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Distance learning is any type
of instruction in which the student and
instructor are separated by physical
distance (not in the same room) (Wahl-
strom, Wilhams & Shea, 2003). It is a
medium of teaching and learning using
modern technology so that teachers
or students do not have to he together
in the classroom. With the growth of
distance learning programs, the online
format has led to a growing interest in
leeirning among adult learners and in
continuing pursuit of their educational
goals.

However, there is a wide range of
opinion concerning the appropriateness
of distance learning, especially among
nontraditional students. Some still sup-
port the importance of face-to-face and
classroom experiences in which students
learn from one another through class-
room interaction, and others contend
that a hyhrid config^uration (part of the
course in the classroom and part in
distance learning) is much better than
learning that is presented exclusively
through distance learning. Extended
observation of students taking classes
online or in the hybrid mode leads to the
clear conclusion that distance learning
is not for everyone.

The author discovered that many stu-
dents, administrators and even faculty
did not understEtnd that the definition
and the role of distance education is
very broad. Discussions, interviews and
group discussions among colleagues
indicated that there are many interpre-
tations, and among those discovered,
this article treats only a few that seem
significant.

The following are issues discovered
during the assessment:

trying to compare the online pro-
gram/curriculum with the regular
program/curriculum;
trying to compare the traditional
institutions offering online programs
as part of their curriculum with insti-
tutions that are not well known but
spend a significant amount of money
promoting their online programs
(One mentor called those schools the
"University of What's Happening,"
and another called them "purchased
degree, show me the money and get
your paper" institutions.);
trjring to compare graduates of
online programs versus those who
went through regular and rigorous
programs at traditional institutions;
the inability to really understand the
purpose of distance education and
the targeted population;
problems when online graduates
from ordinary schools compete with
those who earn their degrees in a tra-
ditional way (from rigorous academic
programs); and

' lack of evidence that evaluates the
knowledge that students gain, the
objectives of the distance learning
program, and how these objectives
are being realized.

There were initial concerns that
distance learning might lower the
quality of instruction; however, stud-
ies show that its benefits are clear and
demonstrable, and it continues to gain
acceptance. According to Belanger and
Jordan (2004), several reasons play
major roles: It opens up new opportuni-
ties for students who might otherwise
be excluded from participation in the

learning process; it allows institutions
to educate a larger number of students
with relatively fewer instructors, thus
providing a cost-effective method of de-
livering higher education; and learners
have the opportunity to pursue lifelong
learning after graduation, regardless of
lifestyle or location.

Therefore, the purpose of this article
is to determine what influences adult
learners to participate in distance

, education. Lessons and findings are
drawn from authors who collectively
teach online courses and from adult
learners participating in online courses.
This article also emphasizes factors that
motivate or deter adult participation in
distance education, especially the online
format.

Information regarding attitudes and
specific reasons for adult participation
in distance learning can provide insight
to faculty attempting to incorporate
online courses into their existing regular
classes in the future. For the purpose of
this article, distance learning, distance
education and online format mode of
instruction are used interchangeably.
Also, the terms adult learners and
nontraditional students are used inter-
changeably.

According to Diaz (2000), many re-
searchers endeavored for many years to
determine whether distance education
could provide the same level of academic
excellence as courses taught in tradi-
tional modes. A large portion of distance
education research has been devoted
to comparative studies of distance and
traditional methods of education, and
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researchers conducting comparative re-
search often ask the same basic research
question: Is distance education as good
as, or better than, traditional education?

Diaz (2000) states that this type of
question is premised on the imphcit, yet
rarely mentioned assumption, that tra-
ditional education is the ideal mode of
educational delivery and thus can serve
as the gold standard against which all
other forms of alternative education
should be measured. Diaz refers to
the assumption as untenable, simply
because it is impossible to determine
whether one class method is better than
another without first agreeing on the
criteria for such a determination.

For the purpose of this study, an
instrumental case study was conducted
as an in-depth inquiry that observes
historical facts and development oc-
currences, and presents conditions and
environmental interactions that are in-
strumental in accomplishing something
other than understanding (O'Lawrence,
1999). This study focuses more on
insight, discovery, and interpretation
and understanding of the perceptions of
adult learners participating in distance
learning education. Its objective is to
develop an understanding of the dynam-
ics and influence of distance learning on
adult learners.

Several on-campus interviews were
made, and data collection occurred in
two phases—open-ended interviews and
documents review—because triangula-
tion of data adds substance and credibil-
ity to case studies. Open-ended inter-
views were conducted with students
on the online program or taking class
totally taught onhne or hybrid. Stake
(1995) says that two fundamental uses
of the case study are to obtain descrip-
tions and the interpretations of others,
while Yin (1994) suggests that open-
ended interviews translate facts, details,
concepts and opinions in oral form.
Through open-ended interviews, more
in-depth information is obtained.

Findings and Analysis
The findings and analysis of this study
are based on overall interpretation

of the interviews conducted with the
students, both face to face and via
telephone. This report is analyzed and
interpreted to the best of the author's
knowledge, and every complicated com-
ment or personal attack was eliminated
to avoid bias representative. Most adult
learners, at both the undergraduate
and graduate levels, balance work and
family demands with part-time degree
completion. Because of the need to
complete college coursework to finish
their education, keep their current jobs
and be promoted, distance education
appeals to these groups primarily be-
cause of flexibility of time, convenience
of working from home, and the abihty
to take care of family or work from the
office while at the same time having
cultural diverse group interactions.

They see online technologies as pro-
viding new opportunities and preventing
a drive to attend a class, so that they
can remain in their homes or work-
places, and yet participate in learning
activities, interact with most of the
people in class, exchange information
more frequently, and establish friend-
ships with other students.

Other reasons that influence par-
ticipation in online programs are due
to the common characteristics of adult
learners.

• They possess a variety of prior learn-
ing and work experiences.

• They can integrate new concepts with
their prior knowledge while picking
up new ideas from their colleagues
with similar work experiences.

• They enjoy and desire practical ap-
plications, because the co-hoc nature
of most of these programs draws pro-
spective students from the same way
of life and work-related simileirities.

• They learn best by having control
over their learning environment and
have the opportunity to showcase •
their talents in group or special
projects.

• They enjoy the ability to participate
voluntarily in the learning experi-
ence, and most of them think that
they know more than their instruc-

tors. Unfortunately, most of the
instructors do not challenge those
individuals.

In reference to the question of
whether or not there are any benefits of
distance learning, many adult learners
take a distance learning course with
certain expectations about its rewards
and its drawbacks. The following are
some of the gains of a distance learning
course they identified as compared to a
traditional classroom course:

• Flexibility: They believe that the
greatest rationale for the existence
of most forms of distance learning
is that students can do much of the
work at times and places of their own
choosing.

• Self-tailored learning: Within
certain limits, it allows them to learn
at their own pace, in their preferred
medium, or in a more comfortable
environment.

• For instructors. They are able
to combine lecture material with
specific modules offering computer
leeirning tools. This permits instruc-
tors to devote more time, if required,
to covering concepts in class, while
letting students learn the hands-on
portion of the course on their own.

It is also important to be aware that
there are certain difficulties to distance
learning that adults encounter regu-
larly. The most significant drawback is
that some of the adult learners taking
classes online lack self-discipline and
time-management skills.

Some feel lonely without face-to-face
contact with other students. No matter
how much they may communicate with
others by phone, e-mail and discussion
board/chat room, it is never the same
feeling. Internet-based distance learning
courses, in particular, rely on lectures
as a means of instruction and more on
reading and discussion; thus, students
who are uncomfortable with their read-
ing and writing skills find themselves
equally uncomfortable with their dis-
tance learning course.
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Conclusion, Recommendations
and Summary
Many studies have attempted to find out
whether distance education differs from
traditionsd modes of instruction when
referring to facihtating student success.
The majority of these studies reported
no significant differences hetween the
distance and traditional modalities. Most
important, the design of such types of
research (whether comparative or evalu-
ative) clearly places emphasis on the
importance of the method of delivering
instruction Eind is consistent with the
instructivist (instructor-centered) learn-
ing theory, but inconsistent with the
constructivist (learner-centered) theory,
which is more concerned with the role
of the student in learning than with the
role of the instructor in teaching (Diaz,
2000).

Teaching online courses can be very
challenging and time consuming and
requires extensive preparation to ensure
that things are done well and that
students get feedback within 24 hours
of posting their responses. Distance
learning is a viable alternative for life-
long learning opportunities, including
informal courses, professional develop-
ment tutorials and full degree programs.
But we must be very careful to perform
in-depth evaluation and assessment of
onhne courses regarding ease of access,
media attention or exaggerations, the
role and interest of the private sector,
and the major reasons for increased
demand by both education and business,
as well as the effectiveness of online
learning activities.

Instructional strategies are what
reEilly make a difference in how adults
learn online, not technology itself In-
structional methods should make learn-
ing meaningful and interesting for adult
learners. Traditional institutions—with
well-educated, well-qualified faculty—
that adopt part of their programs to be
distance learning either in the form of
hybrids or totally online should not be
compared with other institutions whose
main objectives are business, profit and
then education. The authenticity of the
programs of those other institutions—

along with the qualifications of their
faculty—may be questionable. In most
cases, such programs limit the quality of
the educational system and, as a result,
make the college degree less valuable,
creating weak competitiveness.

Finally, and in the author's opin-
ion, students rate distance learning in
various ways. Most students are not
suited to this type of learning, and some
subjects are not taught as effectively
online as others. These opinions are
totally based on classroom assessment,
students' answers to the questions asked
via e-mail, classroom discussions and
phone interviews.

A good manufacturer produces good
products. We still need good standards,
good reputation, value and a competitive
spirit that will give students an edge in a
globaJ economy. Jennifer Mulrean (2005)
asks an important question: Who would
hire Ein online grad? She offers impor-
tEint advice for those seeking degrees on-
line. Find out first how the online degree
will measure up against those earned at
traditional brick-and-mortar programs
and determine whether it will allow the
graduate through the door of the human
resources department.

What is most interesting here is that
a survey by the Distance Education and
Tredning Council found that "almost 70
percent of corporate supervisors rated
the value of a distance degree just as
valuable or more valuable than resident
school degrees in the same field."

The results of this study provide clear
evidence of the need for evaluation of
educationeil programs of distance lesirn-
ing. They also show that the evalua-
tion of adult learners is important in
determining the knowledge that adult
learners Eire acquiring, and in developing
methods to Einalyze their social problems
Eind then appraising solutions to those
problems.

Based on the results of this study, it
is recommended that an evaluation that
involves evidence about behavior changes
in the adult leEirners be conducted rou-
tinely in order to provide an appropriate
method of evaluating online adult learn-
ers. Observations online will be useful in

determining habits and certEiin kinds of
operational skills. Interviews may shed
light on chEinges taking place in atti-
tudes Eind interests. Such interviews, in
the form of questionnaires, will serve to
give evidence about interests, attitudes
and behaviors related to distance learn-
ing education.

Henry O'Lawrence is assistant profes-
sor/research analyst and coordinator
of community college leadership in the
Occupational Studies Department, Col-
lege of Health and Human Services at
California State University. He can be
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