Is Distance Learning Equal To Face-To-Face?

Dozens of studies have looked at this question, but the application of a statistical method known as meta-analysis enabled a team of communication researchers to search these studies for the overall “effect” of distance learning on postsecondary students in comparison to traditional face-to-face course delivery.   The researchers made the following conclusions, among others:

1. “The results demonstrate little distinction between traditional and distance learning classrooms on the basis of performance...for military-related instruction, the distance learning environment lowered performance (but the sample size was very small).  For the natural sciences and education courses, the effect was virtually zero.  However, for foreign language instruction, the use of distance technology demonstrated a clear superiority for that technology.  Foreign language instruction in a distance environment permits the students to interact on a regular basis with native speakers of the language...for many curricular areas, the outcome remains unaffected by the choice of technology...” [p.413]

2. “...there does not seem to be support for the implementation of synchronous interactive or classrooms to increase performance.  Performance did not differ as a result of the use of synchronous interactive technologies...” [p.413]

As qualifiers to the above conclusions, the team noted the following:

“One limitation of this meta-analysis is the inability to adequately compare various formats of distance learning against each other to assess the impact that the particular formats has on learning...The expectation of exchanging messages with the instructor was not examined...We also made no assessment for the quality of the technology or the training of students with technology...An[other] issue not addressed in the review was student motivation.  Distance learning students may have more motivation to achieve than traditional students...performance was limited to tests and grades.  For some types of learning (public speaking, foreign language), tests may be inappropriate or misleading.  Tests may involve measures of short-term learning (or even be unrelated to the quality of instruction)...” [p.414]

In addition, the analysis limited its scope to studies that “(a) involve a comparison between a distance learning course and a traditional format course...(b) involve at least one assessment of student performance in the course related to mastery of some content or skill taught in the course; and (c) report sufficient statistical information to permit the calculation of an effect size.” [p. 408]

This meta-analysis has obvious relevance to higher education because distance learning offers students flexibility in service delivery.  If the results generalize to community college students, then the community colleges may find it more feasible to utilize the distance learning option.  

The team of researchers (Mike Allen—U.Wisconsin, Milwaukee; Edward Mabry—UWM; Michelle Mattrey—Penn State U.; John Bourhis—SWMissouri State U.; Scott Titsworth—Ohio Univerity; and Nancy Burrell—UWM) documents the study in the article (“Evaluating the Effectiveness of Distance Learning: A Comparison Using Meta-Analysis”) in Journal of Communication  (September 2004 issue, pp. 402-420).  The article includes five pages of references, including references for 28 of the studies used in the meta-analysis.
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