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Editorial
Forty years of pushing the boundaries of education
This year marks the 40th anniversary of the Distance Education journal. This anniversary, like any other such milestone, gives us an opportunity to reflect on when and how it began, where it has been, and what may lie ahead for the journal, and the field more broadly. As pointed out in the article “The position of Distance Education in a journal network” in this issue by Zawacki-Richter and Buntins, the development of this journal was closely tied to the growth and emergence of the Australian and the South Pacific External Studies Association (ASPESA), the forerunner of the present-day Open and Distance Learning Association of Australia (ODLAA), which owns it (see also Bewley, 2008; Inglis, 1999). The idea of a journal on distance education was first mooted at one of the earliest forums of ASPESA and ratified at the 1979 ASPESA Forum held in Perth, Western Australia (see Mitchell, 2009).
The path trodden by the journal since then has certainly not been linear, nor by any grand design. Although a great deal of credit for the creation and the development of the Distance Education journal goes to the agency of its founding executive editors, Ian McD. Mitchell and Desmond Keegan, and to ODLAA for sponsoring this initiative, many more people from throughout the world have contributed to its success. These include past and present associate editors, members of the editorial board, reviewers of contributions to the journal, copyeditors, and publishers.
Forty years ago, the Distance Education journal began with two issues per volume per year published locally by university printing and publishing facilities. Today the journal stands tall and proud amongst its peers with four issues per volume a year and published by the Taylor & Francis Group in both printed and online formats. The journal is a subscription-based publication, but it does support open access publication with the payment of an article processing fee. One or two issues of the journal per volume are regularly devoted to special themed issues of particular interest at the time.
When it began to publish in 1980, not much was around by way of peer-reviewed journals in the field. Distance education as a field of practice and scholarship was struggling to be counted along with conventional face-to-face practices, let alone ask for parity of esteem as it sought to do much later. Desmond Keegan’s seminal article on defining distance education in issue number one of volume number one sought to etch out the defining characteristics and threshold principles of the field (Keegan, 1980). This was groundbreaking work that helped guide a generation of scholarship in the field and helped it grow into what it is today. In the 40 years of this scholarship, there have been many crossroads with promising options and various kinds of boundaries to push. Numerous terms, tools, and practices have found and lost favor. And after 40 years and more, distance education is more entrenched in our cognitive schema than it has ever been.
This is not to suggest that it has not had its challenges. There have been many suitors, some well-meaning and others not so well-meaning. There have been times when even the term distance education seemed like a liability as opposed to an asset, and times when it would have been reasonable to claim that distance education may have lost its way or gone wrong (see Baggaley, 2008). 
It has been a hell of a journey, and to mark and celebrate 40 years of this ride, we put out a call for contributions that would offer critical insights on the field and the path this journal has carved out for itself. In this final issue of the 40th anniversary volume, we offer a small selection of these insights. Not all of these have the Distance Education journal as their focus, although several do. Others have directed their attention to developments in the field and its threshold principles, as well as its adoption and integration into mainstream educational processes.
Leading these is Jon Baggaley’s reflections on “The DE journal at 40: Crossroads and horizons”. As suggested by Jon, the Distance Education journal and indeed the whole field has faced many crossroads and many more challenges. Notably, these crossroads and challenges have come dressed in a variety of forms and with all kinds of technical wizardry. Some of these, such as the Internet and mobile devices, promised to modernise and mainstream distance education. Others, such as elearning, flipped learning, blended learning, and more recently micro-credentialing and block chain, have promised to reform and revolutionize distance education provision. But if you were to take a closer look at their promises, you will find that many of their promises have offered little that is new or innovative (see Naidu, in press).
They say that technologies such as video and video shared over the Internet would revolutionize learning and teaching by flipping conventional classroom practices (Sams & Bergmann, 2013). This is a claim that seems to be based on the premise that teaching is a linear process that comprises of two things – listening or reading and discussing the content. This is a very simplistic representation of the learning and teaching transaction, which is otherwise a very complex process. The truth is that technology by itself is unable to transform anything. It is the affordances of technologies when optimized with powerful learning strategies such as discussion, debate, and collaboration that have the real power to transform learning and achievement. These strategies are not new for us. They are all around us and they have been proven to work in all kinds of educational contexts. Distance education practices had not only invented what is called flipped learning but also had perfected it. For decades, prior to the emergence of the Internet, print-based distance education adopted the practice of developing self-instructional study materials which students are able to work through in their own time, pace, and place of study, and if and when necessary, combine it with local tutorial or residential schools, and audio or video conference in order to be able to engage with their tutors and other students.
Others saw the potential of distance education to reach larger numbers of students. They said that the Internet would make courses being taught face-to-face to small groups on campuses accessible to a much larger and a global audience and promote connective knowledge building (Siemens, 2008; Siemens, & Downes, 2011). However, this had only become evident to them with the emergence of the Internet and online distance education, and yet open universities and various other educational institutions all over the world had been using distance learning methods and technologies for educating extraordinarily large numbers of students for decades (see Daniel, 1996). But of course, none of that mattered to these folks.
For many, a new ship hove in town and it brought with it new opportunities. Champions of online distance education saw in it an opportunity to grow its market and promote their brand. These champions were not interested in the methods fine-tuned by open universities throughout the world and for decades on such things as the design of self-instructional learning materials, the use of media such as radio, television, and video in learning and teaching enhancement, student support at a distance, assessment of learning outcomes, and the provision of feedback. Online distance education, they claimed, was new and different.
Most and especially those in the Ivy League were attracted to the learning opportunities of online distance education, but not distance education that was print-based. Furthermore, they were keen to experiment with online distance education methods, but not at the expense of their core business models and modus operandi. For these so-called pioneering spirits, online distance education sat on the periphery of their core business models, where it served as a playpen for those who saw in distance education an opportunity to promote their brand and expand their revenue base with just-in-time learning and micro-credentialing, and being quick to the market with the help of big data and learning analytics.
Junhong Xiao’s review of the five-year development plans of 75 Chinese universities offers some evidence of this suggestion. In this article “Digital transformation in Chinese higher education: Critiquing the five-year development plans (2016–2020) of 75 Chinese universities”, Xiao reports that Chinese universities are attracted to the potential of digitalization and distance education but only to give the impression of modernized and progressive thinking on their part. There is little evidence in these development plans of any systemic change in their thinking, policies, and practices in relation to the adoption of digital learning, open educational practices, or distance education in most conventional Chinese universities, although Chinese universities do not stand alone in this regard (see Naidu, in press).
As outrageous or misguided many of these developments may seem, several of them have worked in favor of distance education as wind beneath its sails. But others have not. Consider the adoption of flexible learning as part of mainstream processes, for instance. It is arguable that the adoption of open, flexible, and distance education practices as part of mainstream educational practices is actually incongruent with its ethos and character. Distance education grew out of the need for learning opportunities by those who could not access conventional educational practices. As such, distance education was from the get-go conceived as a lean and mean educational provision that did not require physical presence or for students to be part of a learning community. Traditionally, distance education learning materials were designed to be self-instructional and self-sustaining. In this manner, distance education was a social imperative and a public good. Its goal has been to take learning opportunities out to people who could not, or did not want to, go to where it was provided. For many, it was a second chance learning opportunity, very aptly articulated by the raison d'être of the United Kingdom Open University (Open University, 2019). By reintegrating distance education into mainstream processes, it is arguable that distance education may have lost its agenda and has actually gone wrong (see Baggaley, 2008).
This is a key point raised by Aras Bozkurt in his article “Intellectual roots of distance education: A progressive knowledge domain analysis”. For this article, the author studied publications in four distance education journals to trace the foundations of the field. An important although unsurprising observation of this study is that the roots of distance education are multidisciplinary. The field has its foundations in other disciplinary areas such as education, information and communications technology, and the design sciences. But this is an important observation because it suggests that distance education is not radically different from face-to-face education in its foundations. It is a mode of learning that draws on the same principles of learning and teaching that drive any other form of education. It is not a new generation of learning and teaching either, as others have described it. It is just another mode of learning and teaching that has advantages for particular groups, such as those who would like greater flexibility and choices in relation to when and where they study. For these learners, distance education is critical, and they would rather see it remain lean and mean, and without the reintegration in it of mainstream processes.
Nevertheless, flexibility is a key threshold principle of distance education. While it is a concept that has been heavily represented in the distance education literature, its full potential remains somewhat unrealised (Naidu, 2017). The article by George Veletsianos and Shandell Houlden, “An analysis of flexible learning and flexibility over the last 40 years of Distance Education”, provides an excellent review of this work while charting a way forward. We have begun to see flexibility as a lot more than choices in relation to the time, place, and pace of learning (see Naidu & Roberts, 2018).
However, flexibility has its costs, and not all distance education students prefer to have too much flexibility. Too much flexibility can lead to procrastination, delay, and dropout especially in self-instructional learning environments. This is the subject of the article by Clarence Ng. From a review of research on motivation published in this journal, this article, “Shifting the focus from motivated learners to motivating distributed environments: A review of 40 years of published motivation research in Distance Education”, suggests that a shift in focus is required from researching motivation as a product of individual self-efficacy to looking at its role as a design construct. The claim here is that the focus of existing research on motivation has been on the learner, and not enough on designing and building motivating learning environments. A shift in focus from seeing motivation as a product of self-efficacy is required because cognition is more than a personal construct. It is distributed, and when we pay attention to the design and development of motivating learning environments, individual motivation will follow. 
For 40 years the Distance Education journal has led the field in shining a spotlight on these issues, controversies, and so much more, as suggested in the final article in this issue by Olaf Zawacki-Richter and Katja Buntins.  In this article, “The position of Distance Education in a journal network”, the authors studied the position of the Distance Education journal within a network of journals, and its role in the promotion and discussion of debate in the field more broadly. It is evident from this analysis that the Distance Education journal occupies an enviable position among peers, and that it is a destination of choice for researchers in the field of open, flexible, and technology-enhanced learning. But this position is, unfortunately, confined to the English-speaking world. This is a significant problem for the journal, and it needs to be addressed if it were to have a global reach and impact.
In reflecting upon these past 40 years in the life of Distance Education, and on this occasion, we pay tribute to the pioneering spirits of its founding executive editors Ian McD. Mitchell and Desmond Keegan, as well as to the agency of ODLAA for having faith in and supporting their effort. We also pay tribute to the untiring efforts of current editors of the journal, members of its editorial board, copyeditors, and the publishers for keeping alive that spirit. Enjoy!
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