Education anywhere

The technology behind online LL.M. programs continues to get better,
offering students more options and a better learning experience

BY LAIRA MARTIN

raduate law studenes from all

over the world are enrolling in

online LL.M. programs to access

American legal education at their

convenience, and faw schools are

turning to a variety of technolo-
gies to create a rigorous educational
experience,

“What I've leamed in the last 20 years
in online education ... is students come
out able to perform in a workplace,” said
Professor William Byrnes, associate dean
for graduate and distance-education pro-
grams at Thomas Jefterson School of Law,

Byrnes created the first online LL.M,
at an ABA-accredited school in 1994. He
said there are two reasons why schools
should pursue online graduate programs.
First, it helps law schools with enroll-
ment, because it opens the doors for
students who otherwise could not take
such programs. Second, it increases the
employment prospects for graduates by
better preparing them for an ever-chang-
ing digital world.

“If you extract technalogy out of the
equation, you choose to ignore what the
employer requires,” Byrnes said. “Your
studentes come out with their arms ded
behind their backs trying to get employ-
mene.”

Nearly 30 law schools offer more than
40 LL.M. programs, either solely online
or in combination with residential cours-
5. And the number increases every year.

Still, Byrnes said there are many nay-
sayers when it comes to online learning,
Roberta Flowers, co-director of Stetson
University College of Law’s Center for
Excellence in Elder Law, was hesitant
about distance learning before launching
an online elder law LLLM, in 2007.

“When [ first started, I was very
reluctant but curious to see how well an
[online] discussion board would acru-

© University of Southern California Gould School of Law Professor Donald
. Scotten teaches an online Business Organizations course to international
students,

ally generare discussion,” she said. “The
students ended up being more engaged
online than they may have been in class.
I¢’s been a real eye-opener for me.”

Professors communicate with students
through chat rooms, video chat and dis-
cussion boards., Some programs also offer
podeasts and access to online law kibrar-
ians,

“The most valuable tool we use, and
piobably the mose surprising, is our dis-
cussion boards,” Flowers said, “Students
are required to post answers and ques-
tions every week. Engagement, in some
ways, has been more than we see in a typ-
ical J.D. class, They can’t spend the whole
semester not speaking in class because
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they are required to put pen to paper.”

Online LL.M. programs take many
forms. There’s synchronous communica-
tion, where classes are taught in real time,
and asynchronous communication, allow-
ing students to access courses at their
cattvenience,

University of Southern California
Gould School of Law launched its first
online LLM. program in American law
in the fall. It is primarily asynchronous
with one live video class per week, Anne
Marlenga, director of student affairs for
graduate and international programs, said
students chose her program for its con-
venience. Students are spread across nine
countries including Brazil, Kuwait and




Nigeria. Though timing may be difficult  chat programs such as Skype to achieve can do interactive quizzes, interactive
at times, students responded positively to  face-to-face contace. PowerPoints, videos and live sessions,”
the weekly live sessions, “The Moodle platform seems to have Marlenga said. “There’s a variety of things

“What's interesting is students have so many functionalities where professors  they're doing, and it’s not like whar we're
chosen the online program because it
allows Aexibility to be asynchronous, but
they have all remarked about the live con-
ference session being the most interesting, RN 1L _
helpful and enjoyable for them,” she said.  american University International Humas Rights and Humanitarian law
“Some students are sicting ac their desks

h Atlanta’s John Marshall Laber and Employment Law; American Leqal Studies
at work, and some stay up until 11 p.m. o faation: I ol Busimess L
to attend class.” Boston University axation; International Business Law
Almost all of che students in USC’s  Chapman Uriversity Prosecuterial Science
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yers or in legal departments of businesses. Loyola University Chicago Heatth Law

Taking time off to study in Los Angeles is
not an option for most, Marlenga said.
“Qur residential program is two semes- Hew York University Executive LL.M, in Taxation
ters [in L.A.], and there’s no way around  Regent University American Legal Studies
ir,” she said. “It’s easier [for online stu-
dents} to wark around their lives, whereas

residentiatly, you come to USC full time
for a year or you don't come at all.” The John Marshalt Inteltectual Property Law; Employee Benefits; Estate Planning;

Real Estate Law

Michigan State University Global Food Law

Stetson University Advocacy; Elder Law
Temple University Taxation

USC uses Moodle, just one example
of a host of software used in online edu-  Thomas Jefferson International Taxation & Financiat Services
cation, often in combination with video
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John Marshall offers more online JD and LLM courses
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used to with folder] online education
with just videotaped classroom.”

Program directors also report using
Blackboard Learn, Echo360, Adobe
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Connect, Desire2Learn and Camtasia.
Byrnes said each one offers something
different,
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The best thing for your
since spellcheck.

Execurive LL. M, in international business
law at Boston University School of Law,
which combines distance and residential
fearning, Pilarczyk has yet to find one
software system that has all the neces-
sary features, so he uses a combination of
tools and platforms including Blackboard,
Echo360 and Adobe Connect.

“A lot of systems are clunky and not
necessartly intuitive,” he said. “You have
to combine a variety of technologies to do
what you want to do. You can use any one
of them adequarely but there will always
be something you feel is missing.”

Boston University also offers an online
tax LL.M., which is well suited for the
online medium, Pilarczyk said.

“It’s easier to teach a specialized field
online,” he said. “Tax firms were open o
the idea of people learning by distance.
The subject lends itself well to the online
platform.”

Online classes have proved effective
for Stetson University’s elder law LL.M.
because of students’ prior experience and
interest in the specialization.

“It’s really very, very adept at working

resume

An online LL.M. concentration in Tax or Business from the University of Alabama School of Law is the best way to

Improve your resume since spellcheck. The degree demonstrates you recelved skill-based training from respected

professors and practitioners throughout the country. It also proves you understand the innovation of an exceptional

program offered through Hve, interactive technologies and the value of an affordable program dellvered to you

anywhere on the globe. An LLM. from Alabama says it all. Visit www,AlabamakbLM.com/jurist to learn more,

Online LL.M. degree programs
Tax and Business Low Concentrations

l.

LLM.ALABAMA

é%@

february 2015 © Twe Natiowas Jurist 17

The University of Alabama
School of Law

www.AlabamallM.comfjurist .




stote Planning
Fnteﬂdinmmﬂ Arts & Sporls®
indernationdl Law
internatlonal Arblirailon

Infer-American Law [Law of the Ameﬁcas}

Oceon & Coasfal

Red Propserly Bevetopm&ni
Taxallon
Taxalion of Cross- B
Transnalional Luw

Subfeci lo AbAT

February 2015

18 ¢ Tue Naviowar Jumist

in specialty areas because it allows for
collaboration among people who are very
immersed in that specialty area,” Flowers
said, “Students share what is going on in
their own practices and use it as both 2
study group and a real resource.”

In addition to specialized courses,
Byrnes said, online courses are effective
for programs with an international focus
because of the Internet’s ability to elimi-
nate physical barriers.

“For me, it started with international
tracks for curricular reasons,” he said. 1
wattted perspectives from all around the
world, and the only effective way was
through distance education.”

William Byrnes, a law professor at
Thomas Jefferson School of Law, teaches
a class online using Blackboard software.

Bytnes is a proponent of hybrid pro-
grams that combine distance and residen-
tial learning, such as USC’s four-week on-
campus Summer Law & English Program.

“Hybrid programs are great,” he said.
“Don’t burn brick-and-mortar methods.
Leverage whar it is great ar doing — like
creating social relationships — and use
technology for other aspects.”

As for the future, professors are con-
fident that technological advancements
will make things even better. Flowers said
she would like to see an increase in inter-
action, though she does not know what
form that will take,

“We're always trying to improve inter-
actions,” she said, “I don't know what
that would look like as far as the technol-
ogy. Unforrunately, T don't have a crystal
ball.”

Byrnes is confident about the current
state of online education, but it is the
future he is looking forward ro.

“Five years from now, it'll be more
amazing,” he said.




