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Exploring One Option
As we all know, we are in desperate need of good-quality
teachers and teacher education programs. We need to find
ways to increase the ranks of our teaching force, particularly
with emphasis on increasing the diversity of the ranks. I
think distance learning offers an opportunity to reach out to
people who might not otherwise be part of our teaching
ranks. My goal here is to provide an overview of distance
learning as an option to pursue to deal with teacher
shortages.

Defining Distance Learning
Distance learning, by one definition, is learning that takes
place when the instructor and students are at two different
locations. The instruction may be interactive or relayed at the
same time that it occurs, or it may be recorded and viewed at
a later time. This possibility is important for students today
who have increased demands on their lives. Teachers
frequently hear, "I couldn't make it to class because I had
family obligations" or "I had work obligations." Distance
learning allows such responsibilities not to interfere with
getting an education.

Distance learning can take place on the Internet; on
videotape, audiotape, and computer; or through the
traditional correspondence courses, which we are seeing
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fewer of now that we have access to electronic media. My
first experience with distance education was teaching
university faculty how to teach on instructional television. I
would like to share an anecdote about one of my most
successful students who was a professor of business. Initially,
all he would do was lecture. I said to him, "That's not going
to come across on television. You need to interact; you need
to extend yourself; you need to use overheads and the light
board." He left the training session and when he returned the
next day he said, "I've got it. I'm going to do something
novel. You told me I needed to do something novel, you told
me I needed to capture their attention, so this is what I'm
going to do." Then he started to lecture again. I thought,
"What is innovative about that?" Then he turned his back to
his audience, wrote on the light board, and when he was
done, he erased the board, with his head! I said, "That was
it?" He said, "No, I'm not done." Now, this professor was a
balding man. At the end of this class, he took a bow and
showed his technicolored head! Imagine how proud I was.
But he got the job done; people packed his classroom every
week to see this nutty guy take a bow and show his
technicolored head.

Benefits of Distance Learning
Distance learning brings courses to students; provides rich
resources (especially with the Internet); and increases acces-
sibility for students with disabilities, for students with work
and childcare schedules, and for students who are living in
remote places. It really allows us to reach a lot more people.
By doing so, it helps us address teacher shortages by giving
us opportunities to train more people. This capability is
especially important with changing student demographics.
We can reach a wider student audience—in contrast to the
"brick-and-mortar" schools—because students who cannot
come to our campus can be reached with distance education.
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Another advantage of distance learning is that many students
can have access to the experts. If we videotape various
experts in the field, students have access to people who
would otherwise be unavailable. We can connect students to
people with diverse backgrounds, differing opinions, and
varied thinking and learning styles. As one example of the
benefits of this diversity, I am currently involved in a
collaboration on a distance learning program with the
University of Virginia. It is called Case Net, and we work
with case studies. Students at Arizona State University are
enrolled in the course at the same time as people in New
York City. We also have students in Norway, so it is actually
an international course. The students all read the same case
study and the same on-line materials, and then they get into
a discussion group. Most of the cases are controversial, so
they inspire a great deal of diverse thinking and lively
discussions. Sometimes those discussions continue long after
the course is over. The participants take advantage of this
opportunity to converse with people they would ordinarily
have no exposure to. People in Arizona have the chance to
discuss bilingual education with folks in Norway and New
York City. This opportunity is not available in the brick-and-
mortar classroom, but it is eminently possible with distance
learning.

Does Distance Learning Really Work?
In the final analysis, is distance learning effective? The
answer is—when compared with traditional classes—that
distance learning can be very, very effective if certain factors
and goals are adequately addressed.

• The purpose of the instruction is clear.

• The needs of the learners are identified.

• The focus of the instruction is on the students, not on the
technology.
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• The instructors have the requisite expertise, because not
everyone is automatically comfortable teaching under the
unique requirements of distance education or distance
learning. It is essential to ensure that the instructors are
properly trained.

• An on-site facilitator is available to take care of technical
difficulties, to distribute materials, and to make sure
people are registered.

• Problems are anticipated before they occur.

• Feedback is given quickly and constructively.

• The methods are appropriate for the purpose.

• A sense of community is promoted among all
participants.

That sense of community in distance learning is very impor-
tant. It is possible to promote community through discussion
groups, chat rooms, e-mail, on-line mentors, and video-
conferencing. There are so many ways available to promote
community that it would be a shame not to—and it would
adversely affect the success of distance learning. As with
traditional classrooms, there is the expectation that people
need to participate in activities that promote quality teaching.
Having on-line readings, electronic submission of projects,
and timely feedback are all critical. Distance learning can
recruit more teachers to the profession and increase the
diversity of the profession. Our current teaching force is not
reflective of the student body; distance learning is one
avenue we can pursue to make teacher preparation programs
more accessible to a pool of prospective teachers who are
more representative of our current demographics. If we
thoughtfully implement distance learning programs and
ensure that such programs are soundly constructed and fully
supported, we have in our hands a powerful weapon to help
combat our chronic teacher shortage.
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