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2 CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education Levels of D

careful planning and production than is usual in classroom teaching. Being sep-
arated from their instructors, students who are learning at a distance often need
advice and counseling about their study problems. Furthermore, ways must be
found for administering and evaluating both learning and instruction.

We must deal with the questions of where, when, and how students will
study if classroom facilities and the structures found in classrooms are not
available. As institutions and even states and nations begin to think how to in-
troduce distance education into their existing educational systems, new policies
have to be developed. Sometimes new institutions or departments or consor-
tial arrangements have to be set up. As you can see, an idea that is relatively
simple and straightforward becomes quite complicated when you start to think
about it a little.

A Definition of Distance Education

We will use the following working definition throughout this book:

Distance education is planned learning that normally occurs in a different place
from teaching and as a result requires special techniques of course design,
special instructional techniques, special methods of communication by electronic
and other technology, as well as special organizational and administrative
arrangements.

Because distance education aims to provide instruction in places and times
that are convenient for learners rather than teachers or teaching institutions,
many people use the term “distance learning” as a synonym for distance edu-
cation. We understand that this is not strictly accurate, since in education our
interest is in learning that is deliberate and planned, and therefore with teach-
ing as well as learning, nevertheless, when we cite authors who use the term
“distance learning,” we will use it also.

We cannot emphasize too strongly that distance education is much more
than simply using technology in a conventional classroom. We will of course
describe many technologies in this book, but the book is not really about tech-
nology. It is about the consequences of using technology on such subjects
as course design and delivery, interaction and learning, management and
organization.

Levels of Distance Education

Distance education exists at a number of different levels. To help us sort out
these different levels, we will use a typology developed by Michael Mark
(1990). Mark (who chose to use the term “distance learning”) distinguished
these four levels:

1. Distance Learning Program These are activities carried out in a conven-
tional college, university, school system, or training department whose primary
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4 CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education

A Systems

4. Distance Learning Consortia Consortia normally consist of two or more
distance learning institutions or units who share in either the design or deliv-
ery of programs, or both. The National University Teleconference Network
{(NUTN) and “Star Schools” are examples of such consortia.

This distinction among the different levels of distance learning providers will be
used throughout the rest of the book. It will be-useful to you as you read about
distance education to try to identify whether what is being talked about is at
program, unit, institutional or consortium level, since the term is used care-
lessly—though not, we hope, in this book!

Since it would have been tedious to refer continuously to programs, units,
institutions, and consortia, we have often used the term “distance education or-
ganization” to cover them all.

Courses and Programs

In the literature, and also in this book, you will find reference to “courses”, and
also you will find the term “programs” used with a different meaning from “dis-
tance learning program” as explained above.

“Courses” are produced at all levels of distance education. In a distance ed-
ucation program as defined above, the course is based on the practices and
standards of the parent institution. In a conventional American university, a
graduate course is likely to be around 150 hours of study with about 45 to 50
hours of direct contact between instructor and students. Therefore the distance
education course, usually taught by teleconferencing, will be of the same dura-
tion. At the British Open University—a distance education institution—a course
is around 450 hours of study with little or no direct instructor-learner face-to-
face contact. In all cases a course will at least have learning objectives, one or
more teachers, a medium of communication, and content, or subject matter.

The word “program” is often used in a number of senses besides those de-
fined above. Sometimes “program” will refer to audio or television programs
that make up part of a course. Sometimes an institution, unit, consortium, or
program will refer to its “program” as a generic label to indicate its total offer-
ing of courses. -

Throughout this book we have tried to be as specific as possible in using
these terms; the meaning will usually be clear from the context. We hope that
this brief discussion will at least alert you to exercise caution as you encounter
these words and to pause to ask yourself what different authors mean when
they use them. '

A Systems Approach

We believe that a systems approach is very helpful to an understanding of
distance education as a field of study and is essential to its successful practice.
Throughout this book we often refer to distance education systems, and even
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6 CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education A Syste

Distance education courses have been developed and delivered in a very piece-
meal and unplanned fashion. With a systems perspective we can see why this
had unfortunate and unsatisfactory outcomes in terms of students’ learning or
cost-effectiveness, or both. In future we think it will be better for students,
teachers, and educational institutions if every distance education course was
designed and developed in a systematic way and if every distance education or-
ganization is developed, as other modern agencies are, as a total system.

Systems in Practice

While a systems view is a good conceptual tool that helps us understand and
analyze distance education, it is also a tool that must be applied in the practice
of distance education at any level.

Following a systems strategy, each component process in a distance educa-
tion institution, unit, program, or consortium may be developed and operated
independently to some degree, but good quality requires that the development
and operation of each component be controlled in such a way that it is fully in-
tegrated with the development and operation of all other components, making
each supportive of the others.

This systematic approach can and should be applied in the development
and delivery of every course. When a distance education course is developed in
a system, there is a control mechanism that ensures that all the component
processes are well integrated and interact with each other. Then the quality of
the final product—that is, the course—is greater than could be achieved by any
of the component contributors acting alone.

When a systems approach is applied at the level of an organization, a state,
or a nation, the majority of the distance education resources of that organiza-
tion, state, or nation are integrated. In such a system, every course is planned
to take into account how it impacts on every other course, every piece of every
course is carefully designed to fit with every other piece, every technology is
employed in harmony with every other, what an instructor discusses with stu-
dents fits with the illustrations included in a study guide, the learner support
personnel have access to specialists within the providing organization to deal
with the issues arising at each step of a course, and so on.

The Need for a Systems View

A common misperception among educators who are not familiar with a systems
approach is that it is possible to benefit from introducing technology into edu-
cation without doing anything to change the other ways in which education is
currently organized. They think that by moving cameras, computers, and
microphones into the classrooms, schools, universities, and training depart-
ments, they can increase enrollments, provide new curricula, and save money
without doing anything else. According to this view, once the technology is in
place, there is little else to be done except to let teachers get on with practicing
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8 CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education Compone

The biggest challenges facing education today are for legislatures to de- Figure
velop policies that require the development of a total systems approach for dis-
tance education, for administrators to redistribute human and capital resources
into a total system, and for teachers to be trained to work as specialists within S
such a system. '

Components of a Distance Education System

Figure 1.1 presents a general systems model that describes the main component
processes and elements of a distance education institution, program, unit, con-
sortium, or course. These are the common components that will be found at all
levels and types of distance education. There must be sources of knowledge or
skills that will be taught and learned as well as a process for finding out what
students need to learn and for deciding what particular content will be taught.
There must be one subsystem that arranges the design of courses and another
that provides the communications services to teachers, learners, and adminis-
trators. Instructors and others interact with students to help the learning
process. There must of course be learners in their different learning environ-
ments. Finally, at the most general level, there must be an organization with a
policy and a management structure that controls and administers the various
parts of each of these subsystems.

We will now examine each part of this system briefly, and we will later
focus on each of these components in turn.

Content Experts and Other Sources of Knowledge

The responsibility for deciding what knowledge will be taught by an organiza-
tion (whether it be a university, college, school, or training department of a cor-
poration, government, or voluntary agency) is that of the organization and its
faculty—the people who know their field, its literature, theory, contemporary
practice, and problems. Decisions will be made in the light of the organization’s
educational mission and philosophy, reflected by the philosophy of its teachers,
and this in turn will be determined by the organization’s history and the his-
tory of education in the country in which the organization is located.

For most distance education organizations it is also important to know
what knowledge students themselves feel they need, and to develop courses
that take into account what they want to learn. Students may also be regarded
as potential sources and creators of knowledge, and courses may be designed
to employ project and other self-directed learning activities. The degree to
which a distance education organization or course might draw on students as
a source of knowledge will be influenced by the educational philosophies of the
organization and its faculty. There are many different ideas about learning and
teaching, and before we can understand an educational organization or its
courses, or analyze them or evaluate them, it is necessary to be clear about
what particular philosophy is being emphasized or adhered to.
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CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education

Communication of Information and
Interaction via Technologies

In all education there has to be communication between a teacher or a teach-
ing team, and the learner or learners. In distance education this communication
takes place via some form of technology. The technology may produce printed
media (mainly books and study guides) or programs on audio- or videocas-
settes, radio or television broadcasts, computer software, audio, audio-graphic
or videoconferencing, or computer networks (i.e., computer-mediated com-
munication). The use of technology to carry the messages of teachers and stu-
dents, rather than relying on face-to-face lecture, discussion, and the black-
board, is what makes distance education so novel to most people. Ironically, the
technologies that seem so challenging to so many educators are the same that
they are immersed in when seeking information and entertainment.

Distinguishing Technology and Media

When we talk about “technology,” we are describing not only the machines
that distribute messages but also the organization and the people who make
them work. Technologies include the postal system, radio and television broad-
casting companies, telephone, satellite, cable, and computer networks. What is
distributed through the technologies are mediated messages, or symbol sys-
tems, and these we usually refer to as “media.” The symbol systems (the
media) that carry the messages by means of the distribution systems (the
technology) are typically text in books and study guides, sound in audiotapes,
pictures in videotapes, or the text, sound, or pictures that make up a telecon-
ference.

For example, the Internet is a technology, an organized network of com-
puters, big and small, and users linked by telephone lines of several types; the
messages sent on it are usually in the text medium, though increasingly they
are in video and audio media. The technology of mail distributes the media of
printed words, data and pictures; sound on audiotapes; moving pictures and
sound on videotapes; and all these on computer discs. The technology of radio
and television broadcasting distributes messages by sound, and pictures at ran-
dom through the air. By the technology of satellite, cable, telephone, and com-
puter networks we can distribute text, sound and pictures from point to point
or point to multipoints, so the messages may be aimed at particular groups or
particular individuals. Correspondence by mail may include sound, text, or pic-
tures by video, but is distributed mainly to individual learners.

Thus, each technology can support the use of a variety of media: print
(words and pictures), sound (voice and music), and video (pictures, sound, and
motion). Each medium has different characteristics, which also vary according
to the technology that distributes it. For example, certain books, audiotapes, or
videoconferences are different in the ways they support varying degrees of ab-
stractness and concreteness or how they impact social presence and intimacy.
Each of these media support varying degrees of structure in teaching programs,
different degrees of dialog between teachers and learners and among learners,

o
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CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education

the correspondence course, together with the teleconference’s immediacy of in-
teraction. Such technologies, of course, are still expensive today and not avail-
able to most distance learners.

As well as interacting with instructors whose main job is to help them learn
the content of the course, students may also interact with counselors who make
suggestions about study techniques or help to solve academic or even personal
problems that interfere with learning. Students will also interact with adminis-
trative staff when registering for courses or checking their progress. Ideally, a
distance education course also provides an opportunity for students to interact
with each other both synchronously by teleconferences, as they would in a tra-
ditional classroom setting, and asynchronously via computer bulletin boards
and mailing lists. Correspondence-based distance education courses sometimes
include special face-to-face meetings to provide group interaction when de-
signers determine that such interaction is necessary.

Management and Administration

Another aspect of interaction is the administration of distance education
courses and programs. Managers are responsible for assessing the needs of
learners who are not easily accessible. Since distance education usually uses ex-
pensive technologies, the funds required to produce courses are substantial,
and management must allocate them among competing proposals. Administra-
tors must ensure that money, personnel, and time are managed so that courses
are produced on time and numerous work tasks fit together. Suitable faculty
and staff must be recruited and trained. Since instructors are usually at a dis-
tance, special procedures must be developed and maintained for monitoring
and supervising them. Feedback and evaluation mechanisms are vital because
if any part of the system breaks down, the whole system is in jeopardy.

Management must also participate in the political process, helping policy-
makers to understand the potential of distance education, obtaining funding,
and bringing about the organizational culture change that is needed to accom-
modate this new form of education.

Learning Environments

In any distance education organization, a great deal of attention must be given
to the nature of the learning environment. Students may study course materi-
als and may interact with instructors in their workplaces, at home, in a class-
room, at a learning center, or even when they travel. Many stories are told
about distant learners on battlefields, in submarines, in lighthouses, and in pris-
ons. Learning in such places and in the workplace or at home presents some
real challenges because such settings are subject to many kinds of distractions
and interruptions that make learning difficult.

To overcome these potential problems, students must consciously acquire
the skills and habits of being effective distant learners. They must, for exam-
ple, find their own times and places where they can study comfortably. This

Component:
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CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education

Unfortunately, in most organizations today the careful design and manage-
ment that should characterize a total systems approach are nonexistent. In most
organizations it is one part of the system that is favored, and usually just one
part of one part! Quite commonly, the communications technology receives the
money and attention, or more likely, an organization may focus its attention on
just one of the many communications technologies that are available. Even the
best communications experts will fail if the other elements of the system are
neglected. A fundamental message of this book is that distance education
should be conceived of and developed as a total system, giving equal attention
to all the above interacting components if it is to be practiced successfully. Pay-
ing attention to one of the components without regard to the others is a recipe
for disaster.

System Inputs and Outputs

Another way of looking at the interrelationships among the components
in a distance education system is to use a common technique in systems mod-
eling: viewing the system in terms of inputs and outputs. Figure 1.2 identifies
some of the inputs and outputs of a distance education system. You can proba-
bly think of others.

All the factors listed in the input column affect in some way the output vari-
ables we have listed. In some cases the relationship is quite direct, such as the
case with instructor/tutor experience and student satisfaction ratings. Other re-
lationships are less direct, such as the link between student access to resources
and student achievement scores. Most relationships are multiple in nature; for
example, student characteristics affect many of the output variables, whereas
student completion rates are a function of many of the input factors. Indeed,
with enough understanding of distance education, it is possible to identify a re-
lationship between almost every input and output variable listed in Figure 1.2.
The rest of this book is devoted to explaining these relationships in terms of the
system components outlined in Figure 1.1.

Different Levels of Distance Education and
the Systems Approach

As we pointed out earlier, distance education courses can be offered by institu-
tions with varying degrees of commitment and expertise. The systems approach
is more likely to be found in distance learning institutions or consortia than in
courses at the program or unit level. While an individual teacher or group in a
unit can try to be systematic, following a total systems approach requires more
resources and organization than these people have available. As a result, the
best distance education courses are more likely to be implemented at the insti-
tutional or consortium level than the program or unit level.

Traditional institutions that try to offer distance learning courses typically
face significant organizational conflicts, because a systems approach is not very
compatible with traditional classroom instruction and the way such instruction

"ﬁ
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CHAPTER 1 Fundamentals of Distance Education

specialized training for career enhancement or basic skills can take courses
without having to be away from home or their current jobs. Students in one
country can learn from teachers and fellow students in others. Courses can be
accessed whenever the student wants, at whatever pace is preferred, from al-
most any location. Overall, distance education opens up many new learning op-
portunities for many people.

While students will have more freedom and opportunity, they must also as-
sume more responsibility for managing their own learning, in terms of when
they will study, how much they want to learn, and seeking out information and
resources. Some students may be unwilling or inadequately trained to accept
this responsibility and will need help in making the necessary adjustments in
their study habits.

The roles of instructors and administrators will be different in distance ed-
ucation systems in the future compared to traditional classroom instruction. In
moving to a distance education system, some instructors will have the job of
preparing materials without being involved in interaction with students, or if
they do, they will have to use the communications technologies and learn to
teach quite differently. Some instructors may be very reluctant to give up their
physical contact with students or teach via media transmitted through technol-
ogy. Of course good management will find appropriate positions for those
teachers who want to be content specialists, those who prepare to provide in-
teractive support to students, and those who are good at designing and pro-
ducing mediated communications.

Administrators too will perform different and new duties. Instead of wor-
rying about classroom availability and class scheduling, they will be concerned
with ensuring that the various resources are brought together for the design and
delivery of courses as well as student support. They have to develop new ad-
missions procedures and find alternatives to “residency” as criteria of excel-
lence. Some administrators may have difficulty understanding the shift in re-
sources and procedures involved.

Distance education also implies major changes within schools and training
organizations. With traditional classroom instruction, the student body is pri-
marily defined by geography, with most students in schools and colleges tend-
ing to come from the local area. However, with distance education it becomes
possible for schools and training to reach students anywhere in the country or
the world. So, in theory, every school or training group offering similar in-
struction will compete with each other. This is by no means a bad thing. A key
idea in distance education is the principle of comparative advantage. As applied
here this means that each school, university, or training group should decide
what subjects it has an advantage in, compared to competing organizations,
and should specialize in providing instruction in that subject. The future
educational system will have no geographic boundary, but each organization
will be more focused and specialized in the range of subjects it offers. This will
also mean that all educational providers will need to rethink their marketing
strategjes.

i Summa;
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* Asorganizations become more understanding about the benefits of adopt-
ing a total systems approach to distance education, there will be impact
on teachers, learners, administrators, and policymakers and significant
changes in the way that education is conceptualized, funded, designed,
and delivered. Not least will be opening of access and improvements in
quality.

For further discussion about a systems approach to education, see Banathy
(1993) or Reigeluth and Garfinkle (1994).




