Q.: What will Distance Learning be in five years from now?

General Expectations:

Distance education will be the pioneer in the efforts to increase the efficiency of higher education and to adapt curricula to the changing demands of modern society. 

The very nature of distance learning, together with the deployment of modern information technologies and instructional designs will lead to the individualization of instruction, practicing, and evaluation. 

In five years from now the seemingly oxymoron of providing individualized education in the mass production learning environment of a virtual university should have become reality.


We expect that higher education will serve possible future threads:

· 
There will more emphasis on “just In Time/Drill Down”-learning where people receive segments of education in time they need and only to the level of detail that is required. 

· There may be a bifurcation between classic Liberal Arts Education and Professional Education. The meta goals of these are similar: “learn to learn”; focus on critical thinking; life or career fulfillment. But a danger is that the former is perceived as a luxury while the latter is as a necessity. Over the long term this has obvious consequences as to what is publicly funded, what people (either via government, or directly as customers) with limited resources are willing to pay for. The main focus of Distance Learning will be on the professional education. Liberal Arts Ed., however, is not excluded.

To make Distance Learning competitive and successful we have to identify and implement superior features of technologies in order to reinvent education. 

We consider it as a waste of resources (e.g. bandwidth, CPU, memory) to mirror current on-campus classroom education into a virtual university.

"Distance" will become an archaic adjective when applied to education. We can envision a virtual university where all, the students, faculty, administration, and even computing resources can be distributed.


Much more sophisticated means of evaluation will be available, which could


enable the replacement of the credential (diploma or certificate) by


point-of-hire testing.

Database technology could keep track of detailed skills rather than abstract grades – the goal would be to keep an individual “profile” of each student instead of a grade average. This “profile” would be the base to provide individualized studies for each student.

Prerequisite for this will be a finer granularity of educational materials and the deployment of artificial or semi-artificial intelligence in order evaluate the individual students abilities/weaknesses/preferences and to create adequate personalized learning modules for him/her.

Distance learning no longer will be subject to time – traditional expressions such as “semester”, “course”, “section”, etc. will have lost their meaning. The student will choose when to begin a segment of education. According to the students profile even the duration of an educational segment will be variable. Our goal is to achieve global asynchrony.   

Politics/Systems/technology that is needed:

A automated, national-level credit transfer system is needed. This system could facilitate the very same model telecommunications is using today.  

This would cause the need for a new economic model, too.

The future in distance learning will be mostly asynchronous. For this, we will need an asynchronous multimedia system for “virtual office hours” that can be edited, threaded, and organized like today's email but allows vocal communication, sharing of analog documents (white-board, slide-show, video)

Also,(semi)artificial intelligence systems should replace FAQ’s in order to personalize the communication with students looking for assistance while relieving the lead faculty from routine answers.

We need systems that will monitor/evaluate the student. I/O devices from virtual reality research might  be used in two means: to ease the communication of the student with his learning environment, and to monitor through sensors the students learning success.

We need database systems that are able to create individual learning/knowledge profiles of each student. 

We need (semi)intelligent systems to create and support individualized curricula, tailored in four ways to the individual: content, delivery vehicles, instructional design, and timing.

Testing/evaluation support systems that facilitate both process and content archiving/re-use.

A database system must keep track of the “grains” of educational materials and their relation to each other in order to create individual instruction.

Finally, questions.

· What is the role of the classic university in the globalization of education?

· Can the (slow) pace of change of university culture keep up with the rapid change in needs for both content and delivery? If so, we must find ways to help.

