
Distance education has become a widely-used means for offering learners educational opportunities.  It is important when discussing any distance education program that a clear definition of distance education be presented.  This paper begins by discussing characteristics that define distance education while noting how the instructor’s role differs in such a program from the role of the traditional face-to-face instructor.  Next, we will look at some common assumptions made about online learners.  We will continue by examining various components of an effective distance education program including a specific three-component model, interaction, social presence, and learner support.


After carefully defining distance education and determining some specific components of an effective program, we will begin to examine a specific distance education course called Liaisonics.  The program and its participants will be described, including a discussion of the transactional distance theory that was considered while the program was created.  Elements of a survey that is distributed at the end of the course will be presented.  Finally, the paper will conclude with a discussion of some of the positive and negative aspects of the Liasonics course while offering suggestions for improvement.  We will now begin by defining distance education.

Technological advances have caused distance education to become more popular than ever before.  “Distance education, like any other educational method, is a method by which a learner engages in some form of communication with a teacher in order to acquire new information, transform that information into knowledge, and develop skills in using that knowledge in various contexts” (Jung, 2001, p. 532).  Distance education differs from other educational methods in that the learner and the instructor are physically separate from one another.  Therefore, “the objectives of a distance education program should not vary from the objectives of a face-to-face program” (Blakely, 1992, p. 215).  In a distance education program, content is simply presented in a different format using various forms of technology.  


Another difference between distance education and traditional face-to-face instruction are the roles an instructor plays.  “The instructor plays a pivotal role in the online learning environment” (Lim, 2004, p.22).  Distance education instructors must recognize the potential and limitations of different learning mediums, organize and carry out activities to provide guidance, provide strategic support and assistance to help learners assume control of their own learning, and reflect upon and readapt activities accordingly.  While these roles may seem similar to those of the face-to-face instructor, a key difference is how learners in a distance education program control their learning and the instructor instead acts as a facilitator.  This dynamic is characteristic of most distance education programs.

As mentioned previously, distance education courses present content in a different format (Blakely, 1992).  A variety of methods are utilized to engage learners, yet it should not be assumed that learners will automatically take advantage of these opportunities (Lim, 2004).  There are three specific assumptions that instructors may commonly have regarding their learners:  “learners have acquired the learning strategies to work through the online learning component; learners have acquired the knowledge to learn from the online learning component; and learners have acquired the attitudes that enable them to use strategies and knowledge confidently, flexibly, appropriately, and independently of the instructor” (Lim, 2004, p. 17).  When these assumptions are made, “learners may get lost due to the navigation aspects of the interface, become de-motivated, or fail to make connections in the knowledge they have constructed” (Lim, 2004, p. 17).  The possibility of such implications demonstrates the necessity of instructors awareness and avoidance of making such assumptions of their online learners.

Now that distance education has been properly defined and some assumptions made about online learners have been identified, we will discuss some of the components that an effective distance education program should possess.  A specific three component model, interaction, social presence, and learner support will be presented.  Later, we will determine whether or not some of these components are present in the Liasonics course.


“Interaction, in its many forms, is viewed by many as the most important component of a successful distance course” (McIsaac, Blocher, Mahes, & Vrasidas, 1999, p.122).  Three types of interaction have been identified:  learner-instructor interaction, learner-content interaction, and learner-learner interaction.  Learner-instructor interaction includes motivation, feedback, and dialogue that occur between the student and the instructor.  Learner-content interaction describes how students obtain information from the content.  Learner-learner interaction describes the exchange of information and ideas that occurs among students.  “The concept of interaction is fundamental to the effectiveness of distance education programs” (McIsaac, Blocher, Mahes, & Vrasidas, 1999, p.122).  

Whether or not learners in a distance education program feel social presence, is another important component of online learning.  “A number of studies that examined socially oriented factors in Web-based learning environments indicate that it is much more important in Web-based instruction than in any other distance education courses for learners to feel or perceive that they are a socially integrated part of a virtual community” (Jung, 2001, p. 531).  In fact, one study revealed that “social presence contributed to more than 60 percent of learners being satisfied with computer conferencing courses” (Jung, 2001, p. 531).  Online instructors must create activities which foster a sense of community among its learners.

There are additional components of an effective distance education program that have been cited.  A three-component model for online learning exists which “suggests that there are three key components working collectively to inform the design of online learning environments that foster meaningful action and interaction:  pedagogical models and constructs; instructional and learning strategies; pedagogical tools or learning technologies” (Dabbagh, 2004, p. 43).  Use of pedagogical models leads to the selection of specific instructional strategies.  These instructional strategies are then supported or facilitated by learning technologies.  The three components work together to promote an effective distance learning environment.


The last component of an effective distance education program to be discussed is learner support.  “It has often been repeated that learner support is one of the most critical elements in determining the success of a distance education program” (Moore, 2003, p. 141).  The learner support system assists individual students with any difficulties that may arise.  Types of problems that may arise include:  student-generated problems, malfunctions in the administrative system, and emotional problems.  The learner support system exists to treat such difficulties to prevent an individual from withdrawing from the course and perhaps the entire education program.


All of the above-mentioned components should be part of an effective online program.  Now we will look at a specific online program called Liaisonics.  We will examine the transactional distance theory that was considered while the course was created.  After describing the course, we will determine whether or not some of the components discussed are part of the Liaisonics program.


B. T. Chesney (personal communication, November 2, 2004) stated that, while creating the course, the transactional distance theory was considered but did not necessarily provide a definite framework for the course.  He went on to say that transactional distance is certainly minimized in the course.  Let us look at what exactly he meant by exploring the transactional distance theory.


“Transactional distance theory describes pedagogical relationships existing in a distance education environment” (Jung, 2001, p. 526).  This theory states that the following are three key elements that define every distance education program:  dialogue, structure, and learner autonomy.  An important principle of this theory is that “the degree of transactional distance between teachers and learners is a function of the extent of the dialogue, the extent of the rigidity or flexibility of the course structure, and the extent of the learner’s autonomy” (Jung, 2001, p. 527).  Furthermore, studies have shown that “transactional distance decreases when dialogue increases and structure decreases” (Jung, 2001, p. 527).  B. T. Chesney employs a variety of instructional strategies to promote dialogue and therefore, minimize transactional distance in his course (personal communication, November 2, 2004).  

Texas Virtual School offers a multitude of online courses including one called Liaisonics.  B. T. Chesney is the creator of this course.  He co-teaches the course with Linda Gillis who assisted with the design of the course.  B. T. Chesney (personal communication, November 2, 2004) stated that he created this course out of a need because there is not a similar course in existence.  Until now, there has not been a course for potential campus liaisons to learn specific skills to use while working with online teachers and their students.


Liaisonics is a fourteen-day mini-course which teaches the skills required of online teachers and campus liaisons to act as advocates for their local online students.  The usual immediate, one-on-one personal interactions are not present in an online course.  However, with the skills of trained campus liaisons to work in conjunction with online students and their teachers, an added personal component of the learning process comes into place.  B. T. Chesney (personal communication, November 2, 2004) stated that a liaison acts as a physical connection between each student and their instructor.

The course is offered to students nationwide to librarians, counselors, teachers, administrators, and parents (B. T. Chesney, personal communication, November 2, 2004).  The Liaisonics course is delivered by using a computer software package called Blackboard.  “Blackboard provides students with 24-hour access to course materials which are open to students with a password” (Lyons, 2004, p. 449).  It also includes the following features:  e-mail, file exchange, discussion forums, virtual chat, and group pages.  The discussion boards are utilized throughout the course for transmittal of class material and collaboration.  This use addresses the interaction component necessary for an effective distance education course because it encourages learners to interact with the instructor, the content, and each other.


At the beginning of the course, students are required to post a brief biography to the discussion board and to read the biographies of other learners.  This establishes a sense of community right from the start.  By interjecting personal information in the course, students feel a sense of social presence.  In other words, each student becomes more than a mere name to the course.  For the discussions that follow, students must respond to the postings of their classmates which further encourage the building of an online community.

Both instructors offer extensive office hours when they may be telephoned or e-mailed with any questions or concerns.  Also, there is technical support available through Texas Virtual School.  These contacts supply the learner with support throughout the course.  However, students may not be taking the course locally in Texas which would mean that they will not receive that individual, in-person attention that a learner support system can provide.  As identified by research, learner support is incredibly important for the success of a distance education program (Moore, 2004).  This may be considered to be a negative aspect of the program.


B. T. Chesney (personal communication, November 2, 2004) stated that he distributes a survey which is to be completed by all students in order to receive credit for the course.  The survey consists of questions from the following areas:  

I.  Personal Information


II.  Course Information


III.  Course Overview/Syllabus/Orientation Letter


IV.  Course Progression


V.  Instructor Support


VI.  Your Online Learning Experience


VII.  General Comments


VIII.  Course Participation and Satisfaction


IX.  Individual Course Sections


X.  Course Content Satisfaction


XI.  Overall Training Evaluation


XII.  Viewpoint and Future Activities

The surveys are used to measure student satisfaction and evaluate the program to determine any changes that may need to be made (personal communication, November 2, 2004).  Texas Virtual School was unable to release the results but B. T. Chesney (personal communication November 2, 2004) did report an overall positive response from the participants.


Distributing a survey to evaluate the course is a necessary and certainly positive aspect of the course.  There are other features of the course which are beneficial.  Previous online course experience is not necessary for enrollment in the Liaisonics course.  At the beginning of the course students may utilize the Blackboard tutorial which will instruct them on how to navigate through the course.  Furthermore, two instructors are available to assists students.  This is necessary for the success of the course because many inexperienced students may require guidance.

Another positive aspect of the course is the clarity of expectations.  Within the course syllabus, clearly defined course requirements are listed.  Students are aware of attendance requirements, grading policies, class standards, and required materials.  Instructors will not be able to utilize the spoken word to explain as the traditional face-to-face instructor normally does.  Thus, this requires that text be written as clearly as possible, as is the case with this course.


While the course is well-designed, there were a couple of aspects that could be improved.  First, the course is only offered in a Low Band format which may not address the learning styles of certain students.  Offering a High Band format with streaming video along with the Low Band format will address most students learning style preferences.  B. T. Chesney (personal communication, November 2, 2004) plans to add this feature as he is in agreement. 


The Liaisonics course does not utilize the chat feature of Blackboard.  Instead, all discussions are held asynchronously using the discussion forums.  Some students may prefer to hold discussions synchronously so the instructors may wish to consider including chats along with the discussions held on the discussion board.  This would allow for a variety in the methods used to facilitate discussions of class material.  

Distance education is a method of instruction that more and more people are utilizing.  Program designers should consider learning theories when designing a course.  Furthermore, there are several components that an effective distance education program should possess.  A few discussed here included a specific three-component model, interaction, social presence, and learner support.  The Liaisonics course which was examined included some of these components and included other positive and negative aspects.  Distance learning, regardless of the program, requires careful planning, dedicated instructors, and constant evaluation in order to ensure its success.  
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