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THE FORMAT-SHIFTING DILEMMA IN 
DISTANCE EDUCATION

Sha Li
Alabama A & M University

Since networked learning came into being, educators have been exploring how to improve its effectiveness for
higher education. Issues about interactivity and quality distance education arise. Most current studies have
explored and examined the importance and the common phenomenon of the interactivity issue in the distance
education paradigm. Few studies have explored the deeper insight of the hidden problems caused by the for-
mat shifting effect. This study probed the hidden issues through unfolding a case of an online distance learn-
ing class. With the use of qualitative methods, this study explored how undergraduate students coped with the
learning format shifting issues in their first distance-delivered class, HES 3002, Human Environmental Sci-
ence, in a large midwestern university. For this class under study, Lotus LearningSpace was the online net-
work groupware used to distribute instruction and support communication. Interviews, observation, and
document review were adopted to collect data, and the data analysis was conducted qualitatively. At the end
of the study, the findings indicated that the “learning format shifting” is a period of dilemma that occurs dur-
ing the early period for the new learners during their first distance class. Overlooking this issue would result
in problems that could affect distance instructional efficiency. The creation of communication, understanding,
and collaboration on both sides (the instructor and the learners), and the development of strategies and solu-
tions to the unseen format shifting problems could help the learners survive their first distance course and
allow the instructor to anticipate problems and help the new virtual students step out of the “threshold”
shadow.

INTRODUCTION

Information technology has revolutionized
education in terms of how we organize, struc-
ture, and empower our daily educational prac-
tice (Gregorian, Hawkins, & Taylor, 1992).
Since networked communication came into
being, it has affected the way we teach and
learn. It provides us with an opportunity to

structure a new learning format or a new learn-
ing paradigm (Bauder, 2001; Pressley &
McCormick, 1995)—distance learning—in
which learning takes place in an electronically
networked environment. It makes us rethink
and restructure the mechanism of our instruc-
tion to adapt to the “tech-faddy” class (Moore,
1990; Liu, 1996; Muirhead, 1999). Vygotsky
indicated that learning is a social process and
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the scaffolding is essential to the young novice
learners to learn from more mature peers
(Vygotsky, 1962 & 1978). The social dimen-
sion of group learning has been emphasized by
Lave and Wenger in terms of legitimate
peripheral participation in communities of
practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The learners,
such as apprentices, must first be sponsored
before they can gain legitimate access to par-
ticipation in the community’s productive activ-
ities: learners move from legitimate peripheral
participation to centrality. Wegerif’s study on
asynchronous learning network found that
there is a “threshold” before the learners when
they try to get into the networked learning
community. This threshold is the first barrier
for the learners to gain membership in to the
community (Wegerif, 1998). The networked
distance learning community fosters e-learn-
ing socialization, interactivity, and collabora-
tion. The benefits of technology have inspired
millions of educators and learners to adopt it to
fulfill their educational goals. Yet, how dis-
tance-learning participants structure a virtual
class, how effective the new learning paradigm
is, and how participants reconceptualize their
learning experience in the new learning format
remain unknown variables (Bauder, 2001; Liu,
1996; Muirhead, 1999). A successful distance
class needs to solve a number of new problems
that have not been seen before. Yet, most of
the current research on the issue of quality dis-
tance education revolves around the impor-
tance, the phenomenon, attitude, and the types
of interactivity (Moore & Thompson, 1990;
Moore, 1993; McIsaac, Blocher, Mahe, &
Vrasidas, 1999; Mahesh & McIsaac, 1999;
Offir & Lev, 1999; Northrup, 2001). How to
increase the quality of interactivity has
received little attention. Overlooking these
problems could negatively affect distance
instructional efficiency. The research
described in this article explored this issue
through a qualitative case study in the class
HES 3002, a human environmental science
course, in a large midwestern university. It
tapped into a deep understanding of how to
increase the effectiveness of the undergraduate

distance learning class and uncover unper-
ceived issues.

RESEARCH METHOD

Basically, there are two major research para-
digms, quantitative and qualitative (Creswell,
1994; Gay & Airasian, 1996). The quantitative
research paradigm, which has often been
referred to as “traditional” or “scientific,”
(Kim, 1989, p. 1) is based on numbers to inter-
pret a phenomenon under study. It rests its evi-
dence on the logic of mathematics, the
principle of numbers, and the methods of sta-
tistical analysis, and resorts to the statistical
variables for interpretation (Meyer, 1988),
whereas the qualitative paradigm tries to pre-
serve the form and essence of human behavior
and to analyze its qualities, rather than subject
it to mathematical or other transformations
(Lindlof, 1995). Yin (1994) noted, “Qualita-
tive research methods are distinguished from
quantitative methods in that they do not rest
their evidence on the logic of mathematics, the
principle of numbers, or the methods of statis-
tical analysis” (Anderson & Meyer, 1988, p.
247). Most qualitative studies reflect some sort
of phenomenological perspective (Glesne,
1999). They are conducive to describing or
answering questions about particular events or
contexts and the perspectives of a participant
group toward events, beliefs, or practices. It is
useful for exploration and understanding of a
group or phenomenon, and these understand-
ings often result in new findings or insights
(Gay & Airasian, 1996).

A phenomenological approach considers
human beings the center and determinants of
world events. Studies solely depending on
numbers may be unreliable in interpreting
human feelings, emotions, perceptions, and
attitudes, and these studies may not be fully
representative of the participants involved.

Qualitative research emphasizes the inter-
action of human participants. It is a more
humanistic approach to deal with data and its
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outcomes can more accurately reflect human
perspectives.

A qualitative case study is particularistic
because it focuses on a particular, specific sit-
uation, event, or phenomenon. A case study is
descriptive and provides insight into the phe-
nomenon under study (Merriam, 1988). Guba
and Lincoln stated that the purpose of a case
study is “to reveal the properties of the class to
which the instance being studied belongs”
(Guba & Lincoln, 1981, p. 371). Shaw
described the case study as “interpretation in
context” (Shaw, 1978, p. 13). Cozby argued,
“Case studies are valuable in informing us of
conditions that are rare or unusual and thus not
easily studied in any other manner. Insights
gained through the case study may also lead to
the development of hypotheses that can be
tested using other methods” (Cozby, 1989, p.
119). Becker defines the purpose of a case
study as twofold: “to arrive at a comprehensive
understanding of the groups under study” and
“to develop general theoretical statements
about regularities in social structure and pro-
cess” (Becker, 1968, p. 233). Merriam states
that “one selects a case study approach
because of an interest in understanding the
phenomenon in a holistic manner” (Merriam,
1988, p. 153). LearningSpace assisted learning
is a new phenomenon in the distance education
arena. People need to know about it, under-
stand it, and explore its capabilities. A case
study is appropriate for this research.

The participants in this study were students
in the HES 3002 class (Contemporary Issues in
Human Environment Science) in the Depart-
ment of Human Environment Science. The
instructor had rich experience in integrating
LearningSpace into instructional communica-
tion. Her class has a diversified student popu-
lation with different backgrounds and
perspectives, which can help enrich the data
resources of this study. There were fifty stu-
dent participants, one teacher participant from
this course, and three LearningSpace-related
network administrators from the Office of
Computer Information Services (CIS) for this
study. There were 20 interviewees from the 50

students in class, one faculty interviewee, and
three interviewees from the Learning-
Space-related network administrators. The stu-
dent interviewees were selected from the
“focused group” (Morgan, 1997, p. 7) or “tar-
geted population,” that is, “the interviewees
should represent the range of points of view”
(Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 66). The student
interviewees were chosen according to level of
their representation in the area of cultural
background, technology background, experi-
ence background, and their interest in the
LearningSpace assisted educational format.
Because only two of the interviewees were
male, the gender difference was not unique in
this research. Therefore, in the later data pre-
sentation, the interviewees’ gender will not be
considered. There were twenty interviewees
from the student group, and the teacher of this
course and all three network administrators
were interviewed. So, there were 24 interviews
altogether. There were four follow-up inter-
views with the students and one with the
instructor. At the time of the study, there was
no research conducted about LearningSpace,
and it was difficult to find comparative
research data for the use of LearningSpace in
this study.

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

This study was conducted in a large (22,000
students) midwestern land grant university
located in a small city. The university offers
degrees at the bachelor’s, master’s and doc-
toral levels, representing a rich blend of disci-
plines and varied professional experiences.
The university is heavily supported with tech-
nology and began distance education with live
videoconferencing in the early 1980s. The
research and practices performed here have
added to the literature of distance education
since then (Moore, 1990). The university com-
puting system provides e-mail and digital com-
munication services for all faculty, staff, and
students. Lotus Notes was installed as a collab-
orative network for the faculty and staff in
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1996. Lotus LearningSpace has been incorpo-
rated into Lotus Notes for the sake of provid-
ing a networked collaboration of students and
teachers in different courses since 1998. In the
fall semester of 2000, there were 30 courses at
this university using LearningSpace as a
course collaborative tool. This study was
designed to explore the students’ views of
learning in their first distance learning class. It
sought to reveal the students’ experience and
determine what perspective and attitude they
had toward learning in a new paradigm. To
achieve this goal, the methodology of the qual-
itative case study was adopted because of its
ability to gain deep insight into the case and
explore the human traits related to the events
(Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 1988). This HES
3002 class used Internet-based network Learn-
ingSpace, which was developed by the IBM
Company, as the class communication net-
work. This course was distributed totally
online in the fall semester of 2000. Most of the
class participants had never met each other.
They got to know each other only by commu-
nication online in LearningSpace during this
class. In this study, there were fifty student
participants and one teacher participant from
this class. The students in this study were all
first-time distance learners. The instructor had
three semesters’ experience of teaching HES
3002 online. For this study, both interview and
online observation over discussion board were
the main approaches to collect data. Online
survey and review of the downloaded docu-
ment were also adopted to collect data.
Twenty-one of the students, one teacher, and
three university LearningSpace network
administrators participated in interviews and
surveys. There were ten follow-up interviews
among the interviewees.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This study of users’ attitude towards using
Lotus LearningSpace will provide the design-
ers, administrators, instructors, and learners a
better understanding of the effectiveness of

Lotus LearningSpace and how to effectively
use this tool to improve the quality of distance
learning through networked learning interac-
tivity and the new format of instructional tools.
It will serve as feedback to the producers and
help them make better decisions on develop-
ing, administrating and manipulating internal
networks like Lotus LearningSpace for educa-
tional purposes, and a feedback to the educa-
tors to better understand the Learning-
Space-assisted class, and improve their
instructional design and methodology for the
networked distance class. The findings may
engender further study of Intranet-based learn-
ing under similar conditions and enrich the
social learning implications. In addition, it
could precipitate reforming networked tech-
nology and technology-based pedagogy.

FINDINGS

The online class adds a different array of peda-
gogical concepts and practice to instruction. It
enriches college learning with options, conve-
nience, and multimedia incentives that stimu-
late the students’ learning interest, curiosity,
and motivation (Galusha, 2002). But the first
move from a traditional class to a distance
class is a challenge. Because all of the students
in HES 3002 were first-time distance learners,
the format shifting hardship was a significant
barrier to the potential success of this class,
even though most of them claimed to possess
the basic computer word processing and Inter-
net skills.

HES 3002 is a theory-based course. It
emphasizes the theoretical foundations of pro-
fessionalism, relating to the current or hot
issues of professional ethics and information
management. Two textbooks were used for
this class, Management Challenges for the 21st

Century, by Drucker (1999), and The Ethics of
Excellence, by Pritchett (1999). The instructor
also provided online reading materials and the
guest speakers’ PowerPoint presentation files
for the students to download from Internet.
Reading, discussing, and completing written

QD4-2c03.fm  Page 112  Thursday, May 15, 2003  8:34 PM

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/qrde/article-pdf/4/2/109/11031706/qrde-06-2003-0003en.pdf by guest on 17 June 2026



The Format-Shifting Dilemma in Distance Education 113

assignments were the main approaches out-
lined in the syllabus for this online class. As
the instructor noted,

Discussion is the most important part of
learning activities in this class because the
discussion board in LearningSpace could
provide a place for the class to communi-
cate about the course content, and for the
teacher to communicate with students and
monitor how students participate in class. It
is a way for me to involve students in a
meaningful learning.

Every student was required to post four initial
questions and sixteen responses to other peo-
ple’s postings for the whole semester relating
to the course content.

As new learners in this class, many students
expressed their excitement about trying a dis-
tance class. They said, “I am very excited
about this class . . . ” “ . . . I have never taken
an Internet course, so I thought it would be fun
and interesting for me . . . . It helps me sharpen
my computer skills which will come at an
advantage later in the real world when I get a
job . . . ” “ . . . it would be easier and time-wise
if I took it online instead of going to a class-
room two or three times a week . . . . I thought
it would be more time effective than a tradi-
tional class.” “ . . . I am hoping to learn some-
thing new about Internet, so far, I am.” “I
choose to take this class online so that I could
get an easier grade.” The online class aroused
students’ interest and curiosity which consti-
tuted an incentive for them to go online for
class. Students also revealed their concerns
and expectations about this class, “I see my
biggest challenge as getting acclimated to the
computer program and feeling comfortable
with it. All in all, I’m excited about this new
form of technology.” “ . . . I think my most
challenging obstacle in this class will be mak-
ing sure I am staying caught up and knowing
what is required of me, when it comes, to
where I need to find info, and where I need to
discuss my thoughts.” For new distance learn-
ers, there is an effect of “insecurities” by
which the learners might feel unsure of their
class procedure, ease of activities, and success

in class. This effect could become an intimida-
tion that causes low self-confidence (Knapper,
1998). This effect also occurred among the
class participants of the HES 3002 class.

The reality of taking part in the first dis-
tance class was hardest when the class first
started. It created anxiety at the threshold of
the course. This uncomfortable period for stu-
dents lasted for about six weeks. Students were
unfamiliar with the networked learning envi-
ronment, the LearningSpace interface, and its
unique learning procedures. The first obstacle
encountered was logging on to LearningSpace.
The class Web site required a password to log
on, and the password was long with a slash and
spaces in it, different from other network pass-
words. This made it difficult for the new users
to get into LearningSpace and easy for them to
make mistakes. It was a function of the way
LearningSpace was designed. Once the stu-
dents entered LearningSpace, they had a hard
time locating the syllabus and the modules,
how to start working on the course work, and
on what they had to work. Many students com-
plained that LearningSpace was confusing and
not user-friendly. For undergraduate students,
enrolling for five to six courses in a semester is
common. They struggle with a heavy course
load. When they became frustrated with using
LearningSpace for too long a time, they got
impatient and annoyed. This affected their first
impression of LearningSpace and the course
HES 3002. The skills necessary to use Learn-
ingSpace take time to acquire at the start of the
semester while students are busy taking a new
course. For example, several students com-
plained that they could not find the reading
articles for assignments in the LearningSpace
assignment section. One student revealed her
frustration in the discussion board: “Learning-
Space is so scattered. There is no clue and hints
to prompt you to find what you really want. I
spent a lot of time but still cannot find the next
assignment.” The frustration and confusion at
the start of the class caused turmoil among the
students. Even many excellent students who
could expect an A in traditional classes sus-
pected that they could succeed in this distance
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class. Jill Galusha (2002) indicated that the
teacher support, student support, class alien-
ation and isolation, and lack of experience and
training are major factors that could negatively
affect the new distance learners’ attitude
toward the new learning paradigm. Some of
the students in this class started to blame their
teacher for this discomfort and uncertainty.
Other students dropped out, largely because of
the “insecurities” and intimidation they
encountered during their first period of
involvement in the class. The following are the
students’ expressions of frustration and confu-
sion encountered during the threshold period,
posted in the online survey.

• “This class is a sterile and isolated class.
What you see is (your) computer and
words on it. I doubt I could succeed in
this class.”

• “I hate it all. The class is dumb, every-
thing is dumb. I almost got to the point
where I wanted to throw my computer
out (of) the window.”

• “ . . . I have a lot of trouble finding and
accessing articles posted on Learning-
Space. I don’t know if this is the prob-
lem with LearningSpace or the
instructor.”

• “I feel extreme amount of frustration
due to the confusion I experienced. I am
also somewhat intimidated. I really have
to stay on top of things to keep up (with
the class).”

• “It’s not hard to check, but I still don’t
really feel as if I know what to do, how
to do, and when to do it. I missed several
discussions I posted. I don’t know if I’m
doing what I ought to do, if I only talk to
my (discussion) group and if I get
(involved) in other discussion (groups)
too?”

These complaints did not mean that stu-
dents were reluctant to learn. On the contrary,
they were eager to learn but got stuck at the
threshold to this class due to the technical
problems and a lack of familiarity with learn-

ing in a technology-based environment. With
these problems in class, how does the teacher
handle them? Has she realized the students’
needs at this point? The instructor noted that
she spent a lot of time giving technical support
to the students in the discussion board, in
e-mails, through the telephone, and even in her
office for those who had classes on campus.
She added:

The students always complain about their
teacher when they get uncomfortable with
technical problems. They don’t want to
spend time to explore the new technology
on their own. They expect everything to be
easier. For example, if a student uploads his
or her assignment into LearningSpace, he
needs to look at the submission category
first, then submit. There are dozens of cate-
gories in the assignment category. If the
category selection stays on a wrong title,
the assignment would not show up in the
assignment section, but appears some-
where else. That’s why many students
complain that they submitted their assign-
ments but could not find them in Learning-
Space.

Wood states that, considering the equity of
educational opportunity to all, careful consid-
eration must be given to the special needs of
students undertaking distance education for the
first time. This student group is at high risk of
dropping out. So, extra training and technical
support need to be developed to help them
master the new study survival skills as early as
possible (Wood, 1996). Technical support and
training for this class were not provided in a
timely manner, which increased their frustra-
tion and the level of difficulty. This added to
the uncertainty of their learning success, lead-
ing to ten students out of fifty (20%) dropping
this class during the first six weeks. Both tech-
nical frustration and intimidation due to the
format shifting became insurmountable to stu-
dents at the threshold of this class. One drop-
out student told me in the telephone interview,

It really doesn’t mean that I don’t like this
class. I just didn’t feel comfortable to be in
a distance class . . . . I am pretty much an A
student all the time in school. But I cannot
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learn very well in this class. I had to drop
this class in the second week and take it
again in a traditional class, because I have
to keep my good GPA to maintain my
scholarship. Without my scholarship, I
would have (financial) problems to finish
my degree.

Some other students said that they remained in
the class, but this did not mean that they were
satisfied. They had to take the class for their
degree requirement and graduation, and this
online class was the only choice that fit their
schedule arrangement that semester. Still other
students planned to withdraw from the class
any time their frustration grew beyond toler-
ance.

 When asked why the technical problems
constituted such a big frustration to the stu-
dents, and how they could help solve them, the
school’s network manager said,

LearningSpace is not a user-friendly soft-
ware package for the beginning users. Its
interface is somewhat confusing. Gener-
ally, students need one semester to get used
to it. I am a technical supporter. When I
started to learn about LearningSpace, I
spent four whole days on it, but still have
many things confusing, to say nothing of
the students who are new to LearningSpace
and have limited time to learn how to use it.

On the other hand, he noted,

TABLE 1
Summary of Students’ Responses to the Distance Learning Format In HES 3002 Class

Related Area Positive Negative 

Technology Technology is an incentive for learning, it 
provides you variety of tools to fulfill your 
academic accomplishment. 

Technically intimidated with LearningSpace 
network, concerned with their lack of 
technology background.

Distance learning format Distance learning class provides learning any 
time and anywhere, helps mediate the time 
and space conflicts. 

Not in a habit of learning with distance class 
technology, e-communication, and unable to 
locate the information in the network 
environment.

Interaction Asynchronous interaction is convenient to 
communicate any time and anywhere. You 
can check assignments any time you like or 
during travel.

Not accustomed to the asynchronous interaction. 
Synchronous interaction is more emotionally, 
cognitively, and mentally engaging, 
Immediate responses could generate fast and 
more effective feedback than asynchronous 
responses. 

LearningSpace LearningSpace is a convenient network for 
online learning. You can retrieve any course 
resources from it and perform any class-
related learning activities in this place. 

LearningSpace is not user-friendly. It is 
confusing and intimidating the new users. It is 
really hard to find things you want for the 
course preview and class assignment. It is 
easy to mess up with your work.

The Instructor The instructor is patient and ready to help 
students. Her responses to the e-mails and 
discussion questions could meet my needs.

I don’t think the instructor teaches us. Many 
times I can’t see her responses. I got support 
more from students than from her. She is not 
responsible for our study online. 

Course Content This course content relates to my major and my 
life. It’s an interesting and useful class. 

The content of this class doesn’t relate to my 
major. And it is uninteresting to me, only this 
course is required for my degree. That’s why 
I have to take it. 

Evaluation This distance class evaluation is fair. 
We got As or Bs, that’s not bad. 

This distance learning class evaluation is unfair. 
There is a lot of work reading, writing, 
accessing Internet LearningSpace and 
discussing, but you see less teacher’s 
instruction and support. You work hard but 
are still unable to get 90% points for a grade 
of A.
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Very few of the students contacted the
school Computer Information Technology
Service (CIS) for support by e-mail or
phone, even though the class instructor
gave them the CIS’s phone number. The
students like to contact their teacher
directly, or solve problems among class-
mates. We could not provide very much
support because we don’t know what sup-
port they need.

One student commented that, in the tradi-
tional classroom, any problems were solved
face-to-face within class, so they tended to stay
on the old track of communicating instead of
trying to find solutions out of class. If they had
difficulty solving the problems, they just left
them unsolved, and bypassed those technology
features. Since the learning activities were
designed based on many technology features,
if students avoided using those features, learn-
ing would definitely be affected. For example,
submitting an assignment into the wrong place
would make their assignment unavailable for
grading by the instructor and sharing by peers.
When the students went into this class, they
didn’t realize the importance of its technical
side and the instructor overlooked giving them
timely directions for mastering the basic tech-
nology to succeed in this class, so learning dif-
ficulties escalated at this phase. There is a
tendency for barriers to distance education to
hinder learners from succeeding (Galusha,
2002; Muirhead, 1999). However, when those
barriers on the students’ side are unperceived,
and the teacher performs regular instruction
and evaluation without knowing it, the poten-
tial problems could happen any time.

It seems that a group of the persistent par-
ticipants in class played a vital role as a model
to break up the iceberg. They are actively and
diligently showing up in the discussion board,
exploring, informing, asking, and supporting
one another to adjust to this challenging new
online environment to survive the class. Their
discussions brought about life and support to
this “sterile and isolated class.” Peer support
tends to be more reliable and accessible than
the instructor’s support (Pressley, & McCor-
mick, 1995; Bull, & Standsberry, 1997). The

students’ postings of supporting each other are
such as:

Question by Ted:

OK, I sent a comment but I am not sure if it
was sent. I have no clue as to what is going
on. Where is the quiz that we are supposed
to take? If someone knows what is going
on, please let me know. Thanks. Ted
(Online data 8/23/00)

Response by Alice:

Ted, if you go to Discussion Board in Cour-
seRoom, click the Discussion icon, click
the discussion topic you commented about,
your comment will pop out. Then click
your own discussion topic, you can see
your own discussion comment now. Try
and see if it works for you. Alice (Online
data 8/24/00)

Question by Kim:

Could someone possibly tell me how to
attach a file (to discussion board)? I wrote
my entire assignment in Word and then
printed it out and retyped it into the box so
I could submit it for grading. I would just
really like to know how to make this easier
and be able to attach it. Thanks. Kim
(Online data 9/23/00)

Response by Leonard:

Kim, when you finish your document, save
it onto your disk or Drive C. Secondly, you
hit the “Browser” button below, go into the
drive where you saved the document and
then open the document (file) . . . (W)hen
you hit the open button, it will put the file
into the File Attachment slot. then just
(click) “Save & Close.” You can check it
by clicking on the (Attachment) icon in
your assignment document (usually below
the file attachment section) to see if you
can pull it back up. Hope this helps!
Leonard (Online data 9/2300)

Question by Hellen:

Could anybody tell me when is our Quiz
One due? I just forget it. Thanks. Hellen
(Online data 9/25/00)
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Response by Kim:

It is due next week. You can find it in Model
III in Profile on the beginning page. You
can’t miss it. Kim (Online data 9/26/00)

Response by Hellen:

Thank you, Kim. I found it. Hellen (Online
data 9/27/00)

“Up with each other” instead of “competing
with each other” characterized the expecta-
tions of the students of this class. The sponta-
neous peer support was most effective among
students when they collaborated on the spe-
cific tasks that they encountered during the
learning process (Johnson & Johnson, 1975),
and the virtual discussion could generate
“just-in-time help” that solves the students’
immediate problems (Bull, et al., 1997). This
outcome produced a positive impact on the
students that could be seen and felt. Students
placed a high value on peer support. As one
student said in an interview,

I get more support from classmates than
from the teacher . . . (A)t the beginning of
the class, I was confused. I didn’t know
what to do. I could not logon (to the Learn-
ingSpace), and I could not find things in
LearningSpace. My files could not be sub-
mitted (uploaded) to LearningSpace. I have
difficulty to find assignment and grades.
When I have problems, I post them. I get
technical support from my classmates.
Sometimes I open the discussion board to
see other people’s discussion about techni-
cal issues. Then I got the answer. That’s the
way I usually solve my problems.

After about eight weeks’ experiences, the
students became more familiar with Learning-
Space, and participation increased. Many
assignments were posted in LearningSpace,
and many opinions about the readings were
posted on the discussion board. Many techni-
cal solutions were posted on the discussion
board for the whole class. The students’ partic-
ipation became more active. But how to really
participate in a virtual class was still unclear to

the students. They did not know the regula-
tions of the class, how to learn online, how to
discuss, and how to keep up with the class
schedule and the instructor’s expectation. This
issue directly related to how successful this
class could be. The instructor noted that Learn-
ingSpace had many features to support learn-
ing communication. For example, the
discussion board has pages and pages of stu-
dent discussion postings that could be accessed
by the students of the class. Many students
posted good discussions but could not arouse
the interest of the students. Few of the students
clicked on them to read, because the discussion
titles did not tell the readers what that discus-
sion was exactly about. The author of the dis-
cussions did not pay enough attention to the
wording of the titles. As many readers browsed
through the discussions just by looking at the
titles, they only clicked on the titles that inter-
ested them. One discussion concerned sexual
harassment in the workplace. This is an inter-
esting topic, but very few students opened it to
read, because it was placed under the title of
“My Reading Assignment Is Finished,” which
had no relationship to this discussion topic. For
those students, online discussion skills needed
to be refined. Different formats of communica-
tion need different ways to realize the goal. In
addition, they could not overlook developing
skills to manipulate an unfriendly network
interface like LearningSpace.

The traditional learning habit was another
factor that interfered with the students’ accep-
tance of the distance learning class (Carr, Ful-
lerton, Severino, & McHugh, 1996). Many
students reported that they delayed their
assignments and tests not because they did not
want to do them, but because they forgot they
even had a course online. They could remem-
ber to go to campus every day, but were not in
the habit of opening LearningSpace from com-
puter to participate in an online class. They
would keep the regular school schedule—
going to the classroom, listening to the teacher,
and working with their classmates face-
to-face, communicating physically, visually,
facially, and vocally, but once a class is iso-
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lated in a distant location, “out of sight
becomes out of mind.” To many students, only
a course taught in a classroom was considered
a “formal class.” Their self-consciousness of
adjusting to changes is weak. So neglecting
assignments, readings, projects, and quizzes is
common among the students in HES 3002.
Other students reported that they thought tak-
ing a class online would enable them to get an
easier grade, so they felt that regular effort for
a class was not necessary. This misunderstand-
ing negatively influenced the students’ learn-
ing behavior and attitude toward this class.

To organize this online class more effec-
tively, the instructor divided the class into 5
teams, 4-5 people in a team. She posted ques-
tions and discussion topics for each team to
work on. Students were required to work with
their team members to finish these joint
assignments and post the finished assignments
in LearningSpace so that the classmates in
other teams could see it and the teacher could
grade it. This online activity increased the stu-
dents’ learning and cooperation with their
team members. As one student said,

I like to read the discussions in my class,
and I like to post responses to the students
who have the same opinion with me.
Through reading the discussion board, I
found that there are many ways of manag-
ing working people, and I see several class-
mates have the same opinion with me.

Another student noted that:

I didn’t [know] that reading in the discus-
sion board is so beneficial. Through read-
ing those discussions, I share the life
experiences of others that enrich my own
understanding of the readings in the text-
book.

But not all students were so mentally
engaged in working in teams. There were 18
students (45% of the total) who never showed
up in the discussion board. In interviews, sev-
eral students said that they forgot they even
had a class online, because, on one hand, their
course load was too heavy, and they could only

remember the classes that they were physically
attending in the school. They could not
remember their virtual class in LearningSpace.
On the other hand, a habit of accessing learn-
ing network online had not yet been devel-
oped. They were not efficient enough to keep
up with the virtual class. Those students had
many assignments posted late, and many even
missed the mid-term test. The instructor had to
put an announcement in the discussion board
to remind those students of their missed work,
and give them some grace period to finish it.
Of the lack of participation of some students,
she said:

Some students never show up in discus-
sion. They don’t know 20% of the grade is
tied up to the discussion. Some don’t com-
plete their assignments. I monitor the class
and see it. I remind them of their missing
work. But if they really don’t want to finish
their work, they will lose their grades. If
they don’t participate in class, they cannot
pass. When they realize this, it will be too
late.

Even though the instructor insisted on rein-
forcing the discipline, participation in Learn-
ingSpace did not change. The active
participators were almost always the same
people, and the sluggish participators were still
sluggish. When asked about the class, they
complained and revealed their dissatisfaction
with the teacher and the class format:

• “I don’t think she (the instructor)
teaches us. She just puts things on the
Internet. And that’s all.”

• “I got more help from students than
from teacher.”

• “I am a reading learner, but read from
the book, not from the computer. The
computer thing is just not for me.”

• “I really don’t like this class. I learned
nothing from it. It’s just a waste of my
time and money. I have to take it again
(in a traditional class). If I have a choice,
I would choose traditional class instead
of distance class. I would never take it
again.”
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In the interview and survey, the students
revealed more facets of their discomfort
toward learning in this class. It seemed that
they could well recognize a teacher’s effort in
a traditional classroom and find the right way
to learn for themselves, because it was tradi-
tional and familiar. But, once the class was
shifted to cyberspace, they could not see the
teacher’s face and effort, and could not grasp
what was the right way for a teacher to teach,
and what was the right way for a student to
learn. They felt at risk or “insecure.” They
became weak, vulnerable, and felt helpless. Of
the class, 20% (10 students) dropped out, 16%
(8 students) quit discussion, and 20% (10 stu-
dents) seldom showed up in the discussion
board, which was a basic requirement for this
class. Only 44% (22 students) were regular,
active participants. Once the class lost har-
mony, agreement, and rapport among the par-
ticipants, the relationship and attitudes toward
each other were undermined or ruptured, and
disconnection and misunderstanding was gen-
erated, and conflicts occurred.

The remaining 40 students persisted in the
class through the end of the semester. Among
these students, their attitude concerning this
class varied: “I will take a distance class again
because I have had this experience.” “I like the
distance class. It fits into my schedule and
saves me a lot of driving.” “The distance class
is better than the traditional one because I
understand better by reading on my own.” Oth-
ers said, “I would not take distance class unless
there is no other choice. I prefer traditional
class and face-to-face interaction.” Still others
voiced, “I had a bad experience in this class. I
would never take an online class again. I have
been intimidated and frustrated by the comput-
ers.”

The instructor’s response to the students
was unhappy. She said that she spent more
time teaching an online class than the tradi-
tional class she was teaching at the same time:
responding, preparing class, and delivering
instruction online. Even when she traveled, she
took a laptop with her to connect to the hotel’s
Internet and checked up the online class’ dis-

cussion, assignment, and reply to the students’
questions in the discussion board or through
e-mail. She said, “Last week, the students con-
flicted with me over the grading and posted
things in the discussion against me. That
makes me upset . . . . They don’t want to work
hard in this class. They don’t like me to push
them to work . . . . I already told them if they
don’t keep the rules and work hard, their
grades would be affected.”

The instructor taught another HES 3002
class in traditional (residence) format. She said
that she taught them the same content, and
gave them the same tests, same assignments,
same paper, same assessment, and everything
except the way she gave the test. The tradi-
tional class students took the test in the class-
room, but the distance class students could go
to the local test center, local libraries, or testing
agencies to take the test. Other things, such as
course content, textbook and assignments,
were the same.. But, in reality, the two classes
were not the same, because the formats were
different, which could lead to many differ-
ences in instruction, communication, organiza-
tion, and evaluation. On the student side,
distance learning means a change related to
learning style, learning habit, communication
preference, course load, technology experi-
ences, technology availability, and cultural
background (Bauder, 2001). While the instruc-
tor regarded the two classes as the same
(except the test format), many unperceived
problems occurred and affected effectiveness.
Also, problems were unrecognized and unde-
tected until November 16, when a student,
posted a discussion in LearningSpace criticiz-
ing the class, which led to a conflict between
the teacher and the students.

Discussion Title: This Class

OK, this may be really mean to say, but
does anyone feel like they are working their
butt off in this class and still making crappy
grades? I have worked my butt off on every
single assignment and have made 13/15 or
9/10 on my assignments. I have an 88%.
I’m sorry, but I’m not going to make a B in
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this class because I worked my butt off . . .
. I like this class, but some of this stuff is
absolutely ridiculous. I write my essays the
best that I can, I make discussions, and I
respond to them probably as much as you
who are reading this do. I do my fair share
of work and put in all the effort, but I don’t
feel like getting a B in this class. Is it justi-
fiable for the amount of work that we have
to do for a 2 credit hours (class)? (Online
Data, 11/16/00)

This posting worked like a fuse that led to
an eruption of argument about the class. Seven
student postings followed the initial posting.
They not only complained about the evaluation
in the class, but also complained about the
course load and the teacher’s effort for the stu-
dents. They vented their dissatisfaction and
anger upon this class, but actually upon their
instructor, who was embarrassed. She tried her
best to calm the students in this virtual learning
space, and expressed that she would prefer an
individual talk to the students who were dissat-
isfied with their grades or other aspects of the
course. However, no student who posted nega-
tive comments about the instructor came indi-
vidually to her to talk about the concerns. This
conflict lasted for one week in Discussion
Board, then gradually ceased, but the mood of
the learners and the uncomfortable experience
became an internal trauma for both the stu-
dents and the instructor. The instructor said
that she would rethink many things, like her
grading rubrics, course load, organization of
the class, and the problems in this class, but her
mood remained on the “upset” that the conflict
imposed on her.

The discomfort in a totally online class in
which the students are all new online learners
is common in distance education (Bauder,
2001; Galusha, 2002). But the conflict and the
discomfort lessened gradually after a period of
frustration and adjustment. Those who passed
the most difficult period could begin to see the
benefit of LearningSpace and the class. The
active participants were those who persisted in
learning new things, stayed on with the class,
and tried to find ways to complete all the
assignments. The challenge was not only in the

cognitive load of learning the course content,
but also in learning how to use the network
tool, LearningSpace, and how to interact to
learn in an asynchronous paradigm. Effective
use of asynchronous tools requires a student to
check the information regularly and interact
actively (Bull, et al., 1997; Muirhead, 1999).
Many students began to realize this and tried to
develop a new learning habit to fit the distance
class learning style. The sense of the online
class started to take root in their mind and
change their behavior. More discussions and
assignments were then posted on time, focus-
ing on the course content of professionalism.
Even though it took almost half the semester
for a new distance learner to shift from a tradi-
tional format to the distance-learning format,
where there was a will, there was a way. As
one students said in the interview,

During the first few weeks, I had an
extreme amount of frustration. When I
posted technical questions in discussion for
[the instructor], she gave me responses, and
other students also replied to my questions.
That helped me a lot. I feel much more
comfortable in using LearningSpace now,
and I know where to find the assignments,
reading articles, and PowerPoint presenta-
tions in LearningSpace. I log on to Learn-
ingSpace regularly, and try to finish all the
assignments before the due date. I found
that LearningSpace has a lot of features that
can be used for my class, such as discus-
sion, teamwork, attachment, PowerPoint,
and multimedia presentation in Media Cen-
ter. I really enjoy it now. I read them each
day and reply as much as what interests me.
I think I can learn the same amount (of
knowledge in this distance class) as in a tra-
ditional class . . . . I am not afraid of it. If
there is a need next semester, I would like
to take a distance class again.

CONCLUSION

The format-shifting dilemma was a critical
issue in the HES 3002 class, in which all stu-
dents were taking a distance-delivered course
for the first time. It happened during the
threshold period and challenged the students
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and the teacher in this class. The students were
vulnerable at this time. They could be victim-
ized by this dilemma if they failed to perform a
successful learning format transition from the
traditional learning paradigm to the dis-
tance-learning paradigm. They could prove
themselves virtual learning heroes if they
could overcome the difficulties and success-
fully pass this learning transition. This frustra-
tion exists on both the students’ side and the
instructor’s side.

On the Students’ Side

During the threshold period, students had
the most difficulties and frustration. There was
resistance to the new learning format. When
the students were switching to the distance
learning environment, they were often con-
fused by their own old traditional learning
style and caused problems such as forgetting
the online class, a sense that the class was ster-
ile and they were isolated, expecting a
reminder of the assignment (typical in a
face-to-face setting), an inability to contact the
participants through LearningSpace, and wait-
ing for the instructor’s prompt instead of find-
ing resources on the Internet by themselves.
They were lingering at the “threshold” and
switching back and forth between the tradi-
tional format and the electronic format. They
were unfamiliar with the new e-learning envi-
ronment, and technically uncomfortable and
frustrated, as LearningSpace is not a perfect
group-learning network. Many students gave
up and withdrew from the class. At this time,
many students felt vulnerable, intimidated,
unsure of success, and expected help and
directions. Some students reported that they
did not know the rules regarding how to learn,
what to do and when to do in this class at the
start. They expected models that they could
follow. They needed a warm-up and more
training support to start this class. Learning
habit change also brought about some pitfalls
for them.

The other problem is that the students com-
plained that this class required more work than

a regular two credit hour class. They had to
read, write, and discuss a lot on their own. The
students did not realize that when they took
this class online, the class shifted more respon-
sibility to the students. In the traditional class,
it is the teacher who prepares the class, finds
the resources, reads them, assimilates them,
and teaches the students. In the distance learn-
ing class, it is the students’ responsibility to
prepare for the class, find the resources, read
them, assimilate them and discuss online with
the classmates or the teacher. The students
were automatically using prior experience in
the classroom in the distance learning class.
The students, as first-time distance learners,
were not prepared for this format. They judged
this class according to their experience in the
traditional class. At this time, they could see
more flaws than benefits of the distance-deliv-
ered class. They needed to construct their first
experience and new learning style to under-
stand the new learning format. They needed to
experience stumbles and pitfalls in finding
ways to succeed. But once the students became
familiar with the new format, their intimida-
tion gradually lessened. Some students who
expressed frustration at the start and changed
their attitude after the threshold period. The
students in this class were different from the
experienced distance-learning students, and
also different from the students of HES 3002 in
the traditional classroom during the same
semester.

On the Teacher’s Side

A distance educator might be confused by
his or her own dual format experience, perhaps
making unwise decisions for the dis-
tance-delivered class when switching between
the two formats. The instructor in this study
taught the HES 3002 class online and, at the
same time, another section in the traditional
classroom. She thought that her two HES 3002
classes were the same in content, textbook,
pace, modules and everything except the test
(the traditional class takes test in class, while
the online class takes it online), so the course
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load is the same. She overlooked the online
students’ extra learning load caused by format
shifting. When students encountered problems
and simmered with dissatisfaction, she did not
perceive the problems but blamed that the stu-
dents, who didn’t want to work hard until a
conflict between the teacher and her students
broke out.

In teaching unseen students, the strategy to
identify the unseen problem is essential to the
improvement of the quality of distance interac-
tion and instruction. The instructor needs to
build rapport and trust with the learners by
interacting distantly, and make care, love, and
understanding felt by all the participants. As a
Chinese proverb says, “A good army com-
mander who sits in his headquarter knows
what is happening far away.” The teacher
needs to endeavor in predicting, anticipating,
probing, exploring, soliciting, gathering, eval-
uating and synthesizing regarding the learners’
varying needs so as to make decisions that are
acceptable to the learners. The instructor must
consider what kind of computers they were
using, what environment they are in for learn-
ing, what family loads are with them, and what
kind of backgrounds they bring with them.
These factors all directly or indirectly influ-
ence the distance learner. On the other hand,
the teacher must be skillful to manipulate,
motivate, organize, discipline, and construct a
learning atmosphere remotely for the learners.
For example, it is common in the traditional
classroom that when a teacher finds that the
students are not “on track,” he or she will ask,
“Are you with me, students?” But in a distance
class, how can a teacher perceive the discon-
nections in the virtual class and remotely
manipulate resolutions to the problem? If not,
can he or she hear from the students, “Are you
with us, teacher?”

If a teacher chooses a distance-delivered
class, thinking it is an easy class to teach, and
thinks that students are automatically follow-
ing the lesson plan as posted online, with little
awareness of the problems caused by the for-
mat shifting effect, the disconnections might
already happened.

When a distance class starts, the students
often do not realize that there is a new chal-
lenge. They need to give up some of their old
learning habits, such as waiting for direct
responses from the instructor, listening to the
instructor’s guidance, expecting to listen to the
voice of the classmates, and exchanging notes
among peers. The students need to shift
approaches and look for all the information by
logging on to the network to find the answers
and participate in class. They could endure the
pressure in a physical classroom, but are not
used to “a sterile and isolated” setting. With so
many changes, there is a transitional period.
During this period, students experience chal-
lenge and have to cope with the changed envi-
ronment, frustrations, and conflicts. They have
a higher risk of being psychologically intimi-
dated and dropping out. Many instructors as
well as students are not sufficiently aware of
this format shifting problem. It is critical for
instructors to prepare the learners for the new
paradigm. When designing the difficulty level
or course load of a distance course, the hard-
ship imposed by format shifting should be con-
sidered. Overlooking this aspect may cause
potential turmoil and frustration, or inappro-
priate assessment of the students’ achieve-
ment.

Table 2 details possible overlooked format
shifting problems in this case under study.

While the HES 3002 distance class was
regarded as an educational innovation, the crit-
ical issue of the format-shifting dilemma left
much to think about. It is the critical factor
relating to the quality of the distance class, in
which most of the learners were new to the dis-
tance-learning format. Both the students and
the teacher need to be aware of the changed
learning format. A successful transition to the
new format could ensure the success of the
class. Failure to give the close attention to the
shift could result in misunderstandings, con-
flicts, dropouts, and a negative attitude toward
distance class. The following are some critical
issues from this case.
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TABLE 2
The Possible Unperceived Challenging Problems During Format Shifting in HES 3002
Misconception Actuality

The needs of the two classes in two 
formats are the same.

The distance class needs more time, more technical support, and a format change 
tutorial to build a new learning style. It needs prompts and reminders to guide 
students into active participation in the new setting. 

The course content of the two classes is 
the same, so everything for the two 
classes is the same.

The format difference in two classes is not realized, which would conceal the 
problems relating to the cognitive load, course load, learning style, comfort of 
learning and the outcome evaluation. 

The schedule is the same between the 
two classes, so everything can come 
out the same. 

The distance students might be reluctant to log on to the class network. They might 
even forget that they have a distance class online and leave assignment behind. 
They need a flexible schedule and disciplinary measures to organize their 
activities. 

The instruction between the two classes 
is the same.

The distance class lacked face-to-face interaction, and did not have the benefit of 
facial expression, tone, mood, body expression, and direct influence from the 
teacher and classmates. Motivation in the asynchronous class is a challenging 
issue. 

The course load is the same for the two 
formats of HES 3002 classes. 

The format shifting effect generates more mental load and workload on the 
distance students than the students in the traditional class.

The distance class pace is the same as 
the traditional class.

Not necessarily, because the distance students move to a new learning 
environment. They need to learn more technology before they can ever start to 
learn the course content. They have to learn how to communicate online, and 
how to make the network features work for their course work. A transitional 
period to fulfill this format transformation must be considered. Dumping 
assignments of the regular schedule upon the students without thinking of their 
extra load would cause aversion to the class.

What I announce online is what students 
read and accept.

Some students might not have received or read your message. Even though they 
read it, they may not accept it. Some students are not in the habit of accessing 
the online message box on a daily basis until they are trained or have developed 
a habit of doing that. Instructors may be unaware of this initially, as they do not 
have immediate feedback, as with face-to-face interaction.

Assessment scale is the same in the two 
classes of different formats.

In the traditional class, assessment is under direct monitor and control; in the 
distance class, assessment is conducted remotely, by projects, in online 
database, or by open tests. The test content and rubrics might be unclear to the 
learners. Misunderstanding about the test policy and content could result in 
conflict between the teacher and students, or may not reflect the students’ real 
level of knowledge and ability. The test schedule can be flexible. But plagiarism 
control needs to be considered. Portfolio evaluation and long-term observation 
may be effective in overcoming this problem. 

An A student in the traditional class is 
also an A student in the distance 
class. 

An A student in the traditional class may not succeed in a distance class without an 
appropriate transition from traditional learning format into the distance learning 
format. 

The students are definitely willing to 
participate in class activities 
according to what I required in the 
syllabus posted online, such as 
turning in assignments performing 
discussions, mutual support online 
and taking the tests.

The teacher may not realize if the distant students react to the teacher’s 
requirement or not. The students’ motivation and habit to learn, enthusiasm and 
ability to accommodate to the new class vary. The students need the teacher’s 
more prompt reminder and greater elicitation efforts to get involved in class 
activities. 
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The Instructor’s Role

In major contrast to other studies that rede-
fine a distance teacher’s role as a learning
facilitator, organizer, and information resource
guide (Moore, 1989; Bull, et. al., 1997; Muir-
head, 2000), this study considers the instruc-
tor’s role as critical as an instructor in the
regular class, especially when the majority of
the students are first-time distance learners.
The instructor sets the class syllabus and the
curriculum, manages the class instructional
process, teaches the students how to learn
online, and guides the class activities. Further-
more, this instructor has multiple roles: as
teacher, technical supporter, learning facilita-
tor, class organizer, information resource pro-
vider, and conflict mediator. But the
instructor’s role change partially from instruc-
tor to facilitator when the students’ experience
and skills gradually mature, allowing them to
learn online independently. Between the role
of a teacher and the role of a facilitator, there is
a transition period. And between teacher-cen-
tered distance education and student-centered
distance education, there is also a transition
period. Failure to consider this subtle period
could cause problems in class.

The online distance educator should have a
good attitude toward his or her students, and be
a good e-communicator. The distance educator
should be able to manipulate the strategies to
predict, anticipate, solicit, and explore the
information about the students and their needs
to make good decisions and instructional
design. The distance educator should be
patient and generous enough to devote time to
the learners, and provide resources and materi-
als meet the needs, organize the learning
remotely, make the abstract and sterile cyber
class concrete and full of life, and make the
learners willing to participate in class activi-
ties. When teaching at a distance, the instructor
must not be able to jump out of the traditional
instructional format. The teacher needs to put
effort on the following suggested aspects to
help the learners overcome the format shifting
frustration:

• Provide pre-class training at the start of
the class

• Announce the format difference in
online class

• Create an image and models among stu-
dents, making the instructor felt nicely
any time, anywhere, and with anything
for the class

• Provide more timely support to the stu-
dents’ requests during their risky thresh-
old period

• Prepare rich and adequate learning
materials and resources to meet the
learners’ needs

• Make more multimedia rich programs to
arouse students’ interest in learning

• Improve instructor’s skills of stimulat-
ing meaningful learning interaction
online

• Guiding the students’ activities to the
focus of the class content

• Give students choices to meet diverse
learning styles

• Assess learning outcomes fairly and
flexibly

The Student’s Role

Students in distance-delivered courses are
both learners and explorers who could adjust
themselves well enough to the new learning
environment and format. They must 

1. have high self-efficiency—those who
have the courage to stick to the distance
class when frustrated are more likely to
finish their first distance class; 

2. have a positive attitude toward their
unseen online classmates—those who
placed trust in the participants in class
(including the instructor and the students)
and were confident of learning when
faced with format shifting dilemma were
more likely to succeed; 

3. adapt to the new format of socialization
online and are actively reading and post-
ing information in the learning network
like LearningSpace and Blackboard; and 
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4. be able to learn with both independent
learning and dependent learning styles
(skillful in finding dependable learning
resources and able to switch between
independent and dependent learning
styles) (Slavin, 1985; Pressley, et al.,
1995).

During the first distance class, the novice
distance learners need understanding, assis-
tance, mutual support, reliance, and persistent
effort to overcome the barriers. The link and
understanding between the instructor and the
students is vitally important to resolve the
problem; otherwise, the learning motivation,
participation and the student attitude toward
the class will be affected.

The format-shifting dilemma in the distance
learning class has seven key elements for dis-
tance educators to consider.
1. Recognize or fail to recognize. Do you

recognize the existence of the format
shifting problems or overlook it? This
would influence how you view this issue
and how to prepare to solve this problem
for the students in your class.

2. Accommodate or resist. Do you try to
accommodate to the new instructional
style or resist the changes when you pre-
pare, teach, and evaluate the class you
teach distantly? This would result in dif-
ferent outcome and perceptions.

3. Support or leave them. Do you try to
support and show care to your students
when they are in the transitional period of
learning format transformation, or leave
them as they are, letting them survive or
fail by themselves?

4. Encourage or punish. When you teach a
distance class, do you encourage your stu-
dents to survive the format shifting hard-
ship or punish them without thinking of
their difficulty level and extra load during
their learning format and style change?

5. Flexibility or business as usual. Do you
provide flexibility or options for the stu-
dents, or continue to use the traditional
“business as usual” perspective to teach
the distance learners?

6. Rapport or conflict. Do you value and
establish rapport in class and mediate the
conflict resulting from the problems dur-
ing the format shifting period?

7. Follow-up or bye-bye. How well do you
provide follow-up support and keep the
social network of the distance class even
when the class is over? Do you elicit feed-
back and improve your course quality
after the class, or do you forget about your
relationship with the students and lose the
opportunity to back-up your own level of
instructional quality?

SUMMARY

Understanding the reality of the format shift-
ing effect in the distance education is vital for
the people who teach at a distance. It is also
helpful for the students who are taking their
first distance class to understand that the for-
mat-shifting dilemma is unavoidable but tran-
sitional. A good transition and accommodation
to the new learning format could minimize the
starting difficulty, maximize learning effect,
and provide a wiser metacognitive resolution
to the problems encountered (Pressley, et al.,
1995) to keep students better engaged in the
new paradigm. Informational technology revo-
lutionizes education, but human effort makes
an essential difference. The format shifting
issue is critical, but it has received less atten-
tion than other issues in the distance education
literature. More research is required.
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