Distance Learning Technology--Access and Equity

Distance learning technologies are becoming more accessible to rural districts throughout America.  Districts want all of their students to have access to quality instruction from other schools and colleges.  Every student, regardless of where they live should have an equitable access to quality education.  Teachers must be informed and trained on the uses and pedagogy of distance education.

The use of distance learning technologies, such as videoconferencing, satellite television, audio graphic teleconferencing, IP video is more ubiquitous and available than ever before.  A few years ago most two-way videoconferencing systems were priced in the range of $50K per site and that didn't include network infrastructure and significant statewide and regional support systems.  

Today, new IP (Internet Protocol--H.323) video systems are inexpensive, simple to operate and widely available.  Schools across our state (Utah) are purchasing these systems, mostly to connect remote schools with a district office.  But in some cases teachers are being encouraged to teach a class (Math, Spanish, Sign Language, etc) over these systems to students at one or more receive sites.  The technology is relatively simple but significant adjustments to teaching strategies, interaction, logistics, and technical support are essential.  

New teachers entering the "profession" must become aware and if possible, skilled in using technology in the classroom.  Those skills are not difficult to learn, but without them, distance-learning teachers are often set up to fail, before they even walk into the distance-learning classroom.

There are excellent resources, websites, literature review, and training programs that schools can use.  Let's be sure our teachers are prepared for 21st century teaching.
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