
Part 3 

Distance education 

Principles o f distance education 9 5 
Hilary Perraton 

Distance teachin g a t the University o f Guyan a 10 1 
Alan Persico 

The Commonwealt h o f Learning an d teache r educatio n 10 4 
Dennis Irvine 



Principies of distance 
education 

Participants a t th e semina r considere d th e issue s involve d i n teache r educa -
tion throug h distanc e educatio n methodologies . Severa l innovativ e pro -
grammes are being developed an d implemented by the University of the West 
Indies, th e Universit y o f Guyan a an d th e Commonwealt h o f Learning . 
Participants benefited fro m a  panel discussion . Panel members were Dr Keith 
Harry (Internationa l Centr e fo r Distanc e Learning , Ope n University , UK) ; Dr 
Dennis Irvin e (CO L Caribbea n Regiona l Representative) ; D r Hilar y Perrato n 
(UWI); and D r Alan Persico (Universit y o f Guyana) . 

Distance education  for  teacher  training  in  the 
Caribbean 
In many island s o f th e Caribbea n th e trainin g o f teacher s cost-effectivel y i s a 
concern. Th e geograph y o f th e regio n make s distanc e educatio n loo k a n 
obvious technique for raising the quality of the teaching force. And there have 
been some beginnings. The Canadian agency OCOD has used distance teach-
ing to raise the basic education o f teachers i n the Eastern Caribbean . Jamaica 
has begu n t o us e distanc e educatio n withi n it s Worl d Ban k projec t fo r th e 
reform o f secondary educatio n (ROSE) . The University of the West Indies ha s 
some experienc e o f distanc e education , wit h programme s availabl e fo r th e 
Certificate i n Education , an d wil l expan d it s work i n thi s are a i n th e contex t 
of it s shift fro m bein g a  single-mode t o a  mixed-mode university . 

Before expandin g distance education , i t is necessary to ask how effective i t 
can be fo r teache r education . On e caution i s necessary here . Distance educa -
tion ha s bee n define d a s 'a n educationa l proces s i n which a  significan t pro -
portion o f th e teachin g i s conducte d b y someon e remove d i n spac e and/o r 
time fro m th e learner ' (Perrato n 1982 , p.4) . The wor d 'proportion ' i s impor -
tant; distance education i s no substitute for classroom practice and i t is no part 
of the case for it s use tha t i t should replac e al l other forms o f teacher educa -
tion. Rather i t is argued that distance teaching methods can be used alongsid e 
more conventiona l form s o f educatio n an d ar e o f particula r valu e fo r reach -
ing scattered audience s lik e the teachers o f the Caribbea n region . 

The effectivenes s o f distanc e educatio n 

Distance educatio n ha s bee n use d fo r teache r trainin g i n man y part s o f th e 
world, includin g both industrialise d an d developin g countries . Enough evalu -
ation ha s bee n undertake n t o mak e i t possibl e t o answe r question s abou t 
effectiveness. Th e evidenc e i s summarise d i n a  recen t publicatio n fro m th e 
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CARIBBEAN ISSUE S Commonwealt h Secretaria t (Perraton , 1993 ) where th e outcome s o f distanc e 
AND DEVELOPMENT S educatio n fo r teache r trainin g ar e examine d alon g thre e mai n dimensions , 

considering the audiences reached , th e effects o n learning, and the effects o n 
classroom performance . 

The first measure - o f reach - i s the simplest, and, while of restricted value, 
of som e significanc e bot h fo r planner s an d fo r researchers . Whe n Pakista n 
wanted t o teac h a  larg e proportio n o f it s 155,00 0 primar y schoo l teacher s 
about a  new curriculu m i t called o n th e Allama Iqba l Ope n Universit y to run 
a Primar y Teachers ' Orientatio n Cours e whic h use d correspondenc e lesson s 
and radi o programmes . Ove r te n course-cycle s i t enrolle d 83,00 0 teacher s 
(Robinson, 1993) , a  large r numbe r tha n woul d hav e bee n possibl e throug h 
any othe r method . Similarl y th e Departmen t o f Educatio n an d Scienc e i n 
Britain calle d o n th e Ope n Universit y t o develo p a  trainin g pac k abou t ne w 
national examination s whic h wa s distribute d t o al l secondar y school s i n 
England an d Wale s (Prescot t an d Robinson , 1993) . Man y programme s o f 
teacher education have been smalle r than this: African programme s run in the 
1960s an d 1970 s typicall y ha d betwee n 60 0 an d 3,00 0 student s an d th e 
Tanzanian programme with 45,000 enrolled between 197 6 and 198 1 was very 
much th e exceptio n (cf . Perrato n e t al. , 1986) . The evidenc e i s limite d bu t 
clear: distanc e educatio n ca n reac h student s i n significan t number s bot h i n 
industrialised countrie s wit h sophisticate d communicatio n system s an d i n 
developing countrie s with simple r systems and fewe r resources . 

The evidence tha t students learned effectivel y i s more limited and i s of two 
kinds. First, a small number of studies have tested samples of students in order 
to measur e th e learnin g gaine d a t a  distance . Comparativ e researc h i n Sr i 
Lanka an d Indonesi a foun d evidenc e o f learnin g gain s fo r traine e teacher s 
studying a t a  distance but suggested tha t learning i n mathematics an d the sci-
ences posed greate r problems than i n other subjects (Nielse n an d Tatto, 1993, 
pp 126-7) . Second , w e hav e evidenc e fro m examinations . Wher e traine e 
teachers hav e take n simila r examination s t o thos e take n b y student s follow -
ing regular , face-to-fac e course s i t i s possibl e t o compar e th e tw o groups . 
Similarly ther e i s evidenc e o f examinatio n succes s fro m ope n an d bimoda l 
universities offerin g degre e programmes . Th e evidenc e i s consistent : wher e 
distance students follow thei r courses to the end they tend to achieve as good 
examination result s a s othe r part-tim e students . Man y teache r trainin g pro -
grammes hav e guarantee d thei r student s enhance d statu s an d improve d pa y 
on completio n and , i n consequence , hav e als o achieve d hig h completio n 
rates. Give n a  supportiv e environment , student s workin g a t a  distanc e ca n 
reach examinatio n succes s level s tha t ar e comparabl e wit h alternative s (cf . 
Perraton, 1993 , p. 393). 

The evidenc e tha t teache r educatio n a t a  distanc e i s translate d int o 
improved classroom practice i s limited. But i t is not much worse than the evi-
dence o n conventiona l teache r training . Schiefelbei n an d Simmon s (1981 , 
p.25) foun d quit e limite d effect s o f conventiona l trainin g i n thei r revie w o f 
teacher trainin g an d classroo m performance . A  mor e recen t Worl d Ban k 
review found tha t 'i n man y countries , teache r trainin g provide s fe w teachin g 
skills' (Lockhee d an d Verspoor , 1991 , p.99). Avalo s (1991 , p.30 ) conclude d 
that, 'ther e i s littl e evidenc e abou t whic h approache s wor k bes t i n trainin g 
teachers t o undertake th e variety o f roles require d o f them' . 

In som e case s evidenc e o f effectivenes s ha s no t bee n sought . Whe n th e 
government Departmen t o f Educatio n an d Scienc e commissione d th e Britis h 
Open Universit y t o ge t trainin g material s int o al l secondar y schools , i t wa s 
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content t o kno w tha t the y ha d bee n distribute d an d conducte d n o researc h DISTANC E 
on thei r impac t o n teachers ' behaviour . A  small amoun t o f research ha s been EDUCATIO N 
conducted o n tw o o f th e large-scal e programme s i n Africa . Tw o studie s i n 
Tanzania looked a t the performance o f teachers trained at a distance and were 
able to compare them with those trained face-to-face (cf . Chale , 1993 ; Mählck 
and Temu, 1989) . Both studies found tha t there were few differences i n effec -
tiveness between th e groups . Student s learning a t a  distance seemed t o be a t 
a disadvantage i n teaching scienc e ( a finding  echoed i n later studies) and th e 
distance programmes wer e 'relativel y les s successful i n reinforcing self-confi -
dence among female teachers ' (Mählck and Temu, 1989 , p.126). In Zimbabw e 
limited evidenc e suggest s tha t teacher s traine d a t a  distanc e wer e a t leas t a s 
effective a s those traine d conventionall y (Chivore , 1993 , p.56). In both thes e 
cases trainee teacher s were deploye d i n the classroom while they were train -
ing so that the y inevitabl y had mor e classroom practic e than thei r contempo -
raries wh o wer e attendin g conventiona l teachers ' colleges . We can conclud e 
that th e integratio n o f suc h extensiv e classroo m practic e withi n a  centrall y 
organised programm e o f distance educatio n appear s t o be effective . 

The cost s 

As the evidence on effectiveness i s reasonably encouraging we can go on an d 
ask abou t costs . There ar e theoretica l reason s fo r expectin g distanc e educa -
tion t o cos t les s tha n th e conventiona l alternatives ; where teachin g material s 
are prepare d i n larg e enoug h quantitie s i t ma y b e possibl e t o achiev e 
economies o f scale tha t ar e not ope n t o education wit h fixe d clas s sizes. But, 
at th e sam e time , a n effectiv e distanc e educatio n programm e require s th e 
commitment o f adequate resource s fo r th e production o f those material s an d 
for th e processes o f enrolment , administratio n an d tutorin g o f students . 

The empirica l evidenc e i s clear : 

'In ten of the 11 cases (of training teachers  at a distance) where  data are 
available, costs for distance  education  appear  to have been lower than the 
alternative; where  we  have detailed  figures it  is  reasonable to  conclude 
that distance  education  programmes  can  be  designed for teachers  at a 
cost of between one-third and  two-thirds  of conventional programmes.  ' 

(Perraton, 1993 , p . 385 ) 

In par t thi s i s becaus e conventiona l teache r trainin g i s relativel y expensive . 
Even where it s curriculum i s broadly comparabl e t o that of regular secondar y 
education, fo r example , it s cost s ar e ofte n higher . I n par t i t i s because som e 
distance educatio n programme s requir e student s t o pa y fees , reducin g th e 
cost t o publi c budgets , o r hav e opportunit y cost s whic h agai n fal l o n th e 
student. But , t o a  larg e extent , i t i s becaus e distanc e educatio n allow s fo r 
economies o f scale and reduce s the need t o build additiona l college s o f edu -
cation an d housin g fo r students . 

The condit ion s o f succes s 

Analysis of international experienc e makes i t possible to go beyond measure s 
of effectivenes s an d o f cos t an d t o reac h som e conclusion s abou t th e condi -
tions of success fo r programme s tha t use distance education t o train teachers . 
The first 'has to do with the structural relation between distance education and 
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CARIBBEAN ISSUE S th e educational servic e generally' (ibid. , p.399) . Successful programme s hav e 
AND DEVELOPMENT S neede d clos e integratio n wit h th e res t o f the educatio n servic e an d appropri -

ate political backing. I f they are to lead to qualifications , the n thos e qualifica -
tions nee d t o b e recognise d fo r status , pa y an d promotion . I f the y ar e t o 
survive the y nee d th e stead y backin g o f thei r ministr y o f education . 
Integration between a  distance education programm e and the rest of the work 
of a  ministr y o f educatio n i s needed , too , i n orde r t o pu t i n plac e arrange -
ments fo r th e supervisio n an d examinatio n o f classroo m practice . Thu s th e 
foremost conditio n o f success i s that distance education i s built into the fabri c 
of the educatio n service , no t a  peripheral add-on . 

Then i t is necessary for those running distance education to ensure that the 
programmes ca n b e sustained . Som e o f th e earl y programme s i n Africa , fo r 
example, wer e ru n a s one-of f solution s t o a  critica l shortag e o f teacher s an d 
based i n teachers' colleges wholly dedicated t o distance education. Generally , 
ministries of education abandone d programme s o f this kind once their imme-
diate objectives were reached and they tended no t to be built into the national 
system o f tertiary education . The y see m t o hav e bee n operatin g a t to o smal l 
a scal e an d t o have been insufficientl y integrate d wit h th e res t o f th e educa -
tion syste m o f thei r countries . (Th e majo r exceptio n her e i s th e Nationa l 
Teachers' Institute of Nigeria - a  country so large that there is an obvious case 
for a dedicated institution of this kind.) In contrast, programmes based in both 
bimodal an d ope n universitie s appea r t o have demonstrated thei r robustnes s 
across a  wide range o f countries . 

Successful programme s hav e als o been marke d b y a  developin g expertis e 
in distanc e teaching : material s hav e bee n develope d o f a  qualit y an d wit h a 
professionalism tha t ha s becom e steadil y greate r a s th e internationa l educa -
tion communit y ha s com e t o mak e greate r us e o f distanc e education . Man y 
programmes now are successful i n producing 'material s which are sensitive to 
the linguisti c need s o f thei r students , whic h incorporat e teachin g device s t o 
stimulate effective learning , and which maintain thei r students' interest ' (ibid. , 
p.400). Successfu l programmes , too , ar e sensitive to the socia l an d individua l 
needs o f thei r student s an d o f th e circumstance s unde r whic h the y ar e 
working; programme s o f distanc e education , lik e othe r programme s o f con -
tinuing education, need to take account o f all the other pressures on their stu-
dents' live s a s well  a s thos e tha t com e fro m thei r programme s o f stud y 
ensuring tha t th e detai l o f implementatio n run s wit h th e grai n o f students ' 
lives. Finally , programme s nee d t o giv e thei r student s bot h intrinsi c an d 
extrinsic rewards ; t o b e interestin g an d rewardin g i n themselve s but , a s a 
result of their close integration with policies for teacher advancement, t o bring 
tangible benefit s t o thei r students . 

Conclusion 

To sum up , distance educatio n ha s particula r logistica l advantage s fo r group s 
like the teachers o f the Caribbean wh o liv e at a  distance fro m a  university o r 
college centre . I t ha s obviou s advantage s fo r continuin g education . Whil e i t 
demands integratio n wit h othe r form s o f teache r training , includin g face-to -
face session s an d th e organisatio n an d supervisio n o f classroo m practice , th e 
complications o f doing this are no greater than they are for students studyin g 
through mor e conventiona l means . Th e evidenc e o n effectivenes s i s reason -
ably encouraging . Th e evidenc e o n cost s demonstrate s tha t ther e i s an eco -
nomic a s well  a s a n educationa l cas e fo r th e us e o f distanc e education . 
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Conditions o f succes s ca n b e identified ; amon g th e mos t significan t ar e th e DISTANC E 
need to tie the work o f distance education closel y to the regular work o f min- EDUCATIO N 
istries, schools an d colleges , t o b e sensitiv e t o th e need s o f students , an d t o 
bring appropriate expertis e and professionalis m t o the design an d implemen -
tation o f distance-educatio n programmes . 

Distance education  at  the  UWI 
The University of the West Indies has several years experience of teacher edu -
cation throug h th e UWIDITE system. The UWI , in it s efforts t o expan d facili -
ties and programme s fo r distanc e education , ha s se t up a  Distance Educatio n 
Unit whic h report s t o th e Pro-Vic e Chancello r fo r Academi c Affairs . Th e 
Distance Education Newsletter  (April 1995 ) lists five roles of the Unit . 

• T o work wit h an d guid e academi c staf f a s they develo p an d edi t 
distance educatio n materials , providing a  pedagogical inpu t to tha t 
process, an d t o arrange th e production an d distributio n o f teachin g 
materials 

• T o set up , supervise an d monito r studen t tutoria l an d suppor t service s 
in co-operation wit h campu s an d non-campu s academi c staff . The Uni t 
will manage al l aspects o f thi s work includin g th e use o f UWIDITE 

• T o ac t as the first point o f reference fo r distanc e educatio n students , 
ensuring tha t an y student difficultie s ar e resolved a s rapidly a s possibl e 
by academi c o r administrativ e staf f a s appropriat e 

• T o have responsibility fo r th e qualit y o f al l University distanc e 
education activitie s 

• T o undertake formativ e evaluatio n o n distanc e educatio n activities . 

New distanc e educatio n course s tha t ar e bein g planne d b y th e UW I includ e 
first yea r course s i n English ; preliminar y course s i n mathematics , biology , 
chemistry an d physics ; a  new certificat e i n educationa l administration , articu -
lating with a n eventua l B.Ed , availabl e through distanc e education . 

Training i s bein g planne d i n th e developmen t o f teachin g materials ; th e 
techniques o f tutorin g an d counselling ; th e productio n o f prin t an d 
audio-visual materials ; an d skill s developmen t fo r effectiv e deliver y o f 
distance education . 

Some of the lessons learned fro m th e project s t o date ar e as follows : 
• mor e attention shoul d b e given t o putting i n place appropriat e 

administrative structure s 
• greate r us e should b e mad e o f non-prin t medi a i n so fa r a s this is 

feasible 
• countrie s coul d benefi t fro m informatio n o n an d sharin g o f materials, 

especially material s develope d i n third world countrie s 
• considerabl e scope exist s fo r trainin g i n distance educatio n technique s 
• communicatio n infrastructure s (audio-conferencing , compute r 

networking) ca n greatl y enhanc e teache r educatio n by distanc e an d a t 
the low technology en d o f the scale are no t a  costly investment . 

Teacher educator s were aske d t o conside r th e following : 
• regiona l an d Commonwealt h co-operatio n i n teacher educatio n b y 

distance (especiall y sharin g o f experiences , expertis e an d materials ) 
• th e potentia l fo r off-shor e distanc e educatio n programme s fo r thos e 

countries lackin g the tertiary educatio n infrastructur e 
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CARIBBEAN ISSUE S •  productio n of quality materials cost-effectively, includin g non-print 
AND DEVELOPMENT S material s 

• sustainabilit y of programmes 
• accreditatio n o f teacher education programmes 
• th e teacher education curriculum - th e need for a change to match the 

realities of the present and the future 
• continuin g and professional education . 
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