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Introduction

Distance education in it many pre-defined formats, is being used across the world 

to facilitate learning. It is used to “serve learners who are unable, for geographic reasons 

or schedule, to attend courses on campus” (Roberts 1996).  As we move from a more 

traditional form of education to the distance education form we must be aware of the 

technologies available to facilitate learning. It is important to choose technologies that 

will be able to adhere to the needs of distance educators. In doing this we must view three 

different abilities when choosing the right technologies. We must view the mode of 

interaction, approaches to the design of technology-based learning, and student support. 

In doing this, the technology will better serve the distant learners needs. In this paper 

these needs will be viewed by comparing both radio and videoconferencing as 

synchronous technologies. 

Modes of Interaction

Interaction is usually viewed as two or more people engaging in dialogue. 

“Traditionally interaction focused on classroom based dialogue between students and 

teacher” (Anderson 2003). Since we have entered into the 21st century we must now look 

at interaction as just a form of communication between two or more people. In distance 

education there are many revenues of getting instruction to the students. One way is 

through the use of technology. In technology the modes of interaction range from radio to 

chatting online with a classmate. In the next few paragraphs interaction will be discussed 

by comparing and contrasting two types of technologies: radio and videoconferencing.  

Educators have used radio in education for a long time, and now we have moved 

to the next level, videoconferencing. Both radio and videoconferencing offer a different 
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form of instruction to the classroom. In both radio and videoconferencing people are not 

face to face. Instruction is given to students that are not in the actual classroom. Radio 

and videoconferencing also have to be supported by some sort of electricity or energy. 

When using radio and videoconferencing all participants can hear each other at the same 

time. In using both of these technologies one must be aware of the background noise that 

may interfere with what is trying to be communicated. With education in mind, radio and 

videoconferencing both enhance the lesson, and are used to provide synchronous

instruction in distance education. Although both of these forms of technology have many 

similarities they also have differences.

In distance education radio was one of the first forms of technology used to 

support instruction. Although this is true, radio has proved to be less useful in America, 

and is seldom used in distance education. “The lukewarm interest shown by university 

faculty and administrators, and amateurism of those few who were interested, proved a 

poor match for the fierce commitment to radio” (Moore & Kearsley, p.27).  Some 

disadvantages and limitations of utilizing radio for educational purposes are that both 

lack interaction; as instructor feedback and clarification are unavailable.  On the other 

hand videoconferencing is still used today in training, and in many distance education 

courses. It provides a visual to go with the audio, unlike radio. These visuals provide a 

more intimate instruction. It makes the student and teacher feel more connected.  One 

problem that may occur with these visuals is background images. These may take away 

from the actual lesson because of the distraction. Radio and videoconferencing are also 

different because they need to be monitored in order to engage in videoconferencing,

unlike radio where only a speaker is used. Videoconferencing basically provides a more 
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rich and personal interaction that radio can not provide.

Approaches to the design of technology-based learning

There are various ways technology–based learning can enhance classroom 

instruction.  In the past, mixed-mode or blended teachings were used to combine software 

driven resources with human intervention.  The primary reason for experimenting with 

mixed mode was to increase interaction with students in large classes (Bates & Poole, 

2003).

Radio was used as one of the blended learning solutions. Although it has been an 

over shadowed educational medium, radio remains a viable medium that has proven 

worth in terms of pedagogy.  Radio is capable of delivering quality educational 

programming to many different audiences located across geographical areas.  Radio can 

bring new or previously unavailable resources into the classroom to enhance student 

learning.  It can also benefit the multi-grade classroom by providing instruction for one 

group of students, while the teacher is occupied with another.  A disadvantage of radio is 

that the pace of the lesson is fixed and note taking maybe difficult for some.

Today telecommunication technologies like videoconferencing allow instruction 

in classrooms or outside of classrooms. It is used to connect people with remote data in 

real-time fashion. Using videoconferencing as a synchronous form of instructional 

interaction, allows for increased understanding, and encourages students to become active 

participants.  Students will embrace technology because they are attracted to high tech 

environments (Rumble 2000).  Videoconferencing increases student-teacher interaction, 

but this interaction is based on the instructional design, and the selection of learning 
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activities created for the instructional program. (Anderson 2003).  Videoconferencing can 

provide exciting and valuable experiences for learners, by allowing interaction with 

resources that might have otherwise not be accessible. (Reed & Woodruff, 1995).

Student support

Students need support to succeed in their studies.  Rumble believes that students 

that do not receive support are highly likely to discontinue or delay completion of their 

education (2000, p. 221).   Three categories that fall under student support are 

Guidance/Counseling, Administrative Assistance and Interaction.  We will focus on 

“Interaction”, since we will be providing a comparison of the student support of 

correspondence broadcast radio and online video-conferencing.  Instructors provide 

support to students through means of technology.  Certain examples would be giving 

feedback to the students about activities, exams, personal experiences, ideas and as 

Moore & Kearsley state, “for the pleasures of social contact” (1996, p. 169).  Without 

instructor-student interaction, most students would feel left out and emotionally 

withdrawn from the program/course. 

The correspondence broadcast radio consists of a synchronous or asynchronous (if 

recorded), non-interactive one-to-group type of delivery.  This technology does not 

provide a vast arrangement of student support.  In the process of radio, students initialize 

interaction, first by asking questions or providing perspectives in the form of 

correspondence by mail or e-mail.  After the instructor reads the students’ mail/e-mail, 

the students will be provided feedback about their question or perspective on the task at 

hand.  Though all forms of feedback are critical to a program/course’s success, feedback 
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of radio is not provided instantly.  A time delay in feedback might not be effective since, 

most thoughts are lost from the time of the broadcast.  The students in the class are 

unable to benefit from other students since there is no student-student interaction 

provided in radio.  Students also cannot learn from the feedback of another student since 

the feedback is provided in the form of correspondence.   The online video-conference 

enables communication to take place synchronously in a one-to-many or one-to-one 

delivery.  This type of communication enables interactivity and support across the board, 

both from instructors and other students.  Feedback is provided instantaneously not only 

to the student that provided the question or perspective, but to all the participants.  

Students are also able to give feedback, past experiences and helpful ideas to other 

students while participating in the online discussion, thus providing a great multitude of 

support.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we have learned that the three factors (Interaction Approaches to 

design of technology-based learning, Student support) that aide in choosing a technology 

for your program/course is critical to a successful distance education program.  Although 

radio was one of the first modes used to integrate technology into the classroom to 

increase student teacher interaction, technologies such as videoconferencing prove that 

distance education calls for much more innovative approaches to teaching. 
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