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Introduction

The needs of organizations such as universities and other corporate groups 

includes the assumption that distance education can be matched to economic 

imperatives and that social and humanistic considerations can be considered as 

secondary.

(Russell, 2007, p. 10).

Distance education has helped many of those who could have not attained education 

due to personal circumstances in their lives.  Though distance education has liberated 

many, it has also fallen through the cracks due to corporate globalization.  Corporate 

globalization is stripping distance education of all its fine qualities by focusing on profit, 

rather than the needs of the learner.  This paper will critique Jennifer Sumner’s 

assessment of distance education’s ability to foster communicative action by reviewing 

Michael C. Jackson’s Emancipatory Systems Methodology.  More intently this paper will 

determine how successful Sumner is in her identification of the contradictions in distance 

education systems and compare her concerns with open education.  It concludes by 

hypothesizing if distance education systems have the potential to radically change 

society.

Sumner’s article and Jackson’s Emancipatory Systems Methodology

As a general observation of Sumner’s article, it appears as if her push for more social activity 

(communication) in distance education pushes towards an emancipatory approach…thus 

liberating students to have more educational choices and being able to learn from other learner’s 

experiences.  In essence, Sumner’s article completely resonates with Jackson’s (2000) 1st
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constitutive rule for a generic systems methodology as a structured way of thinking with an 

attachment to the emancipatory rationale that is focused on improving real-world situations.

Sumner has identified a critical problem within distance education that shows through two 

and now extends into three generations.  Sumner’s argument is that distance education has served 

the system in the first and second generations, correspondence study and multimedia distance 

education, by practicing modes of 1-way packaged communication that does not foster social 

communicative action.  The third generation, computer-mediated distance education, has the 

potential to nix the communicative action problem due to the affordances of information & 

communicative technology (ICT) which allows two-way communication, but fails to overcome 

because of the impact of corporate globalization to mass market courseware…in effect serving 

the system.  In turn, corporate globalization will cause an invasive problem of holding back the 

lifeworld that could emancipate learners stuck in the one-way information pull.  Communicative 

action in effect, encourages social activity to feed into an effective learning process and builds the 

lifeworld.  

Looking further into Jackson’s Emancipatory System Rules, it is difficult to pinpoint who 

exactly Sumner wishes to emancipate.  Atthil (2001) asks if Sumner is mainly pointing to 

distance education in higher education (p. 85).  Jackson’s rule 3.b. seeks to reveal who are the 

disadvantaged; therefore Sumner’s article does not satisfy this rule.  Jackson’s rule 3.f seeks to 

find if “the process of intervention is systemic and aimed at improving the problem situation for 

the alienated and/or oppressed” (Jackson, 2001, p. 329).  We truly don’t know who are the 

alienated and/or oppressed; some students fully embrace the reflective learning lifestyle and steer 

clear of interaction, thus we must ask ourselves how do we identify those who are oppressed 

and/or alienated?  In the situation of corporate globalization, we can identify all learners as being 

oppressed when decisions are valued on corporate vendors more than the quality of learning.  
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With most of the constitutive rules not answered and specifics not completely identified by 

Sumner, I don’t believe that she is quite geared towards an emancipatory approach yet, although 

with a definite plan and process of action she may get there.

Sumner’s Identification of Contradictions in Distance Education Systems

Sumner’s main contradiction of distance education systems was that distance 

education has proved to serve the system by continuing to serve corporate vendors 

catering towards packaged learning that doesn’t enable communicative action.  This 

contradiction is primarily focused towards ethics and values of distance education which 

should force practitioners to take a look at whether they want to make a profit or enhance 

learning.  Evans & Nation (2001), Jarvis (2001), and Atthil (2001) credit Sumner with 

bringing this important issue that can have an adverse affect on the field to those 

decision-makers that can make a difference.

Like Evans & Nation et al, I believe that Sumner makes a valid point that 

practitioners are critical to the future of distance education, although I firmly do not 

believe that simply promoting communicative action or technology will correct its 

problems.  Sumner could make a better argument about the impact of communicative 

action for learning.  She could have discussed how the community-centered context 

focuses on participation among students and how it ultimately establishes rapport among 

students, makes the atmosphere friendlier, and enhances shared learning. “Wilson (2001) 

has described participation in online communities as having a shared sense of belonging, 

trust, expectations of leaning, and commitment to participate and to contribute to the 

community” (Anderson, 2004, p. 39).  



Kerstin Sewell
DEPM 609 – Assignment 4

Word Count: 1426  

- Page 4 of 9 -

The result of such isolation and privatization is a form of distance education that 

either consciously or unconsciously supports the system by its emphasis on 

individual education and fulfillment of the expense of learning communities that 

could form the basis of communicative action in support of the lifeworld.

        (Sumner, 2000, p. 225).  

What this statement tells me is that Sumner is defining a closed education system 

by placing a restriction on communication through her preferred two-way lens.  So which 

is better…one-way communication or two-way communication?  Reflective learning 

provides a deep learning connection between the learner and the content, whereas social 

learning provides a deep learning connection between the learner, their peers, and the 

content.  Ultimately the learner should decide openly which they would desire.

Sumner’s Concerns and Open Learning

Open learning can be defined by a set of criteria as established by Rumble (1989), 

which include the free ability of the students to:

 Study when, where, and at what time and place that they choose

 Enroll in a program regardless of their prior education, financial status, 

environment, age, work status, and ability to attend class

 Select their means of study

 Select the existence of support services

 Decide to skip part of a course or program, follow or not follow a program track 

or section of a course, their own learning objectives. (p.79 – 80).
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Sumner’s main concern is that distance education is not serving the lifeworld by not 

invoking communicative action.  She explains that two generations of distance education 

has failed the lifeworld through its use of one-way technologies to communicate.  In the 

third generation, computer-mediation, distance education has the best ability to serve the 

lifeworld through computer conferencing…students are able to debate issues and learn 

from their peers’ experiences.  The remaining issue is that closed (systematic) learning is 

still looming as a threat in the computer-mediation generation by way of corporate 

globalization.  An analysis of closed learning definitely seems to be serving the system

and not promoting growth and civil discussion will not enhance student learning or the 

course of distance education’s future.  Closed learning by way of limited access, limited 

student decisions, etc. will not promote communicative action to reach a general 

understanding of action situations.   A true open learning institution will take the service-

oriented approach, allowing students to be in charge of their own learning and catering 

towards their needs in order to enhance their learning process.  Open learning is without 

boundaries…without boundaries in terms of communication is what Sumner is speaking 

of, but she must understand that the lifeworld cannot be served by simply opening up the 

lines of communication and keeping shareholders at bay; there are much more actions 

that need to be performed within the distance education system.  Sumner should see that 

restrictions on access, support, and learner decisions need to be lifted in order to get the 

students involved in communicative action.  In her analysis of the correspondence 

generation, it seems as if she doesn’t value the reflective learning.  The correspondence 

generation enabled learners that were afraid to be part of the group environment. 
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Distance Education Systems Affect on Society

Distance education systems can radically change society in both positive and negative 

ways.  We have witnessed how correspondence, multimedia-based, and computer 

conferencing has helped poor countries and deployed military members obtain education 

in desolate, poor and far away places.  Technology has afforded us to push the society 

envelope in a networked world.  “Social choices are inherent in the ways in which 

technologies are selected and implemented, and these in turn shape further change” 

(Russell, 2007, p. 13).  When technology serves the needs of the learners, there are no 

bearings on how far education can extend, and when distance educators package their 

materials with no focus on the learner or processes of communication that could assist the 

learner, we are seeing corporate globalization at its best.  All of the hard work of those

professionals who laid the groundwork for those in the future goes to waste.  New 

findings in pedagogy will be held back due to the increasing focus on the distribution of 

packaged courses, thus degrading a promising future for distance education.

Conclusion
In conclusion, it is apparent that distance education is serving both the system and 

the lifeworld.  Distance education universities need to not succumb to corporate 

globalization, which will diminish all of the research and principles that has built it to be 

highly reputable and respected amongst the educator and student communities.  As 

previously stated, technology has given us the opportunity to actively communicate, but 

we must not get ahead of ourselves when deciding on using a particular technology…we 

must look closely at how it will affect the learner and seek to understand its 

characteristics of accessibility, interaction, flexibility, and scalability.  Distance education 
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has changed society in a positive manner and will continue to do so when decisions are 

made based upon the social choices that will promote democracy.
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