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THE PROMISE OF ONLINE DISTANCE
LEARNING
Addressing Academic and Institutional Concerns

Steven Furnell, Mike Evans, and Paul Bailey
University of Plymouth, UK

Abstract: The increasing capabilities and availability of information and communication technologies now
make it technically feasible for education to be pursued via online distance learning (ODL). This is a new
domain and is perceived by some to offer significant promise, while others regard it as a threat. This paper
proceeds from the initial assertion that ODL is a beneficial concept, which will have a significant role in the
future provision of learning and training. It then proceeds to highlight a number of problems (considered from
academic and institutional viewpoints) that could potentially be faced if establishments do not devote suffi-
cient thought to their realization of the approach. The discussion is based upon observations from the authors’
own experiences when attempting to introduce ODL facilities in practice, and the opinions received during
consultation with academic staff. The authors are all believers in the ODL concept, but have been exposed to
various negative viewpoints that must be addressed to ensure the successful and wide scale adoption of the
concept. A series of recommendations are presented to assist institutions considering an ODL approach.

INTRODUCTION date, information technology has generally
been used to supplement traditional methods
The last two decades have witnessed signifi- of delivery. As we enter the new millennium,
cant use of information technology within the advances in communications technologies and
educational context. Computer systems have multimedia capabilities, in conjunction with
not only been utilized to support administra- the mainstream acceptance of the Internet and
tive and operational activities, but also to World Wide Web (Web), are now acting as the
directly contribute to the learning process. catalysts for the next level of IT utilization,
Example technologies in this respect include which this paper refers to as online distance
computer-aided learning (CAL) and com- learning (ODL). At a basic level, ODL refers
puter-based training (CBT) (Alessi & Trollip, to the ability to deliver and patrticipate in edu-
1991; Lee & Mamone, 1995). However, to cational or training programs on a remote
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basis, using information and communication marizing the benefits offered to both LRPs and
technologies to overcome the barrier of dis- their participants. The focus then proceeds to
tance. consider the various problems that could arise,
ODL represents an approach that can be from the perspectives of both academic quality
employed by a variety of establishments (e.g., and administration within the LRP. The dis-
universities and colleges, training agencies or cussion of these issues leads to recommenda-
departments within companies). The paper tions that should be considered by LRPs
refers to these by the generic term “learning wishing to offer online courses.
resource providers” (LRPs). However, several Many of the views identified in the paper
aspects of the discussion are presented from ahgve been determined as a result of the
university perspective, as this is the environ- aythors’ practical involvement in ODL initia-
ment from which the authors’ experience is tjyes. These have included contributions to the
derived. The participants in an ODL-based geyelopment of an institutional strategy for
program could be students registered with a glectronic delivery, which involved consulta-
university-type institution or clients of a cCOm-  {joy with academic staff and provided insights
mercial training program. The paper will Use ¢4 their concerns, as well as giving an indica-
the term “participants” to encompass these and o of the issues to be faced at an institutional
other similar possibilities. _ level. In addition, the authors have been
_ The Web (Berners-Lee et al., 1994) is con- jnq1ved in a practical project to enable the
sidered to provide a particularly suitable plat- online delivery of M.Sc. modules and indus-

form fpr ODL delivery, enapllng the trial short course programs. The feasibility
mt_egra’uon Qf a numbe_r of appropriate techn_ol- stage of this work offered another opportunity
ogies (ranging from simple text and graphics to gather opinions about the ODL concept.
to audio and video presentations), learning This was achieved via paper-based question-
methods (e.g., discussion, formative assess- naires (which were sent to academic staff

ment) and anlnlstratlve aspectg (e.g., track- within the authors’ establishment and to 100
ing and logging). Furthermore, it offers the )
external companies) and  subsequent

capability for interactivity between the LRP . . .
P Y y face-to-face discussions with selected repre-

and remote participants. Within this environ- X

ment it is, therefore, possible to support a sentatlve_s. The results_were used to gauge_the

range of learning and training scenarios, from 9xpect§t|ons and requw.ements of both parties

the provision of reference materials to more " relation to OD_L delivery (Furne!l et ql.,
1999). The practical element of this project

interactive elements, such as lectures and sim-- A
ulations. These capabilities are likely to Nvolved the design and development of soft-

advance still further as Web technologies and Ware tools to support ODL delivery (Furnell et
access facilities mature. As such, ODL can be &l-» 2000). A module authoring tool has been
seen to offer significant promise for the future. Produced to provide the creators of online
However, while ODL can be claimed to offera Modules with a simplified and customized
number of significant opportunities, there are application in which to create Web content. In
also a range of issues that may be cited as addition, an online lecture framework has been
potential criticisms. A number of these points devised to enable the delivery of interactive
arise from the fact that it is still an emerging lectures (encompassing video, audio, slide
field and there are uncertainties over both the show and whiteboard elements) from a central
degree to which the benefits may be realized in location to remote participants over the Inter-
practice, as well as the potential negative fac- net. The development of these aspects, and the
tors that may also be introduced as a conse-feedback from potential end-users, has again
guence. This paper seeks to explore theseprovided relevant insights into the acceptance
issues and the main discussion begins by sum-of the ODL approach. In view of these experi-
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ences, the authors are well-placed to comment may frequently send their staff on accredited
on the ODL debate. programs at academic institutions such as uni-
versities or colleges. Such training may take
place on either a “day release” basis or as a
short course over an intensive period spanning
several days. While these approaches are gen-

i . erally successful in delivering the expected
There are un”doubte(.jcljy bgqefltls to be Qa'”ed training, a number of problems can be identi-
from a carefully considered implementation of fied from a practical point of view:

ODL, which can be cited from both the LRP
and participant perspectives. For the LRP, the 1
possible advantages include:

BENEFITS OF ONLINE DISTANCE
LEARNING

The need to physically travel to the train-
ing institution (frequently over a signifi-
cant distance, increasing inconvenience
and lost time);

2. The requirement to attend at a preset time
(irrespective of other work requirements
or pressures);

Difficulties in establishing a suitable com-
mon baseline level of knowledge from
which to proceed for all participants.

* Increased potential market for pro-
grams, with a potentially global catch-
ment area;

» Potential for collaboration with other
establishments to create high-quality
“virtual” programmes, drawing upon
expertise from different sources;

» Reduced operating costs in terms of cap-
ital assets (e.g., buildings and equip-
ment). This, of course, only applies to
those organizations wishing to offer
solely ODL delivery.

In some cases, relevant expertise may not
be available at any training institution within a
reasonable distance. In view of these observa-
tions, the facility for on-demand distance
learning would be considered extremely
advantageous. In this context, ODL can also be
seen as a valid contribution to initiatives such
as lifelong learning (DFEE, 1998).

At the same time, the benefits for the partic-
ipants include:

» Access to expertise irrespective of dis- : : _
tance: The above points are widely cited as rea-

« On-demand learning, suiting the sched- SONS why ODL may revolutionize the provi-
ule of the participant rather than the sion of education (Cochrane, 1995) and a
timetable of the LRP (depending upon variety of establishments have begun to offer
implementation); online programs (TeleEducation, 1999). How-

- Delivery and presentation can be tai- €Ver, while there are many advocates of ODL,
lored to suit the existing knowledge or there are also a significant number of detrac-
skills of the individual learner (i.e., per- tors. The authors’ experience suggests that

sonalization of content) using a common Many academic staff at the grassroots level
core of materials (Mendel, 1998). would regard the potential benefits as utopian

claims and unlikely to hold true in practice.
For persons wishing to pursue education on The concerns that can be leveled at the ODL
a part-time basis (e.g., in conjunction with concept can be considered from both the aca-
their employment), ODL represents an attrac- demic and institutional perspectives. These
tive option, whereas face-to-face delivery can issues are considered in the sections that fol-
cause inconvenience to both participants and low, along with appropriate discussion and
their employers. For example, organizations recommendations.
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ACADEMIC CONCERNS general experiences outside the specific survey
exercise.

From an academic perspective, the concerns
are related to the quality of the educational
experience that can be delivered via ODL in
comparison to traditional face-to-face meth- One of the main concerns that the authors
ods. Many of these points are particularly have encountered is that, if a course is to be
related to the perspective of the academic staff delivered completely via ODL methods, then
responsible for providing the courses, and the the educational experience may be diluted to
authors have encountered the opinions pre- fit the ODL model. This could encompass the
sented during their consultations with staff as removal of face-to-face activities that do not
part of the feasibility study into online M.Sc./ suit the distance model (e.g., hands-on tutori-
short course programs (Furnell et al., 1999). als, practical experiments), to the point where
The main objective of this consultation exer- the associated learning objectives can no
cise was to assess the degree to which aca-onger be fulfilled. This is certainly true to an
demic staff felt that their existing modules extent and, until technology enables a better
could be converted to online delivery. A total reproduction of physical participation (e.g., via
of 11 modules were assessed, each taken fromadvanced virtual reality systems), there may be
M.Sc./Ph.D. programs currently offered by the & necessity to restrict ODL-based courses to
University of Plymouth (specifically, the topics whose delivery is not compromised by
“Integrated Services & Intelligent Networks these I|m|tat|9_ns._Alternatlvely, a different
Engineering” and “Communications Engineer- YP€ ©f qualification could be offered, to
ing & Signal Processing” programs), with sev- reflect the dlﬁergnce between ODL' and
eral modules being shared between both face—to—fat_:e study in the subject area. Either of
courses. The respondents were the IecturersthGS(.e options would be preferablie 0 LRP.S
responsible for the delivery of the modules, offering ODL courses Who_s_e learning experi-
each of whom were academics with many ences dp not match participant or employer

, . o expectations. It should also be remembered
years' experience of traditional face-to-face

. . that some establishments have successfully
delivery. The assessment considered a number : .
. ) . . operated distance-based education programs
of factors, including the type of information

ted in th dule. th ati i for many years. In this sense, the question
presented in tne rpo u'e, the presentation SI€ yecomes whether the online medium has any
(e.g., the lecturer’s current delivery methods

) > ) ' detrimental effect upon learning outcomes.
such as slides, white boarding, and handouts), pyeioys research has been conducted to sug-

the availability of additional background mate- gest that this is not the case (Carswell, 1997).
rial from other sources, and the requirements ~ |, general, it should be recognized that
for practical work. The principal questions any establishments considering ODL are not
were therefore focused on these issues in theyaqitional distance learning providers. As
context of each specific module. However, the such, staff may have little or no experience

survey also gave scope for the academics to yjth such delivery and will be legitimately
express any concerns—recognizing that they concerned about how it will affect and/or inte-
must be botPW|II|ng to create the content in a grate with their existing practices_ For exam-
format appropriate to online delivery and feel ple, the survey revealed a number of concerns
able to create effective material. The points about the effect that ODL would have upon
identified were then explored in more detail academic workloads. At the outset, this relates
during face-to-face discussions. The issues to the time required to design and create online
that emerged are described below, followed by modules, and staff expressed concern about
further observations arising from the authors’ undertaking this in addition to existing duties.
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The remedy for this is for appropriate allow- taken not to lose the benefits and flexibility of
ances to be made from an institutional plan- ODL.

ning perspective (as identified in the A concern that was particularly identified
“institutional concerns” section that follows). amongst less IT literate staff is that ODL could
Another concern is that if participants are be used as a vehicle to displace the role of the
given the flexibility to work in a self-paced, lecturer. The fear is that once all of the relevant
on-demand manner, then there will potentially course information has been made available in
be a large number of participants following the an online format, it could be delivered without
same course or module, but working at differ- further intervention from the lecturer. While
ent stages of it. It was felt that, in a worst-case this could be seen by some as beneficial (e.g.,
scenario, this could result in an almost contin- freeing the lecturer’s time for other activities,
ual stream of questions, assessment submis-SUch as research), others perceive it as a threat
sions, etc., with the lecturer being kept O job security. The embodiment of the lec-

permanently occupied and having to switch tUrer's expertise within an ODL module could

attention between different modules. By con- lead to a situation where his or her services are
trast, traditional delivery is more manageable, " !0nger required, or the demand significantly
as participants all work to the same schedule redulc(;etc)j (N?:Ie' 1hggt8)'_|rr‘]tthg Iontgg]er terrtn,ft:\rlls
(determined by the lecturer), allowing the lec- would be rafher snort-sighted on Ine part of the
turer's time to be managed more effectively LRP, as many aspects for which the lecturer is

(e.g., avoiding clashes between assessmentrequlred will not change, for example:
deadlines). However, the need to repeatedly
provide answers to similar questions from dif-
ferent participants can be avoided by providing

an online Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
archive. This is the approach taken within the
module authoring tool that the authors have
developed, which enables the creation and
management of such a facility (Furnell et al.,
2000). It could be argued that providing the
guestions up-front prevents the participants
from having to go through the effort of deter-
mining for themselves what the appropriate
guestions are. In this sense, it may be better to
continue to let the participants ask the ques-

tions, but then refer them to pre-prepared It is the authors’ opinion that, with the

answers as far as possible. It is suggested that, 4, ent of ODL, lecturers will simply be using
the problem of continuous submission of work  ieir time differently (and, in most cases, they
can be avoided by having a number of fixed \ould stil be involved with ongoing
deadlines during the year and requiring that face-to-face delivery for much of their time,
participants only submit during these periods. anyway). In cases where LRPs still adopt the
This makes things more manageable for lectur- view that they can dispense with staff, academ-
ers, while still affording more flexibility to  jcs could take encouragement from the obser-
remote participants than a single deadline. To vation that, in a virtual market, they (as subject
summarize, many of these issues can be over-experts) are no longer geographically con-
come by applying the same organizational and strained to providing their services to a single
administrative procedures that are already used LRP, and could well find wider employment in
in traditional delivery. However, care must be the ODL domain.

The role of learning facilitator requires
contextualized understanding and subject
expertise;

Remote participants will still have ques-
tions that need answering;

Work still needs to be assessed (which,
for anything of substance, could not easily
be done automatically or by a
non-expert);

for most subject areas, materials will
require ongoing update and enhancement
to maintain their relevance and competi-
tiveness.

.
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In the university context, another concern
encountered as part of the authors’ investiga-
tions has been that the ODL option may result
in significantly fewer students actually attend-
ing university to study in the traditional sense.
At its extreme, the knock-on effect of this
would be downsizing of the physical establish-
ment and, again, the risk of consequent job
losses. However, it is the view of the authors
that this would be unlikely to happen in reality,
as the perceived benefits of ODL do not apply
equally for all participants. Many full-time stu-
dents enjoy the opportunities for social activity
and other personal development that are
offered beyond the pure study elements of
their courses and, as such, ODL may not be
seen as an attractive substitute.

Academics consulted in the study also
expressed concern that ODL delivery could
compromise the intellectual property rights
associated with their materials. Problems were
perceived from two perspectives. First, if the
material is made available via an institutional
server, then the lecturer has less direct control
over its dissemination and, as the publisher,
the institution may be deemed to have owner-
ship of the information (Herkert & Loui,
1999). This differs from the current situation
where the lecturer may still hold the intellec-
tual property rights over the course notes and,
as such, an institutional policy may be required
to clarify the issue. Second, the online avail-
ability of materials to a potentially worldwide

ers may place a great emphasis upon putting
the appropriate course materials online, but
then neglect the elements of interaction (e.g.,
between participants and lecturers, and
between groups of participants) that help to
form an appropriate learning environment.
Any training programs or guidelines for staff
should recognize this potential problem and
initial ODL courses should be designed with
particular attention to the issue (given that ini-
tial courses are likely to act as models for those
that follow).

If the above point is not addressed, then it
will contribute to another concern about
ODL—namely, that education may become
personalized, but more impersonal. Implemen-
tations may significantly reduce the human
element that is provided by the lecturer in a
face-to- face context. There is a risk that infor-
mation will be reduced to raw facts, rather than
being presented with the richness of some-
one’s experience and enthusiasm for the topic.
Participants may also lose the social experi-
ences relating to interaction with their peers.
However, there is proven evidence that strong
“social” relationships can be formed via an
online medium (Poster, 1990), which should
help to overcome this concern. It is also argued
that the reduction or removal of face-to-face
elements may also make it more difficult to
ensure that the participant is making appropri-
ate progress through the learning cycle. How-
ever, it is considered that in some cases

audience runs the risk that they may be stolen lecturers may be overemphasizing the extent to

and reused elsewhere. This issue is related to

that of the security of the ODL framework,
which is discussed later under institutional
issues.

Other Academic Concerns

In the initial instance, all LRPs and their
staff will be inexperienced in the design and
provision of ODL programs. There is a poten-
tial problem in this respect that focus will be
given to producing ODL content, at the
expense of the desired learning experience.
The authors’ experience has shown that lectur-

which they are able to monitor the progress of
individual participants through the learning
cycle in a face-to-face context (particularly
with medium- to large-sized groups), without
resorting to some form of assessment. This
being the case, appropriate assessment could
still be conducted via an online approach.

INSTITUTIONAL CONCERNS

At a basic level, an LRP considering the provi-
sion of ODL faces the same questions as any
organization considering change, namely,

—®

.
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“where are we now?” “Where do we want to

be?” and “How do we get there?” In examining
these institutional issues in the context of
ODL, a number of concerns may be high-
lighted, all of which indicate the need for a

well-conceived strategy. The observations pre-
sented in this section are largely derived from
the authors’ involvement in the aforemen-

tioned institutional strategy for electronic

delivery. At this level, the barriers are some-
what different from the issues perceived by
individual staff members, but nonetheless
require serious consideration.

Strategic Issues to Be Considered

As yet, relatively little is available in terms
of off-the-shelf ODL solutions, and no system

287

ate entirely independently in relation to
face-to-face participants. However, when deal-
ing with remote participants, all need to be
accessible within the ODL framework. For
example, registration details will ideally need
to be accepted online and subsequent access
attempts by students will need to be validated
to ensure that they are registered and have paid
their fees before allowing access to informa-
tion. If the administrative systems in use are all
from different vendors, then appropriate inte-
gration between them may be a nontrivial
issue. The required level of integration should,
therefore, be identified and planned for from
the outset of the ODL strategy.

The actual creation of ODL courses must be
considered and LRPs should not assume that
existing courses may be simply transferred to

has yet emerged as an overall standard. As ODL delivery as a matter of routine. It should

such, individual establishments are frequently

be realized that their lecturers will be very

creating in-house, custom-made solutions (the unlikely to be proceeding from a common

authors’ experience in the creation of online
tools being an example of this). This inevitably
leads to variable presentation and quality

between establishments and potential prob-

lems when attempting integration if establish-
ments wish to provide joint virtual programs

baseline of skills necessary to create ODL
courses. Appropriate consideration will, there-
fore, need to be given to academic staff, such
as providing them with the necessary training
to create effective ODL materials and afford-
ing them sufficient free time to do so. Both of

(one of the conceptual advantages otherwise these issues can represent barriers to success

offered by the ODL concept). Even where

commercial products have been developed,

such as WebCT (Goldberg & Salari, 1997) and
Lotus LearningSpace (Lotus, 1998), the inte-
gration between them will still need to be
addressed. Initiatives such as Educom’s
Instructional Management System (IMS)
architecture (Educom, 1997) will potentially
provide a solution here but, in the interim,

and can only be effectively driven from the top
within an LRP. The provision of supporting
technologies (such as the Module Authoring
Tool that the authors have developed) will also
be of assistance in easing the problem of creat-
ing content.

A further concern that may be faced by both
the LRP and remote participants is the security
of the ODL framework, particularly given the

establishments may develop courses that areinherently insecure nature of the Internet

difficult to share with other LRPs.
Another potential problem is that the reso-

(which is the likely basis for most ODL solu-
tions). A number of security requirements can

lution of technical issues may take precedence be identified in the ODL context (Furnell et al.,

over the equally important issue of ensuring

1998), some of which are addressed by current

that appropriate organizational procedures and products in the marketplace. The LRP will be

frameworks are in place to effectively support
ODL delivery. This will include ensuring
appropriate integration with institutional ele-

concerned to restrict access to registered par-
ticipants and protect the unauthorized dissemi-
nation or reuse of its intellectual property (e.g.,

ments such as registration, finance, and library course materials). This will introduce require-
systems. Such systems may successfully oper-ments for technologies such as authentication,
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digital signatures, and watermarking. At the
same time, participants will be concerned
about the confidentiality of many of their inter-
actions with the LRP and that of any materials
that they submit for assessment. This leads to a
role for cryptographic technologies. In addi-
tion, the overall integrity and availability of the
service will also be of concern in terms of the
reliability and usability of the system. Security
requirements are likely to be increased if the
LRP is a commercial organization providing
training to its own personnel about proprietary
matters.

Other Institutional Concerns

A first observation is related to the fact that
many establishments have already made sig-
nificant inroads into the ODL market (for
example, the UK Open University’s advertis-
ing materials state that it already has 40,000
online students). Other establishments may
consequently feel that they risk being left
behind if they do not take some form of imme-
diate action, prompting them to make a com-
mitment to ODL that may not be
well-conceived. It can be argued that, ulti-
mately, the principle of survival of the fittest
will resolve this issue, with the weaker ODL
providers either disappearing or being forced
to revise their approach. However, it is desir-
able for organizations to avoid making poor
entries into the market in the first instance and,
therefore, they should attempt to learn from the
examples and experiences of existing provid-
ers, using them as a model of good practice
where appropriate. This may also provide a
benefit in terms of justifying an ODL strategy
within their own organization, as reference to
successful ODL adoption by another institu-
tion will prove that the potential benefits are
more than vague, unsubstantiated claims
(although it would also have to be shown that
the successful approaches taken elsewhere
would map onto the LRP appropriately).

The previously cited benefit that ODL pro-
vides an increased potential market for pro-
grams (in terms of geographic catchment area)

arterly Review of Distance Education Vol. 1, No. 4, 2000

could also be considered to represent a threat
to certain institutions. The removal of geo-
graphic boundaries could mean that some
institutions become sidelined as others invade
their market. The choice of one LRP over
another would clearly be made on the basis of
some form of competition (e.g., more attrac-
tive courses, delivery by recognized experts),
which would be persuasive and advantageous
from the participant’s perspective. However, it
is easy to see why this would be seen as a
threat from the LRP viewpoint.

In the drive to attract participants, it is fore-
seeable that ODL providers could compete on
the basis of gimmicks rather than purely on the
quality of the courses and facilities that they
are able to provide (e.g., offering free Internet
access etc.). In a sense, this can be paralleled to
the current situation in which LRP prospec-
tuses emphasize aspects such as their location
and the surrounding environment, and it will
ultimately be a matter of choice for the partici-
pants as to whether these aspects take prece-
dence over the courses offered.

STRATEGIC ADVICE TO LEARNING
RESOURCE PROVIDERS

In view of the previous discussions, a general
framework can be suggested for LRPs consid-
ering an ODL strategy. The figure below indi-
cates a number of issues that should be
addressed, from the academic and institutional
perspectives (with some issues impacting both
areas). Although the accompanying text is by
no means an extensive set of guidelines, it does
provide some principles that LRPs should refer
to in order to help ensure that the potential ben-
efits can be realized.

« Review Pedagogy. Undertake a
review of the pedagogic implications of
ODL, incorporating the needs of the par-
ticipants and the institution. This repre-
sents an important stage in terms of
providing the necessary reassurance
over educational value.

—®

.
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Institutional

Review Pedagogy

Define Institutional
Objectives

Assess Practical Implications

Preparation

Develop a Strategy

Agree on the Strategy

Select and Develop
ODL Platform

Integrate Admin.
Systems

Raise Awareness

Provide Staff Development and Resources

. Deliver Courses
Maintenance

Review

FIGURE 1

A Framework for ODL Strategy.

Define Institutional Objectives. Identifi-
cation and formalization of the reasons
for adopting ODL. Establishment of a
steering group to drive the activities,
encompassing the stakeholders in the
development and implementation of the
ODL platform.

Assess Practical Implications. Consider-
ation of the impacts that ODL may have
upon the LRP and its staff. This will
include issues such as effects upon staff
workloads, network capacity, and the
like.

Develop a Strategy. Show clear evi-
dence of the strategy to the wider LRP
membership. Make it open for discus-
sion at the early stages and encourage
feedback. Consult representatives from

all stakeholder groups and do not purely
select those people with pro-ODL
views. The strategy should be updated to
account for the feedback received,
which may then require another iteration
of the dissemination activity.

Agree on the Strategy. The finalized
strategy will provide the basis from
which to commence implementation
activities and will also address how
issues such as IPR and security are to be
handled.

Select and Develop ODL Platform.
Assessment of available products and
decisions regarding what (if anything)
should be developed in-house. Adminis-
trative integration requirements should
be recognized at this stage.
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* Integrate Administrative Systems. Link-
age of all administrative and support
systems, such as registration and
finance, into the ODL framework.

» Raise Awareness. Realize that there

the concerns may not be justified or
approaches through which problems may be
avoided. However, this is not to say that such
problems will not occur in some institutions.
As with any technological change, there is the

may be concerns over issues such as job potential for teething troubles before the full

security, IPR, etc., and take steps to han-
dle them. Although problems could arise

benefits are realized.
A key element that has not been addressed

at any stage, this represents the point at in this paper is the potential for concerns on the

which the ODL strategy will have the
greatest first-time visibility to staff and
may, consequently, meet the most resis-
tance.

» Provide Staff Development and
Resources. The institution should pro-
vide a comprehensive program of
resources (e.g., development tools) and
staff training, enabling the facilities and
skills required to participate in an ODL
delivery platform. Staff should be
encouraged to use these provisions.

« Deliver Courses. Refers to the ongo-
ing creation and running of online mod-
ules by academic staff. Feedback from
course participants should be collected
to help inform future decision making.

« Review. Maintain an ongoing review
of the core features required by all stake-
holder groups, to ensure that the ODL
facility remains current. In parallel,
maintain an ongoing review of new
products and enable their incorporation
into the basic platform as appropriate.
The potential for problems should also
be recognized. Any of these issues may
act as a trigger for a reiteration of the
overall process.

This approach should lead to smoother and

more effective ODL implementation than
might otherwise be the case.

CONCLUSIONS

The paper has presented a variety of the com-

mon criticisms leveled at the ODL concept and

has attempted to either suggest reasons why

part of the ODL participants. At a general
level, these may reflect some of the academic
concerns highlighted earlier (e.g., regarding
the quality of possible learning experiences).
However, ODL is provided as an alternative to
face-to-face delivery, and if the participant
feels that the disadvantages outweigh the ben-
efits, then he or she can continue to choose tra-
ditional courses.

In conclusion, online distance learning is,
indeed, an area that offers significant promise
to both LRPs and remote participants. How-
ever, an effective strategy is unlikely to be
realized without an understanding of the barri-
ers that may be faced. If such issues are consid-
ered from the outset, then the chances of
successful implementation are considerably
improved.
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