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Using Distance Learning to Meet a Rural Mission

Introduction

Countries like Australia and Canada, which have populations that are geographically diverse and isolated, have
incorporated the use of distance learning methods into their university systems for a number of years. The use of
distance learning in these situations has made access to higher education a reality for persons in areas which are
geographically isolated and universities may be located at a significant distance. Distance learning is now becoming
a widely accepted and viable program delivery system in the United States as well. Distance learning may be
particularly useful to a regional university with a rural mission.

Wade and Riedling (1997) discuss Kentucky's involvement in distance education to date. Kentucky's involvement
in distance learning dates back to the advent of Kentucky Educational Television in 1978. Over the years,
universities in Kentucky became more involved in distance education by utilizing interactive television through a
variety of networks established between universities and off-campus sites. During the 1995-96 school year, a wide
network of interactive two-way audio and video television (compressed video) courses were available from a
variety of Kentucky colleges. Gradually, computer-mediated communication has begun to become part of
Kentucky's distance learning network. Instructors are increasingly using email, voice mail, fax, telephone, and
Bulletin Board Services to communicate with students. Computer-mediated course work -- offering courses online
over the Internet - is starting to be adopted by some Kentucky institutions with Morehead State University leading
the way with this delivery method.

Morehead State University (MSU) is a state-supported university located in northeastern Kentucky. Its service area
includes 22 rural counties in northern and eastern Kentucky, most in Appalachia. The service area is sparsely
populated, with the largest population center only 40,000 residents (Ashland) and most towns with populations of
5,00020,000. The population in the service area is predominantly rural and small town, and our mission is to serve
that population. In the past, students have had to drive long distances over curvy, mountainous terrain in order to
receive an education. Many potential students were not able to receive an education because they could not come to
campus due to work or family constraints. This was not an ideal situation for faculty nor students and did not
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provide an optimal learning environment. To better serve the region in 1995, MSU first considered offering
programs via distance learning. Distance learning classes enable the university to reach students who could not
otherwise take a college course, especially working professionals who could not travel 1-3 hours to campus from
remote counties. It was decided that entire programs should be offered to best meet student needs, not just general
education or randomly-selected courses. The four colleges (business, education, humanities, science and
technology) considered which program might best utilize distance learning. In the College of Business, the MBA
and BBA programs were considered. A survey was mailed to over 5,000 potential students in the region to
determine their level of interest in distance learning programs and specifically an MBA or BBA program. The
survey results showed a surprising high level of interest in both programs and a surprising 1 y high level of use of
distance learning technology by business, medical, and governmental organizations in the region. Thus the need to
educate and "sell" potential students on distance learning classes was not as great a problem as anticipated. In fact,
few students have withdrawn from classes due to their dislike of the technology. The survey results also indicated
students overwhelmingly wanted classes (1) one time per week; (2) Monday Thursday evenings, and Saturday
mornings, or noon hours Monday-Thursday; (3) on a year round basis, not just Fall and Spring semesters. The
interest in internet courses was also quite high.

Using the Internet to deliver on-line courses is fast moving to the forefront of distance learning delivery methods.
Faculty can create an on-line environment for their students that is just as effective, and some say more effective,
than the traditional classroom (Porter, 1997). Anecdotal evidence indicates, that in some cases, students enrolled in
on-line classes surpass the performance of their counterparts in traditional classes (McCollum, 1997; Black 1997).
Internet courses provide four major advantages over two-way audio/video (from our experiences) courses: (1)
students can get on-line and learn at times and places convenient to them; (2) students must be "active"learners
-they cannot sit in the back of a room and not participate; (3) the scheduling limitations imposed by two-way
audio/video courses offered in special rooms is completely avoided; and (4) expense -assuming no PC cost to the
university, the $100,000-$150,000 cost associated with two-way audio/video DL rooms is avoided as well as the
cost of providing facilitators for the classes. The major disadvantages (again, based on our experiences) of internet
classes are: (1) the lack of live face-to-face interaction does both some faculty and students; (2) students must be
self-motivated and disciplined (which is true of most MBA students); and (3) spontaneous discussion is generally
not as great as in traditional classrooms.

ITOPJ

The MBA Program

The College of Business selected the MBA program to be offered via distance, learning and not the BBA for several
reasons:

1. the students are more mature and self-motivated and thus likely to adopt more easily to DL technologies;
2. the MBA program is much shorter (48 hours versus 128 hours); and
3. all of the courses and faculty in the MBA program are in the College of Business v. only fifty percent of the

BBA, thus the scheduling of courses is easier.

The university selected four programs for DL based on the perceived needs of the region and likely enrollment. The
programs selected were nursing (BA), education (BA), education (MA), and the MBA program. All four have been
successfully taught with compressed video technology, only the MBA program has also utilized internet DL
technology. After selecting the four programs, a two-year schedule of courses was developed and all faculty who
volunteered to teach in the programs were required to complete a two week summer training program before they
taught a DL course. Faculty were trained in (1) use of the technology; (2) pedagogy alternatives; and (3) the basic
"Do's and Don'ts of DL. " A summary of these basic "Do's and Don'ts, " which have been developed by several
faculty after teaching about 75 DL courses, is presented in Figures 1 and 2. Successful DL faculty and trainers from
several schools were contacted in the development of the training program. Faculty when teaching any DL MBA
course were given double work-load credit for the first, third and fifth times they taught a DL course during the first
two years of the program. The compressed video classes are assigned a staff facilitator at each off-campus site to
operate the equipment, give exams, hand out copies, etc.

2 of 7
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DISTANCE LEARNING TWO-WAY VIDEO/AUDIO
DO'S AND DON'TS

1. Do determine the best seating arrangement and use camera pre-sets. Set all students in the front rows and
together.

2. Do have all students learn e-mail the first week and use it every week for assignments, homework, tips, etc.

3. Do experiment with moving around the room yourself.

4. Do make it clear to each facilitator your expectations: stay up front during the entire class, be ready to move the
camera.

5. Do get students up front on camera, using the document camera, Power Point every week.

6. Do visit the off-campus sites at least once early in the semester. An alternative is to have those students come to
campus at least once.

7. Don't use fonts on Power Point or other smaller than 36.

8. Don't forget to call on each student each week. Expect them to be ready to take a quiz, discuss a case, etc., to be
ready!

9. Don't lecture more than absolutely necessary.

10. Don't forget to have a plan for your absence, student absence, technical problems on the syllabus.
MOST IMPORTANT

11. Do use active learning techniques as often as possible!

Figure 2:

DISTANCE LEARNING
INTERNET DO'S AND DON'TS

1. Do require email address, skills before class starts.

2. Do use listserv mailing list.

3. Do post lecture material on Web page (without HTML code).

4. Do allow "double-credit" for developing class.

5. Don't wait until exam time to determine method: open book or secure sites.

6. Don't require everyone to be on-line at the same time.

7. Don't limit the technology! Require students to find information on the Web. Start them with a list of sites.

8. Do include as a course objective: internet research skills.

9. Do REQUIRE DISCUSSION, get to know the students. Require students to evaluate each other, work in teams.

[TOP]
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The DL Delivery Methods

The College of Business today offers the entire MBA program with distance learning (DL) technology through two
delivery methods: two-way interactive audio/video courses and on-line courses offered over the Internet. In order
for students to take college courses, they need only drive to one of several off-campus centers to participate in the
two-way interactive courses. The centers are usually much more convenient than driving to campus. They are
located in (a) high schools, (b) centers owned by MSU, or (c) private or nonprofit organizations. Each is similar to a
traditional classroom which seats 8-40 students with three cameras, two large monitors, microphones at each desk,
and computers. The instructor can teach a class for one to seven off-campus centers at the same time using this
delivery method. The second delivery method is teaching courses over the Internet. In 1996, Morehead State
University was the first in the state of Kentucky to offer on-line MBA courses over the Internet. Taking such a
course requires only that a student have a personal computer, a modem, and an Internet Service Provider. Students
may use home computers, office computers, or the computers at our off-campus centers to successfully further their
education.

In the first two years the distance learning MBA program experienced a significant enrollment increase (146%) and
have overall received a very positive student response to distance learning courses, as reflected by course
evaluations administered by our Office of Distance Learning. Distance learning courses provide an active and
collaborative learning experience for students and allows geographically isolated students to interact with different
students from other areas. For rural-mission programs a significant problem is the cancellation of low-enrolled
classes. Thus, it is quite significant that 80% of the DL MBA classes would have been canceled in past years due to
low enrollment, however by combining several sites with 2-12 students per site into one section they can be offered.
Distance learning also keeps our faculty closer to campus and avoid several hours on the road per week traveling to
sites. As a result, distance learning is proving to be a viable method to provide quality educational programs within
a rural mission.

[TOP]

Outcome Assessment Results

The MSU Office of Distance Learning developed and administered a distance learning survey which is given to all
MBA students in addition to the normal student evaluation. The general purpose of the DL survey is to evaluate
students perceptives of compressed video courses compared to traditional classrooms. The results from ten
different MBA courses over four semesters produced some interesting results, as reported in Figure 3.

Figure 3
Compressed Video

Outcome Assessment Results
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A. "Is a Distance Learning Classroom a Good Way to
Learn?"

Yes 76°A
No 20 °A

F. "Does Your Mind Wander Easier in a DL
Classroom?"

Strongly Agree 17%
Agree 32%
Disagree 21%
Strongly Disagree 15%
Not Applicable 13%

B. "Was the Course Offered at a Convenient Time?"

Strongly Agree 39%
Agree 50%
Disagree 4%
Strongly Disagree 1%

G. "Tests/Quizzes About the Same as a DL
Classroom."

Much Easier 4%
Somewhat Easier 7%
The Same 71%
Somewhat Harder 11%
Much Harder 6.7%

C. "Was there Adequate Resources for Instruction?"

Strongly Agree 36%
Agree 52%
Disagree 50
Strongly Disagree 1°A

H. "Instruction: DL vs. Traditional Classroom"

Much Easier 5%
Somewhat Easier 7%
The Same 700
Somewhat Harder 15%
Much Harder 3%

D. "Was there Adequate Library Resources?"

Strongly Agree 11%
Agree 14%
Disagree 17°A
Strongly Disagree 19%
Not Applicable 37%

I. "Ability to Ask Questions in DL vs. Traditional
Classroom."

Much Easier 1%
Somewhat Easier 4%
The Same 40%
Somewhat Harder 40%
Much Harder 15%

E. "Organization of the Distance Learning Course
Equal to a Traditional Classroom?"

Strongly Agree 15%
Agree 25%
Disagree 22%
Strongly Disagree 17%
Not Applicable 19%

Overall, the results were positive and led the faculty to the conclusion that compressed video can be effectively used
to deliver a quality MBA program. When asked why they liked the DL course, the overwhelming response from
students was convenience of location and time, which of course was expected. The answers reported in Figure 3
also indicate they believe DL compressed video classrooms are a good way to learn (76%); testing is about the same
as in a traditional classroom (71%); and instruction is about the same (70%). However, the survey also uncovered
problems which can be addressed through faculty development and training. The problems included the
organization of the class in general (39% saw a problem) which can be addressed by faculty and the facilitators;
students minds wandering (49%) which occurs most often if faculty do not utilize active learning techniques
involving all sites -- not just the "live" students in front of them; and the inability to easily ask questions (55%)
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which also can be addressed through faculty active learning techniques. The answers to these problem areas did
vary significantly from instructor to instructor -- not unlike traditional classrooms.

Outcome assessment results for three Internet classes offered also yielded positive student perceptions as presented
in Figure 4.

The survey results for the Internet courses are also generally quite positive. Students feel that on-line courses are a
good way to learn (72.7%) while they also make higher education more convenient and accessible. In general, the
results indicate that Internet courses require a comparable amount of studying to the traditional class (63.6%) while
exams are approximately the same (81.8%) as are assignments (72.7%). In addition, it seems that students do not
feel, in general, that a computer class should necessarily be a requirement before an on-line course is taken. No real
problems were isolated by these survey results. All students did not feel that assignments were graded as quickly as
they might be (18.2%) and approximately 36% felt that lessons could be better organized.

[TOM

Summary

Based on the results of the assessment surveys for both the compressed video and Internet courses, students are, in
general, satisfied with both the technology and the quality of learning. In summary, we can say that Morehead State
University's commitment to serving our students through offering the Master of Business Administration program
via distance learning is, at least in the early stages, a successful venture.

Figure 4

Internet Outcome

Assessment Results
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A. "Lessons Over the Internet Seemed Organized?"

Strongly Agree 18.2%
Agree 36.4 %
Disagree 18.2%
Strongly Disagree 18.2%

G. "Virtual Class Good Way to Learn?"

Much Easier 72.7 %
Somewhat Easier 18.2%

B. "Assignments Were Promptly Graded?"

Strongly Agree 18.2%
Agree 63.6%
Disagree 18.2%

H. "Compared to Normal, DL Assignments ...

Somewhat Easier 9.1%
The Same 72.7%
Somewhat Harder 9.1%

?"

C. "Student Had the computer Experience Necessary?"

Strongly Agree 63.6%
Agree 27.3%
Disagree 9.1 %

I. "Compared to Normal, DL Studying ?"

Much Easier 9.1%
Somewhat Easier 9.1%
The Same 63.6%
Somewhat Harder 9.1%
Much Harder 9.1%

D. "Computer Did Not Make the Class Hard?"

Strongly Agree 27.3%
Agree 45.5%
Not Applicable 27.3%

J. "Compared to Normal, DL Exams ?"

Somewhat Easier 9.1%
The Same 81.8%
Somewhat Harder 9.1%

E. "Worked On Course From Home Computer?"

Strongly Agree 63.6%
K. "Compared to Normal, DL Questions ?"

The Same 36.4%
Somewhat Harder 45.5%
Much Harder 18.2%

F. "Computer Course Should be Required?"

Strongly Agree 9.1%
Agree 18.2%
Disagree 27.3%
Strongly Disagree 36.4%
Not Applicable 9.1%
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