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Distance education and Prior Learning Assessments have become accepted methods for gaining an education.   This is an important breakthrough for individuals that feel trapped in an occupation, or stuck at home with the kids feeling they don’t have the time, money or background to advance their education.  

When talking about distance education every one mentions the large population of people that are becoming distance learners.  When speaking of this population the majority is always cited.  The majority, of course, are professional and working adults who wish to expand their formal education within their field of expertise.   This does not mean they are the group of individuals that desire or even need distance learning the most.  

Virtually everyone is interested in the topic in one way or another.  Possibly for their children or maybe wondering if this could help them but afraid they do not qualify.  This is the group I would like to mention, those wishing for something more or something new, but afraid to think about school.  Maybe they didn’t pay attention in high school and their own lack of knowledge is what is making them feel insecure now.  It could be they have settled down to have a family and now feel trapped by the need for babysitters and scheduling.  This trapped feeling can be alleviated by the growth and activity of learning.  The fear can be replaced by the knowledge that they can learn and grow.  The adage used in the past of the housewife that needs to find herself or the busy executive that feels caught in a rut, is often not an adage.  It is still a reality.  It is a reality that finally has a solution.  Through the advent of modern technology and the possibility of distance learning combined with the wonderful possibility of career assessment credits, a new world is opening up for a new population of potential students.  The life of an individual is enriched by acquired knowledge, whether the knowledge is for the benefit of the student (seeking knowledge for the knowledge itself) or for their chosen career advancement, the same enrichment occurs.   For the individual seeking growth, distance learning is just as much an outlet as any hobby.  For the worker, education makes them more confident and a better worker through the attainment of useful skills and confidence.

First in introduction let me give you some definitions and explanations:

Distance Education:  

If you look up distance in the dictionary
 you will find one of the definitions contain the words coldness and aloofness.  Distance education used to be cold and aloof when the distance classes were called correspondence courses.  
In today’s virtual work of distance education the interactivity and concern can often be much more personalized than in the “brick and mortar” equivalent.  

The distance education class often has a mentor who will give you more attention than an onsite instructor has time to give.  Something about the anonymity and type of student seeking online education make the interaction level higher that that of a normal class.  

Plus the stress of driving, scheduling, baby sitters, disability adaptation and work schedules are alleviated, giving a student more quality time to devote to their studies.   Distance education can take advantage of technology by using voice, video, data, and print.  These options also give students the ability to choose classes based in a medium from which they learn best.   Distance education is usually a more economical choice as well as giving a student the option of learning from an academy outside their own neighborhood.

Distance education online can be anything from, question and answer sessions to essays, book problems and papers.  The variety of subjects and types of instruction is growing daily.  Many schools are expanding their departments to include one for distance education.  Some classes are taught via satellite (physical group taped instruction), some have offsite physical classrooms with additional instructors.  More and more schools are adapting to courses offered through use of the Internet.  One excellent example is Southern States University  (www.southernstatesuniversity.com located in Huntington Beach, California). SSU has embraced the need for full distance education (some universities offer only some classes online and this must be combined with onsite courses).  SSU is solidly behind the use of the educational tool PLA (Prior Learning Assessment) combined with a full online degree curriculum.  This combination will be the one that makes education more feasible for the adult student.  In a recent discussion with school executives at SSU, I found this school is expanding it curriculum and gearing up to be a fully functional online University.  One which not only gives you a chance to get a degree online, but also accepts PLA in terms of the prerequisite or satisfaction of your bachelor's degree.

Remember the distance learning degree you choose should be accredited by one of the six Regional Accreditation Commissions (the same bodies that accredit traditional universities) These are the Northwest Association of Schools & Colleges (NASC), North Central Association of Colleges & Schools (NCA), New England Association of Schools & Colleges (NEASC), Middle States Association (MSA), Southern Association of Colleges & Schools (SACS), and Western Association of Schools & Colleges (WASC).  Your school will not be accredited by all associations but should be accredited by at least one.

Looking for a special gift for that certain someone?   An excellent idea I came across to purchase gift certificates toward online education.  This is a great gift for the graduate, housewives or busy executives.  For those spouses wanting to show their significant others how much they care, this is the perfect way to let them know you are behind them 100 percent.  This is an excellent gift for any occasion.

Prior Learning Assessment:  

Adults returning to college or attending for the first time, have the option of seeking credit for Prior Learning as a way to accelerate their progress toward a degree.   Some colleges and universities are conducting Prior Learning Assessment (PLA) to help these individuals earn college credit for knowledge learned on the job, through life events, or through self-instruction.

The process of Prior Learning Assessment (PLA) is the identification, documentation, assessment and recognition (though documented credits) of the learning acquired outside the classroom.   How the knowledge has been gained is not as important as the resulting achievement and Prior Learning Assessment (PLA), the recognition of this knowledge.

This opens up a great opportunity to those that felt they were too old to return to school, or those that feel the amount of classes required is too extensive.  They have a chance to play catch up with the kids and often find the educational experience to be of more value now then it would have been in their youth.  The experience gained by living often makes the study materials much easier to understand and the older student often has excellent grades.  

Today’s adult students are becoming a majority.  It is time for work and life experience to be counted.  Who says the women that handled the schedules for a family of five cannot handle the schedule of a company’s next charity event?   Why should someone who worked their way up the company ladder, learning as they went, take a backseat to a 22 year old, that just went to school and has never had a job?

This is why PLA is so important to the busy worker wanting something more or the housewife that feels they need something for themselves.  PLA can be the leverage needed to give many people a chance to complete, continue or start their education, sometimes to start a new life.

Forms of PLA 
(According to CAEL
 Council for Adult and Experiential Learning) 

While there are a number of types of Prior Learning Assessment, one of the more popular forms is the portfolio method. This method requires the student to document their life experiences and demonstrate their similarity to learning gained through formal college level education. The PLA offering institution then makes a determination of the relative worth of this demonstrated learning as it might apply to specific courses within the students’ degree program.
Methods of PLA (other than portfolio) include:
· Credit by examination (general, subject, professional, written or oral) 

· Articulation agreements with other colleges or universities 

· Application of previous credit from the same institution 

· Credit for licenses or certifications 

· Credit for completion of other evaluated programs (professional, government or military) 

In each case, the credit granting institution develops its own specific criteria for administering PLA and the level of credit to be granted to the student based on the outcomes of the assessment. To assist colleges and universities in developing guidelines for administering PLA, CAEL provides regularly scheduled PLA Certification Workshops around the country, and also gives interested college and university personnel the ability to engage in online PLA certification courses.
Advantages of Computerized Learning

· Computerized learning can offer alternatives to the traditional work seminars and educational subsidies provided by many companies.  Instead of training an employee for another company, classes in needed materials can be hosted through the worksite.

· Computerized learning can give the student an education at a pace of their choosing.

· With the advancement of technology and the variety of choices through distance learning, computerized learning can be cheaper than the onsite equivalent.  

· Unlike static textbooks computers are interactive, which maximizes the learning experience. 

· Studies find that adults learn best when they are actively engaged in the learning experience.   The student controls online learning.

· The computerized course places a greater emphasis on learning rather than teaching.

· Online courses are often set up in modules, instead of classes demanding large chunks of time

· Increased access to materials at any time or place adds the convenience feature.

· Interactive video, speech, immediate correction and more technologies can be incorporated into lessons.

· Distance academies are becoming very much aware of the need for PLA in combination with computerized learning.

Limitations of Computerized Learning

· Distance students must be highly motivated and organized enough to create and stick to their own study schedule.

· Some students still do not have computer access, nor are they computer literate.

· Publicity about PLA and other distance educational tools is still lagging, which means many do not know they have this option.

· Some distance educators may focus too much on technology and not enough on the learning process. 

· Computer networks are costly to develop for those that are setting up multiple seat learning centers.

· The inability to have convenient access to a computer could limit success.

· Students may have to face learning computers or learning about the Internet while trying to struggle with their first class.  A class in using computers, or learning the Internet may be good starting places.

· Along with course material a student may have to learn what to do when their computer goes down.

What makes a good Distance Student?

If you are hesitating, it may be for a reason only a certain type of individual will succeed at distance learning.  But, you may be surprised to find out you are perfectly suited for the courses and find yourself enjoying them to the fullest.  If you can answer a majority of these questions affirmatively, chances are good that you are a typical distance learner.

1. Are you able to stick to a schedule that you yourself have created?

2. Do you learn well through the written word?

3. Do you learn well watching a video, or movie?

4. Do you have the ability to catch a few minutes, whenever you find time, to concentrate?

5. Can you study around the noise of your family or find time to seclude yourself where it is quiet?

6. Can you meet deadlines?

7. Do you enjoy learning new things?

8. Can you work without the immediate support of a physical group?

9. Can you relate concepts to familiar situations?

10. Do you have experience or knowledge that may be transferred into prior learning credits?

11. Can you organize and structure content.
12. Can you set your own pace and be responsible for yourself?
If you answered yes to over half of these questions, you might want to give some consideration to trying an online course.   Pick something you want to learn or something you need to learn if you are going to go forward with your education, like computer or Internet classes.
Tips for Distance Students?

1. Look into the possibility of prior learning credits.

2. Choose a school, choose a degree, then be flexible, you will no doubt find more things you want to learn.

3. Try to set and stick to a study schedule.

4. Don’t take on more than you know you can achieve.  Start with one class and take more if you feel you are ready to handle them.  Remember you go at your own pace.  So instead of taking four classes and spending 12 weeks to finish, you could take a new class every two weeks (or 20 weeks depending upon your schedule).  Being able to take one class at a time gives the advantage of concentrating on one subject at time.

5. Vary the times you study if possible to see when you absorb more.  Some people find early mornings or the middle of the night, is much more conducive to learning then the traditional classroom time periods.

6. If you need support, do not hesitate to e-mail your instructor or form a study group with other students. 

7. If you are having a problem seek out an online tutor.  I know I have reduced prices drastically when working with a student and many other professionals will do this as well.

8. If you are feeling burned out or have a very heavy schedule take some time off.  Many Internet courses can be taken according to your schedule. 
9. Study yourself and be honest, recognize your strengths as well as your limitations.
10. Relax! Yes, you can do this!
Free online Knowledge:  A place to start

While I wouldn’t suggest a lot of free non-accredited courses to those determined to seek a degree, it can be a place to start.  For those wanting to expand knowledge or learn a skill free classes are great.  For potential students that wish to test the waters, this is a wonderful way to try a class.

Places to start if you want to try a free course
 before enrolling in a degree oriented university: 

www.barnesandnobleuniversity.com 
http://www.free-ed.net
http://www.beginners.co.uk
http://www.learnthat.com
www.thirdage.com


The Internet and the Future of Distance Education

As more and more colleges, companies, and individuals connect to the Internet the possibility becomes endless for distance educators. 

More educators will be available now that teaching does not involve a set time and place.  An executive may be able to share the knowledge learned in 30 years on the job, if he is able to teach from the comfort of his den according to his schedule.  This will give more flexibility to the type of courses available to future students.  

Through distance education the student is becoming familiar with their future environment. 

� American Heritage Dictionary, Dell publishing various editions.


� http://www.cael.org/Events/PLAWorkshops.asp


� (This is research data and untested by the author)








