














The flltlll‘e Of e—learning: Realities, myths, challenges, and opportunities
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traditional forms of learning.”

“The best is yet to come. The best that is yet to
come will come about because of a convergence
of some serious rethinking of how to best produce
learning. The technology will become a whole lot
less clunky than it is right now. We're in the early
stages”

“My vision of the future of e-learning is that we
will drop the '€ because, in one form or another,
all learning will use some electronic technology.”

‘e-Learning will become part of every learning
experience.”

THE CONCLUSION

o

o®

“The critical enabler for future success and
development of e-learning will be our collective
ability to pool resources and funding to
consolidate as buyers, corporations and as higher
educational institutions.”

“There are a lot of ways in which e-learning can
take you to a place that nothing else can. We
should be looking at the weird and wonderful
things it can do and not using it to teach what is
perfectly well taught through a book. We should
use it to explore new ways of getting students to
interact with each other or getting students to
interact with the material.”

Based on the interviews and opinions of some
sixteen Ontario, Canadian and international experts
in the field of e-learning, we offer the following
preliminary snapshot of e-learning today:

The concept of e-learning has evolved from the
dot.com hype of the late 19905 into a steadily
maturing field that is expanding the use of
information and communication technology
in conjunction with effective ‘traditional’
learning precepts to present a powerful option
for learners and instructors. e-Learning is
helping to transform learning, at least learning
methods and designs, from a place, person,
content and time bound process to one that is
truly ubiquitous, continuous, interactive and

engaging.

As the e-learning industry continues to develop,
we have dispelled many of the myths of the

late 1990% and placed e-learning on a more
realistic footing. It is not a panacea yet it can

be transformational. It is not about electronics,
it isabout learning enhanced by, through and
across a variety of media. Just as movies are not
recordings of live theatre, e-learning is not a
digital manifestation of live classrooms. It is an
extension, an enhancement, a transformation of
learning processes.

As with all growing developments, e-learning faces
a number of challenges that it must overcome

to be truly relevant. Through a significant
emphasis on research, problem solving,

change management and implementation, an
abundance of opportunities present themselves to
Sfurther enhance learning experiences for students
at all levels and to provide access to educational
and training opportunities.

In producing this preliminary snapshot, a quotation
from one of our expert participants comes to mind
instantly, “e-learning will be part of every learning
experience” and learning will be the better for it.
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Current realities & the
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SESSION I - THE REALITIES OF E-LEARNING

Dr. Diana Oblinger, Executive Director of Higher
Education, Microsoft Corporation facilitated the
discussion on the current realities of e-learning.

In this session, the expert participants debated
and discussed the current realities, and essentially
validated the preliminary snapshot that was
distributed prior to the session.

The general consensus amongst the participants was
that e-learning has matured from the initial hype
that surrounded anything associated with the ‘¢’ in
the latter part of the 1990s, however, much work
remains to be done in this field.

The participants highlighted a number of items that
supported this snapshot:

e 'The significant variances between where
particular institutions and jurisdictions are at in
the overall scheme of e-learning including issues
such as standards and implementation.

* 'The collaboration challenge between institutions
has been overcome to a certain degree, although
more work remains to be done in this area.

* The focus is now on activity rather than content.

e There are still significant gaps that need to be
addressed such as the availability of content in
French.

e Institutions are much more realistic about what
e-learning can and can’t do.

* e-Learning works best in a blended model and
offers a flexibility that allows students to learn at
their own pace, accommodating their own time
schedule, etc.

* There are and will continue to be a variety of
e-learning models as clearly a one-size fits all
approach will not work.

* Students are becoming the drivers of e-learning.

Here is a sampling of some of the comments of
a number of the participants from the realities
session:

@R “We have grown from childhood and we have

won the struggle to survive...”

@R “There are a thousand flowers blooming, but

. ?J’
LU/7€7’€ are we going:

@R “The focus now is on activity versus content. Ten
years ago, we were really thinking about getting
content online and we were thinking about end
relations and means to some extent, but it was
always about content and not about the activity
or process.”

@R I think that the collaboration battle has been
won in the sense of the need for sharing high-
quality content in order for it to make sense from
a cost-benefit type perspective.”

@R “..that the goal is not to get e-learning into
adulthood’ necessarily, but to understand
learning better and all is components...”

@R I think that we are at the level of maturity
where we are recognizing that there is a ton of

hard work [to do]...”
@R .. [ think we are in adulthood’ with post

graduate continuing professional development...”

@R <. from a functional perspective, there are a lot

Contact North | Contact Nord

education...within your reach!

23



The flltlll‘e Of e—learning: Realities, myths, challenges, and opportunities

of reasons for great optimism.”

@R T think that in response to the of ‘where are
we?’, the consensus seems to be that we are all
over the place. This is in terms of standards,
implementation, but at the same time, we are
making significant progress perhaps at an uneven

»

rate...

The Realities Snapshot

e-Learning has reached a certain level of maturity,
however, there is a great deal more work to be
done for it to a significant impact on the learning
process.

SESSION II - THE FUTURE OF E-LEARNING

Dr. Tom Carey, Associate Vice-President, Learning
Resources and Innovation, University of Waterloo,
facilitated a session dealing with the future of e-
learning.

Having arrived at the conclusion in Session I that
e-learning has matured and is on a growth path, the
participants discussed and debated what e-learning
of the future will look like.

As documented in the preliminary snapshot, the
general consensus of the participants is that at some
point in the future, the ‘¢’ will be gone from e-
learning as technology will have been fully absorbed
into the learning process.

The highlights of what the future of learning will
look like includes:

* Learning of the future will be much more
flexible with an array of learning strategies that
will best meet individual learner’s needs.

* The issue of a ‘better quality education’ will be
the focus as opposed to the current ‘comfortable
learning’ in which students sit in a classroom,
absorb information to a certain extent and repeat
when necessary. A shifted focus to a quality
education will better prepare students for the

workplace and their jobs.

The role of teachers will change as teachers
respond more to industry needs to a much
greater degree.

A greater degree of learning will be done outside
of the traditional institution partly because
institutions won’t change or have the capacity to
change to meet the needs of industry.

Future discussions will continue to focus on the
fact that technology is the answer, however, what
is the question?

There will be standards for e-learning — similar
to the standards that the banking industry has
developed around Interac or that the world
developed for time zones — which will provide
learners with greater choice, portability and
accessibility.

Accreditation will be an important aspect of the
learning model in Canada.

Future educational institutions will be based on
the Internet and a collaborative community.

Institutional change will come about with
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significant investment from government.

* A better range of student services will be
available to support learners as technology plays
a greater role in the learning system.

* Collaboration will be the key to the future of
learning.

* Institutions will be using learners in the
classroom to help learners.

* 'The replication of knowledge will be more cost-
effective than it currently is.

e Governments will have learnt the lesson that
cutting dollars does not generate efficiencies.

Here is a sampling of some of the comments of
a number of the participants from the realities
session:

R “Well, e-learning would come in from the whole
point of view of flexible learning, that there
would be an array of learning strategies that
the institution would offer to all students...that
would blend all the learning strategies in the best
interest of the learner.”

#® <. were still talking about technologys the
answer but what is the question. The technology’s

o

o®

changed but the question hasn’t.”

“Universities are fantastically adaptive to very
adverse environmental conditions. The problem is
that thats not a recipe for organizational change.
Thats a recipe for organizational struggle and
[fighting and just not being able to make that sort
of fundamental shift. You need investment. .. we
have to persuade government to invest.”

“...1 think that we know from the early years of
e-learning is the place [lack of student services] we
fell down most often is on the student services and
student support systems.”

“People in industry say they transform knowledge
in to dollars; the university is exactly the reverse.
They transform dollars into knowledge and

you could say simplistically that less money, less
knowledge...”

The future of e-learning

Learning of the future will encompass the
appropriate mix of technology and traditional
learning in a flexibly way that best meets the
needs of learners and of industry.
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SESSION III - THE CHALLENGES FOR E-LEARNING

Dr. Dominique Abrioux, President, Athabasca
University, facilitated the session examining the
challenges that e-learning faces.

In introducing the session, Dr. Abrioux outlined
four broad categories of challenges based on the
participants’ initial interviews and the preliminary
snapshot:

1. Pedagogical
2. Operational
3. Cultural

4. Infrastructure

During the session, the participants identified a
number of more detailed, specific challenges that fit
under each of the broad categories.

1. The Pedagogical Challenge

How do we ensure that the new pedagogy is
research based and based on best practices and how
does it best combine self-directed, individualized
learning and interaction?

The participants identified the following challenges:

e Effectively combining the independent study
tradition of distance education with the group-
based or paced classroom delivery.

* Combining interactivity with individual study
— static versus dynamic learning.

* 'The lack of significant research and evaluation on
the pedagogical and content sides.

 Encouraging professors to move their research

into teaching in a way that exploits the potentials
of e-learning.

e 'The different ways that evidence is presented
across disciplines.

e The lack of research into the effectiveness of
learning strategies.

* Building communities that provide some sort
of community support in an independent study
model.

* Engaging learners in the design and development
of courses.

2. Operational Challenges

A number of key issues in this category include the
scalability both of blended models and distance
and online learning, the reusability of content,
operationalizing policies and institutional practices,
intellectual rights, the business model and new
costing structures.

The participants identified a number of specific
operational challenges:

* Addressing the quality of content available in
e-learning.

* Providing support to learners who pursue
independent studies through support
communities of learners.

* Administrative systems not being compatible
with e-learning systems.

* On-going information technology issues and IT
management.
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* The development of effective policy and
regulations for e-learning,.

* Management issues at the top level of
institutions.

* 'The eating up of faculty time when e-learning is
not properly managed.

e The formal structures of institutions.

* Many of the challenges that institutions face are
more tactical than strategic (i.e. at the Dean’s
level).

* 'The lack of production capabilities and expertise
for content.

* Ethical issues — plagiarism, cheating, breach of
copyright, etc.

* Intellectual property rights

3. Cultural Challenges
Cultural challenge has to do with the credibility of

the distance online and blended models, internal
and external credibility, accreditation, motivating
faculty and reward systems, the speed of change,
and collaboration.

The participants identified a number of specific
cultural challenges:

* Dolitical awareness and understanding of the
issues facing e-learning.

¢ The need for research to determine what will

help change institutions that are relative to where

people are at now.

* The acceptance of the use of technology in
learning and then convincing decision-makers
that it is a good idea!

* Cultural values of faculty.
* Learner readiness.

e 'The role of faculty members — the difference
between a professor being a cog in the machine
and a catalyst in the community.

* Impatience with the pace of change.

e Full-time student paradigm as opposed to the
reality of today’s students.

¢ Cultural in terms of international courses.

* Administrative service as a culture — pushing
universities towards being service organizations.

4. Infrastructure Challenges

The use of technology presents a host of
infrastructure challenges that have the potential to
slow the adaptation of e-learning.

The participants identified a number of specific
challenges:

* Tools for e-learning that haven’t been developed.

* Second digital divide — the availability of

broadband versus dial-up connections.

* 'The lack of support services (help desk)

depending upon the size of institutions.

The fact that the basic platforms that most
institutions are using are six years old.
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SESSION IV - THE BUILDING BLOCKS

Dr. Diana Laurillard, Head, e-learning Strategy
Unit, Department for Education and Skills, United
Kingdom, facilitated the session dealing with

building blocks.

Using the vast expertise and knowledge assembled,
the participants were asked to identify a number
of building blocks that will be essential for an
emerging strategy for e-learning.

In setting the stage for the session, Dr. Laurillard
outlined five key areas of building blocks based
on the participants” interview and the preliminary
snapshot. The participants added a sixth key area
during the discussion.

1. Explore new models of delivery, collaboration
and possibly new institutions.

* Determine what we are trying to help people
achieve with e-learning,.

e Make government and leaders aware of
e-learning needs (external focus).

e Communication with learners and
government with students and general

public.
e Collaboration across institutions.

 Explore how to structure effective
partnerships with government, institutions,
corporate world.

* Development of an accreditation system in

Canada.

Enlarge the paradigm for academics and staft
that will allow them to embrace e-learning at all
levels.

* Ensure that faculty and staff are critical
components in the new e-learning model.

* Establish a policy of inclusion.

Identify new organizational structures within
institutions to bring everyone together and
working in the same directions.

* Engage students as agents of change.

* Establish what are the best practices for e-
learning in Canada.

Promote research and development in e-
learning so that research can be put into practise
and determining new research methodologies.

* Resolve the quality assurance and
accreditation issues (output focus).

 Explore new policies on e-learning.
* Investment in the development of tools.

e Determine what the current educational
needs are.

* Develop assessment tools for learning
systems.

* Develop effective testing methods for e-
learning.

* Develop mass customization systems.
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5. Support a paradigm shift for management to
make better use of people, digital and physical
resources.

 Align e-learning to strategic goals.
e Align e-learning to the needs of society.

* Identify strategic issues that educational
institutions need to address — segment the
market that e-learning is trying to address
and develop specific solutions.

THE NEXT STEPS

Create new policy options in a wide range of
areas including:

Learning support networks.
Research into practise.

Adapt regulations for institutions that
facilitate and encourage change.

Credit transfers for lifelong learners using
e-technologies.

Prior learning assessment for students
(e-portfolio) on an international basis.

Develop a policy for lifelong learning.

Based on the success of the first Contact North
Roundtable on e-Learning, we are looking forward
to hosting additional roundtables that will focus on
very specific topics, many of which were identified
in this first event.

Our objective with this series will be to build
and maintain a knowledge base for policymakers,
educational institutions and private sector
technology companies to access when they are
making decisions regarding e-learning strategies and
investments.
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