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Distance learning can be summarized as any learning system where educational material is delivered to students, separated from their instructor by space and/or time.  The idea of distance education has been applied interchangeably by many different people and includes a multitude of providers, programs, audiences, and media.  Through distance education, there is an inherent control of learning by the student. Also involved is the distant communication between the student and teacher, or facilitator, by means of print media or technology.  Distance learning is an excellent style for reaching adult learners due to its extreme flexibility.  As education sometimes competes with priorities such as work, families and social activities, this form of learning gives adults the greatest control over the location, time and pace of their studies (Galusha, 1997).  


As stated above, adult learners have a variety of reasons for pursuing learning at a distance.  Also worth noting are the financial reasons students take distance courses, or the opportunity they have to learn from other students from different social, cultural, economic, and experiential backgrounds.  Whatever the motivation may be, distance learning allows students to gain new knowledge as well as the ability to communicate and collaborate with widely dispersed colleagues and peers (Sherry, 1996).  Despite all the benefits of distance learning, every good idea has its flaws.  It is not the intention of this paper to criticize distance education and all it has done for the adult learning community, but rather to inform others about the drawbacks of the system.

Distance education has been expanding at a very quick rate.  It is often the case that educators become caught up in the latest technology, rather than seeking to meet the needs of the learners (Sherry, 1996).  Similarly, flaws within the current network of distance education include, but are not limited to, misuse of technology, a lack of student support services, alienation or isolation, cost effectiveness, quality of instruction, and problems with equipment.  There is a multitude of articles and journal articles outlining these issues within distance education; however, the focus of the remainder of this paper is geared towards problems with equipment and technology.

In its history, distance education has navigated its way through four to five generations of technology.  Included in the term technology are the subcomponents of print, radio, audio/video broadcasting, audio/video teleconferencing, computer aided instruction, e-learning/online learning, computer broadcasting/webcasting, etc (Distance Education, 2010).  Distance education provides major benefits to at least three main constituents:


(1) Expanding Access: Distance education can reach underserved populations of 
students who cannot attend a school that offers the educational services they desire.


(2) Emerging Market Opportunities: Distance education fuels the public’s need for 
lifelong learning by providing access to those pursuing higher education.


(3) Adapting to New Technology & Environments: Educational entities may adopt 
distance learning programs as a way to adapt to quick changes in technology being 
used in education today (Distance Learning, 2010).

My reasons for exhibiting these underlying benefits of distance learning are self-explanatory.  As educational institutions rapidly expand their access to learning for those who desire a higher education, these institutions are also pressured into maintaining the latest technologies to serve the greatest population.  The issue at hand is that often times, technology improves more quickly than the general public can learn how to use it.  When there is this lack of knowledge about technology utilization on the learner’s end, distance education can become lost in equipment failure or misunderstanding.  Then the question becomes, “What purpose is distance learning serving, if the necessary equipment is more of a road block, than an educational tool?”

Besides the fact that technology often breaks down or is misunderstood, it is also extremely costly to constantly update.  Many times, there is a possibility of technology not being used to its full potential.  Most of these problems stem from a lack of training, a poor attitude about correctly utilizing the technology, or blatant hardware problems.  It would make sense that before a distance learning program is initiated, the instructor would be trained and prepared to use the technology; however, this is not always the case.  Sometimes instructors believe that the technology itself will improve the course (Valentine, 2002).  Teachers of distance learning courses need to be aware that technological advancements are not a single solution for delivering quality distance education programs.  According to Greenberg (1998), the best distance education practices depend on creative, well-informed instructors.  The instructors should also be trained to use their teaching experience and apply it to their distance learning programs.  It is important that these connections be made in such a way that the technology supplements the way teachers plan, organize and deliver material (Valentine, 2002).


Newer technology is not always the answer to creating a better distance learning program.  Some believe that lessons learned from old technologies can be applied to newer ones as well; therefore, instructors need to take time to make the transition if new systems are to be used.  If constantly updated technology is used, distance learning programs commonly run the risk of failing to accomplish their objectives.   Equipment and hardware can also suffer frequent malfunctions as well, which can be a great disadvantage to the effectiveness of distance education.  Valentine (2002) explains that when a problem occurs in the classroom, everything comes to a halt and the learning environment is interrupted.  If there are too many occurrences, the whole course can be affected.  There is one large difference though.  In a classroom, if you lose power and your SMART Board is no longer functional, then an instructor can simply move over to a chalk or dry-erase board.  In a distance learning scenario in which the Internet or a video conference is utilized, if a connection is lost, the entire class must wait indefinitely until the problem is resolved.  
Technology and equipment failure is not solely limited to problems with the Internet.  A malfunction can occur for an e-learner before the Internet is even connected.  A student may have a computer that decides to crash the day a quiz is to be taken online.  There may be an instance in which the weather knocks the power out and no electronics in the learning location are functional.  What happens if an online learning website such as D2L or WebCT are being serviced or updated, and a student is unable to log on for a group chat?  How about if a learner lives in an area where bad radio or television reception is received.  The possibilities for equipment failure are endless.  The excuses typically inexcusable in a classroom setting become heavily apparent in a distance education scenario.  Does this mean that we should discontinue providing this kind of instruction to the three marketable groups mentioned above -- absolutely not.  There are far more benefits to distance education than disadvantages. 


There are solutions to the malfunctions that technology often faces.  These solutions may not always be full proof, but they may reduce the number of equipment casualties among distance learning programs.  One recommendation I have is for instructors using interactive technology to thoroughly describe the functionality of the tools they are using.  As we were made aware of the basic functions of D2L, such as how to reference homepages, links, discussion boards, chat rooms and the drop box, so should other instructors teach their students how to properly navigate different functions of utilized technologies.  Also, distance learning providers should either be internally or externally trained on all the equipment they will be using to deliver the material or course.  It is imperative that instructors be up to date on all of the technology so that if a problem does arise, they can help solve each issue with the respective student or learner.  Lastly, I believe students should be required to provide feedback to instructors on what they can do to improve the course.  By improve the course, I am speaking of how the technology used can be tweaked, modified, or adjusted in order to provide a smoother and more effective distance learning program for future learners.  There is no single solution to delivering perfect distance education, but it will continue to be an effective teaching and learning method, if conducted with motivated instructors and students alike.
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