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Research on
Distance Education

Ryan Watkins

he development of technologies in
distance education continues to
grow at accelerating rates. From

discussion boards and instant messengers
to iPods and PDAs, new technologies offer
a number of new conveniences and
options for students and instructors alike.
These innovations are, nonetheless,
accompanied by a growing requirement
for valid research findings to guide their

selection, design, development, and imple-
mentation in distance education programs.
Empirical research in the field of distance
education seems to, however, continually
lag behind advances in technology. As
soon as reliable evidence is available sup-
porting the application of either electronic
technologies (e.g., Blackboard, podcasts,
wikis, virtual learning environments) or
conceptual technologies (e.g., theories,
procedures, frameworks, models), new
technologies change the landscape and
send researchers back to the basics. As a
result of this dynamic horizon, research is
often outdated before results of scientific
studies can be calculated, let alone pub-
lished.

Continually chasing after the newest
technologies has, for some time, left
research in distance education on a merry-
go-round of sorts, with researchers always
reaching for a golden ring, but continually
going around in circles. This has not only
slowed the progress of research in distance
education, but also put the discipline in a
position of always following technological
advances rather than providing research
findings that can guide the development
of new technologies. Blackboard, WebCT,
and other learning management systems
are valuable examples of how research in
distance education has missed significant

T

Ends and Means

Ryan Watkins, Associate Professor, 
George Washington University.
Web: www.ryanrwatkins.com

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/dlea/article-pdf/4/1/67/11115316/dl-02-2007-0013en.pdf by guest on 29 May 2026



68 Distance Learning Volume 4, Issue 1

opportunities. Instead of providing
research to lead the development of these
systems, most research in distance educa-
tion is limited to application studies when
these products have already been put into
service (and then they will often be
updated to a new version before any
research is concluded).

This cycle must stop. Distance educa-
tion researchers must find a way to get off
the merry-go-round and start leading the
field of distance education with grounded
research. Research that is focused on
development and assessment of founda-
tional theories, principles, and models has
the opportunity to guide advances in dis-
tance education rather than merely testing
new products. 

The scope of distance education
research is broad (and continually expand-
ing), drawing on fields including psychol-
ogy, education, information technology,
communications, and business, as well as a
diverse host of specific curriculum areas.
As a consequence, research questions
related to distance education are often a
corollary to primary research interest in
sister-disciplines or focused on discipline-
specific impacts alone. For example, a stu-
dent in economics who is conducting
research for a dissertation may include
online courses as a variable in his or her
study, but the focus remains on the
research questions of economics. Likewise,
a science educator may conduct research
comparing specific online and on-campus
science courses, leaving few generaliza-
tions available to researchers in other disci-
plines.

While these challenges are neither new
to distance education nor unique to this
discipline, they do present significant diffi-
culties to a field of study that has recently
seen tremendous growth in its applications
in both education and training. The
“demand” for research findings today
greatly outpaces our ability to produce
quality evidence through empirical
research. This isn’t to say that there is not

an overabundance of articles being pub-
lished on distance education; there is. But
what is missing from the discipline is a
bedrock of foundational research that
develops and tests grounded theories,
principles, and models. 

Without this foundation, research is
without a unifying direction and is suscep-
tible to the trends created by new technol-
ogies. All you have to do is visit the No
Significant Difference Phenomenon Web-
site to realize that a research discipline
without a theoretical foundation and com-
prehensive models will continue to ask
similar questions of new technologies
without ever making progress on the fun-
damental questions.

To guide the future of distance educa-
tion and meet these challenges, the foun-
dations, scope, and rigor of distance
education research should be examined by
researchers on a regular basis, and new
researchers must look beyond product
testing. Based in part on the work of
Driscoll (1995) and Briggs (1982), in 2003 a
colleague and I offered a matrix for con-
ceptualizing pragmatic research on dis-
tance education. The matrix is based on the
both the research paradigm of the
researcher and the sub-systems of distance
education development (see Table 1). Each
cell of the matrix then provides an example
of the type of research that may be a candi-
date for the particular research paradigm
when applied to the specific component of
the distance education program. 

Though the matrix does not provide a
conclusive array of all possible research on
distance education, it can provide initial
guidance for researchers (Watkins & Schlo-
sser, 2003).The matrix offers a map (or
frame) for viewing the many types of via-
ble and valuable research questions that
can be asked within distance education,
which can be especially helpful to novice
researchers. Nevertheless, research must
be directly linked to a theoretical founda-
tion that can provide a basis for both
research hypotheses and findings. It is,
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therefore, the challenge of seasoned
researchers in distance education to pro-
vide the theories, principles, and models
that can be tested through these various
research methods. 

Guiding the future of distance educa-
tion can (and should) be a partnership of
technology developers and researchers. As
researchers in distance education, we can
begin to provide leadership in this
endeavor by producing a significant base
of grounded research now and in the
future. 
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