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Abstract

Six academic learning experiences are outlined, together spanning four decades and, in one
case, crossing three international borders. Each has some relevance to remote online learn-
ing and teaching, originating in the mid-1970s and some continuing with current capabilities
and opportunities. Summarized are key “lessons learned” and several hypotheses for testing
toward increasing the viability of new delivery formats. Many supporters of past initiatives
are acknowledged.

Background

Globally, educators on a broad spectrum have been surprised by the impact of COVID-19 in
2020. Suddenly, the necessity of remote online delivery introduced new challenges to students
and instructors alike. The intent of this letter is to encourage course developers and instructors
to explore novel ways to structure and deliver high-quality pedagogy and thus inspire distance
educators to take calculated risks to apply imaginative and innovative approaches, extending
the reach from classrooms to where ever that the Internet provides links. The hope is to
foster evidence-based teaching and learning, with systematic scientific hypothesis testing and
objective assessments.
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Remote online multimedia delivery presents fertile ground for nurturing innovation in
quality pedagogy and enriched learning experiences; however, this is neither guaranteed nor
easily accomplished. It will surprise some educators that effective distance education is at least
as challenging to achieve – often more challenging – as typical classroom delivery. At this
point, online learning is relatively fragile, and it is realistic to expect that further innovation
attempts will also fall short of expectations rather than be fully achieved.
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Conclusion

By sheer increased innovation attempts during 2020 and beyond, remote online teaching and
learning is receiving a major boost. An old cliché advises that “necessity is the mother of
invention”; thus, distance education experiences are expected to evolve ‘best practices’ rapidly
and set new benchmarks for effective and efficient learning.

Not all serious attempts at innovation with remote online learning will be acknowledged as
successful. The majority will fall short of total satisfaction. To tilt the balance toward success,
increased co-operation among instructors in specialized domains of knowledge should be en-
couraged: look for opportunities to disseminate and re-use best practices, sharing advances in
distance-delivered course designs and curriculum development.

The pace of technological change will continue to outpace change in the economic and
behavioural domains of knowledge. A key strategy for online education is to create learning
assets and course designs that can be “forward compatible” so that obsolescence is delayed
as much as possible. In sum, optimistic assertions are that distance education is here to stay,
and enduring best practices are yet to come.
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