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Abstract

The recentexplosionin distancelearning programson the
world-wide web has spawneda lively debateon the future
and the potential of theseprograms. While distancelearn-
ing will clearly play a growingrole in highereducationand
professionaltraining in the years ahead,it is unclear how
prominentthat role will be Here we outlinethe mainadvan-
tagesand disadvantgesof distancelearning programsover
traditionalinstruction.We alsoidentifysomecommaorbeliefs
ondistancdearningandquestiorthevalidity of thosebeliefs.

1 Intr oduction

The availability in recentyearsof multi-mediaapplications
on the world-wide web has provided considerabldmpetus
to distancelearning (DL) initiatives. In this day and age,
studentgtaking a DL coursetypically usethe webto down-
loadvideoandaudiofiles containingprerecordedecturesto
electronicallysubmitassignmentsandto communicatewith
teachingstaf and other students both synchronouslye.g.,
via chatrooms)andasynchronouslye.g.,via emailandelec-
tronic bulletin boards). Becauseof thesetechnologicalad-
vances,numerousuniversitiesand private institutions have
launchednew DL programsor significantly expandedexist-
ing ones. Mary of theseinitiatives have met with at least
somedegreeof succes$rom students.
Thesudderblossomingf web-basedL programhascre-
atedsharplydifferent views on DL both amongacademics
andin the corporateworld. On the onehand,proponentf
DL programspointto technologicahdvancesandthesuccess
achieved by someprogramgo predictthatthe dissemination
andcustomershipf DL programswill skyrocketin the next
severalyears.Many publishedreportsdiscusempiricalstud-
ies comparingthe effectivenessof DL coursedo traditional
classroominstruction. Thesestudiesgenerallyuse student
performancen final examinationsand otherassignmentss
the basisfor comparingthe effectivenesf DL courseswith
traditional courses. An overwhelmingmajority of thesere-
ports concludethat the DL coursesunderconsideratiorare
at leastaseffective asthe correspondinglassrooncourses.
Someauthorsrefer to this trend as the so-calledno signifi-
cantdifferencephenomenonMost publishedempiricalstud-
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iesdetectno significantdifferencen the effectivenesf DL
vs. traditionalcourseqd3]. Someproponentf DL evenar-
guethat DL will eventuallyreplacetraditional educationat
mostinstitutionsof highereducationandat training organi-
zations.

On the other hand, opponentsof DL programspoint to
the weaknessf the current scientific evidence supporting
the claimsof effectivenessof DL programg[2]. Opponents
note that direct personalinteractionsbetweenteachersand
studentslay animportantrole in the delivery of education.
Many studentgely primarily on direct contactwith teaching
staf andotherstudentso absorbcoursematerialseffectively.
Thus,the lack of direct contactafforded by today’s technol-
ogy makesDL instructionpedagogicallywealer thantradi-
tional instruction.

Interestinglyenough,argumentson both sidesof the DL
debatehave somemerit. The lack of direct contactmakes
it highly unlikely that DL programsusing currenttechnolo-
gieswill replacetraditionalinstructionat researchuniversi-
ties. However, it is alsoclearthat DL techniquewwill play a
growing role bothin academi@ducatiorandindustrialtrain-
ing. The currentcontroversyon DL programsis fueled by
mary commonmisconceptionsn the future role and poten-
tial of DL techniquesThis positionpaperattemptgo dispel
someof thesemisconceptionsn an effort to focusattention
ontherealadvantagesandlimitationsof DL.

2 Prosand Consof DistancelLearning

The main advantageof DL is thatit significantly increases
accesdo adwancedlearningsources. Traditional classroom
instructionis inevitably tied to the sametime, sameplace
model for lecture delivery. DL coursesevidently support
an asynchronousnodewherebystudentscan accessourse
materialsat different times and places. The greaterflexi-
bility of DL coursesallows accesso higher educationby
people whose personalconstraintsprevent them from en-
rolling in traditional courses(e.g., part-time students,con-
tinuing educationstudents).In addition, electronicdelivery
media(e.qg., streamingvideo and audio) allow a studentto
replaydeliveredmaterials suchasportionsof lectures asof-
tenasneededInteractionwith otherstudentsandinstructors
is possiblethroughvariousmedia,including email, bulletin



boards,and chatrooms. Harasimet al. [1] definean Asyn-
chronousLearning Network (ALN) to be a “group of peo-
ple who usecomputermediateccommunicatiometworks to
learntogetherat the times, places,and pacethat bestsuits
them’

An additionaladvantageof DL coursesand ALNs is the
possibilityfor instructionalmaterialso be sharedamongdif-
ferenteducatorsndacademidénstitutions.A courseprepared
by aninstructorcanbedeliveredby adifferentinstructor pro-
vided that the latter instructoradherego coursecontentof
the former one. Evidently, sharingof instructionalmaterials
canleadto economie®of scaleandgreaterdisseminatiorof
knowledge.

The mostnotablelimitation of DL and ALNs is the lack
of directcontactbetweerinstructorsandstudentsyhich has
variousadwerseeffectson the quality of delivery. Theasyn-
chronoudelivery of DL coursegpreventsstudentdrom ask-
ing questiongduring lectures. This lack of communications
is harmful to studentsand alsoto instructorsin the caseof
lecturesprerecordeavithout anaudience Skilled instructors
oftenrely on studentfeedbackin orderto tunelecturedeliv-
ery. Theabsencef this feedbackcanbe detrimentalo their
quality of lecturedelivery.

An additionalissuein DL coursess the validationof stu-
dentwork. Currentauthenticatioriechniqueslo notallow an
instructorto checkthe identity of the persontaking, say a
final examinationover the weh To further complicatemat-
ters,the submissiorof examinationsover the webis subject
to hardware and software failures(e.g., a students browser
crashingduringanexam). With currenttechnologyit is prac-
tically impossibleto detectand effectively prevent cheating
in computersubmittedassignmentsThislimitation hasobvi-
ousadwerseeffectsonthecredibility of educationaprograms
relying exclusively on DL technologies.

3 SomeCommon Misconceptions

The adwantagesand disadwantagesof DL techniquesand
ALNSs have createdmary misconceptionsHerearesomeof
thesemisconceptions.

Misconception 1. ALNs will lower the rising costsof
higher education. This misconceptioris one of the most
widely heldbeliefsamongproponent®f DL andALNs. The
high preparatiortime of DL coursesandthe needfor anen-
gagednstructorduringcoursedelivery drasticallyreducethe
potentialtime savings of prerecordedectures. The use of
electronicmediafor communicatior(e.g.,emailandbulletin
boards)is lessdirect and more time consumingthan direct
corversationsbetweenstudentsand instructors. Finally, in
the caseof evolving disciplines,suchas computerscience,
coursematerialsare subjectto rapid obsolence.While it is
quite possiblethat DL courseswill sometimesostlessthan
theirclassroontounterpartst is highly unlikely thatDL will
significantlyreducethe overall costsof highereducation.

Misconception 2. Studentslearn at least as much in
ALNs as they do in traditional classmoms. This mis-

conceptionis basedon some empirical studiesthat have
shavn improvedstudentperformancen DL coursegelative
to equivalentcoursegaughtin the classroomUnfortunately
existing studiesthatallegedly corrobaratehis misconception
aregenerallyflawed. Thesestudiestypically focuson indi-
vidual DL coursesyratherentire DL curricula. In addition,
thesestudiesoften do not addressauthenticatiorissuesand
cheatingprevention. Worseyet, the studiesaretypically not
conductedn randomstudentsamples Most existing studies
do not take into accountthat differentstudentsusedifferent
stratgiesfor learninganddo not explain the higherdropout
ratetypical of DL courses.

Misconception3. Learning through ALNSs is inherently
lesseffective than learning in traditional classiooms. Op-
ponentsof DL oftencite thelack of directcontactamongstu-
dentsandbetweerstudentandinstructorgo justify this mis-
conception. Quite to the contrary a well-motivatedstudent
willing to devote the additionaltime and effort requiredby
a DL coursemay learnmoreeffectively thanin a traditional
course.

Misconception4. There is no significant differ encebe-
tweenthe effectivenessof DL and traditional instruction.
Electronicdelivery is quite differentfrom classroomteach-
ing; DL oftenrequiresa differentsetof skills anda different
learningapproachHrom traditionalinstruction.

Misconception5. DL will blur the distinction between
academiceducationand professionaltraining. Academic
educationseeksto provide the conceptualand theoretical
foundationsthat will sene the studentthroughouther pro-
fessionallife. Industrialtraining focuseson teachingskills
andtechniquesieededor ajob. This distinctionwill remain
in effect indefinitely; coursecontentsand assignmentswill
alwaysreflectthis distinctionevenin the caseof DL courses.

4 Conclusions

It is clearthat DL will play a growing role in higher edu-
cationandprofessionatraining in the yearsahead.DL wiill
be quite valuableespeciallyto peoplewith limited accesgo
educationahndtraininginstitutions. In addition,web-based
toolswill enhancehe value of coursegaughtin traditional
settings. However, DL is highly unlikely to replacethe tra-
ditional meansof coursedelivery atresearchuniversitiesary
time soon.

References

[1] L. Harasim,S.R.Hiltz, L. Teles,andM. Turoff. LearningNet-
works: A Field Guideto Teading and LearningOnline MIT

PressCambridgeMA, 1995.

R.A. PhippsandJ. Merisotis.What'sthedifference?Technical
report, The Institutefor Higher EducationPolicy, Washington,
DC, April 1999.

T. L. Russell.ThenosignificantdifferencephenomenonTech-
nicalreport,Office of InstructionalTelecommunicationgyorth
CarolinaStateUniversity, ChapelHill, NC, 1999.

(2]

(3]



