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Introduction

In 2000 Richard Katz and Diana Oblinger published an edited volume entitled ‘The ‘e’ is for Everything’.  The book was a manifesto of the future of education based on the convergence of e-learning, e-commerce and e-business.  In essence, Katz & Oblinger were documenting a flexible and technologically enhanced transformation of education.  One of the central themes of the book was the notion that a key component of e-learning – the Internet – would fundamentally change the face of education as we understood it, ushering in a new landscape of pedagogical thinking, practice and culture.  They predicted that whilst traditional learning modes would continue to be offered for years to come, new approaches to offering and consuming alternative forms of learning would steadily increase (Katz & Oblinger, 2000).  For Katz & Oblinger, e-learning would become all pervasive, ubiquitous and indispensable.  The ‘e’ would become the ‘killer application’, encompassing and conquering all other forms of education.  

Many educators bridled at this prospect, with some fearing that the best practice and illustrious history of traditional teaching methods would become eroded away through some kind of ‘MacDonaldisation’ process – a trivialisation and homogenisation of the fundamental human right of education (Bryson, 2004).  Others simply refused to accept that it would happen.  

Five years on, we are observing an inexorable move by all UK higher and further education institutes toward e-learning initiatives which exploit a variety of digital media and technologies to enhance and extend educational provision.  There is scarcely a further or higher education institute within the UK that does not have an e-learning strategy embedded within its mission statement.  For many, financial implications are the driving force, and for too few, issues of quality have become the central concern.  For others, e-learning is becoming an essential corporate strategy for survival as mega-universities begin to invade traditional catchments areas of the smaller institutions (See the commentary by Wheeler, 2004).  In 2000 I presented a keynote address to the European Universities (EUCEN) conference in Bergen, Norway.  My keynote was entitled ‘The traditional university is dead: long live the distributed university’ (Wheeler, 2000).  I was deliberately contentious, and my speech was met equally by consternation and excitement.  However, my main theme was serious – that many colleges and universities will simply not survive in stringent climate of the new knowledge economy unless there is some investment in distributed approaches to learning which make effective use of e-learning methods.

Evidently e-learning has its fierce critics as well as its devoted adherents.  Technology supported education has become a battle field.  At Stanford University, Sergei Brin declared that some saw the Internet as God, others as Satan.  The academic press is replete with articles extolling the virtues of e-learning, or highlighting many of the pitfalls it perpetrates.

It would be naïve to assume that technology provides all the answers, but its presence does enable us to ask some of the right questions.  In spite of all the hyperbole, questionable motives and claims of trivialisation of education, technology supported learning yields a range of potential benefits that demand to be evaluated.  To undertake this task, we must begin to understand the nature and ethos of e-learning.

The Nature of e-Learning

So what is the ‘e’ for?  Most would agree that the ‘e’ in e-learning stands for ‘electronic’.  E-learning presents education with the scope for an entire spectrum of new or modified pedagogical practice, challenge and agency.  Since the days of the first telephones, electronic technologies have been used to support communication between separated individuals, and a whole plethora of technologies, from radio, television, audio and videoconferencing, computer mediated communication and streaming media have been tried and tested in the educational arena.  The managed learning environment (MLE) seems to be a nexus of all of these and is the de rigueur incarnation of e-learning.  

Academics have studied each technology in turn, trawling for evidence of their benefits and limitations, in a perpetual quest for the ‘perfect’ educational technology.  Ultimately, there is disagreement about whether technologies actually enhance and influence learning, or whether they are merely vehicles that convey learning materials to students.  See for example the ongoing debate between Clark (1994) and Kozma (1994).  There is also debate about exactly how computers and technologies should be best used to enhance and extend the learning experience (Jonassen, 1999; 2000).  

Some view the rapid development of digital media and e-learning as essential to the continued defining of culture (de Kerckhove, 1997) whilst others view the use of computers as a natural progression of human evolutionary processes (Clark, 2003).  Most would agree however, that although contentious, e-learning is here to stay, and will not go away. What is also clear is that researchers should continually investigate the many ways in which it can be used to improve educational practice and enhance learning.  

‘E’ Stands for…

Deciding that the ‘e’ in e-learning stands solely for ‘electronic’ does education something of a disfavour.  I believe it confines e-learning within the boundaries of a technocentric, hybrid version of education – a view that is shared by many educators as evidenced in a prolonged debate by delegates at the EDEN 2004 conference held in Budapest.  If the ‘e’ in e-learning merely represents technology, then where does the learner fit into the equation?  Does e-learning imply that learning is technology driven and that the learner is merely a passive recipient of knowledge?  This argument also extends to the concept of ‘knowledge media’.  

Is the media there simply to transmit ‘knowledge’ or should it be applied as David Jonassen (2000) has recommended, as a ‘mindtool’ to enable learners to construct meaning that is powerful and individualised.  E-learning should be viewed as infinitely more than mere technology, or in the words of Richard Clark ‘mere vehicles’ to deliver learning (Clark, 1994).  

E is for Extended Learning

The technologies and media employed in e-learning can be used to extend the learners’ experiences, providing enhanced opportunities to learn in ways that suit student lifestyles, preferences and contexts.  I am referring here to the so called ‘blended learning’ approach, which can be currently witnessed across the nation.     

Students who are not able to attend a parent educational institution can study at a distance at home or in the workplace whilst still connecting to tutors, resources and fellow learners as required.  Students who have domestic or employment commitments during the day can time-shift their studies to the evening or weekends, accessing asynchronous learning networks to maintain the impetus of their programme of study.  Rich discourse and detailed feedback can be received from peers and tutors through e-mail or conferencing.  E-learning affords separated students the chance to engage in communities of practice from wherever and whenever they are.  Students are not precluded from attending college or university, but extended learning makes the time and place of study more convenient for the individual.

E is for Enhanced Learning

Enhancing the student learning experience is a task permanently incumbent upon all teachers and lecturers.  As professional practitioners we all strive for quality and should reflect critically upon our practice.  Evaluative strategies are generally designed to detect and eradicate weaknesses, and strengthen positive aspects of course design and provision.  Due to its versatility, e-learning has the potential to enhance the learning experience beyond recognition for many.  

Widening participation is one positive outcome and an expedient one.  Students who had previously been excluded or disenfranchised from further and higher education because of say, a disability, are now able to gain access to learning opportunities, enabling them to follow their choice of studies using adaptive, specially designed media and technology.  Dyslexic students and those with visual impairment for example, can access text based systems that offer adjustable text size, font and colour.  Voice-to-text and text-to-voice software are further useful applications to enhance student learning opportunities.  E-Learning can deliver outreach programmes to isolated rural communities, transforming lives and enhancing careers.  The Welsh ALPs project, RATIO in the South West of England and the Highlands & Islands project in Scotland are classic examples of this kind of technology based provision (Wheeler, 2005).

E is for Everywhere Learning

The world is a large place, but it is rapidly shrinking as telecommunication technologies are refined and made more available, international travel becomes cheaper and easier, and the process of globalisation becomes ever more trenchant.  Media was once hailed as the means to bring the world into the classroom.  This must now be challenged – surely multi-media have the potential to take the classroom out into the world, and for many students this is becoming a reality, albeit a virtual one.  

Students can visit museums on several continents, travel to the depths of the Mariana Trench, and then pay a visit to the dark side of Neptune, and all before lunch, using virtual tour software.  Using digital media, biology students can ride on the back of a blood corpuscle, and physics students can explore the centre of an atom.  Trainee surgeons can observe live surgical procedures anywhere in the world, viewing the operation from the surgeon’s perspective via a head mounted camera, or see inside the patient’s arteries through fibre optic cameras. They can enjoy live dialogue with the surgeon as s/he explains a particular procedure, and all this can happen without them travelling more than a few feet from their own patients.   

With the advent of new mobile technologies, advanced telecommunication networks, broadband and wireless connectivity, intelligent agents and a variety of handheld and wearable technologies, ‘everywhere learning’ is set to radically transform the way we conceive, practice and consume education in the next few years.  Then perhaps we will witness the ‘everything’ of e-learning originally espoused by and Katz and Oblinger.   

References

Bryson, C. (2004) What about the workers? The expansion of higher education and the transformation of academic work.  Industrial Relations Journal, 35 (1), 38-57.

Clark, R. E. (1994) Media will never influence learning.  Education Technology Research and Development, 42 (2), 21-29.

Clark, A. J. (2003) Natural-Born Cyborgs: Minds, Technologies and the Future of Human Intelligence.  New York: Oxford University Press.

de Kerckhove, D. (1997) The Skin of Culture: Investigating the New Electronic Reality.  London: Kogan Page.

Jonassen, D. H., Wilson, B. and Peck, K. (1999) Learning with Technology. Upper Saddle River NJ: Prentice Hall.

Jonassen, D. H. (2000) Computers as Mind Tools for Schools. Saddle River NJ: Prentice Hall.

Katz, R. and Oblinger, D. (Eds. 2000) The "E" is for Everything: E-commerce, E-Business, and E-Learning in the Future of Higher Education. Educause Leadership Strategies: Volume 2. San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass Publishers. 

Kozma, R. B. (1994) Will media influence learning? Reframing the debate.  Education Technology Research and Development, 42 (1), 7-19.

Wheeler, S. (2000) The traditional university is dead: Long live the distributed university.  Keynote speech to the EUCEN Conference, Bergen, Norway. May 2000.  [Online at: www2.plymouth.ac.uk/distancelearning/steve.html]

Wheeler, S. (2004) Five Smooth Stones: Fighting for the Survival of Higher Education. Distance Learning, 1 (3), 11-17.  

Wheeler, S. (2005) British Distance Education: A Proud Tradition.  In Y. Visser, L. Visser and M. Simonson (Eds) Trends and Issues in Distance Education: An International Perspective. Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publisher.

