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Abstract: In any distance-education situation students and tutors are at a distance
from each other at least in the sense that they are not in the samewlbiten
learning and teaching. This means that distance education relies on media. It has
two constituent elements, on the one hand the presentation of learning mhitér,

can be described as one-way traffic,tbe other hand interaction between students
and tutors, which representwo-waytraffic. Both are brought about by media. This
was so ahundred years agowhen print, the written word and, occasionally,
phonograph recordings exhausted the media repertoire, and doesvethat a
wealth of more and less sophisticated media are available. What, equipied
media of various kinds, distance education is capable of is the theme of this essay.
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1. Requirements

Any mode of educatiorinstruction or training iexpected to cater for reproductive
learning, i.e. the learning édctsand thereproduction of what haseen presented.
The effectiveness ofdistance education in thisespecthas been shown to be
outstanding [see Childs 1965 and Granholm1971]. This is ofvery limited
importance, however, as it is evidehat students need motéansuch instructions

as make thencapable of providinghe correct answers to factual questions asked.
Students must acquire tlwapacity to abstragheaningfrom various more or less
complicated presentations, they muisarn to analyseand interpret phenomena,
bring together relevant information from differesdurces, combinand synthesise
what they learn in varying contexts.

In the so-called psychomotodomain little is usuallyexpected of distance
education. In a number of casemnual skillsnevertheless have to be catered for
(handling instrumentgypewriting etc.). To what extent distance education should
endeavour to identifi\and meet objectives irthe affective domain, i.e. such as
concern emotions®nd attitudes, is a contentious issue. The socialisatiat is
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usually expected of education seemach lessimportant in adult education, the
prime field of distance educatiothan in theeducation of youngsters as it is usually
brought about irjob situationsand other parts of adulife. What is acquired is a

kind of academic socialisation concerned with sticings as theuse of research
sourcesthe conventions of intellectual discussions, presentations of investigations
and similar matters. A moral upbringinghich can never be ignored in education,
should probably berimarily focused orintellectual honesty, unbiased presentations
of work done, proper references to sources used, the rejections of "cooked" data, etc.

2. Means and Media

To meet these requirements distance educatorshede/o constituent elements of
their mode of teaching, a presentation of matter to be learnt, thabght, used and
assimilated with the learner's intellect (amdten enough, emotions) as well as
mediated interaction with students. Discussion manst can beatered for, nobnly
in the sensethat students areaused tanull things over individually but also as a
real exchange of questions, ideas and arguments with a tutor.

This is by no means aew approach. lhasbeen practised by responsible
correspondence schools for at least a century. Neverthdtess, arenew ways to
bring it about. While a printedourse (still byfar the mostcommon mode of
presentationandpostal communication used to thee only reallyimportant media,
students canow draw on computerisethtabases forelevant items of information.
There arepossibilities for each student to filds/her own way through asubject
area by means a-called hypertext approaches, auall video recordings can be
used, interactioetween studentand tutors need not bdelayed byassignments
being sent by post butan benefit from telefaxand/or electronignail and, in the
cases when students wish to work together with fellow-studetgsactionbetween
them can be broughtabout by teleconference or computer conferencing.
Teleseminars are a reality of significance.

To meet limitedpsychomotoraims experimental kitand construction models
combined with detailed written instructions have proved useful. ahid video
recordings have been shown highdifective means for influencing attitudgsee
Sparkes 1982, page 7]. On attitude change by means of digancmgseefurther
Rogers 1986.

If student autonomy is seen as a desirafictive the possibility for each
student to select informaticand find his/helown way through an area aftudy by
means of hypertexdystems idighly relevant, althougfree navigatiormay not suit
learners withpoor prior knowledge The importance of thipossibility isilluminated
by the fact that many distance-teaching organisatior@nsciously endeavour to
promote ahigh degree of autonomy [séeingartz 1990]. Experiencghowsthat in
~courses aimed anaking students more independent as learneeggeee of control
is placed intheir hands; students learn control by practistogtrol‘ [see Isaacs
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1990, page 86]. For student autonomy persdn&bring and counselling are
evidently essential.

3. Student-Tutor Interaction

Helping students to apply deep-level processing/twdit theyread usually requires
personal interaction with a tutor. This is by no meagsraroversial statement, but
nevertheless it includes a bone @ntention. It is sometimes taken to be an
argument irfavour of face-to-face sessions while it is evident to anyone aware of the
potential of distance educatitimat the interaction can, is andrimany cases must be
brought about by non-contigousieans. Assignmentgor submissioncan, if
developed in avay encouraging students to analyse, summarise, draw conclusions
etc., beeffective educational means which challenge themthok and judge
independently. Assignments of this kind are no mini-examinatibey; donot ask

for information contained irthe coursematerials but require students tise the
subject matter presentedor operations ofthe kinds indicated, i.e. to practice
cognitive skills such as producing new forms of knowledge out of existing
knowledge [see Chang et al. 1983, page 15].

It is evidentthat assignmentasks of these kinds cannot teveloped as an
add-on routine mattetthey requiremuch thought anareative imagination. It is
equally obvioughat the distantutor's work isimportant, indeedand thus must be
allowed to be relatively costly. We do have experience of excedissignment
quality, first-class tutoringand other kinds oéffective student support, but | am
afraid we must recognise the sttt that theopposite is equally well known. We
need notlook far to find types ofdistance educatiothat represent little mor¢han
one of its constituent components, vine-waytraffic throughcourse development.
Herethe course ,package” conveyirigformation is practicallall, whereas théwo-
way traffic through which student-tutor interaction is broughbut is reduced to a
checking instrument which requires the services of correctors rather than tutors. This
deplorable practice seems mainly to cater for knowlédgesfer "from onevessel to
another" andargely neglects focusing "attention time intellectualand emotional
development" of the distance student [see Fox 1983, p. 151].

Dispensing with really educational non-contiguous student-tutor interaction
seems to reflect lack of belief in distance education. It invariably causes insistence on
supplementary face-to-face sessions also in cabes neither skilltraining, nor
social considerations demaitlde physical presence of tutoasid students on the
same premises. High-quality distance education without any doubt requires
stimulating non-contiguous student-tutor interaction. It is browdpoiut by postal
correspondence, by telefand/or electroniamail, on the telephonetc. What is
alwaysimportant in this communication - independently of medium/madéed - is
that tutors use a friendlyand personal tone making studerfiesel that they are
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accepted partners. Mediated student-tutor interattésnproved &aluable means to
support students' learningnd develop their cognitive skills. This is of decisive
importance for the potential of distance education.

A new dimensiorhasbeen addeduring the lastouple of decadethrough the
introduction of teleconferencesnd a-synchronous computer conferencifidiey
open new possibilities for non-contiguous grangeraction. The formehasproved
particularly useful foseminars, the latter algor informal contactbetween fellow-
students [Mason &Kaye 1989]. However, what in the context of student-tutor
interaction isaboveall typical of the potential of distance education is its almost
unique one-to-one relationshiygtween onstudentandone tutor (along the lines of
Oxbridge tutorials).

4. One-way Traffic - Presentation of Learning Matter

Naturally also the other constituent element, the presentati@armfing matter, is
crucial forthe potential of distance education. The qualityha$ one-waytraffic is

in most cases superior that of thecommunication component. Here several of the
distance-teaching universities excel (whiofay berightly said also about the
student-tutor interactioand otheistudent support emanating frofor instance, the
Open University of Israel and the United Kingdom Open University).

The question arises, however, if the all-embracing, self-contained, pfamed
possibly, recorded) coursese the ideaforms for presentatingubjectmatter in
distance education. While theéffectivenesshas been shown to bgreat, their
suitability for engaging students in examining conflicting approachas been
gueried. A self-contained course usuallyvers everythinghe student has to learn
and practice and does not causehim/her toconsult other sources. ttan easily
becomeautocratic, telling students nohly what to do but also what conclusions are
the proper onesand deprive them of theexercise of criticismand personal
judgement. Course writers have to be particularly careful fiedenake surghey
engage their students serutiny of arguments and/or other activitibat develop
thinking and skills.

An alternative approach that can be regarded as a step on the way towards more
academic study implies developing coures function as study-guides to set texts.
These may consist drticlesand extracts frombooksthrough which students get
into direct contact with authoritative specialist writings. Such texts odten
reproduced in so-called readers. Sometimes photocopies of recent contributions to
learned journals aralso distributed to students. Thudy-guide approach l&kely
to promote pluralityand can beised to support students' independence, but it is not
intrinsically superior to traditionalourse development. If only one textbook is used
there ismerely a technical differendeetweenthe study-guide coursand theself-
contained varietyThe study-guide approach is particularly useful in cases when
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conflicting theoriesand arguments are to Istudied.Then extractdrom original
texts areusually bettethanreports written by course writevgho may be tempted to
summarise the differentiews and then tellstudents what to accepnd what to
reject instead ofunderlining arguments pro et contemd causing students to
considerandcome to conclusions otmeir own. This approach illuminatelsow the
intrinsic potential of distance education can be applied to academic skills and
socialisation.

In the age of informatiotechnology study guiddselping students tasedata
bases may serve academic endsdysing them to search fapmpileand evaluate
information, to analyse and use it in its proper contexts.

5. Overarching Aspects

High qualitycan be attained by exploiting the potential of distance education as far
as possible.This primarily means givingvould-be students a wide choice of
possibilities. Thesean include permission to start, interrapid finishstudy at any
time thatsuits the individual, which needs must leadfléxible arrangements for
examinations, i.e. several examination periods per year. It also rhedissudents
areallowed to study atheir own paceand thatindividualised study isvelcomed as
well as peer-groupinteraction to the extentshat individual students prefer.
Computer conferencing paves the way for this.

Modern technologyffers valuableapproaches todagnd promises a series of
new possibilities. Tony Bates, laading distance educator specialising in modern
media,forseesthat within the next tegearsthe following developments will apply
to everday life in developed countries:

» integration of television, telecommunicaticaasdcomputers, through digitisation
and compression techniques;

» reduced costs and more flexible uses/applications of telecommunications, through
developments such as ISDN/fibre-optics/cellular radio;

* miniaturisation (tiny cameras, microphones, small high-resolutiisplay
screens);

* increased portability, through use of radio communications and miniaturisation;

* increased processing pow#iroughnew micro-chip developmeigind advanced
software-techniques;

» more powerfuland user-friendly commanand software-toolsmaking it much
easier for users to create and communicate their own materials.

[Bates 1995]

Multimedia networks are expected to lead to or facilitate educational innovations.
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Various methodologies promatiee exploitation of th@ossibilitiesinherent in
distance education. Instructional desigay indicate useful procedureshdsuitable
choice of medigsee Parer 1988].However,what is usefuland practicalalways
depends on the prevailing circumstances, on the studamigects, levels, study
conditionsandvarious frame factors. Apart from whadsbeen saichbove Iwish to
point out two lines of thought which may be fruitful.

The first is the realisatiothat students learmlifferent things from the same
course. Weall interact with what igpresented to us in differembanners. This is
really nothing remarkable. When we read or in otways comeacross information,
theories or arguments we automatically relate them to what we alkeasly; think
or believe.When we learn somethingew we include it inthe cognitive structures
we have already developed. Theme widened by new knowledge. Present-day
psychologists often streghat each learner constructis/herown knowledge by
individual interaction withsubjectmatter, but there is also social dimension as
humanbeings influence one anothfsee Educational Technology XXXI, a special
issue onthe implications of constructivisnior educational technology]. One
consequence othis contructivist view is that teaching,which really means
facilitation of learning, must be characterisksds by controland authoritarian
intervention than by thecreation of conditions conducive tearning, which,
following Jonassen's definition of knowing, we nragard as ,@rocess of actively
interpreting andconstructing individual knowledge representatiofsge Jonassen
1991, page 5]. These conditions, which can influence results strongly, have practical,
administrative as well as ideational elemerisre belong orthe onehand such
things assuitable learning materialsgasy communication, practical media and
helpful administration, on the othband a spirit ofntellectual searclandpleasure,
friendly interaction and cooperation.

The second line of thought | wish to call attention telaselyrelated to the
first. It is what | have called the empathy approach. In agreementcafitimon
senseandeveryday observationsalssumehat feelings of personal relatiomgetween
studentand teacher promote motivatiorstudy pleasureand effectiveness. Such
relations can béosterednot only by personal interaction, i.eeal communication
but also by &ind of simulated communicatiomwhich can be broughdbout by a
personaktyle of presentatiorthat attempts to involveéhe studenemotionally in the
study and by aconversationamanner of writing whichconsistently addresses the
individual studentindasks forhis/her reactionsyiews and experiences. The gist of
this thinking is that empathy between on the loaed thestudent, on the othdérand
the writer, the tutorandothers in the supporting organisation shouldléeeloped
andmade visible. A theory tthis effectwith an operalisation of theoncept | have
called simulated didactic conversation has been developed and empirically tested [see
Holmberg, Schuemer & Obermeier 1982, Holmberg 1989 a, page 4/df1991].
This theory primarily bears on course developmeamiptherstudy, Rekkedal 1985,
indirectly testifies tothe relevance of the empathy approach to student-tutor
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interaction. There can be woubt abouits value for both constituent components of
distance education. It thus contributes to our estimate of the potential of distance
education.

6. Conclusion

The potential of distance education can be described in terms of

— flexibility and student autonomy

— academic quest, use of sources, analysis, interpretation and synthesis
— methods and media.

It basically depends othe communicative character of distance education, which
can be said to includeoth realand simulated communication. Communication in
both its formsserves intellectual development, deep-level procestiegactivation

of cognitive skills and other truly educational purposes.

The potential of distance education is enhanced byusiee of information
technologyand modern media. It isxploited to varying degrees. Flexibility as to
pacing etc., hypertext approaches, suitable megiarses functioning as guides to
selected texts, discoursand empathy, assignmentsraining cognitive skills,
undelayed student-tutor interactifioy fax or e-mail, for example)eleconferences
and computer conferencing, aspects of conventional instructional design and
constructivist approaches encouraging students to hhigdr own knowledge
representations contribute to the full exploitation of the potential of distance
education.
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