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Defining Distance Education: Help or Hindrance?
In the face of a vigorous but faltering debate on defining ‘distance education’ and despite vocal opposition and fresh approaches offered by others (Shale, 1988; Mugridge, 1989; Garrison 2000), Keegan (2001) seeks once again to define the extensive and growing field of education at a distance.  Although his new attempt does not eliminate the intellectual pitfalls inherent in such an undertaking, Keegan nevertheless, has done an admirable job.  Moreover, while his definition may be imperfect, it certainly provides a valuable dialectical instrument for the discussion of education at a distance.  In short, Keegan’s definition should not be interpreted as rigid and immutable.  Rather, its real value is that it has galvanized important debate on the nature of distance education and thus in the process has raised critical issues that need to be addressed.   
Keegan’s definition is an attempt at theory building.  Keegan argues there is an urgent need to clarify terminology in the field of distance education before devising a theoretical framework to guide good practice. He provides an overview of various existing terms that ‘distance education’ subsumes, but are not synonyms for ‘distance education’.  Then, drawing from the work of American educational philosopher Scheffler, he articulates a framework for defining ‘distance education’.  Keegan presents early-proposed definitions from 1967, 1973, 1977 and recent definitions from 1987, 1989, 1990, 1994 from various researchers.  Then, starting with six defining elements originally proposed by him in 1980, he proceeds to examine each element in light of recent definitions, discussions, cumulative research, feedback, analysis, and case studies of existing institutions. From this examination, he proposes a new definition of ‘distance education’ based on five revised and refined elements of the original six, discarding one.  The result is a proposed definition of ‘distance education’ that is precise but falls short of eliminating the pitfalls of such an undertaking, and will undoubtedly keep the debate on “what is distance education?” alive for more years to come.
Keegan’s approach to defining ‘distance education’ is logical in approach and procedure.  He identifies a key problem for the field of ‘distance education’: the lack of clarity and miscommunication in the use of terminology among practitioners and researchers (Rumble 1989; Haughy 1995; Mugridge 1989).  He supports his argument for greater clarity by presenting an overview of the uses of terminology by various people in the field.  As articulated by Garrison (2000) and Neuman (2003) basic concepts are the building blocks of theory.  It is only logical to Keegan that the fundamental concept ‘what distance education is’ should be addressed before a theoretical framework can be developed to guide the field of ‘distance education’.  The framework he uses to arrive at his proposed definition, borrowed from educational philosophy, is reasonable and arguable.  The flaw in the process is his underlying assumption that ‘distance education’ is unique.  Keegan’s definition arises out of this basic assumption.  It results in a definition based on the ‘forms’ distance education takes rather than the ‘processes’ that take place in education at a distance.  Recent challenges question this underlying assumption and ask the question, is distance education unique or is it just education at a distance (Shale 1988)?  New developments in Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) have shifted research thinking and focus in the last few years to the latter (Garrison 2000).  The educational process uses mediated two-way communication.  Two-way communication is a characteristic of ‘distance education’ as defined by Keegan, but it is not a central issue.  Prior to the last decade, most researchers in ‘distance education’ neglected the dialectic exchange and validation of information and understanding in the educational process.  Emerging developments in CMC are changing the focus.  Keegan’s definition does not address this changing focus to ‘education at a distance’.  That is not to say that Keegan’s admirable work is wasted, just that it is self-limiting and has limited value.

Keegan provides a dialectic instrument for both those who are new to the field and those who are veterans.  For the individual new to the field of distance education, Keegan’s definition provides a starting point.  It is an accumulation of definitions and years of history and experience into one concise statement.  They are cautioned however not to perceive it as rigid and immutable and should see it as a summary of only one side of the argument.  For the veterans in the field, it provides a dialectic tool for continued discussion.  Among those who hold to the notion of a definition of ‘distance education’, the debate is galvanized.  For those who see no uniqueness in ‘distance education’ but merely ‘education at a distance’ it provides a new opportunity to present their argument against such an undertaking and catalyze their point of view. Keegan’s definition belongs to what Garrison (2000) calls the industrial era of distance education.  It provides an opportunity to show case arguments for what Garrison calls the emerging postindustrial era of distance education.  In the end, Keegan’s definition as a dialectic instrument, will remove the limitations that it so rigidly imposes as a definition.
Keegan limits the field of ‘distance education’ to those forms of education characterized by the elements of his definition.  The field of his definition is narrow and limited.  His definition does not account for new practices and applications using expanding developments in technology.  The convergence of conventional education with distance education, new developments in CMC, computer based resources, and increasing opportunities for distributed learning environments have provided front line instructors with flexibility to customize the learning experience that meets the needs of learners, much of it at a distance (Bates 1997; Garrison 2000).  By Keegan’s definition, much of this would be outside the field of ‘distance education’.  Keegan argues his definition seeks to take the middle ground, neither defining the field too broad or too narrow.  Yet it overlooks the changing landscape of education at a distance.  Keegan is attempting with his definition to provide the foundation for a “macro-level theory” (Neuman 2003, p.53).  To attempt to build a macro-level theory in a rapidly emerging and evolving field is a mistake.  By basing his definition on the form that education at a distance takes, Keegan highly limits the effectiveness of any theoretical framework built using his definition as a founding concept.  This is not adequate in the face of emerging technologies and their uses and applications.  
On a scale of five, one being excellent and five begin inadequate, Keegan’s ‘Definition of Distance Education’ (2001) rates a two.  Keegan is an effective writer providing clear communication.  His attempt has value for the academic community.  However, his work falls short of sound theory building, as he does not provide a counter viewpoint at any time.  Nor does he address the shortcomings of his definition in light of current developments.  Lacking those, his work boarders on dogmatic.  Keegan’s effectiveness in developing his definition is admirable, though questionable.
Keegan proposes a precise definition of ‘distance education’ in spite of opposition, and a changing landscape and focus in the field.   He provides a good dialectic instrument that generates a need for discourse by those who see the limitations of his definition and argue the fallacy of his assumption.  There in lies the caveat of his work: the underlying assumption that distance education is unique.  Any who venture to examine Keegan’s definition of ‘distance education’ must research the field for an overview of alternate viewpoints and the latest historical developments.  Distance education and conventional education are converging as new technological tools have evolved for developing good practices of ‘education at a distance’.  To the uninitiated who wonder what ‘distance education’ is, Keegan’s definition is a starting point.  It is only one among many.  His definition is a logical web that will entrap initiates.  Additional research and analysis will extricate them from its alluring grip.  Defining ‘distance education’ as Keegan has is not only self-limiting, but also marginally helpful in this unfolding era of education at a distance!
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