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Women and Distance Learning

Distance Learning is steadily increasing as a viable form of education for many institutions and its students.  This steady increase has appealed to so many because of its accessibility as well as the flexibility of the scheduling.  Many non-traditional students are attracted to distance education because they are able to remain in a career and also take courses to advance in their professional life, possibly get higher wages or simply enroll for personal fulfillment.  Women especially, who have a consistently higher enrollment rate in distance learning than their male counterparts, like distance education because of the flexibility it offers to take classes and yet meet family, work, and community obligations.  However, although distance learning has its appeal, 70% of students enrolled drop out before the completion of their program, and the majority of these dropouts are women (Parks, 1997). 

There are many reasons why women enroll in distance learning courses and persist in their programs.  One reason is that women enjoy the meaningful interaction with content, faculty, and classmates (Muller, 2008).  During online discussions women are able to inquire not just about course content but about each others’ lives as well.  Women receive satisfaction from interaction with their classmates and instructors (Herbert, 2006).  And while interaction is important for women, so is the support from classmates and faculty.  Another reason women enjoy online classes is for personal growth which is consistent with Mezirow’s transformational learning theory.  Finally, some women persist in their education online because of the worth, whether intrinsic or financial.  

Unfortunately, there seems to be more barriers to distance education that positives.  Terry Muller conducted a study of 308 female who initially attended a summer residency and then enrolled online to complete their degrees.  Through the study Muller found six barriers that prevented women from completing their programs.  The six are as follows:  balancing multiple responsibilities, disappointment in faculty, face-to-face learning environment preference, emotional hurdles, technology problems, and additional barriers such as financial or health issues. 

Balancing Multiple Responsibilities.  Many women have the responsibility of not only being the primary caretaker of the family, but working outside the home as well.  Juggling family responsibilities, career responsibilities, and studying may prove too difficult for some.  Many women find themselves studying and doing homework well after midnight because of family obligations.  Family support is extremely important to the success of these women.  


Disappointment in faculty.  Some women found themselves disappointed by the lack of effort on the instructor’s part to keep the class connected through online discussions and posting.  The lack of feedback on assignments may discourage some women from continuing.  Also some instructor’s slow response or lack of response can be discouraging.  

Face-to-face Learning Environment Preference.  After some women enroll in online classes they find themselves feeling isolated and missing the intellectual stimulation of in class discussions. A preference for more social interaction derived from an in class experience becomes important.


Emotional Hurdles.  Some students question their ability to handle on line courses.  They become unsure of finishing assignments, managing a schedule and utilizing the technology required.


Technology Problems.  If students are not set up properly with their home technology nor have had practice with technology, an online class can become a daunting endeavor.  Online classes may be difficult to begin with, but to add the additional stress of failing technological equipment, may cause some women enough frustration to terminate their class. 


Additional Barriers.  Other barriers that may influence the persistence rate of online students are financial and health related. 
In addition to these barriers, in a study by Julie Furst-Bowe at the University of Wisconsin-Stout it was found other barriers existed.  There may be internal barriers such as fear of failure and lack of self-confidence to external barriers such as lack of communication with the professor and/or lack of family and work support.  

Distance learning educators and institutions have an intrinsic role in the success of students in their distance education courses as well.  If distance education is going to be successful educators and institutions must take their responsibilities to these students.  Educators must make themselves familiar with the characteristics of returning women to design effective courses.  They must consider the needs of adults and use teaching methods and evaluation procedures accordingly.  They must also be familiar with the barriers women face in online courses and work to remove them.  Above all, educators must make themselves available to prevent the isolation which leads to failure that some students feel.  Institutions have the responsibilities of providing support services to these students.  For example, extended administrative office hours may be necessary to reach these students.  Support services may need to be online.  Policies and procedures must be in place to be successful.  
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