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Abstract 

The practice of distance education is nearly 300 years old. As a field, it has grown in practical relevance and 

contributed to the needs of society. Due to its critical dependence on the technologies of the day, the pace of 

development is also breakneck, and the definitions and ideas around distance education keep moving in 

different directions. While the core definition of distance education is still relevant with appropriate 

contemporary interpretations, the field needs more discussion and focus on the characteristics of distance 

education as a discipline. In this paper, I critically analyse and reflect on the disciplinary characteristics of 

distance education that merit more professional training and opportunities at the pre-service level to build and 

strengthen the discipline’s future. 
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1 Introduction  

Distance education, more specifically open and distance education, has come a long way since its 

early beginning as correspondence education. Historically, scholars have attempted to define 

distance education to provide operational meaning and guidance to practitioners of distance 

education and institutions offering courses and programmes using distance education (Keegan, 

1980, 1988; Garrison & Shale, 1987; Rumble, 1989). More recently, Bozkurt (2019) provides a 

historical overview of the definitions and theories of distance education. However, the field is 

now filled with several terms, including online learning, blended learning, virtual learning, etc., 

emphasizing that discourse and innovations in the field are progressing without the use of ‘open’ 

and ‘distance’, which is problematic (Nichols, 2024a). 

 

In order to make sense of the field, Johnson (2020) provided a framework to categorize digital 

learning as used in Canadian post-secondary institutions and using the modality frame as 

reference, grouped learning into categories: In-person learning and distance learning. The latter 

includes blended learning, online learning, and offline distance learning. Further, in the context 

of online learning in Canada, Johnson et al. (2022) looked into how post-secondary institutions 

use different terminologies. Using the models of the learning spectrum to categorize learning 

experiences, they conclude that the defining lines are mostly blurred, though the extremes are 

easy to delineate. 

 

Johnson (2023) agrees that it is unlikely that a common definition of terminologies would be 

achieved. Therefore, a mode-based spectrum is a ‘good enough’ consensus for the higher 

education community. For Nichols and Seelig (2022), online as a category is unsuitable, as it does 

not clearly distinguish across different modes. Instead, they argue that asynchronous and 

synchronous could provide a better definition of clarity for online learning. However, Zawacki-

Richter and Naidu (2016) stated that “online education is beginning to be seen as the new face of 

distance education” (p. 258). Mishra (2001) also emphasized that online learning is the new age 

of distance education. During the COVID-19 pandemic, emergency remote teaching, which is not 

the same as online learning, started to be considered as “a form of triage appropriate under 

emergency conditions” (Nichols, 2023b, p. 646). 

 

Reflecting on the inaugural issue of the Journal of Open, Distance and Digital Education (ODDE), 

Nichols (2024b) further highlights that attempting to define any mode of education is problematic 

and introduces considering ODDE as comprising “a range of educational models designed to 

improve the access, flexibility, and openness of education drawing on practices rooted in the open 

and distance education” (p. 4). He concluded that open and distance education “is part of the 

contemporary landscape, but its future is in doubt; its core terms of ‘open’ and ‘distance’ are now 

woolly, ambiguous and increasingly sidelined” (p. 13). He suggests replacing ‘distance’ with 

‘designed’, which has been questioned by Zawacki-Richter et al. (2024), as all educational 

programmes are essentially the result of deliberate design, and the suggested change “does not 

help distinguish different models of education appropriately” (p. 5). 

 

In this reflective essay, I revisit definitions of open and distance education from contemporary 

perspectives and make a case for moving the discussion toward further strengthening the field 

by focusing on the core issues that are impeding its growth and development as a discipline. This 

is based on recent discussions and is an attempt to argue for more professional efforts toward 

developing a common understanding about open and distance education. In the rest of the paper, 

I cover (i) an overview of the definitions, (ii) the need for a discipline-based practice, and (iii) a 
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way forward and its implications for theory, research and practice. I hope this reflection will lead 

to more discussion on how distance education can strengthen the field as a discipline. 

 

Positionality statement: I have over 30 years of teaching, research, and management experience 

in the field of distance education. I started my first job in distance education without any formal 

education and training in the field/discipline. I subsequently completed a master’s degree in 

distance education through distance mode and became a member of academic faculty responsible 

for teaching, research, and staff development in distance education. I have conducted several 

capacity-building workshops in many countries around the world (especially in the low-income 

countries of the Commonwealth) and have firsthand experience of how inadequate these short-

term in-service training are. My experiences, education, and research in distance education form 

the basis of the discussion in this paper. As such, these may also have contributed to my own bias 

towards pre-service education and training for professionalizing distance education. It could be 

considered one of the limitations of this paper that presents my personal views, though I have 

tried to justify these through citing relevant literature. 

2 Defining open and distance education 

In the call for the special issue of this journal, Nichols (2025) asked, “is it still helpful to talk in 

terms of ‘open’ and ‘distance’ learning?” (para 1) and posited that “‘Open’ and ‘distance’ no 

longer represent a unique call to access, innovation, and quality alternate opportunity as they 

used to” (para 2). So, the special issue is based on the idea of ‘re-branding’ open and distance 

learning. In order to discuss the need for a focus on distance education as a discipline, I first revisit 

the key definitions of ‘distance education’ and ‘open learning’ and then analyze why practice 

needs to acknowledge the field better than it does today.   

Nichols (2024a) provided five reasons for the decline in using the classical definitions of open and 

distance education (ODE). These are: 

• ‘Open’ and ‘distance’ were used as alternatives to campus-based education. However, 

their use has significantly changed over the years due to the emergence of open 

educational resources (OER) or practices (OEP) and the synchronous use of virtual 

learning environments to reduce distance. 

• There is less strategic thinking about making education open, and ODE is used only for 

operational gains, underestimating the power of openness. 

• More contemporary terminologies, such as ‘blended’ and ‘online’, are preferred in 

popular expression. 

• Emergency remote teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic pushed open and distance 

education discourse into tangentiality. 

• The field is also congested with discussions around many other topics, such as artificial 

intelligence, micro-credentials, and massive open online courses. 

 

While these reasons are valid, we need to critically reflect on the resilience of the discipline and 

its theoretical background to understand pathways for strengthening discourses in the field. 

Discussing the helpfulness of terminology in the context of ODE, Nichols (2023a) attributed that 

the definition of ODE should: 

1. Provide a clear distinction across different modes. How is this different from other forms? 

2. Benefit strategy and operational decisions. What opportunities does this offer, and how 

is it made to work? 
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3. Enable a common dialogue in literature. How do we know we are talking about the same 

thing, for purposes of comparison? 

4. Give insight into the teaching and learning experience. What does the teacher do? The 

learner? What infrastructure is required? (Nichols, 2023a, p. 144) 

As indicated previously, the contemporary definitions of ODE are largely based on the modality 

approach rather than the conceptual foundations or the theoretical underpinnings. Therefore, it 

is appropriate to look at Keegan’s (1986) definition of distance education and use the analytical-

explanatory elements of the definition through contemporary lenses (Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Interpreting the classical definition of distance education 

Elements of the definition Contemporary interpretation 

Distance education is defined by We could interpret the definition as 

Quasi-permanent separation of 

teacher and learner throughout the 

length of the learning process. 

Teachers are essential in the teaching and learning 

process, but their presence is not always in person or 

in synchronous sessions (physical or online). 

Teaching presence could be embedded in learning 

materials and resources used asynchronously by the 

learner. 

Influence of an educational 

organisation both in the planning and 

preparation of learning materials and 

in the provision of student support 

services. 

An educational provider facilitates the teaching and 

learning process; therefore, the learning is not 

private, self-learning, or preparation for examination. 

While the educational organization could be 

interpreted as any recognized provider at any level of 

education, it could also include for-profit providers 

and course aggregators that provide support services 

to learners using learning resources provided by 

other educational organizations. 

Use of technical media: print, audio, 

video, or computer to unite teacher 

and learner and to carry the content 

of the course. 

This is essentially a common feature of contemporary 

distance or online education. It includes a variety of 

technologies (synchronous and asynchronous) and 

media, including the use of intelligent technologies 

such as messaging systems, GenAI, and AR/VR tools. 

Provision of two-way communication 

so that the student may benefit from 

or even initiate dialogue. 

Contemporary technologies have facilitated two-way 

communication for student-teacher and student-

student dialogue and discussion. The key feature of 

this is to provide timely feedback to the learner.  

Quasi-permanent absence of the 

learning group throughout the length 

of the learning process so that people 

are usually taught as individuals and 

not in groups, with the possibility of 

occasional meetings for both 

didactic and socialisation purposes. 

In the contemporary world of distance and online 

education, synchronous technologies (like video 

conferences) have made cohort-based distance 

education possible. The question is how synchronous 

tools are used to teach (as didactic support or 

lectures). Essentially, the learners are not present as a 

group in one location. They study individually, and 

therefore, quality online learning also depends on 

asynchronous learning. 
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Table 1 clearly indicates that the different versions of the terminologies used (blended learning, 

online learning, etc.) could be covered within the existing conceptual definition without focusing 

on modality alone. Keegan also clarified that distance education includes ‘distance teaching’ and 

‘distance learning’. The definition complexity increases when distance education is used in 

conjunction with ‘open education’ or ‘open learning’ to express it as open and distance education. 

Certainly, not all distance education is open, and ‘openness’ is not an absolute quality 

(Wedemeyer, 1981).  

 

Open education is characterized by (Wedemeyer, 1973): 

• Opening education to more people – of all ages – irrespective of their age, previous 

experience, schooling, or socio-economic condition. 

• Open admission without restriction to the number of places available and scores 

achieved in previous examinations. 

• Use of multiple open channels for communications (learning) via a range of media and 

technology. 

• Open curriculum where the learner is responsible for selecting his/her own goals. 

• Open access to learning in homes, in libraries, in jobs, in communities as well as in 

schools. 

• Open participation of part-time learners who combine working with learning. 

• Open accreditation between the regular and open schools. 

• Open cooperation, resource, and staff sharing between the regular and open schools, 

libraries, public and private schools, businesses, industry, and community resources for 

facilitating learning. 

 

As such, Wedemeyer (1981) believed open learning is “a process of learning that is not enclosed 

or encumbered by barriers, that is accessible and available, not confined or concealed, and that 

implies a continuum of access and opportunity” (p.61). Thus, ‘open’ is a philosophy of learning 

to provide more equitable access to learning opportunities for all. Interestingly, the contemporary 

use of ‘open’ as in open educational resources (OER) has added to the confusion of the 

terminologies, if any. While open in the context of OER is about open license and making learning 

resources available to retain, reuse, remix, repurpose, and redistribute (for a detailed discussion 

on ‘open’ see, Mishra, 2017), the name open university used by many single-mode distance 

teaching institutions may have also contributed to the understanding that open is an essential 

characteristic of distance education. Openness in education is a goal that can be efficiently 

supported by distance education. Therefore, ‘open’ and ‘distance education’ are often used 

together, as in the International Council for Open and Distance Education (ICDE). 

 

While Keegan’s definition of distance education is still relevant and sufficient, some issues also 

change the discourse in the field. For example, Guri-Rosenblit (2005) emphasized that distance 

education and e-learning are different things. While distance education primarily uses the 

industrial approach of teaching a large number of students via asynchronous modes, a limited 

number of teachers, and less student-teacher communication, e-learning encourages more direct 

interaction with a small number of students. However, with new technologies available, online 

learning can be scalable, like distance education, with the affordances of interaction. Distance 

education is also used synonymously in literature with online learning (Singh & Thurman, 2019). 

The review by Singh and Thurman (2019) also indicated that defining online learning using the 

characteristics provides a better understanding of the concept, which includes the use of 

technology, synchronous as well as asynchronous learning, interactivity, distance, and 

educational context. It is also important to emphasize that distance in distance education is not 
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about physical distance (Bates, 2008), but about transactional distance explained by the ‘dialogue’ 

and ‘structure’ of the educational programme (Gorsky & Caspi, 2005; Moore, 1993). 

 

Considering online learning as a form of distance education, Bates (2008) presents a continuum 

of delivery from face-to-face (no technology use) to fully online (distance) with the use of 

technologies (Bates & Poole, 2003). He places blended learning in between, which covers 

technology as a classroom aid, flipped classroom, and hybrid learning (Bates, 2008). Bates further 

emphasizes that “when using terms such as online learning and distance education, we are trying 

to describe a very dynamic and fast-changing phenomenon, and the terminology often struggles 

to keep up with the reality of what is happening” (Bates, 2008). Therefore, instructors need to 

decide what tools and technologies to use in what conditions and how the institutions deploy 

these. 

 

Now, let me return to the four criteria of a helpful definition proposed by Nichols (2023a). First, 

the modes need to be viewed from a continuum perspective for clarity, as technology-mediated 

teaching and learning are moving more toward convergence, and differentiating based on 

modality is not necessarily the best way. Moreover, terminological differences will continue to be 

there with the emergence of new technologies and approaches. Second, the foregoing discussions 

illustrate that operational decisions are best left to teachers and institutions within the frame of a 

range of modalities. Third, we must continue to discuss the field using accepted definitions, such 

as Keegan’s (1986), and interpret these in contemporary ways and revise when needed. The 

question that we must discuss is about who must take action to rethink definitions when such 

demands emerge. This is important as terminologies keep emerging in literature, as scholars 

present operational definitions and discuss their work. It is also related to the narrative promoted 

by the organizations and researchers that play a dominant role in practice. For example, the use 

of emergency remote teaching during COVID-19 is a case in point (Hodges et al., 2020). In this 

context, I would like to draw attention to the journey of definitions in the field of educational 

technology (Januszewski & Persichitte, 2008), which revisited the definition of educational 

technology recently in a systematic way (Heggart et al., 2025). Historically, the International 

Council for Correspondence Education changed its name to International Council for Distance 

Education (ICDE) in 1982 (Sewart, 2014), but it is unclear when ‘open’ was added to the name 

without any change in the abbreviation (i.e., ICDE). Fourth, the existing definition does provide 

insights into the teaching and learning experiences with new interpretations. It is also important 

to remind ourselves of the words of Ljosa (1988): 

 

A definition of the term “distance education” should not be perspective as regards 

methods or organizational forms; rather, it should “map the boundaries” of what we 

want to describe (p. 86). 

 

In the past, distance education received huge attention due to its potential for increasing access 

and maintaining quality at a reduced cost, often referred to as ‘economies of scale’ (Rumble, 2003). 

With more conventional teaching universities adopting technology and offering online learning, 

the issue of access may not be there for most developed countries. However, the digital inequity 

worldwide (ITU, 2024) means that access to educational opportunities will continue to need 

alternative ways. It may be noted that in the discussions around the definitions, the voices of the 

people from less developed countries with low research and publication are often missing.     

Nevertheless, terminology remains an issue, and I would like to discuss the challenges from the 

perspective of working towards distance education as discipline. I believe that the definition 

issues stem from the practitioner’s approach adopted in ODE. In order to practice in the field of 

ODE, there is no essential qualification in most parts of the world. Therefore, experts in the field 
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come with training in different fields and learn about ODE on the job largely through short-term 

training and learning by doing. Different institutions follow different ODE approaches and 

practices, which define what we see in literature. It would be erroneous to attribute some of these 

as not fitting into the definitions; rather, I would prefer to view the range of ODE practices within 

a continuum, as I have been proposing a continuum of openness in educational institutions 

(Mishra, 2023). I will draw on my previous work on distance education as a discipline (Mishra, 

2007a) to discuss a more professional approach in our field to move the discussions beyond 

definitions. The assumption here is that a disciplinary approach to the development of the field 

would help better understand its history, definitions, and pedagogy, leading to uniform usage of 

terminologies in the field and better research and practice. 

3 Open and distance education: A discipline? 

In order to discuss distance education as a discipline, we must first understand how disciplines 

are defined and formed. Disciplines lack consensus regarding descriptive and theoretical 

propositions in their early stages of development (White, 1989). According to Stichweh (1992), 

disciplines are communication systems, a connection to a profession, and a control over what gets 

published. Turner (2000) says: 

 

Disciplines are kinds of collectivities that include a large proportion of persons holding 

degrees with the same differentiating specialization name, which are organized in part 

into degree-granting units that in part give degree-granting positions and powers to 

persons holding these degrees: persons holding degrees of this particular specialized 

kind are employed in positions that give degree-granting powers to them, such that there 

is an actual exchange of students between different degree granting institutions offering 

degrees in what is understood to be the same specialization. (p.47) 

 

The above description makes two assumptions. First, the discipline’s name must be shared and 

used widely. Second, there is a market for trained people in the discipline. Thus, the concept of 

discipline is complex to define, as it is based on “who studies (‘disciple’) and what is studied 

(‘doctrine’)” (Hammarfelt, 2019). Disciplines are also characterized by the discourse they 

demonstrate (Becher, 1987). Disciplines use certain terminologies and language to discuss tacit 

knowledge, logical arguments, as well as scholarly communication within a community. This is 

important to note in the context of this paper, as I am urging for focus on the discipline to have a 

common understanding of the language used in scholarly communication. In the field of 

knowledge organization, discipline is used to depict an area of knowledge. Knowledge being a 

dynamic entity in any field of study; there is always the emergence of new disciplines. They use 

a concept called ‘literary warrant’ to organize knowledge in an area based on the quantity of 

documents published (Barité, 2018). Thus, more research and publication in an area may lead to 

increasing specialization and the creation of new disciplines. However, according to Stichweh 

(1992), new disciplines emerge when (i) universities start new departments around a scientific 

community, (ii) the new discipline is distinct and separate from the established ones, and (iii) 

there is a well-developed scholarly communication system around the field of study.  

 

Distance education as a discipline was first argued by Sparkes (1983). Holmberg (1986) 

emphasized distance education as an academic discipline based on available research 

programmes and curricula for universities at that time. However, Rumble (1988), using a range 

of intrinsic and extrinsic criteria to evaluate a discipline, concluded that while distance education 

has developed over the years, it is yet to be considered an emerging or established new discipline. 

Even Tight (1988) considered distance education as a sub-discipline within education, positing 
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that it exists essentially as a service to collaborate with other disciplines to collaborate and 

communicate with a wider audience. Devlin (1989) took a similar position and considered it a 

derivative of adult education. While concluding the discussion around distance education as a 

discipline, Coldeway (1989) categorized distance education as an emerging discipline and 

identified three critical elements: (i) instruction associated with the field for compliance, (ii) a 

taught field of study, and (iii) training that shapes the future generations. How has the discipline 

progressed over the last 35 years? Let’s discuss the status of distance education as a discipline 

using a framework provided by Liles et al. (1995). 

3.1 Focus of study 

In the early days of distance education, the focus of the study was largely increasing access to 

higher education and providing opportunities to those who could not access traditional face-to-

face education. Thus, there was a focus on social equity, which remains a critical area in ODE. 

The growth and development of ODE is exponential in literature (Bozkurt & Zawacki-Richter, 

2021; Wolf et al., 2020; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2009; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2017; Zawacki-Richter 

& Naidu, 2016) demonstrating ‘literary warrant’ in the field. An early bibliometric study of 

distance education journal articles revealed the focus of the studies around students and their 

learning, preparation of distance learning materials, technologies and management issues, 

theory, training, and practice of distance education (Mishra, 1997). A study by Berg and 

Mrozowski (2001) covered ten areas covered in the literature of distance education: redefining 

the roles of key participants, technology selection and adoption, design issues, strategies to 

increase interactive and active learning, learner characteristics, learner support, operational 

issues, policy and management issues, equity and accessibility, and cost/benefit trade-offs. A 

recent study (Mishra et al., 2021) during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted that the studies 

focused on (i) Technologies for teaching and learning, (ii) psychosocial issues, (iii) learner issues, 

including communication, satisfaction, and social distancing, and (iv) eclectic matters covering a 

range of technologies for teaching and learning, training, sustainability, and psychological issues. 

Analyzing the citation classics in the field of distance and online learning, Sahoo et al. (2024) 

identified the focus of the discipline: (i) distance education, increasing access through mobile 

learning; (ii) use of a range of technologies to provide access at different levels of education and 

in different contexts, and (iii) address the needs of adult learners by offering self-regulated 

learning through blended and online learning. Thus, the field of study is unique, though it is 

bordering in some areas of educational technology as a field of study. 

3.2 A new paradigm 

According to Kuhn (1996), a paradigm is about foundational knowledge of a discipline. Any shift 

in that disrupts the basic assumptions and practices within the scientific discipline. Developments 

in distance education, especially the establishment of the Open University in the United Kingdom 

in 1969 for educating people through distance education, presented a new and alternative way to 

offer education and training using broadcast media. The use of technology in distance education 

has also led Taylor (2001) to categorize distance education into five generations: (i) Gen1: 

correspondence model, (ii) Gen2: multimedia model, (iii) Gen3: tele-learning model, (iv) Gen4: 

flexible learning model, and (v) Gen5: intelligent flexible learning model. This paradigm shift, 

supported by theoretical underpinnings and technological developments, provides distance 

education with a specialized knowledge structure. Economies of scale achieved by offering 

education at scale (Daniel et al., 2009) is also another critical aspect that made this field unique 

and more popular. From a broader perspective of technology-mediated teaching and learning, 

distance education provides a new approach to educational delivery that needs specialized 

education and training. 
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3.3 Reference discipline 

Most disciplines emerge out of the existing traditional discipline. As explained before, a field’s 

literary warrant, social demands, and utility create new space for an emerging discipline. 

Distance education is a specialized field of educational research and training within the discipline 

of education, which is also heavily influenced by the use of technology. For distance education, 

psychology, communication technology, education, and management are reference disciplines, 

and their practices largely influence research and practice (Schuemer, 1993). The influence of 

several reference disciplines makes the field of distance education more of an interdisciplinary 

discipline responsible largely for the current state of affairs, including the lack of coherent 

understanding within the practitioner community about the definitions used.    

3.4 Principles and practices  

For any discipline to function, it requires certain theories and principles that the practitioners 

follow. Distance education has some specialized structure of knowledge that covers issues 

around learner autonomy (Wedemeyer, 1975), industrialization of teaching (Peters, 1998), 

transactional distance (Moore, 1993), guided didactic conversation (Holmberg, 1981), use of 

technology (Bates, 2005; Wedemeyer, 1978), continuity of concern (Sewart, 1978), and community 

of inquiry (Garrison & Anderson, 2003). With the use of online technologies, such as learning 

management systems and computer-mediated communication, there are many methods and 

principles (Mishra & Juwah, 2006). The field also extensively uses various instructional design 

models (Dousay & Branch, 2022) to practice teaching and learning. Distance education’s theories, 

methods, and principles are robust and merit specialized treatment as a discipline for higher 

education. 

3.5 Research agenda  

According to Moore (1985), distance education theory must guide practitioners in the simplest 

ways without spending much time analyzing data themselves. Research in the field should also 

clarify the missing gaps and indicate areas that need further investigation. Reviewing distance 

education research in India, Panda (1992) stated that scholars are concerned with two important 

areas: "(i) to undertake and report research activities in distance education and (ii) to review such 

activities to examine the direction in which distance education is progressing" (p.310). Research 

is the key link between theory building and good practice (Perraton, 2000). Zawacki-Richter 

(2009) conducted a Delphi study to identify three critical areas of research in distance education: 

(i) Macro level: Distance education systems and theories, (ii) Meso level: Management, 

organization, and technology, and (iii) Micro level: Teaching and learning in distance education. 

These categories were further explored by Zawacki-Richter and Anderson (2014) to develop a 

common research agenda collaboratively. In the discussion, they emphasized that “distance 

education is a discipline in its own right” (p.486). In addition, they articulated that the research 

agenda for the discipline must: 

 

1. Quantify what research has previously been done. 

2. Review and evaluate that research. 

3. Describe new research needs on the basis of the quantification and evaluation.  

4. Prioritize the research needs in a research agenda. 

5. Perform and evaluate the new research, and by doing so . . .  

6. Redefine the research agenda. (Zawacki-Richter & Anderson, 2014, pp. 486-7). 
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The discipline of distance education has several established journals and outlets for scholarly 

communication, and both qualitative and quantitative (bibliometric) studies regularly report 

summaries of research findings and gaps to guide researchers and practitioners in the field. These 

research agendas allow the community of scholars to focus on disciplinary discourse in a 

systematic way. However, currently, the publications in the field are scattered (Sahoo et al., 2024), 

though there are some core journals (Zawacki-Richter & Anderson, 2011). 

3.6 Education and promotion of professionalism   

Professional education and training are key aspects of any discipline (Turner, 2000). Such training 

should also be at higher levels of education, contributing to the research, investigation, and 

exploration of the boundaries of the discipline. In this context, two critical issues must be noted. 

First, training could be provided, as often done currently, via in-service training to support 

professional development. As a staff developer, I have written extensively about how to develop 

staff for ODE (Mishra, 2007b). Staff development also has a critical role in organizational change 

management and the adoption of distance learning, especially in dual-mode institutions 

(Latchem & Jung, 2010). Second, there are several related graduate-level academic programmes 

such as in instruction systems design or educational technology. But these are not the same as a 

full-fledged master’s level programme on distance education.  

Earlier, I reported a curriculum for professional training of distance educators at the master’s 

level developed through an international Delphi study (Mishra, 2008). Postgraduate education is 

currently available in only a limited number of universities, such as Athabasca University 

(Canada), Indira Gandhi National Open University (India), and the Open University (United 

Kingdom). While doctoral research opportunities on distance education are available in many 

universities worldwide, graduate-level studies to prepare professionals are not available in many 

institutions. This is also related to the employability of such graduates, as most recruitments at 

distance teaching universities do not require specialized qualifications on distance education. 

Distance teaching institutions adopt in-service training, primarily through short-term training 

programmes and by encouraging staff participation at distance and online learning conferences 

and seminars. Several professional associations in ODE at international, regional, and national 

levels promote and share knowledge and experiences. However, the limited availability of pre-

service training poses a serious threat to disciplinary discourse, as even the professional 

associations are managed by those without training in the discipline.  

This is not to say that professional training is necessary for high performance in the field but are 

necessary for the growth and development of the discipline and nuanced discourse around its 

theory and practice. There are many educational institutions offering distance and online 

programmes in many other disciplines and subjects, and those involved in delivering such 

courses and programmes could promote a scholarship of teaching and learning in distance 

education, provided they are systematically trained. Practitioners and scholars need to give 

enough attention to this field of education and training as a discipline, which presents a huge 

opportunity to professionalize distance education. There is a need to have some form of pre-

service education and training to promote a community of distance educators and practitioners 

as a professional body. It is the clarion call of the time.  

4 Implications for theory, research and practice 

The discussions related to distance education as a discipline indicate a strong need to focus on 

creating more departments for teaching open and distance education at the graduate level and 

preparing practitioners, who follow the norms and language of the discipline to perform. This 
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brings in several implications at the implementation level. First, who should spearhead the 

discussion around distance education as a discipline? In the early 1980s, journal editors played a 

significant role in discussing the topic and providing guidance. Today, with publications about 

distance education appearing in many sources, it is challenging to have critical discourse through 

journals, though this special issue is an attempt in that direction. The ICDE is in a better position, 

as a membership-driven organization with global representation from institutional leaders, to 

drive the change in offering more distance education pre-service programmes at the graduate 

level. First, a beginning could be made with a structured discussion around the definition as was 

done by the Association for Educational Communications and Technology (AECT) for defining 

educational technology (Heggart et al., 2025). Second, ICDE, as a professional body, may also 

develop relevant curricula through discussions and collaboration of its university members to 

encourage them to offer graduate-level programmes in open and distance education. Third, a 

more challenging task is to advocate for recruiting staff for professional jobs with professional 

qualifications in distance education.  

Adopting a disciplinary approach to distance education could lead to not just a common and 

better understanding of the language of distance education. It will also promote more need-

based, problem-centered research. Such a practice will have implications for recruiting teachers 

and practitioners with professional qualifications in distance education. Thirty years back, it was 

okay to recruit staff without any distance education knowledge and provide them with training 

on the job. It should no longer continue to be the same in the future. Studies in other fields, such 

as management, show that graduate-level professional training improves organizational 

performance (Gupta & Bennett, 2014). However, there is also a flip side to adopting only a 

disciplinary approach if regular staff development programmes are not conducted. Continuous 

professional development in ODE is a must as a technology-mediated teaching and learning 

system, the discipline is dynamic, and staff need constant updating.  

5 Conclusion 

Distance education is now nearly 300 years old as a practice. There are over 80 open and distance 

teaching universities, and many universities around the world are now using distance and online 

learning to further enhance their reach and achieve cost efficiency. However, the discipline of 

distance education is not growing. The field is inundated with operational issues and challenges 

extensively reported by Nichols (2023a, 2023b, 2924a, 2024b), calling for rethinking ODE’s 

definition. The argument put forth in this paper is that Keegan’s analytical definition could still 

be helpful when the theories and practices in the field are understood well through training. For 

example, distance is not physical distance, and openness is about the philosophy of increasing 

flexibility of learning, to name a few. While acknowledging the challenges, I have urged in this 

paper to discuss the discipline of ODE and the need to build a resilient profession of distance 

educators engaged in critical discussion, research, and practice. In this respect, I have discussed 

that the field has the potential of a full-fledged discipline, but the absence of many graduate 

programmes in the field at the university level and the lack of recruitment opportunities for 

people with distance education qualifications make it challenging for the field to discuss the core 

issues, including definitions.   Organizations like the Commonwealth of Learning and ICDE have 

an essential role to play in developing the discipline of distance education. With their vast 

network of people and organizations working in distance education, it is time to put together 

collective ideas to professionalize the academe of distance education.   
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