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In the aftermath of Malcolm Gladwell's best seller, it is 
fashionable to speak of a "tipping point" when describing 
the moment a phenomenon becomes pervasive in a society. 
Americans love "tipping points," especially if they experience 
the phenomenon just moments ahead of their neighbors and 
friends. By this definition, "distance learning" approaches a 
tipping point in America today. 

• eArmyU, created in 2004, enables eligible 
members of the armed services 

to work toward -college 
degrees and certificates 
"anytime, anywhere" at 

28 regionally accredi ted 
colleges and universities 

offering 145 certificate and 
degree programs . 

• Last year in Maryland, 
the Board of Regents of the 

University System of Maryland -
confronted with space limitations 

on campuses - mandated that all 
of its universities should encourage 
students to take at least 12 of their 
credits outside of the classroom, 
preferably online . 

• In Mississippi, an , e
learning center sponsored 
by Delta State University 

Continued on page 5 

Challenging the Myths about Distance Learning 
By Dr. Robert Mendenhall 

Myth 1 - Classroom learning is superior 
to distance learning. 

Reality: The quality of classroom 
learning is largely unmeasured , unknown , 
and varies widely based on class size and 
professorial skill. J use as there is good and 
bad classroom instruction, there is good and 
bad distance learning. Nevertheless, there is 
a large and growing body of evidence (www. 
nosignificantdifference. org) that generally 
there is no significant differ ence between 
classroo m instruction and distance 
learni ng. This isn't surpr ising given that 
distan ce learning at traditi onal institutions 
often is simply deliverin g the classroom 
course with the aid of technology - same 
course, same results . 

The real question should not be 
whether distance learning can be as good 

as classroom learning, but rather whether 
technology can provide even higher quality 
instruction. The potential is there, and 
beginning to be realized. Knowing that 
students come to educati on with different 
levels of knowledge, and learn at different 
rates, technology allows instruction to be 
individu alized, provides op en entry / exit, 
and adapts to the knowle dge and learning 
style of the student. Classroom learning 
often reflects the oppos ite of what we 
know abo ut successful learning: it is largely 
passive, linear instruction, which assumes 
all students need to know the same thing, 
that they learn at the same rate, and that 
the ideal unit of instruction is a four
month semester. 

Myth 2 - Distance learning lacks 
important interaction with faculty and 
other students. 

Reality: Again, this depends on 
the course and the provider - many 
undergraduate classroom courses have 
100-300 students in an auditorium and 
provide very little interaction with faculty. 
Even with smaller classes, depending on 
the instructor, much of the instruction 
is lecture - based with limited time for 
questions and limited faculty office hours 
available for student consultation . It is true 
that some distance learning courses are 
structured as independent study without 
faculty or student interaction, but there 
are other distance - delivered courses, 
particularly online, that have a high level of 
interaction built in, including team projects 
(with virtual teams), study groups, instant 
messaging, and threaded discussion groups. 
The evidence is that in well designed online 
learning, there is actually more collaboration 

Continued on page 4 



NYU Master's in Management and Systems (offered online) 

This degree offera a unique, powerful convergence of v.'Olldwide best practices, 
exec1Jtive skills, techniques, and strategies, with faculty who are leading scholara 
and practitioners. You can apply insights you gain immediately. Offered online, 
on-site, or through a combination of both formats, this innovative program is 
built on our reputation as a wortd·dass educator and award winning pioneer in 
online learning. With in-depth study of Strategy and Leaderahip, Enterprise Risk 
Management, Database Technologies, or Systems Management, you'll be at the 
forefront of business. 

Your NYU experience provides the foundation for a powerful networ1< that will ben· 
efit you for yeara to come. Become one of the new generation of multidisciplinary 
strategic leaders. Find out more. 

www.scps.nyu.edu/531 
1-888-998-7204, ext.531 

Myths ... Continued from page 1 
and inter action th an is usuall y found on campus. In particul ar, 
professors report th at it is more work to teach online, because th ey 
have more inter action with tudents (via e-m ail and ph one). 

Myth 3 - Distance learning works well for some subjects/ 
degrees but not for others. 

Reality: Thi s may still be tru e in limited areas, like laborato ry 
science or engineering which 

unprecedented access to edu cation by allowing students to learn at 
places and time s convenient to them . It provide s hu ge advant ages 
for workin g adul ts who can't fit trad itional classroo m schedul es 
into work and family life. It has significant advanta ges for minority 
students because computers don't discriminate, and students engage 
more with ideas th an with personal char acteristics . Students who 
may be very quiet in a classroom may be very participatory on line 
given the tim e to thou ghtfully respond to questions. 

Educ ation is no longer a one-time event from ages 18-24 which 
serves us the rest of our lives. 

We are becomin g a nati on of lifelong learne rs to remain 
competitive in the workplace and in the world. Distance learning 
is key to lifelong learnin g. Today, the re are perhaps one million 
courses available online. More important, a great dea l of the world's 
knowledge is available only to those who know how to find it online 
and to discrimin ate factu al information from opinion. Thi s skill, 
learning to learn online, will be a key life skill in the future. 

Myth 5 - Employers don't value online degrees or courses as 
highly as classroom instruction. 

Reality: While some employers st ill discount the value of online 
learnin g, this is rapid ly changing as more and more corpor at ions 
turn to online learning for their own interna l trai nin g. Research 
from Eduventures show s that 62% of emp loyers believe on line 
learning is equal to o r better than classroom-ba sed learning. Many 
emp loyers have come to value the traits exhibited by holders of 
d istance degrees: maturity, initiative , self - discip line and strong 
goal ori ent ation. Gene rally, corporate tuiti on reimbursement 
program s treat all accredited programs equa lly, whether dist ance 
- de livered or not . 

Myth 6 - It is difficult to measure learning at a distance, 
because you can't be sure how much time people are 
spending or who is really doing the work. 

Reality: O ur tradition al classroom system is based on having 
stude nts spend a certain amount of time in the classroo m. Measures 
of learnin g are credit hours or clock hours. 

AI; a result, we tend to feel like we have lost someth ing if we can't 
measure the time students are investing in their course work. Th e 
truth is that even in traditi onal educat ion, atte ndance is often not 
taken and students may or may not be in class. Ultimately, if they pass 
the test we assume they put in the time. Distance learnin g mirrors th at 
system, awarding cred it hour when stud ents complete the assigned 
work, and genera lly not trying to measure time. 

Cheatin g is a significant problem on campuses today, and cer-

Continued on page 13 
require expen sive equipment, bot as 
techn ology advances it is less and less 
tru e. 

2000 
Unique Students Enrolled in 100% Online Education 

In fact, much of the science 
and engineering being done in the 
world is now done via computer 
simulations, often among workers 
at a distance, so increasingly online 
learnin g resemb les the workplace 
more than classroom learning. 
Th ere are now high quality distance 
- delivered programs in most areas, 
including teacher education (Western 
Governors University/WGU), nursing 
(Excelsior), and even Ph.D. programs 
(Capella). 

Myth 4 - Distance learning 
works well only for certain types 
of students. 

Reality: Distance learnin g today 
include s every imaginable kind 
of student. It cuts across all age 
groups , ethnicities , degree levels, 
and geographie s. It' s providin g 
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Bringing the World to 
the Classroom 
Increasing educational equity and 
resources th rough distance and 
blended learning 
By Russ Colbert 

In a world drive n by techn ology, people are perp etua lly in motio n 
and virtually always connected. With read y acce s to cell phones, 
instant messag ing, e- mail, On-Star ®, Blackberry®, Bluetooth ® 
and othe r mobile techn ologies, people can accomp lish just about 
anything on- th e-go. Th ese technolo gies have transformed our 
learning inst ituti ons. 

Techn ology is especia lly potent for students in the 21st centur y. 
Students now have the abi lity to effortlessly multi-c ask: listenin g to 

mus ic while writing a repo rt, soliciting help from friends through 
instant-mes aging as they do homework, and using multipl e, 
portable media devices simultan eously. Thi s abi lity distinguishes 
chem from any previous generati on . 

"Mill ennia l" is the term most commo nly used to describe 
stud ent s of chis generati on . According to a recent repo rt from The 
Pew Int ernet & American Life Project, nine ou t of ten American 
teenagers are proficient Internet users with more than half using 
broadband conne ctions o n a regular basis. 

Important ly, chis passio n for techno logy has raised student 
expecta tio ns of a learning experience. Schools and educato rs 
find increasing ly chat the y mu st create non-traditi o nal learn ing 
env ironments. Typically, they design an offerin g chat combines 
traditio nal classroo m tactics with techno logies 

These learnin g environments meet the need s of millennial 
stu dents by providin g an anytim e, anywhere experience th at is self
paced, multi-dimensional, interactiv e and engag ing. 

So do we! 
.,. Highly accredited rre6iona11r•nd11•,;-11yJ 

... Highly affordable (h•U of what comparebl• M:hool• cherge) 

.,. Highly flexible rs111dy when and wh•re rou choose) 

Not all on line univer itie arc alike. At WGU, we're different .. . 
i11 all the right ways. No other online chool is as com milled to your 
ucccs . And to provi ling you with the highe t quality competency

based degree program in busine , information technology, 
education, and health profc sion . U ing a per onal, one-on-one 
mentoring approa h unlike any other online univer ity, our 
dedicated faculty mentor will help you graduate to a higher degree 
of success. lf you're ready for something different-something 
better-you're ready for WG U. You can do it! 

Call toll free 866.225.5948 
www.wgu.edu/usa 

We have clearly reached a turning point. All over this country, we see evidence of a new excitement in education, 
a new determination, a hunger for change. The technology that has so dramatica lly changed the world outside 

our schools is now changing the learning and teaching environment within them. Sometimes this is driven by the 
students themselves, born and comfortable in the age of the Internet. 

The Bigger Picture 
The No Child Left Behind Act, enacted in 2002, set requirements 

that affected every public schoo l in Am erica. At its core are measures 

- National Educatio nal Techn ology Plan, 2004 

designed to close achievement gaps betwe en student gro ups . It 
prim ary goa l, improving stu dent academic achievement using 
techno logy, requires that every ch ild be techn ologically literate by 
eight h grade. 

A recen t study from Th e UCEA Ce nter for the Advanced Study 
of Technol ogy Leade rship in Edu cation compares virtual learnin g 
with traditi onal classroom tactics. lt showed that virtual stude nts 
outperformed stude nts in traditiona l classes and acknowledged 
distance learni ng's importance to enha ncin g academic achievement . 

However , funding the cost of these various techn ologies has 
been a common obs tacle for many schoo ls. Unable to leverage 
virtual learning opport unitie s, they stru ggle to meet governme nt 
requirements and stu dent needs . 

Educational Equity: Overcoming Barriers of Accessibility 
Legislatio n alone cann ot provide equ al access to edu catio nal 

resources and curricular programs . C hallenges such as geograp hy 
and financia l support make it difficu lt to level the playing field. 

Accord ing to the United Sta tes Genera l Accou ntin g Office, half of 
the 80,000 pub lic elementary and secondary schoo ls in th e nati on are 
located in rural geographies and small towns. For example, Ca liforni a's 
Imp eria l County is the textbook definition of rura l, covering 4,597 
miles an d borderin g Mexico and Arizona. 36 ,000 students live in this 
vast expanse of remote desert, served by 17 schoo l districts and 59 
schools. C learly, geograp hy puts the se stud ents ac 
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Myths ... Continued from page 4 
tainly is a challenge for dist ance learning . Th ere are different ap
proac hes to resolving it. At WGU, students are required to take 
exams in secure, proct ored testin g centers . All writing assignme nts 
are checked for plagiarism. Many students have an oral defense (via 
telephone) of their capsto ne project. Ideally, distance learnin g will 
he lp move all of h igher education to better measures of learn ing 
- what students know and can do - rather th an focusing on mea
suring time. 

Myth 7 - Distance learning is a quick and easy way to get a 
degree. 

Reality: A few unscrupulou s "dip loma mills" have damaged 
distance learnin g's reputati on. Th ese programs were never accredited, 
and do not reflect the generally high quality of distance learni ng 
degrees. Students may be able to earn a degree more quickly in some 
distance learnin g programs, not because less work is requ ired, but 
because they are able to move at their own pace. Generally, th ough, 
the evidence is that students take longer, read more, write more and 
do more research than a classroom stude nt (they obviously sit in a 
classroom for less time, leaving more time for these other activities). 

Myth 8 - Online learning diminishes the teacher's 
importance. 
Reality: As menti oned 
above, much of today's 
distance learning is sim
ply deliverin g classroom 
instruct ion via techn ol
ogy. In such cases, the 
faculty ro le doesn't 
change much, except 
that faculty report it 
is even more work to 
teach online because 
students expect more 
responsiveness and in
teract ion via e-mail. 
In redesigned distan ce 
learning that takes ad
vantage of the techn ol
ogy, the facu I ty role is 
generall y different, but 
often enhanced and 
even more important. 
Online learning can 
free faculty to do what 
is unique ly human 
- rather th an deliver 
all of the in truction, 
faculty can have more 
time to interact person
ally with stude nts, to 
ment or, advise, review 
individu al work, and 
answer questi ons . 

Myth 9 - Distance 
learning is less 
expensive to provide 
than traditional 
education. 
Reality: In most cases, 
distan ce educat ion costs 
are compara ble or slight
ly more than classroom 
instruction. Instituti ons 
th at have built success
ful, scalable, high qual
ity online programs have 
found that the costs of 

faculty, course devel
opment and mainte
nance, assessment, 
and especially student 
services and system 
support are signifi
cant. Add itionally, the 
purely online institu
tions are primarily 
for-profit and self
sustaining on tuition , 
whereas traditiona l 
pub lic education is 
heavily subsidized by 
state funds . Distance 
programs offered by 
pub lic institutions are 
often priced the same as classroom instru ction , or even at h igher.out
of-state tuition rates. Because of these factors, the cost to th e student 
of distance educat ion is often equal to or more than classroom educa
tion, altho ugh the und erlying actual costs may be less. 
Certainly technology has the potent ial to significantly lower the cost of 
higher education as it has improved productivity in so many other seg
ments of society. The National Center for Academic Transformation 

(www.center.rp i.edu) has 
demo nstrated with 30 
different institutio ns that 
undergraduate courses 
re- designed for technol
ogy delivery, resulted in 
an average 37% cost re
duction, with significant 
increases in most cases 
of both stud ent learnin g 
and retention. 

Myth 10 - Distance 
learning will make 
traditional classroom 
- based education 
obsolete. 
Reality: Whil e distan ce 
education provides ad
vantages of access, and 
pote nt ially cost and qual
ity advantages, our tradi
tiona l education institu 
tions provide important 
functio ns not replicated 
by distance learnin g. 
Part icularly for young 
adults, our colleges and 
un iversities provide an 
important socialization 
function, which includes 
resident ial living, un iver
sity athl etics and social 
events . O ur universities 
also play an important 
role in research , service, 
and even med ical ser
vices. Whil e distance 
learn ing is an important 
alterna tive in h igher 
educat ion, it does not 
replace the significant 
contr ibutions of our tra· 
d itional instituti ons. 

Dr. Rob.Tt Mendenhall is the 
p.-esid,nt of Western GovemOT> 
Univmic, . 
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