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Distance Education in Higher Education Institutions: 
Incidence, Audiences, and Plans to Expand 

February 1998 

Distance education is emerging as an increasingly important component of 
. higher education. For example, the Education Network of Maine, an 
independent aim of the Maine university system, televises college courses to 
II regional centers and other sites throughout the state. making available 85 
courses and 14 degree programs which, in the fall of 1995, served about 2,900 
students (Chronicle of Higher Education, May 31, 1996). Other university 
system and state networks for distance education include Colorado Electronic 
Community College. EdNet in Oregon,· the Iowa Communications Network, 
the TeleLinking Network in Kentucky, and BadgerNet in Wisconsin. 
Cooperatives and consortia which cross state lines include the Western 
Governors University. a "virtual university" sponsored by the governors of 15 
states (and one U.S. territory), and the Committee on Institutional Cooperation, 
which consists of 12 large universities, including Pennsylvania State 
University, the University of Iowa, Ohio State University, the University of 
Minnesota, the University of Wisconsin, and the University of Illinois 
(Chronicle ofHigher Education, December 8, 1995). 

These examples highlight the growing importance of distance education, but 
do not provide information about distance education on a national scale. To fill 
this information need, in 1995 the National Center for Education Statistics 
conducted a Survey on Distance Education Courses Offered by Higher 
Education Institutions, using the Postsecondary Education Quick Information 
System (PEQlS). For the study, distance education was defined as "education 
or training courses delivered to remote (off-carnpus) locations via audio, video~ 
or computer technologies." 

What Types of Institutions Offer Distance Education 
Courses? 
In fall 1995 a third of the institutions offered distance education courses, 
another quarter planned to offer such courses in the next 3 years. and 42 
percent did not offer. and did not plan to offer, such courses in the next 3 years. 
A much greater percentage of public than of private institutions offered 
distance education courses: 58 percent of public 2-year and 62 percent of 
public 4-year institutions, compared with 2 percent of private 2-year and 12 
percent of private 4-year institutions. The percent of institutions offering 
distance education courses also varied by institutional size and geographic 
region, with fewer small institutions and fewer institutions in the Northeast 
offering distance education (table 1). 

How Extensive Are Distance Education Course Offerings? 
In academic year 1994-95, an estimated 25,730 distance education courses 
with different catalog numbers were offered by higher education institutions. 
Of these, 45 percent were offered by public 4-year institutions, 39 percent by 
public 2-year institutions, and 16 percent by private 4-year institutions. (Data 
for private 2-year institutions are not reported separately on this measure 
because there were too few such institutions offering distance education 
courses in the sample.) About half the institutions that offered distance 
education courses in fall 1995 offered 10 or fewer courses in academic year 
1994-95, with 24 percent offering I to 4 courses and 21 percent offering 5 to 
10 courses (figure I). 

Table 1.-Percentage distribution of higher education Institutions, by 
current and planned use of distance education: 1995 

Currently Planning to No plans to 
offering begin offering offer distance 

distance distance education education 
Institutional education courses in the next courses in the 
characteristics courses 3 :lears next 3 :lears 
All institutions 33 25 42 
Institutional type 

Public 2-year 58 28 14 
Private 2-year 2 14 84 
Public 4-year 62 23 14 
Private 4-year 12 27 61 

Geographic region 
Northeast 20 27 53 
Southeast 31 28 41 
Central 39 24 37 
West 40 23 37 

Enrollment 
Less than 3.000 16 27 56 
3.000 to 9.999 61 24 15 
10.000 or more 76 14 10 

NOTE: Data are kJr tiglIlr education instiIlJions in the 50 stales, the DisIrict 0/ CoItrnbia, and Puerto 
Rico. Percents may no! sun \0 100 because 0/ 1O\Ildng. 

SOURCE: U.S. DepaIIment of EducaIioo, NaIionaI Center kJr Educalioo Stalislics, PootseconJary 
EdWl!ioo 0Iid< Informalion System, SlI'\IeY on DisIanc& Edu::aIion eo...ses Offered by Hifter 
Edocation If'6tituIions, 1995. 

Figure 1.-Percentage distribution of numbers of distance education 
courses offered by higher education institutions In 
academic year 1994-95 
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How Many Students and What Audiences Are Served by 
Distance Education Courses? 
Out of about 14.3 million students enrolled in higher education institutions in 
fan 1994, about 758,640 students I fonnally enrolled in distance education 
courses in academic year 1994-95. Undergraduate and graduate students were 
seen as target audiences. more than other types of students (figure 2). Eighty­
one percent of institutions reported offering courses designed primarily for 
undergraduate students; 34 percent, for graduate students. Thirteen percent 
offered courses designed primarily for students in professional continuing 
education, and 6 percent or fewer offered courses designed primarily for each 
of the following: elementary/secondary students, adult basic education 
students, other continuing education students, and other types of students. 

Figure 2.-Percent of higher education institutions. currently offering 
distance education that offer distance education courses 
designed primarily for specific types of students: 1995 . 
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based on institutions thai offemd dstance education courses in fall 1995. Percents sun to more tran 
100 because an institution can offer different courses designed primarily for different types of stu:jents. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, NaIioraI Cenler for Edl«:aIion Statistics. Postsecondary 
Edl«:aIion Q\ick Infomlalion System, St.I'IIeV on Distance Education Courses 0Itered by Higher 
Edl«:aIion lnstiIliions, 1995. . 

Among potential audiences for distance education courses, professionals 
seeking recertification and other worlcers seeking skill updating or retraining 
were targeted by more institutions than were other types of individuals. Thirty­
nine percent of institutions targeted professionals seeking recertification, and 
49 percent targeted other worlcers seeking skill updating or retraining. Sixteen 
percent targeted individuals with disabilities, and 12 percent targeted military 
personnel. Non-English-speaking individuals and Native Americans/Alaskan 
Natives on tribal lands were targeted by 3 percent and 7 percent, respectively. 

What Technologies Are Currently in Use and Are Planned 
for the Next Three Years? . 

Of the institutions offering distance education courses in fall 1995, 57 percent 
used two-way interactive video and 52 percent used one-way prerecorded 
video to deliver courses (table 2). About a quarter of the institutions used two­
way audio with one-way video, as weU as computer-based technologies other 
than two-way online interactions during instruction (for example, the Internet). 
Each of the other technologies was used by 14 percent or fewer of the 
institutions. 

About three-quarters of the institutions that currently offer, or plan to offer, 
distance education courses expect to start or increase their use of two-way 

I 	If a student was enrolled in more than one course, institutions were instructed to count 
the student for each COUISC in which he or she was enrolled. Thus, the overnJl number 
contains duplications. 

interactive video, two-way online (computer-based) interactions during 
instruction, and other computer-based teehnologies to deliver their distance 
education courses in the next 3 years (table 2). Fewer institutions had plans to 
start or increase their use of the other technologies, ranging from 8 percent 
planning to start or increase their use of audiographics to 49 percent planning 
to start or increase their use ofone-way prerecorded video. 

Table 2 • ..,..-Percent of higher education institutions using various 
types of technologies to deliver distance education 
courses currently, and plans for use in the next 3 years by 
level of use: 1995 

Current1:1!: use Plan to use in the next 3 :l!:ears" 
Reduce or Start or 

keep the increase 
Percent of some number riumberof No 

T:i~e of technoloID: institutionsI of courses courses ~Ions 
Two-way 
interactive videa 57 2 79 19 
Two-way audio. 
one-way video 24 7 35 58 
One-way live video 9 6 28 66 
One-way pre­
recorded video 52 8 49 43 
Audiographlcs 3 3 8 89 
Two-way audio II 6 20 75 
One-way audio 10 6 II 83 
Two-way online 
interact10ns 14 (+) 71 29 
Other.computer-
based technol2ID: 22 79 20 
(+) Less than 0.5 pen:m. 
'Poo::eriages are basad on the runber ofall insIiIUions thai offemd dslance edwItion courses in laB 
1995. Pen::er4s sun to more than 100 because an institution can use more than one type of 
~. 

"For pans, pen:enIS am complied aaoss each roN, bt.t may rot sun to 100because of rtlLIlding. 
Pen::er4s are basad on all institutions WJenIIy offering or ~ 10 offer dsIance edwItion courses 
in the next 3 years. 

NOTE: Data am for highereducalion institutions in the 50 stales, the District of CoIlITIbia. and Puerto 
Rico. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educalion StaIistics. PosIsecoOOary 
Education QUck InfoonaIion System, Sl.I'IIey on [Astance Education COI.Ises 0IIered by I-igher 
EducaIioo InslittJions, 1995. 

What Factors Keep Institutions from Starting or Exp~nding 
Distance Education Courses? 

Among the factors frequently reported as keeping institutions from starting or 
expanding their distance education course offerings to a "major extent" were 
program development costs (43 percent), limited techilological infrastructure 
(3\ percent), and equipment failures and costs of maintaining equipment (23 
percent). Factors seen as "not at all" a deterrent included inability to obtain 
state authorization (79 percent); restrictive federal, state, or local policies 
(58 percent); legal concerns (57 percent); lack of support from administrators 
(60 percent); and lack offtt with the institution's mission (58 percent). 

Future Plans 

NCES plans to conduct another PEQIS survey on distance education in the 
near future. The questionnaire will contain some of the same items to establish 
trend data and other new items in order to gather data on distance education 
issues not covered in this survey. 
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