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Abstract
Distance education is known by many names- online education, eLearning, and virtual
learning among others. With technology, we have been able to rapidly expand and
deliver learning opportunities across the globe giving students more options than ever
before (Duncan, 2005). A continuous growing knowledge economy comes with
challenges to meet the needs of learners in the 21st century.
This paper fuses globalization and academic capitalism as a systemic framework
to explore post-secondary distance education accessibility, affordability and attainment
for rural students in Great Britain and the United States. A comparison case study
between two University Distance Education programs, one in each country, will evaluate
online degrees and internet accessibility for who these institutions serve. Findings
suggest that there is very little research as well as ambiguous statistical data in regard
to geographical location defined as urban, suburban or rural. A “real” digital divide exists
between urban and rural locations that leads to unequal higher education access.
Keywords: internet, higher education, online learning, rural, broadband
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Introduction
The proliferation of technology in higher education continues to reinvent how
knowledge is created, consumed and generated. Neo millennials demand more from
higher education than ever before. They grew up as digital natives and expect to use
emerging technologies as part of their academic learning. In the era of academic
capitalization, higher education has become more entrepreneurial, competitive, and
globalized in the marketplace. Time shifts from pre-to postmodern academia as
described by Judith Walker has led to substantial growth rates of the virtual student
(Altbach, 2016).
Higher education has transformed from the elite to universal massification
(internationalization) with a global enrollment of 200m students in 2014 with a projected
400m students by 2030 (Altbach, 2016). Dede states, “The familiar world to the desktop
interface, providing access to distant experts and archives and enabling collaborations,
mentoring relationships, and virtual communities of practice will shape how people
learn” (Dede, 2005, p. 8). In the advent of information technology, there has been an
influx of new methodologies for teaching and learning to cope with demand. This
doesn’t always liken to equitable, affordable or accessible education. The purpose of
this paper is to delve into these criteria and compare and evaluate public postsecondary distance education for credit programs in the U.S. and U.K. primarily looking
at internet accessibility and affordability in rural areas and who these institutions are
geographically serving. Specifically, two case studies will be examined between the
University of Missouri and Scotland Open University, both of which offer online degrees
and certifications.
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For-credit instruction delivered online or “virtually” is now ubiquitous in many
countries of the world because distance education has afforded higher education
institutions the ability to use technology to deliver educational opportunities without
being separated by space and time (Deming, Goldin, Katz, and Yuchtman, 2015).
Private for profit, private non-profit, public and vocational Institutions are in strict global
competition. This paper is strictly focusing on public universities and institutions. For the
United States and the United Kingdom, the growth of distance education has become a
competitive market-driven system and revenue generation funding stream that views
students “as actual or potential commodities that carry, or will carry, within themselves
another form of commodity, namely, knowledge” (Kauppinen, Mathies, and Weimer,
2014, p. 249). As the structural and financial dynamics have changed, our social
discourse has moved away from higher education as a public good towards higher
education as an individual pursuit and private commodity (Altbach, 2016).
Colleges and universities in the U.S. and the U.K. are competing in a saturated
marketplace. When looking at university rankings, according to Times Higher Education,
more than half of the world’s top 200 universities are in the U.S. or U.K. (International
Student, p. 1). Although rankings are controversial in the terms of measuring criteria,
they are still important to the potential student looking in the education marketplace.
Most students will have a heavy financial debt to carry when finished so they ‘shop’
around for the best buy according to their needs.
A digital divide exists between those that have access to the internet and other
digital communications and those who don’t either by income inequality or spatial (often
these two are interconnected). Students living in rural areas need access to high speed
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broadband services to be able to participate in online courses. Without adequate access
and/or internet speed that is accessible and affordable educational institutions are
unable to serve rural students.
The past 20 years’ globalization has been viewed as a fundamental force in
higher education. Globalization, broadly defined as foreseeable global economic and
technological advances have caused countries to adopt new practices to meet the
needs of a knowledge economy. Academic capitalism has encapsulated higher
education as a public good to private good where funding streams are changing,
students are seen as consumers and as sources for profits (Altbach, 2016). Neo
millennials, a changing student demographic, increased internet accessibility, rapid
increase in information technology and adoption have contributed to the increase in
students taking advantage of distance education. Using globalization and academic
capitalism as a theoretical framework and specifically focusing on distance education
and internet access prompted the following research questions:
1. Who does Mizzou Online and Scotland Open University serve through
distance education?
2. Does distance education provide accessibility for rural students to obtain
higher education certifications or degrees?
3. Is there a digital divide that prevents unequal accessibility for rural
students from participating in distance education programs?
Online Education: Transformative Changes
Early distance education started in the 1980’s as paper-based correspondence
courses and later, video or satellite-based technologies. Over time, online learning was
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producing education disseminated over the internet. In the1990’s the term eLearning
began emerging. Although there are many terms used today for this type of educational
delivery system online learning is mainly referred to U.S. higher education and
eLearning is applied to corporate or self-paced learning (Geith & Vignore, 2008).
“Expansion is now the defining trend in the worldwide development of higher
education. Some predict that by 2020, 40% of the global workforce will be knowledge
workers with a need for tertiary qualifications (Daniel, Kanwar, & Uvalic-Tumbric, 2009,
p. 1).” The authors point out that China and India have doubled enrollments in the past
ten years, giving them the largest global higher education enrollments with over 25
million students out of the 140 million students (including part-time) enrolled around the
world (Daniel, et al., 2009). Distance education is seen as a solution to providing
accessible opportunities to the student population seeking higher education, especially
for non-traditional students who are working and living in remote rural areas (Daniel, et.
al., 2009).
Altbach (2016) reports that of the ten largest online education institutions in the
world, seven are from developing countries. Walker stated, “One of the most
transformative changes in the relationship between time and academia could be the
massive growth of the virtual student, enrolled at a university within a city or country into
which she may never set foot. We have entered an era of virtual education where 30%
of all college students now learn online- compared to less than 10% in 2002” (Cantwell
& Kauppinen, 2014 p. 59). Modern technology and the internet has made
communication across borders easier adding to the globalization of higher education.
“No academic system can exist by itself in the world of the 21st century” (Altbach, 2016).
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Online learning is not new but has rather gone through several phases as technology
has changed and been adapted. Technology has contributed to the growth of online
education institutions but it is yet to be seen how the quality of the academic experience
is measured globally.
The United States
According to the NMC Horizon Report Scaling Solutions (2016), the United
States is currently on a path to produce 11 million fewer certificates and degrees than
our economy requires by 2025. During this same time period half of all students working
on degrees ultimately drop out. Furthermore, 50% of all people from high income
families earn a bachelor’s degree by age 25 versus just 10% from low income families
(Hall, Adams, Davis and Shedd, 2016). In the U.S. more than 60% of higher education
students work part or full-time jobs and 28% have families. Almost 40% are enrolled in
part-time schooling, with 60% enrolled at four year institutions and 40% at two year
institutions (Hall et al., 2016). Today, there is a diverse student population in which
traditional higher education structures can be ineffective. “Developing innovative
learning environments is necessary today, as traditional educational approaches will not
be able to deliver 21st century competencies for learners” (NMC, 2016, p. 19).
According to the US Department of education,1.6 million students took an online
course in the United States in 2002 and just twelve years later, that number rose to
almost 6 million. While overall higher education enrollment continues to decline distance
education continues to grow (4% in 2014). During the 2011-12 academic year, almost
7.4 million undergraduate students and 1.3 million graduate students took at least one
online course. In 2014 one in seven students were entirely enrolled in distance
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education (almost 3 million) and 50% were solely from public higher education
institutions. One in four students enrolled in at least some of their courses online (Poulin
and Strout, 2016).
Where do distance education students come from? This continues to be an
issue. Data is not sufficiently gathered and institutions report differently making data
variable. For public higher education institutions, it’s reported that 84% of exclusively
online education students reside in the same state as the institution while private for –
profit institutions report that 75% of their exclusive online students come from outside
the state (Poulin and Strout, 2016). In 2012 it was reported that 45% of financially
independent undergraduates who were married and had dependents took online
education courses than did the 26% financially dependent undergraduates. Also, 52%
of graduate students who weren’t married with dependents took online courses with
32% of graduate students who exclusively obtained their degree online (National Center
for Educational Statistics, 2016). Even with more students being drawn to enrolling in
online courses and degree programs, what are the attrition rates and how do they
compare with traditional brick and mortar campuses?
A significant decline in state appropriations in public higher education institutions
has led to funding structures being shifted to using student tuition dollars as primary
revenue generation (Doyle and Zumeta, 2014). Irrespective of student motivations,
higher education institutions have continued to look at how to expand student
enrollment through strategic lenses with distance education being a strong proponent to
counter decreased funding and enrollment (Allen and Seaman, 2016). Institutions
market themselves as a virtual destination for domestic and international students. For
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example, University of Missouri’s iSchool (School of Information Science and Learning
Technology) has been awarded several distinctions including top ten master’s online
degree in educational technology and best buy.
The United Kingdom
The United Kingdom has a long history of distance education and is a major
competitor for the United States. Although many public and private universities offer
distance education in the UK, the Open University (OU) was founded in 1969 with
24,000 students and has since educated over 2 million students over the last 50 years.
The OU is the largest provider of law graduates in the UK and is the only university in
the UK dedicated to distance education. The OU has nearly 175,000 current students
including almost 7,500 overseas students with 180 doctoral degrees awarded in
2015/16. Sixty percent of OU students get government funding to study (The Open
University, 2017). There is a greater number of younger students in the age range of
25-35 with 60% being female. The UK trend follows the U.S. in that most distance
learning students are working professionals and tend to be older than campus based
students.
Distance education is valued differently than in the U.S. Many students take
advantage of this platform and consider it very credible whereas in the U.S. there is still
skepticism to the value of education that students are getting with online courses. Over
75% of OU students work full or part-time with 31% that are under age 25. OU states
that 23% of the UK undergraduate students live in the 25% most deprived areas in the
UK and more than 22,000 people with disabilities enrolled in 2015/16 (The Open
University, 2017).
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The Digital Divide: Does it exist?
Digital equity refers to unequal access to technology, particularly broadband
internet. Affordability and accessibility are reasons cited for not having broadband
service. According to UNESCO, 3.2 billion people across the globe are using the
internet, but only 41% of those that live in developing countries are online. Developing
countries however, are rapidly developing distance education courses to keep their
students from going abroad to study and to be competitive in the global education
market. The NMC Horizons Report for Higher Education says, “The United Nations has
identified internet access as essential to meeting its sustainable development goals of
alleviating poverty and hunger and improving health and education worldwide by 2030”
NMC 2017, p. 40).
United States Internet Users
The Federal Communications Commission's definition for internet access speed
is 25 Mbps for download and 3 Mbps for upload as the minimum required for residential
access service level benchmark. The FCC estimates that a tenth of all Americans or 34
million people lack access to this benchmark service level with 39% or 23 million living
in rural populations vs. only 4% being urban (FCC, 2016). The Higher Education
Coordinating Council suggested that a “lack of widely available broadband is correlated
to a smaller percentage of residents with college degrees or certificates” (Schaffhauser,
2016, p.1). Ed Moore, president of Independent Colleges and Universities of Florida
stated that while his schools offer more than 590 fully online degree and certificate
programs," the access to those programs "should not be driven by where one lives."

RURAL ACCESSIBILITY TO DISTANCE EDUCATION

11

Limits on broadband access, he said, "slams the door on accessibility. You cannot get
ahead if you cannot get online” (Schaffhauser, 2016, p.1).
For more than 15 years, the Pew Research Center has documented broadband
and its growth and distribution in the United States. Pew states that today 9 out of 10
adults use the internet. Roughly 75% of US adults have broadband internet service at
home but about 30 million lack access to high speed internet. Older adults, minorities,
rural residents, and those with lower levels of education and incomes are less likely to
have broadband service at home (PEW Factsheet, 2017). Rural communities have
older populations, lower education attainment rates and lower incomes than other
location groups so this influences the use of internet and broadband subscriptions.
However, young adults accounted for about 18% of the rural population making them
the smallest age group in rural populations, but they were nearly equal to their peers in
suburban and urban locations who used the internet (Rainie, Reddy and Bell, 2004).
With internet adoption still rising in rural areas young people seeking higher education
will use the internet if the infrastructure is put in place so it is accessible for online
courses. See tables 1 through 3 (Pew Research, 2017).
Table 1: % of US adults who are home broadband users by community type
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Table 2: % of US adults who are home broadband users by income

Table 3: % of US adults who are home broadband users by education level
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A 2016 (Pew) research study indicated that the digital divide in the United States
includes not only access to technology but the ability to understand and use it. Rural
Americans have continued to adopt digital technology in recent years, but they still are
less likely than non-rural adults to have broadband, smartphones and other devices at
home. Mobile technology and rural residents who own smartphones has continued to
climb significantly but ownership of desktop or laptops has risen slightly since 2008.
According to a Pew Research Center survey conducted in 2016, almost twothirds (63%) of rural Americans say they have a broadband internet connection at
home, which has increased from one- third (35%) in 2007. Even with these increases in
digital technology adoption, rural adults remain less likely than urban and suburban
adults to have and use these technologies (Perrin, 2017). The exception is if rural adults
earn a higher income which is true of the whole population. Pew research reports that
“Even though rural areas are more wired today than in the past, substantial segments of
rural America still lack the infrastructure needed for high-speed internet, and what
access these areas do have tends to be slower than that of non-rural areas” (Perrin,
2017, p. 1 ).
UK Internet Users
According to Blank, Graham and Calvino, “Britain has one of the largest Internet
economies in the developed world. The Internet contributes an estimated 8.3% to
Britain’s gross domestic product (GDP) (Dean et al., 2012), a share of the economy that
is larger than health care, construction, or education” (Blank et. al, 2017, p.1). See
Figure 1.
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Figure 1: % of Internet Users in the UK

Source: Blank, Graham & Calvino (2017)
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The researchers also state that education is a second major influence on why
people use the internet as well as higher incomes. The criteria of higher income and
educated individuals in urban areas using and adopting internet use more than rural
older adults is commonly documented in the U.S. as well as the U.K. (Blank and
Groselj; Bonfadelli, 2002; van Dijk and van Deurisen, 2012; White & Selwyn, 2013.)
Although 92% of the population in the U.K. are internet users, there still is
attainment issues for those that live in rural areas (CIA, 2017). According to the Royal
Geographical Society, 30% of homes in the U.K. today lack any kind of access to the
internet. It is estimated that 10 million people have never been online and of these 40%
have been categorized as “highly disadvantaged” (Oakes, 2016).
According to Paton, a study by England’s Higher Education Funding Council
indicated that students from middle class families, despite having good exam grades
are not choosing to go to the University as a next step. Paton describes “cold spots” as
thousands of teenagers living in rural areas missing degree courses (Paton, 2014, p. 1).
The Funding council said, “the disparity was partly due to the particularly low level of
higher education provision in some rural and coastal areas. This makes it hard for
students to access courses, (Paton, 2014, p. 2).”
Methodology
The following comparative case study will give an indication of how two academic
higher education institutions are serving students online and if there is adequate
broadband infrastructure to support rural student’s accessibility and affordability forcredit online degrees and certifications. A comparison will be made to see if these cases
follow national trends and mirror each other. In terms of comparative analysis and
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limitations these two cases were chosen because after an extensive review of existing
literature there were very few cases that could be drawn on. Institutions are choosing to
focus on student satisfaction, achievement, attainment and the quality of online
instructional delivery and vary drastically in how they report data. Each case was
chosen not because of similarities or differences, but for what each could offer in terms
of understanding the research questions and policy implications. The conclusions can
be understood as relevant to a broader understanding compared against national data
but not generalized.
Case Study
Missouri covers 69,000 square miles, with a population of 6 million of which 1.5m
are living in rural areas (USDA-ERS). Scotland covers 31,000 sq. miles with a
population of 5.3 million of which 1 million live in rural areas. Therefore, Missouri has
double the land mass of Scotland with about 750,000 more people, but a relatively close
percentage of persons living in rural areas.
According to the CIA Factbook, the urban population is described by the
percentage of the total population living in urban areas as defined by each country. In
2015, the UK had an 82.6% urban population compared to an 81.6% urban population
in the US (CIA Factbook). The rurality measurement for the United States and Missouri
that is used for this case study is from the Census Bureau Office of Budget and
Management Classification. See Appendix 1. Rurality in Scotland is determined by The
Scottish Government Urban Rural Classification. It is based on “settlement” size as
defined by the National Records of Scotland (NRS). The second factor accessibility, is
established by drive time between accessible and remote areas in Scotland.
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“Settlements” with a population of less than 3,000 are defined as rural, settlements of
between 3,000 and 10,000 populations are small towns and the remainder are classified
as urban- 10,000 plus population (NRS). See Appendix 2.
University of Missouri- Mizzou Online
According the National Center for Education Statistics, 42% of students aged 1824 are enrolled in higher education. Twenty-nine percent come from rural areas
compared to almost 50% from urban areas. The report states that white, rural youth
tend to score better on their assessment tests than do their counterparts, even those
rural students with higher incomes are still choosing not to go to college. Understanding
this anomaly is critical if higher education wants to reach rural students. Although there
are several reasons for this, one is historical in that in the past college wasn’t a
requirement to farm. It is a cultural mindset as much as an educational one. Getting
them there is not the only challenge but also keeping them there (Marcus & Krupnick,
2017).
The 2016-17 Distance Education report from Mizzou Online reports that 16,400
students took at least one of the 1,098 online courses (928 fully online). 3,643 are
entirely distance education students. Forty-five percent of current campus students took
at least one online class. Twenty-nine percent of MU’s total graduate credit hours were
from online courses with 10% being undergraduate. In 2016-17, 790 graduates
completed their degrees fully online. While the University of Missouri-Columbia
incoming freshman population has declined the last few years, Mizzou Online has
continued with a growth of 31% over the past five years. Mizzou Online states, that out
of 38 public research doctoral universities, they added online courses faster than 33 of
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the comparators. The average student age is 24 with 57% being female and 43% being
male. 65% of the Mizzou online students are from in- state compared to the national
figure of 85%. When looking at who Mizzou Online serves they are mostly from urbansuburban counties (See Appendix 1) with internet access. The lowest student
enrollments are from rural counties with broadband usage that is underserved or not
served. See Figure 2:
Figure 2: Location of Mizzou Online Students 2016-17

Source: 2016-2017 Mizzou Online Distance Education Report
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Counties that have large populations with access to two or more internet service
providers in Missouri are home to post-secondary institutions. The average for rural
Missouri that has two internet service providers is 48% (Rural Missouri Asset Mapping,
2015). See Figure 3:
Figure 3: Non-Mobile Broadband Speed Coverage in Missouri

Scotland
The Scottish Funding Council, (SFC), which is the entity that distributes higher
education funding also oversees the quality enhancement framework (QEF) which was
developed in 2003. Currently, there aren’t any national policies in the UK that govern
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distance education, but Brexit has had an impact on education with immigration control
and access to funding. Therefore, universities have been encouraged to “sell more
distance education courses to international students” (Owusu-Boampong & Holmberg,
2015, p. 13).
According to the IDEAL report the UK refers to distance education and online
learning as one in the same so finding robust data on these programs remains difficult.
The Highlands and Islands in Scotland rank second out of the top 5 highest rate of noninternet users in the UK. See Figure 4.
Figure 4: Top 5 Non-Internet Users in the U.K.

The Open University (OU) in Scotland has been concerned with reaching rural
students because its mission is to be open to all. Approximately 20% of Scottish OU
students are geographically remote. Macintyre and Macdonald (2011) report that of
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these rural communities 78% leave to obtain higher education and 29% stay. Those that
leave are typically 16-24 and not working professionals. In this distance education
model, tutors are assigned geographically and may have a group of remote or rural
students. Attending these sessions is not required, however, students do have to travel
to exam centers.
A very remote area that was studied by Macintyre and Macdonald was the
Highlands and Islands of Scotland. It is over 70 miles to the nearest study center with
tutorial guidance and testing centers. In 2011, when this study took place, there were 62
students residing in this area. It was reported that students were studying a variety of
different subjects and degree levels. In the study, the demographics echoed the national
data which showed older, working females enrolled. The researchers reported that
urban OU students tended to peak at age 29 but in rural OU the age was 44 (Macintyre
& Macdonald, 2011.) The Scottish government has invested heavily in digital
infrastructure for its citizens. Everyone within this study reported having access to home
broadband and it was key to their way of life although the type and speed was not
specified. Participants stated that many times transportation access to services and
permanent jobs was difficult. This study focused on how the OU could support remote
students and what they considered their school experience to be like. The researchers
also pointed out that the bulk of research on distance learning in the UK was focused on
instructional design and user experiences, much like that of the United States.
Policy Implications and Discussion
In the digital world we live in, it is a critical strategy to increase access and
participation and to deliver affordable instruction across space and time for higher
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education institutions. The United States and United Kingdom have a long history in
developing policies and approaches to changing educational funding structures and
serving non-traditional students. In both countries, academic institutions have failed to
come up with an adequate reporting structure that is reliable and consistent. However,
the two case studies presented have managed to gather some data that looks at who
they are serving geographically, although not in detail. Unreliable data and inconsistent
definitions make detailed reporting and critical analysis challenging for administrators,
researchers, and the public (Garrett, 2015). Institutions must drastically improve their
data collection and reporting for online education statistics especially when it comes to
who they are serving in geographical locations and where their students are going when
they graduate. Public universities in the U.S. should look at policies for in state students
since they attract over 80% participation for online courses. Meanwhile, in Scotland,
almost 80% of their young people leave to obtain higher education. The remaining
population that does access distance education policies could be implemented for
giving more accessibility to centers that are closer so students can access them easier
to further their education and add more skills to their employment portfolios. In the
United States fewer rural students leave to obtain a college degree compared to their
urban/suburban counterparts (almost 43% leave, but only 29% are rural).
In some parts of the U.S. people believe internet access is a basic required
utility. Attracting industry to rural areas and home values are affected if broadband
infrastructure is absent or not high speed. The U.K. and U.S. have invested in
broadband infrastructure but more so in urban areas than in rural. Each has taken a
different approach to how that infrastructure is built and delivered and who pays the
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cost. In Scotland, the government has invested heavily in broadband infrastructure. In
comparing the two countries distance education is accessible to rural students but
broadband infrastructure and income play into affordability and accessibility.
“The generally held view is that many institutions pursue distance education for
economic reasons, often exploiting the potential of academic globalization…and
furthermore, in order to pursue such students in a competitive marketplace…to deliver
their distance provision” (Owusu-Boampong & Holmberg, 2015, p. 14). The knowledge
economy is borderless and established institutions in the United States and the United
Kingdom have already begun to shift their attention to international markets to attract
new students. In order to make online education more accessible and effective the
following policy areas need to be addressed: infrastructure/faster internet
connectivity/improved bandwidth; appropriate policies supporting distance education
and awareness of its value; technical support for instructors and students; lower prices
for connectivity; improved training for academic educators in course software and
course design.
Conclusion
Will distance education turn into an equitable venture for rural students to have
affordable and accessible higher educational opportunities or will the lack of
infrastructure and income inequality further divide those discrepancies of higher
education attainment? That is yet to be determined. Comparing the U.S. and U.K. it
seems that rural people have access to online education, but the broadband
infrastructure in many areas is lacking or too costly for their incomes.
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Governments, systems and institutions across countries and continents continue
to develop policies that respond to globalization and academic capitalism in a rapidly
ever changing information technology digital age but have focused on limited criteria
that doesn’t address who they are geographically serving and where their graduates are
going.
This paper explored the role distance education has played in increasing
accessibility to higher education for rural students in Great Britain and the United
States. Findings suggest that there is very little research or statistical data kept in this
regard as well as a digital divide among rural areas both in spatial and lower socio
economic groups. Academic institutions have not done a good job of tracking
geographically who they are serving online and where students are going once finished.
Focus instead has been on student satisfaction, achievement, attainment and the
quality of online instructional delivery. Across the globe, higher education institutions
can’t develop sound policies for online education if they don’t know who they are
serving. It is not their problem alone, governments, institutions and communities must
work together to put into place broadband policies and infrastructure.
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Index 1: Missouri Urban/Rural by Office of Budget and Management Classification 2013

Source: https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/metro-micro.html
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