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Abstract

Online education has become the order of the dayléivering higher education by transcending
temporal and spatial barriers. Despite its appraeness in reaching distance learners, there are
still issues in relation to the effectiveness ofima education in developing the competence of
adult learners. This paper makes a review of therditure in the area with aim of informing
actors the possibilities whereby online educatioaynfail to deliver its promise. Seen from a
pedagogical point of view, the paper concludes thidhough online education is successful in
addressing the physical distance between learnadsiastructors and among learners themselves,
there is evidence that it has not been successfbreaking the psychological and social distance
among participants. It is suggested that initialdaimtermittent f2f contact is arranged for; cyber
literacy and related experiences of learners coasid, and candid assessment of the leaning
needs of online learners be made before implemgmtimine education.

Key words: Online education, E-Learning, distance educatapen learning, Competence
development, Virtual learning

1. Introduction

'Online learning (e-learning) is gaining wide aceeqte in the education policy discourse all over
the world. Several factors, both at macro and mienels, are said to have contributed to such
developments. At the macro level, for instance, hbrg education systems need to address
increasing demand for education through diversifaoaof their mode of delivery of which online
education is one such an option. Furthermore, higlecation systems are positioned to take the
opportunity of market demand for their servicesd dhe available technological breakthroughs
such as the Internet. Hence, cost effectivenesesatbility, and market demand are assumed to be

the underlying rationales for the suppliers of naleducation. Likewise, at the

1Online learning and e-learning are used interchahbein this paper.

45



micro levels, individuals’ decision to enroll in lome educatiof is based on the fact that such
provisions are accessible irrespective of geogmapbarriers- at home and at workplaces.
Pedagogically, online learning is flexible, andrlea centered so that learners can get learning
experience at their own pace, and conveniences #ppealing because of its association with the
modern technology such as the Internet which hasaged to affect people’s everyday life. The
purpose of this paper is, therefore to explore vamjine learning may not be effective in the
development of adult learners’ competence. It fesuparticularly on the pedagogy of online
learning such as the development of online comnyuoitlearners, interactions among members

and the facilitations of such interactions.

Statement of the research problem

Although online education, as a means for desigming delivering lifelong learning, is appealing
to many stakeholders, evidences show the presehsenoe issues that require due attention. On
the positive note, “advocates maintain that onlie&rning can cut delivery costs, widen student
access and improve the quality of materials” (Mas2006:6), yet others think that online learning
has not contributed sufficiently to competence deyment of its attendants. For instance,
Gunasekaran, McNeil and Shaul(2002:2)argue thatrif-distance learning success is a mixed
bag. Technology has eclipsed the ability and mditiwe of institutions to support it. Many
adopters have failed. The marketplace still demamgglitional methods of delivery of
instruction.” Similarly, Bates (2001:117) adds tl&tlearning is not the answer to many of the
most pressing problems faced particularly by pocvaloping nations”. This trend of
dissatisfaction with online education is furtherrked by the adoption of blended approach for its

pedagogical advantages over the complete subsbfuif approach.

Proponents and experts in the area have providedlittons under which online education
program can be effective and deliver its promiséem, the question will be why “the good
practices” advocated for effective online educatfaited to work in some situations and did not
contribute to learners’ competence developmentthiwith this, Mason and Lefrere(2003) (cited

in Gunga and Ricketters, 2007:3) have argued tWétile promising practices are worthy

20nline education is a means of course delivery $emm suppliers’ perspective while online learnisgrom
learners’ perspective.
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of consideration, the concept of something prongsis semantically loaded towards unproven
methodologies”. The author of this paper, therefoaens at reflecting on those factors that
obscure the potential advantages of online learnamgl attempts to bring into light the

complexities surrounding the designing and impletmgnof it.

1.1 Data and Methodology
Secondary data from the literature and researctiirfgs were used to investigate the question
although primary data from attendants of onlinané&ag seems to provide more generous insights.
Most importantly, empirical research findings omadhing and learning in an online environment
were the main sources of information for this stud@ese findings were analyzed against the

assumption of effective online learning to addrimsquestion.

Scope of the Study
Although it is argued that both technology and pgxg are relevant for the effectiveness of
online learning, this investigation is focused cadagogical aspect of online education because
“the technology used in an online program is notnagortant as other instructional factors such as
pedagogy and course design” (Phipps and Meris@&8{) cited in Johnson and Aragon (2003:2).
The investigation considered adult learners pegusimtirely online education as part time learners
while working full time or having other social contments under varied circumstances. It is
approached from learners’ perspective although rteldgy, institutional policy and leadership

play a significant role for effectiveness onlineauedtion (Menchaca and Bekele, 2008).

1.2 Analytical framework

This study is informed by social constructivist ¢ng of learning, which considers learners as
active learning community in a given context (Vygoegited in La Pointe and resister, 2008).
Proponents of constructivist pedagogy argue thaartiers construct their own meaning in
response to sensory imputes from authentic expeeiefPool, 2000 cited in Brown and King,
2000:1). Constructivism as a philosophy of learnéag be defined as meaning making rooted in the
context of the situation as individuals “constrtileeir meaning of and give meaning to external
world as product” (Brown and King, 2000:1). Thisnceptualization highlights the importance of

individuals’ active roles, contexts, interactionghacontext as shaping the
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meaning making process- learning. Evident in thevabstatements is the creation of active
learning community or learning environments, whishcharacterized by collaboration among
learners, availability of rich context that provedefor substantive aspect of interaction
(information), and guidance for such collaborateféorts. In line with this, Wilson (1996) cited in
Brown and King (2000:2) argues that constructivisarning environment is “a place where
learners may work together and support each othdhay use a variety of tools and information
resources in their guided pursuit of learning gbaWilson’s description clearly indicates that
learning process consists of learners, their imtéwas with each other, information in the
learners’ environment, technologies that help atlig information, and guidance to make sense
out of their interactions. Hence, constructivistarleing theory can serve as an underlying

analytical tool to conceptualization how effectiearning occurs in an online learning context.

Informed by constructivist theory of learning, ama@ractical framework developed by Collis and
Davies (1995) cited in Yoon (2003) was used to faamd guide the investigation. Yoon (2003)
convincingly argues that the learning outcomesrdine education cannot be fairly judged without
looking at the various aspects of products, sesjiemd interactions that online learning provides
in more concrete terms. Collis and Davies (199%¢ctiin Yoon (2003:4) argue that “effective

online education is the result of a blend of tedbgy, pedagogy and organizational support.” This
model or framework provides clear and comprehensiaene of reference to conceptualize and

investigate effectiveness of online education paogyr

The framework consists of three components. Firgblgdagogy refers to aligning the learning
goals with learning approaches with the aim of ngam@ interactions. Accordingly, Moore (1989)
cited in Yoon (2003:8) identifies three types ofeiractions- learner- instructor, learner-context
and learner-learner”. Secondly, as learners’ irdgoa with technologies remains an important
dimension of online interactions, varied techno&sgineed to be in place. These technologies
include “print, pre-recorded video and audio, dsgian groups, live virtual classes, text based,chat
simulations, online references, streamed audio wt@o, e-mail, and learning management
systems” (Yoon, 2003:8). Finally, Organizationappart includes institutional support, interaction

with faculty, feedback quality, meaningful contenteurse structure, student
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support, faculty support, evaluation and assessifidripps & Merisotis (2000) cited in Yoon
(2003)).

2. Analysis

2.1 Why online learning?
In this section | attempted to shed light on sorhagsumptions underlying the development and
use of online education. It sets the backgroundrsgavhich the following discussion will be
based. It focuses on why institutions embark oninenleducation? What are the pedagogical
justifications in favor of this mode of delivery ewthe traditional one? The prevalence of online
education has justifications from institutional gl makers, individual adult learners and

instructional thinkers. The justifications poseddnch of these parties are highlighted below.

From the supply side, institutions, mostly highdueation, take this mode of delivery not only as
a means to react to wave of changes threatening) thet also as an opportunity to take
advantages of such changes. Demographic change®ased demand for knowledge, financial
constraints and the flourishing of information commitation technology (ICT) have created both
challenges and opportunities. These institutionsehto respond to such changes by devising
innovative modes of delivery which includes e-laaghamong other things. Alongside these
challenges posed by increased demand for knowleglgadividuals and society, the current wave
of change has also presented potential opportdoite-learning to flourish. For instance, Mason
(2006) remarks that the unprecedented growth of Hadtivates institutional policy makers to
embark on a mode of delivery that extends beyoaditional on campus one to provide for lifelong
learning. This helps, according to advocates, tagtins cut delivery costs, widen student access

and improve quality of learning (Mason, 2006:6)

From the demand side, online education is justified its convenience in reaching seemingly
unreachable learners. It avoids the barriers oetand space to adult learners as they can access
online education easily in relative terms. More andre non traditional students (adult learners)
are interested in lifelong learning opportunitidstt suit their lives-working and learning-as the
labour market goes more unpredictable than eveorbefThis unpredictable labour market also

shifted the responsibility of learning away fronetemployers to workers. In line with this,
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Mason (2006:8) argues that the unpredictabilityh&f labour market shifted “the responsibility for

training, retraining updating re-skilling away fraime employer to employees.”

Finally, in addition to its cost effectiveness aaxtessibility for adult learners that cannot make t
traditional, on campus and face to face one, onkweication is promoted for its assumed
pedagogical advantages. It is assumed that onllneagion would remove some disadvantages of
traditional, one-way distance learning by allowiagwo-way communication. E-Learning allows
flexibility, learner-centered teaching and focuseslearning process instead of content of learning.
It is argued that these features augment the gqualitearning- hence competence development by
adult learners. Flexibility is advocated for e-leiag for it enables learners to access the learning
materials at their chosen time, place and pacénéwith this, Mason (2006) argues that the new
technology places control of learning process i@ blands of the learners. This last justification
leads this discussion of pedagogical rationalesnwgbich online learning is based community of

learning.

2.2 Is online education good or bad for adult learars?
According to the social constructivist learning dhe online education has huge potential to help
adult learners develop their competences as redealehe literature. Although it may not be
manageable to present all the studies that docledesuiccess stories of online education, some
illustrative cases can be used as a guide to “gwadtice” in designing and implementing online
education. Three studies that | reviewed showed tloarse design, instructor facilitation, and
discussion among participants are milestones fer gshccess of online education. First, Swan
(2001) made empirical study on design factors diecting perceived learning and found that the
clarity of design in addition to interaction witimstructors and active discussion among course
participants has significantly influenced perceiMedrning. She further reviewed the literature

and suggested some design principles like.

e Instructors acting s facilitators
e Use of a variety presentation styles

e Learner control of pacing

+ Clear feedback
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e Consistent layout
e Clear navigation

Although Swan’s (2001) study has focused on des$ignors, practically design factors do relate
to the other two components: interaction with instors and peer discussion among participants.
Hence, an instructor who interacts frequently amehstructively with learners can help them

develop competences.

Secondly, LaPointe and Reiesetter (2008) have atutlie efficacy of online learning community
by comparing with the f2f one and suggested somgswi@ maximize learners online peer
connections. Even if they underline the importantaccessibility expertise, and caring conveyed
by online instructor for leaner-instructor interiact, factors affecting learner-learner interaction

are less clear.

Finally, Dennen, Darabi, and Smith(2007) studied itmportance of particular instructor’s action
and concluded that those instructors that mainfraiquency of contact; have a regular presence in
class discussion space; and make expectation tel@arners are contributing to online learning
success. Despite these guides on “good practicetiégigning and implementing online education
effectively, there are still loopholes worth furthiavestigation. Any discussion on the contribution
of online education for competence development khoot be considered as yes or no argument
but rather as a reflection one the extent to whiah potentials of the new technology could have
been tapped hence, the focus of this paper is ftecteon the gap between the rhetoric and the

realities of designing and implementing online eation for adult learners.

2.3 Building and maintaining sense of community foonline learning

According to Collis and Davis (1995) cited in Yo0D03) technology, pedagogy and institutional
support are important components for effective mmllearning. However, this part the paper is
focused on the pedagogy of online learning. Paldity, it discusses the challenges associated
with building and maintaining community of learnimgd the perceived value of online learning
community. It addresses problems associated witleldping, maintaining, and effectively using

of sense of community for online based on reseaxtiences.
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Community of learning heavily draws on the socianstructivist theory of learning. It is
analogues to group of learners in a classroom aditional face-to —face f2f instruction.
Community refers to group of people that have seim@red concerns, interests and goals. Conrad
defines sense of community as “a general senseoofiection, belonging, and comfort that
develop over time among members of a group whoesparpose or commitment to a common
goal” (2005:2). Drawing on the social learning thee, researchers emphasize the importance of
community in an online learning environment. Fostance, Gunawardena and colleagues (1998)
cited in Wallace (2003:8) have developed a modehafv learning occurs, which includes the

following phases.

Sharing and comparing of information;

discovery and exploration of dissonance or incdesisy among ideas, concepts;

1
2
3. negotiation of meaning/co —construction of knowlegg
4

testing and modification of proposed synthesisaconstruction; and
5. agreement statement(s)/ application of newly catséd meaning
This model presupposes the creation and maintenancgense of community among online
learners. However, the difference between the ideal actual working of community of learning
relates to the challenge of creating such a comtyunVVho creates a community? Learners or
online tutors? Although all have considerable stakeits development, sense of community
emerges from sustained association, connections rantlal trust over time. The available
research findings reveal the presence of significgdmllenges in developing, maintaining and

utilizing community of learners to enhance onliearning.

First, the initial creation of community of leargins more demanding than it might be thought of.
For instance, Conrad (2005) made an empirical kmagnal study investigating how a sense of

community is developed and maintained and found kkarners who had a chance to meet each
other face-to-face had better able to maintain secommunity than those who never met. This
finding clearly shows that face-to-face meetingoodine learners is one of the preconditions to
develop a sense of community. It can be arguedahsg¢nse of community is more related to the
affective consideration than technical considerati®nline learning could be successful in

eliminating the physical barriers but not the sbbiarriers. The question should be to what extent

online environment replicates the dynamics of fla2isses whereby sense of
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belongingness developed not only during classeslsat in extra curricula activities. The fact that
learners have common goals and concerns does messarily lead to the creation of sense of
community. Hence, under circumstances when it tspossible for learners to meet in person, it is
unlikely for them to develop sense of community.dAthis fails the very assumption of online
learning and makes it ineffective in some way. Tgremotion of blended approach to online

learning is one of the indicators of the inheremiakness of online learning community.

Secondly, the sense of community among online kx@ris difficult to sustain even after initial
f2f contacts. For instance, Haythorathwaite (20@Gkd in Wallace (2003:25) concludes that
“although a community was formed in f2f segmentghe study, maintaining the community was
harder in the online segments of the class thaimenf2f portions”. This suggests that as learners
go online; their sense of community goes away.edmss that the sense of connectedness-that is
missing in an online environment- presence of doaml psychological distance are said to have
weakened this ensue of community (Ravai cited ifl&¢a, 2003). It can be argued that the loss
of humanity and consequent learners’ isolation matybe compensated by advanced technologies
that overturn physical distance. On the contrahg presence of these social and psychological
cues in traditional f2f makes it possible for thevdlopment of sense of community. Hence, the
sense of community among online learners seemstmdre fragile than might be espoused by

promoters of online learning

Finally, is the learning community worth maintaighh The sense of community is a means to
another end, namely learning. Even when it is btilé¢ contribution of online learning community
for facilitating learning is doubted by some onlilearners. For instance, LaPointe and Reisetter
(2008) studied the perception of online learnerwatmls the value and efficacy of online
community and found that learners perceived onli@@rning community as superfluous and
inconvenient, and not supportive of their onlinarleng process. It could be argued that learners’
background could hamper the effective use of oniammunity. Online learners are mostly part
time learners and fulltime attendants of other omsibilities like working, taking care of families,
and participating in other activities. This variedcial context would not allow for synchronous
online interaction and makes asynchronous virtdakses the only feasible option. However

asynchronous discussions are less powerful thaohsgnous ones because of
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the time interval between attendants’ postings, memts and critics in the former. In line with
this, it is argued that asynchronous channels ass Icapable to create social presence of
participants. Similarly, Thomas (2002) cited in \dak (2003) argues that the usual asynchronous
threaded structure of online discussion forums dusssupport knowledge-building instructions.”
The difficulty of maintaining synchronous virtualasses could fail the success of community of

online learners.

Interaction and the learning community

Interaction is used to understand how learners tcocis knowledge in an online learning
environment. Seen from a social constructivist tlgeof learning, online interaction enables
learners experience the insights of others anditi@e the change of perspective and meaning of
learning experience. Rooted in collaborative comityuof learners, interaction is the main route to
effective learning. For instance, Yoon (2003:3)usg that “learning should emerge from students
interactions with meaningful contents, the coursstructors and peers.” Then, learner-learner,
learner-instructor, and learner-content interactiodetermine the effectiveness of online
community and the learning of its members. Theolwlhg paragraphs reflect on these types of

interactions.

To begin with, educators assume that learner-lgaimteractions prevail or should prevail over
learner-instructor ones and lead to effective lemynThis assumption is made on the basis of new
a paradigm of learning-learner-centered wherebynes will be responsible for their own
learning and instructors act as facilitators. Raittrly, the social learning theory places the koi
learning in the learners’ ability to interact withihe community and construct meanings socially.
There is contradicting evidence if online learniotfils this promise. For instance, La Pointe and
Reisetter (2008:7) studied the perception of leegrabdout efficacy of such interactions and found
that online learners experienced significantly “eanteraction with their online instructors than

they did with their online peers.”

This trend clearly indicates that there is a gapveen the assumptions of hoanline learning
community operates and actual learners’ preferendegen when learner-learner interactions
prevail, the depth of such interactions and itgnesy values are questionable. Does it lead to

meaningful learning? Wallace (2003) observes teatrers rarely move beyond sharing of
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information and clarification of technical mattet§.learners are not able to negotiate with their
peers to change their own insights and not be &blereate a new meaning, the effectiveness of
online learning will be defeated. This is so beeascess to information does not guarantee
learning although it could be necessary conditionline with this, Tallent- Runnels et al. (2000)
cited in Lapointe and Reisetter (2008) speak ofirtliear that “online interactions have been
shown to be more perfunctory than in depth” ands¢hexchanges conclude before learners have

achieved higher level of processing.

Why learner-learner interactions are of limited thejand learner-instructor interactions are so
prevalent? First it can be argued that learnerachtiesser value to learner-learner interactions
than their interactions with instructors despite iissumptions held by educators. These could be
explained by the fact that today’s attendants dfnenlearning had once enjoyed f2f instructions
and probably depended on their instructors’ expertAs a consequence of these prior experiences
they might attach greater value to learner- ingvuinteractions. Secondly, unlike young people,
adult online learners have formed their perspestaed experiences which form the basis for their
identities. Even though it is not impossible to ha perspectives, it could be more challenging
than thought to be. For instance, Kanuka and Ade(4898) cited in Wallace (2003) alternatively
hypothesize that” it is much easier to ignore ot t@ respond to online messages that are
incompatible with existing knowledge than it isanface-to — face environment....” This hints at
the possibility that online learners prefer indegemt learning to collaborative one advocated by
social constructivist learning theorists. This dumss the effectiveness of online learning

community and the peer dialogue and collaboratiailows.

Similarly, Youngblood, Trede and DiCorpo (2001) bastudied what instructors and learners
actually do in an online learning environment ahé expectations and learners’ preferences of
instructors’ tasks. They found that learners pmef@rinstructors’ tasks such as clarifying
expectations, assessment systems for online distissbut showed lesser interest in instructors’
role of facilitating critical thinking, monitoringparticipation and promoting learner-learner
interactions. Youngblood, Trede and DiCorp (200Bpaound that instructors’ facilitation roles
reported to be well done in these tasks of progddarifications, expectations and welcoming

learners to discussion. This finding indicates tleatners look up to their instructors for
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procedural information and practical guidance maifind this has an implication for learning.
Although clarification information on procedures fanline discussion is necessary but it may not
be sufficient to lead to learning that involves mi@g making. Under such circumstances, online
learners use surface instead of deep learning appraaccording to Mimirinis and Bhattacharya
(2007). Accordingly, rote learning aiming at seawyicertificate of completion instead of

meaningful learning would prevail.

Why this happens often times? It seems that boslructors and learners fail to recognize the
differences between f2f and online classes. Thiavidenced as learners tend to looked up to their
instructors for help and as instructors tend tokithat facilitation that works well in f2f fits iwith
online environment. In line with this, Youngbloobrede and DiCorp (2001) argue that instructors
who try to use the f2f class facilitation methodaim online environment are faced with challenge.
Why challenge? It can be argued that instructorsdn® understand that online learning is a
different context. In relation to this, the traigiof instructors for online facilitation seems assing
element for two reasons. First, there is a trendadittling the value of teachers’ teaching rolefwi
concomitant shift of emphasis from teaching to hé@ag. In many cases it seems a revolution that
leads to the end of the perceived “authoritariagdcher roles that have been in place for years.
The greater focus on learner and learning instdatacher and teaching in education discourse,
though defensible, could be taken to the extrentklaad to undesirable results. Secondly, most
online instructors are moved from f2f or handle hakesponsibilities being trained as f2f
instructors. For instance, Gung and Ricketts (20t clude that teacher education needs to be
remodeled to reflect the demand of online facildat This will take the discussion further to the

analysis of instructor facilitation, which is thelgect of the following subsection

2.4 Facilitating online learning

Learner participation in an online discussion dafgeon many factors. Among these are online
instructors’ role in designing course materialderacting with learners and providing feedback,
which will be discussed in this part of the papgeseems that there is a need to expect instru¢tors

play facilitative role in an online learning. Howary the question will be how the task is carried

out?

56



Fist course material or instructional design isuthiat to relate to learners’ learning achievement. F
instance, Mimirinis and Bhattacharya (2007) arghat tthere is a relationship between higher
learning outcomes and deep approach to learningh@mne hand, and between a deep approach to
learning and instructional design on the otherhaitgh there is no rule of thumb for designing
instructions that lead to deep learning for onliearners, often times it is important to desigmit
such a way that inquiry, critical thinking rootem ¢ollaboration and communication are reflected
in the design. To this effect instructional desfgnonline learning should be based on instructiona

principles that best suit online learning.

There is a gap between what is actually practicedeisigning instruction and the design suggested
by thinkers in the area of online learning. Fortamee, Johnson and Aragon (2003) claim that
most online learning fails because course desigtigrk that online course is an extension of
traditional f2f like: recorded lectures, online kaays, homework, assignment-instead of
innovative instructional strategies. They arguet timmovative instructional strategies should be
built on a combination of learning theories rathian being confined to one persevered
perspective. They further argue that quality onlilgarning environments should draw on
behavioral learning theory, cognitive learning theaand social learning theory. And instruction
needs to be designed in such a way that it addsdéssiévidual difference among learners, among
other things. Such differences could include leagnstyles, approaches to learning, motivation,

expectation and desire.

In an online adult learning, individual differencae significant at least in their prior learningda
experiences. It could be faulty to assume thatesfners possess the same prior experience and
have same learning needs. However, in practice,ighihe case often times. For instance, study by
Kirkwood (2006) showed that “there is mismatch bedw instructors’ assumptions and learners
ICT experiences and competences. It was reasorsdthurse designers had underestimated what
their potential students were already capable dhglavith ICT. This prior ICT competence is
conceptualized as “cyber literacy” (Gurak cited Meyer, 2008:3). And there is a need for
instructors to design online courses based ondssessment of prior knowledge of their potential
online learners. Prior learning, even when perfeatisessed, is a mixed blessing. On the positive

side, it can help as building block for facilitatioOn the negative side, it can
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also be threatening factor according to Kanuka Aaddrson (1998) cited in Wallace (2003) as it
blocks openness to new and different perspectivesigning online courses also requires aligning
the learning activities with intended learning autees. For instance, if the outcome is to develop
independent thinking and problem solving skillsdiindual written project work would be the
appropriate design whereas if communication skilsought, online discussion activities would be
ideal. The challenge of designing course is worddmethe varieties of course and lack of teacher
preparation for online facilitation as it has nouhd its way into teacher preparation. Related to
this, pre-authentication which refers to makingatieing materials and environments correspond
to the real world prior to the learner’s interactizith them” (Huang, 2002) poses a challenge to
course designers when they have little opportubityassess the learning needs and context of
learners. This has been reported in the study déwdod (2006).

Secondly, online instructors can facilitate leagniby encouraging interaction in an online
learning environment. Whereas instructors’ role fatilitating learner content interactions is
addressed by designing appropriate instructionrethe a need for instructors to facilitate learner
interactions. What would be the role of instructordearner-learner interactions? Although there is
a shift of emphasis away from teaching to learnithg, role of professional teaching still remains
important. In understanding the new role of teashier an online environment, Anderson and
colleagues (2001) cited in Wallace (2003) have tmped two constructs-teacher presence and
teacher immediacy that capture the essence of erfacilitation. Teacher presence refers to
cognitive presence of teacher in an online learncmgnmunity. It is characterized by direct
instruction. This involves clarifying expectationigitiating and guiding online discussions and
explaining assessment criteria (Youngblood, Trede BiCorpo, 200 1).This facilitation attends
to learners’ cognitive need. Teacher’s direct imstion is essential if conversation needs to

progress beyond information sharing to knowledgestrction, application and integration.

Teacher immediacy, however, refers to teaching biehs that enhances closeness and non verbal
interaction with learners. It is very important as motivation factor for learners. Teacher
immediacy involves the affective aspect of learniwhich is most valued by learners. For

instance, Conrad (2005) emphatically argues trainkers value more the affective
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considerations than technical part of their onliearning. However, unlike the geographical
distance between teachers and learners, the psyciabslistance is a great challenge to overcome
even with modern technology. Likewise, Moore citadConrad (2005:16) conceptualizes distance
in an online learning “as pedagogical and sociahtmerely physical and geographical”. Teacher
immediacy, as a psychological distance, must beessdeéd duly for effective online leaning. In
relation to this, Gunga and Rickets (2007:2) rem#rat “if e - learning is to compete with
face-to-face delivery of richness in terms of psystcial and emotional flexibility, there is a need
to enhance audio- visual and interactive capabditof course management system to compensate
for sensory and emotional loss”. It can be argueat taddressing multiple senses of learners
through the use of online interactive technology sarve the learning needs of online learners.
However, there is no substitute for the psycholabjioss of online instructions but there are good
practices. For instance, facilitators need to barawf the expectations and desires of learners. In
line with this, study showed that there is a gapween actual facilitation need and facilitator
assumptions. For instance, Dennen, Darabi and S{@a07:14), relating learner satisfaction with
motivation, have expressed some concern that “eniitstructors may think what students like
may be other than what is good for them, they sthowlt turn a deaf ear to what students claim to
want as part of their online learning experiendéder no other reason than to maintain learner
satisfaction.” In their study, Dennen, Darabi anaith (2007) found that instructors perceived
that focusing facilitation on course content and teedback information would provide for learner
satisfaction while learners have opted more for tingetheir interpersonal needs. These findings
clearly show that instructors were not well awaféhe need of learners and made an assumption
about the learners needs and acted accordinglys Tould be because of two reasons. First,
instructor could undermine the importance of attegdlearner desires and expectations for
effective learning. Secondly, they might find asseg these expectations online difficult and

resort to making assumptions.

Similarly, online facilitators need to have regufaesence in class discussion space and respond
to learner initiated communications. This practicalide is based on the new methodology of
learner centered teaching approach whereby ingtrsicheed to have real assessment of and
conception of learner needs and take reactive steminquiry by letting learners be proactive to se

the agenda for interaction. However, this doesraptace the missing psychological element
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in human communication. Evidences show that efftotsnake online discussion interactive and
open may lead to learner satisfaction. Apart frazarher’'s satisfaction, the impact of online
interaction in moving learner from information tmdwledge construction is rarely established.
For instance, Wallace (2003:32) reviewed 100 redearticles on distance and online education
and concluded that “...moving students discourse fremaring and explaining to knowledge

building is an elusive process in online classdddwever, two points are worth attention in

relation to instructor’'s presence and reactive fmsi First, regular online attendance seems
infeasible as learners could be located in diffetene zones with facilitators. Secondly, reactive
stance assumes that all learners have the capaoilymotivation to reflect on their learning

experiences, but this may not always be the casalfmonline learners. | rather suggest that both

proactive and reactive approaches be used basdtt@assessment of their learning needs.

3. Conclusion
This paper reflected on why online learning may hetp adult learners’ develop competence
despite its perceived value in improving accesslityy and cost effectiveness and flexibility.
Data obtained from the literature and researchifigsl were used and the following concluding

remark is drawn.

It can be argued that although online learning u€csssful in removing the physical and
geographic distance between instructors, and learaad among learners themselves, there is
evidence that it has not been successful in brgakie psychological and social distance among
participants. Firstly, developing and maintaininigsense of community among online learners is
conditioned by frequent and/or prior face to fa@ntact among learners. Practically, as there
would be less chance for participants to meet ims@e before or during online learning

arrangement, the maintenance of the community cbaltragile and futile exercise.

Secondly, even the hardly built community of leamm®und to be ineffective in many respects.
To begin with, as attendants are different in tewhsheir prior experience, including their cyber
literacy, their discussions are limited to simphfarmation exchange than deep learning that leads
to meaning changing and sharing. That is to say ithprovides for shallow discussions only as
attendants tend to be defendants of their wellbdistaed experiences and perspectives. One of

reasons for this shallow discussion could be tlok& & psychological relatedness need
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which is rarely satisfied in an online environmemhe other could be instructors’ assumptions
about their learners and how they can learn besidi€&s show that there is a gap between adult
learners learning needs, learning styles, prionmkedge and the assumptions made by their online
instructors about course design, and method oflifaton. Differences in learning needs are
concrete realities among the traditional learndisis would be more challenging when online
instructors are dealing with adult learners whoéhgubstantially more varied needs than young

people.

Despite its escalating support, as a great teclgicdb breakthrough, the effectiveness of online
learning seems still elusive and under researcked.instance, Hara and Kling (2000) cited in
Wallace (2003:15) convincingly argue that “... margsearcher bring an optimistic, romantic
view of technology that may dampen their abilitylomk at hard questions and apply rigorous
research methods. Much of the research, they mainlteas been advocacy and theorizing about

the future”.

Finally, online education has potential to advardistance learning and fulfill its promise.
However, there is a need for further investigatiom,my view, on how can it compare with
traditional f2f education in its pedagogy. Firshitial and intermittent f2f contact found to
contribute to develop and maintain sense of comigubut how frequently this contact should be
needs further exploration. Secondly, most studiesi$ on perceived satisfaction of learners in an
online education. This variable may not necessaiilglicate the learning gain as learners’
satisfaction could only be good input. Finally, pdi specific studies that can address how

teaching and learning can be conducted for spesiffijects are noteworthy.

4. Recommendations
Based on the conclusions of the study, the follgvéuggestions are made in order to overcome
the short comings of online education. Higher I@&agninstitutions intending to run online

education is advised:

1) To arrange for initial and/or intermittent f2bmtact among learners and between online
facilitators and learners. This can help particigaget know each other in person so that
later online interaction can be facilitated. Shprgput, it can make up for the lost

psychological and social aspect of online education
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2) To make sure that attendants of online educative lymt some prior experience — cyber

literacy- so that they can benefit from and /ortcitute online interactions, discussions.

3) Online education facilitators in charge of designand facilitating online education need
to have a candid assessment and knowledge of leameeds, learning styles, and prior
knowledge so that planned education becomes reldgathe learners.

4) In addition to these suggestions, subject spestficlies that can address how teaching and

learning can be conducted for specific subjectsaiarmdispensable.
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