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	When studying the field of distance learning, it is imperative to look at the methodology used.  Instructors must use the “new” medium of technology to reach different students in a way much different from a traditional classroom.  Much research has been done on the subject of “effective” distance learning, and multiple theories have been formulated to implement better teaching practices.  Applying current research in theory of learning, and brain research have added to this.  Many possibilities are out there for distance education teachers, and both the tools and practices continue to evolve.  The field of distance education, with a basis in sound learning theory is one that continues to change and grow.  At the present time, there is no “magic formula” for instructors to become effective teachers from distance.  However, through the study and application of sound principles, an instructor can work towards becoming proficient.
	Many different ideas come to mind when you bring up the subject of effective distance learning.  One issue that affects all learning is that of motivation.  How can an instructor motivate their students to not only learn material, but to make that material meaningful?  This is a tough problem to address over distance, where “normal” classroom practices are not commonly used.  The Constructivist approach is a promising approach to distance learning.  As instructors rethink and restructure their educational practices, we see them providing for a more student centered approach .  Many constructivists feel that learning is best accomplished through social interaction in a collaborative environment .  
	Another similar approach is taken by the proponents of “Engaging” students.  With the rapid development of technologies, students are now more empowered than ever .  Students in today’s world have had access to computers, internet, cell phones, and video games most of their lives.  To reach the students, we must engage them on their level.  This idea is similar to the people who are advocating the advancement of 21st Century learning skills.  These ideas include things such as bringing the world into the classroom and creating opportunities for students to interact .  Many of these ideas involve the development of Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) that are needed in today’s world .  
	A new idea of “Cyborg Learning Theory” is one that I learned about while researching for this paper.  The basis of this thinking is that we need to eliminate the use of technology as being “outside” of the learner, and instead start to see technology as an “extension” of human identity.  This is a pretty revolutionary and new approach, but one I can see as having some value.  We live in a society where educational staples such as Bloom’s Taxonomy are being updated for the digital age.  Clearly there is a need for us not only to re-think our teaching practices, but perhaps how we evaluate exactly what technology is, and its use.
	Many of these thoughts have been brought together by Chuck Schwahn in his book “Inevitable”.  The idea put forward by Schwahn is called “Mass Customized Learning” .  Basically he feels we need to look at the world around us, and apply what is used every day to education.  This is not necessarily a theory of distance education, but the incorporation of distance learning into the lives of students in a way that they already live.
	As the noted Psychologist Carl Rogers said, “All learning is self motivated”.  The first goal for any educator should be to ensure motivation of their students.  This is particularly difficult in a distance education setting.  Often the relationships that are built between teacher and student are not present in distance learning, and it is difficult for the instructor to know what the motivation is for their students.  Students who are motivated by “Mastery Goals”- which are associated with reaching competence, tend to have higher motivation in the distance setting .  But not all students are motivated by mastery.  So what should a teacher focus on to help motivate students?  Research on motivation suggests that it is more effective for instructors to praise the efforts of their students and not their achievements .  Instructors should focus on implementing what is called “Proactive Motivational Support”.  This idea is basically threefold:  individual, interactive, and motivational.  There is some evidence that by using these ideas, a learner is more likely to be motivated .
	The idea of Constructivism in education is hardly new, but its application to distance learning is excellent.  Many of the “original” online distance courses ignored the opportunity for collaboration and interaction .  In Constructivist theory, learners construct their own reality based on prior knowledge and personal experience.  With the development of numerous opportunities for distance learning, technology can now become a partner in this construction of knowledge .  Of the pedagogical considerations in taking this approach, the key is the learning environment .  Understanding is a function of interaction with multiple variables, and knowledge evolves through social negotiation and evaluation.  Research has shown that Constructivism can provide a basis for effective distance learning, but much training of educators is needed.  The instructors need to be part of “staff development training that will be ongoing and immerse teachers in a constructivist learning process” .
	In developing a constructivist basis for learning, one key would be the implementation of “engaging activities”.  Students today do not want to simply be given information and/or assignments and be told to “discuss” or “evaluate” them.  They want to become personally involved in the process.  Today’s students are “challenging” educators to engage them with the process of learning .  To truly capture the student’s attention, it is essential for education to get them involved.  According to Kang and Gyorke, “The maximization of learners control over their learning activities needs to be recognized and continually stressed in the development of modern distance education theory” .  Basically, what the experts are saying is that if we design and implement lessons and methods that will engage and affect our students on a personal level, we will help to develop meaningful learning experiences, and new knowledge will be constructed.
	An additional thought as we discuss engagement, is bringing the students to the “real world”.  The practice of field trips has gone on since the invention of the school bus, but with today’s technologies there are more opportunities than ever for students to interact with the “real world”.  The ability of a student to apply examples, applications, and settings from their real lives helps to make content more relevant .  To do this type of instruction, it becomes necessary for educators to change their educational approach .  No longer are the teachers the “dispensers” of knowledge, rather the educator becomes a facilitator, helping to guide the students and empowering them to become independent thinkers.  This is going to necessitate the implementation of 21st century tools such as: computers, networks, multimedia, etc… .  In addition to such tools, the students are going to have to learn how to use them and apply them in real world digital products .  Another thing to be looked at when discussing student engagement and real world activities is how does an educator evaluate and assess such work?  Learners will need clear and realistic standards with criteria to work towards.  Teachers will need to not only allow lots of time for practice, but also provide feedback, model appropriate procedures, and also allow students to make mistakes .  In a distance environment, I can certainly see the need and benefit of individual work and projects, but I can also see difficulty with being able to “actively” monitor student’s progress.
	“Cyborg Learning Theory: Technology in Education and the Blurring of Boundaries” by Dallas McPheeters, had such an interesting title that I had to read it.  He believes that “we are embarking on a shift of magnitude that boundary-restricted minds are unable to conceive or manage” .  He uses the term “Cyborg” which indicates a hybrid of human and machine.  He argues that both “Technophiles” (-those for technology), and “Technophobes” (- those against technology), view technology as “alien” or something to be controlled.  Instead, he sees technology as an extension of human identity.  His basic thought is that traditional approaches to changing traditional methods have become irrelevant.  In his words, “measuring the effectiveness of emerging technologies with antiquated systems may be difficult to perform accurately” .  While he does not do a comprehensive job of actually explaining what “Cyborg Learning” is, and what it would look like, I do think he is on to something.  One thing that stays with me is the thought that “technology will drive us there, whether we prepare for it or not” .  In a distance education environment, I think the main thing you can take away from “Cyborg Learning” is that learning is going to become much more student centered.  Again, this will present many challenges to educators and instructors as they move forward, and away from their traditional roles.
	In addition to the discussion of learning principles in distance education, I would like to include the ideas presented in “Inevitable” by Dr. Chuck Schwahn.  Dr. Schwahn is advocating a “Transformational Change” in our educational system.  He tries to incorporate the “customization” of the modern world into education.  Looking at different businesses and websites, he comes up with a few thoughts, “Let's learn from Apple, Amazon, Google, and other mass customizing industries.  First, we ask, ‘How do they do that?’ And second, ‘How can we do that for learners?’” .  This does not necessarily involve distance learning, however it does allow for the use of distance learning to be integrated into the class schedules of students.  A system such as this would have a drastic effect on the number of students involved in taking distance classes, and also would create a demand for many of the effective teaching practices discussed earlier.  
	In summary each of the principles in this paper has valid and measurable benefits in the field of distance learning.  While each can stand on its own merit, it is imperative to look at the whole picture, and see how you can get them to overlap.  Can you see an instructor working under a constructivist construct, building on prior knowledge, while arranging activities for the students that engage them in the real world?  It is difficult to tell what the future will bring to the world of distance education.  Ten years ago not many people knew about blogs, now they are commonly used as sounding boards.  The first “online” courses were not very interactive, and were essentially the regurgitation of traditional methods in an online format.  Today, students from all over and all ages take advantage of online courses for their flexibility and interactivity .  I am not certain if we are moving toward a time where technology is thought of simply as an extension of the human, like in “Cyborg Theory”, or if we will ever see “Mass Customized Learning” to the extent that Dr. Schwahn can.  I do know that in the field of education, the development of distance learning through online courses is only in its infancy.  The number of changes that have occurred in just the past decade, make me wonder what will happen in the decade ahead?  Although the tools and skills needed will change over time, there will always be a need to base activities and learning on sound educational principles drawn from appropriate learning theory.  Applying those theories to effective distance learning and practices is what will continue to need to evolve.
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