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A Student Perspective
on the

Di st ance Educati on Process

| nt roduction

One of the nost basic and essential of all hunman
activities is that of learning. Fromthe beginning of
recorded history it has been the ability to | earn, and,
perhaps just as inportantly, to pass that know edge to
future generations, that has separated Man from every ot her
species on earth. Learning, and hence education, is the
essential ingredient in all human cultures that allows them
to evol ve and prosper. And while the need for |earning and
education has not changed, the subject matter and the
nmet hods of teaching and | earning have changed as societies
have changed.

In an earlier tinme it was perhaps only necessary for a
man to teach his children the basics of farm ng and ani nal
husbandry. Wth the industrialization of western cultures
nore know edge was required in order to operate and maintain
conpl ex machi nery, and, there was a | arger body of workers
that needed to be taught these skills. Wth the dawni ng of

the so-called Information Age, an educated workforce was
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nore i nportant than ever if nations were to remain
conpetitive in an increasingly globalized culture. And
today technology is transform ng our world at such an
accel erated rate, that the amount of new information that
must be absorbed often seens staggering.

So, at the dawn of the 21% century traditional systens
of teaching and | earning are beginning to give way to new,
but not necessarily better, forns of education. At the sane
time, the evolution of technology is allow ng the education
process to take on new and previously unimgined forms. One
of those fornms is the distance |earning classroom
Traditional classroons, that is, those formal places of
| earni ng where students and teachers all gathered in the
sanme physical space, have been the mainstay of nost formnal
education systens in the United States since its inception.
Di stance | earning environnments, where students and teachers
communi cate fromdifferent places are now possible due to a
convergence of comruni cations and conputer technol ogies

Then as now, students were notivated to learn for a
vari ety of reasons, both personal and professional. And the
typi cal enbl em of success in the classroom has al ways been
“the grade”. And while there may be no standard in which to
eval uate subject matter and whet her or not a student
actually |l earned that subject matter, the “grade” has al ways

been perceived as an indicator of success or failure.
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So, human beings are notivated to learn for a variety
of reasons but those reasons can be viewed largely in terns
of survival —survival of the individual and survival of the

| arger cul ture.

Description of setting

| wanted to observe how students operated within a distance
| earning class. That is, | wanted to know what it was |ike
to be a student participating in a distance |earning class;
what the pressures were, howit was different from
“traditional” classes, if it was better, or worse, and in
what way. | knew that notivation in this class, just like
in traditional classes, was sinply to get through the cl ass
wi th an acceptable grade while at the sanme tinme |earning the
necessary information; but | wanted to understand what
students went through to pass successfully through the
process.

There are a nunber of studies (Keegan, 1996; Marl and,
1997; Lockwood, 1995; Jaffee, 1997; and Brooks, 1997) that
exam ne field of distance learning. O these studies, nost
are anecdotal and describe the education process in terns of
technol ogy, admi nistrative constraints and cost/benefit
anal yses. Brooks (1997) presents an interesting article out
of the field of sociology and exam nes di stance education as

a soci al phenonenon and di scusses a perceived shift in the
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educati onal paradigmfromone that is teacher centered to
one that is |learner centered.

There are also a few excellent and notable quantitative
studies (lrons, Jung, and Keel, 1998; Irons et al, 1999),
whi ch focus on the learning process in terns of student
per ceptions: success, confort with the technol ogy, teacher
interface. However, there are few (if any) studies that
focus on the day-to-day chall enges of these students. This
study is an attenpt to tell the students’ story; to present
t hose circunmstances and chal | enges experienced by students
in a distance | earning classroomas they work through a

senest er - | ong course.

Because | am fortunate enough to be a distance |earning
technician at the University of Mssouri-St. Louis, | was
able to observe a group of individuals work their way
through a distance |earning class for an entire senester.
The class | observed was a required graduate |evel nursing
cl ass: Phil osophy of Nursing. The basic format of the class
was student-led presentation of course materials (noderated
by Kit Smth, the instructor), interspersed with questions
and comrents. There were al so student presentations that
featured basic information on the various philosophers

covered in the course.



Student Perspective in the DL Process 6

My responsibility was to make sure that the class ran with
as few technical difficulties as possible, and to switch
canmeras and nonitor sound so as to create an effective
comuni cati on between ny local site in St. Louis and two

ot her renote sites.

Students sit in chairs at a long table (see photograph and
sket ch) .

Kok kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkhkkkkkkk*

Students face two 30inch video nonitors (one on each side of
the roomand an instructor’s station between the nonitors.
The instructor’s station contains nost of the swtching

har dwar e used during classes to send and receive video.
There is also an equi pnment rack | ocated under one of the
video nonitors that houses equi pnent used to control sound,
VCRs and sone additional auxiliary features. There are two
wor king mkes in the room one is a directional mke
suspended fromthe ceiling directly in front of the
instructor’s station and facing the students; the other m ke
is an ommi directional mke that sits on the instructor’s
station. The only source of sound fromrenote sites is an
8" x18” speaker |l ocated on top of the receive TV nonitor (see
phot ograph). The roomitself is small (15 x 25 ) and

desi gned to accommobdate only about 12-15 people confortably.
There are three rows of tables, each capable of seating 4 or
5 students. The first row, however, is rarely used because

it sits so close to the Instructor’s station.



Student Perspective in the DL Process 7

| chose this class for two reasons. First, | already
had the responsibility of ensuring that this class ran well,
and second, | am a doctoral student in the Departnent of
Education at the University of Mssouri-St. Louis and am
keenly interested in technology and its application to
hi gher educati on.

The class | observed net once a week on Thursdays from
8:30AMto 11:30AMin St. Louis and had five students. The
instructor for the class was based in Kansas City, M ssour
where there were six students. There was al so anot her group
of 2 students in Colunbia Mssouri. This nmeant that the
class itself was held in three locations: St. Louis, Kansas
City, and Colunbia, and contained a total of 13 students.
For nost of the classes the instructor was physically
situated in Kansas Cty; however, she did nmake one trip to
St. Louis and one trip to Colunbia during the course of the
senester.

Al though | was originally interested in the actions of
all 13 students, | ultimately realized that | had to limt
ny focus to the five local students; the distance |earning
process is quite involved and conplex and it was ny feeling
that a nore narrow observation would yield a nore revealing
result. But this was also a limtation because ny
observations failed to docunent any of the interpersonal
dynam cs that evol ved between sites as the senester

progr essed.
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Because of the unique configuration of this class, and
because there was no instructor present here in St. Louis,
nmy pernmanent place for observation was at the instructors
station in the front of the room

R R b b S b S b S b b S b Sk b Sk S b S b b bk R SR Rk b I b b b b S b b

(PI CTURE of workstation HERE)

Kok k kA k kA Ak kA k kA Kk hhkk kA k kA kA Ak kA Kk khk ok k kA Kk k

It was necessary that | sit here because the room was
designed to be technically operated by whoever |ed the
class, and all the canera and switching controls were
| ocated in the instructor’s station (This is a basic
configuration decision which inpacts who controls incom ng
and outgoing signals. In this particular roomit was
deci ded that the instructor should control all signals;
control could just as well have been sent to a “control
roomi outside the classroom). Also, the “send” nonitor—the
noni tor that shows nme what Kind of picture I’msending to
the renote sites—+s located in the instructor’s station. |
needed to see that picture so that | could switch the canera
to the different students here in St. Louis as they talked,
or, switch the source |I was sending renote | ocations from
student canera, teacher canera, docunent canera, or data
(this was all conputer information the students had—dsually
in the form of Powerpoint presentations).

My restriction of novenent in the classroom during

observation was, | think, both an advantage and a
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constraint. It was limting because | would |ike to have
seated nyself “with” the students; that is, anong them and
experienced the class fromtheir inmediate perspective.
Instead, | sat at the instructor’s station on a stool for
the bul k of the classes that was 14 inches higher than the
sitting surface of the student chairs. | occasionally sat
in a student chair when a St. Louis student would give a
presentation at the instructor’s station; | noticed that
there was a definite difference in the “feel” of the room
sitting higher gave me a feeling of control that conpletely
evaporated when | sat in one of the |ower student chairs.

Al so, sitting at the front of the roomand sitting a few

i nches hi gher then everyone el se, and, having all chairs
facing me, gave ny physical position a focus of assuned
authority that | obviously did not have; perhaps this is one
reason why it was so noticeable to ne.

An advantage of sitting in the sane place for every
observation nmay be that it allowed for a consistent
perspective while | maintained a low profile. That is, as
activities went on around ne, ny perspective stayed the sane
and was a relative constant. This allowed ne to focus on
behaviors while remaining relatively inconspicuous; students

often tended to disregard ny presence all together.

VWhen The Technol ogy Wirks, It's Invisible
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The ultimte goal of educators and their educati onal
processes that use distance |earning technol ogy, whether
explicit or inplicit, is to create a | earning environnment
that approxinmates the traditional classroomsetting. That
is, technology is used to bring educators and | earners

“cl ose” enough to interact in ways that bring about desired
| earni ng outcones. Television nonitors, mcrophones, data
ports, phone lines are just a few of these technical
processes. Wen these systens work the way they are
designed to work, the subjects using themare free to

di sregard the nedium and do what they cane to do—oncentrate
on the nmessage and content of learning. Wen they fail to
wor k, they draw attention to thensel ves and thus derail the
very educational process they were created to enhance. |In
reality, the technology is not any where near perfect. As |
will show, there are nunmerous instances of the nedium
“drawi ng attention to itself” and becom ng very invisible.
Additionally, even when the technol ogy works fl aw essly,
human factors sonetines intervene and create disruptions in
t he conmuni cati on process that would not occur in the
traditional classroomenvironnent. But while the goal of

di stance | earning--that of seam ess and conpletely invisible
transm ssion of information—has not been reached,

i ncreasingly user-friendly hardware and software, along with
decreasing costs and innovation, is allowing for an ever-

i ncreasing refinenment of the process. Meanwhile, however,
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students deal with the new technol ogy environnent in a
nunber of interesting and adaptive ways. And while the
means of achi eving an education m ght be different, the ends
are still the same—uki ng the grade.

Because | earning occurs prinmarily in two perceptual
nodes, visual and aural, it is a convenient way to classify
student activity and remarks. Al so, because there is
specific technol ogy that processes these two nodalities
separately, interesting dynamcs are created in the distance
| earni ng cl assroom whi ch could not occur in the

“tradi tional” classroom

Video (or, | can see you, can you see ne?)

For a student the goal of any course of study is to obtain
the required information, work with that information unti
it isin some sort of intelligible mental form and then
produce sone kind of physical proof that he or she
conprehends course content in such a way that is
satisfactory to the instructor/facilitator of that class.
The five students in this Nursing Philosophy class were no
different. Wat was different, however, was that the
instructor, and nuch of the information, was com ng out of a
classroomin Kansas City that was nore than 300 m | es away.
After | had made sure the connections had been nmade to

Kansas City and Col unbia, the class started.
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The typical greeting fromKit Smth was, “Good norning,
St. Louis, can you hear me?” | had the canera set to w de
angle so as to get into the picture whoever was in the room
Because of the nature of the video swi tching equipnment, Kit
coul d not necessarily see the St. Louis picture (al
| ocations could see only one picture at a tine; and the
pi cture they saw was the |l ast site that sent them an audi o
signal). This neant that the students in St. Louis had to
tal k or make sone kind of noise before the instructor knew
they were there. After a few weeks, this greeting becane a
ritual. Oten, this was a tinme for typical information
exchange: “How s the weather there in St. Louis, has anybody
seen..?” This was also a tinme for exchangi ng housekeepi ng
information as is typical of regular traditional classes.
After these obligatory introductions the class is ready to
start and problens inherent in a distance |earning
envi ronment becone apparent. During ny first observation |
was trying to figure out who the instructor was. Because
she was in Kansas City, | had not nmet her or tal ked to her
before the cl ass:
The instructor nust teach and operate the canera;
for the first 30 mnutes of the class the
i nstructor speaks and is off camera; the canera is
pointed at three of the students in the class; for
a fewmnutes | think that one of themis the

instructor, then | notice that her lips aren’t
novi ng.
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| don’t know if the Students here in St. Louis are aware
that the instructor is not visible, but this situation,
where the person speaking was sonewhere off canera, was a
common one, particularly early in the semester:

Marie asks ne if there’'s any way to see the
instructor. | tell her that there isn’t unless
she (the instructor) turns the camera on herself.
KC doesn’t have a tech operator; neither does
Colunbia. The instructor finally turns the canera
to herself and we get to see her for the first
tinme.

Sporadically, the canera was turned to the person speaking,
but this was rather hit-and-m ss:
It seens that Kit has conpletely forgotten to nove
the canera to each speaker when they tal k. But
then.it’s hard to concentrate on what you're
trying to say and worry about what the renote
students are seeing.
During those first few classes the picture fromKansas Cty
was very poor. This was primarily due to the classroomthat
they were transmtting out of. The roomwas snmall and not
set up to be a distance |earning room
There are six students in KC, all fenale, one
bl ack, ny guess as to their ages woul d be about
the sane as for St. Louis (35-50); | can't tel
very well because the picture is very bad and the
(camera) angle is high and to the side. Also,
it’s hard to see student’s |lips noving when they
talk so it’s hard to know who' s tal ki ng.
During an extended student presentation the St. Louis

students had to ook at a static picture from Kansas City

that was so bad that figures could barely be made out and
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this was after our signals were accidentally switched from

sonmewhere at Col unbi a:
There is a strange series of noises and then sone
different voices are heard. As sonetines happens,
a conpletely different class has broken in on
us.\WW hear di senbodi ed voi ces tal king about
sonet hi ng that sounds |i ke engi neering or
physics.finally the student in KCis back and
appears ready to go. The picture is dismal; the
canera angle is so high that we see nostly the top
of her head. She has no visual aids and talks
nostly fromnotes. The picture is contrasty with
little detail in the shadows or bright spots.

Epi sodes |i ke these serve to distract students fromthe

objective at hand and tend to di srupt sustained

concentration that is necessary in a class of this type.

Al so, the students in St. Louis (and Colunbia) were unable

to experience nmuch of the interpersonal relationship-

buil ding activity that the students in Kansas City were able

to experience. And, because building a relationship with

the instructor is critical (particularly at the graduate

| evel ), | suspect that renote students feel at a

di sadvant age conpared with their peers in Kansas Cty. 1In a

personal interview with Karen, she told ne about the

difficulties she had had conmunicating with the instructor:
| wonder if she (Kit) treats the people in Kansas
City differently than she treats us.

Whet her or not this is true is irrelevant; the point is that

the perception of inequity is there. A fluid accessibility
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ininteractivity wwth the instructor that is available to
| ocal students is sinply not available to renote students.

There is also a problemw th the picture of the two
students we all receive fromColunbia Mssouri. It is very
dark, contrasty and grainy. The picture is static and
fairly far away so that the students occupy only a very
smal| part of the picture:

Receive canera finally switches to Colunbia; we
see a very dark poor picture of two Asian girls
sitting very close together in the mddle of a
very large room W hear the girls say hell o but
the picture is so bad | can't see clearly who is
t al ki ng.
| am aware of the inportance of sending as good a picture as
| can to the renote sites so | frame and zoomin on St.
Louis students each tine they talk, this gives the best
possi ble picture to renpte sites and the nost visual
information which is critical for good feedback. | think
this conpensates partly for a |lack of real physical
presence. Kansas city and Col unbia don’'t seemto have good
tech support early on in the course but they will get better
as tinme goes on.

Anot her way to enhance comuni cation through a canera
is to know where the canera is and to |l ook into the camera
when you're talking to soneone at the renote site. This
seens a little awkward at first to nost students but it is a

skill that can be | earned and used to advant age:

During the break | tell Doris about how, if she
| ooks at the nmonitor with the canera on it, it
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wi |l appear that she is |ooking directly at the
peopl e she is addressing. She seens appreciative
and begins to ask nme questions about the technical
stuff at the instructors |ectern.

Then | ater:

Doris asks a question and this tine | ooks at the
nonitor with the canera on it. She renmarks | ater
that she had no i dea where the canera was in the
room

And still later:

Doris responds to a question from KC and forgets
that | told her what nonitor to | ook at, (when

| ocal students | ook at the nonitor with the canera
just above it, it looks to the renpte sites as if
they are looking right into the eyes of whonever
he or she is addressing. This is an optical
illusion, of course.But any way, Doris |ooks at
the nonitor across the roomfromthe nonitor with
the canera on it and the renote viewis of Doris

| ooki ng away fromthe person she is talking to.

Audio (or, who talks first, and what's that noise?)

The nediumis NOT transparent today!! M ke cones
up to nme and asks if our sound in St. Louis sounds
as bad to the renote sites as theirs does to us—+
tell himthat | don’t know. This is when | really
begin to realize that NOBODY knows what the other
site sounds (or looks) like. | sort of “grunt” in
agreenent that the sound is bad and he nods a

vi sual “yes”.

In a distance | earning environnent, it is critical that
peopl e see each other, and any other visual information that
needs to be communicated. Gven the state of the art in
comuni cation technol ogy and given restrictions and

constraints dictated by University policy, the video portion

of the class went tolerably well. The audi o conponent of
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the class, a critical elenent of the comrunication process,
presented challenges of it’s own. The audio for this class
was sent by two m crophones in the classroom and received by
one speaker |ocated just beneath the student canera.

R R I b b S b Sk b b b R R R Ik bk S b I b b e bk b S b I S b b b S b S S b S b Sk S b b 1

(PI CTURE of m ke/ canmera HERE)
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Al'l three sites are largely dependent upon the other two
sites for the sound levels they receive. That is, St. Louis
recei ves sound based on the | evel at which KC and Col unbi a
send it. This can be too loud, too |ow, or about right. The
first few classes required a bit of fine-tuning as the
engi neers sought the right mx. Here is an excerpt fromthe
first class:

As soon as the class starts (it starts about 5

m nutes | ate because of technical problens) Mrie
asks if | can turn the sound (com ng from KC) up

in our room | tell her that | can't do it
W t hout shutting down the whole class for about 5
m nut es.

The reason for shutting down the class is that | would have
to interrupt the class, have everybody remain quiet, and
retrain the mcrophones (mke “training” is an electronic
process that prevents sound from |l oopi ng through the renote
cl assroom and going back to its source and thereby creating
an echo). And sound is inportant for another inportant

reason:
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The instructor sees and hears SL and Col unbia students only
when they talk (the audio is used to electronically switch
the video). The systemis called a “nulti-point”
connection, as opposed to a “point-to-point” connection
where the instructor is only (and continuously) connected to
one renote site.
This all means that no site ever knows whomis seeing them
If St. Louis tal ks or makes any noi se, KC and Col unbia will
have St. Louis on their screen until sonmeone else talks or
makes noise. This quality of not really knowi ng who sees
you and how you sound to the other sites created a certain
soci al tension which the students felt; going “off-line”
relieved that pal pable tension, as will be discussed |ater.
For the nost part, the sound got to where it needed to go
with little trouble. There were tinmes, however, throughout
t he cl ass, when sound becane distracting noise. Sonetines
this was due to preventabl e causes, and sonetines not:
Kit cormments that she hears “children noises”
coming fromSt. Louis. Marie tells her that what
she hears is a group of children fromthe day-care
center on the south canpus and that such a
spectacle i s common.
There are several instances of “noise” like this. Many days
the doors to the classroomhad to be | eft open because of
the heat inside the room Students, custodial enployees,

children, all added to the regular distractions of the

cl ass:
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Door has to be open so it’s noisy. Rolling carts
go by...Little kids go scream ng by.

Noi ses fromthe hall pronpt Marie to close the
door.

Children go by on a 5-kid stroller.

Cust odi al peopl e have been shuffling by with
cl eani ng equi pnent and trashcans on wheel s.

Lots of little kids wal king by today. | suppose
that’ s because it’s raining outside and they can’'t
go out.

There are al so those kinds of noises created by the students
t hensel ves. These are noises that are inevitable in any
group of people. Technol ogy, however, often anplifies and
exaggerate these sounds. First, there are sneezes, coughs
and ot her reflexive noises that seeminnocuous to those
present but can be anplified and very distracting to renote
sites:
| hear a very |oud di senbodi ed voice, apparently
from KC..again | hear KC voices, then a single
voi ce. Short “jabby” interjections “yes..uh
huh..omm.ok” tend to junble the flow of
conversation. | don’'t knowif this is perceived
at the renote sites. Edna is stil
coughi ng/ sputtering and bl owi ng her nose.
Any sound in the classroons will be picked up by the
m crophones; and the | oudness of the sound will be largely
determ ned by how cl ose the sound source is to the m ke.

Thus, a sound that would be ignored in a regular classroom

(such as the novenent of papers) will sound like a | oud roar
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to a renote site if those sane papers are noved across a
tabl e-top m crophone:
[ student] in Colunbia puts her papers on the m ke
causing a loud scraping sound. This is because
the mke is a tabletop type sitting directly in
front of [the student] on the table.
There were al so many instances of “whispers” fromthe two
students in Colunbia that sounded very |l oud and were quite
distracting to the St. Louis students. Again, this is
because Col unbi a students had no idea how t he m crophones
pi cked up and anplified the sounds they nade.
Per haps the nobst ubi quitous and system ¢ sound problemfor
the class was one of “sound delay”. This delay is created
purposely by the engineers who designed the DL system this
is why: Audio transmission in DL classes could happen
i mredi ately and without delay, just like in a regular phone
conversation. Video, however, must be conpressed, coded and
decoded, given the current limtations of the UM video
system Since this codi ng/ decodi ng causes approximately a 3
to 5 second del ay, engi neers delay the sound so it doesn’t
get to the renote site before the video. This adjustnent
does have the positive effect of creating a cl ose
audi o/ vi deo synchroni zati on (an effect deenmed absol utely
necessary by many di stance |earning participants). The
undesirabl e effect, however, is that thereis a 3 to 5
second del ay before the students at the renote sites hear

you and anot her delay before you hear their response. This
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nmeans that the normal rhythmof interactive comrunication is
conpletely destroyed. M field notes are full of nunerous

i nci dents where sound del ay caused a disruption in the

i nteractive process:

The di stance | earni ng environnment proves to be

i nadequat e when human i nteracti on approaches
“natural” speed. People drop the flow of back-
and-fourth comuni cation, talk over each other and
| oose focus. Then, a whole host of conditioned
“polite” responses kicks in: people don't want to
tal k because they’'re afraid of being rude and
cutting soneone off. Nornal face-to-face

comuni cation is like two jugglers tossing pins to
each other; timng is critical and all actors nust
act in a prescriptive way in order to achieve
desired results. DL can’'t bring people close
enough qui ck enough to allow for the flexibility
required for conplex interaction that woul d seem
effortless in a face-to-face situation.

And al t hough the students thenselves did seemto tolerate
this timng problemand work it into their interactions,
particularly as they gained experience as di stance | earners,
the sound delay remained a significant barrier to efficient
conmuni cati on
During the 3 session | nmake the follow ng note:
Edna asks question about what she sees in Col unbi a
and nmunbl es under her breath, “this is not going
to work.”; Walk on audio (“pardon ne? hello? |
didn’t hear you”).
Nunmerous data entries describe howa St. Louis student would
start to speak at an appropriate opening on the conversation
flow and then notice that first speaker just keeps on

talking. | think that this nmade students feel rather self-

conscious at first and may have di scouraged them from
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participating. This situation did, however, aneliorate as

t he senester went on:
Edna tries to talk again but gets shut out. There
is always a sense of enbarrassnent when this
happens. You start tal king and the ot her keeps on
tal king—you re left with your words just sort of
hangi ng out there with no place to go.

Later, during a break, when the privacy switch was on
and we could not be heard by the renote sites, Karen and
Edna made the foll ow ng comments:

Karen: The sound is terrible... W just can’t have
a discussion because | worry about tal king when KC
is trying to talk, but then | just wait...If it
was just us, we could bounce ideas off each other,
but we can’t do this with them [KC and Col unbi a] .
It’s like pulling teeth getting those people to
talk...it’s all so nebul ous.
Edna: and | can’t understand those |adies at all!
And they can’t understand us.
Here, Edna was referring to the fact that both Col unbi a
students were Asian, and had thick accents that made them
very difficult to understand.

Wi | e students sel dom make note of any particul ar
equi pnent in the room (nost, like Doris, didn't even think
about where the caneras are), the privacy switch was
di scovered early in the senester and it’s significance was
understood i mredi ately. Wen the privacy switch was in the
“of f” position, all student comrents could potentially be
heard by any of the renote sites and the instructor.
Students soon | earned to glance at the privacy switch (which

glowed red when it was “on”) before vocalizing in ways that

m ght be inappropriate if they were heard outside their own
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classroom This sonetines included criticisns about the
instructor and the class, but just as often it was self
criticismas denonstrated by Mark after one of his
presentations. | noticed how good he seened to be doing and
how confi dent he sounded, then this:

As soon as the privacy switch is turned on Mark

sort of deflates, puts his head down and says,

“sonebody give ne a gun!!! ... | feel so stupid!!
Students soon | earned to gage their conversation according
to the privacy switch status. | always kept it off during
breaks and before and after class sessions. “Can they hear
us?” was a nuch-asked question through out the senester.

Towards the end of the senmester | arranged with the

instructor to conduct a short session wth all the students
of the class (St. Louis, KC and Colunbia). During this tine
| asked sonme questions about their personal perceptions and
feeling concerning this class. M questions were general
and solicited remarks about their |ikes and dislikes in this
di stance | earning class. Mst remarks concerned sound; sone

dealt with the visual conponent of the class:

The audi o delay is a problem because we don’t know
when to speak and don’t want to interrupt others

Sonmetinmes the quality of the sound makes it hard
to hear others.

I wish we knew how we sounded to the other sites.
The teacher can’t be in two places at the sane
tine.

It would be so nuch better if we could see
everybody at the sanme tine.
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While giving a presentation, it would be good to
be able to see facial expressions; | don’t have
any idea if [they're] following ne or not.

Thank goodness for that privacy swtch.

To a |l arge extent these comments highlighted the existing
limtations inherent in UMSL’s (and nost other) distance

| earni ng systenm(s). Continuous presence, the capability of
allowing all sites to see all other sites at all tinmes, is a
real possibility for UM di stance | earning classes in the
near future. Sound systens keep getting better and nore
able to channel sound while elimnating noise.

But even when sophisticated technol ogy works perfectly,
the human el enent renmains a constant. Human beings are
sensitive to their environnment. Physical closeness (or |ack
of it) colors all interactions. Conditioned through eons of
evol utionary history, we are social animls and obtain much
of our nost vital perceptual know edge through direct
experience. M crophones, speakers and TV nonitors, while
serving a purpose, do not carry the psychol ogical or
enotional inpact of direct experience with others.

None of the students in this Nursing class (here in St.
Louis) chose to be in this class because they wanted to be
in a “distance learning” class. All were here because it
was a required class in their degree programand this was
the “least-inconvenient tine” to take it. Karen drove in

from Bl oom ngt on- Normal every week, and Edna drove to St
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Louis the night before from Tennessee. The rest of the
students were | ocal but each had specific reasons for taking
this particular class. Distance |earning technology was the
only thing that nmade it possible for themto satisfy this
course requirenent, short of driving to Kansas City or
Col unbi a

So, ultimately, UM provides, and students “put up with”
di stance | earni ng technol ogy because it provides an avenue
for education and exposure that is avail able no other
practical way. In this sense, it is the |lesser of two
evils. Indeed, technol ogy does have the potential of doing
what it does best in the distance education arena—nagnifying
and extending the conplicated process of human
comuni cation; unfortunately it also has the potential of
magni fying human error. But never the less, this process is
a vital one for all cultures and societies. Studies |ike
this one point to the flaws existent in current systens,
but, nore inportantly, by pointing out the human needs in
t he educati on process, they serve to guide us in the proper
direction as comruni cation technol ogy changes, evol ves and

pl ays an increasingly significant role in our |ives.
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