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ABSTRACT
Humans have been learning at a distance for millennia. Modern information and communications 
technology has enabled formal distance education to be conducted online, though significant variation 
exists in purpose, course format, delivery methods, etc. Under duress of COVID-19, educators and students 
alike have been forced to engage in their courses remotely. These courses, however, are not equivalent to 
formal distance education and to date have broadly been referred to as Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT). 
Nevertheless, ERT courses are no longer unexpected and have become plannable; many are being sustained 
indefinitely due to the prolonged nature of the pandemic. Despite this paradox, current ERT literature 
typically conceptualizes the ongoing practice monolithically. This conceptual paper discusses key differences 
between formal distance education, emergency remote teaching, and the evolving practice of Sustained 
Remote Teaching (SRT). We suggest a descriptive contextual model as a research analytic for discussion in 
the field of distance education.

Keywords: Distance education, COVID-19, emergency remote teaching, sustained remote teaching, 
distance learning.

INTRODUCTION
With social distancing as the primary countermeasure against spreading and contracting the novel coronavirus 
from the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) has been a lifeline all over 
the world for schools, educators, and students. This previously obscure subset of distance education became 
(and has been) the primary tool/method of choice for maintaining educational continuity throughout 
the pandemic (Hodges et al., 2020) for the billions of students and millions of educators whose schools/
campuses have closed their classrooms (UNESCO, n.d.). Nevertheless, the rush to enable educational 
continuity in this manner has also included difficulties and significant negative outcomes (Hodges et al., 
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2020; Stewart, 2021; Williamson et al., 2020). Educators, most without formal or extensive experience 
in distance education, have been tasked with teaching remotely without the necessary support, requisite 
training, or technological skills and expertise (Gyampoh et al., 2020). These remote teaching and learning 
experiences are, understandably, new for large portions of the population (Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021, 
Stewart et al., 2022). As a result, many educators have instinctually relied on trying to recreate familiar face-
to-face teaching methods in virtual/distance learning environments (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Chatziralli et al., 
2020; Van Heuvelen et al., 2020). This practice, however, typically translates poorly to distance learning 
settings (Simonson, 1999). In simpler terms, the proverbial cart has been put before the horse though this is 
not the first time that such a paradox has emerged in distance education. 
In the 1990s, many universities sought to capture the emerging online distance education market and tasked 
educators to work without any particular distance education background, training, or support (Shattuck, 
2021). Unsurprisingly, stakeholders brought up numerous concerns about the quality of education under 
these circumstances, and both distance education learning outcomes and perceptions of online courses were 
mixed (Bach et al., 2006; Blair & Monske, 2003). Even to this day, perceptions and beliefs that online 
courses are inferior to their face-to-face counterparts persist (Protopsaltis & Baum, 2019) despite decades of 
empirical research providing evidence to the contrary when course conditions (e.g., proper course design, 
experienced faculty, student support, etc.) are equivalent (see Hastings & Tracey, 2005; Jhang et al., 2007; 
Johnson et al., 2000; Means et al., 2014; Schlesselman, 2020; Shattuck, 2021; Yen et al., 2018). These views 
also persist despite the practice of formal distance education being more than 200 years old (Bower & Hardy, 
2004; Casey, 2008). Even prior to COVID-19, millions of students annually chose to take courses online 
(Allen et al., 2016; Seaman et al., 2018; Stewart, 2019). While the context and motivations to offer courses 
online in the 1990s and its consequent mistakes (and growing pains) and the current COVID-19 pandemic 
are clearly different, the lessons that went unlearned then are continuing to go unlearned now (Shattuck, 
2021). 
Although the conditions educators and students worldwide are working under are far from normal 
(Stewart, 2021), they are making reactionary (versus proactive) decisions in response to the pandemic. More 
problematic is that from administrators, educators, and students to parents, policy makers, and politicians, 
there is an unfortunate conflation of formal distance education with the phenomenon of ERT (Hodges et 
al., 2020; Shattuck, 2021; Williamson et al., 2020). For example, the factors traditionally associated with 
online course retention/attrition (e.g., traditional vs. non-traditional students, generational status, prior 
online course experience, socio-economic status, etc. - see Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Dumais et al., 2013; 
Hachey et al., 2012, 2013; Kauffman, 2015; Liu et al., 2009; Packham et al., 2004; Roblyer & Davis, 2008; 
Xu & Jaggars, 2013) will not necessarily manifest the same way in response to and throughout the pandemic 
(Wladis et al., 2021). Further, multiple terms have emerged to refer to this phenomenon, ranging from 
Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) (Hodges et al, 2020), Emergency Remote Learning (ERL) (Doornbos, 
2020), Emergency Remote Teaching Environment (ERTE) (Whittle et al., 2020), and even Emergency 
Remote Teaching and Learning (ERTL) (Shin & Hickey, 2020). The multiplicity of terms, combined with a 
lack of a theoretical or descriptive framework, also compounds the difficulty of investigating a phenomenon 
occurring and evolving in real-time. In this paper, we present and discuss key differences between formal 
distance education and ERT, in addition to describing a third distinct yet related practice: Sustained Remote 
Teaching (SRT).

Education and Learning at a Distance
Learning at a distance is described as when learners are separated by time and/or space from an instructional 
source (Bower & Hardy, 2004). In this sense, learning at a distance occurs daily to varying degrees through 
books, newspapers, television, music, street signs, etc. Further, learning at a distance has been occurring for 
millennia through media such as architecture, pottery, imagery/paintings, music/songs, clay tablets, oral 
traditions and narratives, and other written texts that illustrate, describe, or comprise a historical record 
(Westera, 2015). Heydenrych and Prinsloo (2010) have even argued that distance education dates back at 
least 40,000 years with cave paintings serving as some of the earliest examples of instructional information 
transmitted over both time and space. There is debate, however, whether this kind of incidental and/or 
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informal learning (which clearly can and does occur at a distance) is the same as education (Means et al., 
2014); education is typically considered to be a far more systematic and structured learning experience 
(Gunawardena & McIssac, 2013; Means et al., 2014). This type of conflation has similarly been made in 
more recent educational technology literature discussing distance education, e-learning, and other modern 
manifestations of informal, self-driven internet-based learning (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005; Lowenthal et al., 2009; 
Means et al., 2014). Today, distance education generally refers to an organization offering a standardized 
course of study and credentials upon completion (e.g., diploma, degree and/or certificate programs) in a 
non-residential manner (Gunawardena & McIssac, 2013).

Formal Distance Education
Formal distance education dates back to the development of the printing press and ability to mass produce 
instructional/learning materials, which were then sent and delivered between instructors and students by postal 
correspondence over trains and rail networks (Bower & Hardy, 2004; Casey, 2008; Lee, 2017; Peters, 1994). 
Since that time, distance education (and learning) has evolved with each new technological advancement, 
including radio, TV, computer networking, satellite broadcasting, the internet, and sophisticated computer 
applications (such as globally networked virtual worlds) (Casey, 2008; Harasim, 2000; Moore & Kearsley, 
2012). As a result, there are nearly an infinite number of variations of distance education today (Lowenthal 
et al., 2009). This had led some to argue for a medium-agnostic understanding of distance education such 
as the United States Distance Learning Association’s description of distance education as “the acquisition 
of knowledge and skills through mediated information and instruction, encompassing all technologies and 
other forms of learning at a distance” (Bower & Hardy, 2004, p. 5). In the literature. we find that three key 
traits consistently characterize distance education: a) geographical and temporal separation between learners 
and educators; b) two-way communication between them; and c) ultimately a medium to connect each 
other across time and space (Garrison & Shale, 1987; Holmberg, 1986; Keegan, 1988; Perraton, 1988; 
Rumble, 1989; Schlosser & Anderson, 1994). Nevertheless, despite calls for taking a medium-agnostic 
understanding of distance education, online distance education--largely due to its growth--has dominated 
the way people have thought about distance education for the past two decades. However, during this time, 
no single type of online distance education course has ever really existed.

Online Distance Course Modes
Linda Harasim (1986) is often attributed with teaching the first online course. However, by 2000, Harasim 
(2000) tried to differentiate between adjunct, mixed, and totally online courses. Later, the Online Learning 
Consortium made similar distinctions between web facilitated, blended/hybrid, fully online courses, which 
are based on an arbitrary range of activities that occur on and/or offline (see Allen et al., 2016). With 
greater access to computers and digital technologies, K-12 schools developed variations of blended learning 
courses (i.e., rotation, flex, self-blend, enhanced virtual), differentiated by when, where, and how they occur 
(Horn & Staker, 2014; Sethy, 2008). Thus, the lines between residential/distance, home/school, and virtual/
digital environments have become increasingly blurred (Sethy, 2008). In the case of ERT, novel/uncommon 
modes of distance courses (such as the mandatory synchronous viewing of pre-recorded lectures) have been 
documented in emerging literature (Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021, 2022). Nevertheless, distance education 
course modes are still absent of numerous important characteristics that are both situational and contextual 
(Lowenthal et al., 2009). ERT, for example, is situated in a crisis and bound to the involuntary nature 
of teaching and learning remotely (Hodges et al., 2020). This is not normally the case in formal distance 
education. 

Course Contexts
Distance education is not a monolithic practice and speaking singularly about distance courses is highly 
problematic (Lowenthal et al., 2009; Means et al., 2014). While there are an infinite number of possible 
features that can define an online course; research in particular has shown that certain features influence 
learning outcomes, making certain ones more relevant than others (Means et al., 2014). Further, there are 
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often numerous stated and unstated assumptions about courses that can exacerbate the inherent difficulties 
with learning at a distance. For example, Means et al. (2014) noted that “online pedagogies assume a 
level of independence, motivation, and self-regulation on the part of learners” (p. 140), in addition to 
the assumption of “skilled” technology use. Distance education is often marketed and sold as flexible, any 
time, any place learning yet the reality is often far more rigid (Selwyn, 2011) or complex (Veletsianos & 
Houlden, 2019). When classrooms are comprised of students and educators from different socio-cultural 
backgrounds, there is often an “underlying tendency to colonize and import dominant paradigms into 
contexts that are either unfriendly to those paradigms or that can be harmed by those solutions” on the 
part of educators (Gunawardena & LaPointe, 2008, p. 52) or to alienate or other those that might differ 
(Phirangee & Malec, 2017). In the case of distance education, technologies imported from one particular 
context are not value neutral (Bali & Meier, 2014; Feenberg, 2003) and can amplify such pre-existing biases 
(Gunawardena & LaPointe, 2008). While distance education is often a local or regional enterprise (Allen et 
al., 2016; Seaman et al., 2018), it can become vastly more complicated in international and transnational 
contexts. For example, ERT forced many international students into remote learning in residence (e.g., 
Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021; Stewart et al., 2022), in addition to requiring students to stay home due to 
lock downs and trying to attend their courses from abroad (Perets et al., 2020). All of this illustrates that 
the landscape of distance education is ultimately one that is far more varied than a cursory glance reveals, 
but it is one which is often not acknowledged (Lowenthal et al., 2009). Both Lowenthal et al. (2009) and 
Means et al. (2014) identified numerous characteristics that can manifest in distance courses in terms of 
context. These are illustrated below in Figure 1. While there are numerous overlapping items between these 
two contextual models, crisis/pandemic contexts are absent since such conditions would not normally have 
been considered in relation to distance education. Moreover, this is not a research condition that would 
intentionally be created, thus performance and practice in these contexts do not have reference points for 
analysis. Nevertheless, the circumstances of COVID-19 highlight the lack of planning for courses delivered 
at a distance in an emergency, as well as the lack of support structures, facilitator expertise, etc., to name but 
a few examples of novel contexts and their manifestations (Stewart, 2021).

Figure 1. Online Learning Context Scholarship
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DIFFERENTIATING REMOTE TEACHING UNDER CRISIS CONDITIONS
Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT)
When compared to the characteristics of formal distance education, ERT is without question a form of 
distance education, however, there are numerous key differences distinguishing ERT from formal distance 
(and residential) education (Hodges et al., 2020). First, ERT is meant to be temporary as it is directly related 
to an emergency or crisis event. Second, as a result of being situated in an emergency or crisis context, ERT 
courses are unplanned, under-developed, under-supported, rapidly delivered, and likely of lower quality 
(Doornbos, 2020; Hodges et al., 2020; Whittle et al., 2020; Williamson et al., 2020). To date, studies have 
shown that ERT is often viewed as a major shock to students, educators, and schools (Jyoti et al., 2021; 
Peters et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). Third, as a crisis response, ERT courses are involuntary and the 
educators (and institutions) facilitating ERT courses often overwhelmingly lack distance education teaching/
learning experience and related technological expertise. While formal distance education and ERT are clearly 
different, teaching at a distance and teaching in person are also not identical to one another.
Prior research has shown that teaching at a distance is different from teaching in a formal face-to-face classroom 
(Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Ragan, 1999; Salmon, 2003); this difference has been similarly experienced/reported 
throughout the pandemic (Buttler et al., 2021; Gyampoh et al., 2020). Experiences with ERT by both 
educators and students have often been reported as negative (Bond, 2021; Bond et al., 2021; Stewart, 2021). 
For example, students have often reported not knowing assignment requirements (Alqurshi, 2020; Buttler et 
al., 2021). Teaching strategies have also often copied face-to-face instructional practices that have tended to 
result in feelings of isolation in a distance learning setting (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Buttler et al., 2021; Chatziralli 
et al., 2020; Van Heuvelen et al., 2020). Interaction with peers and educators has been largely absent (Alqurshi, 
2020; Buttler et al., 2021; Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021; Stewart et al., 2022). Students have been taking full 
course loads (i.e., five to six courses) online (Stewart & Lowenthal, 2022) and both educators and students 
have found themselves sitting for six to eight hours a day in front of computers or mobile devices (Jyoti et al., 
2021; Sundarasen et al., 2020). Makeshift learning spaces can be uncomfortable or easily prone to distractions 
(Budhrani et al., 2021; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Working adults, whether educators or students, 
have also had to take on additional or prolonged care-giving roles during stay-at-home orders (Budhrani et al., 
2021; Sethi et al., 2020). Further complicating matters, however, is the fact that the temporary nature of ERT 
has extended beyond a single academic semester for the vast majority of the world. Thus, the courses being 
conducted after the onset of the pandemic can, in fact, be planned for and educators and schools do have some 
degree of experience in facilitating a certain type of online course. Thus, Stewart et al. (2022) argued that the 
current courses being conducted should be differentiated as Sustained Remote Teaching (SRT).

Sustained Remote Teaching (SRT)
The enduring nature of the COVID-19 pandemic now raises more questions for distance education/remote 
teaching under these circumstances as the practice of ERT continues. More than a billion students and 
millions of educators have experience with remote teaching and learning (see UNESCO, n.d.). Schools and 
universities are continuing to deliver instruction remotely with many institutions continuing to prioritize 
health and safety via social distancing throughout 2021 (Jandric et al., 2021; Schlesselman, 2020; Stewart 
et al., 2022), and this practice is likely to remain into the first academic semester of 2022. However, the 
original ERT crutch that the world relied upon should evolve into a more deliberate systematic practice that 
takes this shifting context into account (Shim & Lee, 2020). Given the enduring nature of the pandemic 
and the repeated extensions of ERT, it is not, arguably, appropriate to characterize subsequent courses 
as “emergency” remote teaching when they can, in fact, be planned for. The transition is not sudden, 
unexpected, or temporary; the delivery context has changed and thus it is no longer ERT. However, these 
courses still do not coincide with the characteristics of formal distance education (Stewart et al., 2022). For 
example, Jandric et al. (2021) noted how images of educators’ remote workspaces changed from the onset 
of the pandemic and their working environments one year later. They saw a shift away from chaotic and ill-
prepared ERT-based working conditions to more dedicated and sophisticated distance teaching preparation 
and organization. In short, a shift in remote education praxis emerged from one that was done in haste to 
one that was planned for in advance.
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Given the continued reliance on remote teaching, many students’ first experiences with higher education 
have coincided with the onset of the pandemic and ERT (i.e., first semester/year students). In other cases, 
SRT may be the only (or dominant) mode of operation for the entire length of shorter programs (e.g., 
master’s programs, graduate certificates) depending on course loads and scheduling. Despite these rather 
obvious differences between both formal distance education and ERT, the mistake of conflating either of 
these practices with SRT continues; certain lessons are still going unlearned (Shattuck, 2021). Thus, given 
the shifting contexts of the pandemic, it becomes crucially important to recognize both obvious and subtle 
differences in praxis so that balanced approaches and standards of teaching and learning can be achieved 
(Alqurshi, 2020; Jandric et al., 2021; Schlesselman, 2020; Shim & Lee, 2020; Stewart et al., 2022).

CONTEXTUALIZING REMOTE TEACHING UNDER CRISIS CONDITIONS
While the differences between formal distance education and emergency remote teaching are fairly large, the 
characteristics differentiating emergency remote teaching and sustained remote teaching are far subtler and 
paradoxical in certain ways (Apostolidou, 2020; Stewart, 2021). Nevertheless, recognizing the differences 
across these three distinct practices is key to understanding the evolution of ERT when crises are not quickly 
overcome. We provide a summary of these key contexts and their characteristics under distance education, 
ERT, and SRT. They are presented (in no particular order) in Table 1 and discussed in detail below. Further, 
the differences (and similarities) between these novel contexts across formal distance education (FDE), ERT, 
and SRT are illustrated in Figure 2.

Table 1. Key Distinct Remote Teaching Practices and Context Manifestations

Crisis

Contexts

Formal Distance Education 

(FDE)

Emergency Remote Teaching 

(ERT)

Sustained Remote    Teaching 

(SRT)

Delivery 

Medium

Text-based Postal Delivery, 
Online Delivery

Exclusively 

Delivered Online 

 

Exclusively 

Delivered Online 

Delivery

Purpose

Permanent 

Replacement of 
Residential Education

Temporary Replacement of 
Residential Education

Indefinite Replacement of 
Residential Education

Delivery Readiness

and Capacity

Planned Delivery and Pre-
existing Capacity 

Unplanned Delivery and 
Limited/No Capacity 

Plannable Delivery and Limited/
Some Capacity

Stakeholder

Volition

Voluntary Participation Involuntary Participation Involuntary Participation

Program

Duration

Entire Program conducted 
Remotely

Program Temporarily 
conducted Remotely

Program Indefinitely conducted 
Remotely

Student Course

Loads

Small to Medium Medium to Full Medium to Full

Prior Teacher and

Student Experience

Formal Distance Education 
Training and Credentials

No Prior Distance Teaching/
Learning Experience

Crisis-based Remote Teaching/
Learning Experience 

Dominant Course

Modality

Asynchronous Mode 
Dominant

Synchronous Mode

Dominant

Synchronous Mode Dominant

Course

Development

Formal Iterative 
Development Process

Emergency Transition Process Informal Temporary 
Development Process

Delivery Tools and 
Platforms

Centralized and 
Standardized Tools and 
Platforms

Random and Non-
standardized Tools and 
Platforms

Pre-determined but Non-
standardized Tools and 
Platforms



189

Delivery Medium
The delivery of modern, formal distance education courses is overwhelmingly done through digital platforms 
that are hosted online (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Nevertheless, formal distance courses in various parts of 
the world are still delivered via print materials and postal service where modern internet-related information 
and communications technology is inadequate or non-existent (Simonson et al., 2012). By contrast, the 
extant literature describing the delivery medium for ERT and SRT courses has been characterized as being 
exclusively online across K-12 (Bond, 2021) and higher education (Bond et al., 2021; Stewart, 2021).

Delivery Purpose
The purpose of ERT is very different from that of formal distance education; it is a sudden but temporary 
practice meant to maintain education through a crisis (Hodges et al., 2020; Jandric et al., 2020; Williamson 
et al., 2020). While ERT has become a prevalent worldwide experience as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic (UNESCO, n.d.), it is not the first time that ERT has in fact been implemented. For example, 
ERT was used to enable and maintain girls’ access to education in Afghanistan due to Taliban attacks on 
international and all-girl schools in the late 1990s (Davies & Bentrovato, 2011). Nevertheless, because the 
implementation is sudden, the quality of courses delivered in this manner have numerous (and significant) 
shortcomings ranging from curriculum design to technological problems to name but two examples (see 
Alqurshi, 2020; Bozkurt et al., 2020; Chatziralli et al., 2020; Gao, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Rahiem, 
2020; Stewart et al., 2022; Sundarasen et al., 2020; Van Heuvelen et al., 2020). Where this practice starts to 
diverge from the emergency nature is when courses are continually delivered in this manner after the onset of 
an emergency and resumption of semi-normal course operations (Jandric et al., 2021; Schlesselman, 2020; 
Stewart et al., 2022). 

Institutional Readiness and Capacity
Since the use of ERT is sudden, it comes as no surprise that institutions were generally not prepared for 
implementation. While this is understandable, there is a variability in institutional readiness that has been 
documented in studies to date. In Saudi Arabia, for example, Abdulrahim and Mabrouk (2020) found that 
student learning outcomes actually improved compared to previous semesters, though this was due in part to 
having both resilient instructors, a robust ICT infrastructure, and subject matter (i.e., humanities) that were 
not considered difficult to facilitate online on short notice. This was similarly the case for computer science 
students in the United Kingdom who experienced little disruption due to the digital nature of the work 
involved (Crick et al., 2020). Most institutions, however, lacked the readiness or capacity to easily facilitate 
ERT (MacIntyre et al., 2020; Osman, 2020; Peters et al., 2020). Nevertheless, when this practice continues 
beyond a single semester, a certain degree of institutional readiness and capacity exists (Jandric et al., 2021; 
Schlesselman, 2020; Stewart et al., 2022).

Stakeholder Volition
In general, institutions decide to offer distance education programs and create dedicated support structures 
and systems (Means et al., 2014). Students similarly decide to enroll in distance courses of their own volition. 
While there are instances when student enrollment in a distance course can be considered involuntary to 
a certain degree (e.g., the lack of face-to-face course offerings or inaccessibility by time/place) (Selwyn, 
2011), the overall context is one where distance education is predominantly voluntary. ERT and SRT, by 
contrast, are involuntary by schools, educators, and students alike (Hodges et al., 2020). Under normal 
distance education conditions, Means et al. (2014) noted that some of the students who would benefit the 
most from distance education can be the most ill-suited for the practice in terms of intrinsic motivation and 
self-directedness. However, under extraordinary crisis conditions, involuntary online learning is paradoxical; 
student suitability for distance learning has likely not been an immediate concern (Apostolidou, 2020; Perez, 
2021; Stewart, 2021).
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Program Duration
While traditional campus students often complement their in-person face-to-face course loads with an 
online course or two (see Allen et al., 2016), the vast majority of their courses are conducted and completed 
in residence. With the introduction of ERT, entire course loads of residential and face-to-face programs were 
(and still are) being conducted remotely (Stewart & Lowenthal, 2022; Stewart et al., 2022). For students 
in short programs (i.e., certificates, master’s degrees), ERT and SRT may coincide with the completion of 
an entire program. This likelihood has only increased as many colleges and universities around the world 
continue to operate courses remotely as a health and safety measure (Jyoti et al., 2021). Yet, these courses are 
not equivalent to formal distance education programs that were designed to be delivered online from start 
to finish. The quality of ERT may not necessarily improve even as it evolves into SRT (Jandric et al., 2021; 
Schlesselman, 2020; Stewart et al., 2022). 

Student Course Loads
It is not uncommon for residential programs to allow students to take online courses to complement 
regular semester residential course loads (Allen et al., 2016; Seaman et al., 2018). It is uncommon, 
however, for students in residential programs to conduct their entire course loads online as experienced 
with ERT and SRT courses (Seaman et al., 2018; Stewart & Lowenthal, 2022; Stewart et al., 2022). 
One result of this has been an even more sedentary experience in front of a computer or mobile device 
in makeshift learning spaces for six to eight hours per day for educators and students alike (Sepulveda-
Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Sundarasen et al., 2020). Stewart et al. (2022) also noticed that ERT course 
loads lightened semester over semester among exchange students at a university in Korea, suggesting that 
students were adapting to the increased workloads of their remote courses. In other countries, such as 
the United States, regulations for international students had to be modified due to visa stipulations that 
previously only allowed them to take a single online course per semester (Lim, 2021; Martel, 2020). 
International students, however, are more prone to difficulties in digital learning environments (Habib et 
al., 2014), in addition to related mental health issues due to more isolation which can be compounded 
in online learning environments (Erichsen & Bolliger, 2011). This is potentially highly problematic due 
to having entire course loads online for certain student populations under already adverse conditions 
(Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021; Stewart et al., 2022).

Prior Teacher/Student Experience
Face-to-face and online teaching are different (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Ragan, 1999; Salmon, 2003). Thus, 
it is no surprise that the lack of experience by educators and students with teaching and learning online has 
resulted in sub-par learning conditions and outcomes (Ulla & Perales, 2021). However, at the same time 
when enrolling in online courses voluntarily, course success as well as student retention/attrition are closely 
linked to prior online course experience and student GPA (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Dumais et al., 2013; 
Hachey et al., 2012, 2013; Kauffman, 2015; Liu et al., 2009; Packham et al., 2004; Roblyer & Davis, 2008; 
Xu & Jaggars, 2013). Under the duress of ERT and SRT, some scholars (see Azorin, 2020; Saito, 2021) are 
now concerned with the potentially significantly increased attrition rates as many students who would not 
otherwise be candidates for formal distance education programs had no other option outside of taking a 
leave of absence for an indefinite period of time. Attrition rates and gap years are occurring in addition to 
the learning losses occurring as a result of pandemic educational conditions (Ardington et al., 2021; Azevedo 
et al., 2021; Kaffenberger, 2021; Khomera, 2020).

Dominant Course Modality
There is no single type of course modality for face-to-face or online courses, though there is more variety 
when courses are delivered online (Lowenthal et al., 2009; Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021). Often non-
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traditional adult students are attracted to courses that are delivered asynchronously to flexibly accommodate 
work and family responsibilities (Selwyn, 2011). Even when courses are designated as being 100% online 
or totally asynchronous, there can be some obligatory/voluntary synchronous components such as office 
hours or group discussions. However, studies on ERT have largely documented that course modality has 
been overwhelming synchronous or, has at the very least, relied disproportionately on synchronous course 
activities such as live lectures (see Iglesias-Prads et al., 2021; Jandric´ et al., 2020; Mohammed et al., 2020; 
Perets et al., 2020; Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020; Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021; Stewart et 
al., 2022). The dominance of one mode over others is a reflection of the pandemic where a simple solution 
(i.e., synchronous remote teaching, live lectures) mimicking traditional face-to-face teaching practices was 
the most practical for an emergency (Stewart & Lowenthal, 2022). The effectiveness of this pragmatic 
solution, however, is questionable (Simonson, 1999), especially when sustained over multiple consecutive 
semesters (Jandric et al., 2021; Schlesselman, 2020; Stewart et al., 2022). Students and educators often 
described fatigue and discomfort (Bedenlier et al., 2021) from extended synchronous video sessions as the 
de facto course mode of operation.

Course Development
Formal online courses generally can take anywhere from six to nine months to develop, which is often 
done in conjunction with an instructional designer (Lowenthal et al., 2009; Means et al., 2014; Stewart & 
Lowenthal, 2021). ERT courses by contrast were “converted” within days of schools being closed. While 
this rapid transition is logical and courses could not be properly developed given the health and safety 
constraints of the pandemic, iteration and development of distance education courses is possible when 
extending beyond a single academic semester. Thus, while emergency transitions were expected during the 
Spring of 2020 and which resulted in unplanned and undeveloped ERT courses, subsequent semesters 
(i.e., Summer 2020, Fall 2020, Spring 2021, Fall 2021, etc.), can, in fact, see some degree of development. 
Remote delivery is anticipated, and courses can be prepared for, iterated upon, and modified given both 
prior experience and foreknowledge of the delivery conditions. These differences contrast sustained practice 
with one born out of emergency.

Delivery Tools and Platforms
Formal distance education programs typically have courses delivered through a standard course management 
system (CMS) and use a set of common tools designed to meet the needs or features of a particular 
curriculum and students (Lane, 2009; Means et al., 2014). The educational process, then, can be facilitated 
more efficiently and the resources and tools that students or educators have access to (and have expertise and 
experience with) is known; standardization allows for more effective support and integration. In the case of 
ERT, this type of centralized/standardized process was lacking for many. Educators turned to using various 
educational and non-educational tools such as Facebook, numerous video conferencing services like Zoom 
or WebEx, and other platforms such as blogs, wikis, etc. (Moghadam & Shamshi, 2021). Given the sudden 
transition, tools could be used superficially (Chang, 2020), which is a pre-existing problem in distance 
education more generally (Lane, 2009). The effect on students, however, is one where numerous different 
tools might have been needed for each of students’ courses in order to accomplish the same tasks in worst 
case scenarios (Stewart & Lowenthal, 2021; Stewart et al., 2022). While students and teachers could perceive 
these tools both positively (Amin & Sundari, 2020) and negatively (Chang, 2020), the results were often 
simply frustrating, overwhelming, or stressful (Chang, 2020; Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021; Stewart, 2021). It 
could also be a source of trepidation for educators when forced to work differently at a moment’s notice and 
being evaluated on their teaching performance (Choi et al., 2021). While these practices may have simplified 
over time as ERT has transitioned into SRT and faculty and students have gained more experience and 
comfort, there is no clear consensus in scholarship to date.
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Figure 2. Emergency and Crisis Contexts: Similarities and Differences among FDE, ERT, and SRT

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the absence of crucial technological and pedagogical skill sets in 
modern education for the vast majority of institutions and their educators. Further, the emergence of 
(and reliance on) ERT has highlighted certain contextual limits in our understanding of not only distance 
education, but the phenomenon of ERT as well. The extraordinary circumstances of a global disease pandemic 
and the sudden change in normal educational delivery conditions is an impetus to rethink previous (perhaps 
unquestioned) assumptions of the praxis. While this is not the first time such a revision has occurred (i.e., 
40,000-year-old cave paintings as potentially asynchronous instruction) or the first-time educators have 
been asked to teach remotely without experience or expertise (as seen in the 1990s), it is the first involuntary 
global exercise in distance education in history to date, and likely not the last.
While many institutions, educators, and students were no doubt hopeful that ERT would be short-lived, the 
complexities of (and differences in) the human and governmental responses to the pandemic have forced the 
hands of many institutions and educators to sustain the practice; remote teaching and learning continue to 
be necessary as a health and safety measure. This raises numerous issues and questions about remote teaching 
under crisis conditions when crises are not short- but long-term. Further, certain practices that have emerged as 
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dominant teaching/learning methodologies (e.g., synchronous meetings/lectures) are likely to not only continue, 
but become increasingly commonplace in both formal face-to-face and asynchronous online courses moving 
forward. This, we posit, is due in large part due to faculty experience and comfort with ERT and SRT as a result 
of its implementation over a nearly three-year period of crisis situated teaching. The lines between formal distance 
education, traditional residential education, and ERT/SRT are likely going to become even more blurred. 
Further, given increasingly globalized teaching and increasing numbers of international students enrolled 
at universities worldwide who relied on remote teaching and learning due to travel restrictions and/or 
inability to enter the host-countries where their universities were located, distance programs may likely 
remain as additional revenue sources once the pandemic subsides. Nevertheless, administrators, faculty, and 
students require the commensurate support and infrastructure for these programs to be both qualitatively 
and financially successful, not just providing the limited enterprise that ERT/SRT have been. Integrating 
distance education programs and practices into mainstream educational programs (from teacher-training 
programs to ongoing professional development) would benefit all university stakeholders.
The introduction of COVID-19 vaccines, accessible PCR and rapid antigen testing, improved public 
health and safety measures, and treatments for the disease have started to reduce the scale of SRT at schools 
around the world. This outcome, however, is highly variable and is not uniform across all countries and/
or regions. Thus, SRT is likely a necessary educational delivery method for many at present due to the now 
endemic nature of the SARS-CoV2 virus, and lack of uniform herd immunity across the globe. Despite 
this reality, much of the literature to date has focused in large part on the transitions to ERT and initial 
remote teaching manifestations; there are only hints at what involuntary remote teaching and learning 
look like when COVID-19 continues to be widely prevalent, impeding or limiting face-to-face instruction. 
Given this lack of refinement in current ERT scholarship, we must be cautious in how the practice is 
conceptualized and consequently used as a research analytic. Thus, in this paper, we present several novel 
contextual characteristics to differentiate not only formal distance education with ERT, but to also delineate 
it from SRT. Further, this list is not meant to be exhaustive since it is impossible to completely capture a 
moving landscape. Nevertheless, this list of key novel contexts (and manifestations of these contexts) is 
intended to be a starting point for analytical consistency since many of the ways that crisis-based remote 
teaching and learning are being spoken about are simply inadequate. 
Thus, we hope to move towards a model of describing and better understanding the contextual manifestations 
of remote teaching and learning under emergency and sustained crisis conditions not only for present 
challenges, but for future ERT/SRT scenarios (e.g., natural disasters, social and political unrest, wars, disease 
epidemics and pandemics, etc.) if, and likely when, they occur again. The descriptive model we provide offers 
a conceptual framework to systematically ground empirical research in this domain. The lessons we learn now 
can prepare us for more effective educational delivery under duress of future crises both short and long.
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