This essential guide for graduates and undergraduates provides
practical help and encouragement for those who have not
previously studied ‘at a distance’. It is particularly suitable for
those who may be returning to education after a gap of some
years.
In addition to fundamental issues such as motivation and setting
goals, time-management and strategies for coping, students are
provided with a refresher of basic study skills and given help with
managing a research project. Readers are also introduced to the
various elements of e-learning that students are increasingly
expected to use on distance learning courses.
Self-study activities are an essential part of the guide, and
introduce the crucial element of active learning that is typical of
studying at a distance. The guide also includes comments and
advice from former students about the experience of studying in
this way.
Christine Talbot is Learning Development Officer in the Learning
Development Unit at the University of Leeds.
cover design: Kate Prentice

Studying at a distance

STUDYING AT A DISTANCE
A Guide for Students

Studying
at a distance
a guide for students

Ta l b o t
ISBN 0-335-21336-7

C h r i s t i n e Ta l b o t
9 780335 213368

Studying at a
distance

Studying at a
distance
A guide for students

Christine J. Talbot

Open University Press

Open University Press
McGraw-Hill Education
McGraw-Hill House
Shoppenhangers Road
Maidenhead
Berkshire
SL6 2QL
United Kingdom
email: enquiries@openup.co.uk
world wide web: www.openup.co.uk
and Two Penn Plaza, New York, NY 10121-2289, USA
First Published 2003
Reprinted 2004
Copyright © Christine Talbot, 2003
All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the
purpose of criticism and review, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher or a
licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Details of such
licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the
Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd of 90 Tottenham Court Road, London,
W1T 4LP.
A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library
ISBN 0 335 21336 7 (pb)

0 335 21337 5 (hb)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
CIP data has been applied for
Typeset by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk
Printed in Great Britain by Bell and Bain Ltd, Glasgow

Contents

List of figures
Foreword

1

2

Phil Race

xii
xiii

Preface

xix

Acknowledgements

xxi

Introduction
Studying at a distance
Purpose of the guide
How to use the guide
Activities
Response boxes
What’s included in the guide
What’s not included
You belong to your institution
A note on terminology

1
1
2
2
3
3
4
4
5
5

Preparing for the task ahead
Introduction
1.1 Why are you studying?
1.2 Motivation / goal setting
1.3 What qualities do you need to be an effective
distance learner?
1.4 Potential pitfalls and how to avoid them
Demands on you
Demands on others
1.5 Experience counts
Summary of Chapter 1

6
6
7
8
9
10
13
14
15
16

Know yourself as a learner
Introduction
2.1 What is studying?
2.2 What is learning?

17
17
17
18

vi

STUDYING AT A DISTANCE

2.3
2.4

What will you learn?
Characteristics of distance learning
Learning by doing
Learning by assessment
Learning by reading feedback
Learner autonomy – taking control of and
responsibility for your learning
Learning by reﬂection
2.5 Sources of learning
Author’s note
2.6 The learning process
The Experiential Learning Cycle
2.7 Approaches to learning
Surface and deep learning
Strategic learning
2.8 How do you prefer to learn?
Learning Styles Questionnaire
The VARK Questionnaire
Summary of Chapter 2
3

4

18
20
21
21
21
22
22
23
24
25
25
27
27
27
28
28
29
30

E-learning
Introduction
3.1 What do we mean by e-learning?
3.2 Accessibility of e-learning materials
3.3 Glossary of terms
3.4 Online learning
3.5 Email and mailing lists
3.6 Virtual learning environments (VLEs)
3.7 Discussion rooms / conference boards / bulletin
boards
3.8 Self-assessment questions (SAQs)
3.9 Streaming video, such as Boxmind or Click and Go
3.10 Video / teleconferencing
3.11 Viruses and backing up work
Summary of Chapter 3

31
31
31
33
33
35
36
37

Practicalities of studying
Introduction
4.1 Place of study
4.2 Getting organised

42
42
42
44

37
39
39
40
40
41

CONTENTS

4.3
4.4
4.5
4.6

Pace of study
Time of study
Periods of study
Time management
Study schedule
Weekly planner
Keeping the balance
4.7 How will you use your time?
Summary of Chapter 4

vii

44
45
46
47
49
52
55
56
57

5

Getting support
Introduction
5.1 Support from your tutor(s)
5.2 Support from other students
Why do you need other students?
How can you keep in touch?
5.3 Support from the course administrator
5.4 Support from family and friends
5.5 Support from those at work
Summary of Chapter 5

58
58
59
60
60
62
63
63
64
66

6

Resources for studying
Introduction
6.1 Course materials
6.2 Library resources
6.3 Library catalogues
6.4 Bookshops
6.5 Periodicals / journals in various subject disciplines
6.6 Abstracts, indexes and electronic databases
6.7 Other electronic resources
6.8 Case studies
6.9 IT support
Computer services helpdesk
Summary of Chapter 6

67
67
67
68
70
71
72
72
74
75
75
75
76

7

Making the most of your distance learning experience
Introduction
7.1 Working with others
What skills do you need?
Emailing
Group discussions

77
77
78
78
79
80

viii

STUDYING AT A DISTANCE

Causes of concern, anxiety and frustration
Group working strategies
7.2 Reading
Relevance
Cover
Abstract
Contents
Index
Bibliography
Introduction
Conclusion
Chapters
Double check
Take stock
Order of reading
Speed reading
Critical and analytical reading
Stopping reading
A note on academic criticism
7.3 Note making from reading
Highlighting
Copyright
Additional notes
Physical means
Summarise your thoughts
Design
To use or not to use
7.4 Recording and using sources
Bibliographical details
Cite your sources / plagiarism
Quotations
7.5 Essay writing
Created not born
Start early
Assessment criteria
How many words?
Read the question
Read the literature
Make notes
Make a plan

81
81
83
83
84
84
84
85
85
85
85
85
86
86
87
87
87
89
89
90
90
90
90
90
91
91
91
93
93
93
94
94
95
95
95
96
96
96
97
97

CONTENTS

Make your points
Link it all together
Conclusion
Introduction
Use of ﬁrst person
Use plain English
Understand what you write
Use drafts
Reviewers
Read the feedback
Practice for exams
More help
7.6 Revising for examinations
Planning
When to revise
What to revise
Reading
Making notes
7.7 Sitting examinations
Assessment criteria
Handwriting / spelling / grammar
Planning for the exam
Beforehand
Write your name or number
Read the whole paper
Read each question
Planning each answer
Writing your answer
At the end of the exam
Summary of Chapter 7
8

Doing your research project
Introduction
8.1 Preparing to do research
What is research?
Who can do research?
Why do research?
What is ‘good’ research?
Approaches to research
Methodological approaches

ix

97
97
98
98
98
98
99
99
99
100
100
101
101
102
102
103
103
104
105
105
105
106
106
107
107
108
108
108
109
110
111
111
112
112
113
114
115
115
117

x

STUDYING AT A DISTANCE

Your project proposal
Choosing the topic
8.2 Literature searching and reviewing
Current research
Grey literature
Theses and dissertations
Personal bibliographic software
8.3 Using the World Wide Web for research
Search strategies
Search engines
Subject portals
Bibliographic databases on the web
Electronic journals
Off-campus access to electronic resources
Current awareness services for bibliographical
resources
Electronic networking
Current awareness service for web resources
Evaluating websites for quality
8.4 Values and ethical issues
Values
Ethical issues
8.5 Feasibility
8.6 Evaluating other people’s research projects
8.7 Managing your research project
Plan / do / review
Managing your time
Research schedule
Record-keeping
8.8 Reporting your findings
Your audience
The content of the report
Writing the report
Citations and references
Disseminating the ﬁndings
Getting published
Summary of Chapter 8

118
118
119
120
122
122
124
125
125
128
129
130
131
131
132
133
134
134
135
135
136
138
138
140
140
140
141
143
145
146
147
148
148
149
150
151

CONTENTS

9

xi

Course-specific information
Introduction
A note on registration and payment of fees
9.1 Programme / course information
9.2 Contacts for support
9.3 Tutorial details
9.4 Attendance requirements
9.5 Hardware / software requirements
9.6 Electronic learner support
9.7 Assessment specifications
Types of assessment
Submitting your work
Marking / assessment criteria?
Feedback
9.8 Progress
9.9 University / college information
A note on rules and regulations
And finally . . .
Summary of Chapter 9

152
152
152
153
153
154
154
155
155
155
155
155
156
156
156
156
157
157
157

Appendix: Understanding Learning
Types of education
Open, distance and flexible learning
Distance learning
Open learning
Flexible learning
Summary
Self-directed learning

158
158
159
159
159
160
160
160

Further Resources
General study guides
Subject-specific study guides
Guides to reading and writing
Guides to sitting examinations
Guides to mathematics and statistics
Guide to science
Guides to doing research
Study guides on the web

162
162
163
163
163
164
164
164
165

References

167

Index

169

List of figures

Figure 2.1
Figure 3.1
Figure 4.1
Figure 4.2
Figure 7.1
Figure 7.2
Figure 8.1

Continuous Learning Cycle
Glossary of terms used in e-learning
Course study schedule
Weekly planner
Mind map 1
Mind map 2
Research schedule

25
34
50
53
86
92
142

Foreword

‘Studying at a distance’? you may ask. What is ‘distance learning’?
And what about all the overlapping terms such as ‘open learning’,
‘flexible learning’, ‘online learning’ and ‘independent learning’ and
so on? Distance learning may have its origins way back in the days of
correspondence schools with a few learning providers who catered
for students who for one reason or another did not want to, or were
not able to, attend ‘conventional’ face to face education or training
establishments. It could have been argued that to some extent in
those days, distance learning was a substitute for ‘real’ learning, and
that the writers of distance learning materials, alongside the tutors
supporting learners at a distance, had the job of making distance
learning as good as possible a substitute for traditional means of
studying and gaining knowledge or qualifications.
Since distance learners were not in a position to learn together, or
benefit from day to day contact with their teachers, they needed some
help to learn at a distance, not least in how best to manage their
learning and cope with learning in contexts where they had some
freedom over the pace at which they learned. They needed help to
handle the freedom of where they got down to their learning and when
they chose to learn. They had the awesome responsibility of being, to
some extent, in charge of their own learning and having to make
the best they could of learning from resource materials without the
normal amount of guidance from tutors, trainers or teachers. Not
surprisingly, distance learners in these early times were thought to
need quite a lot of help in fine-tuning their own approaches to learning so that they could help themselves to achieve the same sort of
results which might be expected of ‘normal’ learners.
Strangely however, it was found gradually that many of the
people who engaged in distance learning turned out to be perfectly
successful learners. Indeed, many of the tutors and writers who got
into distance learning also turned out to be successful at helping
learning to happen, and in designing materials which lent themselves
to people learning in their own ways, and at times, places and paces of
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their own choosing. More importantly, is was gradually realised
that distance learning was much more than simply an alternative to
‘normal’ teaching and learning. Indeed, it was noticed that there were
significant parallels between the processes of distance learning and
conventional learning. Students on college-based programmes – the
most successful students, more often than not – actually turned out to
exercise a significant amount of control over their own learning, even
in quite traditional teaching-learning environments. They did, in
fact, choose learning strategies made up from tactics which built on
making their own choices of how best to learn, and when and where
to learn, and how fast to learn, and even (perish the thought)
what to learn – and (dare we face this?) what not to learn. So-called
‘normal’ students were found to be eager for help, support and advice
about how best to learn, even in institution-based learning contexts
where they were surrounded by people who were learning the same
things.
Meanwhile, it was noticed that people who successfully completed distance learning programmes had gained added value along
the way. They had developed as learners at the same time as developing their knowledge or expertise in the subject matter involved. They
were better able to manage their own future learning in whatever
contexts they found themselves. They did not need teachers to the
extent which may previously have been the case – they had moved
towards being independent learners, or indeed autonomous learners.
They had developed skills at self-assessing their learning along the
way. They had equipped themselves with the skills and attributes
which we would now associate with the most accomplished of lifelong
learners. In short, they had changed the course of their lives. So
distance learning became known to be not just a second-best option.
Concurrently, a revolution was taking place. Perhaps in future
this will be looked back upon as the revolution of information and
communications technologies, rivalling the invention of the printing
press in the history of the growth in dissemination of information
and knowledge. In a nutshell, it became a lot easier to package up
information – and it became a lot cheaper to do so. As Einstein had
observed decades before all of this happened, information did not
automatically turn itself into knowledge however, and needed to be
processed into experience for knowledge to result from having
acquired it. In particular, however, the electronic aspects of this new
revolution grew apace. Everything (for a while) had to have an ‘e-’
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in it to be up-to-date – e-learning, e-moderating, e-tutoring, not to
mention e-fficient, e-ffective or e-clectic! However, the e-learning part
of this revolution will only have reached its destination when we no
longer talk about e-anything, but simply accept the electronic aspects
of information and communication technologies as normal and
unexceptional, and use the tools in the electronic toolkit in a ‘fit for
purpose’ spirit for what they’re good at, and no longer devise training
days or write books about e-anything. And meanwhile, while information became cheaper to produce, the real costs of teaching and
learning continued to rise – particularly those costs associated with
the time spent by learners and teachers alike.
So distance learning had come of age. It turned out to be far too
good just to be used for distance learners. College-based provision
started to make much more use of learning at students’ own pace.
Students became expected to manage their choices of what to learn,
when to learn it, how best to learn it, at what pace to learn it, and
even with whom to learn it. ‘Self-study pathways’ were created so that
students learned some things in distance learning mode, alongside
other things that they learned in face to face mode. ‘Independentlearning modules’ were created. Indeed, some of these could also
(surprise, surprise) be used by students who were not physically on
campus – distance learners, in fact. Full circle?
This book Studying at a Distance could not be more timely. Distance learning is no longer an unknown quantity. There is abundant
experience of how to support it. We now know a great deal more
about how best to create distance learning resource materials. And
above all, the ‘distance’ can now be real or imaginary. It can be practical or virtual. Everyone is now, at least to some extent, a distance
learner, not least those who teach. All students now need to be more
‘in charge’ of their own learning. They all need guidance on how best
to make the most of the plethora of learning resources they will
encounter. They can all benefit from spending at least some of their
time and energy becoming more skilled at the business of becoming
effective and efficient learners.
This book arises from the author’s experience and expertise
which has grown alongside the development of the various aspects of
distance learning, in a rich learning environment, at one particular
higher education institution. Her wealth of experience at helping
learners become better learners – and at the same time helping tutors
become better tutors – shines throughout this book.
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Focusing on the learning experience, rather than just on curriculum content, is also very timely. Nowadays, those who fund education talk in terms of ‘widening participation’, ‘lifelong learning’ and
‘raising achievement’ yet the spotlight remains on ‘retention’ – in
other words ensuring that those who start out on learning pathways
get to their respective destinations successfully. Meanwhile, the buzz
word in the world of training is ‘blended’ – meaning (at its best)
choosing fit-for-purpose processes for different learning pathways.
This book should help many people get to their destinations, both
directly and indirectly. It will help those who are supporting learners
on distance learning or self-study elements, as well as those who are
learning.
Above all, this book is written directly to learners – and by now
you will appreciate that this does not just mean distance learners, but
all who encounter elements of independent studying along their
learning journeys. The language is friendly, supportive, informal and
on-side with human beings who are purposefully learning – studying. Nor is there just advice: there are frequent quotes distilling into
the book the wisdom and experience of countless people who have
already embarked on distance learning journeys. And there are also
Activities followed by Commentaries – allowing users of the book to
exercise their own minds on particular aspects of distance learning,
and then compare their thinking with wisdom gained from the
hindsight and experience of others.
Like the best distance learning materials (whether print-based or
electronic), this book unfolds in manageable chunks, and with a quite
remarkable level of focusing in on what’s really important. The first
three chapters are to help learners get to grips with who they are, what
they are preparing to face and the developments in technology which
have become inseparable from distance learning. The next three
chapters dig deep into the nuts and bolts of learning, the practicalities, the support aspects, and the diverse nature of the learning
resources themselves. Next follows ‘Making the most of your distance
learning experience’ – a chapter full of advice, help and practical realism, spanning working with others, reading, note making, essay writing, revision and exams. It is likely that many distance learners will
use their skills regarding managing the time, place and pace of their
learning, to home in on this chapter straightaway, as being the most
central to their mission of becoming skilled at being an independent
or autonomous learner, not just in the context of the particular
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modules or pathways they happen to be studying in distance learning
mode, but by embracing other parts of their learning which may be in
face to face or campus-based modes. Then finally, comes a chapter
devoted to what, for many distance learners, is one of the greatest
challenges they face – ‘Doing your research project’.
Whether you’re reading this book as a learner, as someone supporting learners, or someone managing learning environments, or as
someone involved in designing and creating new learning resources,
this book should help you to focus on what’s important, making the
processes and experiences of learning effective, efficient, enjoyable
and – above all – successful. And by now, you will realise that this is
not just about distance learning, but lifelong learning in all its forms –
print-based, electronic, web-based, online and work-based.
Phil Race

Preface

This guide is intended for distance learning students who are registered (or are about to register) on higher education courses or
advanced further education courses, including HNDs and Foundation
Degrees. Schools, colleges and universities in Canada, Australia and
other parts of the world have been offering distance learning courses
for many years, largely because of the huge geographical distances
involved for many students in accessing face to face courses. For a
variety of reasons, some economic and some educational, an increasing number of traditional colleges and universities in the UK and
Europe also now offer courses, previously delivered only face to face,
by the distance learning mode of delivery. Many more offer so-called
blended, mixed-mode or hybrid courses, where study is a combination of distance learning and traditional face to face teaching and
learning methods. Students registered on such courses will also find
this guide useful.
Such a change in delivery mode brings greater choice and flexibility to the learner in terms of the pace, place and time (of day or night,
and day(s) of the week) of learning, but it also brings with it many
challenges for the student. This book provides practical help and
encouragement for those of you who have not previously studied ‘at a
distance’ and it is particularly suitable for those who may be returning
to study after a gap of some years. It is assumed, however, that readers
have had some previous experience of studying at sixth form (in
UK school terms), further education or higher education level at
some stage.
In addition to fundamental issues such as motivation and goal
setting, time management and coping strategies, you are provided
with a refresher of basic study skills and given help with doing a
research project. You are also introduced to the various elements of
e-learning that students are increasingly expected to use on distance
learning courses.
Self-study activities are an essential part of the guide, and introduce the crucial element of active learning that is typical of studying

