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Series Editors' Foreword

The editors of Studien und Berichte der Arbeitsstelle Fernstudienforschung der
Carl von Ossietzky Universitat Oldenburg are pleased to acknowledge that
Borje Holmberg has entrusted his latest work to the Oldenburg University
series of publications on distance education research. With this step a fruitful
cooperation begun in 1996 is further corroborated. At that time Bodrje
Holmberg had joined a pioneering project concerned with online teaching
and learning initiated by Ulrich Bernath and Eugene Rubin. As a member of
their team he contributed to the development of the Virtual Seminar for
Professional Development in Distance Education, which was successfully
conducted in 1997 and 1998 with participants from all over the world. This
course became the recommended first core course in the online Master of
Distance Education (MDE) program, which is jointly offered by the University
of Maryland University College and the Carl von Ossietzky University of
Oldenburg. Over 500 MDE students have met Bérje Holmberg in his capacity
as a visiting expert in the first module of the course, the subject of which is
History and Principles of Distance Education. One of the required readings of
this course is Holmberg's comprehensive book Theory and Practice of
Distance Education. The MDE students have the unique privilege to interact

personally with him as their tutor in the online learning environment.

Borje Holmberg has identified mediated subject matter presentation and
mediated student-tutor interaction as the two constituent elements of
distance education and insists on an empathy approach to its practice. In the
online seminars he himself consistently practices this approach by providing
individual guidance and feedback while discussing each student's questions

and opinions. For the seminar work his Theory and Practice in Distance



Education has proved an excellent basis providing essential parts of the

subject matter presentation.

The present book is on the one hand a short, somewhat conversational
presentation and updating of the most important concerns studied in depth in
Theory and Practice in Distance Education. On the other hand it is a
discussion of the status and trends of distance education at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, which among other things includes a scrutiny of the

relationship of technology to distance education.

What has led to the writing of Distance Education in Essence is both the
author's commitment to lucidity, which is badly missing in many of today's
confused references to distance education, and his wish to provide up-to-
date information about its theory and practice. In his work he has been able
to draw on his rich experiences as a scholar and tutor of distance students. It
is a unigue and eloquent expression of a successful process of advancing
theory and practice. In Distance Education in Essence Bdrje Holmberg
succinctly and readably sums up and evolves his distinguished life-long

contributions to the field in the light of the electronic age.

The Editor of Open Learning deserves our gratitude for granting permission to
reprint Bérje Holmberg's The Evolution of the Character and Practice of
Distance Education in the second part of this volume, which is the 1995
precursor on the essence of distance education, particularly as related to its

historical background.

Christine Walti and Franziska Vondrlik provided editorial assistance to this
second edition expanded by a subject index

The Editors

July, 2003



Preface

After many years of work in distance education | am somewhat puzzled to
find that at the beginning of the twenty-first century there is on the one hand
much talk about distance education, most of it favourable, on the other
hand little understanding of its character, theory and practice. This booklet
is meant to describe today’s distance education, to elucidate the basic

thinking behind it and to do so as briefly as possible.

Some work | have been doing since the end of the 1990s for a Master-of-
Distance-Education programme of the universities of Maryland and
Oldenburg has sharpened my awareness of the need for a succinct
identification and explanation of the most important aspects of distance
education as practised at the beginning of the new millennium. This to
some extent lies behind the following ten short chapters. | owe the title of
this book to one of initiators of this programme, my colleague Dr. Ulrich

Bernath of the University of Oldenburg in Germany.

For my presentation | have drawn on much literature and research, that of
others and my own. | constantly provide readers with full references to

these sources and also in some cases refer to my personal experiences.

To elucidate the background and historical development of distance
education an article on its evolution written by me and published in Open
Learning in 1995 is added as an appendix. The permission of the

publishers of that journal to reprint this paper is gratefully acknowledged.
Borje Holmberg

August 2001
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