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Editor’s Overview and Contextualisation

This report was originally written in November 2001 to provide an overview of consultant input on “the e-University”. In the editors’ view it has stood the test of time very well – where there is a strong need to provide updated information we have used footnotes.

It is not the aim of this introduction or the footnotes to analyse to what extent the “e‑University” concept of November 2001 differed from the UKeU of 2002–04; that task, though interesting, is for some other document. Rather, it is to provide information for staff in higher and further education institutions today, who are interested in implementing e-learning in a globalising society and wish to learn from the summary of experience presented here.
1.
Lessons from the Market(s) So Far

1.1
Market Research and Marketing

Perhaps one of the clearest lessons from the combined experience of all the players so far is how absolutely critical it is for success to have a clear definition and a good understanding of the specific markets being targeted. This should include developing an understanding of students’ cultural expectations and their likely approach to learning.

The successful providers are those which have devoted considerable thought, research and analysis to the markets which they intend to target, and have developed an approach which is particularly suitable for each market. Perhaps the University of Phoenix
 is the best-known example of a provider which has done this, but so have eCornell, the University of Maryland University College (UMUC)
 and parts of the operations of NextEd.

It is not enough for the content to appeal to the market; the product also needs to be provided in a pedagogical way which is appropriate for the learning style, the cultural expectations, the likely time available and the external circumstances of the learners. It is important to know the type and style of learning the target group is likely to be able to cope with and what will spur students to continue through to completion; even the choice of typeface and the colours on the screen need to be chosen with the target audience in mind.

Language is an obvious factor too, but more subtly than it might at first appear. The University of British Columbia (UBC) discovered that it had to re-engineer a course completely to make it suitable for Mexico; translation was nothing like enough. More significantly, the Open University of Catalonia (UOC) had to re-engineer a course for Argentina ( for which there was no translation involved.

The quality of the service back-up seems to be one of the most important determinants of success, significantly more so than fancy technology or brand prestige, especially when it merely lies behind the offering rather than actually being the offering. A brand lying behind the offering would appear to count for very little (as Cardean University has discovered and no doubt U21 will do later).
 Few providers would appear to have done prior market analysis, with some notable exceptions (e.g., eCornell,
 Phoenix and UMUC). The resources devoted to market analysis and to marketing by providers such as these would appear to be around 15%(20% of their income.

Two other factors are also important in any analysis of markets. The first of these is the extent of Internet penetration ( but within the target group(s). The second concerns any “local” rules or regulations which might affect take-up (as well as those which more obviously affect delivery, such as Japan’s rules that provision of HE must have a student-staff ratio (SSR) of no more than 20 to 1). For example, student access to financial support may, as in the USA, be limited to courses that operate in more traditional modes.

Far and away the most common provision of content to date is in business, IT, management and English. Although there has been very little market analysis to support these choices, the rationale for them is so obvious that it would be hard to get them wrong. Even so, the mistake has generally been to think that it is full postgraduate degrees (e.g., MBA-type courses) that are wanted, when in fact, it is often smaller units of study leading to, for example, some form of certificate ( see above.

There has also been some (supply-led) interest in providing forms of teacher education and health-related subjects; these need more market analysis and so have not yet been taken very far. There are also interesting examples of niche marketing, e.g., to isolated, deprived groups (in Australia and in Canada), but only as publicly funded social provision, not as a commercial venture.

The most common routes to market have been through employers or directly to potential students ( the latter mainly in the USA. More innovative routes have included making proactive use of a professional association’s member database to target those who need updating to their training; the use of regional service centres explicitly as marketing devices; the use of alumni, including those of the parent institution, to keep in touch and thus to market both to them and to their contacts. So far little marketing effort would seem to have been directed at governments ( nor to other HEIs as potential purchasers.

For the markets currently being targeted, the main competitive threat would appear to be from companies deciding to develop their own e-learning courses, as Cisco has done. In a sense, the more attractive a course is to employers, the greater the risk that they will start to develop their own equivalent course, faster and better tailored to their needs. Given that many HEIs tend to be slow and not very responsive to new demands for training from industry, universities (and the e-University behind them) will need to change their attitude if they are to keep ahead of this ( as well as try to work more closely with industry itself (as the more successful ones already do).

The other new threat mentioned several times is from the NIIT in India,
 which is operating in the same subject areas and has designs on markets outside India ( and particularly in China.

Of the other known providers in the frame, some have yet to make a serious showing in the actual market (e.g., U21
 and the Global University Alliance, or GUA
). Others, including Pensare, Hungry Minds, and Harcourt ( all private providers ( have stopped operating altogether; yet others, including Cardean/UNext, Fathom
 and NextEd, have all changed and/or reduced their original ambitions (e.g., by moving to providing shorter offerings). In contrast, UMUC, UOC and Phoenix stand out.

It is not clear what impact, if any, the new WTO position on services will have on the various education markets.

1.2
Course Offerings

There seems to be a very clear market preference for short, non-degree programmes ( though at postgraduate/post-experience level. Those institutions that started by offering full degree courses either have moved, or are moving, away from them. The more successful organisations (e.g., UMUC and Phoenix) are those which focus on shorter offerings often leading to a certificate rather than a full degree. Cardean has discovered this, to its cost (and Fathom too), but not yet U21. There is a clear lesson here for the e-University.

Short programmes typically consist of about five or six “courses”, each of which might be about 15 hours of study over a period, typically of about six weeks. The total programme adds up to about, or a little more than, one full-time semester’s worth of study, for which some form of certificate might be awarded.
 Some such programmes are “stackable” to longer, often qualification-bearing courses, but as an option, not as a requirement. Companies tend to provide their internal offerings in units of even smaller sizes.

Within the USA, the number of such certificate programmes on offer by HEIs was reported as increasing tenfold over a period of about 30 years. Although these are not all online by any means, they indicate the general direction of the demand trend.

The inherent modularity in any set of offerings that consists of smaller units of study enables students to skip units for which they are already familiar with the content, thus increasing the efficiency of their own learning.

1.3
Student Services

The better providers arrange various forms of student pre-assessment before the students start a programme of study. This can check students’ capacity to learn, their preparedness and commitment to log on as often as will be needed, their ability in English, and their needs (for a training-oriented course) ( using a databank of questions. This approach is sometimes supplemented with some form of “taster” course.

While this process can act to filter out unsuitable students, it is at least as much a way of providing genuine encouragement to the potential student to take up the offering. As such, it is part of the marketing effort. However, in order to avoid discouraging potential students, the general principle for encouraging a start would seem to be that the fewer the “clicks” to get started, the better.

One of the most important ( and innovative ( uses of this initial assessment has been to elicit information about the individual student’s learning style. This can either be used as part of the filter mechanism, or, if sophisticated enough, be used by the learning package to adjust its pedagogical approach to match the elicited learning style of the student. This requires a full understanding of the possible learning styles within the target population ( see below.

There would appear to be clear evidence that students value some form of interaction with human beings as part of the learning process. It would also appear that it is just as acceptable to students for this to be online as to be face-to-face; in fact there is some suggestion that they might even prefer it online. All providers do this, although NextEd has ambitions to go the whole way and incorporate all the interactions within the materials.

The requirement for such interactions reduces the scope for achieving economies of scale by using e-learning provision. In fact there is some suggestion that e-learning may worsen economies, as students tend to be more demanding when they have the possibility of contacting their tutors electronically and 24-7 than when they are in more traditional modes of contact. Some providers have found the need to have a ratio of about 20 to 1 to cope with the electronic demand ( although this will depend on the degree of sophistication of the material.

Online provision can be asynchronous, and this seems to be preferred by students. This means that while students are able to send messages 24-7, there does not need to be a service that provides instant replies on a 24-7 basis.

Queries from students may be on content, on administrative or pastoral matters or on the technology. There is an estimate that the technology queries comprise about 60% of the total. On top of FAQ provision, some form of routing mechanism for queries is thus needed as students find it very frustrating to deal with an academic who cannot help with technical questions. Any or all of these types of service can be contracted out, and there are examples of providers of each of them.

One facility that seems especially important to students is the extent of the interaction with other students. This can be provided by various forms of “chat room” or bulletin board arrangements. Most providers do this, with the more sophisticated ones using teaching assistants to track the exchanges and intervene when academic assistance is needed.

The degree to which such support arrangements are user-friendly seems an important point for students. Indeed, the overall quality of the student support arrangements would appear to be the single most important factor in a student’s decision to take a course; it is thus an important marketing point. There are examples in which the support level forms part of a learning service agreement with the student ( the efficacy of which is then monitored in both directions.

Although face-to-face provision would appear to be of only secondary importance to students, most providers make some effort to provide it. The effort may be simply to provide an assurance to students that it is there if they really need it, rather than provide them with any expectation that much serious use would be made of it. Such provision is often made through some form of “local” partner rather than directly. Little attempt would appear to be made (or needed) to provide complete geographical coverage for the target population.

Such centres may require no more than the provision of meeting and (physical) chat rooms, with a human presence and computing facilities. Sometimes the use of Internet cafés is also encouraged for similar purposes. The Open University of Catalonia has found its regional centres to be an effective marketing mechanism.

As another form of support to students, one provider makes 10 megabytes of space on its central hard drive available to all students to help them overcome local space limitations.

1.4
Income and Prices

For the purely private providers, the prices of their online provision tend to be higher than those of their equivalent offline provision. This may well be because students are prepared to pay a premium for the convenience (see later); but it is also the case because students would seem to make higher demands on support if it is provided online. Short programmes of study (consisting of fewer courses) seem to be priced at a higher cost per unit than longer ones.

No provider yet operates with a pricing regime in which extra is charged for the provision of additional student support. The belief is that the resentment that this would cause would cost more than the extra income it would generate. The view is that it is a course that is being provided, not a service. There is a view that such additional charging might be possible for allowing access to additional back-up resources, such as libraries. None of this has been examined, even less tested, in the market place.

For the UOC, student fees produce about a third of their income, with the government providing about a half; the remainder is from other activities. The prices charged are around £1,000(£1,500 per annum in Spain. The students seem prepared to pay that, not least as the provision saves their travelling costs, accommodation costs and their time. For some courses, it would seem possible to charge fees of roughly £265(£530 per annum in China.

2.
Supply Side and Production

2.1
Pedagogy

The pedagogy of e-learning is fundamentally different from that of traditional learning, and even from traditional distance learning. Simply putting course material on the web is of very limited value to intended students ( the more cynical would say that MIT were relying on this point when they put all their course material on the web.

One fundamental difference is that the student is guided through the learning in an interactive way, rather than taught in a didactic one. Another difference is that, at least in those markets for which there is already significant provision, considerably more emphasis is given to the outputs of the learning than to the inputs for it. There is one example of provision in which all that is required is for the student to take the exam.

This output rather than input focus has two implications. First, it has meant that a considerable amount of assessment is usually built in as the learning proceeds; this is normally done within the material itself. Second, for the UK, it means that the input-focussed approach of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) is unlikely to be appropriate for e-learning provision as it develops and will need to be rethought.

The pedagogical paradigm also needs to take account of cultural differences, even as between the USA and the UK. As well as the cultural differences themselves, there are also differences in the approaches to learning as between experienced and inexperienced learners and as between learners of different age groups. The critical point is that the style of presentation must be tailored specifically for a particular market segment, which, in turn, means that considerable prior effort is needed to establish what is required. This should form part of the market research.

There would seem to be three “competing” pedagogical paradigms for the overall approach to e-learning: an adaptation of the relatively traditional linear approach; a problem solving/case study approach; and a games-derived approach. All three may have their place in different markets. It is interesting to note that the proponents of each one are arguing that their paradigm is likely to be the only successful one for the future; they are all likely to be wrong.

2.2
Structure and Content of Material

The concept of “reusable learning objects” (RLOs) seems to be widely accepted within the e-learning world, by HEIs as well as by private companies. However, as yet, there is no agreed definition even as to what they are ( at least in terms of their size (for example, they extend from a video clip of 10 minutes to a paragraph giving the definition of a dog).

Standards are being developed and promulgated for their meta-tagging, although there are several different standards even for that; there is a belief that these will converge over time ( for example, driven by requirements specified by the US government.

Many of the producers of these RLOs are creating databanks or repositories of them in the hope that they will eventually be “re-used” by someone else (e.g., there is a national one being developed in Canada). It is not clear whether there has yet been much re-use; they would appear to suffer from the usual “not invented here” syndrome.

The interactive nature of the material is a vital part of the design. One producer sets a target that at least 70% of students’ questions should be able to be answered interactively within the material itself. NextEd’s CEO has stated that he would like to see this increased to 100% as a longer-term goal.

One of the more innovative approaches has been the development of materials which have built into them a means of detecting a student’s learning style ( both initially and as the student proceeds ( which then automatically adjusts the leaning approach to match the student’s learning style, thereby making the whole process much more learner friendly.

In addition to learning styles and expectations ( covered above under pedagogy ( the content of the material also needs adjusting to local circumstances. Although “Maths I” will be similar across the globe (although not completely), business studies will be much less so, and law will be not at all.

There is clearly a bandwidth problem for some of the more sophisticated materials, for example for some of the virtual laboratory offerings and for any extensive use of video. Some providers use the parallel provision of CD-ROM to overcome this.

Intellectual Property Rights are well recognised as a problem but there has been no agreed approach to the issue ( not least as it is different in different countries. The Thomson organisation would seem to be trying to get round the problem by directly employing all its material producers. IPR problems seem to be more intractable with publishers and with individual academics than with HEIs.

In terms of back-up material, there are already companies (e.g., book.tech) which offer a service to construct e-learning packs, including undertaking all the relevant IPR negotiations. In addition, there are organisations such as JSTOR
 which digitise a wide range of back copies of journals (about 160 for JSTOR) and then make them available in a searchable form, for a fee. Apart from JSTOR, there would appear to be only one other player who is significant in this field.

There are other organisations (e.g., Bell and Howell) which have the rights to the digitisation of a wide range of publications, books as well as journals. This is a service that these organisations can offer; but, for all the materials for which they have the rights to digitisation, no other body (e.g., not even the British Library) would be able to provide this service ( not even as a public good.

2.3
The Production Process

The production process needs a much wider range of skills than would at first appear necessary, rather like the list of surprising functions listed in the credits at the end of a film. In addition to the curricular and pedagogical experts, there are (under one or other of the headings) cognitive scientists, psychologists, learning specialists, instructional designers, editors, visual designers, web designers, media specialists and interface designers. Of these, there is a global shortage of instructional designers; for some strange reason, potential candidates would appear to be more attracted by the much better salaries of programming than by the stimulation of dealing with the educational world.

Not only is the range of skills wide, but for the production of good quality material, the individuals need to work together as a single team ( which can be especially difficult if they come from many different organisations. It is extremely expensive for an individual HEI to build its own team for this; it is here that economies of scale are essential. Very large HEIs, or specialist ones such as the UK Open University, are the only ones that can afford to do this.

Typically, the production process may take about a person-year of effort to produce one hour of good, interactive material,
 and that is after undertaking the research into the market, its expected learning style and other requirements.

In addition to any internal quality-assurance process ( which seems to be a preoccupation mainly of the English-speaking Commonwealth
 ( it would be normal practice to pilot any material before releasing it. 

2.4
Costs

The costs of production vary so enormously that no really meaningful figures can be given. Further, there is considerable doubt that most HEIs have any very good idea about their own costs. Nevertheless, Cardean/UNext is reported as spending an average of about $1 million (roughly £670,000) on the production of material for a six-week course (about 12(15 hours of study) ( though this includes amortising the up-front costs they paid to their prestigious partners. On the other hand, UMUC manages to produce a four-week course for only £20,000. Another set of figures sometimes used for rough estimates is that it takes from six months to a year (elapsed time) to produce a course of 15 hours, and that this can be done at a cost of about £15,000 per final hour,
 making the cost of a course about £250,000, somewhere in between that spent by Cardean and UMUC.

Of course, like is not being compared with like here, but it is very difficult to identify what are the parameters which explain such huge variations in cost. To say it is the degree of sophistication in the presentation of the material is to state the obvious without adding any light. The only point that does seem to be established is that the degree of sophistication (and so the expense) does not seem to be correlated with its attractiveness to prospective students, nor to its success in the market place.

For on-going costs, again there are no meaningful figures, but it is interesting to note that one successful organisation in the field spends about 15% of its income on marketing (including market research) and another 10%(15% on keeping up-to-date its own IT.

3.
Underpinning

3.1
Technological

The technological infrastructure related to running an e-university covers a variety of functions and many different types of vendors. As winners and standards emerge, there is likely to be less of a need for HEIs to custom-develop their own technical platforms. The e-University needs, of course, a comprehensive functional and technical analysis to determine where technology should be applied, of what type it should be, and from which vendor it should come.
 However, as for the development of content, this should be done with a clear understanding of the needs of the expected users and of their functional requirements.

The term learning management system is used in at least two different ways and there is not yet any accepted definition of the term. In one sense, it refers to systems that perform the administrative tasks related to online learning (e.g., those supplied by Saba or Docent). In another sense, it refers to systems that have authoring and other pedagogical tools (the most commonly commercially available ones would seem to be WebCT and Blackboard). The industry (and the terminology) is still consolidating.

A few providers have developed their own learning platforms for pedagogical purposes, but most use a commercially available one ( even Cisco. Some of those that have developed their own then try to market it as a product, sometimes in conjunction with a large firm (e.g., TeleTOP from the University of Twente in the Netherlands, which cost over NLG 2 million (or roughly €900 000/£600,000, to develop; and CampusVirtual and IDEASolutions from the UOC, which operate on a Sun server). Such development by an individual HEI would seem to be an unduly expensive option and should probably be discouraged. The Hypermedia Instruction and Teaching Environment (as developed by Singapore plus MIT) is said to be state of the art.

Course management systems (CMS) are of increasing importance to the delivery of e-learning ( and indeed to more conventional learning too. Within the USA, about a quarter of HEIs are estimated as already having established a “single product” standard for course management software, up from just over a half only a year or so ago.

There is a continuing “chicken and egg” debate about whether infrastructure should be developed (or enhanced) first or whether it should wait until there is material that would justify it (the same debate as took place for DVDs). In some circles, there seems to be a consensus that the infrastructure should come first; for example, some governments have invested heavily in a high level of Internet infrastructure (e.g., Canada). In contrast, industry in the USA does not see e-learning alone as sufficient reason to invest in broadband infrastructure; other needs must arise before companies will develop the networks that facilitate high-bandwidth online education.

In most countries, bandwidth limitations still preclude the use of the most sophisticated developments. It is always maintained that this will be resolved “soon”, but this statement may well be one that will always be true, as a result of the relative speeds of development. The most significant issue is the “last mile” problem: who will deliver high bandwidth to individual institutions, businesses and residences? While acknowledged as a social good, universal access to broadband remains stymied by financial factors. For some applications (e.g., virtual laboratories), CD-ROMS are used as a back-up to overcome these limitations.

Although satellite communication is more expensive than the Internet, some countries find it necessary to use it to overcome problems of remoteness (e.g., Australia).
 This is the case for non-urban parts of China ( although some parts are already connected up for ISDN. There has been little use of digital TV so far.

The use of wireless communications seems to be the latest trend in communication development, although it is not clear how much value it adds. The University of Twente, for example, has plans to become a “wireless” campus, but the concept seems to be most developed in Finland, at least in part because of the interest and investment from Nokia ( although even there its use would appear fairly limited.

However, recent survey data in the USA show that wireless networks are thought to be an increasingly important issue for higher education. About a quarter of campuses report that they already have a strategic plan for such networks and another third report that they have a strategic plan currently in development. Further, while only just over 5% report that they have full campus wireless networks up and running, about half report that they have some form of wireless LANS.

3.2
Provider Relationships

Individual universities which have successfully developed e-learning by themselves have almost all been large public ones (even in the USA), often building on a long history of distance-learning delivery; UMUC is one of the best examples of this. To do this, many have found it necessary to set up separate organisations as spin-offs, outside the constraints of the public university sector (e.g., in Argentina). Some consortia have also set up special vehicles for the provision of e-learning (for example, U21 is setting up a separate entity
 purely for the e-learning component of its activities).

Perhaps the most critical relationship is that between an e-university-type entity and any other bodies that provide material and/or services to it. In some cases this has all been done in-house, but in many it is not ( not least when there is any form of consortium arrangement. This raises serious questions about the extent of control to be exercised by the e-University, the issue of the ownership of the IPRs, the issue of the use of the material by its producer in competition with its use by the e-University and, for the supplying HEI, the never-ending issue of what counts as an academic’s “own time”. For none of these points is there any clear picture as to what is happening.

Cardean originally made (expensive $20 million, or £13.4 million) deals with each of its prestigious partners as institutions, although it is far from clear what they were looking for from the deals; it is now [November 2001] trying to re-negotiate them. It has also recently started to contract directly with individual academics rather than through their employing HEI; this may be a question of increasing control over what is produced, of IPR or of costs ( or of all three.

However, most of the deals and other arrangements have been with publishers (e.g., Thomson’s investments in Cardean and U21, Planeta’s £10 million investment in the UOC). In addition to funds, such deals can give providers access to the materials of the publisher (although see above on the rights to digitisation). For some providers, these deals are also thought to bring private-sector marketing expertise to the venture as well as global reach.

Thomson would appear to be going a step further. Through their investment in UNext, they are to have access to a purportedly state-of-the-art technological platform (for Cardean and U21). They may propose to do the same for U21, given that Alan Gilbert
 thinks that “brand is everything” and does not seem to attach too much importance to content.

3.3
Government Involvement

The most significant government involvement would seem to be in Canada. Their objective is to put Canada at the forefront of the new economy, for both economic and social reasons. The justification is on the basis that such investments are akin to the public investment in the railways in the nineteenth century. Thus the Canadian government has made a $120 million (£80.2 million) investment in providing an Internet backbone to 10 regional centres at 40 Gbps; it has made arrangements for there to be a national repository of reusable learning objects; and it has promoted a public awareness campaign about the Internet. All these actions it has implemented via an agent (CANARIE).

Similar economic and social motivations have driven public investments in Finland, but their focus has been more on the development of mobile networks, funded in part by Nokia.
Most e-university-type initiatives have been started with public​-sector investment; even within the USA, over 80% of the public universities are developing some form of e-learning, compared to only 20% of the private not-for-profit ones.

Government funds have been used to help the development of some form of national presence of an e-university (e.g., in Finland and Sweden), but at least as much to help develop e-learning in individual HEIs. Considerable support has been supplied to HEIs both to develop their own material for their own use and to develop their staff in the use of it (e.g., in the Netherlands and Finland).

There are some interesting bidding arrangements. For example in the Netherlands, the government requires all universities to contribute (pro rata) to a central pot for e-learning development; they then bid with proposals for awards from the pot ( with no expectation that they will receive amounts similar to their contribution.
 In Canada, there is an arrangement in which the government makes a known amount of funds available for a specified development and then invites competitive proposals which include offers of additional funds to increase the resources available to the project.

In many countries, government regulations have not kept pace with the development of e-learning. In the USA, there is still a federal regulation about the number of hours a student must be in class to qualify for a loan. In Japan, there are still rules about the maximum allowed student-staff ratio. In many countries, the regulatory framework or the mechanisms for approving HE provision ( and/or for quality assuring it ( are inappropriate for e-learning (e.g., in Brazil and the UK).

4.
Conclusions

4.1
For the e-University

The experience of the provision of e-learning so far suggests that there are four critical success factors for the operations of the e-University.

The most overriding point is that any provision must be based on a thorough understanding of the markets being targeted. This needs to be based on an in-depth analysis of the expectations, culture and learning styles of targeted students, with the style and nature of the provision then tailored explicitly for those expectations. There would appear to be no such thing as a generic product that is easily transferable from one market to another.

There are two critical success factors that arise from this point. The first concerns the choice of subject areas in which to develop products. The now-standard market opportunities of IT, computing, business and management may well be close to saturation point given the number of offerings of HEIs, companies, training firms, and corporate universities. However, the supply-led approach of many of the current providers may mean that there are still opportunities for such offerings, but only as long as they are designed round a fully analysed demand.

There are certainly other subject markets too, both broad and niche, that may offer promising opportunities. These also need to be identified and then thoroughly analysed prior to any investment in course production. In essence, the field may well still be open in many areas, but only as long as the e-University adheres to the principles of being demand led.

Even the fast-track pilot projects should have been chosen with a clear strategy in mind. Their design will need to be based on a sound analysis of the nature and proclivities of each of their (separate) target demand groups. If the requirement to analyse the target market(s) thoroughly has not already been built into the contracts for the pilot project producers, it should be added immediately.

The second critical success factor is that the e-University also needs to ensure that the nature of the product offerings matches student expectations about the duration and intensity of study. There is a large and growing demand for shorter programmes (rather than for full degree ones), perhaps the equivalent of about a semester of study leading to some form of certificate. Such provision is not the normal preference of HEI suppliers and so this will require them to rethink how they are going to develop offerings which will meet such demands. Again the requirement to analyse this and to make provision accordingly should be built into the pilots.

The third success factor concerns the quality and user-friendliness of the student support arrangements ( it seems to be acceptable, and even preferred, that they be provided online and asynchronously. Face-to-face provision seems to be of much less importance to actual students, which is again contrary to the views held by some academics on the supply side. Interestingly, this finding also shows that views sometimes expressed by potential students in anticipation of provision do not always match their preferences in the out-turn.

Each of these factors has clear implications for the development of the e-University. The e-learning world is already littered with ill-thought-out ideas and offerings and there is enough experience to guide the direction of the e-University to avoid many of the failings that are already evident. The single key is that the e-University should follow the fundamental principle on which it was originally founded: that it should operate as a demand-led
 provider and not as a supply-led one.
The fourth critical success factor concerns the technology that needs to underpin the e-University. Based on the findings of the studies, it would appear that UK HE is well-informed about technological developments, both within HEIs abroad, and also within the private sector ( perhaps largely due to the efforts of JISC. As suspected, there appears to be a fair amount of hype about how advanced various other projects are, but there would appear to be little substance to many of these claims when set against what JISC already knows.

However, knowing about the technological developments in general is one thing, but it is another to know the specific technological needs of expected users and their functional requirements. In the same way as for the products, this requires a good knowledge of targeted students’ expectations, based on the same type of analysis. It will be important for the e-University to investigate these specific expectations rather than develop its technology in a vacuum.

Further, knowing about the technology is not the same as having it. The e-University, like the rest of the UK HE sector, may be a little behind some of its competitors in actually having it in place. It is clear that the technology continues to move fast, as do the other aspects of the e-learning environment. It will be vital for the e-University to continue to be as well informed as possible about technological developments elsewhere. The JISC may be able to do that for the e-University and, if so, this should be defined as a proper continuing role for JISC.

It will also be essential for the e-University to keep up-to-date with the fast changes in the e-learning market in general, and not least those of its competitors. This is normal practice for any commercial organisation, but it is often done only in token terms by HEIs. This will not be good enough for the e-University. The Association of Commonwealth Universities (ACU) proposal for an Observatory could provide one feed into the e-University for this.
 But the e-University will also need to devise ways of obtaining some form of regular updating, covering the type of research and analysis that has been undertaken for this report. It should do this not only for its own sake, but also on behalf of the UK HE sector (see below).

There is clearly also an issue around the compatibility of standards, of which meta-tagging is one example and the compatibility of learning platforms is another. At the least, the e-University will need to track the activities and influence of various standards bodies (e.g., SCORM and IEEE); alternatively, the e-University might seek to adopt a rather more proactive role on the world stage on the general issues of standards. At the least, there would be advantage in trying to secure a degree of consistency on such standards within the UK.

There is also a clear trend towards the concept of reusable learning objects, with the facility to allow for greater sharing and for the repackaging of material for different audiences. Several countries are already doing extensive work in this area (e.g., Canada and the USA). The e-University (perhaps on behalf of the whole of the UK HE system) could, in a way to be explored, work with these others on the initiatives ( or even develop its own. Either way, the example of Canada’s national repository of reusable learning objects may be worth considering for the UK.

It is not a coincidence that it is publishing companies which have entered the e-learning market, often through alliances with HEIs. It seems likely that the e-University may need to reconsider such a link, not necessarily as an alliance, but with some form of close working relationship. This should be considered as part of any further analysis of the e-University’s full value chain of content, services, brand, marketing, etc., to ensure that all the most appropriate parties are used in the most effective way.

4.2
For UK HEIs

No individual HEI can ignore the implications of ICT developments for its own internal provision ( in terms of the impacts on its markets and on the nature of all its provision. Some HEIs will find this new style of thinking difficult; but that is a wider topic than is covered by this report.

Many HEIs will need to develop their operations onto a learning management platform, but as part of addressing the broader questions of standards, interoperability and technical strategy. Experience would suggest that individual HEIs should be discouraged from trying to develop their own platforms rather than buying one. Even so, they are still expensive (£200,000 for a small university in Argentina for example), and, at least until recently, there has been a shortage of skilled systems integrators prepared to work in the HE market to install them (they have tended to work in more lucrative sectors).

As far as the provision of e-learning off campus is concerned, the lessons from elsewhere suggest that an HEI is likely to be more successful if it develops this based on its own experience and its own arrangements for distance learning. One HEI’s imaginative approach was to merge its internal units previously responsible for IT, the library and distance learning.

For such provision, the evidence so far suggests that e-learning is more expensive to provide than more traditional forms of learning on campus, in terms both of its development costs and of its running costs.

For the development costs, on top of the obvious ones of the technology and the design and development of the materials themselves, there are the additional costs associated with the market research and analysis stressed above as vital to success. Nevertheless, over 90% of Dutch universities have plans to develop e-learning programmes; UK HEIs cannot afford not to do the same. The Dutch arrangements in which each university is obliged to contribute to a central pot for such development work and then to make bids for funds from the pot would seem to be an effective way of encouraging initiatives by HEIs.

In terms of running costs, there would not yet appear to be any significant scalability benefits in e-learning. The higher demands made by students due to the ease of electronic access still require staff to be available ( in a ratio of about 1 to 30 students.
 This may be because there is not yet a sufficiently high degree of sophistication built into the learning materials; only time will tell if greater sophistication will reduce the demands that students make on staff.

Although the overall costs of e-learning are not lower for the HEIs, they are lower for many students as they save on travel, accommodation and time. They should thus be prepared to pay more for such provision ( and Phoenix successfully charges more for its online provision that it does for its equivalent offline courses.

To make all this work requires parallel development of staff, both academic and other. Some Australian universities are now arranging all their staff development programmes round the need to upgrade staff into e-learning mode. Grants are specifically available for that purpose in the Netherlands.

For individual HEIs, there are significant developments within e-learning with which the HE sector needs to keep up. It is not sensible to expect each individual HEI to know what is happening in this rapidly changing market, either on the demand side or on the supply side. It would seem to be an appropriate role for the e-University to help keep the whole UK system as up-to-date as possible.

4.3
In Summary

The studies and analysis show that there is considerable scope for the e-University to be successful and a major force in this new world. But it is also clear that there are some pitfalls into which others have fallen and which the e-University should strenuously try to avoid. In essence, the single most important point is that the e-University should operate with primary reference to demand requirements rather than being supply led. This is as important for programmes designed with a social aim as it is for programmes with a commercial one.

The investments needed will undoubtedly be significant, and considerably more than those for the selection and implementation of the technology. The experience so far ( both of successes and of failures ( clearly shows how vital it is to undertake an in-depth analysis of each intended market; this will require considerable effort, as of course will the subsequent development of the materials.

Further, development costs are only the beginning. There is also clear evidence that, at least so far, the delivery of e-learning is probably more expensive than the delivery of equivalent learning in more traditional modes. Nevertheless, it is certainly an important part of a future on which the UK cannot miss out. The e-University is a bold and imaginative venture; for it to achieve success will be expensive, but having embarked on it, it would be foolish indeed to risk failure.
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� Contextualisation and footnotes by Paul Bacsich, July 2004. Critical reading and additional research provided by Terence Karran.


� For historical reasons, there was not a specific report commissioned on the University of Phoenix. 


� See chapter 12, “University of Maryland University College”.


� NextEd is a case study in chapter 8, “Impact of the Internet on Higher Education in Australia and Asia”.


� See chapter 11, “Report on UNext and Cardean University”.


� Still going strong – see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ecornell.com/" ��http://www.ecornell.com/�. 


� The UK Open University through OU Worldwide has for years targeted other HEIs for purchase of materials, but with mixed success.


� Now trading at � HYPERLINK "http://www.netvarsity.com/" ��http://www.netvarsity.com/�. 


� Universitas 21 have now started their online MBA programme and seem very active.


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.gua.com/" ��http://www.gua.com/� for details of the current membership and course offerings. Note that contrary to received wisdom, universities can be members of more than one provider structure – in particular, both the UK members of GUA were providers to UKeU also.


� Since this was written, Fathom has ceased activity, but an archive of Fathom material is maintained by Columbia University at � HYPERLINK "http://www.fathom.com/" ��http://www.fathom.com/�. 


� In terms of CATs points, 15 study hours equates to around 1.5 points; so a “module” of 6 courses equates to around 9 points, stretchable to 10 if assessment is included. The taught portion of a UK MSc is typically 120 points, i.e., 12 modules. 2 CATs points are equivalent to 1 ECTS point in the European scheme.


� However 40% of US Fortune 500 firms now claim corporate university status. Although the main interest of these new corporate universities is non-accredited training, almost 40% are interested in granting an accredited degree, usually via a partnership with a higher education institution. See Meister, Corporate Universities: Lessons in Building a World Class Workforce (McGraw Hill, 1998).


� This is a simple example of personalisation of the learning experience. 


� Most commentators on e-learning would regard such an aim as unrealistic.


� Robin Mason suggests three usages of the term e-learning, each with its own focus, activities and benefits (Working Paper: Information and Communication Technologies in Education and Training, EU Directorate-General for Research, September 2002.) If it becomes generally accepted that e-learning covers a broad spectrum of activities involving technology to a greater or lesser degree, then the pedagogy may not be fundamentally different. However, for distance e-learning, the distinction seems clearer.


� This process is now well under way now at QAA. The Committee on Academic Quality (which had the task of overseeing the quality of UKeU courses) has had an impact here. There is a QAA consultative draft (January 2004) at � HYPERLINK "http://www.qaa.ac.uk/public/COP/cprovis/draft/contents.htm" ��http://www.qaa.ac.uk/public/COP/cprovis/draft/contents.htm�. 


� Some work has been done on this. See Ficsor, The Law of Copyright and the Internet: The 1996 WIPO Treaties, their Interpretation and Implementation (Oxford University Press, 2002).


� Covered in chapter 13, “Report on JSTOR”.


� This is for the most sophisticated material; the cost per hour of less sophisticated material could be 10% of that.


� This is now changing, as a masterly analysis done for OBHE by Robin Middlehurst and Carolyn Campbell shows; see � HYPERLINK "http://www.obhe.ac.uk/products/reports/" ��http://www.obhe.ac.uk/products/reports/�.  


� A more typical planning figure in 2004 is $10,000 (£6,700) per study hour.


� In this context see Papers and Debates on the Economics and Costs of Distance and Online Learning, Greville Rumble (ed.), Studien und Berichte der Arbeitsstelle Fernstudienforschung der Carl von Ossietzky Universitat Oldenburg, 2002. Rumble is a noted expert on the costs of distance learning.


� Much of this is covered in later chapters of this work, starting from part 3 on “e-tools”. See especially chapters 16, 18 and 22.


� This assertion has not stood the test of time; although MIT remains very active in the field, especially with the OKI initiative – see � HYPERLINK "http://web.mit.edu/oki/" ��http://web.mit.edu/oki/�. 


� Other examples are Brazil, Canada, the South Pacific and the Caribbean.


� However, satellite TV has been used for many years in distance education in many parts of the world. Digital TV is covered in a section in chapter 16. 


� Wireless has continued its advance, although rather more slowly in UK post-16 education than watchers of the US scene might have hoped for. There is excellent further reading on wireless in the JISC reports at � HYPERLINK "http://www.techlearn.ac.uk/cgi-bin/techspec.pl?l=19" ��http://www.techlearn.ac.uk/cgi-bin/techspec.pl?l=19� and a recent article in the Observatory at � HYPERLINK "http://www.obhe.ac.uk/products/briefings/" ��http://www.obhe.ac.uk/products/briefings/�. 


� The aforementioned U21Global; see � HYPERLINK "http://www.u21global.com/" ��http://www.u21global.com/�. 


� Interestingly, Alan Gilbert has now become vice-chancellor of the University of Manchester. 


� Such as the Ivy League universities. Note that there are several private, for-profit universities in the USA, for example Phoenix.


� Similarly in Finland, all the universities were required to sign up to the Finnish Virtual University project. See chapter 6 of this compendium for more information on Finland.


� Of course, there are the usual debates about “what is demand?” and “is the demand informed?” – different countries take different standpoints on this issue in higher education.


� This has taken place, and the Observatory – see � HYPERLINK "http://www.obhe.ac.uk/" ��http://www.obhe.ac.uk/� – is very successful. 


� Such ratios are much disputed. Chapter 16, “Learning Platforms”, and chapter 21, “Tutorial Support Functions”, contain longer discussions of the issues round online and face-to-face tutoring.


� And in Finland.
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