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Abstract 
'Interaction in the learning environment takes place in three ways: with the course material, 

with other students and with the tutor'. The author asks questions and searches for answers 

about the elements of this statement and relates the findings to the different blocks of the 

distance course 'Applications of Information Technology in Open and Distance Education' of 

the Open University (UK). 

 

1.  Introduction 
 
This essay has been written as part of the Examinable Component of the course 'Applications 
of Information Technology in Open and Distance Education' (Course H802) of the Open 
University, Milton Keynes, UK. 
The assignment is formulated in the form of the next statement, which has to be discussed. 
 

Statement 

 
'Interaction in the learning environment takes place in three ways: with the course material, 

with other students and with the tutor'. 
Discuss the statement in relation to distance learning, drawing on your experience of H802 

where appropriate'. 

Approach 
In the first part of this essay questions about elements of the above statement are asked and is 
searched for and thought about the answers. 
In the second part the different blocks of H802 are discussed in relation to the statement. Most 
of the cited literature had to be studied for H802.  
I have tried to integrate the new knowledge in my own (learning) environment, Higher 
Education in the Netherlands, and have occasionally used Dutch references.  

Questions:  
What is meant by 'learning environment', what is so characteristic about it and why is the 
concept so frequently used nowadays?  
In this section the development from teacher centred environments to student centred 
environments and the influence of information society on education has been described. 
 
What is typical about 'distance education’? 
The subjects that have been considered are: the reasons of the growth, the background of the 
learners and the features of different types in distance education. 
 
What do we mean by 'interaction' and which components interact in the learning 
environment? 
After looking at descriptions of interaction in the learning environments the interaction of the 
learners with other learners, the instructor, learning resources, the content and the technology 
is considered. 
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Blocks 
For each block the next subjects have been discussed: the content, interaction between the 
learners, with the tutors and the course material.  

2. Learning environment 
 
Nowadays the concept learning environment is much used, but it is difficult to find definitions 
of it. It is usually mentioned in combination with the implementation of new ways of learning 
or of technological applications.  
 
What is so new about the ideas of learning and why is there a need to apply them in different 

kind of 'learning environments' more and more? 

 
In the 20th century education has been teacher-centred for a long time. Teachers were 
specialists, who were able to decide for the learners what and how to learn. The students were 
assessed by their responses on the teacher’s actions. The learner actions were the results or 
products of 'good' or 'bad' behaviour, this approach is called the behaviourism. The students 
were active, but their teachers controlled their activities (Hawkridge and Edirisingha, 1999, 
p.106).  
Gradually new ideas have been developed, based on the theories of, amongst others, Piaget, 
Vygotsky and Bruner (Verschaffel and De Corte, 1998, p.16).  
The process of learning came into the centre of interest instead of the product. Learners 
construct their own knowledge in an interactive process with the world and other people, 
instead of consuming what the teachers provide. The learners have to learn, how to control 
their own learning activities and to handle with their own learning style and strategy. 
This kind of learning demands a rich and powerful 'learning' environment. The emphasis is on 
the learning, and no longer on the teaching. This learning is called 'student centred' learning. 
Constructivism knows different approaches. One of the variants, which has much impact in 
education, is social constructivism, in which collaborative learning is strongly emphasized. 
This approach has been based on ideas of Vygotsky. The learners construct their knowledge 
in co-operation with peers, teachers or other people of the social environment. (Dougiamas, 
1998). It is a relevant approach in a world, where everyone has to work together in projects. 
This is the way to prepare the learners for their performances in the real world. 
 
The need for new forms of learning also has other grounds. The contemporary information 
society asks for people, who have learned strategies, to handle the products of the information 
explosion. Romiszowski (1997, p.25) calls them the knowledge workers of the future. These 
workers should have special skills and competencies. They, as well as other people, should be 
prepared for a life of life long learning, to keep their knowledge up-to-date and to stay 
proficient. The learning can take place in learning institutes, on the place to work, on demand, 
at home and on distance. 
It is necessary to teach the future (knowledge) workers to learn. That includes that learners 
have to be able to identify what they have to learn and to have control about their own 
learning process. In other words: the learners have to 'learn to learn'. 
 

The growing need for life long education has many implications for educational institutes. 
Ljoså (1998) states that the need of retraining and further education will change the roles of 
the universities and will lead to new organisational patterns of educational institutions. 
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Bates (1996) describes how the differences between distance education institutes and other 
education institutes become smaller. The campus-based learning institutes offer, with the help 
of modern technology, more and more elements and possibilities of distance learning in the 
curriculum.  
The step to offer courses to external students is small, especially if the management of the 
institutes see chances to gain more economic profit (Bates, 1995, p.11).  
In the above two kinds of learning environments have been discussed: distance learning and 
campus-based learning. This distinction is made with regard to the place where a great deal of 
the learning activities happens.  

H802 specifications in relation to the learning environment 
The course H802 is a distance learning course of the Open University and part of the Masters 
Program in Open and Distance Education. 
The course is designed in respect to the above mentioned principles (Kaye, 2000, pp.12-13): 
 
Learning by doing: the students are expected to participate actively in studied learning 
methods as on-line learning, collaborative learning and other subjects. 
Social constructivism: in the course is emphasized the importance of constructivism and the 
importance of Collaborative learning. 
The students have to come to an understanding of new ideas for the learning activities. The 
students have to work together on tasks, perform different roles in the co-operative process, 
and give comments and feedback on each other’s actions and products. 
 

2. Distance learning 
 
What are differences of distance learning environments, in comparison with campus-based, 

face-to-face education? 

 

First off all, the students may have different backgrounds. Most of the distance learners are 
older and combine the studies with work.  
Many adult learners are uncertain. Therefore it is very important that the distance education 
institutes show empathy with theirs students, with their insecurity, but also with their 
successes. (Holmberg, 1993, p.336). 
The learning environments have to be 'open' for all social groups or minorities (Bates, 1995, 
p.25). It also means that there are not to many access restrictions, such as diploma 
requirements. The study can be a second or latter chance or an in service training or 
retraining. 
 
The special distance education features may be summarized as follows. The student can 
choose the learning place and the time, and often also the order of the courses.  
The learners do not visit a 'physical' school, but learn in another place, often home or work. 
The learning materials have been 'distributed' to the place where the learner wants it. 
The lessons do not take place on a fixed time, but the learner can choose when to study.  
 
Distance learning is often characterized by different generation types, which are based on the 
production, distribution and communication technologies (Nipper, 1989). 
The first generation courses consists of written and printed material. Taylor (1995) refers to 
this as correspondence model. 
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The second generation the multimedia model, offers multi-media packages with broadcasts, 
audio and or videotapes, written material and sometimes slides.  
The next generation is the tele-learning model and makes use of the modern communication 
technology (computers) and has more interaction possibilities.  
Taylor adds a fourth generation, the flexible learning model, which makes use of interactive 
multimedia and computer mediated communication. 
 
The distinction between campus-based learning and distance learning is fading. 
I have worked in a part-time business school for ten years. The school offered a combination 
of distance learning and face-to-face learning. The students received textbooks, which were 
written after the example of the material of the Open University in the Netherlands. Apart 
from the written material, the school offered the same lessons several times in the week, to 
give the students the chance to come to school when it suited them best. The students could 
also choose to stay home and learn from the texts, or go to a centre in the neighbourhood to 
get help with the homework. This system resembles the 'Norwegian Model', which is a 
combination of distance learning and face-tot-face learning (Rekkedal, quoted in Sherry, 
1996). 

H802 
The H802 course is an example of a distance learning environment, with implementation of 
modern technologies. By means of these technologies more possibilities to communicate on 
distance have been created. 
Some do the course; because it is a (second) chance to obtain a Masters Degree. 
Others, like I, need a refreshment of their knowledge about learning technologies. In the 
Netherlands is a similar on distance course not available  
Many of the students work in the distance education field. They live in different parts of the 
world. They are native or non-native English speakers. 
 

3. Interaction 
 
Discussing distance education and the possibilities means discussing the interaction methods. 
Interaction means that something happens (action) between (inter) at least two entities, 
persons or objects. Durbridge (1997) calls interaction by definition reciprocal, actions will 
have an effect. 
 

Interaction is inherent in learning. It makes no difference if we speak about active learning, 
based on constructivism principles or about behaviourism based learning. By the latter the 
learners respond on stimuli and by the first the learners construct their knowledge in 
interaction with the world around them. 
In multimedia environments the term interactivity is frequently used. In this essay it has the 
same meaning as interaction: actions between entities, with response. 
 

Interaction and learning environment 
Sysling and Van Veen use the next figure to visualise the interaction in the learning 
environment (Veen et al., 1999.) 
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Figure 1. Interactions between student and the learning environment (from Sysling and Van Veen, 1997). 

 
The learner has to search for information in the resources, to structure his learning process, to 
communicate with peer and teachers and to construct and deliver learning products. The 
teacher has to present the content, to coach and guide and to assess. The organisation has 
tasks as curriculum planning and administration. 
The interaction in the work experience practice has been mentioned as an important part of 
the learning environment (Veen et al., 1999). 
 

Interaction in distance education 
 
Hawkridge and Edirisingha (1999, pp.112-113) discuss the interaction types, specific for open 
and distance education. They mention five different types: 

• Learner-content interaction: this is what it is all about. The interaction has to cause the 
desired outcome: a change of understanding and new insight of the learner.  
The next three types make this interaction possible.  

• Learner-instructor interaction: the learner communicates with an expert about the content 
during instruction, after lessons, by email, etc. 

• Learner-learner interaction: this is a rather new type. Learners can work together, for 
example in projects or debates to come to an understanding. 

• Learner-learning resources interaction: the learner gathers information from various 
resources as texts, videos, audiotapes, and multimedia programs. 

• Learner-interface interaction occurs when learners use technologies to interact with other 
learners, instructors or learning resources. The learners do not communicate directly with 
the resources, learner or instructor, but by means of a 'medium'. Examples of this 
'mediated' interaction are email, bulletin boards, voice mail etc. 
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Bates (1993, p.229) makes a difference between social and individual interaction. The 
communication between learners and the instructor is social interaction. The interaction of the 
learner with the resources is individual interaction. 
.  

Interaction in H802: 
A course as 'Applications of Information Technology in Open And Distance Education, which 
aims to present 'learning by doing' has to offer different kinds of interaction types. In H802 
are being used: 
 

Interaction with the course material 

The course material consist of: 

• Material delivered by post: course guide, set of books, resources, audiotapes, videotape, 
CD-ROMs with instructional examples and a design tool.  

• On-line course material: study guide, tutorial, resources, hypertext based homepages with 
assignments, tasks and activities, bulletin boards with notice boards and discussion rooms. 

Interaction between students  

There are two kinds of student interactions: 

• Email  

• Messages in the Extended Bulletin Board System (EBBS) 
 
 

Interaction with the tutor 
• Email 

• Tutoring activities in the bulletin boards and household domestic messages 
 

Technology 

The technologies which are used to mediate the interaction, are divided by the classification 
used by Bates (1995): 

• Instructional television: videotape with examples of new technologies in education. 

• Print: study guide, set of books and readings. 

• One-way audio: audiocassettes with interviews, written text available via the Web. 

• Computer based learning and multimedia; examples of interactive educational software 
were available on CD-ROM and via the Internet.  

• Computer mediated communication: email, bulletin board, and computer conferencing. 
  
In the next sections some of the above mentioned interaction tool will be discussed. 
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5. On-line learning with or without a tutor, 

block 1 

Content 
The main subject of the first block was 'teaching and learning on-line' and in particular 
computer mediated conferencing.  
Harasim (1989, p.50) states that this kind of teaching adds a new domain to distance teaching 
and 'face-to-face' education. The characteristics of this domain are that it is asynchronous 
(time-independent), place independent and adds many-to-many communication to distance 
education. Three domains have been visualised by Harasim in figure 2. 
 

 
 

Figure 2. On-line Education as a New Domain (from Harasim, 1989). 

 
Practice shows that the new qualities are very dependent of the technology.  
During the H802 course some students abroad (on holidays or for work) had problems with 
the access to the conference room. Others have had technical problems and had no access 
anymore (msg#31,107, msg#44,107). 
This means that an on-line system is dependent on places where there are possibilities to 
connect to the Internet.  

Interaction with the course material 
A new student may be overwhelmed by the diversity of material. In the beginning it is very 
hard to figure out, why the same information has communicated in three different ways: in the 
study guide, the on-line guide and in the tutor group (For example: preparing activity 1.)  
Salomon (1979) in Hawkridge (2000a), believed that it makes sense to present a content with 
different kinds of symbols, but those three messages were presented in the same way: written 
text (of and on line). 
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Interaction between students  
 
The first collaborative task had to be performed with email. This system shows that 
deliberation with more then 2 persons, with email, can cause problems. Good agreements 
have to be made. It happened that messages crossed each other and a person was 'invisible', 
because the email-address was not spelled right.  
 

Interaction with the tutor:  

 
The tutor started the discussion threads and gave comment on the final products. He did not 
intervene in the discussion, because: 
 

'I was interpreting my role as setting up the activity, providing email support, and being ready 

to step in if things went off the rails - which they haven't done'. (Msg #267,107)  
 
Some students obviously thought that the train was off the rails (msg#266,107, msg#18,112), 
others had no problem with this point (msg#12,112, msg#24,112, msg#25,112). 
 
The discussion of the structured debate of my group turned to the role of moderators and 
tutors.  
Some of the students needed more tutor support and others rejected the 'spoon feeding' idea  
I also had the opinion, that we could learn without too much intervention of the tutor. This 
idea is maybe a little determined by my culture. In the Netherlands there is no comparable 
tradition of tutoring adults in (distance) education (msg#55,112). During the H802 course I 
changed my opinion, after I had seen in which way a tutor can stimulate good conferencing, 
and be a 'model' for the students.  
The new tutor characterised our interactions as 'It's collaboration, Jim - but not as we know 
it…' (msg#324,112) and he was right.  
 
In the debate we had roles, but no one kept strictly to ones role. I had the researchers role and 
I tried to search as much relevant literature as possible. In general, everyone was reading the 
articles and papers they liked, but we did not stay close enough to the essentials of the debate. 
One of the reasons was the way of moderating. If a tutor had intervened, there had probably 
been a discussion, which had been more to the point. 

6. Web-based learning: 'chance or 

necessity?', block 2 

Content 
The title is a variant on Romiszowski's title: 'Web-based Distance Learning and Teaching: 
Revolutionary Invention or Reaction to Necessity' (1997). In chapter 2 I stated, that 
Romiszowski argues, that the information society asks for knowledge workers of the future. 
These workers need special skills and competencies. One of these skills is the ability to get 
access to well organised and highly structured information by hypertext or hypermedia 
systems. 
Hypertext can be defined as:  
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' text composed of blocks of words (or images) linked electronically by multiple paths, chains 

or trails in an open-ended, perpetually unfinished textuality described by the terms link, node, 

network, web, and path' (Landow, 1992, p.3). 
 

Nunan (2000, p.32) uses this definition in an argument about the power of hypertext. He 
underlines Landow's vision that with the possibilities of hypertext, readers can manipulate 
texts (cut, paste, copy, save) and are able to get access to world wide sources. 

Interaction with the course material 
After reading a manual, the students had to construct a simple hypertext document. Other 
activities were to practise searching on the World Wide Web with search engines and to 
evaluate Web-based courses found on the Web. 
The readings can be found in the set book (Khan, 1997). 
The course I have evaluated is 'The Tele-learning Course' of the University of Twente in the 
Netherlands. It is an on-line course for campus-based learning students. The content of the 
course has many similarities with H802 9( msg#232,112, msg#257,112). 
 
The TMA could be constructed as a hypertext document and I chose this option. One of my 
conclusions was that Web-based learning has great potential to support instructional 
principles and theories as constructivism, active learning and collaboration. 
The Web is a chance and a necessity for education. 

Interaction between students 
The students had to criticise each homepage in the EBBS. The second and third activity were 
products of collaborative working. The products were documents with recommendations for 
teaching about search engines and a document with evaluation criteria for Web-based courses.  

Interaction with the tutor 
The tutor commented the different actions of the groups in the bulletin board and, if 
necessary, gave hints and asked steering questions. 
 

7. H802 students 'learn to learn' with 

interactive media, block 3 

Content 
In block 3 the subject was interactive media in teaching and learning: the definition, the mix 
of media, the structure of the information, the interactivity and the conceptual design and the 
development process. 

Interaction with the course material 
The students had to study the set book (Boyle, 1997) and the readings, which were available 
on-line. They also had CD-ROMs, which have been sent by post, to evaluate examples of 
educational multimedia products and the development tool 'Mediator'.  
For my TMA I created an educational multimedia program 'A visit to Amsterdam'. It is a 
prototype of a Resource Based Learning Program for teachers and learners in a 'learning to 
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learn' or a 'studiehuis (=study house)' environment. The program has been made with the use 
of Mediator.  
'Learning to learn' can be defined as to learn how to obtain new knowledge, skills and 
abilities, if a situation asks for these qualities and one does not have them (Kaldeway, 1999, 
p.28). 
During this block, I often had the idea that I was in a 'learning to learn' situation, especially 
when I worked with Mediator and its inadequate manual.  

Interaction between students 
The whole tutor group participated in the discussion room. Everyone performed the activities 
individually, reported them in the discussion room and discussed each other’s reports.  

Interaction with the tutor 
The tutor kept in contact by email and comments in the EBBS on the activity results and the 
drafts for the TMA. 

8. View of a 'lurker' about media, texts and 

technologies, block 4  

Content 
Block 4 provides a study guide and readings about media, texts and technologies for open and 
distance education. The subjects of the block are also the subjects of this essay.  
The block aims to give the theoretical underpinnings, a critical analysis of the use of text, 
media and technology. The students have to apply this knowledge to evaluate their own 
environment (Hawkridge, 2000b, p.6). 

Interaction with the course material 
This is the first block, where the H802 students had to study in a more traditional way of 
distance learning. The main activity was reading texts, which had been delivered by the post. 
The well-structured study guide, tempted to do some tasks. 
The studied subjects could be discussed in the bulletin board. 

Interaction between students: my first lurking experience  
The different tutor groups have been joint together. The EBBS messages were often long and 
the threads soon became very extended.  
There were a lot of lurkers and a lot of people with ideas about lurkers. Due to personal 
circumstances I was not able to contribute frequently.  
A thread was formed about the learning experiences of lurkers (msg#247,122). 
The lurkers reasons to stay absent were urgent private reasons (msg#333,112, msg#416,122, 
msg#422,112). Others were willing to pick up the thread, but were overwhelmed by the 
quantity or suddenly feared not to perform in an academic way anymore (msg#340,112).  
I think that lurkers try not to spoil precious time. (Writing a message takes much time.) It is 
wiser to participate, however minimal, because this enlarges the motivation and the self-
esteem.  
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I also think that the moderators have to take care of the threads and have to intervene if the 
threads are growing too long or if messages have been placed in the wrong threads. During 
block 3 our tutor made such interventions. 

Interaction with the tutor 
Each tutor participated actively in the debate for two weeks. 
They also gave advise about the EC by email 
 

Conclusion 
 
The course H802 has been designed in a way, that there are sufficient possibilities for the 
three mentioned interactions in the statement: with the course material, with other students 
and with the tutor. In each block another interaction form has been emphasized. The 
interaction was not always as successful as mentioned by the designers.  
The interaction in the work experience practice has not been mentioned in the statement. but 
during the course is asked about relations with the own practice many times. 
 
The interaction in block 1 with the students was not always an example of a 'structured' debate 
and the interaction with the tutor was minimal. 
The course material had to be processed as part of collaborative work: email-quiz project and 
in the structured debate. That meant a dividing between the students about topics and subjects, 
but also about tasks and approaches. A researcher for instance, had to search literature, which 
is relevant for the opposer's and proposer's state of view.  
 
The spirit of 'learning by doing' is continued in block 2 by constructing HTML-products, 
searching on the Web and evaluating Web-based learning programs. 
This kind of activities is more practical than the theoretical debates of the first block.  
 
The third block had more individual activities and was very practical, with a chance to apply 
some of the theoretical ideas about constructivism in educational products. 
 
The learning environment in block 4 differs from the other learning environments. This 
approach had to give the students the opportunity to work individually on the EC, and to feel 
less stressed, because there were no 'obligations'. In practice it did not work out in this way. 
Maybe it is a good suggestion, to build structural rest points into the curriculum, and to extend 
the course with a few weeks. I think it could ease the pressure. 
(see also msg#111,117) 
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Onderwijskundig Lexicon Editie III, Alphen aan den Rijn, Samsom., pp.15-28.  
 
 

Messages 
Msg#31, 107 posted by sheila-l: I'm here finally. 
 
Msg#44, 107 posted by mieke-dw: Hi Sheila. 
 
Msg#266, 107 posted by sheila-l: Youre still around then. 
 
Msg#267, 107 posted by d.j. clow: My role. 
 
Msg#269, 107 posted by meriel-l: Roles. 
 
Msg#12, 112 posted by dodo-s: Reply to Doug's role. 
 
Msg#18, 112 posted by meriel-l: Doug's role. 
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Msg#24, 112 posted by chris-h: Devils advocate. 
 
Msg#25, 112 posted by mieke-dw: Reply to Doug's role 
. 
Msg#55, 112 posted by mieke-dw: Clarity about roles. 
 
Msg#324, 112 posted by r.goodfellow: Summary - it's collaboration Jim - but not as we know 
it… 
 
Msg#232, 112 posted by mieke-dw: TeleTOP. 
 
Msg#257, 112 posted by mieke-dw: Why is TeleTOP top? 
 
Msg#111, 117 posted by mieke-dw: Feeling the same. 
 
Msg#247, 122 posted by shane-s: Calling all lurkers. 
 
Msg#333, 122 posted by stephen-m: The Real World. 
 
Msg#340, 122 posted by ruth-j: Comments from an intimidated lurker. 
 
Msg#416, 122 posted by najwa-f: A very belated answer. 
 
Msg#422, 122 posted by mieke-de: More support. 
 


