
Proceedings of the 2005 ASCUE Conference, www.ascue.org 
June 12-16, 2005, Myrtle Beach, South Carolina 

 

 
139 

A Few Common Misconceptions about Distance Learning  
Laurie G. Hillstock 
Clemson University 
439 Brackett Hall 

Clemson, SC  29634 
864-650-5438 

laurieh@clemson.edu 
 

At present, with new technologies emerging daily and the growing need for more flexibility in 
scheduling, there seems to be an overall drive towards the need for distance learning.   According 
to PBS Campus, 67% of colleges and universities agree that online education is a critical, long-
term strategy for their institution.  As a result, 49% of public colleges and universities and 34% 
of all higher education institutions offer complete online degree programs (PBS Campus, 2004).  
In addition, according to the National Center for Education Statistics, “in the 12-month 2000–
2001 academic year, there were an estimated 3,077,000 enrollments in all distance education 
courses offered by 2-year and 4-year institutions.   There were an estimated 2,876,000 enroll-
ments in college-level, credit-granting distance education courses, with 82 percent of these at the 
undergraduate level (see Appendix A for tables)” (Waits & Lewis, 2003, p. 1). 
 
The fundamental premise of distance learning was to create and widen access to education and to 
improve its quality, using distance education techniques and associated technologies to meet the 
particular requirements of individuals who were unable to participate in the traditional classroom 
environment.   
 
The purpose of this paper is to explore factors related to common misconceptions about distance 
learning, including: faculty preparation time, effective use of appropriate technology, learning 
styles of students, the need for orientation, training and support, and cost.    
 
Most are familiar with the traditional, face-to-face classroom environment, where there is syn-
chronous (or real-time) communication between the instructor and student.  The instructor usu-
ally serves as the leader, responsible for the class goals, objectives and methods of evaluation.  
Instructors also make use of a whiteboard (or chalkboard), overhead projector, handouts, and 
open class discussions.   
 
However, the distance learning environment is somewhat different.  According to the American 
Society for Training and Development, Distance learning (also called Distance Education), is an 
“educational situation in which the instructor and students are separated by time, location, or 
both. Education or training courses are delivered to remote locations via synchronous or asyn-
chronous (happening with a time-delay) means of instruction, including written correspondence, 
text, graphics, audio- and videotape, CD-ROM, online learning, audio- and videoconferencing, 
interactive TV, and FAX.”   (Kaplan-Leiserson).   With this in mind, faculty and students have to 
make some adjustments to ensure the success of a distance learning environment. 
 
One factor is related the amount of time faculty members actually spend preparing to teach a dis-
tance education course.  A common misconception is that courses of this nature are easier for 
faculty, because of the increased responsibility placed on the student.  However, these courses 
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require a great deal of development and preparation time on the part of the faculty member.  Al-
ford and Engelland suggest a strong need for faculty training before course preparation and de-
livery.  “As a result of training, instructors learn that they may have to change their standard 
teaching approach. Instead of the ‘sage on stage’ approach used in more traditional education, 
they likely must become more like a ‘guide on the side’” (Alford & Engelland, 2001, p. 1).  It is 
vital for faculty to consider activities to engage students and a contingency plan in case the lines 
of communication are broken and the technology being used does not function as expected.   
 
In addition, it is important for faculty to consider their content and the type of technology being 
used.  According to the Center for IT Accommodation, section 508 requires that federal agencies 
give disabled persons information that is comparable to the access available to others.  Since 
most colleges and universities received some form of aid from the federal government, they must 
comply with section 508 standards.  Therefore, faculty may have to modify (or in some cases, 
totally restructure) their course materials.  In additional, all technologies do not meet section 508 
standards, causing faculty to make additional accommodations for students (i.e., changing the 
type of technology used, offering a text only version of course website, allowing more time on 
exams, etc…). 
 
Finally, students participating in distance education courses usually expect fast responses from 
faculty, much faster than the traditional learning environment.  The general thought is that fac-
ulty are available 24hours a day, seven days a week to provide feedback on student assignments 
and to offer some level technical support for students.  This level of communication places a 
high demand on faculty time, more so than in the traditional classroom.   Therefore, many fac-
ulty members find themselves relying heavily on email or using a course management system to 
facilitate class discussions (via discussion board or chat room), generate and grade assignments, 
and post lecture notes (usually PowerPoint files), study guides, study guides, and additional re-
sources (web links, etc….).  With this in mind, faculty members discover that additional time is 
spent on learning how to use the system (or technologies) properly, determining which 
tools/resources will work best for their content, developing online assessments (quizzes, tests, 
and/or surveys), and converting files to appropriate format(s).   
 
A study was conducted at a large, mid-Western university, to measure the effects of teaching in a 
distance learning environment had on a faculty member’s time and teaching.  The results re-
vealed that 50% of the faculty surveyed reported having to spend more than 30hours extra time 
preparing for the semester due to the technology.  In addition, even though preparation time 
needed declined over time, the study showed that 37% of the faculty reported spending more 
than ten hours of time on hardware/software training alone ((Pachnowski & Jurczyk, 2003, p 1-
8).  Even though some colleges and universities provide funding for course development, it does 
not necessarily equate to the amount of time needed to properly plan, develop, and implement a 
successful distance education course (or program).  In addition, due to budget constraints, many 
colleges are no longer able to offer faculty members stipends or other types of funding.   
 
Another factor to consider is the effective use of appropriate technology.  The common miscon-
ception is that distance education equals the use of a particular type of technology, namely the 
Internet.  This leads many to believing that by making materials available to students online, the 
job is done.  However, according to Rossen, “access to data does not automatically expand stu-
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dent’s knowledge; the availability of information does not intrinsically create a framework of 
ideas” (Rossen, para. 3).  Granted, faculty should learn the technology and gain a complete un-
derstanding of its strengths and weaknesses, but concentrate on the education.  In general, the 
technology used should be supplemental to the classroom as a means of enhancing learning.  It 
should be fairly transparent to the student.  In other words, at the end of the day, discussions 
should be centered on the actual course content, instead of the technology used for delivery.  
Therefore, faculty should make sure participants are comfortable with the technology at the be-
ginning of the course or program so that they can concentrate on the actual learning process. 
 
Porto and Aje’s research focused on factors relating to the decision-making process during cur-
riculum, course development and delivery of online courses.  They referenced Bates’ ‘Lone 
Ranger and Tonto’s model, dealing mostly with the technology and the need for faculty to under-
stand the overall potential of the technology without loosing focus of their classroom goals.  The 
authors note that because there is a variety of technologies available for use with online courses 
(video IP, audio/video conferencing, internet, audio-graphics, etc…), it is important that decision 
makers include definitions, limitations, and cost for the various medias in the decision-making 
process (Porto & Aje, 2004, 1).   Therefore, many schools are finding the need to employ in-
structional designers and instructional technologist, those individuals responsible for assisting 
faculty by reviewing course content and applying the appropriate tools and technology to en-
hance the learning experience.  These individuals may serve as a consultant, web developer, 
technical writer, and/or a researcher.  They help faculty find innovative ways to involve students 
at a distance. 
 
A third factor to consider involves the various learning styles of students.  The misconception 
here is usually on the part of the student.  The general thought is that the class will be easier, be-
cause they can work at their own pace.  In addition, the workload will be lighter so they will not 
have to work as hard.  However, Forbes estimates the online student dropout rate at around 35% 
while the average attrition rate for college freshman at U.S. universities is around 20%.  This is in part due 
to the fact that it takes much more discipline on the part of the student to be successful in a dis-
tance education course and the work load is usually heavier than in a traditional classroom.   
 
Although there are many online resources that try to help students determine if distance educa-
tion right for them, they all agree that students must first address the issue of how they learn 
most effectively.  Students need to consider characteristics of each type of learner: visual, audi-
tory and kinesthetic.  Visual learners learn through seeing, auditor learners learn through listen-
ing and kinesthetic learners learn through moving, doing and touching.  With this in mind, stu-
dents are able to determine best ways to prepare for synchronous (i.e., chat) or asynchronous 
(i.e., discussion board) class discussions, quizzes, and exams.   
 
In addition to the traditional learning styles, most agree that all distance learning students need to 
be self-directed learners, in that they have to take responsibility for their own actions.  A study 
conducted to compare the learning of two online health education classes with an on-campus 
face-to-face class at a community college revealed that students enrolled in the online class were 
more independent in their styles of learning than those enrolled in the on-campus class.  Accord-
ing to the study, “the on-campus students seemed to match the profile of traditional students who 
are willing to work in class provided they can obtain rewards for working with others, and for 
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meeting teacher expectations. Online students appeared to be driven more by intrinsic motives 
and clearly not by the reward structure of the class” (Diaz & Cartnal, 1999, 130-135).   
 
The advantages of self-directed learning include: immediate feedback, learners work at own 
pace, individual choice of material and method, and reduced cost.  However, some of the disad-
vantages include the need for more learner preparation.  This raises a major issue in that all 
learners are not comfortable with being “left on their own”.   
 
A final factor to consider is cost.  The misconception is that distance learning is a way to save 
money.  Most administrators see distance learning as a way of bringing in more money without 
spending more in resources (in terms of faculty and facilities).  Unfortunately, studies have 
shown otherwise.  Distance education is more expensive to set up and if implemented properly, 
the student/teacher ratio will actually be smaller than that of the traditional classroom (averaging 
a ratio of one to twenty-five).  Administrators have to carefully consider the cost of development, 
training, support and technologies and weigh them against the outcomes.  
 
For example, a substantial amount of additional time may be needed for faculty to properly pre-
pare for a distance education course.  The cost of that time should be taken under consideration.  
As mentioned in the study cited earlier, faculty spent more than 30hours preparing for a distance 
education course due to technology.  Due to the additional preparation time needed, some institu-
tions are offering faculty stipends ranging from $1,000-$5,000 per course.  In addition, many in-
stitutions are employing instructional designers and technologists to assist faculty with course 
development, support and training.  The cost of hiring additional staff must be considered.  Ac-
cording to Pay Scale, the median salary of an instructional designer at a college or university in 
the U.S. is $42,000. 
 
Also, the need for various technologies must be considered.  Those institutions implementing 
satellite communication need to consider the cost of having a coordinator (or technician) avail-
able at each remote site and the main campus, “air time”, telephone/fax usage and contractual 
fees paid to remote location.  For example, four-year institutions pay $25 per hour of use for sat-
ellite air time.   
 
The institutions that choose to use a course management system need to consider the cost of 
servers, possible changes to the network infrastructure, support personnel, and software cost.  
For example, Blackboard and WebCT are the two most leading course management systems to-
day.  The average software cost of these packages for some institutions is over $100,000 per 
year. 
 
Those institutions making use of video tapes, CD’s and/or DVD’s, need to consider the cost of 
mailings, actual media, and hardware/software needed to create the content placed on the media.  
For example, the average cost of a CD/DVD burner with the ability to burn 119 CD-R’s or 28 
DVD-R’s per hour is $2,500.  In addition, the average cost of the media ranges from one to two 
dollars each, depending on type. 
 
In summation, there are several common misconceptions about the distance learning environ-
ment, including: faculty preparation time, effective use of appropriate technology, learning styles 
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of students, the need for orientation, training and support, and cost.  These myths tend to lead the 
administration, faculty and students into danger when determining if distance learning is right for 
them and their respective institution.  However, a successful course is good, because it is well 
designed.  A distance learning course can be just as successful as a face-to-face class, as long as 
all involved spend the necessary time to prepare, use technology appropriately, become aware of 
the various learning styles, and have resources in place to properly support the programs.   
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Appendix A 
 

 
Figure 1 – (Waits, T. & Lewis, L., 2003) 
 

 
Figure 2 – (Waits, T. & Lewis, L., 2003) 
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