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Traditional Education vs. Online Learning

The Internet contributes its vast index of information through millions of web pages, accessible by students and teachers alike. Correspondingly, a rapid progression of communication and technology, has allowed instructional training and online education to be available wherever there is a working computer. As a result, online-based learning, also known as E-learning, has taken a great leap into competition with the traditional face-to-face classroom environment. 

In the early 1960’s, airplanes flew over mid-western regions in the U.S., in order to beam lessons by satellite into classrooms (Shea & Boser 2001, pp.1). Over the decades, technological advancements established methods of distance learning using telephone prompts, films and documentaries, radio broadcasts, audiotape recordings, and television. “By the 1980’s, many colleges were offering courses and programs that taught through correspondence, teleconferencing, videotaped lectures, or some combination of all three. By the 1990’s, most schools had moved to take the entire experience online,” and today E-learning is a primary contributor to western education and occupational lesson plans (R, Uma 2008 ¶1). 

The 20th century mentality of learning was “anytime, anywhere” and as we began the 21st century that remains true, yet more and more people are seeking out opportunities to learn from a distance (Shea & Boser 2001 ¶2). Since 2005, almost 90 percent of American Universities provided at least one course online, and since 2001, more than 2 million people worldwide have taken a course online (Shea & Boser 2001 ¶1). E-learning is no longer a new phenomena of the business industry. It provides a convenient solution for students and instructors that have limited access to classrooms and facilities. There are a range of degrees and certifications from GED’s to MBA’s, and hundreds of courses available from psychology and engineering to modern religion and creative arts. As such, E-learning has had a decade of experience to appeal to those engaged in technological advancement and development. 

“Like face-to-face learning settings, students’ engagement in online learning is enhanced by social affordances engineered by the teacher (Volet, Wosnitza, 2004, pp. 6). Therefore, in order to assess the benefits of converting from traditional face-to-face learning to E-learning, we must also understand the underlying issues: What are the downfalls of e-learning courses? Who does this education work best for? What are the signs of progress and enrichment (Shea & Boser 2001, pp.1)? Addressing these concerns can help determine whether or not an institution should convert traditional courses to online learning. 

Many institutions prefer online training because they consider it to be cost and time efficient. This is because face-to-face learning often requires classroom facilities, the completion of multiple courses over a set period of time(R, Uma 2008 PP.2). Paid instructors, labs, and an administrative faculty to help coordinate schedules, are also necessary in maintaining schools and learning facilities (Ibid.). E-learning has proven to be fast paced and accessible for those unable to attend, or provide, the traditional “class room” setting. In example, businesses and satellite schools can use the Internet to project lessons through websites internationally, from any computer online. With the proper equipment, courses and live lessons can even be viewed using a cell phone. Furthermore, students along with working professionals can also develop and practice beneficial computer skills for any competitive job market. 

According to World Wide Learn, the world’s leading online directory of education, students enjoy online learning and cyber classrooms for 15 specific reasons. This list describes some of these main functions and themes in E-learning as follows: Accessibility anytime, from anywhere, student-centered teaching, 24/7 web page operations, live chat interaction with other students and faculty, exposure to online resources, skill building technology, privacy while learning and researching, cyber conversations that allow students a liberal sense of self-expression indirectly through chat rooms and emails, and global diversity in learning (Coleman, 2005, pp.1). Therefore “while brick and mortar institutions will never be eliminated, it’s easy to see why a growing number of people are attending class in the cyber world. They may be reasons of accessibility, flexibility, or quality, all compelling and contributing to the attractiveness of this model learning” (Ibid.). Yet, E-learning is not without faults. Contrarily, the Journal of Marketing Education published a study that contrasted E-marketing strategies with online learning. The results of this study labeled specific challenges to consider that may affect faculty members, course content, and student challenges that arise when converting to online education. 

According to Neil Granitz and C. Scott Greene, the authors of “Applying E-Marketing Strategies to Online Distance Learning, faculty based challenges arise because instructors are responsible for producing and distributing lesson plans using virtual communications. Many instructors “dislike or fear” technology and cannot fully embrace the teaching environment (Granitz & Greene 2003, pp.17).  Feedback and interaction are also limited since in a face-to-face classroom, an instructor can expect students to ask questions, display body language, facial expressions, and eye contact, to insure the instructor that their students are or are not receptive to the lesson (Ibid.). E learning eliminates this connection. Lastly, faculty must also train to use the software, databases, and technology that are necessary for maintaining online E-learning (Ibid.). 

Secondly, course content challenges occur because class subject matter is presented at a distance. Institutions considering a conversion from traditional learning to online learning must balance a volume of students from a distance, especially when building a syllabus to accommodate student schedules outside of a classroom. 

Learning online leaves the emphasis of key issues with an indirect presentation. In this case, it is suggested “course content challenges focus on the compatibility of course content with the communication medium . . . [certain] subject areas most suited for distance learning are those with large volumes of students, standardized curricula, content over which faculty members are less possessive, and outcomes that can be easily delineated” (Granitz & Greene, 2003, pp.17). 

In example, a student studying to receive a PhD in child psychology will have a differing experience from a student studying to be a Physician. Psychologist may benefit from learning and studying online, and can set a pace for their research and studies. Yet a physician that seeks to attend school online may not receive the same level of accreditation, because they lack face-to-face instruction. This is especially true for students seeking careers in education and health, because does not guarantee an assessment of student receptivity, when class discussions have been limited, and teachers are absent from the classroom. Therefore E-learning, and this form of student independence, does not appeal to all professional fields. PhD and MBA accreditation programs do not recognize E-learning as an efficient, competitive learning system. “A lack of accreditation doesn’t necessarily mean a lack of quality . . . [as] the University of Phoenix mainly employs adjunct teachers. That means the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business won’t give the stamp of approval to its M.B.S. program, but the National League for Nursing passed its nursing program because that organization does not require a staff of tenured full-time faculty” (Ibid.).

The greatest challenge to students is the different learning styles: character strengths and preferences that allow students to take in and process information (Granitz & Greene, 2003, pp.18). Online based learning risks “incompatibility between presentation and learning style leads to lower student satisfaction . . . and a higher drop out rate (Ibid.).”  Therefore online learning is only beneficial when the education institution is offering programs that critically address learning style issues (Ibid.). 

Additionally, when “compared with students taking a fact-to-face class, students in a distance learning class demonstrated significantly less positive attitudes and lower motivation attributed to ill-prepared and unresponsive faculty and administration . . . and a lack of course related activities” (Ibid.).  Additionally students may not allows have access to adequate technology. Some students are techno savvy, yet others remain technophobic” (Ibid.). 

Ultimately, the controversial differences that arise between E-learning and traditional face-to-face learning, are based on training methods that hold students primarily responsible for their learning experience and receptivity. Online learning does not allow for direct interpersonal communications. Rather, students must receive information and assignments solitarily with limited access to online correspondence.  For those that favor traditional education, E-learning can be a tedious task as typing skills, and computer literacy, are necessary factors in this process of learning. If a student does not have adequate keyboard knowledge and basic Windows operation skills, then they risk a definite defector in their learning experience. 

In another example, the University of Phoenix is the largest private university in the United States, with 90,000 students enrolled and 25,000 of that population receiving degrees online (Shea & Boser 2001, pp.2). Courses are outlined with detailed Power Point Presentations, and a fast pace curriculum. For most programs, sessions are held once a week at a campus location or online, ranging from 4-6 weeks (UOP 2008). There are few books required, as the syllabus, schedule, office hours, assignments, and assigned readings, are all accessible from the University of Phoenix student webpage. This form of learning not only saves paper, but it also allows students to monitor and organize their learning experience conveniently at the click of a mouse, wherever the Internet is available. 

The University of Phoenix is marketed towards working professionals and adults interested in accelerated learning programs, or opportunities to maintain their careers while perusing higher education. This private university also offers a commitment on the behalf of their staff, to see self-motivated students all the way through graduation (UOP.edu 2008). In order to track the success of online course completion, faculty mentors and enrollment counselors are available in order to provide an alternative to student counseling. In this case, most correspondence between students and counselors takes place without scheduling appointments, by instead using teleconferencing and emails.

 Yet the path to graduating from this private university often leaves students vulnerable to “high initial costs, lack of IT infrastructure, lack of adequate computer knowledge in students, and or a lack of personal interaction with instructors and other participants . . . “(R, Uma 2008 ¶2).

Because online learning requires updated technology, software, and hardware, the price of converting to online learning can be costly for any employer or student. Technicians and equipment can cost in the $1,000’s. Desktops, laptops, hard drives, projectors, printers, and ink can also come at a high cost. 

In another example, online learning eliminates the use of hard copy books as assigned readings. In this case, students must view web hosts and PDF files in order to complete assignments. If students are readers that prefer tangible reading on paper, rather than reading from a computer screen, this can be a detouring factor in their learning success. Additionally, the cost of ink, paper, and printer maintenance is also a considerable concern for struggling students and small businesses. 

Institutions that plan to convert classrooms and establish computer labs must also have an adequate infrastructure with efficient Internet speed, extensive virus protection, and active computer technicians. Desks must be set up ergonomically, while electrical outlets, and Internet connections are common expenditures when building computer labs.  The cost of building a computer lab for any school or small business can range from the $10,000’s to $100,000, depending upon the conversion. 

Another potential downfall in E learning arises, as not all students are technologically inclined. Discouragements then occur as technical issues may cause a faulty learning experience throughout their courses. Distractions can also arise and interrupt learning when web pages, printers, online communications, and computer software and/or hardware, fail. For example, a student or career seeker that spends hours to fill out an online application, only for the web page to freeze and all entry’s become lost in cyber space, has a chance at not completing the application at all. This situation is an excellent example of Internet functionality as it related to E-learning. Students can also attest to a lack of confidence when under pressure to type and perform computer operations. This then leads us to address the issue of understanding who online learning best appeals to. 

Schools, businesses, and organizations also utilize E-learning by investing in software that provides teambuilding exercises and developmental techniques. As a result, team-building technology also has useful and affective programs for teamwork development, and exists as a great alternative for businesses to train employees. Thus by using the appropriate online tools including the index of online resources and search engines, efficient time management software, and rapid communication networks, e-learning can be applicable in all aspects of online functionality. Although, there must also be critical consideration of the fact that students develop unique learning styles that some online learning programs may not appeal to. 

There are 3 neurological learning styles that represent the diversity and individuality of the human mind. According to Maria L. Conner, author of the Agelesslearner.com Learning Assessment, “ Each of us learns and processes information in our own special style, although we share some learning patterns, performances, and approaches (Conner, 2008 pp.1). This is why in any situation individuals respond differently when challenged and are more or less receptive, dependent upon their strengths and learning styles. For example, visual learners are engaged with images, films, pictures, graphs, maps, arrangements, and diagrams (Ibid). Their habits include in depth not taking, graph and map-making, and color coordination. Auditory learners are masters at remembering what they hear, and their characteristics include talking allowed while writing, becoming easily distracted by noise, and speaking rhythmically (Conner, 2008, pp.1). Finally kinesthic learners are focused on hands on, one on one learning activities, and may appear to be restless or hyperactive when they are under-stimulated in learner/ working environments (Wikipedia 2008, pp, 1). Furthermore, “for those who do not get to focus on what they do best --- their strengths --- the costs are staggering” (Rath, 2007 iii.3). Understanding these key-learning styles can help measure the learning sensitivity of virtual courses and online lesson plans. 

In face-to-face learning environments instructors are trained to shift roles and apply assignments by providing students with lectures that stimulate thoughts and individual learning styles. Virtual instructors and E-learning software cannot provide the same level of efficiency in lecture and feedback that traditional face-to-face learning can. The instructional usage of chalkboards, dry-erase boards, assignment handouts, group assignments, hand written projects, and interpersonal relations, is not present in E-learning.  

In 2003, General Motors University received the “Arbor Award for Excellence,” for effectively developing an online learning program partnered with The Thompson Corporation. The Thompson Corporation is “the world’s largest provider of corporate and professional learning solutions” and the Thompson Corporation is also the global leader in providing information solutions to businesses and professionals internationally (BNET, 2003, pp.1). Their services provide E-learning software tools and applications to more than 20 million users in the field of tax, law, accounting, and higher education, and many other professional fields of interest (Ibid.). The software that was specifically developed for General Motors (GM) was, “HR Skills for Success,” and became a cost-effective solution that helped General Motor’s train more than 2,300 human resources (HR) professionals around the globe (ibid.). 

The “HR Skills for Success” curriculum consisted of seven Internet based GM courses that focused on functional expertise, business acumen, change management, and communications building (BNET, 2003, pp.1). The goal of this software was to enable employees to learn and apply new knowledge, while also allowing GM to accurately measure small changes in day-to-day operations (Ibid.). GM was also able to measure customer satisfaction using this E learning software. According to GM representatives, “Not only are we getting quality content and a leading-edge learning approach . . . Skills for Success has produced substantial savings- more than 50 cents on every dollar that we could’ve spent on traditional classroom delivery (Ibid.). General Motors was able to effectively measure business operations and customer feedback, with their HR software. Yet we must also consider the process of measuring the progression of learning from online sessions, requires unique guidelines (Ibid.). Since 2005, companies that can afford the high costs of converting to E-learning, like Target, Starbucks, and Kaiser Permanente, have also began training and instructing using similar GM E-learning tools designed to fit their business. This shows how effective online learning can be when used in the professional market. Lastly, we must now consider the issue of how measuring the progression of learning from online sessions, requires unique guidelines (BNET, 2003, pp.1). 

The National Education Association (NEA) performed a study to assess student performance levels, after converting to online learning entitled the “Guide to Online High School Courses.” In this article, the NEA recognizes that “technology can help remove geography and economics as barriers to high educational achievement for every child . . . [Yet] Standards for the delivery of instruction never contemplated these new communications tools (NEA, 2008, pp.1)”. In the case of General Motors, geography and economics was not a learning barrier as the HR program and its technology were directly provided to workers due to their employed positions. Yet economics is a serious issue when considering E-learning in public education. 

The NEA used a high school template to model the conversion of traditional learning versus online learning. And as a result of their research, the NEA suggests that in order for online learning to have measurable progression results for public school students, institutions must develop academic managers, parents/guardians, and students in order to help the conversion succeed.   

In this situation, managers and administrators of E-learning programs must ensure that for every online course offered, the appropriate learning tools and resources are accessible. They must also make sure that teachers maintain reasonable workloads, and ensure some level of interpersonal support (NEA, 2008, pp.1). And virtual schools must maintain the student services offered by traditional schools if equal progress is to be measured.

The NEA also found that employers, students, and parents alike, are sometimes uncomfortable or confused when first considering online courses for students, if they are not computer savvy.  This oversight of assignments and progress must be considered when measuring learning progression. For example, a student that was raised in a household with one or more computers and Internet access is at an obvious performing advantage, over a student raised in a household without a computer or Internet access. 

In another example, students who thrive on interaction and peer discussions are more likely to succeed in programs that emphasize communications with instructors and classmates (Shae & Boser, 2001, pp.6). Although, some proponents of online education can argue that the ability to foster well thought out conversations through E-mail, chat rooms, and discussion boards, gives E-learning a strong advantage (Ibid.). In example, students that feel pressured in the traditional classroom setting are at an advantage because “I feel like I can ask the instructor questions without distracting the other students” (Ibid).

In order to measure progression, students and institutions must monitor multiple aspects of the learning experience. Progression can only be measured by performance, and equal numbers of performance satisfaction suggest that the two learning styles, face-to-face and online, are both beneficial tools for education. Institutions must be careful to assess the material content and determine whether or not they can appeal to individual learning styles with their programs, and set up templates to measure success by their own standards. But measuring and comparing skills learned is a difficult task due to the many different characteristics that make up individual student learning experiences. This is because there is no way to directly state which of the two are better as “ . . . researchers suggest that distance delivery is best suited for teaching a fixed and narrow set of skills and knowledge to students with a strong desire to learn” (Granitz & Greene, 2003, pp.18). We can certainly say that because E-learning is an instructional method holding students primarily responsible for their learning experience, those most likely to succeed are those that are self-motivated, and techno savvy. 

In conclusion, online education and E-learning maintain significant differences from traditional fact-to-face learning. There are different communication mediums to address, as well as alternative methods for researching and studying course assignments. The student teacher relationship differs from a one-on-one experience, to interpersonal indirect conversation using virtual communications. There are benefits for both aspects of learning, yet many professional institutions are still keeping a watchful eye on studies that suggest E-learning may not provide the same benefits that traditional education does. The solid argument is that students taking courses online are responsible for their own development and success, while students in classroom environments are ensured instructional feedback. Contrarily, students that have busy schedules, or prefer fast paced, self-driven learning, seek out E-learning as the answer to their prayers. 

 “Given the importance of personal relationships . . . to effective teaching, it seems reasonable to conclude that for most courses, a hybrid delivery of face-to-face instruction plus selected modules of distance learning incorporating [E-learning] e-marketing themes offers the best environment” (Ibid). Today, combining face-to-face education with E-learning is the best route for any educational or training institution. It guarantees the skills and social experience that traditional education offers, while appeals to technological skill building which also then establishes competitive talents for career advancements. Both learning systems have upsides and downfalls, which can only be measured by the students and faculty partaking in the experience. Any insitution considering converting courses to online-learning should consider combining the two and enabling students and instructors to choose which method would suit them best for their learning success.  
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