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: " INSTRUCTION FOR DISTANT LEARNERS
“THROUGH TECHNOLOGY

J. Terence Kelly 2"d Kimala Anardam
Miami-Dade ComMunity College
INTRODUCTION

Ou} present day society 1s caught up in ap era‘of chenomenal changes in technoTog%‘
This truly is a world-wide revolution!

Lunar iandings, hé:?% transplants, CONNUnications sateIIites, and high- speed
computers are expanding human interactions On this earth and beyond. Intercontinental
Jet trave!, instant v replays, microwave G¥ens  and cOPy machines are altering one's
perceptior and use of time. Virtually no OMe person or place in our civilized global
communtity can escape the accelerated pace €¥ ®an and mchine. Technological advance-
ments surrouna us and perpetually outdate themselves.

The effect of the sophisticated devicéS of modern day on human betngs takes many
forms. At the extremes are gocd and evil With the full ra~ge of human conditions
distributed between them. The long-term 1MPact of con rinued alterations to current
conditions on the individual is best left 0 the scrutiny of behavior scientists.

But it 1s clear, even to the casual observeér of contemporary society: +hat mechanical
advancements are cramatically changing the basj. "i{fe patterns of the inhabtitants of
this planet.

One cannot afford to be oblivious to the voiume and velocity of teﬁhno1ogica1
change, no, not even the educators. The "iVOry tcwer” Of academia should provide no

’

comfort and is as vulnerable to technolcgicdl shocg as &y other segment ¢ society.
Consequently, an on-going process of evaludlion at college leve! is essential, 1€
not imperative.

The ultimate gcal fcr those cesigning €cucational programs is to determine what
existing forms of technolcgy cer be employed ¢ .rance the mission of a particular

educational enternrise. This question rust be internalized by the constituencies of

each institution in order *5 arrive at a $3tisfactory answer that is aligrec to the

-
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role and scop of a specific college or university. It is ou= belief that if such a
prabtice {s. carried out conscientiously and systematically, there can be real promise
for the improvement of college teaching. We shall proceed fo expiain our contention

by drawing upon the experiences at Miami-Dade Community College.
MIAMI-DADE COMMUNITY COLLEGE )

For the past quarter of a century, America has introduced each decade with a new
theme for nigher education. In the 1950's, the theme could have been "accent or se-
lection.” In the 1960‘s, it was “accent on access.* For the 1970's, it is “accent
on learning” (Cross, 1976). This implies a renewed emphas%s on teaching. .-

This new theme, "accent on learning,” penetrated many fnstitutions of higher
learning in the Lnited States. The college we represent was very much at the fore-
front of this mdvement. Since this is an International Conference, it will be in
ordér (Qe hope} to mention that Mfami-DadefCPmmunity College is regarded a§ one of
the leading community cq11e§es in the United States. Many distinguished educators
from other countries have visited Miami-Dade over thc years recause it serves as an
excellent model for a comprehensive two-year community-based college. It offers a
variety of educational programs tc approximately €0,000 students enrolled in its four
major campuses or at ecucational centers located thrﬁughOut the Miami area. The
President of the college, Dr. Peter Masikb, Jr., is recognized as cnée of the out-
standing leaders of educational reform in the United States. The cdliege's Execu-
tive Vice President, Dr. Rcbert H. McCabe, through his creative minc ang axtragrdinary
ski11s, has instituted many instructional programs that have achieved success, not
only at our college but throughout *the country.

In the early seventies, one of the dilemmas Miami-Dade focund was how to expand
fts services to a pogu1at10n yet unreached by the college without constructing new
facilities or increasing expendftures 1nord16ate1y. But influenced by the Briiish
Open Unfversity and the availability of & variety of'éechno109y, a new open-learnirg

program was formulated to serve individuals who could not attend reqular on-campus
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ciasses.. Thus, these distant learners provided the impetus for new instructional

o designs and teaching strategies. The result was-ﬂiamf-ﬂade’s‘first acdventure ints

aaeﬁ leamning.
L[]

The authors of Diversity by Design {1973) aptly expressed the spirit of the

. concept of "open learning” when they described it as “a philosophy of-]earning, a

craft of teaching, a vision of life.* In presenting Fﬁe instructional program for

distant learners at Miaéi-oade Community College, we would 1ike to share with ycu our

philosophy of learning and arrangement of the learning environment %cr the student.‘
UNIQUE EDUCAT;ONAL SETTING

Students enrolling for distant 1earn1rg at Miami-Dacde are assigned tc the
Division of Open College--a unique educational setting. This setting finds studenfs,
approximately 2,000 each term, remote from the carpus, having the ability to apply,
register, purchase course materials, and proceed at their own pace through carefully
designed courses, without the need to Eome to the campus on a prescribed time sched-
u1e:' Mid-term and final examinations are offered on campusfun]ess students.qua11f}
;s shut-ins, whereby special testing arrangements are made. Many of the students
study in their homes, some on their job Tocations, some in hospitals and pqnal in-
.stitutions, and others by coming to the campus and studying at their own conQenie;ce.
Students in C;én Collzge represent a great cross section df the jocal population--men
and Qonen, ages ranging from 17 to 60, with the average age teing 35 agd comprising ’
approximately 15 percent of minority 2nrollment categories.

Some 20,000 students during the last five years at Miami-Dade Community College
have been exposed to ar external open-learning program that has reiied heavily on
teiephones, racios, television, and computers and a host of cther electrenic gacget.
to facilitate ar individu:lized approach *o learning at a distance. What has been
- developing during thfs pericc of tiée is a perscnalized sj%tem of inctruction built
around impersonalized cevices. Of course, it fs not the machines that personalize
the proaram, but the creative minds of the faculty who manipulate the hardware to

-3-
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.produce an environment conducive to learning.

4
i

Courses for college credit have been developed and delivered to cofncide with
aa..caa’ showing in the U.S. of fe1°v1cven series produced by the BBC such as 'The

Ascent of Man" and "Classical Theatre.” - The most significant addition to ‘the courses

. made available for distant learners is a history course utilizing the national tele-

ca§t 6f Alex Haley's ROQOTS series on a connergf31 network. This series is claimed to
have attracted the largest v1ew1ng audience in the U.S. for any television broadcast
by any network. Besides courses developed around national showing of teIev1s1on
series, other courses being offered utilize local breadcasts of television and radio
programs. . |

Considering the larce number of studegfs in combination with a small faculty,
it becomes important to _e=al with students as unique ihdfviduafs. Our goal is to
determine how well students are prcceeding, to discover their particular needs; and
then to provide the pertinent support so that they .can be sdccessfu1. This is where
technology can offer the greatest promise. .

There are three‘essenfiaI components of the open-learning program: aucdio mater- '

ials, video raterials, and print mater1a1s These three--audio, video, and print--

used in congunctmon with a two-way compu»er-based communication system known as RSvp

provide individualized learning. RSVP (Pesponse System with Variab1e Prescr1pt1ons)
is critical to the learning process as it integrates the other components into a
cohesive and meaningfu1 learning program for the student.
COMPUTER-BASED INSTRUCTION

The individualized 1nstructfbn Qia RSVP can te be;t understood if it is seen as
faculty-;tudent dialogues in the written mocde. There are three s*ages in the dialogues,
which progess 1n a spiral manner to the conclusion of the course. | \
"1. The faculty cevelops multiple-choice items to elicit stu%;nt respenses rela-

tive to academic materials at strategic points of a courser, These items,

which’attempt to assess stucents' progress in both cognitive ?nd afFective
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domains, are grouped into unit surveys and are made avéilable to the Student

C o at the point of entry in the program.

.

& =4

2. The-stiident utilizes as many of the course components as desired and respdn&s
to the RSVP multiple-choice items on a mark-sense card and mails it to the
faculty. .

3. The survey is processed through the computer which reéyIts in a pe}sbnaI

RSYP letter to the student and inciGdes individuaiized variab1e prescript?ons.
The variable prescript1ons may be based on student responses 5, a8 wel] as
their characteristics (age, week of entry, past perforwance, etc.). In the
letter, the facuIt} ebphasi}es th€’re1evant'points from the various com-
ponents, thus providing a cohesive plan for distant learﬁing.

For the student Iearning from-a distance, the video materials can take the form
of either open- c1rcu1t television broadcasts delivered directly in the home, or they
can be video materials tbat are available on closed-c1rCUit “or as v1deo cassettes
The same is true of the audio mdterial, wh1ch can be delivered either at the home by
open:ciréuit broadcast or available as audio cassettes. In"addition to these mediated
materials there are aﬁ array of pri;t materials which include the textbook, anthology,
study guides and suppfemental materials, Some, or all of these materials, can be
used by studen]; at their own pace, in their own setting Thus, the {tudent at a
distance becomes the principal 1n1tiator for 1earn1ng The purpose of the Miami-Dade
program is to present the materials in such a way that stucdents do not perceive the
distance as 2 dgterrent or feel that they are in tgtal isolation f}om‘tée faculty who
have desigred the program TH; psychb’cgica1 d%s*ance can be shortened, if not elim-
inated a]together, By the uae of the RSVP system.

THE SIUDENI AS THE INITIATOR

Figure 1 depicts a conceptual fcamewurk of how the various materials form a

cohesive fnstructional"progrém, catering to the_needs of the individual students Qho

.

are learning at a distance. This model places the;ijgdent in.the center of the learn-

s- \
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?e ing prog}am. and the choices available to the student become not only numerous;but
' many are a]so fneed of time constraints. The number of choices for instructional . «z
.support. repeated use of the materia]s, and e]imination of time constraints p]ace the
a br‘lme responsibility on the students as they work their way through the program. ,
The principles under]ying ‘the model are:

- ~ 1. The human mind in the open learning orogram # Miami-Dade_Community College

is not a single mind. It is a collaborative mind emerging as an gutcome of

several minds from the administrative, instructional, resea?ch, technical,
:vcjeriéal and para-professional personnel. Blessing or bane? Both. As the

sayings go "Two heads are better than one," and "Too many cooks spoil . the -
_ broth." We have seen both at action'dn'our setting.

2. Offering a course ?or distant learners dictates advanced planning which
entails certain necessary evt]s, such as lack of flexibility to intorporate
current data. Unless the organizational plan, by intention, inclides some
components that can accommodate flexibi]ity, the facu]ty and students would
become helpless victims of a rigid program. In Figure 1, the flexible com-
ponents are 1dent1f1ed by.single 1ines and the rigfd ones by double lines.

" The telephone-based activities. and the hSVP feedbackﬁprocess present the
; ) ] greatest flexibility for the faculty to incorporate new ideas, modify ear]ien
prescriotions, and include addftional meaningful'materials.' bos .
3. For a majority of students who decide to learn at a distance, the decision
may not be by preference, but out of necessity of their 11fe—patterns which
e do not-allow them to attend schedu]ed classes on campus. For these students,
v ) then, time constraints should be minimal. As you can see in Figure 1, stu-
dents are allowed variable times for entry and exit. Also, the time-fiied
components (the shaded areas) are far less in proportion to theitime-free

components (the unshaded afeas). For example, there is no time constraint

- for the student (staying at his own location) to use the RSVP system or the

A ] . . ] ’ -7..
0. :




- Eyent&-four message recording systeﬁﬁ AddifionaIiy; siﬁce our model permits
varicb1e timec for entry.and-exit, back-up cascéttes for three of the fice
time-fixed components--TV and radio broadcasts and review sessions’ are pro-_
vided, which, then, become time-free components.' This option is cvai1ab1e '
if students are wiiIing to travel to a campus or a local 1ibrary7 .

4. One of the hardships of learning at a distance is lcarnindfthrough self-
‘initiated effonts and in the absence of two-way intéractioc. By design, the
model in Figure 1 1ncocporates provisions for two-way coﬁmunicatidn { two-
headed arrows, dotced or broken), and epportunities for the faculty to
Njnitiate the interaction with the'student;. The te1ephone,-for example, has
been used in a Vaﬁiéty of ways to reach tRe students. Students, who ‘afe".
detected in the RSVP system to have difficu1ty or to be high-risk possi-.

‘\“ bilities, ;;g contacted over the telephone by faculty. Through this process
the students and the faculty members can interact over the telephone. - The
two explore the circumstances Ieading‘to uﬁsatisfactory performance, and
ways‘Fo resolve the difficulties. Additionally, the teIePhone has bgqp used

" frem home th:cugh phone-in open radio brcagcasts where faculty can discuss
quéstions-caIIgd in by students. This allows not only the individual stu-
dent to have questions_answered, but proQides fhe answers to other students .
who are listening as well.

‘5. Last, and by far'the most significant aspect of learning at a distance (for
that matter in any mode) jc'the desirability of indiVﬁdua1izing instruction
in accordance with Iearner necas. While the projects with hiéh-risk students
(Anandam and Fleckman, 1977) accomplish this on a modest scale, a high degree

~ of individualization of instruction is achieved through RSVP.

‘Those of you who follcwed closely the explanation of the model in Figure 1 would
have recognized théf RSVP qualifies for a1H‘the five pfincip1e5'emphasized in thi§
model - co11aborative effort, flexible and time-free components, two-way c;mhuniCation

-8-
11




and dndividualization:of 1nstruction. Asfmentioned earlier, RSVP 1s.seen as a

. learners at Miami-Dade Communitnyollege

- s v -
) o

significant, integral and dynamic cemponent of the academic program for distant

COMPUTERIZED COMMUNICATION
Why 1s it that a computer system is considered as a s1gn1f1cant, integral and
dynamic component of “the 1nstructiona1 program for distant 1earners? Figure 2
111ustrates the interactive process between student and facu1ty on a: one-to -one bas1s

with the aid of the RSVP computer system. It presents the poss1b111t1es that exist -

. with the RSVR system. If students are mak1ng satisfactory Pprogress in a unit, there

- 1s no need for them to complete an a]ternate survey. They are given var1ab1e pre-

scriptions if found necessary, and prompted to proceed with the next unit. On the

other hand students exh1b1t1ng 1ack of understanding are encouraged to comp]ete an’

»

“alternate survey after reading the speéﬁa]ized materials being sent to them.

‘There are severa1 concomitant benefits which accrue +o students and faculty in

- -

this type of computerized communication. These are:

-~

-~

1. provide individualized instruction as and when students are ready;

2. maintain met1culous recqrd keeping,

3. free facu1ty time from management chores to 1nteract with students at a
' 1Y

distance; - : . ' - .
4; provide inyaluable data .for eva]uating the effectiveness of the instructional
program for distant learners. .
'The student’is not penalized for the errors in answering the RSVP surveys
Rather, the errors provide a unique opportun1ty to d1agnose student d1ff1cu1t1eSowh1ch
form the basis for variable prescriptions. Each faculty detérmines how to diagnose
student difficulties and develops appropriate prescriptions. RSVP carries out the
facu?ty's plan to the 1etter,‘whether there be 50, 500 or 5000 students in the;course.
The personaT,‘human touch of the‘faculty is reflected in their sty]e‘of writing the

~ . :
variable prescriptions. {Examples will be distributed.) . o

')., ] -9- : N
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*  The {mmediacy of feeddack anc the personal, frdivicual attention given to the

students are repeatedly claimed by them as the rmost rewarcing and satisfyirg expert-

A

ence in college level courses. Term after term, statistical ara‘ysis yielded a

significant positive correlaticn between level cf participaticr °- RSVP Surveys ard

L Td 48

level of performance in the course examinaticns 'francam, 127F, Znandam, (%70
Figure 3 portrays this relatiorship for cne term.
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. PERFORMANCE AND DROP RATE AS RELATED TO
COMPUTER-BASED INSTRUCTION THROUGH RSVP
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