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Critical Issues in Distance Education:
A report from the United States

Farhad Saba*
San Diego State University, USA

Distance education has grown rapidly in the United States in recent years. Both private- and
public-sector organizations have embraced the practice of reaching their clients, employees, and
students at a distance via new technologies afforded them by the telecommunication and computer
nexus. Distance education is grounded on technology, and its practice would be difficult, if not
impossible, without it. However, reducing the idea to its technological foundations, and losing
sight of its social science base has led to a conceptual confusion in the field. This article will illus-
trate the growth of distance education in the United States, describe the social science paradigm of
distance education, demonstrate the empirical evidence of this paradigm, and analyze its ramifica-
tions for the field in general, as well as for students, educational organizations, and instructors.

Introduction

Distance education has enjoyed a rapid growth in the United States in recent years
and continues to expand. Reaching learners at a distance is not a new practice in the
United States and can be traced back to the late 1800s when a group of self-directed
learners converging in Chautauqua, New York, decided to project their teaching
beyond its point of origin (Gould, 1972). This led to what later became a national
book club, as well as a correspondence education movement (Pitman, 2003). Later
in the 1920s, radio was used for a variety of educational purposes, including
supporting extension services to rural areas. After World War 11, television in its
variety of transmission modes, including satellite and cable, was used extensively in
education (Bittner, 1980). Throughout this period, however, the campus-based
system of public education and corporate training also grew rapidly, which in effect
relegated distance education to a peripheral role.
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It was not until the mid-1980s when the US government decided to put the
Internet at the disposal of civilian organizations that distance education moved from
the sidelines to the focus of attention in the United States. Although provision of the
Internet, which up to that point was a project of the US Department of Defense, to
civilian organizations was the catalyst for this process, a number of other factors
helped as well. In the next section, these factors are analyzed and the recent growth
of distance education is described.

Factors Affecting the Growth of Distance Education

In the 1990s, a confluence of dramatic changes in the US economy, technological
innovations, and historic international developments propelled distance education
from its usual peripheral position to the centre of attention in various institutions.
Distance education (or e-learning, as it is sometimes referred to in corporate America),
is now estimated to be a multibillion-dollar industry (Berge, 2001). A more careful
analysis of these changes is in order here to show how distance education is related to
global, social, and economic events in further understanding its complex nature.

As the 20th century was closing, three developments occurred which had a
dramatic effect on the future of distance education in the United States:

« maturation of information technology;
« the end of the Cold War;
« the recession of the early 1990s.

In fact, these three events were interrelated. As the end of the Cold War seemed
close, the US government reduced its military procurement, leading to massive
layoffs of scientists, engineers, mid-level managers, and other highly skilled workers
in the defense industry. This created an economic recession effectively emptying the
coffers of the states from California to Maine, and Alaska to Alabama (Saba, 1997).
The result was that publicly supported schools and institutions of higher education
that received the primary source of their support from local and state taxes (and not
the federal government) were put in financial jeopardy.

The maturation of information technology also aggravated this situation.
Hundreds of businesses and industries realized that they could become leaner by
replacing mid-level managers with information systems, thus placing the front-line
worker in closer communication with the top-level decision maker. In the early
1990s, hardly a day went by without newspapers across the country announcing the
“down-sizing,” “right-sizing,” or “re-engineering” of a major corporation. These
euphemisms simply meant hundreds of thousands of layoffs, reduced tax revenues
for local and state governments, and decreasing resources to respond to social needs,
including education (Saba, 1997).

Concurrently, state-supported systems of higher education in the United States
were looking at increasing enrollments. The sons and daughters of “baby-boomers”
were reaching college age towards the end of the 1980s, creating the “baby-boom
echo,” a demographic reality that is predicted to extend until 2008 (Gerald & Hussar,
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2000). The Chancellor of the California State University system, the largest institution
of higher education in the United States, with a total enrollment exceeding 250,000
students in the 1990s, estimated that the system could expect a 10% annual increase
in student population. This would require that the state build a mid-size campus every
year for the next 10 years (Office of the Chancellor, California State University, 1993).
The specter of increased enrollments at a time of dwindling resources prompted the
state governors to look for alternatives in a more cost-effective system of higher educa-
tion (Office of the Chancellor, California State University, 1993).

By the mid-1990s, business and industry had demonstrated the effectiveness of
information technology to improve productivity on the assembly line and efficiency
in management practices. In December 1997, Alan Greenspan, Chairman of the
Board of the US Federal Reserve, acknowledged that “We could expect the wide-
spread and effective application of information and other technologies to signifi-
cantly increase productivity and reduce business costs” (Greenspan, 1997).
Initiatives to use information technology in higher education were now well under-
way by this time as well. Thus, the economic consequences of the end of the Cold
War and the emergence of the new information technology led to efforts in rapid
growth of the use of information technology in education and training by businesses
and industries, government-supported colleges, and universities.

Public K-12 schools are highly decentralized in the United States; they are
supported by local property taxes and governed by local boards. It is difficult to
generalize about their use of distance education. However, many sought to augment
their curricula with courses that were available on television or on the Internet for
which they had no local resources. For example, courses for foreign languages and
advanced placement courses that enabled high school students to receive college
credit became very popular (US Congress, Office of Technology Assessment, 1989).

As we will see in the next section, several state governments also decided to
establish virtual high schools as independent entities known as charter schools.

The Contemporary Scene

Distance education is expanding at a steady rate in many institutions, ranging from
the families who decide to home-school their children to elementary and secondary
schools, colleges and universities, and major corporations. While the number of
those who are involved in various forms of distance learning may still pale in
comparison with those who are learning in traditional ways, the important factor is
the steady rate at which distance learners are increasing. If current trends continue,
it will be just a matter of time before distance education becomes the dominant form
of teaching and learning.

Home-Schooling

According to a US Department of Education study (Bielick, Chandler, &
Broughman, 2001), in the spring of 1999 an estimated 850,000 students were being
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home-schooled throughout the country. This amounted to 1.7% of US students,
aged 5-17, with a grade equivalent of kindergarten through Grade 12. Parents gave
several reasons for home-schooling their children, ranging from the belief that it
enabled them to provide a better education to their offspring, to religious reasons or
a seemingly poor learning environment at school. In 2000, the estimated number of
students learning at home had risen to two million (Scheller, 2002). If these trends
have continued, the current estimate for home-schooled children is around four
million. This amounts to 8% of total school-age children in the United States.

Virtual K-12 Schools

Clark (2001) reports that in 2000 at least 14 states planned or operated state-sanc-
tioned, virtual K-12 schools. State governments either directly established such
schools by legislative action so that new public or private establishments could oper-
ate them or provided funds to existing traditional public schools to accept and teach
students at a distance. Florida Virtual School (FLVS) (http://www.flvs.net/), for
example, was initially funded by the Florida Legislature as a pilot project in 1997. In
2000, the state legislature established FLVS in law as an independent education
entity with a gubernatorial appointed governing board. Today, FLVS serves the
state of Florida and beyond, offering virtual education options for Grades 7-12, as
well as adults seeking general education diploma (GED) alternatives. Students in
Florida can attend FLVS free of charge. Out-of-state students can also enroll in
FLVS but have to pay tuition. The online school enrolled more than 10,000
students in the academic year 2002-2003 (http://www.flvs.net/).

Clark (2001) estimates that 40,000-50,000 students were participating in virtual
schools at the turn of the century. However, this number is going to increase
dramatically as more schools go online. The Peak Group, an educational consulting
firm in Los Altos, California (www.peakgroup.net), estimates that more than one
million American high school students are currently enrolled in courses via the
Internet. This is up from 571,000 in 2004 and 378,000 the year before. This does
not include the many more thousands of students who are taking high-school-level
or college-level advanced placement courses offered at a distance in bricks-and-
mortar high schools.

Higher Education

Today, almost all institutions of higher education offer some form of distance
teaching and learning in the United States. According to a study by the US
Department of Education, there were an estimated 753,640 students formally
enrolled in distance education courses in the academic year 1994-1995 (Lewis,
Snow, Farris, & Levin, 1999). A more recent report, released in 2003, indicated that
in the 12-month 2000-2001 academic year there were an estimated 3,077,000
enrollments in all distance education courses offered by 2-year and 4-year institu-
tions. Currently, with the recent growth of the field, the number of students who
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receive part or all of their education at a distance could be well over six million.
These students are served by thousands of courses at various levels. For example, an
estimated 127,400 different distance education courses were offered by 2-year
community colleges and 4-year universities during the 12-month 2000-2001
academic year.

The Western Governors’ University (WGU), on the other hand, is an “autono-
mous” virtual institution established by the Western Governors’ Association in
1996. A notable characteristic of WGU is that it is a competency-based institution
in which students can earn academic credit for learning experiences they have
gained in non-academic arenas, such as work (http://www.wgu.edu).

Other institutions of higher education have not been as successful in initiating and
developing autonomous or semi-autonomous distance education programs in the
United States. For example, a group of organizations that included Columbia
University, the University of Massachusetts, the American Film Institute, the British
Library, Cambridge University Press, the London School of Economics, the Natural
History Museum in London, the New York Public Library, RAND, the Science
Museum in London, the University of Chicago, the Victoria and Albert Museum,
and the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, established an online, for-profit
higher education institution called Fathom.com. Columbia University provided
most of the initial investment for this “digital consortium,” which amounted to $30
million. The venture’s target market was individual learners who were interested in
learning about a variety of subjects. Between 1999 and 2003, more than 65,000
students registered in 2000 courses offered by Fathom.com. Eventually, however,
on March 31, 2003, the company folded. Commenting about its demise, Dr. Ann
Kirschner, CEO of Fathom.com, said: “The average consumer still doesn’t under-
stand what online learning really is” (Mitchell, 2003).

In contrast, eCornell.com was established by Cornell University as a for-profit
corporation on September 18, 2000, to reach the corporate training market at a
distance. This was a more conservative approach than reaching individual learners,
which was attempted by Fathom.com, since higher education institutions have a
long and established history of offering extension courses to business and industry.
As early as the 1960s, Stanford University, for example, established a service to tele-
vise courses in engineering and management to the rapidly growing electronics
industry in its surrounding area that has become famous now as Silicon Valley.

e-Learning

In recent years, business and industry have invested heavily in providing learning
opportunities for their employees through electronic media. Expenditure on Web-
based training was estimated to be $5.5 billion in 2002 (Berge, 2001). The new
concept of e-learning (electronic learning) was born as more businesses replaced
stand-up training with some form of technology-based training. Rosenberg (2001)
defines e-learning as “the use of Internet technologies to deliver a broad array of
solutions that enhance knowledge and performance.” Today, it is estimated that
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more than half of corporate training is conducted through alternative delivery
systems other than the traditional stand-up lecture/demonstration. Grounding
distance education on physical technologies such as the Internet, and introducing
new concepts such as e-learning has been problematic in the conceptual develop-
ment of the field and has created conceptual confusion. We will revisit this problem
later in this article.

Corporate Universities

In some forward-looking corporations the in-house training departments have
evolved into more developed organizations that provide continuous learning oppor-
tunities for a workforce that is increasingly dependent upon knowledge generation
and acquisition to stay competitive. These “corporate universities” emerged in the
1980s primarily for three reasons:

« the need for corporations to continuously update the skills of their workers and
maintain a global standard;

« general discontent with the output of public education;

o the demand generated by some corporate clients for special training and
education (Meister, 1998).

These universities were reported to number 2,000 in 2001, and according to Meister
(2001), if the current trend continues, their number will exceed traditional public
universities in a decade.

The US Armed Forces

The US military has been at the forefront of new developments in distance educa-
tion and is one of its largest users throughout the world (Ellsworth & Lorizzo, 2001;
US Department of Defense, 2001; Freeman, 2003; Jones, Blevins, Mally, &
Munroe, 2003; Westfall, 2003). The use of distance education in the Air Force can
be traced back to the 1950s (Ellsworth & Lorizzo, 2001), and in the 1970s the US
Army Training and Doctrine Command’s (TRADOC; http//www-tradoc.army.mil)
use of correspondence education had increased to a point that it was operating one
of the largest US post offices in Fort Eustis, Virginia, to keep up with the demand
worldwide. In the last two decades, all branches of the military have heavily adopted
the use of telecommunication satellites and the Internet to offer various types of
training and education via advanced technologies. This is to train personnel for the
implementation of the new vision for electronic warfare. It calls for training as

a living process with the ability to adapt and respond quickly to the dynamic challenges
of the national security environment. This will require the ability to identify potential
crisis situations in real time; conduct course-of-action analyses; utilize continuously
available networks for mission rehearsal, simulation and just-in-time training; and
measure performance systematically to improve operational effectiveness. Development
of the distributed knowledge environment will be accelerated and the efficiencies of
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distributed learning will be achieved. An overarching, open-architecture environment
will provide plug-and-play interoperability in a full range of live, virtual, and construc-
tive training, as well as offer other critical knowledge assets, such as on-line interactive
instruction, comprehensive digital libraries, and real-world C4ISR. (Office of the Under
Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, Director, Readiness and Training
Policy and Programs, p. 6)

The Department of Defense and the White House Office of Science and Technology
Policy also initiated the Advanced Distributed Learning (ADL) project in November
1997

to establish a learning environment that permits the interoperability of learning tools
and course content on a global scale. ADL’s vision is to provide access to the highest
quality education and training, tailored to individual needs, delivered cost-effectively
anywhere and anytime. (http://adlnet.org)

ADL has spearheaded the efforts of a group of universities and computer industries
in the development of the Sharable Content Object Reference Model (SCORM)
(http://adinet.org).

The Armed Forces of the United States also support the education and training
of their personnel through a program called the Defense Activity for Non-Tradi-
tional Education Support (DANTES). A recent example is eArmyU.com. This
Web-based service has brought colleges and universities together to offer a broad
range of educational opportunities to enlisted men and women throughout the
world.

Other Government Programs

Federal, state, and local governments offer extensive distance education programs
for their employees and clients throughout the country. Strategic plans of various
government departments and agencies, from the Internal Revenue Service to the
Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, the Departments of Labor, Energy and
Agriculture, to name a few, call for the use of distance education to reach their goals.
(Numerous new programs are announced by the US government agencies on a
regular basis. They are posted in the Daily News at http://distance-educator.com by
the author.) These plans are based on the present administration’s commitment to
“e-training” in the framework of its e-Government policy. Proposed in 2001, the e-
Government initiative is to

make better use of information technology (IT) investments to eliminate billions of
dollars of wasteful federal spending, reduce government’s paperwork burden on citizens
and businesses, and improve government response time to citizens—from weeks down
to minutes. (Executive Office of the President of the United States, 2003)

A clear sign of the commitment to distance education by the federal government is
the recent creation of Gov Online Learning Center (http://www.golearn.gov) by the
Office of Personnel Management. This one-stop portal to “e-training” provides
necessary resources to federal employees to keep their skills and knowledge current.
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The initial home page of the Web site proclaimed that “The creation of this Center
supports the President’s (George W. Bush) Management Agenda e-Training
Initiative and the Gov Online Learning Center will continue to grow with the addi-
tion of products and services that meet the common needs of the workforce” (http://
staging.golearn.gov/index.cfm).

These examples indicate that although application of information technology in
teaching and learning at a distance is growing, its success has so far been dependent
upon staying within traditional practices, thus preventing it from bringing about a
revolution in education of the kind that occurred in the management of business and
industry in the 1990s. This is a theme that | will revisit below when the organiza-
tional ramifications of the social science paradigm of distance education will be
discussed.

Future Trends

The growth in popularity of distance education has been a mixed blessing. Most
institutions, including some of the leading technology-based corporations, approach
distance education from a physical science perspective, and not a systems view. This
reductionist view of the field that essentially precludes its social science base from
practice, stems partially from a conceptualization of distance education which,
although accurate, does not include the entirety of the field. For the majority of
institutions, the generally accepted concept of distance education is that it is a prac-
tice in which the learner and the instructor are separated in space and/or time. While
this definition is true, it does not include the more recent conceptualization of the
field that defines distance in social terms; specifically, the transaction between the
learner and the teacher and among the learners.

As Moore (1983) postulates, and Saba and Shearer (1994) demonstrate experi-
mentally, distance in education is a social and psychological phenomenon. It is
measured by the independence that the learner requires in the teaching and learning
process and the requisite structure that the instructor or the instructional institution
must bring to bear to ensure that learning objectives have been met by students
(Moore & Kearsley, 2005).

Moore (1983) reviewed and analyzed more than 2,000 articles written about
adult education as well as open, independent, and non-formal learning. He came to
the conclusion that in all these studies there were two variables that explained them
the best: structure and autonomy (dialog). Structure was defined as the required
control that an instructor or an instructional institution brings to an educational
system. Autonomy (dialog) is the requisite control that the learner exerts in defining
his/her objectives, selecting learning strategies, identifying learning materials, etc.
Moore postulates that transactional distance is a function of these two variables. By
looking at distance education from a new perspective, he shifts the distance educa-
tion paradigm from a physical science base and grounds it in social science. This is
a major development in the field, with far-reaching ramifications which are yet to
be realized.
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Verifying the Validity of Transactional Distance

In a study that Shearer and | conducted (Saba & Shearer, 1994), we put these key
theoretical constructs to the test to verify their validity. We developed a dynamic
system model that showed the relation between structure and autonomy and tested
the validity of the model (see Figure 1). As Figure 1, which is a causal loop diagram
of a dynamic system, shows, there is an inverse relationship between structure and
autonomy and, as such, transactional distance is a valid concept. As in any other
scientific endeavor, this finding is tentative until evidence shows otherwise. But, as
long as this observation stands, we can assert that distance in education has physical
attributes that can be measured by miles or kilometers as a fixed entity, as in the
physical distance between a particular instructor and a particular learner. It is also a
dynamic variable in transactional distance that is different for each learner within the
duration of an educational session.

Ramifications for Learners

Individualizing instruction is not a new concept. In the 1960s, the idea of adapting
instruction to learner differences became the subject of much theoretical speculation
and practical application (Saettler, 1990). A series of research studies in the 1970s,
dubbed as aptitude-treatment interaction (ATI), also demonstrated the interaction
between instructional attributes (mediated or otherwise) and learner traits (Salomon
& Snow, 1968, 1970; Snow & Salomon, 1968; Salomon, 1969, 1971, 1979;
Cronbach & Snow, 1977; Snow, Federico, & Montague, 1980).

However, these studies also revealed that prescribing pre-defined interactions
between learner traits and media attributes is not an easy task since there are poten-
tially unlimited combinations of cognitive states with media variables. In 1985,
Clark and Salomon presented a comprehensive review of research in media and

Transactional Distance
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Structure Autonomy
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Figure 1. Causal loop diagram of transactional distance
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teaching; they called this phenomenon (unlimited combinations of cognitive states
with media variables) “confounding variables” (Clark & Salomon, 1985).
Snow clarified this point in the following, as noted in Kearsley (1994):

(1) aptitude-treatment interactions (ATIs) are very common in education;

(2) many ATI combinations are complex and difficult to demonstrate clearly;

(3) no particular ATI effect is sufficiently understood to be the basis of instructional
practice.

A significant implication of demonstrating the concept of transactional distance in a
system dynamics model is that educational systems of the future must respond to
learner differences dynamically as the learning process evolves and not necessarily be
based on pre-determined programs. Further, learning is a non-linear phenomenon
which can flourish to its full potential in systems that can respond to a learner differ-
entially as time passes. A dynamic and non-linear approach to interaction between
learner traits and instructional treatments could also be the key to resolving the issue
of confounding variables. A dynamic system that potentially is capable of differen-
tially responding to a learner would include pre-programmed responses as well as
synchronous interaction with the instructor, thus limiting or eliminating confound-
ing states. It would also allow for learner creativity, which by definition can be
potentially anticipated but not predicted and programmed in advance.

A practical application of this observation is in designing the learning management
systems (LMSs) of the future. Almost all of the commercial LMSs in use today, such
as Blackboard or WebCT, are not designed to respond differentially to the learning
states of the student as they evolve, such as his/her

« prior knowledge of the subject matter;
« learning-style preferences;
« levels of abstraction in encountering new concepts, and other similar variables.

Through application of artificial intelligence, learning objects, and other similar
technologies, LMSs of the future can become more responsive to the learner’s need
dynamically. This is not to preclude or eliminate the need for live dialog with an
instructor. At points that are different for each learner, s/lhe would need to engage in
a dialog with an instructor or members of a learning community of peers. The
dynamics of synchronous instructor—learner and learner—learner interaction must be
investigated in future research so that instructional designers and instructors can
provide optimal and cost-effective synchronous interaction while relying on dynami-
cally responsive asynchronous learning activities.

Ramifications for Organizational Structures

Despite the rapid growth of distance education in all sectors of public and private
education and training, students who can easily adjust the level of difficulty in their
ordinary video games are presented with lock-step educational services. The irony is
that such uniform services are increasingly offered through powerful information
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technologies that have the potential to offer individualized responses. But such capa-
bilities are neutered by administrative, regulatory, or other means. A simple example
of this is the customary semester that in most institutions is 16 weeks long, regard-
less of how fast or slow the learner can complete a course of study.

Today, distance education is implemented primarily by public educational institu-
tions that were established during the industrial revolution. The growth of public
education, both at the primary and secondary levels as well as the post-secondary
level, occurred during the industrialization of the country (Tindall & Shi, 1984).
Unlike the private-sector organizations, which went through re-engineering during
the 1990s, the main features of organizational structures of public educational insti-
tutions have remained the same as they were in the late 1800s or early 1900s
(Cohen, 1998). Even in some of those leading private businesses where the structure
of the company was changed drastically in the 1990s, training practices such as
stand-up expository presentations have been merely transplanted into the Internet
environment, videoconferencing, or instructional television. In such organizations
where environment can be more responsive to the individual needs of the trainee,
the linear design of learning materials deprives users of potential affordances of new
cybernetic technologies.

More than two decades ago, Toffler (1980) asserted that these practices impose a
“covert curriculum” in an effort to maintain what is familiar and comfortable.
Although his remarks were about the public education system, the covert curriculum
can be seen in the practices of many private corporations as well. Toffler said:

Built on the factory model, mass education taught basic reading, writing, arithmetic, a
bit of history and other subjects. This was the “overt curriculum.” But beneath it lay an
invisible or “covert curriculum” that was far more basic. It consisted—and still does in
most industrial nations—of three courses: one in punctuality, one in obedience, and one
in rote, repetitive work. Factory labor demanded workers who showed up on time,
especially assembly-line hands. It demanded workers who would take orders from a
management hierarchy without questioning, and it demanded men and women
prepared to slave away at machines or in offices performing brutally repetitious
operations. (p. 29)

Today, except in a few instances, distance education courses start at a certain time,
and end at a certain time, often following the academic calendar that is based on
an agrarian timetable to accommodate those who needed the summer and early fall
for farm work. Although in most institutions there are no students who are
involved in farm-related chores, most schools have kept their agrarian-based
academic calendar.

Regardless of the pacing required by individual learners, most courses move at a
predetermined speed that reflects the uniformity that perhaps was desired in the
industrial era but is outdated now. While in the industrial age employers sought
workers who could perform repeated tasks as uniformly as possible, today individu-
als with critical thinking and problem-solving skills are in demand for the workforce.
Even front-line workers who perform industrial tasks are included in quality circles
for their problem-solving skills and creative thinking.
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Industrialization and Distance Education

Industrialization has been a feature of distance education for many years. Otto
Peters, one of the pioneers in defining distance education theory, recognized and
explicated the industrialization of education when technology is used to reach a
mass audience (Keegan, 1994). To the extent that correspondence education, for
example, relies on mass production of instructional materials, and division of labor,
it is an industrial enterprise. The course team, as originally conceptualized by the
British Open University, is an example of division of labor in distance education.
The modern university is also endowed with a bureaucracy, which by definition is
an industrial operation—although the teaching practices both in the classroom and
at a distance remain largely pre-industrial (pre-modern) and craft oriented.

Industrialization of education is particularly desirable when the need of many
students for access is at stake. Daniel (1998), emphasizing the failure of “campus”
education to meet such a need, particularly in developing countries, contrasts the
operation of “mega-universities,” or those that cater to the needs of at least 100,000
students, with that of *“campus” universities: “The mega-universities differ from
campus universities in their production processes. The operations of the mega-
universities owe much to industrial methods. Whereas, academic processes on
campus are akin to a cottage industry” (p. 45).

It is important here to note that Daniel’s notion of a “cottage industry” is different
from that of Toffler, who envisaged a cottage industry as a “third wave phenome-
non.” Daniel’s reference to a cottage industry here is a pre-industrial operation with
faculty who work alone and perform their tasks without the benefit of a supporting
staff, which might afford them the advantages of industrial division of labor.

The introduction of the Internet, with its potential for a post-industrial form of
education, has led to a critique of industrialization. Daniel (1998), referring to the
shortcomings of the pre-industrial and industrial operations, states: “It is likely that
neither approach will be particularly well suited to the third generation of distance
education technologies: the knowledge media” (Daniel, 1998, p. 45).

Garrison and Anderson (1999) make a distinction between Daniel’s (1998)
conceptualization of the role of the mega-university in serving a mass of students
with that of the research university. Drawing from Schramm’s (1977) distinction
between “big media” and “little media,” Garrison and Anderson argue that while
mega-universities might rely on big media to engage in responding to a mass audi-
ence, research universities might rely on few media to offer a seemingly post-indus-
trial form of education or “little distance education” (LDE). They posit LDE to
have the following characteristics:

« Mmaximizes interaction;

« focuses on meaningful learning outcomes;

« Mmaximizes active learning;

« provides flexible design;

« supports a systems view in its administrative affairs;
o sustains a distributed architecture;
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« upholds research in practice;
« offers cost-effective education.

Daniel (1998) is cognizant of this dynamic vision of teaching and learning when he
states: “The coming together of telecommunications, television, and computing is
producing a media environment for distance education that is more than the sum of
its component elements.” Referring to this new media environment as “knowledge
media,” he states: “It denotes the convergence of the learning and cognitive sciences
with computing and telecommunications technology,” to create a new environment
in which

the conventional, rather static, notion of “content” will become less important than the

dynamic means of accessing, sharing, and creating knowledge that are now available. By

providing a medium for conversation, a delivery mechanism, and a means of circulating

digital objects, the knowledge media honours both the community and conventional
paradigms that are central to the idea of a university. (p. 45)

Providing affordable education to all eligible learners, while catering to their individ-
ual needs for learning and personal requirements for interaction with the instructor,
is the core issue in developing and implementing a post-industrial distance educa-
tion system. The tension between the necessity of a second-wave industrial system of
mass education and a third-wave system in which individual needs are addressed is a
classic Tofflerian conflict that will unfold in the next two decades.

The Cost of Education

The reluctance of institutions of public education, and, to a certain extent, private
organizations, to use the new information technology to move into a post-industrial
era has coincided with an increasing cost in education. Lack of response to individ-
ual needs of the learner in a one-size-fits-all system has increased the time that is
required to graduate. The so-called “4-year” college is no longer. According to a
report by the US Department of Education (Cuccaro-Alamin, 1997), among bache-
lor’s degree seekers who start at 4-year institutions, only 28% were able to complete
their program in 4 years in the academic year 1994. In addition, in the US system of
higher education, the cost of enrollment has increased three times the rate of infla-
tion on average in the last 20 years. In times of recession, the cost of enroliment has
gone up much farther and doubled in certain circumstances (Vedder, 2004).

The new technology infrastructure, if used in a social science paradigm, has the
potential to provide learners with the knowledge to go beyond standard levels to the
next plane—problem solving, decision making, and critical thinking. The new
technology must be used to cultivate the development of such capabilities among
learners and not merely support the industrial “covert curriculum.”

Ramifications for Instructors

Peters (1998), in further discussing the “industrial” characteristics of distance
education in light of the recent social changes and the emergence of the post-modern
culture, states:



268 F. Saba

There has in fact been a deep structural change in values that allows the modern self to
be distinguished from the postmodern self. It might be better to refer to a shift of values,
which took place in the following dimensions: from rationality to irrationality, from
unemotional action to emotional expression, from institutional roles and standards to
individual roles and standards, from duties to society to orientation towards personal
gratification. (p. 126)

The consequence of this change is that the post-modern self is disposed to behaviour
that no longer corresponds to distance education in its industrial character. (p. 124)

This “shift of values” is nowhere more pronounced than in how educational technol-
ogy is practiced in higher education. There are three distinct cultures coexisting in
higher education today. These cultures are based on different value structures and
have entirely different norms and modes of operations. They are:

« the pre-modern culture of the faculty;

o the modern culture of the administration;

« the post-modern culture afforded to distance educators by the application of
information technology to teaching and learning.

Faculty live in a craft-oriented, pre-modern culture. In most cases they design,
develop, and implement their courses on their own. Very rarely do they step into the
modern culture when they are offered assistance by an instructional designer, or
other professional personnel, or are presented with capital to develop and dissemi-
nate instructional materials. Administrators, on the other hand, live in a modern
culture. They enjoy division of labor and many of the affordances of industrialization
to meet the needs of masses of students as uniformly as possible.

What information technology offers, and our research study described above
tentatively affirms, is that post-modern distance education affords individual learn-
ers variability in structure and autonomy at each moment as an instructional period
unfolds. To use a post-Fordist term, distance education is a system of mass-custom-
ized education. This system is most suitable to the needs of a post-modern culture in
which contextual critical thinking and problem solving is valued more than perform-
ing standard tasks as uniformly as possible, very often out of context.

Offering students a dynamic system in which they can enjoy the required structure
and requisite autonomy commensurate with their personal traits and prior learning
is, however, difficult to attain in most institutions as they are structured today. Most
organizations keep faculty in a craft-oriented pre-modern culture. Meanwhile, the
administration, by the nature of its industrial structure, strives to present a standard,
one-size-fits-all service to as many students as possible.

Faculty, who live in a pre-modern work world within the confines of an indus-
trial modern organization, have difficulty comprehending the role of distance
education as a post-modern practice. Since the modern, industrial structure of
the university precludes meeting the individual needs of students by providing
them with variable structure and autonomy, they ask: why should the same ends
be met with much more expensive technological means? If students are not to
strive towards gaining skills that are needed in a post-modern culture, such as
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context-based critical thinking and problem solving, why use expensive informa-
tion technologies that are designed to offer variable treatments to each individual
learner?

Ramifications for the Discipline

The reductionist definition of distance education that is based merely on physical
attributes of communication media and geographic distance has led to conceptual
confusion in the field too. Distance education is often described by terms that illus-
trate only one aspect of the field, or severely limit all that it includes. Moore and
Kearsley (2005) have attributed the confusion, in part, to:

« Technology enthusiasts who have coined new terms such as “telelearning,” “e-
learning,” and “asynchronous learning” without fully considering the history and
conceptual development of the field.

« Authors who have not adequately analyzed the relationship of terms such as “flex-
ible learning,” or “open learning” to the concept of transactional distance.

« Researchers who have not asked serious questions when they have encountered
new terms such as “virtual education” or “virtual university.”

Some confusion about the field is inevitable during a period of rapid growth coupled
with the introduction of a new class of digital technologies, with many seemingly
novel possibilities for teaching and learning as compared to their analog predeces-
sors. However, a rigorous analysis of these new terms and the verification of the
validity of concepts for which they stand are needed if the field of distance education
is going to remain intact. The field may fracture, if it has not already done so, under
the pressure of concepts and constructs that are either invalid or whose validity has
not been demonstrated yet. At the same time, a clear understanding of the concept
of transactional distance and its centrality to the future of practice, research, and
policy formation is necessary if distance education is going to grow and develop in
the foreseeable future.

The new terms, most of which have stemmed from a physical science paradigm,
do not represent durable constructs; they break down after even the most superficial
analysis. For example, e-learning, one of the popular terms that has appeared even
on the title of books, such as Rosenberg’s (2001), is generally referred to learning
that takes place on a networked computer. However, the “e” in e-learning refers to
*“electronic,” and it should include other electronic media such as radio and televi-
sion, to name just two, if the term is inclusive of all of its connotations. The subtitle
of the same book also includes the term “online learning,” another popular term that
is based on the physical property of some networks.

While the last mile of the most current networks connecting computers together
may consist of a physical line, the signal generated by a server, or a client computer,
may travel through wireless means, such as a microwave link or a telecommunication
satellite before it reaches its destination. Furthermore, the telecommunication
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industry has switched many times how it offers its primary services since its incep-
tion using wired and wireless means.

Nevertheless, one must always keep the door open to the theoretical possibility
that teaching and learning processes represented by these new terms and others
such as “Web-based education” and *“distributed learning,” etc. might afford
unique features that are not included in the classical theory of distance education. If
this is the case, their uniqueness must be explicated, and their validity must be veri-
fied experimentally. Unfortunately, many authors choose to use terms such as e-
learning and online learning in professional and lay literature with extensive prose
explanations of what they are or might be. However, there is no evidence that the
concepts represented by these terms are valid, based on experimental studies or any
other form of validation. Studies must be conducted to ascertain the validity of
these concepts, but a discussion of how they can be carried out is out of the purview
of this article. Even if the concepts represented by such terms are validated experi-
mentally in data-based studies, the social science paradigm of distance education,
and its related systems approach, subsumes the physical science paradigm (for a
detailed discussion of these paradigms, see Saba, 2003a, b). The social science
paradigm as demonstrated in the concept of transactional distance provides answers
to questions that confounded the field in the past and opens the door for new devel-
opments such as

« creating the learning management system of the future;

 revising organizational models of educational enterprises from an industrial
structure to a post-industrial structure;

« conducting research in the field that would reflect these and other future transfor-
mations.

In short, for the field to progress in this century, concepts based on physical
attributes of media or physical distance must be augmented by the social science
concept of distance education.
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