e-Creator

Online Learning: Options and Opportunities

Module 6 (Maine Learning Ltd)

Learning Objectives:

· Understanding the current e-learning situation, anticipating future developments, and forming a robust long-term strategy to support e-learning whether as an institution or as an individual teacher.

· Appreciating the range of e-learning architectures (from a largely non-technical but practical point of view) and understanding the technical, economic and legal constraints on e-learning systems.

· Exploring all the possibilities open to the content designer, taking into account the nature of the intended learners and the kind of learning which is to take place. 

Characteristics of this Course

· Flexibility in timetabling and in pace of learning.

· Open to all without geographical restrictions.

· Individual interactions between tutor and learner.

· Interactions among learners are encouraged but are not necessary.
· Light-touch assessment.
· Possibility of face-to-face meetings to supplement the online resources.
· Possibility of graduate-level certification.
· Regular updating of online resources.
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1.
Introduction

Who should study this module?
Internet technology is transforming the activities of colleges, universities, professional training organisations and adult education institutions.  The new technology is also having its effect on informal professional communities and other groups of learners.  This course is for all those who teach, or who design courses, or who are otherwise involved in lifelong learning and who wish to learn more about the consequences of internet technology in this broad field.  In particular, the course should interest anybody who would like to be able to produce online teaching resources or to act as an “e-tutor”.

Where we are coming from

This module is based on its creator's experience over many years in the field of university adult education covering professional, personal and community education across all subject areas.  Internet technology is exciting because it can facilitate

· distance learning, including global-scale outreach, providing learning opportunities to those who live far from the educational institution and therefore cannot be expected to attend in person; and

· distance teaching, enabling educational institutions to offer tuition provided by teachers who may be based far away not only from the students but also from the institution.  This leads ultimately to the concept of the “virtual university”, a cyberspace network of teachers and learners all of whom may be located anywhere.

Some key definitions

This field is a minefield of terminology which is often misunderstood or ambiguous.  It will be helpful for us to begin by considering carefully the definitions of some of the more important terms.

Initial education is what goes on during the years of compulsory education and in the college or university courses which traditionally provide a young person with the skills and knowledge necessary for entry into working life.  Continuing education is what follows on after initial education: it is what the individual needs in order to remain competent in a rapidly-changing world and to progress professionally; it also provides for people to develop personally, intellectually, culturally and socially in ways not directly related to the world of work.   

Adult education is almost a synonym of continuing education but has a somewhat broader meaning, acknowledging the fact that many adults have educational needs arising from the inadequacy or inappropriateness of their initial education.

None of the above terms is entirely satisfactory, nor indeed particularly fashionable any more.  Lifelong learning is a more recent term which was introduced to emphasise the fact that education cannot always be neatly divided into "initial" and "continuing" phases, and that an older person who may be a high-level expert in one subject may need to study another subject at kindergarten level.  A definition has been given by the European Union and it is well worth exploring that site.

Electronic resources, and particularly the internet, can be used to support any form of form of lifelong learning.  E-learning, then, is a very broad field.   To gain a feel for what it means, it is helpful to look at the details of the e-learning initiative of the European Commission.  

A large arsenal of different technologies can be used for e-learning, especially communication technologies.  The internet stands out as the single most significant innovation of recent years.  Consequently, e-learning is transforming the field of distance learning, the delivery of courses and the provision of learning resources to people who may be at a great distance from any educational institution.

For an extensive glossary of terms connected with e-learning, see the glossary published by Morton Flate Paulsen (Online Education and Learning Management Systems: Global E-learning in a Scandinavian Perspective, NKI Forlaget, 2003).

The e-learning débâcle

In spite of the effectiveness of internet technology, and the excitement that has surrounded the development of e-learning, surprisingly little real progress has been made so far.  In fact, it would not be going too far to say that e-learning so far has been an embarrassing and expensive failure.  Exactly what we mean by this, and why it should be so, will be explained later in this course.  In some ways it is depressing that so little has been achieved up to now, but on the other hand we can be enthusiastic because so much is still waiting to be done by those who are entering the field now.  E-learning is not cut-and-dried.  It is not a solution, it is still a problem and an opportunity.  

2.
Internet Technology

Objectives of this section….

Technology is complicated, and the most up-to-date new technology often demands a high level of technical familiarity on the part of the user.  The field of e-learning is bedevilled by the fact that it requires students to learn about two things: not only about whatever subject they really want to study, but also about information and communication technology (ICT).  And the situation is just as bad, if not worse, for teachers: an expert in archaeology or embryology will not necessarily have the inclination or the spare mental energy to become an expert on the ICT of e-learning.

Consequently, the first thing to understand about e-learning is that it needs to be made as simple to use as possible for both students and teachers.  However, tensions can arise because systems that are more attractive and straightforward for students to use are likely to be more difficult for teachers to use, and vice versa.  Financial considerations also have to be taken into account: internet technology can be very cheap to use, but the most sophisticated systems are produced commercially and require technical support and therefore can be expensive. 

The second thing to understand about e-learning is that it is primarily a form of communication.  It can also serve as a kind of management tool, helping to organise and synchronise the activities of teachers and learners and providing a framework for the storage of information.  But e-learning really comes into its own when it allows people to communicate and collaborate more smoothly and fluently than would otherwise be possible.

Learning, of course, involves not only communicating with other people but also consulting non-living sources of information.  Online libraries, and other resources, will be considered in more detail later.  For the e-learner, there can be little doubt that the most effective single information-finding tool is now the Google search engine.  If “e-learning” is defined in the broadest way, including informal learning, then certainly a great deal of it goes on and Google has become central to it.

Speech and video

For interpersonal communication it is difficult to find an effective substitute for speech.  In the past, systems of distance learning were occasionally devised using telephone contact, including "conference calls".  Today, the internet can be used for direct zero-cost voice communication, for example through the Skype system.  In the future, it is likely that the Google company will also provide free voice communication that could support e-learning.  At present, however, this technology is still unusual and awkward to use, and has made practically no impact as yet on the world of e-learning.  

Video.... [video-phone communication; streamed-video feeds; video files provided as downloads]

....

Text and images

Teaching and learning almost always involve transmitting documents which may contain text, images and hyperlinks.  Text needs to be much more sophisticated than simply sequences of keyboard characters: different fonts, different alphabets, and other kinds of text (such as mathematics or music) may be called for especially in an educational context.  The technology for producing, transmitting and displaying such material is far from straightforward.  As a minimum, a text-processing system such as Microsoft’s Word needs to be used.  To produce good finished documents, something like the Portable Document Format  (PDF) is appropriate.  

Hypertext in the form of web pages is basically written using the language HTML (Hypertext Markup Language) together with various extensions and elaborations of it.  It is no longer true that a creator of e-learning resources needs to become an expert with HTML, but it is not difficult to gain a superficial familiarity with it and it is a professional confidence-booster to know something about it.  Here is an HTML tutorial for children: it is well worth a look both to learn some HTML and to experience an unusual online learning environment.

Another way of producing web pages is by using special authoring software such as the Nvu system.  Nvu is free (Open Source) software which you should be aware of, and is not too difficult to use, but many teachers will still find that it confronts them with too steep a learning curve or that it is simply too time-consuming for routine use.

Email

Simple email can obviously be used as a component of any programme of distance learning.   Using attachments to send data of all kinds, email can provide a high level of support to the learner and can simplify enormously many of the routine administrative aspects of the teacher's job – partly because email automatically provides an electronic record of all the interactions that have taken place and allows material to be securely filed.    

However, email by itself is not usually considered appropriate to formal lifelong learning, any more than it is appropriate in any business or professional context where the quality and security of communication are important.  Practical problems can arise if learners (let alone teachers) fail to keep the contents of their mailboxes within their permitted limits, or if they wish to change their email addresses, or if they are in the habit of using more than one address.  Even when email works well, it is still no more than a form of textual information-exchange, and it is rarely used with the thoughtfulness and sensitivity necessary for expressing subtle ideas in a clear and unambiguous way.  On the contrary, email seems to encourage a casual and careless style of writing, with messages often being almost incomprehensible.  

Nevertheless, in spite of all its drawbacks, email has enormous advantages: it is stable technology, is ubiquitous among internet-users, and gives near-instant communication.  A large number of online learning communities work simply through the exchange of email messages: take a close look at the academic communities hosted by JISCmail and at the wider international list of lists known as LISTSERV.
It is important to appreciate the sheer scale of all this: through lists like these, the internet is host to an enormous amount of non-formal collaborative learning, dwarfing the formal learning provided through structured online courses.  And online communities support highly specialised groups - such as the Australian avocado growers!  

In fact it is possible to construct a sophisticated e-learning system on the basis of email alone: this was the idea behind the system known as Colloquia.  Colloquia is a nice example of an e-learning system which has many valuable features and which is continuing to be developed by a community of users.  It is worth examining it, but we do not recommend that you adopt Colloquia: as will become clear later in this course, it is just one out of many dozens of different e-learning systems which have been developed and launched over the last decade or so.  

E-learning platforms

The phrase “e-learning system” or “e-learning platform” has come to be used to refer generally to computer systems which facilitate e-learning by letting learners and teachers interact through a website.  Yet another term, which is increasingly widely used, is "Course Management System".  Such systems do not only involve the computers used by the learners and teachers themselves, but require software to be installed on an internet server – in other words, on a special computer of a sort which would normally be managed and operated 24 hours a day by an institution such as a university or a training company or a commercial “hosting” service. Much more will be said later about course management systems.

Other kinds of software

…

Wireless internet and mobile learning

….

Summary of this section….

3.
The e-Learning Landscape

Objectives of this section….

Face-to-face vs. distance learning

There are two quite different kinds of contexts in which e-learning can take place, and at this point it is important for us to distinguish clearly between them.

In most institutions (such as universities, for example) the traditional teaching of young, local, full-time students is still the dominant activity and no doubt will continue to be so.  Traditional teaching is not, however, as traditional as it was: it is itself being transformed by internet technology.  Virtual learning environments (VLEs) and managed learning environments (MLEs) have already become common across universities and other institutions of higher education, used not to facilitate distance learning or long-distance outreach but simply to give technical support to ordinary teaching, supplementing but hardly replacing face-to-face contact.  The phrase “e-learning” is often used in a broad sense to include this kind of activity.

On the other hand, internet technology really comes into its own when it makes it possible for teaching and learning to take place which would not be attempted without it.  Distance learning, in particular, is a crucial application.

It is true that some forms of education fall between these two poles.  For example, e-learning in the form of “assistive learning”, supporting those with learning difficulties or disabilities, is an important area of application.  E-learning also has an important part to play in vocational training and work-based learning (WBL), where a computer system may be used in lieu of a personally-present specialist teacher.  

Also, it is possible for an e-learning system to be used to provide the same course both to a set of conventional learners who are gathered in an educational institution and, at the same time, to scattered distance learners.  However, experiments of that kind have not proved to be encouraging….

....

Anyway, although there are all sorts of “in-between” situations, it is important to understand that “e-learning” in the sense of distance learning, where the e-learning system is the primary means of communication, is quite different in character from “e-learning” as an ancillary support to conventional face-to-face education.  A failure to appreciate this distinction has been at the root of many misunderstandings about e-learning, and is partly responsible for the “e-learning débâcle" mentioned in the introduction to this course.

The situation is that some of the best-known and most widely-used software for learning has been produced to meet the mass market of conventional university and college teaching while far less effort has been put into the development of systems specifically for lifelong learning or distance learning.  Consequently, a good deal of distance learning is actually being provided through software which was provided to support mainstream university teaching and which is far from optimal in the context of distance learning.  

The situation is a bit like that with cars and taxis. Passenger cars are designed and sold generally with a certain market in mind, namely individuals who will use their cars for private domestic purposes and occasionally for work-related travel. But if you want to be a taxi-driver, that sort of car is not ideal. So what is done? To avoid the cost of producing a special kind of car for use as a taxi, ordinary cars are used (except in London!) with just a few minor modifications. It is not a perfect solution, but it is the most economical and most passengers don't mind. On the other hand, that sort of compromise cannot be applied when a farmer wants a tractor. It would be quite impractical to modify a car to do the job of a tractor. Instead, tractors are specially designed and manufactured, and the agricultural industry is obliged to bear the cost.

An ordinary university VLE is a bit like the passenger car. When such a system is used to support lifelong learning, it is like the taxi-driver making do with an ordinary car. But lifelong learning is not the same as ordinary university education, and ideally it should be delivered through software designed specially for the purpose - the farmer's tractor.

Providers of online lifelong learning are faced, therefore, with a dilemma - should they use a readily available but not quite appropriate VLE?  This is a tempting solution, especially if their institution is a university which already possesses such a VLE and if the staff have already become accustomed to it.  Or should they try to acquire or produce software more suitable for lifelong learning?

Blended learning....

....

Lifelong learning and e-learning

Key references:

Distance Learning and eLearning in European Policy and Practice: The Vision and the Reality (Policy Paper of the European ODL Liaison Committee, November 2004)

Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality(European Commission, 2001)
EDEN
The European Journal of Open and Distance Learning
....

Virtual universities and global outreach

Key references:


http://www.mcli.dist.maricopa.edu/tl/

iCDL

WorldWideLearn
In Europe, there have been number of important initiatives to promote borderless lifelong learning.  The Electronic Training Village is an example of international collaboration in professional and vocational training.  There is a well-established association of the European universities which perceive themselves as being specially committed to distance teaching (EADTU).  Apart from long-standing distance-teaching institutions such as the British Open University, new institutions are emerging such as the Donau e-Campus and the Universitat Oberta de Catalunya.
In the United States, a number of new "universities" have emerged based largely or entirely on internet-based learning.  Capella University is a good example. Unext is an example of a commercial institution which works in close partnership with a number of conventional universities.  Fathom is an interesting case where a consortium of institutions has placed a large archive of free learning material on the web.  The World Lecture Hall is another nice example.  It is well known that MIT has made a good deal of its courseware freely available: but making courseware available over the web is not the same as providing assessed online courses under the personal guidance of a tutor.  For an example of a conventional US university which now provides a substantial amount of e-learning, see UC Berkeley Extension.

In Canada, the country's well-established distance-learning university at Athabasca provides its courses via the internet.  In Australia, the University of Southern Queensland is an excellent example of a conventional university which has gone a very long way down the road of exploiting the global market for distance learning.

All these examples differ from one another in important ways - there is not yet any standard paradigm for the organisation of a global distance-learning institution.

....

Global Universities: sowing the seeds of the future, or hanging on to the past?

….

Non-formal education

The intermediate category known as "non-formal" learning is rather interesting, and some of the theoretical background to it can be seen here:

http://www.infed.org/biblio/b-nonfor.htm
....


[explain the scope of online non-formal education today and discuss suitable examples]


....

Summary of this section….

4. Course Management Systems

Objectives of this section….

In this section of the course we take a close look at some of the technical options and possibilities for the implementation of e-learning.  First, we need to consider the functions of course management systems.  Then, we turn to specific systems.  After a glance at a large number of examples, we take as case studies two particularly important systems (arguably the leading commercial system and the leading open-source system).  Finally, we consider what criteria can be used to choose between different course management systems.

What course management systems do

The technology can in principle allow learners to:

· enrol for a course

· read course materials

· receive video or audio clips

· read linked online resources

· exchange messages with a tutor

· engage in group discussions

· use webcams for videoconferencing

· write essays, reviews, or other work of their own

· submit written work for assessment

· answer online questions and quizzes

· receive feedback about their work

· be informed of their grades

· evaluate the course through an online questionnaire 

and other things as well.  When there are several students,  they may work in parallel with the same timetable; but alternatively they may work independently with a flexible timetable.  Intercommunication between students and staff, or among students, may be synchronous (all participants communicating at the same time, with the possibility of instant responses) or alternatively it may be asynchronous (people logging in at their own convenience to see what messages have arrived for them). 

Internet-based resources are still time-consuming and therefore expensive to produce and to test, and they require a continuing effort of maintenance.  A good deal of staff time is required for certain aspects of the process (in particular, providing personal feedback to individual learners), but the same is true of any high-quality course using any medium.  E-learning involves special problems of activity and motivation, because it is unlikely to be effective if it is a purely passive activity on the learner's part or if the learner's morale is not maintained by a high quality of personal intercommunication.  

Content management....

Learning activities....

Administration....

Assessment....

....

Examples
Commercial course management systems:

WebCT
Boxmind
Jenzabar
SumTotal
Cognitive Arts
Digital Think
SkillSoft
Saba
Time4You
Ibis
Teia
Aula Optima 

Click&Learn  


Open source course management systems:

Manhattan
AulaNet
(Although the AulaNet community is primarily Portuguese-speaking, 

from Brazil, there are Spanish and English versions of the 



documentation.)
Uni Open Platform and Ilias
Claroline
....

Very useful lists and comparisons:

Courseware Tools 

American Distance Education Consortium

Course Management Systems
(EduTools)

Open Source Course Management Systems
(EdTechPost)

....

Case study: Blackboard

Blackboard
....

Case study: Moodle


Moodle
....

Learning Objects

The diversity of course management systems raises the question of whether it is possible to transfer the content of an internet-mediated course from one platform to another.  Is it easy to transfer content from, say, Blackboard to Moodle?  To facilitate such transferability, allowing learning material to be implemented easily on a variety of different systems, efforts have been made to define standards for the format in which e-learning material should be produced.  In particular, SCORM has been the focus of a good deal of research to improve the portability of material..

Another line of research, using the concept of Educational Modelling Languages has been led by the Dutch Open University.  You should also be aware of the IMS Global Learning Consortium.

However, it is beyond the scope of this course to examine this line of research in any detail.  It is sufficient for you to be aware that there is a community of researchers dedicated to making life easier for educators by promoting standards.  The hope is that SCORM (or other standards) will cut through the bewildering range of different ways in which material must at the moment be produced and uploaded into different e-learning systems.

Unfortunately, there is no immediate prospect of success.  In fact, it is possible that no standard will become widely accepted within the foreseeable future.  For a long time to come, learners and teachers will have to commit themselves to specific e-learning platforms whatever foibles they may have.  You may have no choice about which system you use (because the choice may be made for you by your institution) but, if you have the option, the best way forward may be to join the user community of one of the leading open-source systems such as Moodle. 

....

Choosing a course management system
....

Summary of this section....

5.
Learning Resources

Objectives of this section....

Online libraries and electronic journals

You may find it helpful to consult a university library website.  The University of Southampton is a typical example:

Electronic Resources through the University of Southampton



but it must be emphasised that this is just one example - you may already be associated with another particular university, in which case their library should be your first port of call.  Note that electronic journals are not necessarily freely accessible - many are password-protected, and can be consulted only if a subscription has been paid by your organisation.  Nor are library websites always freely accessible.  Because of the difficulties involved, in this course we will try to avoid referring to electronic journals which are not freely accessible. 

Although many external resources are referred to in this course, in a sense the most important resources for you will be the ones you find for yourself.  Using appropriate search tools, you should seek out the most relevant and up-to-date information on whatever topics you might investigate during the course.  
Apart from the sort of software we have considered so far, and apart from subject material that is custom-produced by a teacher, the internet now provides access to a bewilderingly wide array of online publications of all kinds.  Online resources are vital, but they present a rapidly-changing landscape which is almost uncontrollable on the part of the teacher. Restrictions on access (for example, to online journals which require subscriptions) are a continuing problem.

The appropriate use of external online resources should, as a rule, be integral to any implementation of e-learning.  There are useful internet resources to guide the teacher and learner to find the right resources: to take one example, the ArXiV site (http://arxiv.org/) which forms a gateway to online publications in physics, mathematics and computer science.

....

Copyright and data protection

Online resources sometimes raise legal questions.  Some information which may be useful is provided here:

Data Protection and the Law
Copyright Law and Electronic Access to Information
Copyright Contradictions in Scholarly Publishing
Intellectual Property and Security
This information should make it clear to you that issues to do with copyright, data protection and freedom of information are important and are far from trivial.  The situation is made more complex by the legal and regulatory differences between countries.

Key references:

Esther Dyson, George Gilder, George Keyworth, and Alvin Toffler, Cyberspace and the American Dream: A Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age
Roger Clarke, Freedom of Information? The Internet as Harbinger of the New Dark Ages
....

Freedom of information

....

Summary of this section....

6.
Learning Communities 

Objectives of this section....

Non-formal vs. formal education

So, how is the concept of a professional "community of practice" modified by internet technology?  The answer is obvious: a professional community today can be

· global in its geographical scope,

· instantaneous in communication, and

· more widely accessible (in terms of the cost and convenience of access)

This is exactly what has happened in many fields.  Until a few years ago, academic scientific communities were international but very few other professions were.  Now, many professions have become effectively internationalised.  The implications are profound: an international profession calls for organisation and regulation of a new kind.  International mobility is facilitated, both on the part of individual workers and on the part of companies.  This process is facilitated by internet-based outreach, and at the same time process creates a demand for yet more learning resources as the structure and practice of a profession undergoes rapid change. 

A lot of attention has been paid in this course to e-learning systems - platforms which can carry out a range of different educational functions.  Such systems are designed primarily for formal education, where students enrol for a course, take part in prescribed activities, and have their learning assessed.  However, the internet is also used to support non-formal education, in the form of loose communities of learners who may not be following a structured "course" but who intercommunicate in order to build up their collective knowledge.  Groups of learners based on the internet are a special kind of "online community".

Online communities are often inspired by a "constructivist" philosophy of knowledge.  Crudely speaking, constructivism assumes that learning is a process by which meaning is constructed out of reflection on personal experience and communication with others.  Online learning communities are generally democratic and egalitarian in spirit, and are not led intellectually by any designated guru.  There is no curriculum, and although a learning community may have broad collective aims, members will not (usually) be expected to achieve specific objectives.  

Learning communities are just one type of online community - other communities are drawn together not by an educational aim but by something else, such as (for example) a shared ethnic tradition.  This paper is an example of some of the scholarly work that has been done on online communities:

Community Bonding on the Net
This paper considers professional communities:

Professional Communities
Software for collaborative learning

But, moving beyond email lists, there is more sophisticated software capable of supporting learning communities in other ways.  For example, the Colloquia system, which has already been looked at in this course, may be regarded not as a formal e-learning system but, alternatively, as a system to support non-formal group working and group learning.  Another interesting system is BSCW which is no longer new but has the advantage of good support from European institutions and offers a free hosting facility, so that the community wishing to use it does not have to find a server to host the software and the website.  

BSCW is written in the programming language Python (although this fact will be irrelevant to most users) and so is the newer system known as Fle3 ("Future Learning Environment).  Fle3 was also developed as a result of a European initiative, and is freely-available open-source software.  Take at look at it here:

Fle3
Another open-source web-based collaborative learning and groupwork environment is mimerdesk, written in the Perl programming language: for details look here:

Dicole
Finally, it is worth taking a look at the "PHP Bulletin Board" system of which details can be seen here:

phpBB
All these systems (and many others not mentioned here) have their own advantages and disadvantages.  For the present-day European user looking for such software, Fle3 is probably the first system to consider.

Summary of this section....

7.
The Future of e-Learning

The technical trajectory

....

What do people want?


http://www.studymentor.com/studymentor/
....

Conclusion


http://www.trinity.edu/rjensen/000aaa/updateee.htm
....


































