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Can Distance Education Close the Distance in Economic Need?

     Distance education has become a great asset and a welcome one at that. It is truly important for the many students and faculty alike who utilize it on a daily basis. With as many good things that distance education is doing, some still believe that it is creating an imbalance in what are considered good education standards, and furthermore students are not being prepared well enough. With the number of people who are using distance education to earn their degree, can we safely assume that online education will create more graduates and help the economy, rather than dilute education standards? By graduating from their programs graduates should be earning their right to be hired. Graduate as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary is, “A person who has successfully completed a course of study or training, especially a person who has been awarded an undergraduate academic degree." (“Graduate.”). Education has had its fair share of drawbacks. Allotted times and particular courses have often been subject to not only seat availability, but instructor availability and working hours.  Online education, by providing resources like 24/7 availability and electronic submission have rendered the traditional school day irrelevant. Features are constantly being added to get the most out of student to student and student to teacher interactions. I ultimately believe that both students and institutions can create a beneficial relationship with employers if reform is based on a critical reassessment of the curriculum to workforce transition.
     Taking a look at those closely associated with distance education may shed some much needed light. Both the students who take these courses and the faculty who teach these courses are involved. Students need to be able to take these courses in confidence and know that their education is preparing them for the situations they will face in the workforce. More importantly they need to know it can get them a job offer. Faculty need to know they are effectively instructing and preparing students. Every teacher or professor has to create a course plan for the classes they teach each semester. In their course plans, they outline not only their own goals for the semester's end, but they also anticipate what students will learn and be competent in. Institutions' reliance on distance education has grown considerably in a very short time. In the article ‘Bridging the Divide’ the authors state, "Online education is considered one of the fastest growing educational enterprises in the United States. Over 3.9 million students were enrolled in at least one online course during the fall 2007 semester, a 12% increase over the number reported the previous year." (Wickersham, McElhany). With this fast developing sector of education it is imperative that the system work for these parties.  Students and faculty are the ones most affected in the school community. They are the end users and interact constantly with online education platforms. With as many options for online education out there, how are campuses dealing with their programs and public concerns of them?
	Most college campuses today have some kind of online program within their catalogs. Some universities and colleges which offer these programs even use their existing reputation to attract students. In the article Colleges Must Evolve or Perish author Carolyn Curtis states, "The concept of offering a degree online typically has been the sole province of the Harvards, Yales and Stanfords of the higher education world."(Curtis). The freedom of certain schools to provide online education without question as opposed to others seems unfairly balanced. A school's right to provide an online education should be encompassed by its existing right to educate. By providing online education options, institutions are not only attempting to provide alternatives for their students, but to compete with external sources who may not have traditionally offered online educational programs as well. Curtis also informs, "In the realm of workforce training, increased private-sector competition has become a real threat to community colleges in our newly wired world. Corporate entities such as IBM's e-server University, Motorola University and Barnes and Noble University offer courses and training not only to their own employees, but to employees of other businesses as well." (Curtis). With the eruption of these other sources providing relevant job training to potential students, it puts more pressure on colleges and universities to provide online options. Students play an important role in each institution's programs. Feedback gained through surveys of student and alumni satisfaction can help institutions identify areas of weakness they can work to improve. Institutions can then ultimately use that data to compete with other sources. With that said what standards should be followed and what requirements should be put in place?
	The issues of classroom educational standards have been thoroughly reviewed and to a certain extent settled. Because of this, criticism of distance education is comparatively harsh. It is believed that such consideration has not been given to the implementation of distance learning.  However, with the growing popularity of distance education, the importance of regulation has rallied to the forefront. In an article by Megan O'Neil she informs, “Carnegie Mellon University is convening a high-powered consortium of educators, researchers, and technology-company executives that will spearhead efforts to develop standards and promote best practices in online education." (O'Neil). With steps like these being taken, the further advancement of online education can no longer be doubted. Distance education has been a vital tool of working professionals and other individuals with restrictive lifestyles (stay-at-home parents, etc.) for years. As such, age and education level of students should be critically considered when developing undergraduate distance programs. Angela D. Benson cautions, "While online degree programs are primarily concentrated at the graduate, professional level, there is an increasing number of programs being developed at the undergraduate level (Davis, 1999)." (Benson). Undergraduate students may choose to undertake online instruction for the same lifestyle conflicts that require the flexibility of online, but those students still require the extensive steps and resources of undergraduate level coursework. Undergraduate distance coursework will need to be taught extremely differently from a distance MBA program for instance, which requires previous coursework knowledge, and is presumably taken by individuals who are diligent and focused. Considering the exploration and uncertainty associated with undergraduate out-of-class life and undergraduate coursework, distance education needs to create courses that absorb those aspects to be successful. However, is this enough for employers? What do employers really want to know about graduates to put their mind at ease and extend job offers?
	The employer's satisfaction needs to be taken into account in making the distance education system work. If they do not feel the graduates interviewed are fully prepared to come onboard, online education starts to lose its credibility. Employers are not unreasonable though. They truly only have a handful of concerns that if addressed would convince them of the worth of the online graduate. Author Shari Caudron mentions that employers have seven key questions they ask of a school when assessing an online degree graduate. The most important of these questions has to be the first in Caudron's list. She lists, “Is the university accredited? Regional accreditation, which is provided by regional associations of schools and colleges (each named after the region in which it operates: Middle States, New England, North Central, Northwest, Southern, Western), means that a school has been recognized by the U.S. Department of Education, that the program is one of integrity, and that course units can be transferred from one campus to another." (Caudron). Accreditation is the single-most useful credential your school can possess over being a household name. Employers love to hire graduate of programs that have demonstrated success, as well as programs that have been verified nationally. The industries that are in need are also aware that wider availability of job training could produce the pool of candidates they need. In an article by Gundars Kaupins et al they assure, “Online degrees have increasingly gained employer acceptance. A survey of Chief Learning Officers and Directors of Human Resources found that more than 62 % had a favorable attitude toward online instruction and view online learning as the same or greater than regular classroom instruction (Hartman, 2007)." (Kaupins et al). By schools further developing online education to provide a more comprehensive approach to learning the skills and attitudes that jobs require, value will continue to grow in distance education. It is still a concern of employers that graduates of online programs may possess anti-social behavior disadvantageous to business processes. However, there are words of advice from sympathetic hiring managers. In an article by Dan Carnevale he mentions, "Jennifer Schramm, manager of workplace trends and forecasting at the Society for Human Resource Management, which boasts a membership of over 200,000, says the name recognition of the college matters more than whether the degree was earned online." (Carnevale). This all ties into whether the college is accredited or not. Colleges forge trust through accreditation, subsequently gain popularity, and ultimately have greater benefit of the doubt with employers. 
There are existing principles of online education that shouldn't be changed by reform. Building on them rather, is what will strengthen the effectiveness of distance education and provide cues for its limitations. Though distance education is convenient by being accessed from any location, interaction within its platform is essential to the success or failure of students. Firstly, the ability to ask questions and view other classmates’ ideas, as well as the ability to contact the professor if needed should always be maintained.  Secondly, transparency of the course for instructors will contribute to the overall success of online education. In an issue of Bized Magazine the author states, "Access not only to students' grades, but also to their level of participation in online discussions and their areas of weakness in the materials will allow professors to better gauge how well students are succeeding and to identify at-risk students more easily." (“Setting  ... E-Learning.”). There will also always be circumstances where online education is not an option. For example, technical programs similar to automotive and the initial levels of healthcare fields can never fully embrace online education. For a professor to give feedback on manual tasks such as assembly, technique, and procedure, they need to be able to have a visual of the student and critique the assignments. In an article concerning students’ reactions to a first year composition course (conducted in both online and hybrid formats), Patricia Webb Boyd states, "Even though they reported that they liked the interactions with their peers, the students in my study insisted that the teacher's feedback was what was most important to their learning." (Boyd). This report clearly affirms that in addition to programs and fields that are dominated by the critique of physical aptitude, online versions of foundation courses may not be useful to some students, especially those who require extra help. The development of their technique is at a premature stage, and the amount of attention a student needs will need to be assessed further on an individual basis to determine suitability for online options.
	Certain aspects do however pertain to both educational delivery platforms.  I do understand that humans require some sort of face to face interaction, even if it isn't frequent. As such, I am for hybrid online courses which require minimal class room time at the very beginning and/or throughout the duration of the course. By maintaining this real world link students can gain a greater sense of community, and also have the professor available to answer any concerns in real-time. This interaction can be quite beneficial to a student’s overall satisfaction with their course. In her article, Caudron relates a story where lack of such interaction proved detrimental. It relates the experience of an online MBA degree student at a particular Arizona based University. She says, "How does he describe the quality of education received? “Mediocre at best," he admits. Zai rarely received feedback on his work, there was no interaction with the other students, and he often felt that his writing skills were better than those of his instructors. "The only thing I gained from the online courses was a better understanding and use of the Internet," he explains."(Caudron). There is a tranquility that is achieved when you have an idea of who is on the other side of the screen. It is one of the same reasons people like to talk to a real person instead of being led through automated prompts.  That one or those couple interactions can make a world of difference. In addition, active online classroom presence should be mandatory for a passing class grade. Professors are able to check the quality of responses to online discussions and determine the thought given. I believe this is fair. Traditional classes practice the same acknowledgement for grading purposes. Classes in which students fall asleep, don't pay attention, or don't attend class penalize them for such activity as well. Missing crucial insight by instructors is one of the reasons some students record their in-person lectures. As such, learning tools such as interactive curricula, group activities, availability of power points or class recordings, and personalized criticism work for both platforms. Not only do these activities encourage interaction but they also yield higher retention rates with students.
	To conclude, criticism of distance education is not the answer, reform is. If you believe it has shortcomings, voicing your opinions and concerns will help those involved create a better system. The number of people it benefits would be substantial. Not only will students feel better qualified but faculty will be able to help them accomplish this. The result will be the ability to market students much better to interested employers. If the common themes haven’t been recognized already, communication and interaction are the keys to achieving this. No one will know a system is broken, until those most affected say something. If reform in the direction of increased communication and interaction is followed, it will present the best case for further expanding online education as a credible graduate creator.
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