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Introduction
Online education opportunities offered by colleges and universities have grown remarkably, from almost non-existent 20 years ago to almost universal today.  In a review of higher education distance learning articles published at the end of the 1980s, Maeroff (2002, p. 11) found little mention of e-learning programs; by 1989 distance learning consisted mainly of “courses offered by correspondence and public television, with some mention of independent study, tutorial software, and audio tapes.”  Little more than a decade later the National Center for Education Statistics (as cited in Gaytan, 2007) noted that 90% of two-year and 89% of four-year public institutions offered some form of online courses in the 2000-2001 academic year.
While supporters of online education view it as a valuable tool with advantages over traditional classroom teaching (Gaytan, 2007), such rapid growth in online teaching and learning does not mean that the method is unopposed.  On the contrary, critics question its usefulness; many believe that it weakens education and shortchanges students (Maeroff, 2002).  The controversy has led to many studies and reviews of the subject; two such papers are Dr. Jorge Gaytan’s Visions Shaping the Future of Online Education: Understanding its Historical Evolution, Implications, and Assumptions and Gene I. Maeroff’s Standing in the Middle of a Cyclone: Online Education Comes of Age.
The Authors
Dr. Jorge Gaytan is the Director of Business Education at the Richards College of Business, University of West Georgia.  He holds a Doctorate in Educational Leadership and Administration; he concentrated on “integrating instructional technology into college and university learning environments.”  He also holds a Masters of Business Administration degree and a B.B.A. in Computer Information Systems.

Gene I. Maeroff was a founding director, in 1996, of the Hechinger Institute on Education and the Media at Teacher’s College, Columbia University, and remains Director and a senior fellow at the Institute.  He was a senior fellow at the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in Princeton and a national education correspondent for the New York Times.

The Papers
Both articles took a look at the history of distance education and the online component of that teaching method; considered the views of proponents and critics of online education; and discussed the status of online education at the time of writing (since it is changing so quickly and constantly, Maeroff (2002, p. 10) described his writing about it as trying to “take a snapshot of a cyclone while standing in the middle of it”).  They both offered insights into the potential of online education and suggestions for improving it.

The papers differed in style and tone.  Maeroff’s was like a magazine article, written in an informal style.  He cited one publication by name, but did not include a reference list.  The article, while informative and engaging, was also meant to serve (in my opinion) as an ad for a book he had just written.  Sidebars included excerpts from the book, and he mentioned the book several times in the article.  Still, the article was an interesting overview of the subject.
In contrast, Gaytan’s paper was more scholarly and formal in tone.  At more than twice the length of Maeroff’s article, it was a more in-depth study of online education’s current successes and failures and future promise.  He conducted a study of the literature on the subject, citing sources from 1954 (for an overview of the history of adult education) to 2006.  As such, the paper was very well annotated, and its Reference section was four pages long.  It was somewhat more difficult to read, but not any more so than most college textbooks (and easier than many textbooks I have been required to read).

The authors both approached the subject of online education with a positive bias.  Maeroff (2002, p. 8) stated that he did not want to “trash” online education and that he wanted to present a “somewhat sympathetic” view.  Gaytan did not state it so directly, but it was clear from his purpose that he supported online education and, indeed, undertook his study to provide information to help educators develop its full potential.  However, both authors were very forthcoming in laying out the problems that they and others saw in online education and in expressing the views of critics.  They then provided ideas to improve the method and to answer critics.
Both authors mentioned one aspect of online education that I had not thought would be a problem, but apparently is a source of criticism:  online instruction as a profit-making business.  The authors approached online education from the perspective of non-profit educational institutions.  They both cited criticism that online education as a business will lead to an inferior product.  Gaytan (2007, p. 7) flatly stated that “Quality is undermined when business becomes the prevailing model of distance programs.”  Maeroff (2002, p. 8) took a lighter tone to describe the criticism:  “Some providers view such courses as vehicles to (Dare I utter the word?) profits.”  

The authors both offered suggestions as to how non-profit institutions can make use of and improve online education methods and make them their own.  Gaytan (2007) especially went deeper into this with a Recommendations section that detailed five points to speak to what he considered to be essential issues of not-for-profit online education.  He made the points that “self-teaching is not the essence of online education”, and that “technology by itself will not improve the scholarship of teaching and learning.  Instructional practices have the most impact on teaching and learning” (pp. 8, 9).        
Conclusion
In the end, both authors agreed that online learning is an educational method that is here to stay and, despite problems, “will contribute to the advancement of the scholarship of teaching and learning” (Gaytan, 2007, p. 8).  Both authors saw great promise for what online education can accomplish in the future; Maeroff (2002, p. 12) believed that anyone who wants “a high quality education should be able to obtain elements of it as readily online as in a classroom.”
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“Self teaching is not the essence of online education”








� From Dr. Gaytan’s website at http://www.westga.edu/~jgayton/aboutme.htm


� From Mr. Maeroff’s website at http://www.genemaeroff.com
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