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Abstract

The following Treatise will address the issues and considerations in how to “best” design a “distributed learning environment that utilizes the combination of community building and distance learning theories and considerations so that the learners feel as though they are part of a distributed  learning web.”  Further the treatise will compare and contrast the two terms; "distance" and "distributed" as they relate to learning and learners.

The Distributed Learning Environment
Distributed learning is also referred to as distributed intelligence and distributed cognition. It involves the act of dividing and giving out portions or parts of an assignment, “spreading over an area.” According to the text “Theoretical Foundations of Learning Environments, “cognitive acts involve sharing effort and information among a person and other people or artifacts" (Jonassen & Land, 2003, p. 123). In other words the distributed learning environment is one in which the learning is literally distributed among all of us, as we work together to create our own outcomes and learning from the process and interactions.  
Distance Vs. Distributed 

"Distance learning is institutionally-based formal education where the learning group is separated and where telecommunications technologies are used to unite the learning groups" (Jonassen & Land, 2003). The primary characteristic of distance education is that learning takes place independently of place and time, allowing students to absorb the content from a distance. The goal of the distributed learning environment is to customize the learning environment to better fit the learning styles of the learner. Students are encouraged to learn in an interactive and collaborative environment at their own pace, at a time and place that is convenient for them. The fact is that distance learning can also be distributed learning, but not ALL distance learning is distributed learning.
Designing a Distributed Learning Environment

Building and designing a distributed learning environment is different than building and designing a distance learning curriculum. The distinguishing feature between the two is that in a distributed learning environment the learner needs to be “brought in” and made to feel a part of the virtual community.


Learner Considerations


In the original stages of design the features between distributed learning and distance learning are similar. Like distance learning it is important for the designer to analyze the abilities of the learners, and understand the learner characteristics. What does the learner bring to the learning environment? What skills and knowledge does the learner possess? These are important questions that will affect the instructional design of the course.

Further making sure the learner understands the context of the learning experience is an important consideration. Learners must understand their reasons for participating, they need to know what is expected from them during the course, and they need to know how the knowledge will be used. Further, instructional designers must ensure that the scope and sequence of the learning leads to the intended outcomes. Goals and objectives must be stated in a clear, concise manner. The specific content, knowledge and skills need to be identified and the supporting information made available.
Design Considerations

Since online learning is a visual media, it is important to utilize this media to advantage. It is often said that “a picture is worth a thousand words,” and so it is in the distributed learning environment. Visual aides can simplify information and navigation. Charts and diagrams can make complex ideas understandable.  Further; visual media can replace large amounts of text that can be cumbersome to the learner. 

Color is an important part of the design features of a distributed learning environment. Color can provide a pleasing visual environment as well as highlight important text and information. Contrasting colors can allow the designer to focus the learner’s attention where he or she wants it.

Other Considerations

When dealing with an online instructional setting there are several additional considerations for the instructional designer. First, it is important that the material for the entire course be ready at the time the course begins; assignments and due dates need to be specified to allow students to plan their time wisely; rubrics should be made available so that students understand how to complete assignments and know what is expected of them. In other words the nuts and bolts of the course need to be tightened and ready to go, so that students can focus their energy on the most important aspects of the course.
Distance learning theories

Recent theories in education have focused on constructivism and active learning. Collaboration, shared goals and teamwork are an important part of this process. 
For the most part these design considerations are similar to the design considerations in any delivery mode. How does one then transform this into a distributed learning curriculum?

Community Building


Design must be treated as an evolutionary process, in which all stakeholders continue to learn new information and insights as the process unfolds. Collaboration is essential, since the relevant knowledge is distributed within each individual, among the group, and in the environment (external reference aids). Virtual communities can provide support and enhance the distributed learning environment (Norman, 1996). This is perhaps the most distinguishing feature of the distributed learning environment and one that must be addressed by the curriculum designer.

According to Palloff and Pratt (1999), the following steps need to be addressed in building a virtual community:

· Clearly define the purpose of the group.

· Create a distinctive gathering place for the group.

· Promote effective leadership from within.

· Define norms and a clear code of conduct.

· Allow for and facilitate subgroups

“As a group, we may also discuss our goals, communication styles, and the liabilities of this type of communication.  These discussions help to create a type of community that evolves emotionally and spiritually and that provides a safe, intimate, and cohesive space in which we can openly share our thoughts and feelings while learning from each other” ( Palloff & Pratt, 1999, p.36). The concept of personality must be present to build the community.  In carrying through these principles, we are re-defining community.  When we engage in discussion, we are building the community, whether it is agreement or disagreement of issues.  For these reasons, discussion forums must be integrated into the curriculum.  Discussions can also be personal in nature, to avoid the sense of isolation (Palloff & Pratt, 1999, p.29).  If the sense of community is built, it becomes parallel to the course content being explored (Palloff & Pratt, 1999, p. 30).
Conclusion

Distributed learning is more than just distance education. It is a form of learning in which all members of the learning experience come together and become apart of the learning experience. Each participant must feel that they have a stake in the learning outcome. They must work collaboratively to negotiate and construct their own learning within the virtual environment. To be truly “distributed” each person must feel free to express themselves, share themselves and take risks in an environment that promotes openness and respect for all individuals involved.
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