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Distance education and distance learning:
some psychological considerations

Arthur J. Cropley and Thomas N. Kahl

Face-to-face education and distance education, viewed as
differing sets of organisational provisions for the fostering of
learning, emphasize different kinds of learning processes,
and depend upon somewhat different psychological proper-
ties in learners. Nonetheless, all practical learning settings,
whether they are labelled ‘school’, ‘adult education’, ‘dis-
tance education’, or something else, involve a mixture offace-
to-face learning and distance learning. The psychologic¢al dif-
ference between the two kinds of setting is thus nokpurely
qualitative in nature, but is also quantitative: for instance, cer-
tain learner characteristics which are useful in face-to-face
learning (discussed in detail in the body of the present paper)
are indispensible for distance learning, while certain pro-
cesses which are at the heart of distance learning (also dis-
cusssed in detail later) are often given little emphasis in face-
to-face settings, although they are in principle possible and
even desirable there. The question thus arises of whether it
would not be desirable to give more emphasis in face-to-face

settings to psychologically desirable aspects of distance
learning.

Education traditionally involved close face-to-face contact between teacher
and learner. Before the advent of institutionalized education in its current
form people were educated by others who possessed desirable knowledge of
skills, usually members of the family, tribe or some other similar group.
Emergence of highly organized, formal school systems led to reductions 1B
the closeness of the personal relationship between learner and teacher,
 changing not only the organisational conditions under which learning takes
~ place, but also such factors as the degree and nature of contact with other
‘leamners, the nature of learning materials, the feedback or.evaluation pro-
© cesses, etc. In recent years it has become apparent that the needs of learners
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who are not 1n a position to take part in formal face-to-face education (to
take one obvious example: adults in full time employment) must be met.
This perceived need has emphasized the importance of distance education, a
further extension of the existing process in which contact between learner
and teacher has become more and more remote.

‘Distance education’ as the term is used here refers to a kind of education
based on communications procedures which permit the establishment of
teaching/learning processes even where no face-to-face contact between
teacher and learner exists. The physical distance between them can, in prin-
ciple, be very large, and there is no limit to the number of students who can
learn simultaneously from the one teacher. Many of the elements of the
learning or teaching situation (such as its location, the difficulty level of ma-
terials, learning speed) can, in theory, vary in as many ways as there are
learners, thus permitting in a certain sense, a high degree of individualised
learning.

For the purposes of the present paper ‘distance education’ and ‘face-to-face
education’ are conceptualized, not as encompassing particular sets of organ-
izational provisions aimed at promoting learning, but as involving particu-
lar kinds of learning processes which are facilitated by the presence in learn-
ers of certain psychological characteristics and which at the same time pro-
mote the growth of such characteristics. In order to avoid confusion the term
‘distance learning’ will sometimes be employed to refer to these special pro-
cesses and characteristics. This would mean, for instance, that an institution
which was, from the administrative/organizational standpoint by definition
dedicated to face-to-face education (such as a conventional school), could in
principle make use of learning activities of the distance kind. In other words,
from a psychological standpoint, the possibility exists that distance learning
processes can also occur in face-to-face institutions.

The purpose of the present paper is to compare and contrast distance educa-
tion and face-to-face education in terms of a number of selected psychologi-
cal dimensions. This is done partly to draw attention to those aspects of
learning processes in which distance education differs from face-to-face
education, A second purpose, however, is to show that distance education
may have characteristics which, far from being disadvantageous, are favour-
able to learning: furthermore, many of these characteristics are already seen
in existing face-to-face education, albeit scarcely acknowledged, or are in
principle capable of being introduced there. Finally it is hoped that the pre-
sent analysis will suggest a set of psychological dimensions in terms of which
theory and research on distance education’éduld be further developed, alth-
ough as will become apparent, it is by no means exhaustive. s
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GUIDELINES FOR A PSYCHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS

The present analysis concentrates on isolating special psychological charac-
teristics of distance education. This means that certain aspects of systematic
teaching and learning, although undoubtedly important, have not b@en ta-
ken into account, because their psychological effects are only ma.rgn}al or
are indirect; examples are financing of distance education, accreditation of
qualifications obtained through distance education, or staff develqpment for
distance education. This deliberate limitation is not meant to 1mp1y ti}at
such issues are unimportant, or even that they have no psychological 51gn'1ﬁ—
cance, but has been adopted in the interests of achieving focus and brevity.
A further limitation has also been imposed, again in the interests of c‘lar'lty
and conciseness: no attempt has been made to provide an exhaustive listing
of all possible psychological dimensions in terms of which distance educa-
tion (or for that matter any kind of education) could be analysegi. Thg ap-’
proach of the following sections is to select psychological ‘core d1m_ens1ops
of the teaching/learning situation, and to compare distance educauox} with
face-to-face education along these selected dimensions. The analysis is also
limited in that factors which are not themselves special aspects of distgr}ce
education, but of the people engaged in it (e.g. personality, 1Q, cognitive
style, etc.) have not been dealt with in detail.

CORE DIMENSIONS OF TEACHING AND LEARNING PROCESSES

The core dimensions of teaching and learning processes which form the ba-
sis of the present analysis are as follows:

e Organization of learning (How are learning activities related to each
other, how is available time organized, etc.?);

e Motivation (What energizes or mobilizes learning?);

Learning processes (What kinds and forms of learning do students engage
in?);

Communication processes (How do learners and teachers exchange infor-
mation and ideas?);

Didactic activities and materials (What teaching activities do teachers en-
gage in and with what materials do they support them?);

. Evaluation and feedback (How are students informed about the success o
' failure of their learning activities?). Once again it should be noted that the
. following discussions of each of these core dimensions are ne‘c§ssam1y li-
. mited by the impossibility of reviewing all relevant psychological theor-
| ies in a brief article of the present kind; the result is that the material pre-

- -sented here reflects the interests and competencies of the present authors,
. andhas no claim to exhaustiveness. ! :
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Organisation of learning

Forms of face-to-face education are imaginable (indeed they have existed
and continue to do so), which are not based on complex organizations.
Nonetheless, a critical aspect of face-to-face education as it appears in prac-
tice nowadays is its institutionalization which determines when and where it
takes place, the way in which different kinds of activities are related to each
other, in whose company learners learn, and so on. At the system level, this
structure dictates, for instance, that learning activities take place at certain
times and on certain days of the week (details vary of course from system to
system), that it usually takes place in separate buildings, that certain subjects
are presented in certain sequences, and so on. At the institutional level it de-
termines that teaching and learning activities are carried out in groups of a
particular size, that activities take place according to a schedule, that a cer-
tain number of hours are devoted to mastering a particular content, etc.

On the positive side, this organizational structure frees learners from the ne-
cessity of making decisions about when and what to learn, provides them
with standardized learning conditions, makes sure that materials and re-
sources are available when they are needed, and so on. On the other hand, it
leads to a high degree of inflexibility and rigidity of teaching and learning
activities: it compels some learners to move on to new content before they
have mastered the old, others to linger longer than necessary, permits the
consulting of Jearning resources such as text books only under specific con-
ditions, requires all learners to combine the same, or approximately the
same, content areas in a fixed daily schedule, and so on. Many important de-
cisions may even be based on the needs of the institution or system itself
rather than those of learners. The organizational structure of face-to-face
education thus tends to compress all learners into the confines of a particu-
lar structure, and in so doing tends to make their learning dependent upon
the structure, or even to lead them to equate worthwhile learning exclusive-
ly with the organizational structure, This continues to be true despite efforts
of educational theorists and planners to break away from the conventional
equating of learning with schools and school-like institutions.

By contrast, distance education offers the prospect of individualizing many
aspects of learning, For instance, learners engage in learning activities, not
when the organizational schedule says they have to, but when they want to.
They can go over materials repeatedly, if they wish to, or consult additional
sources, can polish and rework material which is to be evaluated until they
are satisfied with it, etc. In fact, differences. of this kind provide the most
striking contrast between distance educatiofrand face-to-face education. In a
purely concrete sense, they define the two conditions. The present analysis,
however, is not concerned with organizational and structural ence:
between distance education and face-to-face education in th
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with their consequences for teaching and learning activities, apd equcxal}y
for the psychological forces at work in these activities. In par?xcular, it yvﬂl
be argued that in distance education the forces which set leammg behgwpur
in motion, direct and guide its course, and keep it running, are in pn_ncxple
different from those at work in traditional face-to-face education. This pro-
cess of activation, guidance and maintenance of learning activities can be re-
ferred to as involving a ‘psychodynamic’ of distance learning.

In the following five subsections, the consequences of this crucial organiza-
tional aspect of distance education, namely that it is conducted at a distance,
will be outlined in terms of the five remaining ‘core’ psychological aspects of
teaching and learning processes already listed.

‘®  Motivation.

4 In the present paper, the term ‘motivation’ refers to factors. regula'tmg

people’s readiness to expend energy on a particular task ata partlcglar time,

not directly to their longterm goals or expectations, which coulq, in princi-

ple, be identical for distance education and face-to-face education. Peqple

engaged in conventional face-to-face education are surrounded by- familiar

cues associated with learning (a physical setting specifically dedicated to

learning activities, the presence of a professional teacher, books and other
learning materials, etc.): To put this more plainly, face-to-face students,

even the unwilling ones, find themselves in a situation where the normal ar_ld
natural thing to do is to engage in learning activities. By contrast, the dis-
tance, learner is likely to be in a situation where different behaviours are
more usual (for example watching television, working around the l?ousg,
playing with the children, etc.). The habits called forth by the setting in
which the learners find themselves, the appropriate behaviour for the.lr phy-
sical surroundings, are thus quite different in the two situations. Distance
learners are also usually isolated from other learners, although distanc;e edu-
cation in a group setting is by no means theoretically impossible and, in fapt,
certainly exists. This isolation from other learners means that. motivating
forces of a ‘social’ kind such as competition, fear of looking foolish in front
of others or the desire to gain status or the fear of losing it, pressure to con-
form to group norms etc., are either entirely absent, since neither te:acher
nor peer group is present, or take on forms which differ from those typical of
face-to-face education. ; i
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. third important factor is that teachers in distance education ‘afe not in a
osition to adjust learning tasks and materials to the momentary situation of
ar leamers or, on the other hand, to ‘adjust’ learners to tl.me‘ task in
1, for instance by giving hints, or by raising or lowering a
ans of reassurance or criticism, and the like, Mo
ned by levels of previous success or failure and exps




