Cognitive dissonance is a psychological phenomenon that arises when individuals face a situation in which their beliefs differ from their behavior.  The dissonance causes a sense of discomfort or distress that causes the individual to change either their beliefs or behavior in order to resolve the dissonance.  When applied to distance education, cognitive dissonance comes into play in both participation in coursework and completion of educational goals.  The relative lack of structure compared to the face-to-face environment can be difficult for learners less prepared for independent study.  If these learners fall behind and fail to make use of the social structure, a dissonance occurs.  Instead of altering their behavior, the student rationalizes by altering his/her beliefs and decides that participation and study are a waste of time. 
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