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Overview

This literature review is funded in part by a grant from the National Science
Foundation #1713567 and prepared for Indiana University as part of a larger project
entitled Data Visualization Literacy: Research and Tools that Advance Public
Understanding of Scientific Data (Dr. Katy Borner, Principal Investigator). This white
paper is one component of a larger review. The larger review consists of three white
papers, the first of which explores definitions, the history of distance education, and
the technologies used for distance education over time. The second white paper
explores the best practice considerations most widely employed in distance
education. The present document focuses on the use of and strategies for applied
evaluation of distance education programs. Together, the series of white papers aims
to identify key elements of distance education across contexts, as well as the
transferability of these approaches to informal science learning institutions.

Introduction

As discussed in part 1 of this white paper series, a major concern related to distance
education in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic was the need to implement the
infrastructure and practices of remote teaching and learning relatively quickly and
universally amid a global catastrophe (Butcher, 2020). While both informal and formal
learning settings quickly adapted (and sometimes exchanged) their actual
programmatic offerings to provide some continuity (e.g., Higdon, 2020), systematic
evaluation and reporting related to outcomes proved especially challenging,
particularly as educators struggled to ensure that distance education was taking place
at all (Ennes & Lee, 2021). Even as many educators entered this new context without
significant training or experience in distance education, fewer still had existing
capacity to measure its success. Meanwhile, amid concerns about learners “falling
behind” socially and academically due to disruptions in in-person learning, the
differences in the needs and goals of measurement in formal and informal distance
education also seem to have been exacerbated. Where formal educators were forced
to administer standardized tests that may or may not have reflected the contents and
contexts of their immediate class experiences, informal educators faced significant
pressure to provide positive leisure experiences that could generate revenue - and
consequently had less cause and fewer opportunities to measure learning itself.

Despite these unique circumstances, the challenges and affordances of distance
education emerged long before 2020, and they have continued to evolve even as in-
person educational experiences have resumed. Acknowledging the specific pressures
of COVID-19 and differences in learning contexts, the present document takes a long
view of the existing scholarship on the evaluation of distance education in both
formal and informal settings.
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The authors acknowledge that peer-reviewed scholarship on this subject is unlikely to
keep pace with real-world practice given the long time-step associated with academic
publication and the immediacy of needs within the field (cf. Hardee & Duffin, 2015);
by looking backward, we attempt to identify considerations for this work that are
broadly applicable.

Rather than try to define best practices in evaluating distance education in informal
learning settings, we have instead attempted to summarize historical context and
perspective that can help frame these efforts in an intentional way that responds to
the limited amount of scholarship on this very specific subject (Ennes & Lee, 2021).
Furthermore, we recognize that beyond repositories for programmatic reporting (e.g.,
informalscience.org), access to scholarly literature is relatively scarce for informal
learning practitioners without academic library access. By synthesizing existing
theoretical and practical work on the evaluation of distance education broadly, we
hope to support informal learning practitioners in applying “lessons learned” to the
changing landscape for this work, and particularly beyond the historically particular
context of COVID-19.

This paper builds on the circular search strategy using Google Scholar initiated with
the first paper in the series. Accordingly, we did not bound the literature within a
time frame. As with the first white paper, the literature searches began with reading
some of the handbooks on distance education, and articles and chapters reflecting on
the history of the field. Notes were taken as to key terms used, who authored
chapters (and in what areas), and key findings, conclusions, or implications offered
with citations. These terms were then searched to find if there were additional
concepts or ideas that should be added. The citations were explored to see what
sources or authors were consistently used as references for different topics or
referred to as authoritative. Also as before, this review represents a broad sweep and
synthesis of the relevant literature, though its scope is limited to how evaluation is
represented in scholarly writing about distance education. Rather than representing
specific practices as ideal, the present white paper attempts to ground the practice
of evaluation in particular considerations that can inform decision-making about
evaluation of distance education programs.

Why evaluate distance education?

In the context of distance education, evaluation can serve a variety of purposes,
many of which are similar to those in in-person learning contexts. Possible purposes
for measuring a program’s value and effectiveness might include justifying how
resources are committed and used within the program, measuring the degree to which
the program meets its goals, identifying ways to improve the program, and/or
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determining whether the program should continue (Thompson & Irele, 2003).
Meanwhile, evaluation can play an important role in identifying and documenting the
unique considerations associated with different formats: as observed in parts 1 and 2
of this white paper series, changes to the learning space and the ways teachers and
learners interact with it necessitate adaptations that leverage the specific
affordances and acknowledge the specific limitations of the context.

Much of the literature on the evaluation of distance education focuses on how it can
be used to inform program development and implementation. For example, Ruhe &
Zumbo (2008) explain that evaluation is a useful tool for distance education because
it supports continuous improvement in the context of change: in their focus area of
formal learning, they propose it as a core element of a cycle, in which course
evaluation follows one iteration of course development and implementation and
precedes the next. In light of research that demonstrates distance education
generally can be an effective approach to teaching and learning, Simonson (1997)
also argues that the importance of evaluation to distance education lies in its utility
for improving distance education and demonstrating the specific value of given
distance education activities.

One argument for why evaluation may be especially important to distance education
is that the platforms by which people teach and learn remotely are typified by rapid
technological change (Ruhe & Zumbo, 2008). Thompson & Irele (2003) observe that
throughout much of the history of distance education, evaluation was largely used as
a vehicle to demonstrate that distance education was as valuable as traditional
models of in-person education. In the context of online versions of distance
education, they contend that the need for evaluation is more pronounced, in that
online formats are particularly likely to contribute to high-impact changes within
educational contexts; because of this, they also argue that it is particularly important
that evaluation of distance education be appropriately rigorous (Thompson & Irele,
2003). In reviewing evaluation models specific to distance education (specifically,
Flagg, 1990; Duning et al., 1993; Ehrmann, 1997b, 1999, 2001; Bates, 2000, and Cyrs,
2001), Thompson & Irele (2003) particularly call attention to the dynamics of the
learning space; while evaluation of distance education has much in common with
evaluation of education generally, it is not sufficient to assume that the pedagogical
and/or andragogical elements of distance education are the same as those of in-
person learning experiences. Because of this, they contend that any comprehensive
evaluation of distance education programs must do more than add assessment of basic
technological function, accessibility, and user experiences to traditional content
standards in order to be considered rigorous (Thompson & Irele, 2003). Relatedly,
Lockee, Moore, & Burton (2002) point out that evaluation of distance education must
not only examine individual components of a system, but also attempt to describe
how the parts work together as a whole to support positive learning outcomes. To
make sense of these issues, teams must begin by defining success within their specific
distance education contexts.
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|dentifying realistic, relevant goals

A crucial step in evaluating the success of a learning experience is articulating its
goals, as well as the mechanisms by which those goals are to be achieved. In the
context of distance education, learning goals often parallel those of in-person
learning experiences, but they may be advanced through entirely different means and
by learners with different opportunities and challenges. As Anastasiades (2003)
observes, “Web-based learning designs must consider the nature of content, specific
context, desired learning outcomes and characteristics of the learner” (p. 20). While
these elements could be generalized as important to any learning environment,
special attention to them is necessary when teaching strategies are implemented for
different users and/or on different platforms.

One way to articulate goals is to consider what a high-quality distance learning
experience looks like. Scholars of formal learning settings offer some guidance on
defining quality in distance education, which often consists of bringing together best
practices for teaching and best practices for usability and interface design (cf.
Graham, et al., 2000; Parsons & Ryu, 2006). As mentioned in part 2 of this white
paper series, the formats and contexts for teaching and learning remotely themselves
have effects on learning; thus, quality depends on attention to these features of the
experience, both in terms of their own functionality and in terms of how they are
leveraged in a learning experience. In thinking about what this means for goals,
Sherry (2003) describes quality as being affected by faculty- and institution-level
priorities, but encourages practitioners to think about success as centered on
learners, with specific attention to attitudes, competencies, applications, and
impacts.

Within the literature on distance education in formal contexts, evaluation is itself
also used to help define goals, through the process of needs assessment. For example,
Watkins & Kaufman (2003) argue that needs assessment can be an important tool for
evidence-based strategic planning related to distance education, with the premise
that distance education should respond to clear needs and serve as a mechanism for
meeting those needs (as opposed to being a goal in and of itself). Similarly, Thompson
& Irele (2003) describe evaluation as something that, if used early in planning and
development processes, can help provide evidence that investment in distance
education is a justifiable investment of resources. Another way that evaluation can
support meaningful targets for distance education is by contributing to the process of
refining definitions of value and prioritizing specific forms of value. However, to do
this, evaluation must be rigorous and credibly centered on questions of quality. To
this point, the work of Hentea, Shea, & Pennington (2003) suggests that evaluation
criteria for distance education must reflect important areas of student mastery to the
same standards as those for in-person learning. Furthermore, the authors caution
against superficial forms of assessment (e.g., measures of student satisfaction, rote
memory tests, etc.), noting that these approaches can undermine the credibility of
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distance education and actually serve to undermine student motivation (Hentea,
Shea, & Pennington, 2003).

Outside of formal learning, definitions of success in distance education are less likely
to reflect standardized curricula for learners at a particular age or skill level; instead,
they reflect the particular learning needs of their contexts. For example, Roffe (2002)
noted that in a corporate setting, areas of evaluative study might be those of
particular interest in a for-profit setting: 1) the number of people going through a
professional learning program, 2) efficiency of resource use, 3) the program’s
effectiveness (operationalized as including learner satisfaction, as well as changes in
knowledge, behaviors, and productivity), and 4) the program’s return on investment.
Within institutions that specialize in informal learning (e.g. museums), evaluation of
distance education similarly responds to particular needs and interests.

Importantly, remote engagement opportunities in the informal learning sector
themselves reflect significant variation in format, ranging from digital programs and
exhibitions hosted by institutions to entire museums that exist online, as well as a
long tradition of physical resources meant for permanent distribution or loan (e.g.,
kits intended for individual or classroom use). Many distance education programs in
informal learning began as a way to expand access to offerings at physical museums.
For example, the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s earliest distance learning programs
leveraged digital telephone networks to “allow students to take field trips without
leaving their seats” and to “give classroom teachers more flexibility to decide when
and how to experience museums” (O’Leary, 2011). Within the general idea of remote
learning, there are also informal learning resources that do not maintain a strict
teacher-learner relationship: Styliani et al., (2009) describe “virtual museums” as
digital collections made available both in-person via kiosks and remotely via websites,
sometimes with a gamified or immersive component (e.g., virtual reality
experiences), and generally without live human facilitation. These resources are
sometimes leveraged to improve public access to collections objects and/or to
preserve data about the objects.

When they interviewed informal science learning professionals with experience in
distance learning about their perceptions of effective practices, Hardee & Duffin
(2015) found that distance programming at informal learning organizations was
generally conceived in terms of three key components: program design, program
delivery, and a business model. Although the interviewees did not speak much to
evaluation of their distance education programs, they frequently described
programmatic success in terms of providing novel, appealing experiences (e.g.,
interactions with live animals, behind-the-scenes content, enrichment activities to be
completed outside of synchronous programs, interactivity) and meeting educational
standards. In addition, interviewees highlighted the importance of making efficient,
budget-sensitive choices related to staffing and technology and considering business
issues like marketing programs and balancing revenue against expenses.
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In the context of little centralized planning or resources for distance education in
informal learning (Hardee & Duffin, 2015), some museums have explored questions of
scale. Through literature reviews for the National Air & Space Museum, Randi Korn &
Associates, Inc. (2013) identified evaluation as an essential aspect of accountability
for informal learning organizations interested in scaling up their programs to achieve
greater impact. In addition, they recommend identifying the degree of alighment
between the goals of a given program, those of its home organization, and those of
potential partners and funders. Taken together, existing resources suggest that
regardless of size, scope, or intended audiences, perhaps the most important element
of defining success in informal distance education is identifying the purpose of the
experience.

|dentifying what you need to know

After a distance education program’s goals are articulated, the role of evaluation can
vary depending on what kind of information is necessary to improving or reporting on
the success of the program. Simonson (1997) highlights as possibilities Woodley &
Kirkwood’s (1986) six categories of measurement (activity, efficiency, outcomes,
program aims, policy, and organizations) and the AEIOU approach, which attends to
accountability, effectiveness, impact, organizational context, and unanticipated
consequences (cf. Fortune & Keith, 1992; Sweeney, 1995; and Sorenson, 1996). Hew,
et al. (2005) note the importance of naming the scale of evaluation questions and
offer three possible levels of focus: the evaluation of whole programs, the evaluation
of specific courses, and the evaluation of students’ learning. In the case of students’
learning, Phipps & Merisotis (1999) further specify student outcomes, student
attitudes, and student satisfaction as three categories of measures typically used.
Broadly speaking, the philosophical approach of the educational program also
contributes to framing evaluation questions as related to learners. For example,
Vrasidas (2000) compares objectivist and constructivist approaches to distance
education, explaining that evaluation of a program with an objectivist approach may
focus more on documenting learners’ behavior change and cognitive understanding of
a particular set of ideas. Meanwhile, the evaluation of a program with a more
constructivist approach is more likely to involve documenting learners’ growth and
change in skills (e.g., problem-solving and knowledge construction). Accordingly, the
choice of methods and the ways in which evaluation involves learners will vary
depending on what kinds of data are considered most valuable and how such data will
be used.

Another way of framing evaluation of distance education is via categories that
concern themselves less with scale and more with key areas of implementation.
Valcke & Leeuw (1998) identify five types of evaluation related to remote learning
activities: 1) internal evaluation against specific performance indicators; 2) internal
evaluation related to participant attitudes and perceptions, as well as staff
performance; 3) external evaluation related to broader issues such as socio-cultural
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environment, cost-benefit, feasibility, and networks; 4) the identification of
interested/affected parties and their goals; and 5) issues related to the context of
distance learning (e.g., selection and quality control of media and platforms). For the
purpose of this synthesis, the remainder of this section is organized according to four
common types of question in the evaluation of distance education.

Question 1: Does it work for teachers?

For formative evaluation generally, functionality and usability are important areas of
concern. In the context of distance education, functionality and usability frequently
involve multiple dimensions, including various platforms for teaching and learning,
practices for teaching and learning, and supplemental resources (activities,
textbooks, etc.). To address any of these dimensions effectively, evaluation must
clearly identify the roles of different operators within a programmatic system, along
with how they relate to the goals of a given program. In other words, to define
whether or how well something works for users, one must understand who counts as a
user and what about their experience is important to measure.

Teachers as learners

As distance education programs emerge, they often require some focused learning or
adoption of practices on the part of teachers to ensure that the program itself is
effective. Therefore, it can be important to the development of programs to evaluate
teachers’ own learning and perceptions. In the formal learning sphere, this kind of
evaluation is sometimes implemented in the specific context of remote teacher
education (i.e., distance education courses for pre-service teachers and/or continuing
education for those already teaching), as opposed to within the evaluation of the
teachers’ own instruction (e.g., Krall, Straley, Shafer, & Osborn, 2009). Writing about
remote teacher education, Perraton, Creed, & Robinson (2002) also describe the
affordances of distance courses in terms of what one can easily evaluate. They
contend that while it is fairly straightforward in distance education to gather data
about what teachers know or understand, or even how they apply knowledge to their
practice, it is much more challenging to directly authenticate teachers’ actual
performance remotely.

Meanwhile, distance (and sometimes hybrid) education offerings developed by
informal learning organizations also sometimes include teacher training. The stated
purpose of these training experiences is variable, and can range from improving
teachers’ knowledge and perceptions about specific content (e.g., Miele, Shanley, &
Steiner, 2010; Steiner et al., 2016) to improving their skills related to specific
teaching practices (e.g., Milligan, 2016; Smithsonian Organization and Audience
Research, 2019). As in formal settings, the evaluation of these efforts typically
focuses on what teachers learn and how they will apply it to their own practice.
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Teachers as users

When teachers are not positioned as learners in the context of evaluation, they may
instead be considered in their critical role in program delivery. In this case,
evaluation might focus on usability and implementation of resources for distance
learning. For example, Clifton (2017) examined the outcomes of incorporating specific
principles of learning design into a module for formal distance education; though the
study leverages student data, a key element of the study is the comparison of student
responses to those from developers and instructors. This comparison was critical to
identifying a significant disconnect between the intentional design of the modules and
what it was like to actually teach and learn with the module. Similarly, Perreault et
al. (2002) undertook a study of business professors’ experiences related to developing
and teaching distance courses in order to better understand and address perceived
barriers to implementation.

In informal learning settings, school-based teachers may be especially likely to be
positioned as users due to their holding a customer-service provider relationship with
the organization developing a distance education offering. Understanding and
negotiating this relationship can be especially important to developing offerings that
will appeal to and work for teachers. In these situations, evaluation may be limited to
asking teachers their perceptions of a program’s technical quality after the fact (e.g.,
Vitto, 2004), or it may reflect significant exploration of what outcomes are most
important to teachers and what contextual features of a teacher’s learning
environment might affect those outcomes before the program begins (e.g., Tisdal,
2015). Other areas of study related to teachers as users can include ways of finding
distance education opportunities and resources, how such opportunities and resources
are integrated into classrooms, and what types of support for teachers might be
helpful or necessary (Smithsonian Center for Learning and Digital Access with the
School of Education at the University of California, Irvine, 2018).

In addition to school-based teachers, a less frequently discussed constituency within
informal distance education is museum professionals. While museum professionals are
usually those responsible for developing the distance education programs being
described in evaluation reports, they also may represent a group for whom usability
and/or contextual dynamics is especially important, as they often mediate designed
learning experiences in similar ways to school-based teachers. As Sylaiou et al. (2008)
suggest, involving these users early on in the design and testing of resources for
distance education can identify critical aspects of technical development, user
instructions and support, and implementation strategies.

Question 2: Does it work for learners?

As developers of distance education offerings seek to build more empathy for learners
into their designs (Matthews et al., 2017), formative studies focused on learners can
provide important data about the “end-users” for distance education, or those for
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whom the educational offering is planned. As Holmberg notes (1995), exploring
students’ experience, perceptions, and evidence of learning is important for
understanding implementation and identifying how best to satisfy students’ needs
(190). As noted in the previous white papers, the context of learners’ interactions
with instructors, classmates, and classroom resources, including technology, can
meaningfully affect the overall learning experience. Accordingly, evaluation involving
how well distance education works for learners often explores the context of
implementation, with special attention to the platforms and mechanisms through
which learning happens.

Within formal learning settings, a particularly important consideration for design is
what reasons learners have for participating in distance education. As noted in the
first white paper of this series, distance education grew out of the reality that some
adults have obligations that make traditional classroom experiences difficult to
access. While the COVID-19 pandemic made the need for distance education more
immediate for more people, persistent accessibility barriers to traditional classroom
learning have made distance education salient well before and well after that
historical moment. Since there are many potential delivery mechanisms for distance
education, evaluation is sometimes used to gather feedback about how well a given
implementation strategy addresses the need, whether by comparison to in-person
courses or on its own terms (e.g., Puzzuoli, 1970; McConnell & Sharples, 1983; Coe &
Elliott, 1999; Ligon, Markward, & Yegidis, 1999). Notably, some evaluation of distance
education focuses on the distinct opportunities of distance education that
differentiate it from traditional classroom learning experiences, particularly as new
technologies emerge (Thompson & Irele, 2003). Areas of inquiry may include
students’ perceptions of their own learning, their interactions with instructors, the
organization and pace of a course, instructional resources and methods, and/or
technology used in a course (Puzzuoli, 1970; Coe & Elliott, 1999; Ligon et al., 1999;
Gilroy et al., 2001; Schenker & Scadden, 2002; Abas, Lim, & Woo, 2009; Liu, 2012).
Meanwhile, the accessibility and usability of technology used in distance education
stands out as an especially common concern of evaluation in both formal settings
(e.g., Schenker & Scadden, 2002; Motiwalla, 2007) and informal ones (e.g., Teather &
Wilhelm, 1999; Sharples, 2000; Milligan et al., 2017; Graves & Wadman, 2017).

Question 3: Does it convey what it intends?

Another major area of concern for evaluation of distance education is program
effectiveness. Depending on the needs and intentions surrounding the program,
studying a program’s effectiveness may provide formative feedback or summative
findings that document how much the program met its goals. In both formal and
informal learning settings, content is a frequent focus for evaluation of this type,
especially when desired learning outcomes for a program involve knowledge or
understanding of specific concepts (see, e.g., Hershey, 1977; Kabat & Friedel, 1990;
Buckley 2003; U.S. Department of Education, 2010; RK&A, 2019). Notably,
measurement of outcomes related to content learning also appears in the literature in
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explicit connection with non-formal distance education experiences, such as
television programs that either stand on their own or complement a course of study
(e.g., Anderson, 1998; Akhter, 2011).

In some cases, experiences may be more important to a distance education program’s
intended outcomes than specific learning content. In formal learning settings, this
might mean evaluation focuses on something like a school’s organizational climate
(cf. Aluko & Shonubi, 2014) or elements of clinical practice (cf. Ligon et al., 1999).
Experience-focused evaluation might also examine social aspects of the learning
interaction (McCullough, 1997; Roblyer & Wiencke, 2003; Martens et al., 2007).
Meanwhile, in informal learning settings like museums, evaluation might focus on
learners’ experience with novel settings or speakers, animals, collections objects, or
specific approaches to teaching (e.g., Teather & Wilhelm, 1999; Ba & Keish, 2004;
Morse et al., 2019).

Question 4: Whether and how should the program move forward?

Evaluation of distance education may also play an important role in informing
organizational decision-making about the adoption, implementation, and/or
refinement of programs. While any of the other questions described above might
contribute to such decision-making, evaluation of distance education can also itself
explore system-level criteria for effectiveness. (cf. Muilenburg & Berge, 2001; Lockee
et al, 2002; Chao & Chen, 2009). This kind of evaluation is typically summative and
particularly likely to be motivated by a need to justify the use of resources (including
money, labor, and technological investment) on a given distance education program
(Thompson & Irele, 2003).

|dentifying strategies and mechanisms for data collection

In naming some general principles for the evaluation of distance education, Simonson
(1997) highlights the value of both quasi-experimental and naturalistic approaches to
gathering and analyzing data and generally concludes that those seeking to do this
type of work should use both quantitative and qualitative procedures. Ruhe & Zumbo
(2008) practically detail end-to-end strategies for designing and implementing
evaluation studies of distance education, and they similarly note that mixed-methods
approaches provide comprehensive coverage of the dynamics involved in a distance
education program. Sherry (2003) similarly notes that different areas and depths of
focus for evaluation of distance education may be best addressed via different
sources of data.

As discussed in the other parts of this white paper series, the various platforms used
for distance education efforts often have unique affordances and challenges for
teaching and learning. Accordingly, platforms also play a role in determining the
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possibilities and limitations for the evaluation of distance education. As an example,
Salomon (1984) compares the “amount of invested mental effort (AIME)” between
watching a television program and reading a printed text (p. 647) and observes that
learners’ perceptions of different mediums seem to play a role in what they take
away from a learning experience. Similarly, Passerini & Granger (2000) contend that
the specific types of peer and instructor interactions enabled by the internet have
been critical to moving toward more constructivist approaches to distance education
(p. 4). Each of these cases describes interactions with platforms that fundamentally
change how the learning might be described and how learning can be attributed to an
intervention. Just as educators must consider the appropriateness of their teaching
strategies for a specific context, evaluators must consider what ways of gathering
data are most useful for that context and best reflect the sources of evidence
necessary to answer their questions. Moreover, distance education programs may
present unique ethical considerations for authenticating and protecting student
identities and identifying how data are collected (Hentea et al., 2003; Traxler, 2007).

The practicalities of evaluating distance education also change depending on learners’
physical locations and the types of tools they can access. As Baker (2003) explains,
evaluation must proactively adapt to the context of the program, lest factors like
physical distance, indirect communication, and lack of controls weaken study
credibility. While some platforms for distance education, such as computers or direct
paper mail, might mean it is easiest to conduct evaluation in the same format as the
learning experience (e.g., Galloway, 2005), others may provide opportunities to
leverage multiple types of data. In the case of telephone-based distance education
programs, Olgren (1997) recommends using print materials mailed directly to learners
and audio recordings of program activities. A particularly thorough example of
managing data collection across platforms and at various time points can be found in
Anastasiades (2003), which combined questionnaires and live discussion at various
stages and among different participants in a hybrid distance education program.
Although both examples reflect technological solutions that may now be rarer in the
age of ubiquitous digital resources, both provide a useful demonstration of how to
work with available technologies, as their combination of approaches not only
provides multiple sources of evidence but also leverages both synchronous and
asynchronous interactions.

Within the specific domain of digital, internet-based platforms, there may be specific
opportunities to leverage technology in service of evaluation. For example, it is
sometimes possible to embed analytics into program resources (e.g., Interactive
Educational Systems Design, Inc., 2017), to ensure that key interactions are
documented via chat communications (Munzer, 2003), or to build the demonstration
of skills into a game (Bidarra et al., 2011). Documentation of how much time learners
spend on computers and how they tend and prefer to use technology may also itself
be valuable contextual data to understanding how particular platforms interact with
learning (Lei & Zhao, 2007; Smithsonian Center for Learning and Digital Access and
Navigation North Learning Solutions, 2017). In general, Holmberg (1995) provides a
useful touchstone for those tasked with evaluating distance education, noting that the
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unique context “opens up a number of possibilities...and it does so in ways that are
different from those of conventional education” (p. 206). Thus, effective evaluation
must consider and leverage context accordingly.

Implications for informal learning practitioners

In general, evaluation of teaching and learning in distance education can vary
significantly depending the perceived goal of a program (e.g., knowledge acquisition
vs. social or leisure experiences), what elements of the program represent
institutional questions or persistent challenges (e.g., usability, learner awareness of
key messages, etc.), and the practical affordances and limitations of platforms. For
those tasked with measuring the success of distance education, this means the first
and most critical step of study design is understanding the operating context and the
purpose for the study. As the design of an evaluation proceeds, key priorities then
include identifying what success means in context, then asking questions and using
methods that reflect the core goals, orientations, and feasibly accessible data sources
associated with a given program. While formal and informal learning settings may
specify different resources and goals, and perhaps even different ways of thinking
about audiences and learning, these basic process elements appear to be consistent
across contexts.

By leveraging these high-level commonalities in process, informal learning
professionals can conduct high quality evaluation of distance education that reflects a
substantial amount of consideration within scholarly literature. Meanwhile, the
frequent adaptation in formal distance education of methods common to evaluation
of in-person courses (e.g., questionnaires, interviews, skills testing, etc.), suggests
that evaluation of distance education in informal learning settings might similarly
leverage its common “tools of the trade” used to measure the success of in-person
programming, with mechanical adaptations to specific platforms where appropriate.
Ultimately, successful, credible evaluation of distance education, regardless of
context, means gathering internally meaningful evidence that reflect operational
goals; for informal learning in particular, this may mean advocating for intentional,
well-articulated planning of distance education efforts, as well as identifying
strategies for measurement that honor experiences as important goals in their own
right.
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