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Abstract

This is a brief but wide paper on the current scale and scope of the eLearning sector, its potential for the knowledge economy and the growth of collaborative arrangements within the sector using some examples and theory.  We also note a few of the challenges that the developments in eLearning pose for institutions, nations and for the global economy.  What is clear is that eLearning is an evolving but important phenomenon that will have a significant impact on the nature of Higher Education across the globe.  It has involved substantive innovation and investment on the part of individuals and organisations.  It still involves enormous risks and the ultimate outcome is rather uncertain - what will be the nature of eLearning in 10 or 20 years time?  It has tapped new markets by reaching out to new student groups both on and off campus and it is an opportunity to generate income in a sector where the proportion of public sector resource has been in decline.  It is a new and entrepreneurial endeavour for the HE sector.

1. Introduction

This paper provides a critical overview of the global trends in eLearning in Higher Education.   Wurster and Evans (1999) argued that the information and communications revolution, notably through the explosion of the internet, has 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 is applicable to the e-commerce aspects of organisations in the financial services and distribution sectors.  However, a similar situation is occurring in the context of education with the development of web-based eLearning 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.  Online learning is the new entrepreneurship in Higher Education (HE) as, indeed, it is 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 and the endeavours of the ‘entrepreneurial teacher’ who engages with the new ways of delivering teaching and developing new courses.  However, it is interesting to note that, whilst there has been an explosion of distance learning programmes, most online learning is concerned with campus-based learners.  To give an overall perspective therefore, this paper examines some of the public policy concerns facing the Higher Education sector at the institutional as well as at the national and global level.

The following section provides a background to eLearning including a definition and categorisation of the types of eLearning found in Higher Education.  It also notes the importance of eLearning as an entrepreneurial act.  Section 3 considers the scale and scope of eLearning in a global context as far as data will allow.  Section 4 briefly considers the theoretical literature associated with the developments in the eLearning sector whilst section 5 examines the policy concerns resulting from these global developments.  The final section is a conclusion, drawing together some of the main arguments and looking to some future developments that need to be considered.

2. Background to eLearning

eLearning is 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 eLearning. The term eLearning 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).

Broadly there are two types of eLearning applicable to Higher Education.  First, there is campus-based eLearning.  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 there are moves 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 a virtual learning environment such as Blackboard, WebCT or FirstClass.

The second broad category of eLearning is that associated with off-campus learners who undertake distance learning programmes.  There has been a dramatic growth in this form of learning though it tends to be associated with the USA, Canadian and Australian markets because geographic distance between learner and institution are great.  However, the development in the technology and the concomitant changing needs of the lifelong learner are forcing changes in countries such as the UK.  The learning experience associated with off-campus students has by necessity to be substitutable for the classroom.  However, whilst the method of delivery may be different the quality of the student learning experience should be similar to that offered in the classroom. 

It is interesting to note that in the principle Commonwealth countries (Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom) and the USA most eLearning is associated with on-campus learners rather than off-campus (OBHE, 2003; Allen and Seaman, 2003).  This fact is important when considering the likely impact of eLearning as noted in section 4 below.

Governments speak of eLearning 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, 2003: 1).
At a pedagogic level eLearning is innovatory and creative (Hannan and Silver, 2002) and concerned with the enhancement of teaching and learning (Jackson, 2002).  The effectiveness or richness of the eLearning experience is met by interacting with some combination or all of the following: automating components, such as notes, slideshows and video, which facilitate learning largely through tutor direction; informating components, usually email between the tutor and student(s) or student and student to check on understanding; and transformating components where learners become more responsible for their own learning, creating a community of online learners through a discussion board or some similar communication device (See Hinde, 2003).

It is also clear that eLearning is concerned with entrepreneurial activity.  It is possible to use many definitions of entrepreneurship to make this point (see, for example, Commission of the European Communities, 2003: 6) but the following will suffice.

“Entrepreneurship is the innovatory process involved in the creation of an economic enterprise based on a new product or service which differs significantly from products or services in the way its production is organised or marketed.” (Curran and Burrows, 1986, p. 269)

eLearning has been associated with new courses and other forms of ‘economic enterprise’ but developments are more advanced in some countries than others.
3. Scale and Scope of eLearning

The best estimates of the scale and scope of eLearning come from case studies and country reports.  The United States is by far the biggest provider of online education.  The total number of HE students taking at least one online course in Fall 2002 was just over 1.6 million, around 11 per cent of all US HE students. Over one-third of these took all their classes online.  Large universities enrolled more online learners but smaller universities had the greatest proportion of students enrolled on an online course.  Public Institutions in the USA offer more courses online, 90 per cent.  The projected growth of online learning for Fall 2003 was 19.8 per cent, to just over 1.9 million (see Allen and Seaman, 2003).  

Data on eLearning provision in Commonwealth countries such as Canada, Australia and the UK is patchy.  Surveys by the Observatory on Borderless Education (e.g., OBHE, 2002, 2003) are the most complete thus far but even these are slightly dated because of the publication process.  Australian and Canadian universities are noted as having a long tradition in distance education due (as in the case of the USA) to their size though there is some evidence that, as elsewhere, the growth in online provision is cautious.   Data from the Observatory shows that the Australia has begun to establish a number of overseas campuses, particularly in South East Asia.  Moreover, a first National Survey of Online Provision of Australian Universities carried out by the Australian Department of Education, Science and Technology showed that in May 2002 40 out of 43 employed online provision of teaching and learning to some extent though only 23 had fully online courses (OBHE, 2003: 3).  

Of the 42 UK HE institutions captured by OBHE data 24.3 per cent stated that they had courses that were wholly, very largely or significantly online (OBHE, (2002: P.2).  However, 36.6 per cent said they had no or only a trivial proportion of online courses, the other 39.4 % saying they only had a modest proportion of online courses, defined by those offering course outlines and lecture notes electronically.  At the time of the survey one of the 42 UK HE institutions did not employ any learning management system.  This, however, is not the same as not employing eLearning: all institutions in the UK “make use of eLearning in some form or other” (OECD, 2001: 1).  

There are, however, two projects worthy of special note in the UK.  The Open University is the main distance-learning provider in the UK.  It currently has over 125 courses which are required to employ information and communications technology (ICT) in teaching and learning. Currently, over 130,000 students are using the FirstClass conferencing system to collaborate with their peers and nearly 3,000 tutors have been trained to support learners using this medium.  The learning and teaching strategy of the Open University is to build ICT elements into all elements of its class provision.  The other project of note is the e-University (UkeU).  The UK Government announced UkeU in February 2000 and committed £62 million to it.  Run by the Higher Education Funding Council in England, UkeU works in partnership with other HE partners and private sector technology firms, Sun Microsystems and Fujitsu. It currently has 18 distance learning programmes online and is seeking partnerships with overseas universities and corporate bodies.

Most universities that engage with online learning now have contractual arrangements with publishers of electronic journals, books and other media. However, it is also important to note that national and global networking has been developing in the elearning market, reflecting trends in other sectors such as motor vehicles, computers and pharmaceuticals.  Whilst many of the arrangements have been informal there have been some important and formal collaborative ventures between infrastructure providers –those offering learning management systems, authoring and communication tools as well as market place brokers – and content providers such as the universities and publishing firms.  Increasingly the collaborations involve three or more partners and some have developed into large consortia such as Universitas 21.  This is an amalgam of seventeen universities from ten countries, that began life in 1997.  In 2000 it tried to forge relationships with Microsoft and News International but settled on the creation of a new partnership with the media and publishing firm, Thomson Learning, and has consequently created Universitas 21 Global with headquarters in Singapore (see OECD, 2001a: 73; www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk).  

There are also amalgamations at a number of levels to cater for the potential growth in the elearning market.  For example, there have been alliances between media firms such as that between Reed Elsevier and Harcourt Publishing; amalgamations between corporate universities and the education sector such as the Ernst and Young Business School and ABB set up in collaboration with Henley College; as well as the education, media and other alliances such as Universitas 21 Global (OECD 2001a, 84 – 85).  Governments too have been part of the process, smoothing the way for developments through funding and shaping policy.  The whole has been to create a ‘value web’: a situation in which the network of organisations across complimentary sectors (including the environmental enablers such as financiers, government and logistics) come together to add value to the end user (OECD 2001a: 41 – 43).

So the eLearning market is large, complex and dynamic.  However, care has to be taken with the hyperbole associated with some of the figures for the elearning 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 eLearning 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 eLearning 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 eLearning ventures  (Ryan, 2002).  The number of potential competitors for Universities has diminished but some significant players remain (Garret, 2003).  The market is recovering and remaining players are acting cautiously, playing a ‘wait and see’ game.  However, there is a dynamic associated with the technology.  It is clear that eLearning is here to stay and has already changed the organisational arrangements associated with the delivery of learning quite significantly.

4. Developments in the eLearning sector: some theory

The pattern of development in HE eLearning reflects many other sectors.  Papows (1998) noted that the growth of the World Wide Web has important implications in sectors where choice, customization, convenience, community and change are important.  Further, Wurster and Evans (1999) noted how the ability of organisations to offer extremely rich information to a few consumers or others and less rich information to a greater number had been ‘blown to bits’ by the development of the internet.  Higher education is, of course, an information rich learning environment.  Individuals have highly specific human capital and an associated tacit knowledge that has usually been transmitted in the classroom and the wider research community.  With the growth of the internet and the increased desire from many influential quarters for a widening and deepening of the knowledge-based economy there have been enormous opportunities for HE institutions to reach out across the time, place and socio-economic constraints faced by students.  Moreover, in developing a pedagogical approach for the new medium the delivery of education requires an equivalent effective learning experience to that which was provided before the use of eLearning.  No one can realistically say that the taught classroom experience is the same as the use of the internet.  Quality assurance procedures can only require that the effectiveness of learning experience is equivalent not that the physical environments are similar.  So eLearning is concerned with embedding richness with reach.

The idiosyncratic, often tacit knowledge, associated with the highly specific human and physical assets in HE is often the known as the organisational capital or, more colloquially as the ‘corporate glue’ and it is this which is being challenged by the new technological and economic drivers.  This is not dissimilar to the traditional Williamson model (See Williamson, 1985, 1986, for example).  HE institutions are engaged in rethinking the nature of their core business and their relationships with other organisations.  In other words it is concerned with the boundaries of the organisation and a move away from centralised activities afforded by the university campus.  It is not a simple make or buy decision because there are new and more complex product opportunities and cost challenges available to organisations from the demand and supply side changes.  The process is referred to as ‘disintermediation’ (see Wurster and Evans, 1999; McGee, 2003).  The organisational value chain is re-examined and there is a purposeful replacement of internal activities with outsourcing and various forms of collaboration.  Where the replacement is systematic and extensive it is known as ‘deconstruction’ and this phase also leads to greater deregulation in the sector and opportunities for cross competition (McGee, 2003).  There is a fundamental restructuring of the industry and re-positioning of firms to gain competitive advantage.  The restructuring involves a flexible mix of remodelled or ‘new’ organisations some having embraced the change largely alone or with a small number of partners from the sector as a whole, others, as noted above, using sophisticated partnership agreements, including the creation of large consortia.

The dynamic of this change is that it inevitably leads to a geographic dispersion of activities but with an emphasis on the local need of learners.  This leads to new opportunities for brokerage, selling and consultancy.  The end point is the creation of a new and more complex value web, though in the HE eLearning sector this is still to develop fully.

As the sector becomes more global there are important strategic and policy questions that need to be considered.

5.  Some issues for eLearning: Corporate, National and Global

There is now an inevitability about eLearning that requires HE institutions to ask ‘what sort of balance in eLearning do we want - On Campus or Off Campus?’ The former requires an examination of ‘seat time’ and may be suitable for improving productivity within higher education.  It will shift the emphasis on to directed learning for the student and will free time for lecturers to engage with other students.  Clearly, there are pedagogic and human resource issues attached to this sort of approach.  The evidence shows that university staff believe there is, or likely to be, learning enhancement attached to eLearning (Allen and Seaman, 2003).   Principals and senior University chiefs state that staff generally accept online education in the main (Allen and Seaman, 2003; OBHE, 2003).   Concerns though have been registered by trade unions.  A survey by the UK National Association of Teachers in Further and Higher Education (2003) noted that there had been little or no recognition of the workload associated with online learning.  Thus, in the ‘dash for growth’ there is a danger that staff will be disillusioned.

There is also the issue of the cost of eLearning. The costs are larger than for traditional courses (Fielden, 2002) and some consideration has to be given as to how balance this with the risks and returns of a largely uncertain market. This is partially true of on-campus eLearning where there are considerable time and development costs, largely for individual staff.  However, it is particularly the case for off campus distance eLearning where the pedagogic requirements demand large investments.  This is why several have taken the route of engaging with nationally organised eLearning platforms such as that offered by UKeU or finding overseas collaboration with others: of which Universitas 21 is a good example.

Given these uncertainties the corporate view of many Universities has been to adopt an evolutionary strategic approach.  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.

The massification of HE requires a national strategic approach to eLearning that blends domestic and international concerns with genuine improvements in human capital.  Such approaches are common in HE across the globe - the UK, for example, has recently announced its eLearning Strategy Unit and consultation eLearning Strategy paper (Dfes, 2003).  The approach adopted is interesting because it aims to ensure that eLearning is fully integrated into mainstream institutional activity and away from special funding and initiatives.  The cost of the development of the post secondary learning society is going to rise.

ELearning will facilitate a ‘borderless education’ but only to the extent that other countries allow it.  At present there are enormous pressures on all countries to liberalise trade through the General Agreement on Trade in Services.  Education is one of the 12 areas under the GATS and so covers all 145 countries of the World Trade Organisation (see Knight, 2003 on this).  However, it is a period of intense negotiation leading to the final deadline at Doha on January 1st , 2005.  As part of the negotiating process education may form part of the agreements between countries.  Only a handful of (mostly western) countries have tabled requests asking that others open up specific elements of their market.  For example, the United States has asked China if it would remove a ban on educational services provided by foreign companies and organisations via satellite networks.  If China agreed to this it would have to open up its country to Satellite operators of education from every country under the ‘Most Favoured Nation’ clause of the WTO.  Now countries could respond that their education services are exempt from the agreement because they are in the ‘exercise of government authority’, are ‘not in competition’ with other service providers and operate on a ‘non-commercial basis’.  There may be, however, dispute over this with some countries if tuition fees are charged, for example.  It is interesting to note that the US has offered to ’open up’ its HE services sector but placed numerous limitations on what this means.  For example, it retains the right to control enrolment, tuition fees, curriculum content and the accreditation of degrees.  If any foreign operation does not meet US requirements they be ineligible for grants, preferential tax treatment and other public benefits.  In sum, GATS is likely to have an effect on HE but its overall impact is unknown as it may form part of a wider game and many countries are still to table offers and make requests.  If the market is fully liberalised then we could expect more branch plants and greater eLearning than we currently have.  However, the balance of opportunity in providing HE in a liberalised world lies with those who have the greatest comparative advantage in HE services; namely Australia, New Zealand, the UK and the USA (Larsen et al, 2002: 10). 
Many developing countries are taking a positive stance in relation to HE and the possibility of the ‘borderless world’.  ELearning from Western Universities does provide certain advantages for developing nations.  Students do not have to travel abroad, they receive a quality assured degree and, as such, it may help the development of the country.  The disadvantages are equally plausible.  In a world of for-profit education there is a danger of students looking to pick up degrees from ‘diploma mills’, unregulated institutions that have little or no quality control.  In addition, education for the western market may not be directly transferable to developing nations. ‘Content Imperialism’ may develop in which national cultures are eroded, or homogenised, instead of being hybridised and developing in a positive way (Knight, 2003).  The response from some nations, notably Asian, has been to develop their own online programmes and serve their own large, national markets (Murphy et al, 2003).

Conclusion

This has been a brief but wide tour of the current scale and scope of the eLearning sector, its potential for the knowledge economy and the growth of collaborative arrangements within the sector using some examples and theory.  We also note a few of the challenges that the developments in eLearning pose for institutions, nations and for the global economy.  What is clear is that eLearning is an evolving but important phenomenon that will have a significant impact on the nature of Higher Education across the globe.  However, it is also important to note that more work has to done to analyse the changing nature of the market given the data deficiencies.  It may well be that the absence of reliable market data is in part a response to the dynamic nature of the sector but adequate information is a pre-requisite for policymakers overseeing the strategic future of education.

Finally, it remains to note that eLearning has involved substantive innovation and investment on the part of individuals and organisations.  It involves enormous risks and the ultimate outcome is rather uncertain - what will be the nature of eLearning in 10 or 20 years time?  It has tapped new markets by reaching out to new student groups both on and off campus and it is an opportunity to generate income in a sector where the proportion of public sector resource has been in decline.  It is a new and entrepreneurial endeavour for the HE sector.
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