
DEPM 604 Section 9040 Assignment 4 Kerstin Sewell
11/14/2007

- Page 1 of 9 -

Best Leadership Practices for the Future of Distance Education & Training

Introduction

Leadership in distance education can be defined as “a set of attitudes and 

behaviors that create conditions for innovative change, that enable individuals 

and organizations to share a vision and move in its direction, and that contribute 

to the management and operationalization of ideas” (Beaudoin, 2005, p. 73).  

Reflecting on Beaudoin’s statement, leaders will ultimately be a primary factor in 

the successful growth of distance education and their respective organizations; 

they will need to possess certain attributes, be committed to their organization’s

vision, and become open to and initiators of change.  Why is leadership in the 

field of distance education so important?  The answer lies within the continuous 

advancements in technology that are constantly changing the makeup of the 

online classroom; we are seeing more media rich and portable content among 

the many. It is up to the leaders in our organizations to ensure that the vision of 

our organizations and the quality of pedagogy among many things to not get lost 

in the excitement of new technology.

This paper attempts to establish these attributes that define a distance 

education leader that is ready for the challenge for a better future of distance 

education.  The paper identifies five key attributes that best encompass an 

effective distance education leader and explains why these attributes are most 

critical to successful leadership in the digital age of distance education.  This 

paper also identifies three crucial issues that distance education leaders must 

face in order to guide their organizations through future changes.
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Part I:  Attributes of an Effective Distance Education Leader 

As previously stated, leaders need to possess certain attributes to ensure 

that change is successful.  I have determined that leaders need to have the 

following leadership attributes:  pedagogical knowledge, mentorship, innovation, 

vision, and commitment.  These attributes will be principal toward effectively 

leading followers, mentoring future leaders, and guiding their institutions towards 

overcoming issues and the taking charge of technological trends in the digital 

era.

The first attribute, pedagogically confident, is vital to the genetic makeup 

and success of distance education.  Lisa Marie Portugal states that “distance 

education is about the future, and the role of emerging leaders is to envision new 

pedagogical methods and to accommodate anyone who wants to learn” (p. 10).  

This is a difficult obstacle to hurdle for the distance education leader.  Often, 

universities get lost in the advancements of technology, and forget about how it 

will impact the quality of online pedagogy.  Not only should the distance 

education leader focus efforts on resisting the decline of pedagogy as new 

technology is implemented, but should research and plan a strategy to increase 

the quality of pedagogy to benefit the student.  Leaders that are unaware of the 

distance education theory and practices can be potentially crippling to and online 

institution during a period of change.  These unknowing leaders need to have an 

understanding that technology is only a piece of the whole that makes distance 

education unique and successful; but most importantly they need to internalize 

the importance of the pedagogical theory that allows its students to be 
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autonomous and constructivists of their own learning.  Beaudoin (2005) confirms

the importance of this attribute by asserting that the leader must always maintain 

the role of the educator (p 87).

The role of the leader can prove to be overwhelming if they do not get all 

parties involved early in the change process; this is why mentorship is also 

important to the distance education leaders’ effectiveness.  The digital age is 

aspiring new leaders, and what better way for them to learn to become leaders 

than from the leaders themselves.  Creating future leaders by demonstrating how 

to handle situations, encouraging organizational transformation, and delegating 

task behaviors will encourage more research, techniques, and resources 

available for future benchmarking as changes occur, thus promoting a positive

future for distance education.

The third attribute that the leader should possess is innovation.  Innovation 

requires the leader to be unafraid to make a change.  The leader should be a

primary stakeholder and initiate change within an organization.  It is the leader’s 

role to obtain their stakeholders’ interest and buy-in of the change, which can be 

accomplished by mentoring, gathering people into teams in which need or have 

related ideas and resources (Beaudoin, p. 94), exhibiting the “educator” role, and 

creating strong relationships.  The leader will often experience resistance from 

stakeholders to complete the organizational transformation; this will be discussed 

in Part II of this paper.  Successful innovation requires the leader to coach and 

nurture their resistors, all while engaging and motivating those that are adapting

to their plan and strategy.  Latchem and Hanna’s (2001) statement that “the work 
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of significant innovators challenges others to follow their course and many have 

responded to the challenge to introduce open and flexible learning around the 

globe” (p, 33) speaks volumes about innovation.  If these leaders around the 

globe didn’t have an idea or example set out by other leaders, and then put a 

strategy and plan in motion, or engaged in relationships with their stakeholders, 

the referenced statement wouldn’t be possible.

The fourth attribute that a leader should posses is vision, which involves 

the leader’s capability to develop a strategic plan for future distance education 

development.  In an interview on education and leadership with Dr. Muriel Oaks, 

Associate Vice-President for Extended University Services at Washington State 

University, she stated her organization needs “people in charge who can see the 

‘big picture’ and describe this to others in a language they can understand in 

ways that inspire them to get on board and contribute” (Latchem & Hanna, 2001, 

p. 117). The leader must be able to effectively put their vision into a plan that all 

major stakeholders can identify with and make their own. Leaders are 

characterized by their ability to influence the behavior of their followers; thus by 

influencing their followers to understand, internalize, adapt, and promote their

vision truly defines them as a leader.  

Finally, a leader should be committed to their organization’s followers.  

There have been plenty of instances in organizations where changes were

implemented and the impact of the changes on the followers has been

overlooked.  As changes are implemented, leaders need to assess their 

stakeholders’ needs and workloads in order to provide the necessary support.  If 
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these needs and workloads are overlooked, then their followers may experience 

a decline in morale and become resistant to the change.  Getting followers 

motivated in the change and demonstrating that they are concerned and thankful 

for their work can be an immense factor to success.  The discussed leadership 

attributes are universal to most distance education settings.  The leaders will 

need to invoke more specific attributes in situations that require them.  Among all 

attributes discussed, mentorship is characteristic of the most recent era of 

distance education due to the fact that distance education leaders and published 

scholarly presentations and writings have been lacking.  Mentorship by current 

distance education leaders will have to generate more interest in distance 

education leadership.

Part II:  Crucial Issues to DE Leaders 

In this part of the paper, I discuss three crucial issues that distance 

education leaders must attend in order to successfully guide their organizations.  

The crucial issues leaders must face are that they must not give up on the quality 

of pedagogy, must use a macro perspective of transformation versus focusing on 

individual perspectives, and must overcome their stakeholder’s resistance to 

distance education delivery.

Several practitioners and leaders including Robert Zemsky and William F. 

Massy (2004) have identified a disturbing situation involving the lack of changing 

pedagogy when transitioning to distance learning.  Transitioning to a new 

technological delivery without considering the impact to the quality of pedagogy

could be devastating to major stakeholders, most importantly the teachers and 
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students. This notion can be supported by viewing student drop-out statistical 

data and student-provided end-of-course evaluations. Janet Poly, President of 

the American Distance Education Consortium states that the “The number one 

priority for leadership in distance and open learning is understanding how people 

learn, what motivates them, and what keeps them learning” (Latchem & Hanna, 

2001, p. 137).  Leaders can prevent this challenge by becoming part of the inner 

circle of decision makers within their organization, performing research of other 

organization’s transformation processes, and knowing “where to go find out 

anything that they don’t know” (Latchem & Hanna, 2001, p. 137).

Distance education leaders tend to become wrapped up in their own 

initiatives and on the outside looking in on the decision making processes of the 

organization.  Beaudoin (2005) implies that having this “individual initiative” of 

leadership will encourage faculty to resist and halt progress towards future 

change (p. 85), thus he creates the notion of a macro view perspective for 

leaders in the field of distance education.  Leaders need to abandon task-

management of their individual programs, and view themselves as major 

contributors towards the growth and success of the organization by, according to 

Beaudoin (2005), promoting the achievements of their programs and emulating 

them throughout the organization (p. 86).

There are many causes of resistance of followers in transitioning to

technological education delivery, which include:  leaders having a lack of 

motivation, concern, and support for their followers during transition, followers 

being set in their opposition that distance learning will never meet the qualities of 
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traditional education, and leaders not educating their followers on the positive

impact that the change will have on education and the organization.  Preventing 

the resistance to technological course delivery is paramount to the organization 

for the reason that staff is an integral piece to the success of everyday tasks in 

distance education operations, such as providing learner support, developing 

course materials, etc.; therefore to not have their complete buy-in before, during, 

and after the transformation would be devastating.

Beaudoin (2005) believes that engaging in discussion of distance education 

and documenting research and successful experiences in the field will assist in 

influencing those that challenge the quality of distance educational pedagogy 

against traditional pedagogy (p. 129 - 130), whereas Janet Poly provides a more 

personal approach to general resistance by stepping away, reflecting, and 

consulting others about the situation (Latchem & Hanna, p. 136).  

Conclusion

Leaders need to exhibit good situational awareness by invoking attributes 

such as innovation, pedagogical knowledge, mentorship, and above all, vision 

and commitment.  These are only five attributes among many that are 

detrimental to the successful transformation.  With all leadership there come 

known and unknown challenges ahead.  The three challenges provided in this 

paper identify only crucial challenges that a distance leader will most likely 

experience, and offers a way(s) to overcome them.  I have identified motivational, 

concern, research, exhibiting achievements, and documenting research and 

success as ways to overcome challenges to these crucial challenges.  Overall, 
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distance education leaders need to overcome the challenge of the “micro view” of 

their individual perspectives and assume the role of a major contributor in the 

organization for all teaching and learning processes to fall into place.  
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