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An Overview of Research in 
Distance Education

An overview of the distance learning (DE) lit-
erature from the past few decades shows a great 
deal of attention being focused on “descriptive” 
research, which was work that aimed to describe 
the DE phenomenon. This focus led to some inter-
esting and groundbreaking work on defining the 
nature of distance education, and theorizing about 
learning and teaching at a distance (see Keegan, 
1996). With more experience, both in the prac-
tice of DE and its study, there has been growing 
interest on evaluating the quality of learning and 
teaching at a distance, and on the influences of 
various forms of technology in this regard. This 
research has drawn from what we know about 
human cognition, learning, and teaching, and 
about the effects of educational technology, in-
cluding how to go about ascertaining their effects 
validly and reliably. One of the most noteworthy 
contributions to educational practice of distance 
education has been the awareness and interest in 
learning and instructional design processes, and 

course design and development more generally. 
Mostly because of the need to pay greater atten-
tion to distance learners, educators have come to 
realize that “shoveling” lecture notes and class 
schedules (known as “shovel ware”) into printed 
study guides and online learning environments 
is not going to be enough. A lot more is neces-
sary to engage learners and support them in their 
learning.

Despite these positive developments in the 
direction that DE research is currently taking, it 
would not be erroneous to suggest that research 
and scholarship in this broad field of distance 
education and e-learning is still very weak from 
several perspectives. Part of the reason for this 
lies in the multidisciplinary nature of the field, 
which restricts the emergence of one or more 
clearly defined and widely accepted research 
methodologies. Researchers in this field tend 
to adopt methods from areas such as education, 
humanities, or the social sciences, although they 
are sometimes applied less rigorously than in 
those disciplines (Berge & Mrozowski, 2001; 
Bernard & Naidu, 1990; Bernard, Abrami, Lou 
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& Borokhovski, 2004). Studies prepared by the 
United States Institute for Higher Education 
Policy have furthermore observed some serious 
limitations with existing research practices in DE 
(see Phipps & Merisotis, 1999).

The report by Phipps and Merisotis (1999) is 
based upon material that was published during 
the 1990s. It places particular attention on those 
types of technologies that are currently being 
used by the majority of institutions. This report 
concentrates primarily on an evaluation of all 
original work—including experimental, descrip-
tive, correlation, and case study research. It also 
summarizes key information and findings of other 
policy papers, articles, and essays that dominated 
the literature. The authors of this article concede 
that while this review of original research does 
not encompass every study published since 1990, 
it does capture the most important and salient 
of these works. From this sample of original re-
search, we found that the three broad measures 
of the effectiveness of distance education usually 
examined are: student outcomes such as grades 
and test scores, student attitudes towards learning 
through distance education, and student satisfac-
tion toward distance learning.

Phipps and Merisotis claim that most of the 
studies they examined conclude that, regardless 
of the technology used, distance learning courses 
enjoyed high student satisfaction rates and com-
pared favorably with classroom-based courses. 
For example, many experimental studies they 
examined indicate that students participating 
in distance learning courses performed as well 
as their counterparts in a traditional classroom 
setting. These studies found that their distance 
learning students had similar grades or test 
scores, or had the same sorts of attitudes toward 
their course. The descriptive analyses and case 
studies focus on student and faculty attitudes and 
perceptions of distance learning. The purposes of 
many of these types of research were to develop 
recommendations to improve distance learning. 

These studies typically concluded that students 
and faculty had a positive view towards distance 
learning.

Problems with research in 
distance education

The Phipps and Merisotis report claims that a 
closer look at this research, however, reveals that 
it may not be prudent to accept these findings at 
face value because of problems with the methods 
that were used to reach these findings. It claims 
that the most significant problem had to do with 
the overall quality of the research, which pretty 
much rendered many of the findings inconclusive. 
Phipps and Merisotis claimed that the findings 
of the original research must be read with some 
caution. Similar sorts of remarks about distance 
education research have been articulated by An-
glin and Morrison (2000), Diaz (2000), Perraton 
(2000), and Saba (2000). Evaluating the quality of 
any research requires determining if the studies 
adhered to commonly accepted principles of good 
research practice. This is essential if the results of 
the studies are to be considered valid and gener-
alizable. If a study does not abide by these proven 
principles and practices, the results they derive 
can be erroneous and misleading. The Phipps and 
Merisotis report flags the following issues as the 
shortcomings of the surveyed literature:

•	 Many of the experimental studies did not 
use randomly selected subjects.

•	 Much of the experimental research reviewed 
did not control for extraneous variables and 
therefore could not show cause and effect.

•	 The validity and reliability of the instru-
ments used to measure student outcomes 
and attitudes were questionable.

•	 Many of the studies did not adequately 
control for the feelings and attitudes of the 
students and faculty.
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