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Converting to a Distance Learning Format  

 

Best Practices Guide and Considerations 
 

 

This document consist of best practices for converting a educational training program to a 

distance learning (DE)  format.  Many different ideas and tips are included that will assist you in 

facilitating communication and learning in the online environment.  DE is defined as "institution-

based, formal education where the learning group is separated, and where interactive 

telecommunications systems are used to connect learners, resources, and instructors"  

(Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2009, p. 32).  There are many different options with 

providing DE and a lot of different things to consider.  We will focus on the planning, converting 

course elements, and the role of the trainer which includes how to facilitate communication and 

learning among the students.  It is recommended that you consult with an instructional designer 

before you implement any of these best practices.  If the assistants of an instructional designer is 

not available, please use caution when converting the course and use the items below as a guide 

in creating an effective DE earning solution for your students.   

Planning 
 

Effective planning can directly affect the outcomes and by using a systematic planning 

process for instruction, learning will occur.  The ADDIE process is one that is used by many 
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instructional designers but there are several others that are also effective.  Regardless of the 

system used, many of the same elements and components are covered including the learner, the 

content, the method and materials, and the environment which includes the technology.  

 

Component Review and plan 

Learner  Identify analyze all learners: 

 Cognitive abilities 

 Characteristics and learning preferences 

 Needs 

 Experience with DE 

 Technology capabilities 

 

Content Identify and analyze all content: 

 Objectives 

 Scope of the content 

 Types 

 Sequence of information and the amount 

 Storyboards 

 Syllabus  

 

Method  Identify and analyze instructional method or strategies 

 Identify and analyze materials 

o Select media and visual elements needed 

o Handouts 

o Distribution 

 

Environment Identify and analyze all environments and technology: 

 Synchronous, asynchronous, blended 

 Deliver system 

 CMS/LMS 

 Video, audio, animation, interactivity, documents, etc. 

 Discussion boards, blogs, wikis, etc. 

 Hardware or software needed 

 

   

When planning for DE, these components need to be addressed because they are the base 

of the project and help to set the ground work that everything else will be built on.  All of the 

decisions that will be made later in the process will result back to what was decided here.  Dr. 

Piskurich said that "we make those decision early on in our design because after we have written 
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our objectives, everything else is going to be based on what type of delivery system we are going 

to use" (Dr. George Piskurich). If any of these components are not planned out properly then you 

may run into problems later on in the project. 

Converting Content 
 

Once all of the main components have been identified and analyzed, you will have a 

better understanding of how you will convert your existing course content into the DE format.  It 

is important to add or enhance existing content to engage the online learner.  This means that you 

cannot just have lectures, reading assignments and handouts like you would in a face-to-face 

class but for "high-quality courses, there should be an emphasis on the use of various forms of 

visual media to offer instructional content" (Simonson, et al, p. 157).  There also needs to be 

some options for the learner to engage with and communicate about the content with other 

learners, as well as the instructor.   

Determine which aspects of the original training program could be used and what need to 

be enhanced for the distance learning format.  An example would be to take a reading 

assignment and convert it into an interactive presentation with audio, video, and graphics. In the 

planning, be sure to determine which aspects of your training program you will be using and 

knowing your options with the environment and technology will help you to select what content 

will be enhanced for distance learning format. Here are some DE content options: 

 

 Readings - on or off-line 

 Videos 

 Audio Recordings 

 Presentations 

 Discussions- synchronous or a 

synchronous 

 Interactive graphics 

 Game 

 

 Simulations 

 Blogs and/or wikis  

 Podcasting 

 Social bookmarking and networking 

 Mobile 

 Virtual worlds 

 Emerging technology 
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The Instructor 
 

Within a DE environment, the instructor plays an important role in the learner's success.  

The instructor needs to understand their roles and what is required of them because "teaching at a 

distance is a challenge" (Simonson, et al, p. 202).  Many of the same teaching techniques that are 

used in face-to-face can also be applied in DE, for example making sure that the students are able 

to meet the learning objectives is an important within both formats.  With online courses, there 

are several other roles that the instructor needs to understand and implement in the online class 

for them to be able to be successful at teaching at a distance.  Here are several aspects that an 

instructor will need to address and understand before teaching a DE class. 

 

Aspects of DE Instruction Address and Understand 

Student-centered learning Moving from a teacher-centered to a student-centered 

learning approach where the student becomes more engaged 

with the learning process and communication needs to occur 

between the instructor and the other students.   
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Facilitating  The instructor takes a facilitating role and provides 

guidance on communication and learning between the students.  

This can be done by participating, providing feedback, add 

instructional value, and also contact students who are not 

participating and show that they have an interest in their 

success.  It also important that the instructor facilitates any 

discussions "to ensure that misinformation is not accepted as 

fact, and that the thread does not get off track, or that erroneous 

information is not shared" (Simonson, et al, p. 187).  The 

instructor does not always need to respond, but they should have 

an active role. 

Instruction Know the entire course design and all of the learning 

elements that are within the class.  They should understand the 

structure of the course and know the syllabus as well as the 

requirements of the students.  

Technology Know how to use all of the technology within the class 

and be able to answer students questions who may have them.  

The instructor should identify the technology that will be used 

and address it with the students in the beginning so that can 

obtain any needed plug-ins or applications. 

Assessments Be clear on grading assignments and provide adequate 

and timely feedback.  It is important that the "feedback provides 

guidance on what was done well and on areas for improvement 
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adds to the success of the distance learning experience" 

(Simonson, et al, p. 195).   

Support Provide full support to the students in both the content 

and the technology.  Be prepared to answer questions about the 

instructional materials and also any issues that may arise with 

their technical abilities.  There should also be other types of 

support structures available to the student and should be easily 

accessible at anytime. 

 

It is imperative that the instructor is prepared and trained before teaching in a distance 

education environment and the students also need to be have an understanding of all the different 

elements.  Transitioning from face-to-face class to distance education format does require 

multiple different elements and can be a difficult process, it is important to note that "teaching at 

a distance can be a pleasurable experience for everyone involved" (Simonson, et al, p. 203).   
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