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From the very early days of colleges and universities, the oral lecture has been the basis for transferring knowledge from teacher to student. The lecture has been the most efficient and effective means of pedagogy to present the knowledge and skills that form a field of knowledge in a number of fields of study. Traditionally, the lecture was presented in a formal setting such as a classroom or lecture hall.  In many cases, laboratory experiences and/or instructional activities supplemented this lecture. This form of education required a campus with a number of buildings to deliver instruction to the student. A student desiring an education is required to live on or near a campus in order to receive instruction. The specific class is offered at a set time period in a specific place requiring the student to be present in the classroom. 

Today, there are an increasing number of students who cannot attend class at a traditional "Brick and Mortar" campus due to job restraints, family responsibilities, or financial considerations. Individuals in this category are known as "place bound" students. Until a few years ago, this category of student was relegated to taking correspondence courses or evening classes. Most of the time, a college education was not possible for the place bound student. There is a revolution in higher education taking place that will help serve the place bound student. Distance education or e-education is changing the way colleges and universities serve students in all categories.

Distance education employs many forms of technology to deliver courses to students at any time and place. To the place bound student, courses may be taken at home or at work on his or her own schedule. Indeed, complete degree programs from the associate degree to the doctoral level may be completed with minimum physical contact with a college campus.  A quick look at a list of colleges and universities offering distance education courses and programs is impressive. There are thousands of courses and hundreds of programs being offered at a distance. It is possible to take a management course from some of the foremost experts in the field from schools all over the world using distance education methods. A working manager can complete an MBA without ever stepping foot on a university campus. It is quite apparent that the academy has gone from the old "Bricks and Mortar" to the new "Clicks and Mortar" campus. The virtual campus is a concept in its infancy. With the advances in technology, it appears that the future of education will be more to the contemporary rather that the traditional. The professorate will be increasingly required to develop and deliver their courses using distance education methods. Those professors unwilling to offer their courses at a distance will be in the minority.

Distance education uses a number of methods to deliver course work including the Internet, Satellite, Streamed Video, and Videotape.

One of the more popular means for delivering coursework today is through use of the Internet. A complete course is available to the student on-line, in either a synchronous or asynchronous mode of presentation. A synchronous course is one that presents course material to the student while the student is on-line, in real-time.  Students are required to be logged on to a course web page at certain times. The instructor will present material in much the same way as an on-campus class session. The asynchronous course does not have a time meeting requirement. The student will log on to a course web site at his or her convenience. Assignments, quizzes, tests, projects, labs, and class activities are completed at the convenience of the student. The asynchronous method is by far the most used method of instruction in the e-education arena. 

Instruction using satellite technology is most like the traditional in-class lecture method. An instructor presents material in a studio with cameras and multimedia equipment. The lecture is transmitted via satellite to receiving stations from a few miles to thousands of miles. Students at the receiving sites receive the lecture as if on an actual campus. In many cases, the technology allows interaction with the instructor as well as fellow students.

Streamed video is a method that allows the instructor to present a lecture from his or her personal computer directly to the students PC. The instructor must have one of the new high-tech TV cameras connected to the PC in order to transmit pictures of the lecture to the student. This method of lecture will eventually eliminate the need for satellite instruction. The main problem with streamed video today is in the lack of adequate bandwidth to transfer the very large amounts of data required for the digital TV image. 

One final method being used to deliver lectures at a distance is through the use of videotape. The instructor pre-records the lecture on tape.  The tape in-turn is sent to the student for viewing. Streamed video will also eventually eliminate the need for this method.

Now a personal aside concerning the methods presented in this article. As a professor with over 25 years of experience in the classroom giving lectures the old fashioned way, I was hesitant to buy-in to these new methods of instruction. It was not the technology that frightened me, but the loss of the process that I grew up with professionally. I still get a charge out of the lecture before real in-class students. I like the interaction and interplay between professor and student that a lecture provides. 

A couple of years ago, I was assigned the task of developing one of my courses for delivery on the Internet. The course material from my lecture was transferred to the web course. A lot of critical thought was given to developing effective materials and activities to enhance student learning. The course was offered to eight students. Some of the students were hundreds of miles distant from our campus. To my great surprise, I began to enjoy this new method of instruction. I found that in many instances, student interaction and learning was greater than in the more traditional lecture method. You can say that I am now a proponent of distance education. I have transferred six courses to the Internet. My students are located throughout the United States. 

Although the traditional campus setting will be with us for many years to come, the methods being developed in distance education today will spark increased growth of the virtual classroom in the future. The cap and gown worn at graduation ceremonies today may soon be replaced with the mouse and screen session of tomorrow. The college degree might be downloaded directly to the student. You can get a look at the future in education today by simply logging on to a college home site and entering the distance education page.  
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