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Distance education programs are offered by both commer-
cial and traditional educational institutions. Some pro-
grams offer complete degrees while others only provide
courses geared toward professional development or per-
sonal enrichment. This article presents short profiles of
several distance education programs, a list of World Wide
Web sites, and a bibliography about distance learning.

The number of institutions offering some flavor of dis-
tance education is constantly increasing (see Roberts,
1996). The content and method of delivery of these pro-
grams ranges from correspondence courses on children’s
writing to on-demand digital video on the latest develop-
ments in information systems technology sent directly to
a student’s home. While the short profiles of some of the
programs described here attempt to give the reader a rep-
resentative sampling of the current state of distance edu-
cation, it is by no means a comprehensive review of the
field. Figure | summarizes the methods the programs in
this article use to provide instructional delivery and fac-
ulty-student interaction. The Uniform Resource Loca-
tors (URLs) for Web sites and the bibliography that fol-
lows provide more breadth and depth on the nature and
scope of distance education programs.

University of Wisconsin-Madison

The University of Wisconsin-Madison offers a Cer-
tificate of Professional Development in Distance Educa-
tion. Students can enroll at any time in this self-paced
program. As of April, 1996, 85 students were enrolled
in the program. Course materials include self-contained
print modules, audiotapes, and videotapes that have
been custom designed for the program. The commercial
program “First Class” provides e-mail and computer
conferencing capabilities to students and faculty, and it
allows students to submit their assignments in electronic
format. Seminar classes use audio conferencing, and
multiple sites can participate in a seminar without the
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need for specialized equipment. This reflects Wiscon-
sin’s commitment to using readily available technologies
as a means for instructional delivery. Tuition is $250 per
class and $1,000 per site (one location with up to five
people).

Many of the students are currently employed individ-
uals who are setting up distance education programs
within their own organizations. The program is experi-
entially based and student projects and reports often
have a direct impact on their own workplaces. Advisors
work with students by providing feedback on assign-
ments, academic counseling, help with computer net-
working problems, and advice on shaping the program
to fit the students’ own learning objectives.

Mind Extension University

Those with cable television are likely to have stum-
bled across the Mind Extension University (MEU ) in the
course of channel surfing. Thirty-five colleges and uni-
versities participate in MEU. Each participating school
provides the faculty and course materials and serves as
the actual degree-granting institution. Each is responsi-
ble for all aspects of students’ academic work. MEU’s
role is to provide the infrastructure and delivery mecha-
nisms that allow the participating institutions to offer
telecourses to a widely dispersed audience. Texts and
other supplementary materials are sent directly to the
student by MEU. Class sessions are delivered by prere-
corded television broadcasts or videotapes sent to the
students. None of the course offerings presents real-time
student/faculty interaction.

Students pay tuition to the institution where they are
enrolled and pay a one-time enrollment and setup fee of
$35 to MEU. Courses run for 8 weeks. There is a faculty-
to-student ratio of 1:30, with additional instructors or
teaching assistants assigned by the originating institution
as enrollments increase. Assignments are graded by pro-
fessors and may be submitted as attachments to e-mail,
by mail, or by fax. Students use a toll-free number to
dial into a phone bank where they can leave or pick up
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messages or leave questions for their instructors. MEU
also offers an electronic bulletin board system and is be-
ginning to use the World Wide Web in some classes.

Approximately, 40,000-50,000 people participate in
MEU each semester either by registering for or auditing
a class or by ordering course materials. More than 100
people have received degrees since the program’s in-
ception in 1987. Students are typically adults between
25-40 who have families and active careers.

Clonlara School Home-Based Education Program

In the K-12 arena, distance education has often been
the primary method for insuring equity and access to ed-
ucation when distance or politics (i.e., the isolation of
racial groups in South Africa during the apartheid era)
physically separate students from resources. In the
United States, there has been a growing interest in home
schooling. Parents want more control over their chil-
dren’s educational process because of religious reasons
or philosophical differences with the current educational
system. The Clonlara School Home-Based Education
Program located in Ann Arbor, MI serves more than
6,000 students worldwide pursuing grade school studies
and high school diplomas.

Parents and students work with a “contact teacher” to
develop a curriculum to meet individual students’ needs
and interests. Identifying resources and supporting cur-
ricular materials are the responsibility of each family.
Students are encouraged to draw on the resources and
individuals within their own communities. Museums,
clinics, theaters, libraries, service organizations, books,
films (especially documentaries ), local colleges, and uni-
versities all offer potential learning opportunities. People
within a local community are often willing to serve as
mentors or accommodate a student as an apprentice.
The contact teacher is the liaison between the participat-

A comparison of several distance education programs.

ing family and Clonlara. Regular mail is the most com-
mon means of communication, although the use of voice
mail and e-mail are beginning to increase. Student prog-
ress i1s measured by reports on their experiences that they
periodically submit to Clonlara. In their final semester,
students submit a portfolio of their work and take an exit
exam that they are likely to have helped design. Tuition
for the domestic program is $475 per family (regardless
of the number of students in a family ) and $575 for over-
seas families (including Canada and Mexico).

Clonlara also offers its students a computer-based
learning program called CompuHigh. Some of the sub-
jects offered are algebra, geometry, American govern-
ment, earth science, and collaborative writing. In order
to participate, students sign up with Delphi, a commer-
cial Internet service provider. Each class is run by a men-
tor who is responsible for an electronic classroom. Each
“classroom” contains a bulletin board where students
and mentors leave messages for one another, a forum for
ongoing discussion, and a place to go for uploading and
downloading files. The Delphi network also provides stu-
dents with a gateway to the Internet. The mentor takes
an active role in the electronic classroom, participating
in online discussion, providing feedback on student
work, and guiding students in their use of Internet re-
sources. CompuHigh also offers a “School Lobby” where
students and mentors can participate in school-wide fo-
rums.

The University of Phoenix

The University of Phoenix is owned by the Apollo
Group, Inc. Its online programs are designed specifically
for working adult professionals, offering undergraduate
and graduate degrees focused on business and manage-
ment. A typical student might be described as a working
professional (70% are male) in his mid-thirties who trav-
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els frequently for business and is pursuing a graduate de-
gree. There are approximately 1,400 people currently en-
rolled. Courses run for 5-6 weeks. Students enroll in a
single course at a time and courses have a maximum en-
rollment of 13 students. Tuition is $335 per undergrad-
uate credit and $410 per credit for graduate study.

Course materials include textbooks and a detailed
course guide with course objectives and outcomes, sylla-
bus, and assignments. Computers provide the integral
link between faculty and students. Typically, an instruc-
tor begins a week by providing introductory materials on
the week’s topic and the assignments online. Computer
mediated communication is used to create interactive
learning groups, students work online in small groups of
8—13. There are also electronic forums open to all stu-
dents such as an online student union and subject area
groups. Aside from time spent conferencing, the major-
ity of work is done privately by the student. He then goes
online to send or receive course materials.

There is an initial charge of $89 for software to con-
nect to the University of Phoenix main computer, then
students typically incur phone costs of $15-$25 per
month to conduct their classwork online. A large techni-
cal support staff is available 18 hours a day to assist stu-
dents in getting online and with any technical problems
they may have. The University also provides a “Learning
Resource Center,” an online digital library. It includes a
customized set of links to Internet resources as well as
two databases of magazine and journal articles supplied
by UMI. More than 600 students have obtained graduate
and undergraduate degrees since the program’s incep-
tion in 1989.

University of Alaska—Anchorage

The University of Alaska offers associate degree pro-
grams, upper division undergraduate level courses, and
graduate certification in special education. The entire as-
sociate degree program is delivered via television. Stu-
dents have a choice of tuning to a broadcast, taping it, or
having videotapes sent to a site where they can view them
or check them out, i.e., a local high school or library. The
graduate program in special education includes multi-
site audioconferencing as well. Many of the courses are
purchased from PBS. The university department associ-
ated with a particular course area reviews the recom-
mended text and accompanying materials and may
make substitutions if they choose. The instructor of re-
cord develops a syllabus and supplementary materials
for the course. With the exception of a $38 fee per dis-
tance course, tuition is identical to that of on-campus
courses.

There are no requirements of on-campus attendance
or group interaction. Students most often use the phone
to communicate with instructors who are required to
hold “phone office hours™ at least twice a week. Assign-
ments are turned in by mail, fax, or are sometimes

dropped off on campus (many students live within a 50-
mile radius of the campus).

The university provides optional on-campus discus-
sions and orientations two to three times each semester.
Additionally, faculty have the option of creating a “‘wrap
around” video as a way of introducing themselves to the
students. The video is sent out before the course starts.
On the tape, the instructor introduces himself and pro-
vides a short overview of the course. About 3,000 stu-
dents enroll in telecourses annually. The University is
planning to develop an online course for the Fall 1996
semester.

America Online

Although over 5 million people subscribe to America
Online’s (AOL) Internet services, the company does not
track the number of people who have participated in its
courses. The courses are all non-credit and cover topics
of academic or professional interest, though many might
be characterized as personal enrichment. Certificates of
completion are available upon request and some em-
ployers recognize these as qualifying employees to re-
ceive tuition reimbursement. Credit courses will soon be
offered as a result of a recent agreement with the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley Extension Department.

Typically, classes feature live online “lectures in a vir-
tual auditorium™ (the lecture is actually text typed on the
screen by the lecturer). The instructor interacts with the
students by responding to questions typed in by students
at prescribed times during the online session. AOL also
offers ““chat rooms” where students may hold asynchro-
nous text-based chats with each other or with the instruc-
tor. Libraries of supplemental course materials are avail-
able. These are likely to be downloadable files prepared
by the instructor. AOL users also have access to the
World Wide Web. The majority of courses cost under
$50. New offerings are provided for free as a way of test
marketing the appeal and feasibility of the course.

New York University

New York University’s (NYU) Virtual College is pi-
oneering the use of high bandwidth network connectiv-
ity to deliver multimedia courseware directly to students’
homes. The Advanced Professional Certificate in Infor-
mation Technology consists of four-credit graduate level
courses aimed at “nontechnical generalists™ responsible
for the design or operation of online information sys-
tems. Students are in their late 20s to mid-40s with an
approximately 40%/60% split between females and
males. They have an average of 10-135 years work expe-
rience, about two-thirds have a B.A. and one-third have
a graduate degree. Many of the students are employed by
large organizations that provide complete reimburse-
ment for the program’s $8,000 tuition.

Each student is connected to a central campus server
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by an ISDN line providing data transmission speeds of
up to 128 kbs/sec. Lotus Notes is used as the interface
to the curriculum materials, for collaborative work with
other students, and as a means to communicate with the
instructor. Students have access to the instructor through
traditional channels such as voice mail and fax. The
course materials make extensive use of multimedia. The
digital format of the curriculum allows students to cap-
ture and annotate material which they can transmit back
to the professor or other students. The course materials
include readings, video animations and simulations, and
hypertext reference materials which are delivered in real
time to the student over the ISDN line. The workstation
in the student’s home functions as a node on a virtual
LAN. By starting up a program on his computer, the stu-
dent is automatically connected to the server on the
NYU campus. Rather than traveling to a campus com-
puter lab, students can run sophisticated and resource-
intensive applications like CASE tools and project man-
agement software from their homes. When students are
only participating in online discussions or sending e-
mail, they often use an analog modem to connect to the
server, as the extra bandwidth provided by the ISDN line
is unnecessary. The program offers an 800 number for
modem access when students are away from home. The
course delivery system has built-in work-flow features to
help both student and faculty monitor the student’s
progress. Students must complete the entire certificate
program within 2 years; most students finish within three
semesters. Two hundred students have completed the
program as of March 1996.

The Virtual College is a work in progress. In addition
to measuring student satisfaction and success, the pro-
gram developers are paying close attention to the process
and the human resources invested in delivering educa-
tion in this manner. Faculty keep detailed logs of their
activities. The Lotus Notes system keeps track of the
number and kinds of documents generated during a
course. The program’s director, Dr. Richard Vigilante, is
conducting a cost-benefit analysis of all the channels that
are used for instructional delivery in the program.

Distance Education Web Sites

These URLs provide a gateway to existing programs,
online discussion groups, databases of resources, jour-
nals, bibliographies, and active practitioners. In addi-
tion, several of these sites provide excellent summaries
of the nature of the listservs and newsgroups devoted to
distance education and provide direct links or contact
information for the groups.

Sites that Provide an Overview of the Field of Distance
Education

Resources for Distance Education
http://webster.commnet.edu/HP/pages/darling /distance.
htm

Described as ““A list maintained by Professor Charles
Darling, Capital Community-Technical College Hart-
ford, Connecticut,” this site provides an excellent start-
ing point for anyone interested in finding out more on
any aspect of distance education.

University of Alberta Distance Education Subject Guide
http: //gpu.srv.ualberta.cal ~ tanderso/adi/deg/depage. htm

A comprehensive set of links to all aspects of distance
education.

University of Michigan—Academic Qutreach Resources
http : //www . umich . edu / ~ aop / pages / aoatummain
page.html

Provides annotated bibliographies on topics related to
distance learning and continuing education. Topics in-
clude: Distance education, adult education, access is-
sues, multimedia, computer networks, curricular issues,
student issues, and computer-mediated instruction.

Sites about Programs Profiled in This Article

Mind Extension University
hitp: //www.meu.edu /meu/index.himl!

University of Alaska Distance Learning Center
http://137.229.108.32/

An overview of their programs coupled with regularly
updated links related to all aspects of distance education
(programs, digital libraries, research papers online).

University of Wisconsin-——Extension Distance Educa-
tion Clearinghouse
http.// www.uwex.edu/disted/home.himl

Information on its program and its nationally known
annual conference on Distance Teaching and Learning,
General information on distance education including a
set of glossaries and a directory of interactive delivery
systems.

Sites about Current Distance Education Courses and
Programs

The Internet University
hitp: //www.caso.com/iu html

Links to more than 700 courses available over the In-
ternet accessible by subject or provider name.

Asynchronous Learning Networks
http://www.sloan.org/Education/ALN .new.html

Provides information about Sloan Foundation grant-
ees in its “Learning Outside the Classroom” program.
New York University’s Virtual College is one such pro-
gram.

The Open University
http://www.open.ac.uk/OU/OU. html
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Britain’s Open University has been offering distance
education programs for almost 30 years. Currently more
than 200,000 people are studying in its programs. The
“Showcase” link off its homepage highlights many of its
current innovative approaches to learning,

National Teachers Enhancement Network
http:/ /www.montana.edu:80 / ~wwwxs /standard / info.
html

Offers graduate science and math courses to teachers
nationally.

National Technological University
htip: //www.ntu.edu /index.htm

One of the oldest satellite delivery programs in the
U.S. offering degree and non-degree programs to consor-
ttum members.
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Journals

Keith Harry’s article in Openpraxis listed in the bibli-
ography provides an annotated listing of serial publica-
tions in the field. Four of the leading journals are: The
American Journal of Distance Education published three
times a year; Australia’s Distance Education published
twice vyearly in May and October; Epistolodidaktika:
The European Journal of Distance Education published
twice yearly; and the Open University’s Open Learning,
published three times a year in February, June, and No-
vember.
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