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ABSTRACT 

Distance education has experienced tremendous growth in the last ten years, and annual research 

conducted by the Sloan Foundation indicates this expansion will continue.  Perceptions of issues 

affecting distance education and training combine to form a complex picture of readiness for 

distance education for faculty and students alike, from which faculty and student needs for 

success in distance education courses can be examined.  Lastly, the impact of readiness on 

student success and retention is an emerging area of interest for research. 
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Introduction 

According to annual research published by the Sloan Foundation, during the Fall 2010 

semester over 6.1 million students took at least one online course, representing almost one-third 

of all higher education students (Allen & Seaman, 2011).  Allen and Seaman report that this is an 

increase of more than a half million students from the previous year and a growth rate of 10%, 

which surpasses the overall higher education growth rate of less than 1% (p. 4).  At the 

institutional level, nearly two thirds of colleges now report that online learning is a key part of 

their long-term strategies, yet the quality of online instruction as compared to face-to-face 

courses continues to be a concern for a number of academic leaders (p. 5).   

With the continued growth of distance education, it becomes important to examine 

whether faculty and students are prepared to meet the challenges of teaching and learning in an 

online environment.  Preparedness itself is a wide-ranging topic, which includes the participant’s 

perceptions of distance education, technical training, and issues of pedagogy.  Yet preparedness 

has far ranging implications for student success and student retention.  This paper will review 

faculty and student perceptions of distance education, what needs faculty have as they relate to 

distance education courses, and what needs students have that will encourage success in those 

same courses.  Lastly, this paper will discuss potential new avenues for research these fields. 
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Faculty Preparedness 

 

Overview 

Training for faculty is widely available and can incorporate a variety of activities.  Allen 

and Seaman (2011) found that among institutions providing faculty training for distance 

education, no single approach emerged.  They noted that most schools offer a combination of 

training and mentoring, where the most commonly reported training approaches were in-house 

training (72%) and informal mentioning (58%).  Only six percent of institutions reported that 

they have no training offerings (p.6).   

 

Faculty Perceptions and Beliefs 

Despite the results regarding training availability reported by Allen and Seaman (2011), a 

fuller picture emerges when faculty perceptions of training and preparedness are examined.  

Among both experienced and new online faculty, Lackey (2011) reported that faculty believed 

collaborating with peers, one-on-one consulting with institutional technology support, and online 

resources for technology and pedagogy were useful in preparing them to teach online.  However, 

despite taking part in a range of activities, the interviewees in Lackey’s study reported that they 

did not participate formal professional development programs.  Additionally, a common theme 

among Lackey’s interviewees was that training they did receive was at times irrelevant to their 

needs.  Comments in the interviews indicated that although resources are available, there 

appeared to be a disconnect between participation with those same resources and the feeling one 

is receiving adequate support for teaching at a distance.  Unfortunately, Lackey did not address 

this inconsistency in her study.   
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Technology that is perceived as relevant is more likely to be adopted.  Ottenbreit-

Leftwich, Glazewski, Newby, and Ertmer (2010) examined how and why technology was used in 

order to understand the relationship between value beliefs (the perceived relevance to 

instructional goals) and teaching practices of award-winning faculty.  They found that 

technology which supported faculty value beliefs was incorporated into teaching both to meet the 

faculty members’ own needs and the needs of their students.  As a result, the authors argued that 

in order to best serve faculty needs, professional development and training should be informed 

by an understanding of the value beliefs faculty hold in regards to how technology assists them 

in meeting instructional goals.  Moreover, they argue, when training focuses on technology that 

supports faculty value beliefs, professional development programs are more effective and the 

skills gained are more likely to be used in actual teaching practice.   

Taken together, these two studies are consistent with one another and may be illustrative 

of different elements of faculty perceptions of preparation for distance education.  Where Lackey 

(2011) found that faculty did not feel supported in their online teaching despite the availability of 

resources and that training was sometimes not relevant, Ottenbreit-Leftwich et al., (2010) found 

that the technology actually used by faculty reflected the value they felt it held for their 

instructional goals, and recommended that this information inform faculty training.  It would 

appear that the missing relevance to teaching for the faculty interviewed by Lackey might be the 

value beliefs highlighted by Ottenbreit-Leftwich et al. 

 

Technical Preparation 

Among the consistent challenges in faculty training are time commitments of faculty, 

scheduling conflicts, and in the case of faculty who teach distance education courses, their 
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accessibility.  Often, distance education faculty will not live in the same area as the institutions 

they teach for.  These factors form a strong argument for faculty training to be offered in an 

online format.  In an interesting case study, Macdonald and Poniatowska (2011) described the 

development of an online module for training faculty on the tools available in their virtual 

learning environment.  Notably, consistent with the focus on instructional relevance and value 

beliefs highlighted by Lackey (2011) and Ottenbreit-Leftwich et al. (2010) respectively, 

Macdonald and Poniatowska incorporated two key elements into the module, one, how the tools 

would be used to support students, and two, how the participants work. 

First, the approach used by Macdonald and Poniatowska (2011) sought to place the tools 

firmly within the context in which they would be used.  In order to encourage reflection on the 

part of participants, the module content first presented the intentions faculty often encountered in 

teaching and supporting students, followed by strategies for accomplishing those intentions, and 

finally, the corresponding tools that could be used.  Although unintended, this sequence of 

presentation addresses the relevance problem encountered by Lackey (2011).  Starting from their 

initial contact with the instructional content, faculty were presented with how the material is 

relevant to them. 

Secondly, participants were able to allowed to complete the training as part of a self-

paced study path or join a cohort, so they were able to select the option that best served the ways 

they felt they worked best and preferred learning style, echoing Ottenbreit-Leftwich et al.,’s 

suggestion that faculty needs dictate the design of training.  In order to provide for a community 

of practice among the faculty participating in the self-study path, discussion boards were made 

available by Macdonald and Poniatowska.  Although the self-study path did not engender the 
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development of community when compared to the cohort groups, the completion rates and post-

module surveys demonstrated that both routes were successful for their participants.   

 

Pedagogical Preparation 

The contribution of mentoring on the development of course design skills has been 

examined by Hixon, Barczyk, Buckenmeyer, and Feldman (2011).  In a program designed in 

response to the growth of distance education, experienced distance education faculty who have 

completed the Quality Matters certification process were matched with a protégé.  Over the 

course of a year, the protégé worked through a four-stage model covering learning (training 

workshops and course development with the mentor), teaching (offering the course developed in 

the learning stage), evaluation (revising the course with the mentor), and public 

acknowledgement of participation.  After four years of offering the program, program 

participants were teaching over 40% of all distance education courses at the institution, and over 

30% of the total number of faculty at the institution had participated (p.8).   

Most importantly, in terms of pedagogical development for distance course delivery, 

according to Hixon et al. (2011) the survey data from the participant cohorts indicated that 

mentoring-based course development had a positive overall influence on the courses the protégés 

taught.  Protégé participants reported that they were able to competently design courses that 

complied with established standards for learning objectives, activities, and assessments, that they 

were able to take what they learned and apply it to their teaching in both distance and non-

distance courses, that the program was an avenue for continuous improvement in their teaching, 

and that the mentoring program exposed them to models of “teaching excellence appropriate to 

distance education” (p. 5). 
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Student Preparedness 

Overview 

According to Dabbagh (2007), distance education students have been traditionally 

thought to be mostly adults, goal oriented, and intrinsically motivated, but in recent years, a new 

profile has emerged in which the student population in distance education courses is younger, 

heterogeneous, and more in tune with changing technologies.  This demographic shift is 

consistent with the results reported by Allen and Seaman (2011), who have noted the annual 

increase of rates of participation in distance education among college-age students.   

The shift in demographics has important implications for the skills required to succeed in 

distance education courses.  As Dabbagh (2007) noted, proficient interpersonal and 

communication skills, along with the ability to use online learning technologies are key abilities 

for distance education students.  While we might expect that younger, more technologically 

savvy students (in a general sense) would be adept with using online learning technologies, these 

same students may require additional assistance with interpersonal and communication skills, as 

compared to older students.  Thus, how we prepare students for distance education may have an 

impact on success and student retention. 

 

Student Perceptions 

In a large scale study that collected survey data from over one thousand students, 

Muilenburg and Berge (2005) identified eight perceived barriers to distance education: 

administrative/instructor issues, social interaction, academic skills, technical skills, student 

motivation, time and support, cost and access, and lastly, technical problems. Of these, social 
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interaction, administrative/instructor issues, motivation, and time/support were most closely 

related with a student’s ability and confidence with online learning technology, perceived 

effectiveness of online learning, how much they enjoyed learning online, the number of 

completed distance education courses, and their reported likelihood of taking future distance 

education courses (p. 38).  Additionally, Muilenburg and Berge found the reports of barriers 

were highest for students who had not taken a distance education course, and that after taking 

even one, student reported instances of barriers to learning decreased.   

Hachey, Wladis, and Conway (2012) examined a large sample of community college 

student enrollment and grade data, which revealed additional support for Muilenburg and 

Berge’s (2005) finding that prior distance education course experience was related to future 

distance course success.  This result held true even if the first attempt at distance education was 

unsuccessful.  Both sets of authors suggest that later success in distance education courses after 

an initial failure may be due to alleviating a fear of the unknown.  Furthermore, Hachey et al. 

suggest that targeted support could be directed at students before their first distance course 

experience to enhance the likelihood of success.  However, an alternative interpretation of these 

results might be that knowledge of what distance education entails and realistic expectations are 

critical student needs.  It may be argued that the research conducted by both Muilenburg and 

Berge (2005) and Hachey et al. (2012) suggest that providing students with an accurate 

assessment of the challenges of distance education courses before they take them may not only 

be useful to the student but may also impact success rates in these courses. 
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Student Preparedness 

It may be possible to argue that the factors influencing student retention are also key 

contributors to student preparedness for distance education.  Consistent with the survey results 

reported by Muilenburg & Berge (2005), a meta-analysis of ten years of distance education 

research conducted by Lee and Choi (2011) identified 69 factors that impact student decisions to 

dropout of online courses.  Lee and Choi classified the factors influencing student dropout into 

three broad categories: student factors, course/program factors, and environmental factors.   

The student factors identified by the authors as related to retention in online courses and 

therefore argued to be representative of student needs in the present discussion were academic 

background, relevant educational experiences, relevant management and technical skills, and 

psychological attributes such as motivation and locus of control (p.608).  Course/Program factors 

identified by Lee and Choi that might impact student preparedness included institutional factors 

such as administrative structure, faculty compensation/time, effectiveness, access, and student 

support services were all found to have an effect on persistence.  Lastly, as environmental factors 

effecting student retention and needs that must be addressed in order to ensure success, Lee and 

Choi (2011) listed work commitments, family or social responsibilities, and support from family, 

friends, or colleagues (p. 612).  

 

Directions for Research 

 

Faculty Directions 

Respondents in the Hixon et al (2011) study discussed earlier noted that the mentoring 

program they participated in represented a means of continuous improvement in their teaching.  
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This theme of continuous learning also emerged in a critical review of the online teaching 

literature, in which Baran, Correia, and Thompson (2011) argued that while research does inform 

standards and competency-driven faculty training programs, the majority of these approaches do 

not cast the educator as a life-long learner engaged in an ongoing process of development.  

However, it may be the case that faculty development that begins at the start of an academic’s 

career and is incorporated with the same relevance as research may address this deficit. 

Crede, Borrego, and McNair (2010) detailed the results of a longitudinal study of 

engineering doctoral students who participated in a program designed to prepare them for 

academic careers in which teaching skills were stressed along with their abilities as researchers.  

Built on a community of practice model, the doctoral students participated in a progressive series 

of activities that increased their responsibilities as instructors from co-teaching with a senior 

faculty mentor to independent teaching to becoming research mentors for undergraduate 

students, and culminated in positioning them as junior colleagues on the verge of transitioning to 

full time faculty in their own right.   

This model suggests interesting avenues for further study.  First, with such an early focus 

on teaching, it may be examined whether the program produced the life-long learners called for 

by Baran, et al. (2011), and whether those with an orientation toward life-long learning are more 

open to teaching distance education courses.  Furthermore, while the research conducted by 

Hixon et al. (2011) suggests that this model would be applicable to distance education, a 

mentorship model for distance education teaching has not been specifically tested with graduate 

students.  In applying this model with the specific intent of encouraging young faculty to adopt 

teaching with technology and distance education, future research may examine the long-term 

impact on faculty orientation toward distance education.   
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Student Directions 

The research reviewed here suggests that a student’s first experiences with distance 

education courses can be the most difficult for them and plays an influential role in their later 

success with online courses.  Coupled with the continued growth of distance education, the early 

identification of students at risk for failure in distance education courses or who may benefit 

from additional assistance is a compelling direction for further research.   

A number of surveys to assess student readiness for online study have already been 

developed and are currently in use by a number of institutions (Dray, Lowenthal, Miszkiewicz, 

Ruiz-Primo, & Marczynski, 2011).  Featuring an increased focus on student engagement with 

information and communication technology rather than a simple examination of access, Dray 

and her colleagues have developed a measurement instrument aimed at assessing a student’s 

readiness for distance education.  Although the results reported support the validity of the 

instrument, future research might replicate the validity with other populations, as Dray et al’s 

research did not report socio-economic status of respondents nor prior academic achievement.  It 

may be the case that the sample employed by Dray’s study was too homogenous to reveal 

differences due to these factors.  Additionally, with measures such as these, it may be possible to 

examine the impact of pre-screening for distance education preparedness on student success, 

while the data collected from the measures may be used to design pre-enrollment interventions.   

 

  



PREPAREDNESS FOR DISTANCE EDUCATION 13 

 

Conclusions 

 

Allen and Seaman (2011) have demonstrated beyond any doubt that distance education 

will continue to grow, and as such, education as an industry must adapt and accommodate that 

growth.  This paper has examined the needs of faculty, who require responsive, flexible training 

delivered in formats that meet their time constraints and reflects the contexts in which they teach 

and work.  Additionally, this paper examined the needs of students, highlighting those that have 

a particular impact on student success and retention.  In closing, while the factors that contribute 

to preparedness for distance education may seem complex, by identifying them in this way, we 

can design programs and further research that will encourage faculty and student success. 
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