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Abstract 
Distance learning has recently been applied on a larger than ever scale. This approach to 

learning has gained full attention in both educational and popular discussions. It is 

appropriate, then, to address the main features of distance learning. Furthermore, the scope of 

distance learning participants has widened to include millions of learners. What used to be 

looked upon as an additional, or even trivial part of curricula, has finally been placed at the 

center of the whole educational process. Distance learning has saved millions of learners from 

being stopped from gaining knowledge as COVID-19 pandemic has spread all over the world. 

This paper, however, aims at gaining more comprehensive understanding of Distance 

learning.  
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Introduction 

For everyone, work and life have changed drastically. Whole nations refuse to give up. People 

are trying to continue learning at home instead of going to their traditional educational 

institutions daily. Students all around the world are adapting to the new, online learning 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Instructors are facing new challenges, and everyone is 

trying to get traditional classes adjusted to totally new methods that are adequate to distance 

education” which is characterized by teaching and learning being brought about by media. In 

principle, students and their teachers do not meet face to face. One or more media are used for 

their interaction and communicating subject matter”. (Holmberg, 2005:9) 

People may feel confused about distance learning, but it has a potential of providing valuable 

educational opportunities to a large group of people. In addition, the whole new process can 

be taking place at a lower cost. Most importantly, distance education can be of higher quality 

than many students can achieve in other traditional ways. However, distance education is not 

yet applied as it should because people still don’t know what distance education is. 

Still, we must keep in mind that we are dealing with a new student generation of learners who 

communicate differently, relying on which is called “ instant information from the Internet 

and on computers as a feature of everyday life. They are always connected: they are the 

‘digital natives’.” (Bessenyel, et al.,n.d.p.6). For young generations of learners, learning in a 

traditional way is not as it used to be for older generations. The ‘net generation’ shows much 

more enthusiasm when getting knowledge from a non-traditional source.  

For many instructors and learners, distance education has many names such as e-learning, 

asynchronous learning, distributed learning, and so on. This is not accurate at all since 

distance education includes all these names, but none of them alone is distance education 

(DE). Still, it may be acceptable to say that online learning is the newest and most popular 

form of distance education. It has been practiced almost everywhere. 
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New Learner’s Role in Distance learning 
The role of instructors has drastically changed by distance education which serves as the 

umbrella term for any learning activity that takes place across distance and not in a traditional 

classroom. Distance education has gained popularity because it was proven during the past 

months that it was the safest way of interaction among students and instructors. It was also 

proven that online learning quality is already equal to or maybe superior to traditional 

methods of learning.  

Today, it is well known that an entire industry has emerged to help us handle the whole 

process of distance education efficiently. Students can benefit from distance learning by using 

certain devices such as cellular phones and iPods. 

Students are much more engaged in the process of education. They are becoming active, not 

passive, learners. They are also moving away from classes that totally rely on top-down 

lecturing, and their role in the whole educational process has witnessed some drastic changes. 

Distance learning helps everyone involved in the process of learning to become a very active 

part in the whole process. The role of the instructor is no more that of the ‘sage on the stage.’ 

It is now that of ‘the guide on the side’. This means that distance learning is student-centered 

approach as students mainly create their learning experience. They can gain a lot from direct 

interaction with learners from remote places. An opportunity that they can only get from 

being engaged in the process of distance learning. Learners can lead the process of distance 

learning instead of their instructors whose role has become more related to guiding learners 

and directing them towards gaining the utmost benefits of distance learning. This also means 

that there is a new ethical responsibility that learners should accept to take. This is the 

responsibility of being honest enough so as not to cheat since cheating will ultimately hinder 

the whole process of learning and gaining knowledge.                                                                    

Benefits of Distance Learning 

There are many benefits of distance learning to meet the needs of the ever-growing population 

of students. Flexibility, to start with, is one of the most important advantages of distance 

learning since it gives learners the precious opportunity of learning at their own pace and 

independently. Many students have jobs, and they are unable to attend traditional classes. 

Learners involved in distance learning have become the master of their own schedule, which 

is a major advantage for someone who works.  Others live in remote places. This means that a 

great number of learners can easily fit their distance learning into their busy lives. 

Furthermore, it is a fact that tuition fees of traditional courses are much more expensive 

compared to those of distance education. 

Joshua Stem (Introduction to Online Teaching and Learning, n.d.) thinks that online learning 

enhances learning as research shows that there is increased depth of understanding of course 

content. Furthermore, there is a lot of emphasis on technology skills and life skills such as 

time management, independence and self-discipline. Also,” Giving students choices in their 

learning experience increases satisfaction and retention.” In addition, distance learning gives 

“students options as to what format to submit assignments or projects. For example, they 

might design a Webpage, write an essay, or develop a PowerPoint presentation. There is no 

reason why all students should submit the exact same homework or participate in one 

discussion topic.  Variety is the spice of life.”(Stem, n.d. :9). These factors combined make 

distance learning such an interesting process. 
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How to Engage Online Students 

There are many strategies that can be applied to get students engaged in the process of 

distance learning. Some of these strategies are related to the instructor such as “using a mix of 

content delivery methods - video, text and audio presentations.” (8 New Ideas for Engaging 

Online Students, n.d.) 

Thera are also   other techniques applied for the purpose of engaging students in distance 

learning. For example, the instructor is advised to “Regularly update course content, assign 

success coaches and encourage accountability.” (8 New Ideas for Engaging Online Students, 

n.d.). To encourage accountability, instructors should remind students that they’re not alone 

and not being ignored because they have instructors and coaches who check in with them 

periodically. These check-ins represent good  methods to get feedback from learners. “Study 

groups can also act as accountability reminders.” (8 New Ideas for Engaging Online 

Students). 

 In addition, games can play an effective role in engaging learners in the process of distance 

learning. For example, “Two or more groups compete to meet a set of objectives. The game 

follows rules and procedures. The instructor provides information that requires decision-

making. Most instructional games reflect typical real-life situation. The rules, procedures, and 

objectives of the game must be clear and concise.” (Instructional Strategies for Online 

Courses, n.d.). Games also” integrate learning and assessments. Learning a formative and 

summative assessment ‘inseparable’ on games. Players are given feedback on what worked 

and what didn’t and are informed about their progress. “furthermore” Games provide 

information that players can use to improve their knowledge and skills. Games often provide 

‘actionable’ information to players so that they can make decisions about what to do to 

improve and succeed. Thus, players know where they have succeeded and where they have 

failed and can take corrective action in order to succeed (Burns, 2001:58) 

To get learners engaged in the process of distance learning, instructors should encourage 

learners to ask questions. Some of these questions would lead to open discussions, which is 

truly recommended. Here, “Students are posed questions to discuss with the class. The 

questions serve as advanced organizers or scaffolds upon which the students construct new 

knowledge and tie in what they already know to emerging concepts. An asynchronous nature 

provides students the opportunity to consider questions more in depth. ” (ION Professional 

eLearning Programs, n.d.) 

Assessing Distance learners 

It could be somehow challenging to assess learners engaged in the process of distance 

learning. However, instructions are advised to follow certain procedures and methods that can 

help in the process of learners’ assessment. 

Computer-based assessment can provide adequate and reliable methods of assessment on 

which the instructor can rely on such as multiple-tests. Here “Learners can take multiple, 

short, reliable assessments” (Burns, 2011:163). Mary Burns also claims that instructors can 

apply” Dynamic and individualized assessments. Tests can be personalized and tailored to 

individual students. The level of each question is modulated depending on the learner’s 

previous responses.” Burns also encourages getting “Immediate feedback. Computers can 

score tests in minutes, allowing distance instructors to make real-time instructional changes 

based on assessment evidence. Learners thus receive real-time information about their 

learning and performance.” (2011:163) 
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Burns suggests that assessment designers incorporate the core design features of games into 

assessments. These include feedback, hints, just-in-time resources, the capture and storage of 

multiple sources of data over long periods to provide information about learners’ work, and 

the presentation of complex problems that can be solved only through collaboration, systems 

thinking, and creativity. (Burns, 2011: 164)  

When assessing learners, instructors ‘need to make strategic decision about what is “need to 

know” and what is “nice to know.” (Miller, 2020) Furthermore, instructors are advised to use 

” their professional judgment when summatively assessing students and determining scores.” 

Moreover, instructors “can decide that a summative assessment should instead be formative 

and then reteach and support students in learning before attempting another summative 

assessment.” (Miller,2020) 

Instructors may start with directly observable, measurable outcomes like multiple-choice 

questions, but instructors are advised to apply other methods of assessment as well. For 

example, they can use asynchronous and synchronous discussions since they can provide an 

effective method for learners to “apply problem-solving and critical thinking skill. 

Discussions provide a ‘running commentary’ on student understanding of course content, 

individually and as a class.” (Assessing Online students, 2014) 

Finally, the assessment process within a distance learning system needs to be revised every 

now and then just like any new method applied in our lives. We must keep in mind that 

learners deserve authentic assessment and adequate feedback. Instructors need to use their 

professional judgement to rethink the ways in which they acquire evidence of learners’ 

recently gained knowledge, their understanding and skills. 

Some Negative Aspects of Distance Learning 
As for the disadvantages of distance learning, some learners would suffer from it as it lacks 

direct physical interaction with their role models and knowledge givers, i.e., instructors. 

Moreover, distance learning could be less motivational for learners as they are not required to 

attend physical classes. In addition, instructors could as well get distracted because they don’t 

have direct contact with the learners. Loss of direct contact with peer learners may also lead 

to less motivation as the challenge among learners becomes much less in distance learning. 

One of the greatest disadvantages of distance learning is that it does not help in social 

interaction, or in developing oral skills . In addition, distance learning  can be of little benefit 

for learners who don’t have the skill of time management, which represents one major 

disadvantage of distance learning. Also, there is some hidden cost of distance learning, like 

maintenance and purchasing of technological devices, such as cellular phones,  computers, 

laptops, iPods and other equipment to be able to take part as a learner in the process of 

distance learning. 

Conclusion  

It’s safe to say that distance learning is one of the greatest technological evolutions that is 

taking place almost everywhere nowadays. Distance learning provides a bright horizon for 

many learners and instructors as well, especially when it is applied with enough awareness of 

its potential. Nowadays, people engaged in the process of distance learning can learn from 

each other so as prioritize the most vulnerable issues related to distance learning. Then, they 

can make pedagogical decisions based on unique experiences in the field of education. 

Instructors are advised to consider the most accessible methods and make them applicable for 

the purpose of keeping learners at the center of the whole process. They are also advised to 
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focus on issues related to connectivity, humanity and rationality, and fit them into a better 

educational scheme. Thus, Distance learning is a humanizing force which can bring together 

learners from different walks of life.   
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