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The term “Transactional Distance”, introduced by Michael Moore of Penn State 

University, describes the communication among students and instructors (dialogue), 

predefined learning formats of the learning program (structure), and self-determination of 

the student to succeed (autonomy).  In this paper, I will provide a description and 

evaluation of Moore’s three constitutive concepts:  dialogue, structure and autonomy.  I 

will also attempt to explain why Michael Moore made use of them and how they 

interrelate to each other.

(Peters, 2001) Moore refers to dialogue as direct or indirect oral interaction 

between teachers and students (p. 33).  In Distance Education, dialogue must be present 

within a course.  Dialogue can be described as an important tool, necessary for learning 

and self-evaluation.  In this light, by participating in discussions, students will benefit 

from other peers’ perceptions and interpretations on materials.  When it comes to self-

evaluation of how the student mastered the course content, the student will identify where 

they might stand amongst their peers during discussions.  In the end result of the 

discussion, if the student evaluates their understanding of course content as not on the 

same level as their peers, positive reinforcement will increase within the student to 

become more autonomous.  Peters (2001) explains that by participating in dialogue, you 

should see a direct increase of interest in the subject and become more involved (p. 36).  

In agreement with Peters, when the student participates in dialogue, they discuss their 

own personal opinions, which in fact will drive them to want to learn more (commitment) 

to back their opinions.  In my personal opinion, I believe that Michael Moore makes great 

use of dialogue because the certain skills of the learner that are only developed by 

discussion can not be brought about by receptive learning.  Some of these skills are 
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critical evaluation of other peers’ understandings, personal establishment on course 

content, and take-a-ways from discussions.

The second element of transactional distance is structure.  In the concept of 

Distance Education, structure means that a course element, such as an exam, required 

readings, learning objectives or exercises is measured for accomplishment in means of 

availability, completion time, etc.  The level of structure varies from program to program 

or course to course and is determined by the teaching organization or teacher themselves.  

With the highest level of structure, learners will not be allowed to diverge from the 

learning path set by the teaching organization or the teacher.  As I described above, 

transactional distance contains three elements.  How these elements, most importantly

dialogue and structure, work together will determine the type of transactional distance

which will influence the degree of autonomy within the learner.  

The final element of transactional distance is autonomy.  Autonomy describes the 

student’s independence and responsibility of handling a course or program.  In most 

cases, the student will mimic some roles of the teacher by evaluating their learning habits, 

developing learning objectives, searching for additional resources, or in other words, 

control many aspects of their own learning process.  In the concept of autonomy, 

programs can be defined in basics of what level of autonomy learners are expected 

achieve.   

In conclusion, the level of dialogue and structure will determine the transactional 

distance in a program or course, and in turn will broadcast the expected level of 

autonomy for the student.  With a pre-described structure and controlled dialogue there is 

little independence for the student, reserving the autonomy of the student.  When a 
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program is designed with open dialogue and little structure, transactional distance is at its 

lowest and the student is encouraged to determine their own learning.  When training 

organizations and instructors gather with design teams to blueprint perspective courses or 

programs, they should take into effect the desired level and cohesiveness of structure, 

dialogue and autonomy for the best outcome of the student.
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