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Introduction: mobilities
This paper is about being a distance learner, and how we might theorise and better understand what it means to be a student at a university who is not – and may never be – in that university in the material sense of being present ‘on-campus’. Distance education, at least in the context of the conventional campus-based university, requires us to think newly about institutional space, and the various ways in which students and teachers are mobilised within in. It requires us, in fact, to re-think the institution as a ‘fluid’ space (Mol and Law 1994), one in which our ways of being ‘inside’ (and ‘outside’) need to be thought anew. In a fluid space, we find, it is not always possible ‘to determine identities nice and neatly, once and for all. Or to distinguish inside from outside, this place from somewhere else’ (Mol and Law 1994: 660). In engaging with distance education, we move beyond the ‘spatial securities’ (642) of the on-campus, toward an understanding of the institution as characterised by ‘flux and flows rather than simple bounded space’ (Fenwick et al 2011: 153).
In this paper we report on research with distance students at the University of Edinburgh. Over the period of a year we generated interview and visual data with 20 (check) students enrolled on a postgraduate programme in education
. These students were located across xx countries, and were at various stages of a programme which is conducted entirely online, with no formal or expected requirement for students ever to attend on-campus. This is a class that never meets, a cohort that by definition must work within the fluid boundaries of a highly technologised educational ‘space of flows’ (Bauman ref?), a space which has a complex, shifting relation to its material, institutional ‘base’.
In working with the data generated during this project, we take a view informed by the ‘mobility turn’ within social science (Hannam et al 2006), drawing on Mol and Law’s delineation of three kinds of social space – the regional, the networked, and the fluid (1994). Viewing distance education through the ‘mobilities’ lens requires us, we find, to begin a critique of the ‘sedentarist’ assumptions of conventional on-campus education (Sheller and Urry 2006), in favour of a more nuanced way of understanding the many, complex ‘mobilities and moorings’ (Hannam et al 2006: 2) of mobile, distanced students. ‘The University’, we suggest, can no longer be seen as a bounded, stable place, but is instead re-cast as a complex performance, an ‘enactment’ (Edwards et al 2011: 22):
Places are thus not so much fixed as implicated within complex networks by which hosts, guests, buildings, objects, and machines are contingently brought together to produce certain performances in certain places at certain times. (Sheller and Urry 2006: 214)
We begin therefore by providing an overview of ‘the mobility turn’ in social science and the conceptualisation of space described by Mol and Law (1994). After touching on the relatively low-profile ‘spatial turn’ within educational research, we use Mol and Law’s topologies to discuss interview data which maps distance education as a complex intersection and interaction of multiple spatialities. We work toward a position which sees distance education as inhabiting a fluid social space, where our expectations of institutional formation and personal identity, of location and diaspora, of learning and curriculum, of mobility and stasis are continually re-formed and re-shaped.
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Conclusion: distance learning as a fluid social space
look at Speed paper; and at Michael’s list; and Edwards and Usher Globalisation and Pedagogy: space, place and identity (do I have the library version?)
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