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ABSTRACT

The evolution from traditional on campus education to the current distance education modalities using online learning and
technology systems have changed how higher education is delivered to thousands of students and faculty. Technology is changing
how faculty teach and how students earn higher education degrees. Many students are seeking the flexibility, and independence
online distance education offers to earn college degrees often without leaving home. However, some faculty may not be
experienced at developing, delivering, and evaluating online distance courses to meet the needs of student learners. This initial
paper will guide faculty through a short history of distance learning, the positives and negatives of online learning vs traditional
on campus learning, advantages and disadvantages of distance online learning, and the initial considerations for establishing an
online course.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Education delivery has evolved over the last 100 years. In
recent decades, education has moved from a traditional on-
campus experience to include a more modernized distance
education model using online technology.[1] The National
Center for Education Statistics [1] found in 2018 just under 7
million college students in the United States were enrolled in
distance education courses. Education delivery methods con-
tinue to evolve as student needs and advancing technologies
change. Therefore, it is important to understand the history

of education delivery methods leading to the current distance
education modalities using online learning technology sys-
tems to develop effective distance online courses. This paper
is the first of a three-part series about online education. This
paper will i) provide a historical perspective, ii) compare the
traditional on-campus course with an online course and iii)
provide practical suggestions on how to set-up a distance
education online course. The two remaining articles will
discuss how to deliver a distance education online course and
address connecting with students from a distance (see Figure
1).
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Figure 1. Strategies for Innovative Teaching and Learning outline

2. DISTANCE EDUCATION BACKGROUND

To understand the current distance education online tech-
nology system, it is important to consider the historical de-
velopment leading to the current online education system.
Distance education is not new and is believed to have devel-
oped in the 17th or 18th century changing over time based on
new innovations in technology, communication methods and
student preferences.[2–4] Traditional education was delivered
on-campus whereby college students attended classes in-
person. Distance education evolved offering students more
options to enroll in courses using a variety of teaching and
learning methods including correspondence, radio, televi-
sion and subsequently online using computers. For example,
Archibald and Worsley[5] explained that distance learning
started with Sir Isaac Pitman. Pitman was considered to be
the father of distance learning due to his development of a
shorthand correspondence course. Pitman’s correspondence
courses used a method of an instructor mailing course work
to students who would complete the assignments and mail
them back for grading and feedback. This method was an in-
novative start for distance education but met with challenges
including over dependence on the mail system, the cost of
sending documents., and a lack of peer interaction.[5]

Radio and television brought more synchronous opportuni-
ties for students and faculty.[4] Benefits to these methods
were attendance to courses were in real time and the technol-
ogy made it possible to reach more students across the globe.
While students and faculty could hear and or see each other
there were also challenges with this method of instruction,
included poor connections, time differences, and attendance
flexibility. Additional distant modalities included hybrid
course offerings that integrated a mix of on-campus classes
and distance online learning.[6] Hybrid or blended courses

offer the opportunity for students to be more connected to
peers, faculty, and the institution because of the on-campus
requirements. Hybrid/blended courses also alternate between
faculty-centered and student-center learning.[7] However, hy-
brid/blended courses also place limits on student flexibility
especially if working full time or if students are required to
travel a long distance to a campus and require students to be
self-regulated with online learning.[8]

The readily available computers allowed and encouraged
innovative learning using synchronous and asynchronous
teaching methods. Students can now participate in courses
from anywhere in the world. The Online Learning Consor-
tium (OLC)[6] defines online learning as a course where all
of the learning takes place online with no face-to-face re-
quirements on a campus. Student demands for increased
accessibility and flexibility were a driving force behind the
alternative education platforms.[1, 9, 10]

Bustamante[9] reported general statistics that there were ap-
proximately 20 million United States students in 2017 en-
rolled in college undergraduate degree courses and 6.6 mil-
lion of these students were taking classes using an online
distance education format. Interestingly, by the fall semester
of 2017 Bustamante recognized 3.1 million college students
were exclusively taking online distance education courses.
There were 142, 840 distance education students not living
within the United States, at least 1.1 million out of state
distance education students, and 1.7 million students taking
online distance courses were living within the state where
the college was located.[9] There are also more public univer-
sities and colleges offering online distance education courses
than private.[9] Mathis[11] subsequently defined online learn-
ing as, “Online learning uses the internet as a delivery modal-
ity to offer thoughtfully designed, quality, student-focused
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learning experiences, built on proven best practices that cre-
ate effective interactions between learners, peers, instructors,
and content (p,1).”

3. TRADITIONAL VERSUS ONLINE COURSE
CONSIDERATIONS

There are differences between traditional on-campus course
and online course experiences.[7] As Paul and Jefferson[7]

explains while traditional on campus courses may be more
faculty-focused leading to passive student learning an online
education is considered more student-focused requiring the
student to take a more active participation in learning. Fac-
ulty changing to a hybrid or all online model might initially
be challenged to shift from a faculty-centered teaching style
to a more student-focused experience. It can be challeng-
ing to take a traditional on-campus course and convert it to
an online course and get the same outcomes or experience.
However, the differences in the delivery methods may also
bring exciting benefits to faculty and students.

A traditional on campus experience offers students the oppor-
tunity to live on a college campus or drive to campus (distant
student) and sit in classrooms for instruction from the course
faculty.[12] Faculty and students alike may find a traditional
campus experience exciting, and nostalgic, while offering
opportunities for cultivating friendships and a sense of be-
longing. Students follow a schedule for specific class dates
and times throughout the semester allowing no flexibility to
personal commitments. Assignments are generally submit-
ted in person, at the next class, or via an online submission
program. Generally, faculty hold specific office hours allow-
ing students to drop by or schedule a personal meeting but
faculty may not be available at other times or evenings. If the
student or faculty is driving to campus there may be some
added burdens such as, the travel cost, inclement weather,
long travel times for short class periods, and potentially less
flexibility to meet with faculty and students when needed.
These considerations may warrant the desire and or need for
a distance education program using the internet and computer
technology (online).

Developing distance online courses takes time and knowl-
edge of the systems the organization is using. To convert a
traditional on campus course to a distance online course may
be challenging but doable. Faculty may need the assistance
of expert technology staff, more experienced online faculty,
and patience. Historically, and still important today, is to
create stimulating online courses faculty should consider (i)
how the student will actively participate, (ii) how to achieve
the most from the time available (iii) how can students col-
laborate to enhance learning, (iv) incorporate some form of

self-reflection into assignments.[13, 14] Finally, it can be re-
warding to develop and teach courses using online teaching
modalities.

The following strategies may be considered to develop on-
line courses: whether the course is required or an elective,
undergraduate or graduate, the length, for example, 5-weeks,
8-weeks, 16-weeks, of the course, the course instructor, the
number of assignments, exams, discussion boards, enhanced
content such as videos, synchronous or asynchronous?

Students and faculty alike complain of online classes being
boring, disconnected from others, not engaging with stu-
dents or faculty, and perceiving course content as deficient in
quality.[15, 16] These issues may be the result of lack of knowl-
edge about online learning, lack of preparation in setting up
a course and lack of engaging course content or a held belief
of faculty-centered passive learning.[7] All of these issues
can be resolved with more knowledge and careful planning.
Higher education enterprises must ensure online courses pro-
vide: quality content, technology support services, rigorous
standards for course content, and assessment of learning.
Forde and Gallagher[17] found online education offers unique
advantages for both faculty and students including flexibility
and not always being required to be physically on a campus.

4. ADVANTAGES TO ONLINE LEARNING

Online education allows more people to earn college degrees
without leaving their homes and offers students flexibility
for course work completion.[18, 19] Bustamante (9) noted
the majority of online students were attempting to balance
education, family and work commitments, and appreciated
the availability and convenience an online education offered.
Presently, more traditional college students may find them-
selves enrolled in online classes while residing on a college
campus.[9] For faculty another advantage to online classes
is the opportunity to often work remotely while also meet-
ing other teaching and scholarly expectations. Faculty can
virtually be anywhere in the world teaching courses. This as-
pect of online teaching and learning may attract high quality
faculty and students who may want to earn degrees or teach
from specific universities but may not want to relocate geo-
graphically to a physical campus. Recent pandemic events
have created the opportunity for high education institutions
to evaluate which courses can effectively change from a tra-
ditional classroom course to an online distance education
course while still maintain a quality education.[19]

Online teaching and learning require discipline and moti-
vation to complete course assignments (self-regulation).[7]

Students may be more likely to develop discipline and im-
proved time management strategies when engaged in online
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courses. Available and comprehensive support systems are
needed to help reduce frustration from faculty and students
experiencing technology issues. Having technology support
staff 24/7 to address student technology issues may be very
beneficial if technology issues arise. Well organized courses,
prompt faculty feedback, flexibility with assignments and
timely responses to questions were found to create a posi-
tive impression on student learning and connectiveness.[20]

Bourdeaux and Schoenack[20] also found online students
want clear understandable expectations for the assignments,
timely grading and constructive feedback, respect, and de-
veloping a course that is creative, exciting and innovative.

Online courses offer the availability of course material to
students to review at any time and or print. Faculty may
utilize different teaching and learning methods to accom-
modate different styles such as written documents, videos,
discussion boards, group and individual assignments. Faculty
may provide feedback to students as a group or individually
within the course delivery platform or via a personal phone
call or email. When faculty understand the expectations of
online learners’ faculty can then better meet the needs when
creating and teaching using online technology methods (see
Table 1).

Table 1. Advantages of online learning
 

 

Increases student educational opportunities. 
Learn with faculty and students from around world. 
Student-centered learning 
Develop and or improve technology skills. 
Adapts to different learning styles. 
Teaching/Learning can take place anywhere internet is available. 
Promotes flexibility with assignment submission and learning styles. 
Students may view course material repeatedly. 
Available 24/7. 
Cost effective. 
Virtually paperless. 
Promotes time management 
May remain open during disasters (such as, inclement weather, national crises). 
Easy to update course content. 
Assignment feedback can be personalized. 
Offers creativity with assignments. 
Lectures may be videoed for repeated viewing of content. 
Faculty may use virtual meeting platforms in real time and/or record them for repeated review by students.  
Promotes self-regulation 
Promotes reflection 

 

5. DISADVANTAGES

Howard[21] found faculty may be disillusioned by the lack
of meaningful student engagement and the lack of a person-
to-person relationship within the online teaching/learning
platforms. Online teaching requires careful planning and
frequent updating of content. Reading student’s assignments,
providing meaningful feedback for individual assignments
and the class as a whole is time consuming. Anecdotally, it
often takes more time for faculty to develop and maintain on-
line courses, grade individual student assignments, provide
meaningful feedback to students, promote student engage-
ment, and develop faculty/student relationships. As with all
courses there are program and course outcomes, syllabus
and course calendars which need to be updated and included
within the course content taking more faculty time.

When delivering online courses there is a variety of ways
in which this can be done. Asynchronous delivery offers
the flexibility of students to access the course material, at
any time, regardless of the faculty members’ schedule. Syn-
chronous delivery is when faculty and students are online
at the same time. The decision to offer online courses is a
complex one with numerous operational points to consider.
For example, faculty must decide on how the course will be
delivered using asynchronous and or synchronous methods.
Lectures can be completed through a variety of online meet-
ing platforms. Course material such as, (written lectures,
taped or live videos and assignments) and (quizzes, exams,
discussion boards, reflective journals, scholarly papers) must
all be developed within the constructs of the online learning
format.
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These teaching and learning strategies may be done by trial
and error and may need to be changed depending on the
culture of the current student population in the course. Addi-
tionally, there can be computer issues, internet access prob-
lems, maintaining test integrity, potential cheating, plagia-
rism, working within different time zones and appropriate
access to faculty to consider. Scheduling real time chats and
synchronous lectures may create additional stress for stu-
dents who might be working, have families and or living in
different time zones. Students and faculty may feel isolated
and not part of the university culture or cannot identify with
other students due to age, gender, or social economic gaps.

Faculty may feel overwhelmed with large class sizes and a
disconnection to students by feelings of being anonymous.
Being somewhat anonymous could create a culture of dishar-
mony or hostility among the students and faculty which has
to be managed.

While online education is not a panacea to replace traditional
classroom courses and the traditional college experience for
many students, courses and specific programs can be suc-
cessfully delivered online allowing the affordability and flex-
ibility for more students to earn college degrees who might
not otherwise be able to (see Table 2).

Table 2. Disadvantages to online learning
 

 

May eliminate or reduce faculty-centered teaching/learning 
Requires discipline to complete course work. 
Maty decrease faculty/student interaction 
Students may feel disconnected from faculty and other students. 
Requires planning and updating of content. 
Students may be in different time zones than faculty. 
Exams may need proctoring. 
Scheduling real time and synchronous chats may be challenging. 
Faculty may be overwhelmed with large online classes. 
Students may have feelings of being anonymous. 
Faculty and students may become bored with virtual meeting platforms. 

 

6. DEVELOPING AN ONLINE COURSE
The first step in developing an online course is for the fac-
ulty to familiarize themselves with the learning platform
system used by their institution. The faculty needs to de-
termine what are the student needs to learn and topics of
the course. Once the faculty has a course outline then mod-
ules with content related to specific topics are developed.
A brief introduction or topical overview, objectives for the
module, reading assignments, lectures and/or faculty notes
on the topic, and learning assignments are often included in
each module. When initially creating the course consider (i)
how will the assignments actively engage the student? (ii)
how much time will be involved to meet each assignment?
(iii) what type of assignments are best to support student
collaboration ? (iv) what are different options for student
self-reflection ?[13, 14]

Assignments, like the content, are developed based on the
outcomes, goals, and objectives. Due to the online format,
one way to engage students –that live in all parts of the
United States and even internationally – is to use discus-
sions. Learning platform systems have a discussion area
where students can post their assignment and faculty and
other students in the class can respond. Discussions assign-
ments can involve after each student developing a post on the
assignment and others responding or certain students being

assigned to develop a post and those not assigned responding
to the post.

In addition to the discussion board assignments, faculty may
also include a variety of other coursework including exams
and scholarly papers. Quizzes and exams may be open
or closed book and may require some type of proctoring.
Quizzes and exams can also be set to allow more than one
attempt and show the student an incorrect answer. There may
also be some online recorded video lectures and or real-time
lectures which can be replayed or downloaded for additional
learning. Faculty might also want to encourage students to
video their responses in place of written work. This allows
students and faculty to see each other and offering another
strategy to connect.

Faculty control when an assignment opens and closes within
the context of the semester or learning period. However,
faculty, when possible, may want to consider fluid due dates
for some assignments, meaning there are due dates but points
are not deducted for assignments submitted late. This can be
beneficial for working students who may also have family
responsibilities and may not always be able to meet due dates.
A disadvantage to allowing late assignments, especially in
a discussion area, is the impact on other students who are
waiting to read and respond to the entry.
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Over time students and faculty engaged in all online learning
may become tired and bored with the same teaching learning
platform which may offer little in the realm of creativity.
Therefore, it is important to continuously make revisions,
assess assignments for relativity, creativity and purpose.

7. CONCLUSION
This paper explained the evolution of distance learning from
a mail correspondence course to the current distance method
using different modes of transmission including the internet
and computer technology to bring higher education to stu-
dents around the world. Today there is a variety of delivery
methods for higher education available to faculty and stu-
dents, such as a traditional on campus experience, distance

education using current internet and computer technology
and hybrid programs with a mix of on campus classes and
distance courses employing the internet and computer tech-
nology. Teaching and learning in a distance education modal-
ity is different than in a traditional on campus environment
and there are many important considerations to be made.
Careful planning, access to experts in technology, defining
the type of course to be delivered, and level of student expe-
rience will determine how courses are developed. Part-two
of the three-part series will discuss how to deliver a distance
education online course.
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