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Reflections on My Distance Learning Experience


I have spent the last two years as a distance learner in Virginia Tech’s ITMA program. I felt some frustration early on, but after taking Telecommunications and Distance Learning, I was able to understand they are the kinds of frustrations that are common among many distance learners—a feeling of psychological distance being the most profound. In many ways, I still don’t feel like a part of Virginia Tech’s community, even though I feel the school does try to reach out to distance learners. One of the things I think ITMA could do to reduce the feeling of psychological distance students feel is to include more opportunities for working together. I can only recall two such opportunities: one was a chat activity and the other a peer review activity. I think group activities could build opportunities for students to learn from one another and feel more like they are part of a community. In addition, it would be easy to implement given the technology used to deliver course materials.


Early on, I felt somewhat frustrated by some of my assignments. I think it is critical to determine whether or not students have the requisite skills for their future coursework, but I would recommend that students be allowed to demonstrate their skills by testing out of courses such as Introduction to Computers, unless it is impossible from a credits standpoint. Even so, students who are competent in basic computer skills might then be able to take a one-hour elective course. 

As the program progressed, I felt challenged, and I truly enjoyed what I was learning. In Multimedia Authoring, I applied what I had learned in Instructional Design to create a project. I was given the option to create a project using PowerPoint, HTML, or Flash. Because I already felt proficient in PowerPoint and HTML, I chose to create a Flash game for my students. I enjoyed learning how to use Flash. I still don’t consider myself to be proficient in Flash, but the learning experience was useful and helpful. In addition, I felt my professor Doug Richmond really pushed me to learn and grow. He influenced my growth as a learner a great deal, and I enjoyed learning from him.

If I could do one thing differently in Instructional Design and Multimedia Authoring, it would be to think more like an Instructional Technologist than an English teacher. I would have chosen to design instruction in technology rather than English, which is what I did in both courses. I had learned by the time I took Project and Report, and I feel proudest of my work on that course. I enjoyed having the opportunity to choose a project that would be of value to me as an instructional technologist and to my colleagues as learners. However, I think my earlier experiences with Instructional Design and Multimedia Authoring would have been more effective for me had I chosen to focus on technology.

My experiences in ITMA really helped me as my principal called upon me to be a member of the Technology Committee. Our mission was to evaluate current technology concerns at our school, including some issues with the grade book software we use—GradeQuick—and some frustrations expressed regarding our technology department. One thing I realized as I sat in a professional development session in which our technology department sought to teach faculty how to use a new Web-based version of our grade book software and how to implement a new required email signature was that our instructional technologists had not given thought to the design process at all, and the professional development was not helpful for me or for anyone else that I polled. It became clear to me that what our school needed was someone who might be able to teach our faculty how to implement technology in one-on-one tutorial sessions and in larger professional development scenarios. I also realized perhaps for the first time that I was indeed an instructional technologist because I immediately realized the problem was a lack of an instructional design, and I knew how I would solve the problem. It was a powerful moment for me as a learner—it was the moment when I put all that I had learned in ITMA together and realized how far I had come. I don’t think I could have pinpointed the issue several years ago, or even that I would have understood that there was a problem. I have not usually experience frustration in learning technology because if my professional development is unclear, I am able to figure it out on my own. However, experiencing the event through the eyes of my colleagues who did not have those technology skills to fall back on really helped me realize what our school needs to do for its teachers and how I could go about doing it. All that I had learned had come together.

As a student in ITMA, I have learned the value of instructional design, and I have had opportunities to learn about learning and research. I have learned how to use new types of software and have grown from a novice digital video editor to a much more polished and advanced learner. I have learned what I need to think about in designing a distance-learning course, and used it to guide my plan for a professional development program I created in Project and Report. However, the biggest change I have undergone is changing the way I think about technology and about my own role as an instructor of technology.

