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INTRODUCTION

Since the introduction of distance education, the world has seen a vast 

transformation in its form of delivery.  We have seen distance education grow from print-

based delivery to technology-based delivery.  There is no established number of 

generations of technological innovation in distance education, but most distance 

education enthusiasts and professionals can agree on the technologies that has 

transformed distance education throughout the years.  Though Garrison’s (1985) three 

generations of distance education are quite accurate, I chose to follow the guidelines of 

Taylor’s (2001) generations of distance education since the characterizations of each 

generation are reasonably defined.  This paper will describe each generation in the 

delivery of distance education and describe each generation’s primary media source.  The 

generation’s primary media source will be further described by its characteristics in terms 

of interactivity, flexibility, access, and scalability.

GENERATION DEFINED

Prior to providing details of generations, let’s become more familiar with the term 

“generation”, reasoning for transformation, and the names of the generations.  The 

American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language defines generation as “A stage or 

period of sequential technological development and innovation” (2000).  The keyword in 

this definition is “sequential”.  Each generation of distance education builds upon its 

predecessor by including, transforming, or introducing media to become more cost 

effective, capable, flexible, easier to use, supportive, and communicable.  With each 

generation came more independence and interaction.  Though each generation’s 

predecessor meets certain aspects of Keegan’s (1990) definition of distance education:  
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quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner, influence of educational organization, 

use of technical media, provision of two-way communication, and the quasi-permanent 

absence of the learning group (p.14), advancements in technology is helping to enhance 

student motivation to learn.   This paper will only reference the first four of Garrison’s 

five generations which are:  Correspondence, Multimedia, Telelearning, and Flexible

Learning.

CORRESPONDENCE GENERATION

The first generation of distance education is the Correspondence Generation.  

The exact start date of correspondence is thought to have started in the mid 1800s, but the 

distribution of mass-produced texts for correspondence education was initiated by the

establishment of mass postal service brought about by the insurgence of paved highways 

and railways in the nineteenth century (Bates & Poole, 2003).  Now that transportation 

wouldn’t be much of a problem, instructors could send multitudes of study materials via 

the mass postal service.  In present time, correspondence education is still used even 

though it only offers limited interaction among the student and teacher, whereas they are 

separated by time and distance.  Another disadvantage with correspondence education is 

that the timeliness and receipt of materials are not ensured, and as a result of this, there 

can be a lack of intimacy among the material, instructor, and student.  As opposed, a 

positive aspect of correspondence education was that it is very affordable for students.  

This is a perfect reason why correspondence education still exists today, and most 

notably in poor countries.
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MULTIMEDIA GENERATION

The emergence of electronic communicable technology in the 1970s and 1980s 

marked the arrival of the Multimedia Generation.  These communicable technologies 

include print, audiotape, videotape, computer-based learning, and interactive video.  This 

generation builds on the Correspondence Generation by providing an abundance of pre-

prepared single, mixed, or a combined use of technology as designated and provided by 

the instructor.  Like the Correspondence Generation, communication is conducted one-

way (single mode) and only among the instructor and the student.  An advantage of these 

technologies is that they are stored and are always at the student’s fingertips for speedy 

retrieval.  This availability also addresses the pace of the student; the student is not held 

back or struggling to catch up because they’re held at the mercy of an instructor.  Since 

this generation relies on a one-way mode of stored communicable technology, it is quite 

flexible as it does not require same-time operation by both the instructor and student, and 

is not costly for the student.  

TELELEARNING GENERATION

The Telelearning Generation builds on the Multimedia Generation whereas the 

use of real-time communication is used with the same technologies.  These technologies 

are conference-based, most notably audio teleconferencing and video-conferencing. In 

concept, it would seem that this generation took a step backwards instead of a step 

forward since it removes itself from the distinction of Distance Education.  With this 

generation, there is no flexibility in time, place, or pace since both instructors and 

students must inconvenience themselves by meeting at the same time.  Also, the 
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equipment may not always be available for the students to use as the technologies are 

quite expensive and may often experience technical difficulties.  It is important to note 

that the Telelearning Generation débuted with technologies that promoted an elevated

level of communication of student-to-teacher, student-to-student, and student-to-content 

relationships.  Though these conferencing technologies are seen as uncharacteristic of 

Distance Education, they can be successfully integrated with an asynchronous-focused 

distance education system to enhance student motivation and interaction.

FLEXIBLE LEARNING GENERATION

The Flexible Learning Generation peaked with the influence of Interactive 

Multimedia (IMM) Online, Internet-based access to World Wide Web (WWW) 

resources, and Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC).  These technologies helped 

to level the relationship of independence and interaction since they both give the users 

untimely access to an abundance of resources and allow the student to communicate at 

their own leisure.  Much of the course materials must be accessed through a computer;

therefore it is ultimately important for the student to have access to a computer and 

Internet.  This may appear as a problem to the student since computers, high-speed 

Internet connections, and software can be quite expensive.  The emergence of the CMC 

allows the student to be an important asset to the learning community by offering time for 

reflection and preparation of a formulated question and/or response to the instructor and 

other students.  The openness of CMC enables a level of activity among students since 

they all feel as if they are contributing to the learning community.  The student responses 

are always accessible in a communication repository via the university’s designated 

Learning Management System, which transforms itself into a resource for learning.
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CONCLUSION

Distance Education has seen its share of changes in its form of delivery due to the 

emergence of new technologies, but as each generation has emerged with the cutting edge 

technology of that current period, the now “older technologies” are still used today.  You 

will find that many open learning universities are now using an integrated mix of 

technologies from different generations.  When deciding on using a particular technology 

from any generation for a Distance Education program, the characteristics of 

accessibility, interaction, flexibility, and scalability should always be considered in order 

to properly align that program as a Distance Education program.  
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