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Webucation and the Superversity.
Why I have selected this issue
I am an Information technology (IT) tutor. I have been using computers since 1983 and I utilise computers in my daily life on many levels. 
 Within teaching I use e-mail to stay in contact with my students when away from the classroom, I post web pages on the internet to help my students (See unit 114 Developed Resources) and I use the Internet to enhance my teaching practice, discover further useful resources, and motivate my students. Over the last six years the hype surrounding E-learning has swung high and low, so that we currently find ourselves in a state of confusion as to its worth. I have decided to write this paper because I wish to present some clarity to the situation. The message of the piece is a simple one. E-learning is not a system that will solve the problems facing the education industry but instead it is a tool that can be utilised to offer access to people who might otherwise not be able to study, either due to location or physical / financial constraints. It also offers an alternative method of learning which may be more aligned to some students needs than others. E-Learning is a very useful tool but it is not, as we shall see, the panacea that has been touted by so many. Having worked as a web designer I have been drawn in to utilising E-learning as a matter of course, E-learning is relevant to my teaching practice because I not only think it’s a useful tool but because I enjoy using it. 
Introduction 
In this paper I aim to give an outline to what E-learning is, it’s history and its current role within the education establishment. Presently the reputation of E-learning is going through a turbulent time. I am also aiming to provide the reader with a balanced view of what E-learning does have to offer by trying to separate the hype from reality. My main orientation is one of seeing E-learning as a useful tool for many people in the education system both as a system that enables access and a new way of learning however I see it as complimentary  rather than an alternative to traditional methods. As a “real life” illustration I shall be discussing the rise and fall of the UK’s E-University, which I will interject as parallel sections throughout the document.
What is E-learning
Defining E-learning is not a simple task, but generally it covers two main areas. The first is a system that uses Information Technology (IT) to distribute courseware and the second is a system of learning that utilises IT to deliver the learning material.

Elliott Masie, (2001)
 of the Masie Centre for e-Learning defines the term as: 

The use of technology to manage, design, deliver, select, transact, coach, support and extend learning (of all kinds) 

Cisco Systems (Cisco 2001) define e-learning as "Internet-enabled learning". 
Learnframe Inc (2001)
 define it as "the convergence of the web and learning" "

As E-learning has begun to develop, many people have identified it’s usefulness in offering a learning process set away from the classroom. The question is: Is it an extension of the classroom or a replacement of it? 

The Information Age
The birth date of the Information Age is a matter of debate. Beniger's (1986)
 said that the starting point of the modern information technologies was in the 1830s. The introduction of railroads, and the industrialisation that occurred from this date marked a time when machine based industry needed a high level of information technology. Between 1880 and 1930 in the USA the percentage of the workforce employed in information-handling grew from 6.5 percent to 24.5. Beniger states that computers, while important, didn't usher in the information society, because it was already in existence. The reason computers were so popular, was that they could process information much faster than the tools which were already being used, such as adding machines, typewriters and punch-card equipment. 
Manuel Castells,
 (2001) in The Information Age, looked at the effects of three processes between the 1960s and the 1970s converging to produce a 'new society'. Together these three processes caused new social structures (a network society), a new economy (a global informational economy) and a new culture (a culture of 'real virtuality'). 
Unlike previous technological revolutions which took place only in a few societies and in a relatively limited geographical area, the new information technologies have spread throughout the world very quickly in less than two decades between the mid-70's and the mid-90's.
In The Rise of the Network Society, Castells' (2001)
 makes the point that the processes that form the information age tend to be organised around networks which for the main protagonists means it becomes vitally important to be present within the network. The main networks are cited as the global networks of capital, management and information, and it is technological know-how that is at the roots of productivity and competitiveness. 
The Internet is regarded as THE network of the world and has come to play a pivotal role in both the information society and the new economy
Historical perspective and background

Education has moved progressively from the domain of the church, to the family, to government, and is now moving into business (Davis and Botkin 1995).

The current trend in education is to condemn educationalists who do not take on new methods of teaching and learning, especially given the recent technological advances that have taken place. Sir John Daniel (2001)
 describes the current pressure on educationalists: 

As the year 2000 dawned, the watchword was revolution. E-Learning, the gurus told us, repudiated all previous approaches to education. From then on, the computer screen would be the only medium for learning. 'Legacy distance learning' as practised by the Open University, would follow classrooms and campuses to the junkyard of obsolete teaching models.

The puzzle perplexing many teachers right now is how to incorporate e-learning. The literature about e-learning generally presents a utopian vision of e-learning as the panacea for all the problems faced within the education establishment. However the validity of the research and the lack of hard data on the subject have started ringing warning bells. The issue is further clouded by the resistance to the commercialisation of education which is likely  to happen and is being seen via the adoption of e-learning methods. The current model of traditional education institutions is represented as insufficient, but no generally accepted alternative has been provided.

E-Learning is positioned within the framework of the Information Age, the Knowledge Society and the New Economy. E-Learning - the use of Information and Communication Technology in education - is promoted as one of the major resources to educate the future and current workforce of the new economy
Government Policies and Initiatives

Most national governments in the “developed world” have recently been promoting e-learning particularly via wide-ranging government-sponsored policies that support and encourage the use of e-learning. Primarily this is a means to enable its citizens to gain the skills necessary in the information age. The European Commission launched the eEurope Initiative in December 1999 with the adoption of the communication “The initiative, eEurope - an Information Society for All (Communities 1999”)
, which was aimed at accelerating the uptake of digital technologies across Europe and ensuring that Europeans would have the necessary skills to use them. According to Erkki Liikanen, Member of the European Commission responsible for Enterprise and the Information Society. 2001
 the message is clear: either we step into the information age now or we may suffer the consequences later. 
Exploiting the potential of e-learning in order to achieve success requires Internet literacy. The Kerrey report (Kerrey and Isakson 2000)
 warned that in time those members of society who couldn’t access "the basic currency of the knowledge economy" (p. 1) would become increasingly marginal in the emerging knowledge economy. The European Commission report eEurope2002: Impact and Priorities (Communities 2001
), emphasises the importance of the Internet in the new economy. "The Internet sector is now big enough to exert an influence on the entire economy". While with some accuracy The Internet was beginning to be perceived as a major resource for e-learning and a factor relating to national economies, the rush to develop e-learning was based more on a notion of its potency rather than any proof of it.  
Moran-Ellis and Cooper (2000)
 comment that the document 'Connecting the Learning Society' (DfEE 1997)
 is a source of insight into how the UK Government envisages harnessing the new technologies for its own wider agendas. They assert that the document makes an explicit link between education and industry. 

 E-learning Hype and hope
Hype

Rosenberg (2001)
 refers to the 'disconnect between the hype and the reality of e-learning'.  
In the late 1990’s there was a lot of “hype” around what effect the Internet would have on the world. Venture capitalists pumped money into the industry causing the now infamous “dot com boom” which for many ended in financial disaster. Behind the boom was the familiar background noise that accompanies any gold rush, these are the exaggerated promises espoused by those who wish to profit from the effects of the hype. In other words the real profit is that made through the process of creating a rush rather than by any gold itself. This extended in to the education system too so that the Internet’s effect there was seen in exaggerated terms.
Peter Drucker
 predicted in 1997: "Universities won't survive ... as a residential institution." 
Business leaders, committed to the dot.com environment were and still are investing heavily in e-learning, and even now the residue of the “dot com boom” has the corporate university and e-universities continually challenging the conventional model. Corporate culture, bolstered by national policies, heavily promotes the promise of utopia .

Professor Tim O'Shea
, now principal of Edinburgh University, predicted that the e-university could become the biggest in the world, with millions of students. It would need proper funding - of about £120m - but he assumed much of the money would come from the private sector. New York University spent $20m on a project known as NYU Online, a for-profit e-learning company. The quality of the online materials was often very high - a lecture and online seminar by Columbia historian Simon Schama, for instance, or an in-depth study of London's East End by LSE academics, in which students could consult original documents, maps and photographs as well as specially written materials. But the paying customers didn't come. The Open University, a success story in distance learning in the pre-digital age, also tried to make it in the US and had to admit defeat after losing £9m. In contrast though The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) surprised everyone by giving away a lot of its courses online for free. “It decided it couldn't make money out of e-learning directly, but thought it was worth promoting its name in this way.” 

The reasons why “hype” occurs are many but perhaps forgivably many are based on a wish for a brave new world order. Writing about technological utopianism in the 1930s, Wilson, Pilgrim and Tasjian (1986)
, comment: 
Belief in the limitless future potential of the machine had both its positive and negative aspects. During the 1930s this almost blind faith in the power of the machine to make the world a better place helped hold a badly shattered nation together ... These science fiction fantasies contributed to an almost naive approach to serious problems and a denial of problems that could already be foreseen. 
“How potent a power is [communication technology] destined to become in the civilisation of the world! This binds together by a vital cord all the nations of the earth. It is impossible that old prejudices and hostilities should longer exist, while such an instrument has been created for an exchange of thought between all nations of the earth.” This claim was made in 1858 by Briggs and Maverick regarding the telegraph (Carey 1989)
. Carey quotes this as an example of "the rhetoric of the technological sublime". Nathaniel Borenstein (1999) 
, writing on the future of the Internet, parodies this type of rhetoric in his pastiche of the future of the wheel: “Social thinkers have suggested that the wheel will help usher in a new era of peace and prosperity, with our shared wheel-based productivity making fighting over food, and hence most violence between human beings obsolete. Ultimately, the wheel will facilitate a fundamental change in the way that people relate to each other and to the world as a whole”
Borenstein (1999)
 notes that since the beginning of recorded history, every new technological breakthrough has been envisioned as leading humanity towards either a utopia or its opposite. He remarks that in actual practice, of course, each technology has brought with it a mixture of blessings and curses. Cawalti (1976)
 comments : “The moral fantasies of technological utopianism and anti-utopianism similarly limit the way that they can teach us about the likely social realities of new forms of computerisation: one is romantic and the other is tragic (p. 42).” The Utopian view of e-learning is reflected in government policies. The Commission of the European Communities in its policy paper, e-Learning - Designing tomorrow's education, (Communities 2000) state
: 
The goals of e-Learning are particularly ambitious … if these goals are pursued and attained, they will enable the citizens of Europe to take an active part in the construction of the most dynamic and most cohesive society in the world.
Hope

Just as with a gold rush there is gold somwhere, even if it isn’t at the end of the rainbow. In time a more realistic appreciation of what’s possible becomes the general perception. So too with e-learning there is a great deal of value, it’s just not the complete solution that had been hoped for at first. 

Kiesler (1997)
 discusses the difference between the amplifying and transformative potential of new technologies. While affirming that it is people's behaviour, not just the attributes of the technology which determines the effect of the technology, Kiesler asserts that electronic communication technologies are clearly transformative. In fact, the web is seen by many as a transformative technology for learning (Oblinger, Barone et al. 2001: p. 5).

As mentioned previously MIT (2001)
 announced in April 2001 that it intended to make nearly all course materials available free on the World Wide Web. MIT believe that such a venture will continue the tradition at MIT and in American higher education of open dissemination of educational materials, philosophy, and modes of thought, and will help lead to fundamental changes in the way colleges and universities engage the web as a vehicle for education. Lawrence (2001)
 argues that free online availability of scientific literature offers substantial benefits to science and society.
MIT Faculty (MIT 2001)
 demonstrates very positive views on allowing course materials available free on the World Wide Web. "A clear case of a small effort, and large benefits. I very much hope that our collective lecture notes become the most popular net destination." Freely available research and information should alleviate some of the fears expressed by faculty about the commercialisation and commoditisation of education. 
The E-University - Section 1

In the spring of 2000 it was the height of the dotcom bubble. “New Labour was mesmerised by the phenomenon. So too were many university vice-chancellors, who dreamt of virtual campuses, huge student enrolments and vast revenues in the new market for 'e-learning' that was allegedly opening up. Some of this hysteria infected David Blunkett, then Secretary of State for Education. He too foresaw a vast new global market for higher education - and large, well-funded US organisations preparing to capture it. He had nightmares about Britain missing out on this bonanza. Something had to be done.”
 
“It was pure dotcommery. Nobody had done any market research. With the exception of the Open University, there wasn't an HE institution in Britain that knew the first thing about e-learning. But Blunkett put aside £62m for his fantasy and set the disaster in motion. First, there was the obligatory consultant's report, which spent 55 pages avoiding the really central questions. Was there a market for British web-based learning materials? And could UK universities deliver anything that people might actually buy?” 

The trouble with E-learning
Don Tapscott (1999)
 believes that universities and schools need to reinvent themselves if they wish to remain relevant and effective in the 21st century. If they don't, he says that others will quickly usurp their role. The notion of a university as a place of learning for a small, fixed period of one's life no longer works. Part-time students are now "the new majority." Tapscott discusses the rise of the corporate university - companies, such as Xerox, Andersen Worldwide, and IBM, operate huge university-like campuses which offer formally accredited courses for employees.
One of the major obstacles for academia is the involvement of big business in the introduction of online learning. Feenberg (1999) claims that professors aren't in the forefront of the movement to network education. Instead, politicians, university administrations, and computer and telecommunications companies have taken the lead, because they see money in electronic ventures. This is guaranteed to provoke instant hostility among faculty members. 
Acknowledging that information technology and its uses unsettle the university as an institution, Agre (2000)
 proposes two potential new models: the commodity model -- the university as a competitor in a marketplace -- and the community model -- the university as an idealised microcosm of society.
Much of the literature on the subject of e-learning extols the potential of the technologies for enhancing the learning experience. As has been mentioned, however, there is very little hard evidence regarding learners' attitude to online learning. What is becoming apparent though is that students need to feel part of both the virtual and real world when it comes to education and possibly most other areas in life. Tapscott (1999)
 believes that in order to re-invent themselves, universities' first step should be to listen to the students. The information-age mindset of most students entering our colleges and universities today is more comfortable working on a keyboard than writing in a spiral notebook. For them, constant connectivity-being in touch with friends and family at any time and from any place-is of utmost importance. Students have already assimilated the Internet into their learning activities - e-learning is a normal part of their lives.

Students may have embraced the main technological elements which incorporate e-learning, but they still require the physical real-world as opposed to virtual relationships that form part of the traditional learning experience. In their large-scale local evaluation of students' learning experiences Richardson and Turner (2000)
 report that students were very keen to talk about themselves as part of a learning group / community. The idea of community is reported as one that is an important part of university life to students and appears in various forms throughout their results. The students in the study were very positive about using virtual learning environments, but they also wanted the opportunity to feel part of a physical group, and favoured face-to-face discussion rather than asynchronous electronic methods. The students in the study were asked whether they still felt part of a learning community even though they had reduced class contact time. Almost two-thirds of the students either disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement.
We continually speak of student needs and forget teachers have needs too. This imbalance in our observation can lead to gaps in our understanding of an educational issue. For instance one of the problems regarding e-learning in a university environment is there is no incentive for faculty members to change the way they teach. The relatively low status of teaching in research universities creates an impediment against the development of web-based course delivery among faculty because teaching is not seen as worthy activity. Alongside the teaching ability that’s required to put e-learning in to practice marketing and technical skills need to be in place. If you add to these factors the time needed to develop e-learning resources it’s not hard to see why there’s so much resistance to the development of e-learning.
The E-University - Section 2

“The setting up of a holding company, with a board of vice-chancellors and other establishment boobies. The holding company duly set up an 'operating' company, which recruited a raft of business types who knew little or nothing about education. (The finance director came from Camelot!) They did, however, know about burning money and remunerating themselves nicely. The company accounts reveal that part-time chairman Sir Anthony Cleaver, for example, got £70,000 in 2002-03, plus a £12,236 'performance bonus'. Chief executive John Beaumont took home £180,000 plus a bonus (also for 'performance') of £44,914. They also looked after the corporate sector quite nicely. For example, Sun Microsystems got £5.6m to develop a technical 'platform' for space-age delivery of soi-disant e-learning materials to non-existent e-learners.” 

In March 2002 John Beaumont joined as chief executive. He had been a professor at Stirling and Bath, but he talked the language of business - "end users" rather than students. Installed in a comfortable office near Buckingham Palace, he spoke enthusiastically about the project. "The whole idea should be 'win-win' for UK universities and ourselves - it has to be a real partnership." he told Education Guardian in April that year. 

The company's strategy was to come up with an integrated service that would help universities develop online courses, to provide the technology to run and deliver e-learning to students around the world, and to market the courses abroad.

Integration

Matthew Pittinsky (2001)
 uses the term integration to suggest a coming together of the dot.edu and dot.com spheres.   The most valuable and marketable commodity is information itself. The Internet whose culture has traditionally encompassed the open source movement (I.e freely available information) may offer the solution by giving free and easy access to information, using it as a loss leader and capitalising on the real value-added - physical, real-world interaction. 

Richard Stallman (2001)
, believes that the rules we have now, known as copyright, were established in the age of the printing press, an inherently centralised method of mass-production copying and that the modern technology for scientific publishing is the World Wide Web. Tim Berners-Lee (Berners-Lee and Hendler 2001
)writes that we are only in the early days of a new Internet revolution, one which will have a deeper and more disruptive impact on scientific, and other, web publishing.

One way of quoting without copying was called transclusion, and it was the heart of a company called Xanadu
. Xanadu’s most innovative commercial feature - a royalty and copyright scheme. Whenever an author wished to quote, he or she would use transclusion to "virtually include" the passage in his or her own document. In the Xanadu docuverse, an assertion could always be followed back to its original source. An idea would never become detached from its author. With transclusion, links to critical information would remain intact no matter how many times a passage was quoted. This could allow exact royalty payment for each download and thus quotation without negotiation.

The E-teacher
The openness of the Internet is as much a major drawback as an advantage. Millar, (Wolf 1995)
 considers that the World Wide Web permits infinite redundancy and encourages maximum confusion. And Clarke (1999)
 further comments "Information is not knowledge - and knowledge is not wisdom" (p.36). The vastness of information available to students requires, more than ever, the presence of a teacher to assist the student in the age-old progression of moving from information to knowledge, in the hope of gaining wisdom. Spitzer (2001) relates that "the missing link in distance learning experience was not the technology, but the lack of a human mediator who could provide the things that technology could not: relevance, personalisation, responsiveness, and flexibility" (pp. 51-52). The fears that e-learning will replace the teacher would appear to be unfounded. In fact, the role of the teacher can now become central to the learning process. With e-learning, the information is continually available and accessible to students; the teacher as provider of information is redundant. As Rosenberg (2001)
 states: 

Now, with the primary learning on the Web, the instructors are free to become true coaches and consultants to their clients, focusing more on facilitating…thus the live component of the program shifts from formal instruction to an experience-based, post-training application that can be customised for the client (p. 61). Rosenberg (2001) believes that the synergies between e-learning and classroom learning will become more refined and while the amount of classroom time will decrease, the importance of classroom experiences that remain will certainly grow. Winer, Rushby and Vasquaz-Abad (1999) state that what is emerging most closely from the technological explosion is, ironically enough, a refocusing on people. 

Peter Drucker, cited in Barksdale (1999)
 reminds us that the purpose of any business is to create and keep customers. The universities must listen to their customers, their students. They must offer their most valuable commodities - information and research - in the easily accessible format that their customers prefer. They should themselves realise the value added in what their customers value most - teachers. 

The hype regarding e-learning has always emphasised the potential for interactivity in the technological sphere, however, the importance of interactivity in the real world, physical sphere. The intrinsic value-added is the teacher as the preferred method of interactivity. 
The E-University section 3

In view of what has been covered in this paper so far I now wish to look further at the demise of the E-University in the UK. The main failure seems to be three pronged. Firstly mismanagement beset the organisation causing further mismanagement down the chain of command. Staff who talked to the Guardian felt universities had been left in the lurch, but still believed the concept of the e-university would have been viable if it had been better managed. "With properly structured marketing, there was enough money to keep it going for 10 years," said a former employee. Staff complained of the lack of focus in the company's marketing efforts - a criticism endorsed by the consultants called in at the end of last year. Staff also complained of the chief executive's "autocratic" management style. 

The failure to recruit more than 900 online students by the second year, as against a target of over 5,000, did not prevent Beaumont earning a £45,000 bonus on top of his £180,000 salary - but it did prompt Hefce to send in consultants. The report by PA Consulting Group in December 2003 was damning about the "lack of focus" in management and about marketing based "more on optimism than market-led judgments". 

The other major problem was that early on in the planning process it was decided that a proprietary operating platform would be developed in order to provide a bespoke system. “To do this, Beaumont was convinced it needed a "world-beating" platform, developed with Sun Microsystems. Developing a platform from scratch means it is custom built, but is inherently riskier and more expensive” 

“Slater, a former professor of computer studies at Kent, with considerable experience of large computer systems, urged a change of course to use an off-the-shelf system such as Blackboard”.
 “Including Blackboard as a fallback for the January 2003 launch of the first courses would make most of the universities very happy, he judged. "The proposed launch spec is unattractive and the HEIs [higher education institutions] are restless. To be able to say that Blackboard is a fallback will make negotiations much easier in the next couple of months," said Slater.
 “He was not advocating giving up the Sun development at this stage, but UKeU needed urgently to put a plausi ble fallback in place. Slater's advice was ignored and within a couple of months he had resigned.” 

The third problem is that as with most of the dot.com success stories there have been few overnight successes and it has taken time for a customer base to develop.

"We have not seen evidence that customers recognise benefits from access to a one-stop service provider, and our discussions with UK universities have suggested that they regard the eU [e-university] as primarily a marketing vehicle." 

The process of tuning in to customer needs, or in this case student needs, was blocked by the vision of the E-evangelists, a vision with very little evidence to support its theories.
The E-University section 4
The success stories that offer hope for the future of e-learning
Liverpool University has a track record in the e-learning field it has signed up 1,600 students in 80 countries doing masters in IT. There are American success stories too. Organisations, such as Sylvan and the University of Phoenix are amongst them. “Sylvan, based in Baltimore, has signed a 10-year agreement which will generate significant revenue for the university while the university's role is to assure the standards of the courses it has created. Sylvan not only supply capital but also the administrative and marketing expertise to run a complex operation. 

“Phoenix, with 150,000 students at campuses across the US and online focus ruthlessly on courses they can deliver at a profit: IT, business and health. And they know their customers. 

"The first thing they fix is the parking. Their students are busy professionals working 40 hours a week who need courses at evenings and weekends and don't want to spend an hour driving around trying to park their cars." They bring the same focused approach to their online qualifications.” 

The failure of the Open University to bring world-class higher education to the US market was a tragedy. "Without a continuing infusion of outside funding, the likeliest survivors in the virtual universe are schools like the University of Phoenix, which offer well-packaged instruction to well-defined niche markets," he concludes. "In this high-stakes world money, not quality, talks the loudest."
 

Conclusion
E-learning is not the panacea it was hoped it would be, we have seen that. Nor has it incurred utopia upon us. The world is probably a better place but there’s still a long way to go. Throughout this essay I have tried to find a way of looking at e-learning  that is neither manic nor pessimistic, but instead I wanted to see what it really has to offer. There is no doubt that the effects of e-learning, and the consequential commercialism that’s occurring within the education system will be profound but the expected version of effects may be quite different to what actually comes about. Instead of the role of the teacher being replaced it will be given greater definition and importance, well at least up until we learn how to make androids. In a similar way the role of educational establishments may become defined further. Where for instance a university was once seen as a school and a research centre their may be more definition as to which aspects an establishment is concerned with. 

One of the truly ironic issues that has come about in relation to the Internet has been how much computers have been used to satiate human desires. In this vein then it’s not surprising to find that IT and education seem to be most rewarding when it enables students and tutors to develop their own emotional connections with each other. One of the core issues of teaching is the importance of relationships, especially between the tutor and student. E-learning can be used to enhance this relationship. As time moves on and e-learning finds it’s place in the natural order of things what we are most likely to see is that it is the needs of students and educators that define what course e-learning takes, not the hopes and fantasies of education ministers and managers.
In relation to my own personal development the Internet offers an avenue for progression. I shall be developing my knowledge of E-learning through the “Learn Direct” educational body who I shall be dealing with in one of my new jobs.  This will allow me to work within agreed codes of professional practice. I will also be making sure that in future I take the exams my students take so I have first hand experience which I can use to relate some empathy to them. This will mean I shall be studying Advanced ECDL in the next term. I shall also be attempting to pass the Adobe Photoshop ACE exam. With regards the evaluation of my own practice I shall be continually getting feedback through formal and informal evaluation from my students, my line managers and the institutions I work for. 
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