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1 Prolegomena

Preliminaries

Distance education is nothing new. In its early stages and long into the 20th

century the practically only media available to it was print and the written

word, and so it was adequately called correspondence education. As

various other media began to be used this term was felt to be inadequate

and was changed into distance education, officially so since the early

1980s. In 1982 the UNESCO-affiliated International Council for Correspondence

Education changed its name into the International Council for

Distance Education (now the International Council for Open and Distance

Education).

From its inception distance education has been characterised by

mediated subject-matter presentation and mediated interaction between

students and tutors. These two characteristics are, in fact, the two

constituent elements of distance education, the former representing oneway

traffic from the supporting (teaching) organisation to the students,

the latter two-way traffic between the two. Peer-group interaction between

students is an important but fairly late addition.

Even if the earliest mentions of distance-education activities date from the

end of the 18th century and the first half of the 19th century it was towards

the end of the 19th century that it became firmly established. At that

time several large correspondence schools were founded and distanceeducation

methods were then first applied to university education. I refer

to what I have written about these early stages of distance education in

my book Growth and structure of distance education (1986).
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Since then distance education has developed into a much applied and

frequently praised mode of education with millions of students in various

parts of the world. It has above all been applied to secondary and

tertiary education as well as to occupational and professional training.

The single-mode distance-teaching universities have attracted much

attention, particularly the Open University in the UK. At the beginning of

the third millennium the use of modern information and communication

technology strongly influences the practice and perhaps even the

reputation of distance education.

When in 1960 I published my first monograph on distance education

very little had been written about it and the research into it so far done

was largely limited to case studies and empirical comparative studies of

distance vs. traditional education. This situation has gradually and

strikingly changed. As late as the 1980s it was possible for individual

scholars to follow and take the measure of practically everything written

on the subject (cf. my international bibliography of 1990 and Delling’s

German bibliography of 1977 with additions). The situation at the beginning

of the 21st century is very different. At a great many universities and

other research organisations a wealth of theses, articles and research

reports concerning distance education are continuously being published.

New contributions to the study of distance education now appear

practically every month. The periodicals wholly devoted to distance

education bear witness to this. Among them can be mentioned Open

Learning (UK), Distance Education (Australia), The Journal of Distance

Education/Revue de l’éducation à distance (Canada), The American

Journal of Distance Education (U.S.A.) and the Indian Journal of Open

Learning (India). Regrettably the publication of Epistolodidaktika, the

journal of the European Association of Distance Learning, founded in

1963, was discontinued at the end of 1998.
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Distance education is thus no longer either unknown or exceptional, but

constitutes a recognised part of the educational services provided in

most parts of the world. I have described it in some detail in my book

Theory and practice of distance education (second, revised edition 1995

with some updating in a reprint of 2001).

In the present book, which can well be regarded as a mini-sequel to

Theory and practice, facts of current interest about distance education,

methods propagated and used, theoretical approaches, principles guiding

today’s practice and the latest developments will be looked into.

Conceptual questions

With the international growth of distance education varying interpretations

of what it includes have been made known. The original situation, which

still largely characterises it, is that individual adults with jobs, families

and social commitments prefer this mode of study because it gives

them a possibility to study in their spare time. They can usually draw on

knowledge acquired in an informal way and on job experiences which are

often relevant in their study. Many of them find it important to be able to

begin and finish their study at any time, not to be bound by timetables

except as to possible examination periods or usually optional

supplementary face-to-face sessions; these requirements are usually

met by the organisations offering distance education although some

keep to conventional terms of study and vacations and even impose

pacing on their students.

Distance students study specially prepared, pre-produced courses and

interact non-contiguously with tutors who comment on their work, which

they usually present in the form of solutions of assignments attached to

each course unit.
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While this individual study probably still dominates in distance education

world-wide there are a number of other applications. Thus regular university

students sometimes take parts of their degree courses as distance

students and thus integrate distance and face-to-face methods in their

study. This integration occasionally goes so far as to indicate a kind of

convergence of distance education with more conventional approaches

(cf. Smith & Kelly, 1987; Tait & Mills, 1999). Also forms of distance

learning under supervision for children and youngsters in school occur.

So do special applications in staff development and personnel training

(Holmberg, 1995, Chapter 8).

In all kinds of distance education some form of technology is used both

for the presentation of the learning material (perhaps print only although

recordings and other media may also be used for this purpose) and for

the student-tutor interaction (writing and posting, use of electronic mail,

telefax, telephone etc.). A special organisation is necessary to handle

the development and distribution of learning materials, the tutorial and

counselling activities required etc. The study is basically individual and

not group or class based; however, modern technology makes also noncontiguous

student-student interaction in classes and ad-hoc groups

possible (by means of tele and/or computer conferencing), which many

students find extremely helpful. Supplementary face-to-face elements,

which occur quite frequently, can be similar in character.

Since a book of mine published in 1977 I have repeatedly described

distance education as covering the various forms of organised teaching

and learning that are not under the immediate supervision of tutors

present with their students in lecture rooms or on the same premises but

nevertheless benefit from the planning, guidance and teaching of a

supporting organisation. The typical target group of this kind of education

consists of adults studying beside work and family life. However,
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distance-education methods are, as already indicated, being increasingly

applied also to young students’ regular study, particularly at the university

level in that individual courses leading to specified credit points are

studied in this way.

A comprehensive summarising definition of distance education has been

provided by Desmond Keegan. He describes the following criteria as its

characteristics:

the quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner throughout the

length of the learning process (this distinguishes it from conventional

face-to-face education);

the influence of an educational organisation both in the planning and

preparation of learning materials and in the provision of studentsupport

services (this distinguishes it from private study and teachyourself

programmes);

the use of technical media - print, audio, video or computer - to unite

teacher and learner and carry the content of the course;

the provision of two-way communication so that the student may

benefit from or even initiate dialogue (this distinguishes it from other

uses of technology in education); and

the quasi-permanent absence of the learning group throughout the

length of the learning process so that people are usually taught as

individuals and not in groups, with the possibility of occasional

meetings for both didactic and socialisation purposes. (Keegan,

1990, p. 44)

To the last-mentioned characteristic should now be added the possibility

of non-contiguous group work by means of modern technology. Keegan

himself in a later contribution characterises distance education ‘as either

individual-based provision or group-based provision’ (Keegan, 1998, p. 43).
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What is particularly remarkable is that distance education brings about

one-to-one relations, each student interacting personally with his/ her

tutor. This one-to-one relation between learner and teacher is exceptional

in education, probably elsewhere known practically only in traditional

Oxford and Cambridge tutorials.

American usage sometimes differs from Keegan’s interpretation. Thus,

even the simple dissemination (by radio or TV, audio or video recordings) of

lectures from one university to another has been called distance

education and the mere use of technology in education is sometimes felt

to be what constitutes distance education (cf. Olcott, 1997, p. 273;

Steele, 1999).

In the interest of conceptual clarity some American writers use the term

‘distributed learning’ when technologies are blended with campus-based

delivery whereas the term distance education is limited to the meaning

analysed and presented by Keegan as quoted above. It seems as

though there is some reluctance in North America to recognise as

genuinely educational such approaches as play down the role of face-toface

contact between students and teachers (cf. Garrison, 1989). The

extended classroom seems to be more in line with much American

thinking than distance education as defined above and to pave the

way for an interpretation of distance education as the ‘technological

extension of classroom teaching’ (Peters, 1998, p. 144). To me distance

education is a mode of education in its own right; it is, as Peters says,

‘sui generis’, (cf. Peters, 1996, and 1998, pp. 141 - 145; Holmberg, 1995,

pp. 2 and 4 - 5; see further below).

Distance education is often described as open learning. Cf. Mary Thorpe

who in 1987 maintained that just as correspondence education as a term

had been overtaken by distance education the latter had, ‘in the United
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Kingdom at least’, been overtaken by open learning. While the distinction

between the two is, indeed, blurred in today’s usage I submit that there

is good reason to keep them apart and reserve open learning for forms

of study which refrain from all avoidable restrictions as to access,

study time and methods. The German FernUniversität is a full distanceteaching

university, but is no more open as to access and periods of

study than any other German university. I mention this to illuminate my

inclination to distinguish between distance learning and open learning. It

is important to recognise that distance education is eminently suitable for

open learning, however.

The emergence of advanced technology in distance education has in many

cases been coupled with forms of commercialisation. There is much talk

about it as a not sufficiently exploited market, and many providers

without any earlier background in education have succeeded in attracting

considerable numbers of students for more or less immediately useful

courses based on computer technology. When these providers are simply

on-line businesses engaging individual subject specialists and technicians

without any coherent school or university thinking behind them they are

often criticised as degree mills without educational aspirations. Whether

they should be regarded as providers of distance education is not selfevident.

What they provide cannot be called distance education if their

students do not interact with tutors but only with computer programmes.

The product is then what Keegan calls a teach-yourself programme, not

a distance-education course. On this acceptability question see further

Chapter 3.

When in this book providers of distance education are mentioned they

invariably represent schools or universities with special organisations

created to support their students in truly educational endeavours, which,

however, does not preclude individual students from purely instrumental
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study. Some traditional university students study in order to acquire a

degree rather than to educate their minds, and so do some distance

students.

Some basic facts

Distance education is provided by a great number of official and private

bodies. Among them should be mentioned the members of the American

and European professional organisations active in the field, the European

Association of Distance-Teaching Universities, the Distance Education

and Training Council in the USA and the European Association of

Distance Learning. Among other similar bodies could be mentioned the

Australian and South Pacific External Studies Association and the Asian

Association of Open Universities. There are also a great number of national

associations.

In secondary education and occupational and professional training private

organisations seem to dominate, whereas higher distance education is

largely in the hands of state universities, at least in Europe.

Among old private distance-teaching organisations that are still active

can be mentioned the American School in Chicago, founded in 1897,

Hermods in Malmö, Sweden (1898), International Correspondence Schools

(now Harcourt Learning Direct) in Scranton, Pennsylvania (1891) and

NKS in Oslo, Norway (1914).

Universities using distance-education methods as their sole or chief

procedure for delivery of courses, for interaction with students and for

counselling attract considerable attention. Some of them have proved

very successful both in teaching and research - an outstanding example

is the UK Open University - and all fill important gaps in the public

provision of higher education.
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The oldest distance-teaching university is the University of South Africa

(UNISA) which emerged as a development of the University of Good Hope,

founded in 1873 as an examining body along the lines of the University

of London. It was made a distance-teaching university in 1962 (Boucher,

1973).

Readers may find it useful to have a list of some well-known distanceteaching

universities active at the beginning of the 21st century. Here is a

list, but I wish to stress that it is not complete and cannot claim to be upto-

date as new distance teaching universities are continuously expected

to be created:

AKAD Hochschulen für Berufstätige, Germany

Allama Iqbal Open University, Pakistan

Anadolu University, Turkey

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar Open University, Hyderabad, India

Athabasca University, Alberta, Canada

Central Radio and TV University, China (with several regional universities)

FernUniversität, Germany

Hanoi University of Technology - State Open University, Vietnam

The Hellenic Open University, Greece

Hong Kong Open University

Indira Gandhi National Open University, India

Korea National Open University, South Korea

Kota Open University, Rajasthan, India

Kyongi Open University, South Korea

Nalanda Open University, Bihar, India

Open Universiteit, Heerlen, The Netherlands

Private FernFachhochschule Darmstadt, Germany

The Bangladesh Open University

The National Open University of Taiwan

The Open University, United Kingdom (and of the United States)
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The Open University of Israel

The Open University of Sri Lanka

The Open University of Tanzania

Ramkhamhaeng University, Thailand

Shanghai TV University

Sri Lanka Institute of Distance Education

Sukhotai Thammathirat Open University, Thailand

Télé-Université (part of the network of the University of Québec,

Canada)

Unisur (Universidad Universitaria del Sur), Colombia

Universidad Estatal a Distancia, Costa Rica

Universidad Nacional Abierta, Venezuela

Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia, Spain

Universidade Aberta, Portugal

Universitas Terbuka, Indonesia

Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, Spain

University of Distance Education, Union of Myanmar, Burma

University of the Air, Japan

University of South Africa

Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University, Nashik, India

Zimbabwe Open University.

Ten of these have over 100 000 active students each year in tertiary

education. Daniel (1996), who refers to them as ‘mega-universities’, has

analysed their particular characteristics.

Other very well-known providers of university distance education are, for

example, the Open Learning Agency and the North Island College in

British Columbia, Canada, the National Distance Education Centre in

Ireland, the Open Polytechnic of New Zealand and the French Centre

National d’Enseignement à Distance. The last-mentioned organisation in
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2001 reports on the work of 120 000 distance education students at

university level.

Distance education within dual-mode frameworks (dual mode referring to

both conventional and distance-education modes of teaching and

learning being applied within the universities or schools concerned) were

first developed in Australia and are now quite common in Europe (the

UK and Sweden, e. g.) and the USA. Departments for distance education

at German traditional universities and German private distance-teaching

universities have joined in creating an organisation, the Arbeitsgemeinschaft

Fernstudium. Leading Australian dual-mode organisations

are, for instance, Deakin University and Monash University in Victoria,

the University of New England and Charles Sturt University in New South

Wales, the Universities of Central and Southern Queensland and Murdoch

University in Western Australia.

In Germany where traditionally education is a state concern and free

of charge a couple of private distance-teaching universities have

functioned since the 1990s. They are the AKAD Hochschulen für Berufstätige

and the Private Fernfachhochschule Darmstadt. While the former

make so extensive use of face-to-face teaching that it is questionable

whether they should be referred to as single-mode or dual-mode

universities, there can be no doubt that the latter is a single-mode one

relying primarily on distance-education methods. The term ‘Fachhochschule’

means university of applied sciences (polytechnic). (On singlemode

vs. dual-mode organisations, large-scale and small-scale distance

education see further Chapter 6).

Facts about distance students and about scholarly studies of the student

bodies are provided in my Theory and practice of distance education

(1995). The number of distance students in the world is considerable as
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evident already from the figures mentioned about the so-called mega

universities above. Only in Europe we have to count with at least some

three million distance students. A European commission census found

some 2 600 000 fee-paying distance students in 1996 (Keegan, 1996,

p.3).

Among fairly recent studies of relevance in this context should be

mentioned those by Ommerborn & Schuemer (1999 and 2000) of two

special target groups, on the one hand handicapped people, on the

other hand prisoners. For both these categories non-contiguous study is

as a rule the only option open.

In general terms it nowadays seems difficult to describe distance students

as belonging to clearly definable target groups. Distance education is

suitable for anyone capable of intellectual learning and prepared to work

individually, from elementary stages to advanced degree studies; it above

all attracts adults with jobs, families and social commitments. For reasons

of socialisation conventional schools and universities are usually

preferable for youngsters. There are highly appreciated applications of

supervised distance education for children and youngsters, however

(Holmberg, 1973; Tomlinson et al., 1985; Woodley, 1986). Naturally to

some, for instance the groups investigated by Ommerborn & Schuemer as

mentioned, distance education may not be the preferred choice but

nevertheless an acceptable possibility.
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2 Distance education as innovation

As evident from what was said above in Chapter 1 about single-mode vs.

dual-mode universities the specific characteristics of distance education

can be applied to different degrees. If it is regarded as an innovation some

applications could (in Ross’ terminology) be described as instances of

extra-paradigmatic innovation, whereas others would be innovations

within the accepted paradigm (Ross, 1976). The latter type of distance

education is regarded simply as a substitute for education face to face

and is usually characterised by classes and paced study programmes.

Leslie (1979) describes a system of this kind which insists on ‘fixed

starting times for a course, a fixed schedule of assignments, a fixed

duration of a course’, students being treated ‘as members of a class,

although that class is distributed geographically’ and having to ‘submit

assignments and write examinations on a schedule’ (Leslie, 1979, p. 36).

Systems which allow and encourage students to make their own timetables,

study when their work and family situations allow, submit their

assignments whenever it suits them, consult tutors (on the telephone,

by e-mail etc.) when they feel a need for this support and register for

examinations when they feel ready for them are examples of extraparadigmatic

innovations. In systems of this kind (e. g. Hermods or the

Private Fernfachhochschule Darmstadt) students can begin, interrupt

and complete the study as it suits them or as work, health and family

conditions allow. This type of distance education paradoxically on the one

hand serves mass education, on the other hand is based on wholly

individual learning (which does not prevent optional seminars being

offered). This is part of the background of Peters’ description of distance

education as sui generis and well accords with his much-discussed view
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of distance education as an industrialised form of teaching and learning

(Peters, 1973).

Technology plays an important part in the view of distance education as

innovative. Unfortunately references to and discussions of distance

education in this context are often characterised more by technology

euphoria than by insight into the potential, theory and practice of this

kind of education. The background is, of course, that it can today benefit

from the remarkable capacity created by information technology towards

the end of the last century to store, retrieve and communicate data.

Technology as such is not what distance educators are primarily

concerned with, but its possible contributions to non-contiguous education

cannot but be a top-priority matter for at least two reasons. One is that

individual use or manipulation of computers and telecommunication

facilities offer until recently unreachable sources of information and

little known procedures for computation and communication. The

second one is that the use of technology seems to exert favourable

influence on young students’ motivation to learn (cf. Wallace, 2000).

Distance education has always benefited from the products of technology,

print being the most important of them. Even at a very early stage audio

presentations occurred (Hermods used wax cylinders for this purpose at

the very beginning of the 20th century) and video presentations have

long been common including audio and video interaction. It is the use of

computers, however, which has changed the media situation in a

revolutionary way.

No distance-education organisation can limit itself to producing and

disseminating learning packages; to bring about educational interaction

with human teachers, tutors and counsellors is a sine qua non. The

mediated presentation of learning matter, i.e. one-way traffic from the
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supporting organisation to the students, and the mediated interaction

between the two, i.e. two-way traffic, are, as mentioned in the very first

paragraph of this book, the two constituent elements of distance education.

In both an empathy approach is applicable. On this see further below

under Methodology (Chapter 5).

Computers can be and are to a great extent used to serve both these

constituent elements.

In fact, modern information and communication technology has opened so

many new possibilities and caused so dramatic changes in the practice

of distance education that some scholars have referred to these

changes as a paradigm shift. This will be discussed below under the

heading The technology debate (Chapter 3).

The presentation of subject matter can occur on the World Wide Web,

primarily as an outcome of search for information, facts and arguments.

It makes little sense to read texts from the screen, however, if printed

texts are available as the latter are easier to read and survey. Browsing

is facilitated by printed texts. Search on the WWW is particularly useful

for tracing sources of information and for extracting ephemeral or very

short texts, whereas the use of the Internet or restricted Intranet systems

lend themselves to supplementing printed texts and other sources. The

desirability of using the net for supplementing printed course materials is

often great when a new course is beginning to be used and students are

found to have unforeseen difficulties with certain parts of it. Students

may ask a question on the net, which causes both fellow students and

tutors to comment. This use of the net, which I have personal favourable

experience of, means that it serves both the presentation of subject

matter and the other constituent element of distance education, viz.

student-tutor and student-student interaction. For the last-mentioned
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functions ordinary electronic mail, referred to below as e-mail, telefax

communication and computer conferencing are important media.

There is a danger that under the influence of technology euphoria

computer technology is used also where it has little or nothing to

contribute. ‘The temptation is to use the computer screen as a

blackboard that transmits everything, even information that could be

more efficiently delivered in paper format’ (Burge, 1995, p.159).

For the element of interaction a-synchronous computer seminars have

proved to be excellent as they cater for non-contiguous group interaction.

So does teleconferencing. However, computer conferencing suits most

adult students better than teleconferencing as audio and video

conferencing makes it necessary for students to observe scheduled

seminar times, which many job and family situations do not allow.

Computer seminars can, on the other hand, well be a-synchronous, that

is allow students to make their contributions at any time that suits them

within a defined period. An agreed week may be reserved for such a

seminar implying that students can join in at any time, day or night, from,

say, Monday morning at 8 a.m. until Saturday evening at 10 p.m. and

that the seminar leader’s summary will be on the net from a given day in

the following week. I have very favourable personal experiences also of

this type of computer conferencing in distance education. On practice of

this kind see Bernath & Rubin (1999 and 2001) and Fritsch (1997).

In many cases face-to-face sessions (seminars, consultations, lectures,

exercises) supplement distance education, usually as optional elements.

If a really liberal study system is applied the teaching organisation

cannot foresee when individual students will be ready for specific events

of this kind. Invitations will then have to be issued to students who have
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completed the parts of the course which are the prerequisites for each

seminar. In actual practice this causes no difficulty.

On various applications of information and communication technology to

distance education see Bates (1995). Both more general and more

specific discussions about media in distance education are further to be

found in Chapters 5 (Media for subject-matter presentation) and 6 (Media

for student-tutor and student-student communication) of my book Theory

and practice of distance education (1995), which was written before the

computer had radically changed the media situation, however. The use

of computers for student-tutor interaction, for counselling purposes and

in the administration of distance education are nevertheless briefly

looked into in Chapters 6 and 7 of that book.

When students are on line they can communicate with the supporting

organisation not only on matters immediately concerning their learning but

also on administrative questions (the availability and distribution of course

materials, supplementary support, periods for any face-to-face sessions

and examinations, financial matters etc.). Various systems facilitating

this type of contact and also making student-student communication

constantly possible are in use.

There are a great number of further applications of information and

communication technology in distance education. Simulation of work

processes is one example. See further Rekkedal (1999) and Weidenfeld

(1999), e. g.
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3 The technology debate

The relation of technology to distance education has - little surprisingly -

caused much debate. This discussion largely centres around the various

applications of the possibilities opened by the use of the computer.

Whereas computer conferences are usually seen as technological

innovations improving distance teaching and learning there are thinkers

who go much further. Garrison even claims that computer conferencing is

far more than a technique. ‘Computer conferencing has the potential to

radically reshape learning at a distance’ (Garrison, 1997, p. 9). The same

author extols audio and video conferencing (Garrison, 1989 and 1993),

apparently because these media tend to make distance education more

similar to classroom teaching and learning (which to the present writer

implies no praise). In Peters (1998) there is an interesting discussion

about an assumed Europe-North America controversy behind the two

kinds of estimate:

While North Americans see distance education mainly as a

technological-organizational enabling of access to traditional

university teaching with the help of the latest technical media,

Europeans are interested above all in the pedagogical processing

and optimizing of teaching with the help of technical media,

whereby they deliberately remove themselves from traditional

forms of academic teaching. (Peters, 1998, p. 144)

In an earlier discussion about tele-conferencing Bates similarly states that

the ‘the North American (…) assumption is that the traditional form of

group, face-to-face instruction is the preferred and most effective form of

higher education, at least, and that the closer distance education can

directly imitate this, the more effective distance education will be’

The technology debate

28

whereas ‘Europeans (...) have designed and developed forms of

distance education that place emphasis on the need for flexible learning

opportunities that enable independence on the part of the learners, and

have tried to develop forms of teaching that are deliberately quite

different from the traditional ”face-to-face” approach of classroom

learning’ (Bates, 1995, p. 167).

Bates and Peters seem to be right in their descriptions of typically

European and American attitudes. When studying contributions made to

the discussion of media and methods readers should be aware of the

differences indicated. See further Peters (1998, p. 141) and his reference

to Rubin’s discussion of the ‘extended classroom’.

The use of the Internet is often described as representing ‘virtual’

communication. There is also much talk of ‘virtual’ universities, ‘virtual’

seminars etc. This is neologism of doubtful value as ‘virtual’ in nontechnical

English means ‘not really exact or true’. A virtual promise is not

an explicit, real promise, and if a statement is described as virtually

accurate it is not absolutely accurate. A seminar arranged as a computer

conference is real and university teaching on the net is also real, so why

should they be called ‘virtual seminar’ and ‘virtual university’? Regrettably it

is now no doubt too late to eliminate the use of the word virtual in the

technical sense indicated. This linguistic usage is an outcome of a

change of meaning initiated at the end of the twentieth century.

There is at the beginning of the 21st century on the one hand a discussion

of the appropriateness of various types of technology, particularly

computer technology, in higher education from the points of effectiveness,

a view of academic status and social acceptability, on the other hand a

philosophical-educational futuristic argumentation of interest.
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The background of the acceptability discussion is, inter alia, the fact that

- as already mentioned - not only established universities and schools

offer internet courses but also publishing houses and other companies

more concerned with money making and technology than with

education. When these call themselves universities the academic world

is challenged. That on the other hand the University of Phoenix, which is

a large-scale provider of internet courses, is a stock exchange company,

illuminates and complicates the situation. This is by no means seen as

an internal academic matter, but has been given much attention in the

press, above all in the English-speaking world, particularly North America,

but also elsewhere. Thus the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung in Germany

in March 2000 printed an elucidating commentary on the present

American debate (Mejias, 2000), and about the same time the feelings of

uncertainty and academic repudiation of distance-education courses on

the net were reflected in a journal for university professors in Sweden

(Björck, 2000).

Organisations providing computerised educational services and using

the web are sometimes, particularly in North America, referred to as

distance-education schools or universities whether what they offer meets

the criteria of distance education as listed above or not. What they

provide seems often (as a rule?) to be little more than lectures and tests

on the screen and interaction with computer programmes, i.e. something

that can be described as a modernised version of the now discarded

programmed learning of the 1950s, around which a large industry has

been built up for the sale of various learning and testing materials (which

according to Schulmeister (2000) encourage cribbing rather than

education). If that is the situation in the first decade of the twenty-first

century when more than 160 ‘virtual universities’ are active (Schulmeister

2000), it may well change for the better. We should be aware that as late
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as around 1950 the now highly regarded regular distance education was

supposed - not always unjustly - to be in the hands of shysters. At the

present time the so-called virtual universities cannot indiscriminately be

counted as distance-teaching universities, however.

What is further queried is if a company or an institution of any other kind

which functions like this, which has no permanent academic staff (what

the Americans call faculty), and which in no way takes responsibility for the

academic freedom of the academics can be called a university of school.

The ownership of learning materials developed is also an important issue. If

the responsible academic is the owner, can he/she bring it with him or

her when moving to another institution? If the institution is the owner,

can it use the material without the participation or consent of its creator?

In such a context what remains of the university as a cohesive academic

unity and of its dignity and recognition?

A series of educational objections to so-called virtual universities have

been articulated by the President of the University of San Diego, who

claims that what they neglect are things like proper ‘breadth and depth of

learning from courses sequenced logically into a curriculum’ and that

also missing are ‘guided discussions that prompt students to reflect on

the values and ethical implications of issues and ideas’ (Alice B. Hayes as

quoted by Schulmeister, 1999, p. 76).

The questions and reservations thus brought to the fore are concerned

with the dangers of promoting degree mills. These dangers can be great,

small or non-existent depending on the policies of individual states and

authorities in recognising and awarding charters to would-be universities.

The representatives of distance education discussed in Chapter 1 do not

belong to the so-called virtual teaching institutions criticised. However,
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they do to varying degrees apply modern information technology to their

teaching.

The internal educational debate pays much attention to the possibly

revolutionary impact of computer technology on the very character of

education. Some scholars in this context contrast what they call the

learning spaces of pre-computer education with those of types of

education relying on the use of computers. Applying both, the Fern-

Universität in Germany officially calls its technology-based approach the

‘Education and Knowledge Space: Virtual University’ (Hoyer, 1999, p.

214). The German term is ‘Lernraum Virtuelle Universität’.

Otto Peters in a paper of 1999 makes extensive use of this metaphorical

application of the word ‘space’ (Raum) comparing the real learning

spaces (the presence of human beings and real objects, the relations of

which to one another ‘provide the space with a content structure’ and

distances with possibly restrictive influence, etc.) with what is called virtual

learning spaces with their indefiniteness, unlimitedness and emptiness of

the space offered ‘behind the screen of the monitor’ (op. cit. p. 9). Peters

claims that computer, multimedia and network technologies make a

number of new learning and teaching activities possible ‘in the virtual

space’, thus in the presentation of subject matter, in obtaining information,

in the areas of communication, collaboration, documentation, word

processing, multimedia, simulation and virtual reality. In a conference

documentation (Shanghai TV University, 2000, p. 8) Peters illuminates

virtual reality as follows: ‘…students can communicate interactively with

three-dimensional objects and persons …. and even move in these

spaces and observe. Through this immersion in virtual space the attention

of the students can be drawn to given points, intensified and shielded from

diversions from the real world’. (This quotation closely follows Peters’

German text of 1999, pp. 22 - 24. See further Peters, 2002, Chapter 6.)
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The possibilities of simulation are thus stressed. For a down-to-earth

description of a ‘learning space virtual university’ see Hoyer (1999).

In the eyes of several scholars, Peters among them, the ‘virtual’ learning

spaces represent something radically new. To others, like myself, they are

- with two exceptions - more of new sophisticated possibilities to improve

the presentation of subject matter and the interaction between students

and tutors and also between individual students and groups of students,

i.e. the two constant constituent elements of distance education.

The two exceptions are the search on the web and the simulation

possibilities, both revolutionary innovations.

Something that is allegedly new in the age of information technology is

that, rather than encouraging students to assimilate facts and ‘wisdom’

presented, today’s distance education causes students to search for

relevant information and argumentation, to consider and apply what has

been found. There are two objections to this. One is that search on the

web far from always leads to relevant knowledge. The amassing of only

vaguely cohesive facts is an outcome that is not unknown. The other

objection is that the problem-oriented learning caused by searching for and

evaluating information had been propagated and practised in distance

education long before the introduction of modern information technology.

Monika Weingartz made a careful study of this at the end of the 1970s.

She identified two approaches to teaching and learning, one based on a

view of knowledge as something ‘ready-made’, i. e. already known and

described, the other problem oriented. She showed after a careful analysis

of distance-education courses developed in various parts of the world that

some of them, which started out from problems rather than from already

established knowledge, caused students to trace, collate and draw

conclusions from what they had found whereas others simply caused
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students to assimilate what was taught (Weingartz, 1980, 1981). There

is no reason to assume that a study of today’s web-based courses would

lead to results radically different from Weingartz’. Some courses are

good and succeed in developing students’ critical capacity, others fail to

do this. I submit that this is a question of quality, attainable now and also

before modern information technology influenced distance education.

See further below on Lehner’s (and Elton’s) research under Methodology

(Chapter 5).

Even hypertext approaches allowing non-sequential presentation of

learning matter and encouraging students to find their own way through

the material were and can still be applied without the help of information

technology (cf. Schnotz, 1994) even though this technology facilitates the

free navigation inherent in these approaches. On hypertext/ hypermedia

see Chapter 5. The use of encyclopaedias and dictionaries are the most

commonly occurring type of non-sequential reading.

For a book published in 1986 I used the motto Plus ça change, plus c’est

la même chose. Even now after many both far-reaching and superficial

changes in the appearance of distance education I feel tempted to retain

this motto. While the valuable contribution of technology in facilitating

and speeding up individual search and communication must be

unreservedly recognised, the basic requirements and procedures of

distance education, subject-matter presentation, interaction and student

support remain the same as they were a hundred years ago. Text, e. g.,

does not change its character by being delivered by a computer.
