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New Possibilities and Opportunities of
the Digital Learning Environments for
Open and Distance Education

1. This paper deals with the general problem whether and, if so, in how far the impact of the digi-
tised learning environment on our traditional distance education will change the way in which teachers and
leamers leam. Are the dramatic innovations a menace to established ways of learning and teaching or are
they the panacea to overcome some of the difficulties of our system of higher leaming and to solve some of
our educational problems caused by the big and far-reaching educational paradigm shift?

2. This paper will not deal with technical or techological achievements in the field of information and
communication which are, of course, revolutionary and to he acknowledged and admired. Rather, the
digital leamning environment will be analysed from a pedagogical point of view in order to find out what ex-
actly are the didactic possibilities and opportunities and what are its forseeable disadvantages?

3. The first step into the basically still unknown territory will be an accurate description of the situa-
tion of the leamers in a digital leaning environment. Here it can already be seen that this leaming situa-
tion differs a great deal from the situation in a traditional leaming environment of a student reading a
printed course at home or following a television lecture in a classroom together with other students.

4. The following possibilities, among others, are dealt with;

@ The combination of two or more modes of presentation for didactic purposes

@ The intensifying of visualisation and multisensory visualisation

@ New ways of activating the students

@ New ways of providing for more interactivity of the leamers with the teaching software

@ Many new possibilities of collaborative learning .

@ Working with hypertexts and hypermedia which requires a non-linear and non-sequential leam-
ng.

@ The development of new forms of digitised information and communication : virtual communica-
tion, virtual seminars, virtual sheools, virtual universities ete.

5. Research is needed in order to find out and leam more about the real didactic benefits of hyper-
text leamning as well as leaming in virtual communities. First results of such research about the nature of
the social context in virutual learning environments are presented and discussed.

Obviously, the digital leaming enviroment calls for new pedagogic approaches. Leaners and teachers
will have to adapt their thinking as well as their leamning and teaching behaviours to these new possibili-
ties and opportunitics. This represents a fundamental breach of teaching-leaming tradition and requires an
open mind for changes, creativity for adapting the wonderful new technologies to the very special tasks of
academic learning and teaching and -by all means not vice versa-and finally the resolution to leave well
trodden tracks and 1o explore the new fields of activity.

by Otto Peters
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