance for me.
3. The variety of readings, authors, guest speakers has provide
valuable perspective about issues related to this course and
cotu'se objectives
4. After taking this course, I have increased understanding of the
importance of being culturally responsive & sensitive as I work
with students and their families
5. Overall this class has challenged me to think deeply about
important topics related to teaching and my future
6. Presentation of course material
7. Explanation of assignments
8. Relevance of assignments to course
9. Fairness of grading
10. Accessibility of instructor
11. How well the instructor motivated students to explore subject
12. Effective use of time

4

3
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5
26%(5)

6
74%(14)

16%(3)

84%(16)

11%(2)

89%(17)

16%(3)

84%(16)

16%(3)

84%(16)

42%(8)
26%(5)
21%(4)
33%(6)
22%(4)
16%(3)
32%(6)

58%(11)
58%(11)
68%(13)
50%(9)
78%(15)
84%(16)
68%(13)
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11%(2)

5%(1)
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Below are students' responses to the open-ended questions on the survey.
Comments to Question 1
c
I love the class conversations because of the experience the professor brings into the classroom.
Her input really helps me relate to the content we discuss.
• It would be valuable and interesting to do scenatios in class then reflect.
Comments to Question 2
• Really enjoy the small group activities and whole class discussions
Comments to Question 3
• Very informative guest speakers and videos
• I think Salend and Woolfolk are repetitive and would prefer another perspective
Comments to Question 4
• I think we should talk in groups about specific scenarios.
• I understand the importance but am not confident in how to create a culturally responsive
classroom
Comments to Questions 5
• I really like the fact that we are talking about issues that are controversial and understand that
we, as teachers, will face these issues.
Comments on Presentation of Course Material
• I think the power point slides are too long. I lose focus after a period of time.
Comment on Explanation of assignment
e
Some assignments were not labeled on the assignment packet
•

I think more time should be spent explaining the assignment during class. With Dr. Bianco being
strict with assignments. I would appreciate more class time explaining the assignments as I think
it will be beneficial
Comment on accessibility of instructor
• I always know where to find her and how to contact her with questions
.In a one hour post-conference,

I met with Dr. Bianco and shared my findings. From my observation,
students adore Dr. Bianco. This was apparent by the kind things that they said about her. Students [rod
the class very informative and challenging. Several students stated it was their favorite class and they
have learned more from Dr. Bianco than any of their other classes. Students also shared they realized the
work that Dr. Bianco put into lesson preparation. They really enjoyed all the guest speakers and the
engaging conversations. Still, a couple students had problems with difficult conversations around race
and sexuality; however, these students realized that they would have to engage in these topics when they
become teachers. Some of the students had problems with the rigor of the class; however, in reviewing
Dr. Bianco's syllabus, course website, and overall course ratings it appears the course expectations
approximately align with the course objective.
Below is a summary from the focus group discussion that students shared as Dr. Bianco's instructional
strengths:
•

Dr. Bianco leads by example.

•

We enjoy her personal stories.

•

She has a great way of breaking it dO\\Tfi.

•

She provides multiples ways of learning and presenting material.

•

Dr. Bianco isn't judgmental; we feel safe to share.

•

Great teacher, we just need a little more insight into assignments.

In the post conference I reviewed a list of things that some students requested additional help with.
•

We established norms in the middle of the semester, it would have been more beneficial to do it
at the beginning of the semester.

•

Sometimes there is too much packed into one day, we need more time to conceptuaUze on
certain points (e.g. would be helpful to have follow-up discussion on presentations such as Les')

•

Need more explanation of Dr. Bianco's assignment expectations. It would be helpful to have a
grading rubric before the assignment is due.

•

It would be helpful to have model examples of previous student's work.

•

Need to review APA specifications-some
teachers have different standards for APA so it's
difficult to determine Dr. Bianco's expectations.

•

It would be helpful for Dr. Bianco to explain the PBA expectations (person-to-person instead of
referring students to the online website-the
visual/auditory computer explanation isn't enough.

Mainly, I noticed from students' comments that some students did not understand the course
assignments and expectations. In my discussion with Dr. Bianco she was surprised that some students
still fonnd it unclear as she provided frequent opportunities in class, through video conferencing, and
email for students to ask students. Still, she was wining to allow time in an upcoming class for students
to ask questions about the course assignments. In addition, she modified the due date of one of the
assignments to address students' concerns.
In summary, Dr. Bianco was very responsive to students' feedback and my suggestions. She is a great
teacher, passionate about learning and facilitating students' learning, and creative in her use of
technology to stimulate students' interest. I think Dr. Bianco should be commended on her dedication to
her students and to teaching.

Sincerely,
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Dorothy F. Garrison-Wade, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
Program Leader
Administrative Leadership & Policy Study
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University of Colorado Denver
Center for Faculty Development
Campus Box 192
P.O. Box 173364
Denver, Colorado 80217-3364
Location: Lawrence Street Center, Suite 320
Phone: (303) 556-6075
Fax: (303) 556-6851

July 1,2009
Dean Lynn Rhodes
School of Education and Human Development
Campus Box 162
University of Colorado Denver
Dear Dean Rhodes:
I am writing to descri~e for you my observation of Professor Marg31ita Bianco in SPED 5500
Transition/Secondary Issues in Special Education. My observation was of Professor Bianco's
teaching and course design for the online version of this course, most recently taught in Spring
2009. This two-credit hour, online course is part of the SPED core, required of all students
pursuing a SPED Generalist License and Master's degree in Special Education. My overall
impression of Professor Bianco is that she is a higWy knowledgeable, professional, and engaging
instructor.
Given that this is an observation of an online course, I have organized my comments into six
categories that represent key areas of assessment in determining the quality of students' online
educational experience.

Attention to Learner Support
It is clear that Professor Bianco has attended to learner support needs. Her course contains
extensive infOlmation about being an online learner, including a "Tips for Success" video that
she created to provide suggestions to help students manage their time in order to do well in her
course. In addition, Professor Bianco provides links to important caIUpus resources, such as the
Writing Center, to make sure student have access to relevant support services. Finally, I was
impressed with Professor Bianco's outreach to students before the course starts as well as
throughout the semester. Prior to the course starting, she sends students a "Welcome" email that
helps orient students to the course and makes sure they have the course materials (such as
textbooks) in advance. By the second week of the course, she calls each student to make sure
they have been able to access the online course, have their course materials, and are feeling
confident about moving forw31'd with the course. She also calls students at mid-semester, and
towards the end of the course to make sure they are progressing and to answer any questions
about assignments and projects. She also sends students emails throughout the semester that
serve to check in with students, make sure they are progressing on assignments and projects, and
help students - in general - feel connected to her and that they are part of a supportive learning
community. Professor Bianco provides all assignment and project explanations in both written

and video/audio formats to support students who have different learning preferences. Related,
one impressive aspect of her course is the variety of ways she makes the course materials and
resources available to students. Besides the course materials being available within the online
course shell (delivered via eCollege), she has packaged these materials into a detailed syllabus
and assignment packet - including all assessment rubrics, so students know how they will be
assessed - that students can download and print out. Again, it is clear that Professor Bianco has
well considered what students need to be successful in an online course, and has taken action to
support them in appropriate ways.

Clear and Consistent Course Organization
Course organization is particularly important in an online course because it directly impacts
students' ability to be successful as online learners. Professor Bianco has spent considerable time
with course organization. Illformation is clear and consistent throughout the course. Her course is
well organized and easy to navigate, using a consistent week-to-week structure to ensure students
know where to locate course materials; students can understand all components and structure of
the course. Professor Bianco's course syllabus identifies and delineates the role of all of the
course activities, and how she has set-up the course structure to support student learning and the
successful completion of those activities; in addition, she developed an orientation video that
students view during the first week of the course in which she walks students through the course
organization to make sure they understand the structure and design. Finally, I really appreciated
Professor Bianco's week-to-week structure. Each week of the course is similarly structured with
the following general components: orientation to the week's activities; delivery of content via
readings, videos, and her own narrated presentations; and student activity. With this consistency,
students know what to expect from week to week and accordingly plan their time, and know
what they need to do to meet the requirements of the course.

Instructional Design Supports Student Engagement
Interaction is an important aspect of online courses, frequently cited as a key attribute to an
engaging online learning experience. Professor Bianco has designed SPED 5500 to offer ample
opportunities for communication and student-to-student, student-to-instructor, and student-tocontent interaction. Providing a solid foundation for student engagement, Professor Bianco has
developed professionally relevant course goals tied to state and professional standards that are
clearly defmed and aligned to learning objectives, assignments and projects, and assessments.
Professor Bianco provides multiple visual, textual, and auditory materials and activities to
enhance her students' learning. In addition, she provides multiple authentic activities that help
students develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills. For example, Professor Bianco
involves students in the development of Personal Learning Profile. Through this project, her
students develop a better understanding of how to work with their own students to formulate a
profile that communicates learning needs, interests, and goals to their families, teachers, and
other educational support personnel - a very empowering and important outcome. To complete
this project, students engage in the very same activities they will need to do as professionals in
the field. I also appreciated Professor Bianco's attention to professional responsibilities and
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reflection, and the variety of activities she has designed to instill reflective-practitioner habits in
her students. Finally, Professor Bianco involves her students in threaded discussions with some
frequency. These discussions help students process the readings and activities, articulate their
ideas and support them with citations, and engage in a professional dialogue about critical issues
and ideas. However, in an online environment in particular, participating in this sort of exchange
can be very challenging. To ensure that students are more fully engaged - and participate more
effectively - Professor Bianco provides students with a detailed Threaded Discussion Guide. In
this guide, she explains her expectations, and provides examples of effective discussion posts.
Related, she structures the threaded discussions to help ensure that everyone has an opportunity
to meaningfully contribute. She also is an active participate in the discussions, strategically
supporting students' contributions, clarifying points, asking for elaboration, and summarizing
key points; her strategic participation enriches the students' learning experience and helps them
continue to engage with the content and each other.

Assessment oj Student Learning
Professor Bianco has high, but professionally reasonable, expectations for her students; she
wants them to be successful in her course - and as professionals - and has developed learning
activities and assessments to support that goal. At the start of her course, she provides students
with all assignment and project descriptions and affiliated assessments so they know from the
beginning what is expected. To support this outcome, Professor Bianco's learning objectives,
instructional activities, and assessment activities are closely aligned. She uses on going, multiple
assessment strategies to measure content knowledge, attitudes and skills, and provides regular
feedback to students about their performance in a timely manner throughout the course. Once
assessment strategy that stood out for me is how Professor Bianco involves students in selfassessment. For example, she asks students to reflect on how they are doing in terms of (a)
keeping up with text and outside readings; (b) thoughtful participation in threaded discussions
and other weekly activities; (c) keeping up with due dates and subrr...itting work on time; and (d)
consulting syllabus, other resources, and/or contacting the instructor for clarification, questions
or concerns. Based on this reflection, she then asks them to score themselves. I am sure this selfassessment activity served to help students consider their own responsibilities for their learning
and professional development.

Innovative Teaching with Technology
Professor Bianco is effective at incorporating many technologies into her teaching. My sense
from examining her course is that she has worked hard to create an engaging learning experience
for her students - focusing on the learning objectives and professional outcomes - and then
searched for technologies that could help her bring her vision to life. She uses a variety of
technology tools to appropriately facilitate communication and learning. Her use of video and
audio is something that really stands out for me; she uses video/audio presentation tools such as
Adobe Connect and Jing to enhance student learning and interactively engage students. Online
courses have a tendency to be very text-heavy, potentially causing students to feel even more
disconnected from the course. By using video/audio presentations, Professor Bianco breathes life
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into the course content, sharing her enthusiasm in a way that simply is not possible with text
only. This use of technology enhances student and teacher presence in a way that engages
students with each other and the content, and helps them feel that they are part of a thriving,
supportive learning community.

Use of Student Feedback
Professor Bianco appears to have an excellent rapport with her students. I believe that one way
she has developed this rapport is by offering multiple opportunities for students to give feedback
on the course and the course content, and then by being responsive to that feedback. Professor
Bianco is clear with students that they can ask questions via the discussion forums within the
course, via email to her directly, or over the phone; she makes herself available in a variety of
ways. In addition, she uses formal and informal student feedback to help plan instruction and
assessment of student learning throughout the semester. For example, Professor Bianco
developed a mid-semester evaluation using a subset of questions from the university's FacultyCourse Questionnaire. Based on students' responses, she immediately modified the reading
assignments; although she maintained her high standards and expectations, she did reduce the
readings to those that were most pivotal. As with many of the strategies Professor Bianco uses,
this one (a) helps students see that they are professionally responsible for co-creating an effective
learning experience, and (b) that they are part of a supportive learning community.

In an online learning setting, it is often challenging to hold students' attention because of the
transactional distance between students and faculty (i.e., students and professor not in the same
physical space together). Her approach with students is authentic, and I am confident that her
students embrace what she shares as relevant and credible. In my opinion, Professor Bianco is a
reflective educator who works tirelessly to create the best possible learning experiences for her
students. Her teaching strategies and activities (e.g., presentation, demonstration, discussion, pair
and small-group work, storytelling) ensure that all of her students are engaged. I hope my
comments are helpful. Please do no hesitate to contact me if you have any questions.
Regards,

Joanna C. Dunlap
Faculty Fellow for Teaching

SPED5500: Transition-Secondary

Issues

Course Review
Prepared by: David Thomas, CU Online

This course is well structured,

clear and personable. The course structure makes it clear what is

happening each week, what the student needs to do and when work is due. The use of media from the
very brtnging of the course shows a commitment
instructor to use technology

to the online format and a desire on the part of the

as an integral portion of the course. Further, the instructor

clear effort to create a social presence in the course-both

is making a

through her use of video, a video

introduction

and through various personal touches such as the Virtual Office and her personal

introduction.

There is always opportunity

instructor.

Perhaps structuring

to increase the amount of participation

some of the weekly discussions as group assignments would allow the

instructor the time to form longer, more formative
•

Make sure to title your announcements.
information

•

in the course, by the

feedback for the group.

Also, you can color code them to help important

stand out, or to simply create some visual variety.

I would also consider using weekly announcements
announcements

to frame the ongoing activity. Weekly

can be used to ad a less formal review of the upcoming week, and also provide

a great place to sum up previous weeks and progress.
•

Use a constant font and font size. Consistency makes the course look more professional and
provides the added benefit of making it easy to bring attention

to key items through variety in

font face, size and style.
•

There are some formatting

issues in the syllabus that make it a little hard to read (These look

like the result of the Word Doc not converting as well as it could). However, links to readings in
the course outline are great!
•

Virtual Office Hours looks great. I like the informal, and inviting approach you have taken.
Because of the nature of that kind of a forum, you might want to try and look into it daily, so you
can quickly respond to student questions-giving

them more a sense of immediacy around any

questions or concerns they might have.
•

Advanced organizers in each week make it clear what work needs to be done and when it is due.

•

The weekly videos are great. They are relevant, to point and add a personal touch. One
suggestion on the week 1 video-let

them know that you are using Jing, the same tool that you

are having them use. You can use this as an opportunity

to show how a webcam video can be an

effective way to connect with students and to share information.
Jing em bed size. The video was very large on my screen-bigger

I do have a question about the
than my widescreen monitor

could show all at one time!
•

Introducing yourself assignment does a great job of setting the tone for the class, getting
students involved in the technology and connecting with each other.

