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Learning at a Distance
The Potential and Perceptions of 
Distributed Learning
Capt. Elvin J. Fortuna, U.S. Army

Abstract

Distributed learning, as a method of instructional delivery, has 
the potential to reduce costs while improving learning outcomes 
across the Total Force. The Army’s distributed learning program 
currently leans heavy on asynchronous, self-paced, and online 
modules known as interactive media instruction. In contrast, 
blended learning methods combine face-to-face instruction with 
the latest instructional technologies to achieve superior learn-
ing outcomes. Distributed learning, with best practices such as 
blended learning, can be effective and engaging. Many of the 
challenges regarding distributed learning can be mitigated and 
overcome through the support of Army University, the integra-
tion of the Army’s distributed learning efforts, and the dedicated 
efforts of expert Army educators.

The Army must continue to invest in its leaders while facing an increasingly re-
source-constrained environment. In the face of decreasing budgets, distributed 
learning has the potential to educate the Total Force with significant cost sav-

ings. Although recent research reflects that student learning outcomes through distrib-
uted learning are identical to those for face-to-face instruction, significant perceptions 
and faculty critiques about the processes and challenges in its design, development, and 
implementation persist.1 Confronting the perceptions of distributed learning that pre-
vent the Army from realizing the full potential of this medium of instruction requires 
that Army University take the lead in addressing these perceptions.

The Army defines distributed learning as the “delivery of standardized individu-
al, collective, and self-development training and education to soldiers, Department 
of the Army civilians, units, and organizations at the right place and time through 
the use of multiple means and technology.”2 Distributed learning is delivered “at 
… the right time … [through] synchronous, asynchronous, or blended” learning 
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technologies.3 Distributed learning is delivered “at the right place” through resi-
dent and nonresident options.4 Distance learning is a subset of distributed learning 
that does not require the physical presence of an instructor.5 The methods of in-
structional delivery are limited only by the ever-expanding choices of technologies 
available in the market. Figure 1 (on page 54) shows the full array of distributed 
learning options for The Army Distributed Learning Program (TADLP).

Distributed learning is integrated into the Army learning model as found in 
U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) Pamphlet (TP) 525-8-2, 
The U.S. Army Learning Concept for 2015. The Army learning model is a “frame-
work comprised of elements that together create a learner-centric, career-long 
continuum of learning that is continuously accessible and provides learning at 
the point of need in the learner’s career.”6 It is integral to implementing the Army 
learning model through the delivery of learner-centric training.7 Distributed 
learning provides standardized training at the point of need for the Army learner 
and delivers individual, collective, and self-development modules to both train 
and educate the force.8 Distributed learning technologies are thoroughly integrat-
ed in broader professional military education as well as specific training for skills 
needed in various organizations.

The TRADOC capability manager for TADLP (known as the TCM TADLP) pro-
vides “oversight, integration, and management direction in all matters” related to dis-
tributed learning for the Army.9 TRADOC capability managers (TCMs) serve a myriad 
of functions, to include integrating requirements in their function across all doctrine, 
organization, training, materiel, leadership and education, personnel, and facilities 
(DOTMLPF), serving as the TRADOC point of contact for assessing DOTMLPF 
within their function, and providing subject-matter expertise.10 The TCM TADLP has 
roles both as the capability manager and as director of TADLP. The TCM TADLP is 
organized into five functional offices (see figure 2, on page 56): strategic plans and pol-
icy, acquisition and management, capabilities and implementation, joint distributed 
learning requirements, and TCM mobile. The TCM mobile is a separately chartered 
position responsible for mobile learning initiatives and activities.11

Current Efforts in Distributed Learning
Distributed learning content and courseware are all instructional media, 

whether synchronous, asynchronous, or blended, that use interactive multimedia 
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instruction (IMI) as the method of instructional delivery.12 IMI serves various 
training and education needs. IMI includes targeted (top-down) training directed 
from senior leadership such as defeating an improvised explosive device, man-
datory training as found in Army Regulation (AR) 350-1, Army Training and 
Leader Development, or demand-based (bottom-up) training from operation-
al units.13 The TADLP website showcases some demand-based IMI, to include a 
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Figure 1. Army Distributed Learning Courseware Types

(Figure adapted from Mitchell L. Bonnett, “Influence of Learner Factors on Soldier Attitude toward Army Serious Gaming” 
[thesis, Old Dominion University, 2015])
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U.S. Army Medical Department anatomy course, an adaptive thinking course, and 
the Emergency Operations Center Development Tool, all designed based on the 
needs of the field.14

A significant effort is under way to build educational applications for mobile 
devices such as smartphones and tablets. TCM TADLP sees the potential for sol-
diers to access relevant and engaging training at any point and time through a 
mobile device as a game-changing capability that must be capitalized upon.15 The 
TRADOC Application Gateway (TAG) hosts, links, and tracks mobile applica-
tions for Android and iOS platforms.16

One mobile application hosted on the TAG is the Individual Weapon System 
(IWS).17 This application familiarizes soldiers with the Instrumentable–Multi-
ple Integrated Laser Engagement System (I–MILES) IWS. The IWS “simulates 
the effects of direct fire weapons and its effects on soldiers during force-on-force 
training exercises.”18 The IWS mobile application aids in understanding the IWS 
through engaging video of preparation, installation, alignment, and operation of 
the system. The application also tracks each user’s progress and offers easy access 
to the technical manual and other useful references. This application is free to 
Army learners on Android and iOS mobile platforms.19

Simulations and serious gaming are an integral part of the Army’s distribut-
ed learning strategy.20 While most soldiers receive more exposure to interactive 
courseware, simulations and gaming are growing in popularity and scope. En-
hanced Dynamic Geo-Social Environment is a simulation developed for the U.S. 
Army and the Department of Homeland security that enables training in a sim-
ulated operational environment. It uses the Unreal 3 gaming engine to provide 
a multiplayer experience familiar to many soldiers accustomed to gaming in a 
leisure environment.21 It is completely customizable. Recently, it was used to train 
soldiers in an “Attacking the Network” scenario in the fictional village of Kuzun, 
Atropia.22 Enhanced Dynamic Geo-Social Environment can replicate any opera-
tional environment or scenario, from the most kinetic to the most cerebral, given 
enough lead time and support.

Blended learning—a mix of both distance and face-to-face instructional methods—
is an area of focus for TCM TADLP. A stated goal in their modernization strategy is to 
“dramatically reduce or eliminate instructor-led slide presentation lectures and begin 
using a blended learning approach that incorporates virtual and constructive simula-
tions, gaming technology, or other technology-delivered instruction.”23 Blended learn-
ing can be used in a resident or nonresident environment to meet instructional goals.24

Perception: Distance Learning is Ineffective
One perception of distributed learning is that it is not as effective as face-to-face 

instructional methods. Research in the field of distance learning can shed light on 
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Figure 2. Army Distributed Learning Training and Doctrine Command 
(TRADOC) Capabilities Manager for The Army Distributed Learning Program 

(TCM TADLP) Functions by Office.
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the absence of validity of this perception. In a study published by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education in 2010, Barbara Means et al. published a significant historical 
meta-analysis for the U.S. Department of Education in 2010 to determine the effi-
cacy of online learning. This report is widely cited for good reason; it is the most 
comprehensive review of relevant empirical literature of online education and offers 
unbiased insights into the efficacy of web-based distance learning techniques.

The researchers screened 1,132 articles for their first study; 176 of them were 
deemed to have enough rigor to be included in their meta-analysis. Means et al. 
initially determined that learners “in online conditions performed modestly bet-
ter, on average, than those learning the same material through traditional face-
to-face instruction.”25 Interestingly, they found that blended learning—a combi-
nation of online and face-to-face learning—achieved better learning outcomes 
than online or face-to-face learning methods alone.26 Means et al. suggest that 
the difference in learning outcomes between distributed learning and face-to-face 
may not reflect the medium for instructional delivery; instead, it “may reflect dif-
ferences in content, pedagogy, and learning time.”27

Means et al. note that many practices in distance learning did not effectively increase 
learning outcomes. In particular, they note that the inclusion of online quizzes, video, 
or other media do not improve learning outcomes.28 This seems consistent with the re-
searchers’ view that the delivery method for instruction is less important than the ped-
agogy behind the instruction.29 The authors stated that agency for learners was a much 
more significant contributor to positive learning outcomes and that allowing learners to 
control and interact in their instruction yielded positive learning outcomes.30

Other current research also supports the efficacy of distance learning. In their 
2016 study, Joseph K. Cavanaugh and Stephen J. Jacquemin examined student 
learning outcomes in online courses as compared to face-to-face options. They 
found, in courses where both online and face-to-face instruction were available, 
there was little to no difference in grade-based performance.31

The research is supportive, overall, of distance learning as enabled by the In-
ternet and related technologies. However, the consensus of online learning is not 
unanimous. Jeff Anstine and Mark Skidmore conducted a notable study in 2005 
that showed negative learning outcomes for online learning. These findings point 
to a possible self-selection bias for learners in online environments. Anstine and 
Skidmore were concerned “that students with higher human capital endowment 
self-selected into the online format.”32 When they analyzed the results of learners 
that self-selected into face-to-face or online environments and controlled for the 
self-selection of learners themselves, they found inferior learning outcomes in the 
online learning environment. While the majority of the literature, especially new-
er research, supports online learning, further findings such as those in Anstine 
and Skidmore’s study may have implications for placement of individuals into ideal 
learning environments.
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Perception: Distributed Learning Stifles Engagement
Another perception of distributed learning is that it reduces active engage-

ment with the instructional material, therefore producing inferior learning 
outcomes. Dr. Liston Bailey, chief of the Learning Innovations and Initiatives 
Division for the Army’s Institute for Noncommissioned Officer Professional 
Development, notes that younger learners, while digitally literate, tend to have 
poorer knowledge application than their older peers.33 He posits that younger 
learners may have a weaker sense of agentic engagement, which he defines as 
the “extent to which they engage in proactive efforts to contribute to the flow of 
instruction and to energize their own sense of motivation to learn.”34 Distributed 
learning is flawed if digital technologies cannot fully engage learners in the edu-
cational process.

 At face value, it may seem that distributed learning cannot produce the same en-
gagement as face-to-face learning. However, the modality for learning is less import-
ant than content relevance and andragogy. Adult learners can engage with digital 
instruction when it is relevant to their goals.35 Thoughtful course design with clearly 
stated goals that are relevant to the learner’s goals will engage students; poor course 
design delivered in a “canned” format will surely disengage learners. The modality 
used is not the primary factor in increasing engagement.

Upon further analysis, Hiltz et al. determined that the mediating variable in 
these learning outcomes was not the modality but the level of engagement through 
active learning and collaborative techniques.36 They found “differences in time de-
voted to class or active engagement resulting in differential outcomes.”37 Blended 
learning methods have the potential of mitigating this by allowing for more time 
engaging with material both face-to-face and online.

Deliberate and thoughtful efforts in distributed learning course design can en-
gage learners and improve learning outcomes.38 Distributed learning is a spectrum, 
ranging from stand-alone computer-based instruction to real-time interaction 
with facilitators enabled by conference technology and near-real-time collabo-
ration with instructors and peers. Blended learning—combining the strengths of 
online and face-to-face modalities—is particularly effective and produces better 
learning outcomes than online or face-to-face alone.39 This may be simply because 
a blended learning strategy increases the amount of engagement and time spent 
on task. In other words, more resources and channels for communication can 
increase engagement, whether with a computer or another person.40

Perception: Distributed Learning is a Burden on Learners
A common complaint regarding distributed learning is that it places an undue 

burden on learners. AR 350-1 directs that commanders should schedule and provide 
time for Army learners conducting mandatory or quota-based distributed learning 
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during the duty day.41 While commendable, institutional support for distributed 
learning is not always evident. Many learners must balance the competing demands 
of a full-time job, family, and education. Lt. Col. Jack Judy, retired, writes that, for 
many learners, “schooling becomes secondary or tertiary to the distance learner ver-
sus the ‘job’ for the face-to-face learner.”42 It may be unrealistic to expect command-
ers to allow soldiers to conduct distributed learning during the duty day, at the ex-
pense of their job performance; training days, resources, and time are already limited 
and shrinking. This is a conflict that learners in residence do not face.

This additional requirement contributes to a negative perception of distribut-
ed learning by Army learners. In a 2012 survey, respondents stated, “commanders 
expected their soldiers to complete their distributed learning on their own time, 
thereby implying that it is a relatively unimportant component of training.”43 
Their commanders’ low prioritization of distributed learning contributed to the 
respondents’ equally low valuation of the same. In another survey, “respondents 
preferred in-class, because they want to concentrate on school away from dis-
tractions.”44 It is hard to imagine soldiers engaging in a learning environment in 
these conditions.

The Army is not blind to these challenges. TP 525-8-2 recognizes that “soldiers 
complete mandatory distributed learning courses on personal time in a culture 
that promotes lifelong learning as an ideal, but often does not follow through 
with supporting actions.”45 The authors then propose to force the issue by imple-
menting Temporary Duty for Education, a policy that would differentiate between 
soldiers conducting distributed learning at home station and those conducting 
unit duties.46 Others have advocated for releasing individuals from operational 
assignments to complete their education, whether face-to-face or by distance.47 
Whether these policies can be implemented without significant detriment to cur-
rent operational demands remains to be seen.

Perception: Distance Learning Is Not as Valued 
as Resident Education

An additional perception of distributed learning is that it is not valued by the in-
stitution. The dearth of time allocated towards distributed learning hints towards this 
larger issue. Stakeholder buy-in of distributed learning, particularly by senior leaders, 
sets the conditions for soldiers to truly engage and commit to learning through this 
modality. In a recent survey, it was noted that “some stakeholders did not believe in the 
effectiveness of distributed learning as a modality for training” and either actively or 
passively resist efforts to implement the Army’s distributed learning program.48

Many trace this attitude to previous policies in officer professional develop-
ment. In 2012, Lt. Col. Jimmy C. Salazar wrote in regard to the U.S. Army Com-
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mand and General Staff College that the Army reinforced the idea that resident 
education was superior “by only allowing the top fifty percent of an officer year 
group to attend CGSC as a resident student and forcing all others to complete the 
course by correspondence for promotion selection to lieutenant colonel.”49 This is 
not the current policy; completion of resident or nonresident intermediate-level 
education is considered equal and noted as such on Army records. However, se-
nior leaders who lived through this “top fifty percent” policy may have a tendency 
to promote a negative point of view toward distributed learning.

The Role of Army Educators
Army educators cannot afford to wait for institutional solutions to improve the qual-

ity and delivery of learning. Educators across the Total Force must incorporate blended 
learning in their programs of instruction now in order to foster the critical and agile 
thinking needed in the Army today. The benefits of a blended learning approach for the 
Army learner are clear. Learning outcomes for Army learners are more successful in a 
blended learning environment than either the traditional classroom or the purely digital 
environment. It follows that Army educators should gain expertise in integration and 
implementation of blended learning techniques throughout their careers.

Fortunately, there are many resources and technologies available for Army ed-
ucators to extend and expand the classroom. Some are already offered at certain 
institutions at no cost. Educators should inventory the list of available instructional 
technologies at their institution—or available at little to no cost—and take the time 
to learn the enterprise capabilities available through the TCM TADLP. Collabora-
tive technologies such as file sharing, discussion boards, wiki sites, blogging, social 
media, live conferencing, and other collaborative tools should be understood and 
integrated into the classroom. The educator must create a space for interaction and 
learning beyond the physical classroom that complements and reinforces learning 
outcomes. Educators that lack access to the tools they need to create a blended 
learning environment should identify the capability gap and work with the TCM 
TADLP to fill that gap with a suitable solution.

Army educators should understand the capabilities and limitations of IMI when 
it comes to meeting learning outcomes. Simply assigning IMI courses for comple-
tion may signal that the learning is unimportant or secondary to learning done in 
person. For this reason, careful thought must be given when assigning IMI; over-
extending soldiers to meet an excess amount of learning outcomes will both fail to 
genuinely meet learning outcomes and degrade soldiers’ performance.

If IMI is used to meet learning outcomes, educators can take active measures to 
engage learners and create a blended learning environment. Educators should strive 
to deliver learning content when needed, regardless of time and location, based on 
the soldier’s schedule. The goal for the learner must be to achieve the learning out-
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comes, not simply race to complete the course and generate a certificate for comple-
tion credit. If possible, IMI should be assigned with a facilitator available to answer 
any questions and resolve any technical issues. The message to the Army learner 
must be that their efforts are valid, important, and that they are not completing an-
other online training requirement to “check the box.” IMI provides content mastery 
but may not provide skills mastery; experiential learning facilitated by an instructor 
has the potential to mitigate this gap.50 By reinforcing and applying the skills learned 
in IMI modules, skilled educators can integrate IMI into a blended learning frame-
work and draw the most benefit for the Army learner.

Army educators must clearly signal that distributed learning from accredited 
sources is as valued as resident education. Support for distributed learning should be 
clear and unambiguous. Educators should check any biases they may have in regards 
to distributed learning against current research in education and instruction. More-
over, educators should engage in a conversation on the potential and merits of dis-
tributed learning whenever confronted with unfounded criticism against distributed 
learning as a viable method of instruction. Educators that effectively use distributed 
learning to achieve learning outcomes should share their successes with the larger 
educational community and engage in active and lively discussion on the particulars 
of those successes. The Army’s culture can turn in favor of distributed learning only 
through the active and determined efforts of the educational community.

A Way Forward
Distributed learning is an effective means to meet the chief of staff of the Army’s 

number one priority: readiness.51 The education and training of soldiers and lead-
ers is critical to achieving this readiness. Army University must take active steps to 
leverage the potential of distributed learning to improve learning outcomes for all 
Army learners in support of the Army’s readiness efforts. Using best practices such 
as blended learning, Army University can avoid the pitfalls associated with some of 
the perceptions of distributed learning.

The perception that distributed learning, as a whole, is ineffective is false. Army 
University should recognize the effectiveness of blended learning and push to create 
blended learning environments in all Army educational programs. Blended learning 
combines the best of resident and distance learning methods to provide the best learn-
ing outcomes. This effort goes beyond phased training for professional military edu-
cation. This means integrating the best collaborative tools, conferencing tools, forums, 
and other technologies to increase interaction, learner agency, and engagement to 
achieve the best learning outcomes for all Army learners. Embracing blended learning 
means more instructors, technical support, resources, and training of personnel up 
front. However, this would still be less costly than educating all personnel in a resident 
status. Outcomes from pilot programs such as United States Army Cadet Command’s 
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Cadre & Faculty Development Course, a blended learning course developed for senior 
Reserve Officer Training Corps instructors, should serve as a starting point in reevalu-
ating the scope and means of distributed learning in the force.52

The perception that distributed learning stifles engagement is also false. Army 
University is best positioned to propagate best practices in distributed learning 
across major stakeholders in the institutional Army to ensure distributed learning 
offerings are engaging and improve learning outcomes for Army learners. The uni-
versity’s partnerships with public and private universities across the United States is 
a strength that must be leveraged. There are countless distance and blended learning 
programs throughout academia; Army University can learn from the best of these 
institutions and transfer those practices to the institutional Army.

The university should support the TCM TADLP in ensuring that distributed learn-
ing courses for all the university’s schools, centers, and colleges offer the same robust 
capabilities as front-runners in the distance learning arena. The TCM TADLP is respon-
sible for development and delivery of distributed learning courseware, while content is 
created by proponent schools.53 Much of this content will be provided from schools and 
colleges under the Army University umbrella, to include Initial Military Training, the 
Institute for Noncommissioned Officer Professional Development, and the various cen-
ters of excellence and branch schools. It makes sense to integrate TADLP into the Army 
University structure—whether in a policy or coordinating role—to ensure the expertise 
resident within TADLP is readily available at the point of need. Furthermore, TADLP 
can facilitate understanding of best practices in distributed learning and integration of 
those practices into programs of instruction across all Army University schools and 
colleges. This has the potential to improve learning outcomes for Army learners.

The perception of distributed learning as a burden on learners can be mitigated 
using faculty, cadre, and instructors in the institutional Army grounded in distance 
education theory and best practices. In the mid-1970s, the Army began an effort 
under the banner of instructional systems development to integrate advanced in-
structional technologies and improve learning outcomes for Army learners.54 The 
program did not meet expectations due, in part, to the lack of training of active 
duty military personnel and civilian technicians.55 The program “became, to many, 
an excruciatingly painful experience.”56

Army University can directly influence this perception through its Center for 
Teaching and Learning Excellence (CTLE). The CTLE can host workshops or sem-
inars in distributed learning techniques and instructional technologies for a wide 
array of Army educators who can further propagate their knowledge to respective 
institutions. The CTLE can also leverage blended learning techniques to reach var-
ious institutions and improve the quality of distributed learning implementation 
throughout various centers, schools, and colleges in Army University. The end state 
should be a cadre of educators invested in distributed learning as a viable and pow-
erful method of instruction.
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Finally, Army University can help change the perception that distance learning is 
not as valued as resident education. Improvement of distributed learning across the 
board must be part of this change. Army University stands in a unique position to 
influence future priorities and shape the Army’s thoughts and culture in regards to 
education and training. Integration of TCM TADLP into the Army University struc-
ture, whether in a policy or coordinating role, is crucial to ensuring that distributed 
learning remains a visible and vibrant part of the Army’s education efforts.

Conclusion
Distance learning can educate the Army as well as live face-to-face instruction if 

significant distributed learning issues are addressed as part of Army University. It is 
imperative that the Army capitalize on this opportunity in a resource and time-con-
strained environment. Distributed learning programs must be fully understood, sup-
ported, and resourced with support from the Army University and in concert with 
TADLP. Coupled with quality educational efforts from the faculty, cadre, and in-
structors throughout the Army, distributed learning can contribute greatly to grow-
ing leaders who can think, execute, and win in the complex and challenging conflicts 
the Nation will one day enter. 
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