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Abstract 

Distance learning is an excellent method of reaching the adult learner. Because of the competing priorities of school, work & 
home. Adult learners desire high degree of flexibility. The structure of distance learning gives adults the greatest possible control over 
the time, place and pace of education; however, it is without problems. Loss of motivation because of lack face to face contact with 
teachers. Potentially lack of faculty support in addition to these barriers to distance learning, a literature review form that learners 
involved in distance education are more likely to have insecurities such as learning, self-evaluation problems, lack of support services 
i.e., technical assistance in experience with this mode of learning which leads to academic problems  
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Introduction 

While distance education has been in existence for at least 100 years, the medium has changed from pencil and paper 
correspondence courses to real-time Internet courses. But regardless of the medium, distance courses have common characteristics and, 
likewise, have similar problems. This literature review examines the different types of distance education and its significance as a 
learning method. Student demographics are presented and their relevance to distance learning barriers established. Lastly, the nature of 
student, faculty, organization, and course curriculum and their respective impact on distance learning are explored. 

 
Definition and Context of Distance Learning 

A brief discussion of the underlying principles behind distance learning is necessary to understand the associated problems. In 
1973 Moore introduced the theory of independent study. An important foundation of distance education, it suggests that successful 
teaching can take place even though teacher and learner are physically separated during the learning process. While this separation can 
occur in several ways depending on the nature of the course content and delivery medium, this paper will not differentiate between non-
traditional, electronically mediated (i.e., real-time, computer network or video teleconferencing) and traditional coursework (i.e., 
correspondence courses) because many of the barriers exist within both types of distance education. Electronic mediated courses use 
telephone lines, cable, satellite, and microwave networks to transmit voice, video, and data. Most distance education programs employ 
a combination of audiovisual media to facilitate learning. As in the entertainment industry, audiocassette, telephone, radio, compact 
disc, television, video, computer and printed resources are used to deliver instruction. 

 
Significance of Distance Education 

In preparing to enter the next century, educators of adults face the challenge of serving a student population and society that is 
increasingly diverse. Moving into the next century, the adult student population is expected to be the fastest growing segment of higher 
education and, in fact, older students will constitute the majority. Cantelon, in his 1995 book, Facilitating Distance Education, projects 
"... most of higher education will take place off-campus through technological methods of delivery. While distance education is already 
a fact of life for most universities and an increasing number of community colleges, knowing the intrinsic problems and overcoming 
them will be critical to successful implementation of distance programs on a larger scale in the future. In distance learning students and 
teachers will find themselves playing different roles than is the norm in traditional education. Technology has also changed the face of 
education. Advances in telecommunications technology has opened up the possibility of personal and group interaction in distance 
education. 

 
Both computer and audio conferencing permit the introduction of class discussions without the group meeting face to face. 

Phone calls and electronic mail replaces personal office visits. The distance learner can now have almost the same instructional contact 
and interaction as the student on campus. But remote access education does not need to eliminate all benefits human contact. In fact, the 
proliferation of the modem, teleconferencing, and the Worldwide Web provide a rich expanse of both information and contacts that 
were previously unavailable.  
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Student Demographics 
Changes in technology have accelerated the growth of distance learning. The improved access and availability of electronic 

technology has enabled more adult students to participate in the learning process. Students who enroll in distance learning courses do 
so for convenience. They are either time-bound due to work or travel schedules or location-bound due to geographic or family 
responsibilities. Distance learning is student-centered learning; thus, knowing the characteristics and demographics of the distance 
learners helps us understand the potential barriers to leaning. Although students ‘characteristics and needs may not guarantee success in 
a distance education course or program, it is easy to defend these factors as contributing to success. Additionally, knowledge about 
student characteristics and motivators help us understand who is likely to participate in distance education and, conversely, why others 
choose not to participate. Student motivation has a powerful effect on attrition and completion rates, regardless of institutional setting. 
Motivators for adult distance students are often different from those of traditional students. Knowles (1980), in explaining the advantages 
of knowing the learner, believes that learner behavior is influenced by a combination of the learner’s needs plus the learner's situation 
and personal characteristics.  

 
Knox's (1977) developmental-stage orientation of adult life stresses the importance of understanding an individual's contextual 

situation, that is, he believes their family, work, and community roles; physical condition; personality; and earning interests all affect 
the adult’s ability and willingness to participate in adult education. Further complicating the issue, deterrence to participation is 
exasperated by a prospective student’s perception of the magnitude of his problems. In other words, “deterrents" is a multidimensional 
concept. No single factor appears to cause nonparticipation; however, individual student characteristics and life circumstances appear 
to have the greatest impact on participation (Kerka, 1986). 

 
A 1984 survey of tele-course participants found that about two-thirds were women, and about half of the students were at least 

thirty years old. Over half had at least one dependent and two-thirds were married. Eighty percent were employed, and over half of these 
were working full-time while pursuing their studies (Sheets, 1992). More recent information seems to confirm these statistics. Over 70% 
of recent graduates who studied by the distance mode are in full-time employment. This suggests that a significant proportion were 
employed while they were involved in the learning process (Wood, 1996). Educational level prior to enrollment in a distance course or 
program has been found to be significantly related to persistence (Rekkedal,1983).  

 
Student Barriers to Distance Learning 

Problems and barriers encountered by the student fall into several distinct categories; costs and motivators, feedback and teacher 
contact, student support and services, alienation and isolation, lack of experience, and training. More so than traditional students, distance 
learners are more likely to have insecurities about learning (Knapper, 1988). These insecurities are founded in personal and school 
related issues such as financial costs of study, disruption of family life, perceived irrelevance of their studies and lack of support from 
employers. These pressures often result in higher dropout rates than among traditional students (Sweet, 1986). 

 
A second area of concern for the distance student is the perceived lack of feedback or contact with the teacher because there is 

not daily or weekly face to face contact with teachers, students may have trouble in self-evaluation. Keegan (1986) believes that the 
separation of student and teacher imposed by distance removes a vital "link" of communication between these two parties. The link must 
be restored through overt institutional efforts so that the teaching-learning transaction may be "reintegrated" (Keegan, 1986, p. 120). 
Citing Tinto (1975), Keegan hypothesized that students who did not receive adequate reintegration measures such as electronic or 
telephone communication, would be less likely to experience complete academic and social integration into institutional life. 
Consequently, such students would be more likely to drop out (Sheets, 1992). 

 
These barriers can be mitigated through technological methods such as e-mail. Computer conferencing and electronic mail can 

be integrated into the delivery of the course to provide the missing interactivity. Because both are essentially asynchronous, they continue 
to leave the student in charge of setting his or her own work times -- a critical success factor for the distance student. It is important that 
the student receive prompt feedback in any institutional setting, particularly in distance learning where the learner is impaired by the 
lack of casual contact with the teacher and other students. This is especially important for those students who live outside metropolitan 
areas. They may not have access to reliable telecommunications, computers, and postal mail. The frustrations resulting from problems 
with communication between student and academic institution are factors of which distance education planners should be well aware 
(Wood,1996). 

 
Faculty Barriers in Distance Learning 

Faculty experience problems such as lack of staff training in course development and technology, lack of support for distance 
learning in general, and inadequate faculty selection for distance learning courses. Sometimes the coursework for traditional and distance 
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students is the same. Often it is not. There can be a lot of up-front effort in designing distance learning material. This can impose a 
burden on teachers who already have material for traditional classrooms. Computers, video equipment, communications software, and 
the like present challenges and frustrations. Faculty must know how to the use these technologies if they are to teach distance courses. 
Perhaps the biggest problem for distance programs is the lack of support by the faculty. The endorsement by department faculty is 
viewed as a critical instructional element in any distance education program. More than any other participant, faculty roles must change 
the most in administering distance learning programs. This can be difficult adjustment for some teachers. They must change teaching 
styles to that of a mentor, tutor, and facilitator. They must meet the needs of distance students without face-to-face contact. Since the 
majority of distance learners are adults, teachers may need to change their teaching style. This may be challenging for teachers who are 
used to teaching with 18 to 22-year-olds. Faculty is responsible for changing their course content to accommodate diverse student needs 
and expectations. So long as college faculty feels there is a burden associated the distance education program currently in place, there 
will be little support for expanding distance education opportunities. There are a number of reasons for this lack of support. 

 
Teachers may lack the basic skills or hardware to fully participate in distance education. The advent of computers, 

telecommunications, and the World Wide Web provides an unprecedented opportunity for faculty and students to learning a cooperative 
environment. It is interesting to note, however, that students respond to this changing environment more adeptly than teachers do. At 
California State University, for example, more than 50%of the student body own home computers while less than 50% of the faculty 
(Syllabus Magazine, 1996). Obtaining proper equipment and training is critical in teacher acceptance of distance learning. 

 
Organizational Barriers in Distance Learning 

Student and teacher concerns represent the human aspects of distance programs. Organizational problems, especially 
infrastructure and technology problems, also present challenges. Faculties who teach distance education courses need organizational 
and administrative support from the institution. Funding should be provided to create an administrative unit that is to be responsible for 
managing the program. Institutional leaders must be committed to distance programs. Mars (1995) agrees when he says, "Without this 
support, distance education is at risk of becoming a peripheral activity, without commitment from or significance to the institution.”  

 
Technology considerations are self-evident but are the most easily solved. Technology problems include; financing new 

technology, telecommunications, hardware issues, course production and technology, and Internet problems. 
 

A primary concern for both learning institutions and student’s is availability of funds. When technology is used, the costs 
increase substantially for both the student and the institution. Universities must consider the initial costs as well as the continuing costs 
of installing, maintaining, using, and upgrading technology to support distance services. Telecommunications and connectivity costs 
such as those needed to use the Internet are ongoing costs. Washington State University (WSU) did not anticipate connectivity costs and 
subsequent barriers in planning their distance program. This led to additional investments in toll-free lines and computers (Oaks, 1996). 
Institutions must also plan to have competent computer staff to support Internet use. These staff must then be kept up-to-date on the 
newest, fastest, cheapest technology available; therefore, ongoing staff training costs must be considered. The student must also incur 
technology costs. If the Internet is used, then the student must have access to a computer, modem, and associated software. Additionally, 
telephone charges to the Internet service provider will be incurred. For many institutions; however, technology pays for itself in terms 
of allowing more students to participate, thus increasing tuition funding. This sounds good on paper but technology must not be abused 
to save money. Regardless of cost issues, distance education should be instituted to advance the cause of education for the institution, 
not as a sole effort to save money. Kinnaman (1995) cautioned that "It's about a collaboration between teachers and technology that 
overcomes the restrictions of time and space, enabling students to learn more in less time, and with far less overhead." 

 
Course Considerations 

The last area of concern lies in the distance courses themselves. Institutions must consider course standards, curriculum 
development and support, course content, and course pacing in developing distance learning programs. 

 
Many believe distance courses are inferior to traditional courses. Careful attention must be paid to the quality of the material 

presented in distance courses. Curriculums and assessment materials must be developed that equal that of the traditional classroom if 
distance courses are to receive the respect they deserve. Maintain the same course content, learning objectives, standards, and credits 
for all sections, regardless of method of delivery. 

 
Assessing student performance is a problem area in distance learning. It is a commonly held belief that distance students 

perform more poorly in assessment than do internal students because of the additional pressures and burdens of distance study. However, 
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a study of the results of 67 science subjects at California State University (CSU) over a six-year period showed conclusively that there 
was no difference between distance and internal students in the proportions of students in each grade category (Harden et al, 1994). 

 
However, objective testing does not reward soon enough for adequate reinforcement. Since one key to successful learning 

campaign is positive reinforcement, testing methods must be developed to interactively test distance students. 
 

Summary and Conclusions 
Although distance learning is not new, it has not received respect in the academic community because of the number and 

seriousness of problems presented here. The dramatic growth of the adult learner population is making distance learning an increasingly 
popular choice of learning techniques. Further study of student demographics and motivators will help target the adult learner population 
and will help institutions develop course materials and techniques appropriately. Close scrutiny of the intrinsic problems in distance 
education will help overcome problems encountered by students and faculty. Understanding and mitigating technology problems are 
important, especially with the rapid expansion of technology.  
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