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Abstract

This paper provides an initial examination of the nature and scale of e-Learning by Universities in the North East of England.  We note that this is a complex area and highlight differences between the institutions in their usage as measured by the Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) they possess.  It is clear that there is and will continue to be dramatic growth in e-learning provision for the foreseeable future within the North East’s universities and this poses challenges for the institutions and the wider regional economy. The paper considers these and offers some suggestions for future developments. 

1. Introduction

Online learning has the potential to foster an entrepreneurial spirit within Higher Education (HE) and, indeed, in post secondary education sector as a whole.  It represents an amalgamation of Government, University and private sector investment and strategy aimed at the new educational context of widening participation, lifelong learning, increased numbers of overseas students and the need to generate new sources of revenue whilst raising productivity (DFESa, 2003; DFESb, 2003; DFESc, 2003).  At a pedagogic level e-Learning is noted to be innovatory and creative (Hannan and Silver, 2002) and concerned with the enhancement of teaching and learning (Jackson, 2002).  Moreover, it facilitates opportunities for new and pioneering courses delivered to meet the needs of learners with flexible study requirements.  Governments speak of e-Learning in glowing terms for its potentially transformational impact on all of society. One quotation from the UK government echoes that of numerous other national and supranational bodies.

“It has the potential to transform the way we teach and learn across the board. It can raise standards, and widen participation in lifelong learning. It cannot replace teachers and lecturers, but alongside existing methods it can enhance the quality and reach of their teaching, and reduce the time spent on administration. It can enable every learner to achieve his or her potential, and help to build an educational workforce empowered to change. It makes possible a truly ambitious education system for a future learning society” (DFES, 2003c: 1).
The Government’s e-Learning strategy emphasises inclusion, excellence and flexibility for the Universities.  They recognise that this is an era of change and e-Learning can provide a fruitful vehicle for creating a sustainable and strategic future for the university sector.  Universities need to embrace collaborative opportunities with institutions from all sectors at the local, national and international level whilst keeping their own distinctive missions (see DFES, 2003c: 59 – 61).  

Regional bodies such as One North East (ONE) have similarly recognised the potential with an ambitious e-Learning strategy.  The vision of the strategy is that

“The North East will be a national leader in the appropriate use of e-learning, by creating a climate of regional collaboration and by sponsoring development projects which make original contributions whilst meeting local needs” (ONE, 2003: 5)

ONE recognises how e-Learning can raise the economic profile of the region and to demonstrate the importance of the strategy the estimated costs of implementing it are £500,000 per annum over the period 2004 to 2008 (ONE, 2003: 24).  The presence of a strong and vibrant regional university sector will improve regional exports of educational services and draw in regional networks of learning providers such as the Local Education Authorities, Further Education colleges, Learning and Skills Councils as well as content developers.  Further, the use of e-Learning on-campus has the potential to widen and deepen knowledge and skills for learners making the locality an attractive place to live as well as learn.  There are wider benefits from the use and development of e-Learning technologies too for it is likely to foster growth in investment and employment in the computing and educational technology sectors.  Thus, we could see the development of e-Learning clusters that would represent a significant contribution to the regional knowledge economy.  

However, there are some important challenges for the region’s universities in implementing and embedding e-Learning.  The market is still in a state of flux as customers are unsure about the potential benefits that might arise from e-Learning.  It is also unclear whether universities understand the potential benefits from e-Learning.  There is still considerable staff development and experimentation.  It is an expensive exercise and there have been spectacular failures and considerable restructuring in this growing but dynamically changing market.  Universities therefore have to make careful judgements about the formation of partnerships and alliances that they might want to undertake at the regional, national and international level.  

The paper will proceed as follows. Section 2 provides some background to e-Learning including a definition and categorisation of the types of e-Learning found in Higher Education.  Section 3 considers the scale and scope of e-Learning as far as data will allow.  Here we present the results of a telephone survey relating to the current state of e-Learning as measured by the use of Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs). Section 4 examines the challenges and opportunities for Universities from within the Region.  The final section is a conclusion, drawing together some of the main arguments as well as to some future developments that need to be considered.

2. Background to e-Learning

e-Learning has been defined as the:

“delivery of content via all electronic media, including the internet, intranets, extranets, satellite, broadcast, video, interactive TV, and CD Rom. (It) encompasses all learning that people undertake, whether formal or informal, through electronic delivery.” (OECD, 2001: 1)
Strictly speaking online learning, or learning using the World Wide Web (including using a virtual learning environment such as Blackboard, WebCT etc.), is a subset of e-Learning. The term e-Learning is used to align the provision of online learning with the e-commerce relationships between institutions such as universities, computer software and hardware firms and publishers (who, for example, provide online journals, books and other media).

Evans and Wurster (1999) argued that the information and communications revolution, notably through the explosion of the internet in the 1990s, allowed many organisations to bypass the trade-off between ‘richness’ and ‘reach’ in the delivery of goods and services for a global market place.  For the most part this was applicable to the e-commerce aspects of organisations in the financial services and distribution sectors but it is not difficult to apply this to the context of education with the concomitant development of web-based e-Learning en masse.  It was not that long ago that educators would provide a ‘rich’ learning experience to individuals (and groups) almost exclusively via face-to-face contact in the classroom.  Issues of ‘reach’, that is individuals who faced socio-economic, time and place constraints in accessing education, were largely provided for by part-time courses.  However, the growth of the World Wide Web, and the concomitant rise in virtual learning environments, along with changes on the demand side, has facilitated greater ‘reach’ and is forcing developments in the richness of the learning experience for all student groups.  

It is possible to categorise the possible modes of study available to learners by associating the location of the learning and the level of investment in learning technology by the institution.  Figure 1 provides the broad classifications.  Institutions could have high levels of investment in learning technology and still have programmes that do not involve any e-Learning.  It is also possible to have low levels of investment in learning technology and have paper-based distance learning programmes work alongside email support.  Further, it is possible to have a mixture of modes.  Off-campus learners, for example, can receive some on-campus tuition; say using a block mode of study.  In spite of these caveats most acknowledge that there are, broadly, two types of e-Learning applicable to Higher Education.  

First, there is campus-based e-Learning.  This is where students participate in traditional face-to-face contact with the teacher in the classroom as well as engage with materials, activities and communication with tutors and peers in a virtual world.   Most educators are using electronic media as a way of augmenting existing classroom learning for the campus-based student.  As the total experience is a mixture of traditional and online learning it is known as ‘blended learning’.  Many lecturers have used blended learning as an opportunity to embrace the socio-economic, financial and family commitments of students and who may, as a result, have difficulty in attending classes (Hinde, 2003).  However, with the anticipated growth in student numbers in Higher Education, a feature that is explicit in the UK government’s White Paper (DFES, 2003c), there are strong incentives to reduce (what the Americans call) the ‘seat time’ associated with blended learning (Voos, 2003).  That is, the only way of accommodating higher throughput in Higher Education is by utilising the productivity potential associated with the large capital investment in virtual learning environments, such as Blackboard, WebCT or FirstClass, and associated online library resources.  Contact time between teacher and student is going to be reduced further and student – staff ratios rise.

The second broad category of e-Learning is that related to off-campus learners who undertake distance learning programmes.  Purely electronic distance learning programmes are becoming more commonplace but they are still in their infancy.  Pure distance learning has involved low retention rates for students so that universities have embraced some form of blended learning experience, inviting students to attend for face-to-face tuition over a short period of time, perhaps a weekend.  

The Open University is a good exponent of this but there are some good local examples too.  The University of Northumbria, for example, have a suite of postgraduate distance learning law programmes that offer an optional block mode study in addition to traditional printed materials, some streaming audio presentations over the web, access to electronic law library resources and email support to several hundred students all over the world.

The existence of learning technology will reduce the psychic distance of learning and electronic distance learning will lead to more substitution of the classroom experience.  Streaming video lectures are helpful in this regard and becoming more prevalent.  So too will pedagogic developments associated with communications tools.  The key success factor in distance learning is appropriate student support, particularly during the induction phase but also throughout the course of study.  As purer forms of electronic distance learning take hold partnerships and alliances will become more important in facilitating student support.  Where work-based learning is important sponsoring organisations will play a crucial role in student support.  Newcastle Business School at Northumbria University, for example, is about to embark on a part time, two year, electronic Certificate of Higher Education in Applied Management with the Army.  A key success factor for the programme is the training carried out by Northumbria staff with training staff (known as ‘Navigators’) at Army Learning Centres across the country.  These ‘Navigators’ will guide army personnel in the use of the Blackboard VLE, the study tool, and will afford another route by which the student engages with staff at NBS (see also Fenwick et al, 2002).   Similar initiatives are taking place across other areas of Northumbria University and elsewhere within the region.

Work-based e-Learning programmes that involve greater collaboration with private and public sector organisations within the region and nationally will be an important vehicle for future growth of electronic distance learning for Universities.  Overseas markets are perhaps more strategic for UK Universities who need to improve their revenue base as public funding per student falls.  Many are looking to bringing overseas students to their UK campuses.  However, the development of a web-based learning infrastructure affords alternative export opportunities for Universities.   Not all overseas markets though are easy to penetrate with distance learning products.  Malaysia, for example, has stringent regulations on such programmes because of experiences with inappropriate accreditation and a desire to foster domestic HE.

UK universities already have a long experience of overseas participation.  Traditional collaborative ventures that involve franchising of programmes are having their quality assurance underpinned by access to VLEs and learning resources.  New partnerships and ventures are likely to emerge because of the new opportunities afforded by e-Learning technologies.  There is even the possibility of franchising electronic distance learning programmes.  Indeed, such a venture is already at a fairly advanced stage of development between Northumbria University and an overseas partner in South East Asia.  There are also some interesting organisational collaborations elsewhere in the UK.  Resource Development International, for example, is a commercial organisation based in Coventry that sells consultancy services and distance learning undergraduate and postgraduate programmes from Leicester, Liverpool John Moore and Sunderland Universities.  It does so via a network of marketing agents and partners across the world (see http://www.rdi.co.uk).

Figure 1. Classifying Modes of Learning









3. Scale and Scope of e-Learning

Data on the scale and scope of the e-Learning market is problematic.  The best estimates come from case studies and country reports.  The biggest global suppliers of online learning are broadly English-speaking nations such as the USA, Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom (OBHE, 2003; Allen and Seaman, 2003), though there is considerable development within Europe (see http://www.elearningeuropa.info).  Moreover, most e-Learning at the moment is concerned with on-campus learners rather than off-campus – even among the big users such as the USA and Australia.  Indeed, off-campus distance learning mostly embraces a blended learning approach and pure electronic distance learning programmes are still to take off and subject to difficulties as potential students face uncertainties in engaging with the technology as a learning tool.

Data on e-Learning within UK Higher Education sector is subject to inadequacies because of the various ways that institutions present the information.  All UK universities “make use of e-Learning in some form or other” (OECD, 2001: 1). Most measures of e-Learning capture the use of e-Learning via engagement with Virtual Learning Environment (VLE).  Recent surveys by UCISA showed that 81 per cent of HE institutions had a VLE in 2001 and that increased to 86 per cent by March 2003 (Browne and Jenkins, 2003).  Indeed, the figure for all ‘Post-1991 Universities’ (sometimes referred to as ‘New Universities’) was 97 per cent.  There has also been a reduction in the number of VLEs being used within universities.  In 2001 28 per cent were using 3 or more VLEs in March 2003 that proportion had reduced just below 18 per cent.  The market leading VLE is Blackboard whose market share rose from 33.8 per cent in 2001 to 43.2 per cent in 2003, whilst its main competitor, WebCT, fell from 59.7 per cent in 2001 to 34.1 per cent in 2003.  There has also been a corresponding increase in the number of students and staff using their institutional VLEs with the ‘New Universities’ having the greatest use rates in both categories and, not surprisingly the number of modules has risen dramatically.  However, only around 3 to 5 per cent of courses were noted as being totally online.  Only 5 per cent of ‘New Universities’ had online library resources fully integrated into the VLE; there were no ‘Pre-1991 Universities’ who had fully integrated their VLE and library facilities by March 2003.

Data at the regional level is very scarce.  In its recent e-Learning strategy document, One North East noted that there was a need to map the state of e-Learning implementation across the region (ONE, 2003).  Their remit was to embrace all education sectors in the North East, not just the Higher Education Institutions.  In particular they want to examine the state of technical interconnectivity in the region and the nature of clustering arrangements.  Such data collection is an important development for the creation of the e-Region and will allow policy makers to analyse information relating to the potential benefits of e-Learning for the local knowledge economy.  However, the aim here is to focus on the role of the region’s universities in their use and potential use of e-Learning.  

Table 1 provides some background information on the current use of VLEs by universities in the North East of England.  The author carried out the survey in March 2004 by telephone.  It is based on several of the questions in the UCISA report.  It echoes some of the findings at the national level but, for the first time, presents regional evidence and is current.  However, there are caveats.  First, there are activities out with VLE usage that are not captured in Table 1.  Students may engage with e-Learning through their normal use of the web.  Many staff have their own web pages or web resources that are not counted here (see, for example, http://www.kevinhinde.com or http://www.openfolio.com) that are not situated on university VLEs.  Likewise there are resources that would constitute e-Learning in the very broadest sense of the term used in the earlier definition but not registered on University VLE usage statistics.  Second, the available data does not measure the quality of the materials on the VLE.  Most data is generated by the VLE software and is not a true indication of the pedagogic value added at the moment.  The Universities are recognizing this and are monitoring their investment projects closely.  However, it is important to note that the data presented here provides a strong indication of the growth in VLE use by Universities, albeit with variations across the region, and implies that there is much to be gained pedagogically and economically through investment and training in an e-Learning platform.

Table 1 shows that two regional universities, Durham and Northumbria, are the biggest users of VLEs, measured by staff and student access.  Durham declares the highest use among students with 80 per cent of students engaging with Blackboard.  However, this is an estimate as new figures will only emerge following a survey in May.  Data from a survey in 2003 showed that around 7000 students used the Blackboard VLE at Durham and that figure should have increased to 9,000 or 10,000 students.  Table 1 also shows that of the 28 academic departments in Durham University 16 had a Blackboard course for every module with only 3 departments only having very small use of Blackboard and the others having somewhere in between.  Most VLE use is for on-campus learners though the MBA is now online.

Northumbria University declares the highest staff use of the VLE at around 90 per cent.  Potentially all modules can be delivered as e-Learning at Northumbria because of the synergistic relationship between the Management Information System database and the VLE – every accredited module is automatically registered on Blackboard along with the relevant students and staff.  The figure for staff use is based on VLE generated data showing staff who have accessed modules and programmes and made them available to their students.  By February 2004 students were logging on to Blackboard every 4.5 seconds and they estimate that around 75 per cent of students use it.  Northumbria has greater integration of its library into the VLE thereby affording more of a seamless learning resource service for students.  This would put it in the top 5 per cent of all UK Higher Education Institutions as noted in the UCISA Northumbria University has also recently launched a commercial dimension to its e-Learning operation out with the University via Northumbria Learning, which offers a number of technical services and a few courses.  Northumbria offers some distance learning programmes online – notably, in nursing and the Higher Education Foundation Course which reaches out across the community to facilitate access for learners looking to engage with higher education.

Other universities have quite substantial developments of VLE use thus far but are planning to grow in response to staff and student demand.  Newcastle University has around 45 to 50 per cent of students and staff using their VLE based on data extracted last year.  They are yet to undertake a 2004 study but anticipate that growth in student use of Blackboard to around 80 per cent over the next year.  Newcastle University is thus continuing to invest in developing Blackboard.  Most VLE use at Newcastle is for campus based students but have some innovative online programmes that are shared with consortium partners.

Likewise Teeside University noted growth in VLE use over the coming year.  Their VLE project, like most in the region, was a pilot and has blossomed.  Around 50 per cent of staff and students use the VLE and further investments are planned in developing the technology.  They also have some courses online for distance learners.  Sunderland has a lower VLE use by staff but they too noted experimentation by staff and expected some dramatic growth in the number of modules offered on their VLE in the next year.  To this end they are investing in an upgrade of WebCT for the forthcoming academic year.  Sunderland too uses e-Learning for campus students but is recognised nationally for an online postgraduate course in Buddhist Studies.

The Open University although not cited in Table 1 is the largest provider of distance learning education in the UK and currently has over 125 courses which are required to employ information and communications technology (ICT) in teaching and learning.  Over 130,000 students nationally are using the FirstClass conferencing system nationally to collaborate with their peers and nearly 3,000 tutors have been trained to support learners using this medium. 

Table 1: Current Use of Virtual Learning Environments by Universities in the North East

	
	How many VLEs does your University use?
	How many students (or what proportion) use your VLE?


	How many staff (or what proportion) use your VLE?
	How many courses/ programmes are active on your VLE?
	What proportion of courses on the VLE are mainly or fully online for distance learners?
	Are online Library resources fully integrated with your VLE?

	Durham
	One main VLE, Blackboard.  Medical students access the Newcastle University Medical school VLE. The Business school has a purpose built VLE but this is used little if at all.

Further updating of software expected in the summer
	Around 7000 students used Blackboard last year.  No data yet for this year.  A new survey is expected in the summer. Suspect it to be nearer to 9,000 to 10,000 this year.  Around 80% of students are probably active users.
	1697 Instructors enrolled on Blackboard.  Around two-thirds of academic staff engages with it.  For 16 out of 28 departments every course is fully supported by Blackboard.  Three departments have very limited use of Blackboard but are expected to improve.  The other departments have good use on some modules.  Support staff also active users at the programme level.
	There are 1500 undergraduate modules and 1963 ‘active modules’.
	Most VLE use is for Campus-based learners.  Notable exception is the MBA course.
	First year undergraduates using a library module.  Some basic pages on finding information. More developments in the pipeline.  Electronic library facilities are available separately.

	Newcastle
	One main VLE, Blackboard.  Plans to develop their current version of Blackboard.  Clinical medical students access the Newcastle University Medical school VLE. 
	Around 45 to 50% of students use Blackboard based on last years data.  A new survey due in Summer 2004.  However, anticipating growth to 80% over the next year.
	Between 45 and 50% using Blackboard.  More staff registered to use Blackboard.  Prefer to survey staff to get a picture of the type of usage of materials and learning on Blackboard
	1200 modules in April 2003.  Nearer 1600 now.
	Very few.  About 5 or 6.  Most VLE use is for Campus-based learners.  Identified some important online programmes.  MSc in Oncology and palliative care; M. Tech (A consortium with other UK and European Institutions); Industrial Statistics Research Unit which has some CPD online.


	Not yet. Some developments due and anticipating full integration by September.  Electronic library facilities are available separately.

	Northumbria
	One VLE, Blackboard.  Upgrading to use Blackboard’s Local Content Management System.  Has developed a commercial organisation using the Blackboard VLE called Northumbria Learning.
	Around 32000 students enrolled on Blackboard now, including prospective and franchised students. Around 50% were accessing and using Blackboard actively in 2002.  Around 75% now. A student logs on to Blackboard every 4.5 seconds
	90 % of all academic staff entered and accessed Blackboard modules for teaching and learning purposes.

21 % of support staff attached to live courses.  
	2465 live modules and programmes.
	Very few.  Some important programmes in nursing, informatics, design and business.  A key programme is the Higher Education Foundation Course. Most VLE use is for Campus-based learners.  However, franchised, foundation and collaborative venture students are enrolled on Blackboard.
	High level of integration.   The VLE integrates fully with the Library Management system.  There is a dedicated library page in Blackboard in which students can, among other things, find out where to get information, download journal articles and renew books online. 

	Sunderland
	One VLE, WebCT.  School of Education had some small-scale use of ‘First Class’ but no longer supported.  Is investing in the next version of WebCT – ‘Vista’ over the next few months.
	Around 50 % of students using WebCT, perhaps a little under.  There has been a 40 % increase in usage since last year
	Around 33% of all staff are using WebCT.  The spread is across the board. Originally it was ICT staff but now all schools fairly well represented.  A 25 % increase in staff use since last year.
	320 modules and 30 programmes represented.  There has been a doubling of modules on WebCT since last year.
	Very few.  Most VLE use is for Campus-based learners.  Notable exception Buddhist Studies,.
	Not well established.  Developments have begun on providing reading lists and some upgrades are currently being undertaken.  However, electronic library facilities available separately.

	Teeside
	One VLE, Blackboard.  Will be upgrading to 
	All students have an account (i.e. 25,000 potential users). Around 50% of students are engaging with Blackboard.  However, accurate data is difficult to ascertain because they use Blackboard Level 5
	All modules available on Blackboard. Difficult to be precise but suggest that around 50% of staff are using Blackboard – about 700 staff.  Project started as a pilot and now rolled out across the University. Continuing to grow in importance.
	All modules are available for use on Blackboard.  Around 50% of all modules or courses are live on Blackboard.  Some Faculties have high usage rates, e.g. Social Science and Law.
	Very few.  Most VLE use is for Campus-based learners.  Notable exceptions Professional development course in nursing.  Cleveland Open Learning Unit is transferring materials across on to Blackboard..
	Limited developments so far.  However, electronic library facilities available separately.


Source: Telephone interviews by the author March 2004

The Open University has a strong regional presence in the North (which includes the North East, Cumbria and Continental Western Europe).  They offer blended learning solutions, in that students can discuss issues with tutors and engage with summer schools.  The Northern centre looks after about 10,000 students with roughly half in the North, making it the smallest University in the North.   However, they have witnessed a growth in employment of their regional centre, indicating some improving opportunities (see http://www.n-e-learningstrategy.com).  Their organisational learning and teaching strategy is to encourage further growth in ICT for their distance learning courses, suggesting that they see possibilities which should have benefits for the North East.

4. Challenges and opportunities for the Region’s Universities

The data shows that there is considerable optimism about the future of the e-Learning market but there is still scope for development.  For all of its positive potential though, there are some considerable challenges in developing and embedding e-Learning within Higher Education Institutions.  E-Learning is an expensive and uncertain exercise for all relevant stakeholders, particularly for potential students weighing up the costs and benefits of study.  

Many individual learners are looking to maximise the private returns on educational investments over their working life-cycle and will resist e-Learning programmes if they cannot see the perceived benefits from courses that rely heavily on it.  This, of course, may be because they have inadequate or inappropriate skills to use the e-Learning technologies and so Universities will have to reach out to students in creative ways to encourage them to sign up for these new programmes.  They might do this through their collaborative regional, national and overseas partners and agents perhaps establishing distributed learning centres that offer pre-course tasters of the sorts of e-Learning activities on offer.  Universities might also use their websites for pre-course online tasters of e-Learning activities and combine this with ‘drop-in’ sessions for potential campus-based learners.  When trying to encourage electronic distance learning Universities would also find it useful to have induction programmes with a multimedia element that provides information about the e-Learning content and offers points of contact for learners with fewer ICT skills.  Perhaps those with reservations about the use of learning technology are unlikely to embark on electronic distance learning programmes.  However, such students may be encouraged if they are one of a group with a common background, say sponsored by an organisation.  Thus, it might be possible to establish peer groups or ‘learning buddies’ or mentors who help learners that are hesitant in engaging with e-Learning activities on a course.

E-Learning is also an expensive and uncertain exercise for Universities.  There has been considerable hyperbole associated with the financial potential of this market.  One estimate pointed to the growth in global student numbers from 42 million in 1990 to 92 million in 2010 to 159 million by 2025 (West cited in OECD, 2001a).  Another noted that the size of the corporate e-Learning market of interest to HE institutions as a potential source on income was US$ 1 billion in 1998 and would grow to an estimated US$10 billion in 2004 (Merrill Lynch, cited in Ryan, 2002).  The potentiality of the profit to be earned from e-Learning has been questioned though following the fall of technology stocks in the late 1990s and the failure of a small number of high profile universities and colleges involved in e-Learning ventures  (Ryan, 2002).  

Fielden (2002) has demonstrated that the costs of e-Learning are larger than for traditional courses.  Universities bear most of the upfront costs in technological infrastructure and support.  They see e-Learning as vehicle to raise productivity, enhance their University brand and proffer income generation from new ventures, especially since the unit of public spending resource has fallen in recent times.  However, There has been considerable scepticism as to the value of e-based distance learning among UK Universities particularly because there is uncertainty as to what the appropriate business model is meant to be.  The recent proposed restructuring of the UK e-Universities Worldwide (UkeU) has reinforced this position.  The UK Government announced UkeU in February 2000 and committed £62 million to it.  Run by the Higher Education Funding Council in England (HEFCE), UkeU works in partnership with other HE partners and private sector technology firms, Sun Microsystems and Fujitsu.  It ran its first pilot courses in March 2003 in preparation for a full launch in September 2003.  By November 2003 it had recruited 900 out of a targeted 5,600 students at an estimated cost of £33,000 per student (HEFCE, 2004; Nugent, 2004).  An original condition of its grant was that it should seek 50/50 private/public funding but HEFCE is now looking to use the balance of its funding – about £32 million – on e-projects that meet “public good” rather commercial criteria.

Given these uncertainties with the market it is not surprising that the corporate view of many Universities has been to adopt an evolutionary strategic approach toward e-Learning projects.  Indeed, the dynamic associated with internet technology necessarily requires that the approach is largely one of logical incrementalism (Quinn, 1980), that is it involves purposeful searching and ‘learning by doing’, although at the boundaries there is considerable experimentation that might constitute ‘muddling through’ (Lindblohm, 1959).  This should not be seen as randomness rather reflective strategic practice, finding out (quickly) what works and what does not.  However, the market is developing.  Most of the development is in campus-based blended e-learning at the moment because it is a relatively comfortable environment in which to experiment and develop pedagogically.  For sure, there are human resource issues that present a challenge to all Universities.  A survey by the UK National Association of Teachers in Further and Higher Education (2003), for example, noted that there had been little or no recognition of the workload associated with online learning and there has been a desire for more staff development.  This requires some considerable re-thinking by senior managers in Universities.  However, a key objective of online learning is to look at reducing costs whilst enhancing learning and pressures to manage greater numbers are likely to force this on to the agenda in the near future.  Many have noted the pedagogic benefits associated with e-Learning including improved assessment scores, higher completion rates and increased student satisfaction (Allen and Seaman, 2003; Hinde, 2003; Twigg, 2003).  The issue of productivity, on the other hand, has not yet been fully embraced.  It might mean that there will have to be some fundamental course re-designs in which technology, active learning and alternative staffing support systems, including peer mentoring, replace traditional approaches (see Twigg, 2003, for some interesting discussion).

There is also the challenge of how regional Universities move forward as the market evolves over the medium term.  To what extent can Universities improve their sales of educational services through e-Learning provision?  Commitment to invest in e-Learning should add value to the University brand name and this may attract students to the campus.  If they are from outside the region or if the existence of high quality e-Learning makes a domestic student stay within the region to study or commit to a course that they would not otherwise embark on then the investment in learning technology is worthwhile for the University and the region.  The existence of e-Learning is also likely to facilitate better opportunities for corporate partnership with public and private sector organisations that want to develop work-based learning opportunities for their employees.  A couple of examples from within the region were mooted in Section 2.  

Likewise, a host of meaningful collaborative ventures with overseas partners can be established in which overseas students studying in their home country can be assured an equivalent learning experience to a UK student in the host University because of the existence of e-Learning.  One of the challenges for the regional University in operating in overseas locations and using e-Learning to consolidate that relationship is to develop programmes that are sensitive to the national cultures in which they operate.  There have been charges of ‘content imperialism’ from some overseas governments and this can lead to changes in the way overseas educational markets are regulated (see Knight, 2003; Murphy et al, 2003).
The concept of partnership and alliances is a good way of sharing knowledge, information and costs in delivering e-Learning as well as improving sales.  None of our regional universities have moved down the route of the Universities of Birmingham, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Nottingham, who along with 13 other universities from around the world, and the publisher Thomson Learning have formed Universitas21 Global (see http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk). This is an online university launched in July 2003 with a based in Singapore that currently provides an MBA programme.  In addition though they provide a network of collaboration and cooperation among their members in fields such as research, staff exchange and administrative support systems.  Thankfully, none of the regional universities have embarked on programmes with UKeU.  They have developed a commercial relationship with an individual VLE provider knowing that through them they can access certain services such as online textbooks from publishers that can be embedded into courses by staff if required.  The relationships are purely contractual and require substantial in-house support and development.  There are no signs of substantive partnerships in online provision by the region’s universities as yet.  It may be that regional universities are consolidating on existing practice because the market is uncertain but partnerships and alliances are very common in the e-Learning sector and our regional universities may take up the challenge in the medium term to entertain them more formally, perhaps with corporate universities or among themselves.  Alternatively, there may be moves to consolidate on the cost of commissioning, procuring or developing e-Learning content across the region through some regional rationalisation strategy particularly because of the common forms of VLE available and the commonality in particular programmes that embody research methods, employability, enterprise, creativity, and study skills (see the statement from Alain Sanderson, Universities for the North East, at http://www.n-e-learningstrategy.com). 

The final challenge that will be posed here is the role Universities may play in developing regional value added through networking with local e-Learning partners.  One North East (2003) is proposing a 5 year strategy that facilitates the coordination and support for e-Learning initiatives across the region.  These roles will be carried out via an existing but, as yet, unnamed, agency.  Briefly, the coordination actions that may be of interest to Universities requires that the agent, working with partners will undertake to 

· Create and maintain a regional e-Learning map of implementations across the region.  

· Facilitate clusters of mutual advantage in evaluation of programmes, staff development and operations relating to e-Learning.  

· Focus on leadership in e-Learning implementation.

· Establish benchmarks and engage in policies to help those lagging behind ‘catch up’.

· Create a variety of events to disseminate information and exchange ideas.

· Create a portal for the posting of institutional and super-institutional information.

There will also be some support for e-Learning initiatives of relevance to regional universities.  In particular, 

· Supporting e-Learning initiatives that promote innovation in pedagogy.

· Promoting work that exploits and develops local supply of e-Learning content.

· Promoting e-Learning within sub-regional programmes.

· Launching ‘flagship’ projects, including one focusing on entrepreneurial skills involving the Universities for North East and Business Link.

The strategy therefore offers the opportunity for Universities to develop and consolidate on the myriad of relationships that already exist within the region.  There are considerable information exchanges between regional educational institutions in relation to e-Learning and learning resources.  There are regional purchasing consortiums that provide some cost savings on online journals.  There are also more active partnerships between universities and local colleges – one of the best known projects is the Object Warehouse for Learning (OWL) between the three Universities and the 6 Further Education Colleges in Tyne and Wear.  There are also healthy e-Learning relationships with schools, colleges, Learning and Skills Councils, University for Industry, the National Health Service in the region, Local Education Authorities, Cultural Organisations, and Business Link.

Other regions have produced e-Learning strategies (e.g. Wales) or are in the process of doing so (e.g. the North West) and they too see the value of regional collaboration as a source of competitive advantage.  The strategy is not prescriptive and affords the opportunity for Universities to work to their own agenda in e-Learning.  However, in order to cultivate a highly skilled and educated workforce equipped for a lifelong learning world Universities must embrace the development of regional e-Learning partnerships that enhance regional development. 
Conclusion

This paper has provided a first glance at the implementation of e-Learning by the region’s Universities as measured in VLE use.  There are already some fairly big users of e-Learning among the Region’s universities and all respondents predicted further growth in the near future.  Data gathering of this type is a useful exercise because of the possibilities that e-Learning may offer various stakeholders.  For all the hyperbole, this paper has shown that the current developments in e-Learning are cautious and mostly associated with blended learning approaches for campus based learners.  Exploitation of e-based distance learning programmes lies with partnerships and collaboration in national and international markets.  Opportunities to exploit the productivity potential from e-Learning is also taking time to develop, partly because the organisational culture of Universities has not fully adapted to the new circumstances.  Staff within Universities are still developing appropriate pedagogical models and adjusting to the new working environments associated with e-Learning.  Many students too question whether they have the requisite resources and skills to access e-Learning programmes but with appropriate local partnerships and the passage of time this should change.  However, the possibilities exist to embrace and embed e-Learning and create improvements in net regional exports, investment, employment and human capital.  It requires appropriate strategies at the university, regional and national level as well as the ability to successfully implement them.
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