by Ben Reynolds

The Distance Learning Advantage
D

istance education is often
defined as learning anywhere,
anytime. In distance education,
teachers and students almost never meet
face to face. It doesn’t matter if the teacher
works at 8 a.m. and the student works at
7 p.m. Although distance education has
been around since respected Roman writers exchanged scrolls with wanna-be
writers, offering encouragement and
advice, distance education really took off
in the last ten years with the advent of
e-mail, the Internet, and the Web.
I’ve been working in distance education for more than 20 years. In that
time, I’ve seen vast improvements in the
way material is presented, in the quality
of interaction between tutors and students, and in the lives of thousands of
students who have participated in CTY’s
distance programs.
Why Distance Ed?
Electronic advances have done away
with the long delays in correspondence
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courses. When CTY’s distance writing
program was founded in 1983, students
waited three to four weeks for their
instructor’s responses to an assignment.
While it is still possible to take courses by
snail mail, the vast majority of gifted students work via e-mail and the Web.
These Netcentric formats allow much
more interaction. For example, a student
can query an instructor via e-mail or
Web-based classroom at 7 p.m., and the
instructor can respond whenever she
pleases, as long as the response is waiting
for the student when he is ready to sit
down and work the next night.
Distance education is important for
gifted students because they are a small
population dispersed about the globe.
While a school district may be unable to
provide an Advanced Placement Psychology instructor for one or two students,
distance education can provide an
instructor for 15 or 20 students worldwide. Many schools use distance education to provide advanced math courses to
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gifted students. Due to scheduling or personnel issues, a school may not be able to
provide Algebra at an elementary school
or Calculus in a middle school. But a student in an elementary school computer
lab can pop an Algebra CD-ROM into the
machine, do the day’s reading, then take
the online quiz via the Web and know
the results before she leaves the lab for
gym class.
In many cases, as the student is
receiving the results of the quiz, those
same results are being tallied on a server.
Later, those results, along with results
from other students’ quizzes and tests, are
downloaded to the Algebra instructor.
The instructor reviews the results and
responds to the student via e-mail or a
message in a Web-based classroom.
Those comments can be waiting for the
student the next time she does Algebra.
Real-Time Distance Ed
Most of what I’ve described so far is
called asynchronous communication,

meaning that the student and teacher do
not have to be connected at the same
time. In contrast, synchronous communication happens in real time. The instructor and the student don’t have to be in
the same room, but they have to be connected at the same time. Synchronous
communication has some restrictions; for
example, it can be difficult for a kid in
Hong Kong to meet with an instructor in
Baltimore because of the 12-hour time
difference.
However, some situations work best
in real time. For example, it’s very difficult to make certain math symbols in email or in a Web-based classroom. But
electronic whiteboards can make those
symbols. And, because users can write on
those whiteboards, they can show their
calculations. Plus, with increased use of
high-bandwidth Internet connections
such as cable and DSL, it becomes possible to add voice to the whiteboard. The
whiteboard ends the need to be a fast
keyboardist and lets the hands write math
equations.
Is Distance Ed for You?
Not all gifted students belong in distance education. Some students need the
structure of a face-to-face class. In order
to get work done thoroughly and on
time, they need to know they’ll be seeing
the teacher every day. Distance courses
work best when students are interested
in the topic and are motivated to work
independently.
Students should also consider the
larger educational context when deciding
whether to take accelerative courses. For
example, if you have to take Algebra I
next year, taking Algebra I this year via
distance education is a very bad idea.
Repeating what you’ve already learned
creates boredom. Idle hands are the assistant principal’s disciplinary playground.
Similarly, if you’ve got a full school
day, play an instrument daily, plan to be
in the school play, are on a sports team,
and your school isn’t going to give you

release time for distance education,
you don’t need distance education.
You need sleep. But seriously, students
with a very full daily schedule should
not participate in distance education
unless they are going to drop something or get release time during school.
Netcentric distance education courses
are especially time-consuming on a
nearly daily basis.
For example, during a two-week
stretch in the academic year, students
in CTY’s distance writing Level 3
course must read a series of exercises
from a CD-ROM, write several exercises, participate in an online writers’
(peer review) workshop, query their
instructor as needed, and compose a final writing assignment.
All this interaction creates a very
high-quality, student-centered
course—students complete the
equivalent of a college-level composition course—but it adds six
hours of work to those two weeks,
and the work needs to be done
almost daily.
Enrichment courses, which are
designed to broaden rather than
accelerate your education, offer a variety of possibilities. For example, a
math course might sharpen investigative skills, broaden mathematical understanding of concepts, and
enhance reasoning skills. Designed
around performance objectives that
reflect national and state mathematical standards, the course might demonstrate how mathematical issues arise
out of real-life situations. Writing
courses, being distinct from the typical
literary analysis of a regular school English class, can be similarly classified as
enrichment, even though the challenge
level is college.
Whether you take a course for acceleration or enrichment, distance education
can give you more quality time with an
instructor. Computers can grade quizzes,
Continued on page 34
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freeing the instructor to comment on or
analyze the results. The computer can
also provide the equivalent of a face-toface lecture about anything from parallel
structures in writing to the Pythagorean
Theorem in math to approach-avoidance
conflict in psychology. When instructors
no longer have to lecture from the book
or do quiz/test record keeping, their time
can be better spent. Thus, you’re more
likely to get an individualized comment
about where and why your parallelism
doesn’t work, what you don’t understand
about the Pythagorean Theorem, or how
approach-avoidance conflict works in the
mind of skydivers.

D

istance education can
expose you to course work
you might not find in the regular classroom. It can provide you with
feedback faster than you may get in a
face-to-face class. And the feedback is
likely to be much more extensive than
the standard “Great Work! A+.” Best of
all, you can do it all from home. You
don’t have to travel. You don’t have to go
to college early. You just need an Internet
connection and a computer.
n

Ben Reynolds started
CTY’s writing program in 1979, wrote
a book on teaching
writing the CTY way
in 1983, and was
principle author of
the CD-ROM version
of CTY Distance Education’s most popular
course, Crafting the Essay. But he is most
proud of his two fine sons.
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