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Abstract

The recentexplosionin distancelearning programson the
world-wide web has spawneda lively debateon the future
and the potentialof theseprograms. While distancelearn-
ing will clearly play a growing role in highereducationand
professionaltraining in the years ahead,it is unclear how
prominentthat role will be. Here weoutlinethemainadvan-
tagesanddisadvantagesof distancelearningprogramsover
traditional instruction.Wealsoidentifysomecommonbeliefs
ondistancelearningandquestionthevalidityof thosebeliefs.

1 Intr oduction

The availability in recentyearsof multi-mediaapplications
on the world-wide web hasprovided considerableimpetus
to distancelearning (DL) initiatives. In this day and age,
studentstaking a DL coursetypically usethe web to down-
loadvideoandaudiofilescontainingprerecordedlectures,to
electronicallysubmitassignments,andto communicatewith
teachingstaff and other students,both synchronously(e.g.,
via chatrooms)andasynchronously(e.g.,via emailandelec-
tronic bulletin boards). Becauseof thesetechnologicalad-
vances,numerousuniversitiesand private institutionshave
launchednew DL programsor significantlyexpandedexist-
ing ones. Many of theseinitiatives have met with at least
somedegreeof successfrom students.

Thesuddenblossomingof web-basedDL programhascre-
atedsharplydifferent views on DL both amongacademics
andin the corporateworld. On the onehand,proponentsof
DL programspoint to technologicaladvancesandthesuccess
achievedby someprogramsto predictthat thedissemination
andcustomershipof DL programswill skyrocket in thenext
severalyears.Many publishedreportsdiscussempiricalstud-
ies comparingthe effectivenessof DL coursesto traditional
classroominstruction. Thesestudiesgenerallyusestudent
performancein final examinationsandotherassignmentsas
thebasisfor comparingtheeffectivenessof DL courseswith
traditionalcourses.An overwhelmingmajority of thesere-
portsconcludethat the DL coursesunderconsiderationare
at leastaseffective asthe correspondingclassroomcourses.
Someauthorsrefer to this trendas the so-calledno signifi-
cantdifferencephenomenon:Mostpublishedempiricalstud-

iesdetectno significantdifferencein theeffectivenessof DL
vs. traditionalcourses[3]. Someproponentsof DL evenar-
gue that DL will eventually replacetraditionaleducationat
most institutionsof highereducationandat training organi-
zations.

On the other hand, opponentsof DL programspoint to
the weaknessof the current scientific evidencesupporting
the claimsof effectivenessof DL programs[2]. Opponents
note that direct personalinteractionsbetweenteachersand
studentsplay an importantrole in the delivery of education.
Many studentsrely primarily on directcontactwith teaching
staff andotherstudentsto absorbcoursematerialseffectively.
Thus,the lack of direct contactaffordedby today’s technol-
ogy makesDL instructionpedagogicallyweaker thantradi-
tional instruction.

Interestinglyenough,argumentson both sidesof the DL
debatehave somemerit. The lack of direct contactmakes
it highly unlikely that DL programsusingcurrenttechnolo-
gieswill replacetraditional instructionat researchuniversi-
ties. However, it is alsoclearthatDL techniqueswill play a
growing rolebothin academiceducationandindustrialtrain-
ing. The currentcontroversyon DL programsis fueled by
many commonmisconceptionson the futurerole andpoten-
tial of DL techniques.This positionpaperattemptsto dispel
someof thesemisconceptionsin an effort to focusattention
on therealadvantagesandlimitationsof DL.

2 Prosand Consof DistanceLearning

The main advantageof DL is that it significantly increases
accessto advancedlearningsources.Traditionalclassroom
instruction is inevitably tied to the sametime, sameplace
model for lecture delivery. DL coursesevidently support
an asynchronousmodewherebystudentscanaccesscourse
materialsat different times and places. The greaterflexi-
bility of DL coursesallows accessto higher educationby
peoplewhosepersonalconstraintsprevent them from en-
rolling in traditional courses(e.g., part-timestudents,con-
tinuing educationstudents).In addition,electronicdelivery
media(e.g., streamingvideo and audio) allow a studentto
replaydeliveredmaterials,suchasportionsof lectures,asof-
tenasneeded.Interactionwith otherstudentsandinstructors
is possiblethroughvariousmedia,including email, bulletin



boards,� andchat rooms. Harasimet al. [1] definean Asyn-
chronousLearning Network (ALN) to be a “group of peo-
ple who usecomputer-mediatedcommunicationnetworksto
learn togetherat the times, places,and pacethat bestsuits
them.”

An additionaladvantageof DL coursesandALNs is the
possibilityfor instructionalmaterialsto besharedamongdif-
ferenteducatorsandacademicinstitutions.A courseprepared
by aninstructorcanbedeliveredbyadifferentinstructor, pro-
vided that the latter instructoradheresto coursecontentof
the formerone. Evidently, sharingof instructionalmaterials
canleadto economiesof scaleandgreaterdisseminationof
knowledge.

The mostnotablelimitation of DL andALNs is the lack
of directcontactbetweeninstructorsandstudents,which has
variousadverseeffectson thequality of delivery. Theasyn-
chronousdeliveryof DL coursespreventsstudentsfrom ask-
ing questionsduring lectures.This lack of communications
is harmful to studentsandalso to instructorsin the caseof
lecturesprerecordedwithout anaudience.Skilled instructors
oftenrely on studentfeedbackin orderto tunelecturedeliv-
ery. Theabsenceof this feedbackcanbedetrimentalto their
qualityof lecturedelivery.

An additionalissuein DL coursesis thevalidationof stu-
dentwork. Currentauthenticationtechniquesdonotallow an
instructorto checkthe identity of the persontaking, say, a
final examinationover the web. To further complicatemat-
ters,thesubmissionof examinationsover theweb is subject
to hardwareandsoftware failures(e.g.,a student’s browser
crashingduringanexam).With currenttechnologyit is prac-
tically impossibleto detectandeffectively prevent cheating
in computer-submittedassignments.Thislimitation hasobvi-
ousadverseeffectsonthecredibility of educationalprograms
relyingexclusively on DL technologies.

3 SomeCommonMisconceptions

The advantagesand disadvantagesof DL techniquesand
ALNs have createdmany misconceptions.Herearesomeof
thesemisconceptions.

Misconception 1. ALNs will lower the rising costsof
higher education. This misconceptionis one of the most
widely heldbeliefsamongproponentsof DL andALNs. The
high preparationtime of DL coursesandtheneedfor anen-
gagedinstructorduringcoursedeliverydrasticallyreducethe
potential time savings of prerecordedlectures. The useof
electronicmediafor communication(e.g.,emailandbulletin
boards)is lessdirect andmore time consumingthandirect
conversationsbetweenstudentsand instructors. Finally, in
the caseof evolving disciplines,suchas computerscience,
coursematerialsaresubjectto rapid obsolence.While it is
quitepossiblethatDL courseswill sometimescostlessthan
theirclassroomcounterparts,it is highly unlikely thatDL will
significantlyreducetheoverall costsof highereducation.

Misconception 2. Students learn at least as much in
ALNs as they do in traditional classrooms. This mis-

conceptionis basedon some empirical studiesthat have
shown improvedstudentperformancein DL coursesrelative
to equivalentcoursestaughtin theclassroom.Unfortunately,
existing studiesthatallegedlycorrobaratethismisconception
aregenerallyflawed. Thesestudiestypically focuson indi-
vidual DL courses,ratherentireDL curricula. In addition,
thesestudiesoften do not addressauthenticationissuesand
cheatingprevention. Worseyet, thestudiesaretypically not
conductedon randomstudentsamples.Most existing studies
do not take into accountthat differentstudentsusedifferent
strategiesfor learninganddo not explain thehigherdropout
ratetypicalof DL courses.

Misconception3. Learning thr oughALNs is inherently
lesseffective than learning in traditional classrooms.Op-
ponentsof DL oftencite thelackof directcontactamongstu-
dentsandbetweenstudentsandinstructorsto justify thismis-
conception.Quite to the contrary, a well-motivatedstudent
willing to devote the additionaltime andeffort 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 different from classroomteach-
ing; DL oftenrequiresa differentsetof skills anda different
learningapproachfrom traditionalinstruction.

Misconception5. DL will blur the distinction between
academiceducation and professionaltraining . Academic
educationseeksto provide the conceptualand theoretical
foundationsthat will serve the studentthroughouther pro-
fessionallife. Industrial training focuseson teachingskills
andtechniquesneededfor a job. This distinctionwill remain
in effect indefinitely; coursecontentsand assignmentswill
alwaysreflectthis distinctionevenin thecaseof DL courses.

4 Conclusions

It is clear that DL will play a growing role in higher edu-
cationandprofessionaltraining in the yearsahead.DL will
be quitevaluableespeciallyto peoplewith limited accessto
educationalandtraining institutions. In addition,web-based
tools will enhancethe valueof coursestaughtin traditional
settings.However, DL is highly unlikely to replacethe tra-
ditional meansof coursedeliveryat researchuniversitiesany
time soon.
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