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Abstract 
This article presents a brief history of distance education since its inception 
until present days, highlighting the correlations between that learning me-
thod and technological developments in the field of Education throughout 
the years. Furthermore, it aims at stressing that distance learning has always 
been a relevant subject in the field of education and is gaining ground all 
around the world once it is at the forefront of educational technology. Dis-
tance learning may enable learners to have widespread access to knowledge 
that they would not otherwise and, in this context, may keep alive the hope 
that teachers, students and educational public policies might converge so as 
to shape a promising future, especially in developing countries such as Brazil. 
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1. A Brief History of Distance Education 

Although the terms distance learning and distance education have been ubi-
quitous when discussing technology education in the last few years, the concept 
of asynchronous learning has been around for longer. Distance education begins 
as “correspondence education”, which is the earliest version of distance educa-
tion from the mid-nineteenth century in Europe (Britain, France, Germany) and 
the United States. In the latter, during the nineteenth century, there were also 
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opportunities for higher education beyond the boundaries of university cam-
puses. In 1873, Anna Ticknow ran a magazine that featured educational oppor-
tunities for women of all social classes to study at home. Ticknow’s volunteer 
effort in Boston would enable more than 10,000 students to have access to edu-
cation over 24 years  
(http://iml.jou.ufl.edu/projects/spring01/declair/history.html). Communication, 
teaching and learning were made possible through printed materials which were 
delivered by the post office. In 1915, researchers decided to study the effective-
ness of correspondence education versus traditional education, which led to the 
creation of the National Association of University Extension (NUEA). NUEA 
established new guidelines at a national level for credit transfer, credit accep-
tance of correspondence courses, and quality standards for correspondence 
educators. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, cable and satellite television came 
into use and brought about new possibilities for content distribution. The advent 
of the Internet and digital applications in the 1990s, combined with the demo-
graphic change of the distance learning student profile, has added a new dimen-
sion to distance education. These new technologies have brought educational 
opportunities for students open to non-traditional methods and the possibility 
of economic prosperity to higher education institutions (Distance Learning His-
tory, http://iml.jou.ufl.edu/projects/Spring01/deClair/history.html). Still in the 
1990s, the Canadian researcher Paul Ross defined Open Learning as: the removal 
of restrictions, exclusions and privileges, the accreditation of students’ previous 
experience, flexibility in managing the time variable, substantial changes in the 
traditional relationships between professors and students (Ross, 1990). Some 
years later, in 2002, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization (UNESCO) defined distance learning in the following way: “Open 
and Distance Learning represent approaches that focus on opening up access to 
education and provision of training, freeing students from the constraints of 
time and place, and offer flexible learning opportunities to individuals and 
groups of students” (UNESCO, 2002).  

Distance learning initiatives have sprung up around the word, and some 
countries have embraced it more enthusiastically. In countries such as Sweden 
and Germany (Holmberg, 2001), and Canada, France and Belgium (UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics, 2009) the use of distance learning has also been met with 
success. Moreover, in places such as Africa, where higher education systems face 
many restrictions, Open and Distance Learning (ODL) have a huge potential 
(Karsenti & Collin, 2012). 

The emergence and development of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) influenced the university culture. The last years have been 
marked by acute changes in teaching and learning procedures and methods. 
Students are no longer considered passive listeners. Conversely, they are sup-
posed to proactively read, encode and decode whenever and wherever they are. 
In an online learning environment, adult learners need to take up much more 
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responsibility for their learning and, as a result, they end up sharing their expe-
rience and knowledge with others (Schönwald, 2003; Tatkovic, Ruzic, & Tatkov-
ic, 2006; Dela Pena-Bandalaria, 2007; Carneiro, 2007; Sethy, 2008; Martins, 2008; 
Wheeler, 2010; eLearn Center, 2018). 

2. New Technologies in the Teaching and Learning  
Processes 

Many new technologies are interactive (Greenfield & Cocking, 1996), and that 
fact makes the creation of environments in which students can build, learn and 
improve their understanding easier, which is conducive to knowledge acquisi-
tion. Nowadays, the learning process is moving towards the cyberspace (espe-
cially with the widespread use of the Internet and educational software and 
tools) that can help both students and teachers develop the skills needed for a 
prosperous present and future. New technologies offer opportunities to create 
new learning environments both on their own and together with traditional 
technologies such as books, blackboards, radio and television programs (eLearn 
Center, 2018). 

When teachers learn how to use a new piece technology in their classrooms, 
they can innovate the learning process for students. At the same time, the teach-
ers themselves have new insights into the learning process by watching their 
students work. Additionally, the role transference from teacher to student occurs 
in an authentic way during the use of computers in classrooms. Some students 
find it easy to interact with a certain new technology or software, spending a 
reasonable amount time on it, therefore mastering it before anyone else in the 
group, including their teachers. Sometimes teachers and students do not have 
any prior knowledge of the tool they are using, and then knowledge is built and 
shared in a collaborative manner, leading to memorable and remarkable interac-
tions (eLearn Center, 2018). 

Schools and Universities are supposed to play a larger role than just know-
ledge transmission. It is hard to argue against the idea that these institutions 
should be fostering the use of new technologies in order to allow their students 
to have a fair chance in the labor market competition. Therefore, the use of new 
technologies is indispensable in the daily life of the educational universe. 

That said, the greatest challenge for teachers is not the amount of information, 
learning issues, or even identify the potential of modern technologies for educa-
tion, but how to harness these technologies in the teaching and learning 
processes. Therefore, there are difficulties related to training those who will use 
them and to which pedagogical situations they are suitable for, as well as to the 
high costs of implementing them and their upkeep. It is crucial that we bear in 
mind that they represent large-scale investment which are not always readily 
available for educational purposes. Another important issue is the choice of 
content and, especially, appropriate methodologies to favor learning processes 
which can lead to the improvement of educational indexes. Currently, teacher’s 
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initial formation is far from able to equip them to make meaningful choices 
when it comes to establishing sound correlations between teaching methods and 
procedures, on one hand, and emergent technologies, on the other. 

Nevertheless, there are currently countless successful learning experiences 
making use of new technologies in different areas of knowledge that have been 
reported and proven. Unfortunately, such experiences are yet to become wide-
spread in Brazil, because of both cultural and historical reasons, and have not 
been fully accepted by teachers, students and public policies makers. It is worth 
considering that we often encounter prejudice when it comes to learning 
through digital media, exacerbated by the discontinuation of official policies in 
the field of education in Brazil, especially in relation to distance education. 

One of the main benefits of distance education is that it is a way of learning 
with flexible schedules, which can be adjusted to meet each student’s needs and 
demands. They have access to the classes and content taught in a given course 
often through a platform called virtual learning environment (VLE). This plat-
form is usually equipped with all of the features necessary for creating an online 
classroom, allowing access to the content to be studied, projects, exercises and 
tests, as well as virtual contact, both synchronous and asynchronous, with 
teachers and tutors. 

In a VLE, doubts are usually cleared within a set time limit. Moreover, stu-
dents can do the activities whenever it is suitable for them, be it at home or even 
on their mobiles, as long as they have Internet access. Conversely, although it 
may seem simpler than face-to-face education, it takes a lot of self-discipline to 
be able to cope with the course demands properly. A lack of focus might cause 
students to become overwhelmed by the backlog of assignments and activities, 
which could, in turn, lead students to lose their motivation. Distance learning 
courses are usually organized into modules in which the content is presented 
gradually. The number of modules depends on the term and the course itself, 
but the dynamic remains the same. At the end of each module or lesson, stu-
dents might be asked to sit tests as if they were in a traditional classroom. Fol-
low-up exercises and supplemental materials are also available to help them 
with their studies, and they may represent optional or mandatory steps of the 
course. 

On the whole, we believe distance learning is far from being a future perspec-
tive for education in Brazil, since our reality differs from the one in developed 
countries (Zeichner, 2008). Furthermore, we still have to overcome some critical, 
basic issues, such as the lack of available resources for acquisition and mainten-
ance of essential equipment for the implementation of robust distance education 
platforms; the lack of public policies aimed at fostering the use of distance edu-
cation in all spheres; the lack of a culture which encourages autonomy—a vital 
quality when taking distance learning courses due to their characteristics; and, 
finally, the lack of professionals who able to devise and implement distance edu-
cation courses which are effective in enabling students to apply the knowledge 
acquired in such courses, resulting in a waste of time for the individual  
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Figure 1. Relevant issues to consider when implementing distance learning. 

 
and of the public funds dedicated to this purpose. Figure 1 illustrates the ideal 
environment in which distance learning can be promoted successfully: a combi-
nation of structure and financial support, applied technology, specialized human 
resources, and cultural aspects of the target geographical area. 

These are the necessary ingredients in order to successfully implement dis-
tance learning platforms. They highlight the challenges that need to be tackled in 
developing countries, such as Brazil (Bielschowsky, 2018). Distance learning in 
Brazil could represent an impressive achievement for the country, since this sys-
tem can enable people who work or live in far-flung places, or even those who 
have mobility impairments, to have unhindered access to higher education 
courses. In addition, the need to develop new methods and procedures to be 
used in distance learning could foster educational advances, which might also 
benefit face-to-face education. On the other hand, when comparing test results 
from both types of education (based on students enrolled in 2015 and 2016), the 
performance of distance learning students is worrisome, suggesting that the Bra-
zilian educational system as a whole needs to hone its criteria when regulating 
and supervising distance learning institutions (Bielschowsky, 2018). 

3. Conclusion 

As we see it, in a somewhat optimistic view, the perspective for distance educa-
tion being the future of education in Brazil depends on several changes, mainly 
cultural and political ones, only possible in the long run and with huge efforts 
from students, educators, and the public power. 
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