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Introduction

"Distance Education is instructional delivery that does not constrain the student to be physically present in the same location as the instructor.  Historically, Distance Education meant correspondence study.  Today audio, video, and computer technologies are more common delivery modes. (Steiner, pg. 1)” There may be several different reasons one may turn on to the idea of Online/Distance Education.  For some there may be a need for access, flexibility, choice, ongoing and flexible modes of learning, and to experience the possibilities of Distance Education.  At another level, corporate America is faced with the retraining of millions of American workers.  “We are using distance learning, both internally and externally, for all aspects of training.  Many major corporations save millions of dollars each year using distance learning to train employees more effectively and more efficiently than with conventional methods. (usdla.net, 4/24/01)

Personally, I have chosen to research this topic because I am considering taking part in a course of this nature.  And for some of those same reasons.  But I am concerned that it may not be as easy as it sounds and that my own personal learning style could have a serious impact with success in the course.  I plan to discuss the pros and cons for this type of educational method within three distinct topics.  Socialization and Community and how it is effected,  "Technical Difficulties" within the course, and how the idea of Tutoring/Mentoring plays a part.  . As a student, these topics seemed to weigh heavily with much influence.  They do not only seem as important alone but the themes intertwine and depend on each other's success in order for some students to reach their goals.

  Socialization and Community 


There are many reasons adults pursue a second degree, a certificate, or wish to learn about new information.  Many of us decide what we are doing presently is not satisfying or how we imagined.   But that it does pay the bills.   And that if we are working, has a family, but are interested in seeking out something new that it may be too overwhelming and then are discouraged easily.   Those interested in changing their careers or simply professionally developing their present career may feel as though there is no time or flexibility.  If you are one of those people maybe online education is for you. “Online education appeals to adult learner who need to take classes after work, or those who cannot travel to a campus and appreciate the flexibility of being able to take classes at home. (Stellin, 3/21/01)” But know that having this convienence at your fingertips may “cost”you.  “While using the Internet to transfer information is easy enough, little is known about the actual quality of the online education experience; it is unclear, for example, how students will fare face-to-face conversations with professors and peers, and the personal and professional relationships often forged on campus, are replaced by virtual communication. (Press and Washburn, p.36).  


There is much conversation around the lack community and socialization that takes place within these courses.  In a physical classroom, as teachers, we require that students socialize and build community in hopes to aid in the learning process.  That the sharing of realistic experiences and information will help ground the material for students.  Especially for students taking part in a Teacher Education Program.  “ Not all online programs offer teachers the right mix of collaboration and feedback, said Lajean Thomas, a professor of education at Louisiana Tech. University. (Weiner, 4/25/01)”  Thomas helps to review teacher preparation programs to make sure they are training educators to effectively use the latest technology.  


It has been said that students participating in distance education would need tremendous amounts of self-motivation and vigor to replace feelings of isolation.  As well, “though educators feel that implementing technology to broaden educational opportunities, there is a fear that commercial rather than pedagogical considerations are driving the distance-learning trend. (Press and Washburn, p.36)” Government sees online education as a way of holding costs in check, while still providing a high-quality education.  “In 1998, Wallace Loh, the top postsecondary education advisor, delivered a speech extolling the ‘brave new world of digital education’.  Using technology to create a ‘virtual university’, Loh announced, would help hold down costs while accommodating the estimated 80,000 new students projected to enter the state’s higher education system over the next two decades. (Press and Washburn, p.36)” What is so interesting is that there have been studies done to show that for the people involved, the professors and the students, that this is not necessarily true.  “A recent study found ‘high quality online teaching, especially, is time and labor-intensive’ and is therefore ‘not likely to be the income source envisioned by some administrators’. (Press and Washburn, p.36)”

 "Technical Difficulties" 


If you are one of those who are making the transition into online education, one must be "technologically" inclined.  As found on umassonline.net there are certain technical requirements one will need to posses for the program or course.  It says:


You must:

1. Have access to a personal computer (Mac or PC).

2. Be familiar with basic computer skills.

3. Be connected to the Internet.

4. Have an email program and an account. 

5. Have at least 28.8 kbps modem.

6. Have a Java capable browser (Netscape or Internet Explorer).
*Some program or universities have campus specific requirements, like Umass.  

  
Without any of these life will be that much more difficult.  And the completion of a course of this nature may be even more time and money consuming than the conventional method.  But if you do posses these and are self-motivated and vigorous, you may be a prime candidate for this style course.   A school in New Hampshire has piloted this program and seen many positive results.  "Students are told ahead of time what they are expected to accomplish in their class and assignments and what skills they'll need to master, then told how they are progressing at any given point.  The issue of "Transparency" is no longer.  Meaning that students no longer waste time trying to figure out how the teacher is going to try to trip them up.  In theory, it gives teachers and students collective ownership of their education.  (Goldsborough, 03/28/01)


From my own experience with online communication with classmates and instructors, there is always that issue about the computer/machine having the control.  Sometimes there are just things that we cannot do or that are out of our control.  Whether it is sending or receiving message and information or completing a task.  After our class discussion on robots, it gives me the idea that we are never really going to have the control.  Especially if we are, now, going to depend so heavily on them!

 Tutoring/Mentoring



It is obvious that not everyone is created equally.  And some students require more attention than others do.   After researching several programs, it seems that the average interaction had either online, over the phone, or face to face is not very high. Usually it is offered by a university technical assistant, who may only be available at certain times.  But for Jones International University, the first fully online, accredited University, the motto reads, “Whether it is three o’clock in the morning or eight o’clock at night, when you’re online, class is ‘in session’.”  (jonesinternational.edu, 4/30/01).  I have a hard time believing that it is that easy especially when you do get to a point where you may need some assistance.  What do you do?  



You could start by looking at the site called Distance Learning Resource Network.  (www.dlrn.org)   They provide resources for students, adult learners, and educators alike.   They believe there is a “twist” to their service, unlike any other.  “Mentoring has become less product-oriented (characterized by transfer of knowledge) and more process-oriented (involving knowledge acquisition, application, and critical reflection).  The protocol for mentoring is grounded in a reciprocal and collaborative learning partnership between two (or more) individuals who share mutual responsibility and accountability for reaching mutually defined mentee learning goals. (Zachary, 5/1/01)”



It seems that distance mentoring generally takes more time and effort to establish than face-to-face relationships.  There can be some set up for students/peers to communicate, but nothing that was overly consistent and only depending on the student's and/or teacher's web knowledge, access, and abilities.  But DLRN’s "distance mentoring offers a learning opportunity for engaging in geographically diverse mentoring relationship that takes place when it is not feasible, desirable or convenient for mentoring partners to meet on a regular basis. (Zachary, DLRN 5/1/01)"

How realistic is it?


Two colleagues of mine had decided to take a course on-line with Framingham State College through Stalker Institute.  It was a Nutrition course.  Both of these women are Physical Education and Health/Wellness teachers.  They believed that they would be good candidates for this course because of their background, but also knew that it would require some technical skills in order for them to reach the goals of this on-line course.   Their information and advice will provide some of us who are considering distance education, as an option, with details around issues, which immediately become our primary concern.   I have taken the liberty of questioning my friends on their experience with this course with hopes that will clarify some of the concern.   

Q. Was this style convenient for you? More time consuming or less?

A. "Absolutely!"  "We were able to go at our own pace with this course.  And regarding that fact the course was less time consuming.  The fact that there was not the usual scheduled meeting times and travel time to consider did make a difference.  Through the syllabus, we were introduced to our responsibilities early on and were able to start/finish our coursework as it was convenient for us. We were required to purchase a CD-ROM which contained our text readings and the program that would enable access to the information on our own personal computers.   It consisted of modules that contained mini-projects as well as larger group projects spread out throughout the length of the course.  Although there was time table that we needed to consider, the added pressure was not there."

Q.   How much interaction with others did you actually have? (Face to face, over the      

       Phone, online communication)

A.   "Our only physical responsibility was to meet one Saturday for four hours during the          

Semester. This time was used for presentation of group projects.  Primarily, we both felt that this time was used for some type of physical interaction.  We also assessed how we all felt about taking this course and its pros and cons.   The rest was done mostly through email with classmates, group partners, and the instructor.  There was a group site set up where we had a discussion board.  We could send questions and concerns of our own out to the class for answers and support.  There was also an on-line technology assistant provided through the university.  One comforting thought for the both of us is that we had each other to bounce ideas and problems off of.  If either of us were falling behind, we were able to keep each other on task."

7. What were some technical difficulties with the process of this course?

A.     "It was made quite clear at the beginning of the semester that there would be basic                

prerequisites for entrance into the course.  Some knowledge of computers, programs, and hardware were preferred.  We were required to purchase a CD-ROM to enable access to course work and readings.  It was adaptable for our own personal computers, either IBM or MAC's.  Most of our communication was over the Internet using email.  So unless we had direct access, at home or at work, it probably would have been made less user-friendly.  With our profession, we do not sit behind a desk during the day.  Therefore unless we we proactive around the communication process and constantly checking our email, it would have become very easy for us to fall behind." 

Q.     Did the cost differ from a standard course?  Was it coming from an accredited


         program?

A.     "The course was a four credit course offered through the Stalker Institute which is an   

         Accredited program.  Its price is the same as any other course that was offered that 

         Semester.  This was the first course of its kind to be offered so as far as who was 

         accepted, the program was not too picky.  It seemed as though the wanted bodies 

         for the class."

Q.    Would you consider a Master's program on-line?  Overall rating?

A.     "We would consider taking more courses like this one and possibly a master's 

program.  We did enjoy the one meeting time where we got to talk with each 

           other.  The fact that it was not right away and after a few weeks into to the course 

           made our day together even more special.  On a scale of 1 to 10, we would 


consider this experience to be a  '9'.  The fact that it was our first time taking

            this type of course was the only drawback.  Now we feel as though all of the 


quirks have been worked out and we can concentrate more on the actual course


work rather than the process.”

What this all means!


The motivating factor, for myself, to do the research about distance education was to satisfy my own curiosity around the success of this style of educating.  So many of us today want to extend our minds and keep current with new trends and pedagogical approaches, especially as educators.  But as I am, we are finding our lives to be full of “things to do”, so who really has the time?


I am sure the timing for this up and coming, new approach to education is perfect.  Our government and society do not want to discourage our future employees from continuing education.  So why not make the process more convenient for all?  All, as you now know may have some exceptions.  The responsibility to the course and self-motivation required have been increased, where the physical requirement and schedule has been decreased.  


I was still not convinced until the completion of my interview.  I was so surprised that  my colleagues enjoyed the experience as much as they did.  I now feel most confident in the information I have found and cannot wait to give it a try myself.  It is time for something new!!  And if it does not seem to benefit my personality and learning style there is still the option to continue the traditional way.

