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Overview

This paper studies the role of student support services in elearning systems.

 e-learning is defined as the provision of education or training electronically, via the Internet.

The term ‘student support services’ is used for those parts of a distance or electronic learning course which are additional to the provision of course content.  These student support services can be either ‘learner support’ or ‘learning support’.

Learner support comprises all the assistance provided by a distance education or an elearning system which matches the facilities which a face-to-face system provides for the success of its students. 

Learning support lists the assistance provided by the institution in the actual process of learning to ensure that the learning tasks are performed successfully.
Role of student support services in distance education

Student support services played a crucial role in the success of distance education; it is reasonable to expect that they would play a decisive role in elearning too. The success of distance education came when it was accepted that nationally and internationally recognised university degrees, college diplomas and training certification could be won at a distance.

The first 100 years of distance education were fraught with difficulties. Distance accreditation was not accepted, the correspondence image was rejected, university professors criticised education at a distance.

It was not until the foundation of the open universities in the 1970s that this image began to change. Although the course materials produced by the Open University of the United Kingdom, the FernUniversität in Hagen in Germany and the Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia in Madrid, Spain were highly praised, it was the student support services and feedback provided by these universities that enabled distance education to come of age. 

An important distinction was between Teach Yourself Books and Distance Education Courseware. Pedagogically, Teach Yourself Books provided the reader with information on the subject matter from which the student learned. Absent was, however, interpersonal communication and feedback on learning endeavours which had always been seen as an integral part of the learning process. The better distance education institutions provided interpersonal communication and feedback, as well as course content, by a range of facilities known as student support services. The role of the student support services was to guarantee the validity of the educational process by providing structures for interpersonal communication and feedback in the distance education system. 

Student support services were crucial in the accreditation process of distance education courses and the decision of national and international bodies to award university degrees, college diplomas and training certification for studies done at a distance. There never was question of awarding degrees, diplomas or certificates for Teach Yourself Books or Packages but it was one of the great successes of distance education that gradually nationally and internationally recognised certification was awarded for distance education courses, even at degree level. Today a B.A.Open degree from the British Open University is as valid a degree for employment purposes or for post-graduate research studies as a degree from another British university.

Analysis of student support services

A grid developed for the analysis of student support services in elearning by the Socrates project ‘Student Support Services in elearning’  identifies clusters of tools under the headings ‘learner support’ and ‘learning support’.
The learner support grid comprises:

· Information Phase 

· Guidance Phase 

· Registration Phase 

· Integration Phase 

· Final Results Phase 
· Accreditation Assistance Phase
· Guidance on Further Study Phase
Learning support lists the assistance provided by the institution in the actual process of learning. This is the Learning Phase which facilitates online learning. Online learning typically occurs via access to eLearning content, discussion forums, bulletin boards, email queries, telephone support, group work. These structures support both student to student and student to tutor interaction. 

Included might be:

· Dispatch of printed and other physical learning materials

· Instruction on Online Learning techniques 

· Bulletin Boards. Online discussion rooms for all users to post comments,

questions, learning support documents etc.

· Email. The facility to contact tutors and / or peers. 

· Online tutorials. Online tutorials to support students in meeting their learning

objectives. 

· Face to face tutorials. The facility to arrange online, face to face tutorials that support the students in meeting their learning objectives.

· Resources / Library. Online access to additional material to support student

learning.

· Student - Self Assessment. The online facility to check learning progress during the course. The results of these tests are not usually recorded towards the final result.
· Automated Assessment. Typically occurs at the end of a course, produces a result which may count towards certification.

· Tutor Assessment. The facility to send work to a tutor / teacher for correction and evaluation.

· Assessment Feedback – electronic 

· Assessment Feedback – manual 

· Student Portfolios. A personal home- page per student to allow them to introduce themselves to online colleagues, showcase their work, provide alternative sources of course information to colleagues.

The analysis of Tait

Tait (2003) of the Open University of the United Kingdom gives a reflective analysis of the role of student support services in distance education. He asks:

What then are the main reasons for having student support integrated in an ODL system?

Students want support 

The first of these is that students want it. While this might be said to be pedagogically weak in the theoretical sense, it is important for the best of reasons. In the OU UK student feedback tells us that some 10 per cent of students do not want interaction with other students, having perhaps a personality type that has led them to choose a study mode that reduces or removes the need for interaction with others. However, for the other 90 per cent, this is looked for, albeit not always taken up because of the demands on time and place that are so prevalent in the lives of adult learners.

The reduction of drop-out 

Student support, especially student guidance and counselling, tutor support, and effective information and administrative systems all provide a range of activity that impacts not only in terms of teaching but also affectively, that is to say reinforcing the student sense of confidence, self-esteem and progress. 

The nature of learning 

A further mode of explanation for student support, especially for tutoring in group work in study centres or online and in the teaching given through the return of assignments, lies in the impact this makes on the learning process. Essentially this has been termed ‘mediation,’ that is the role that the tutor performs in relating the teaching content to the student as an individual in her or his situation, including the social, economic, geographic and cultural dimensions. 

The statistics quoted by Tait from the Open University of the United Kingdom are impressive. Many years ago the Swedish scholar, Bååth, had argued that there were four types of students enrolled in distance education systems:

We have four categories of students; there are

· students who need student support services but don’t want them

· students who need student support services and want them

· students who don’t need student support services but want them

· students who neither need nor want student support services. Tait has shown that the last category at the Open University of the United Kingdom numbers less than 10%.
The avoidance of avoidable drop-out has always been a goal of distance education systems, which are often compared with conventional colleges and universities in spite of the fact that their students are normally older, have families and are in employment. There can be little doubt that at the Open University of the United Kingdom in particular, the rich provision of student support services solved the drop-out problem and this contributed greatly to the status of distance education worldwide. Tait’s argument from the nature of learning is an important one. The provision of feedback is an important dimension of the education process and feedback on student work is a characteristic part of student support services.

The analysis of Thorpe

The identification of student support services in elearning LMSs has been commented on by Thorpe, of the Open University of the United Kingdom. She writes:

The use of computer-mediated communication (CMC) as an integral part of the design of distance taught courses raises interesting challenges to our thinking about course design and learner support. These have typically been conceptualised as two complementary but distinct systems in distance education, characterised by different practices often carried out by different groups of staff. Where CMC is designed as an integral part of the course, with collaborative learning as essential to assessment and study, this separation breaks down. The design of online activities is integral to both learner support and the course content, with new possibilities for open and distance learning as a result. Where the learning group itself is a resource for study and personal development, it also becomes feasible to orientate courses and programmes towards local teams and communities. Online tutors play a key role and need to develop ‘the technology of conversation' and expertise in the design of activities, as part of their facilitator role.

Thorpe’s position that ‘Where CMC is designed as an integral part of the course, with collaborative learning as essential to assessment and study, this separation breaks down. The design of online activities is integral to both learner support and the course content’ is not accepted here. It is believed that it is still possible to identify course content development and student support services as component parts of an elearning system. 

There are three reasons for this:

· Some elearning systems are today rich in student support services and some are not

· It is possible to identify in functioning elearning systems today clusters of activities which match the definition of student support services

· There is a clear distinction in elearning theory today between Learning Management Systems (LMSs) and Learning Content Management Systems (LCMSs).

It is clear that some elearning systems today are rich in student support services in a way which others are not. The NKI (Norway) system is particularly rich in student support services. Theoretical and technical justification of this richness is fundamental to the organisation. In contrast to this many corporate implementations of elearning are fragile in student support services and tools for these services, if present in the system, are little used. Thus, it is felt, that Thorpe’s assertion that ‘the distinction between course content development and student support services breaks down in elearning’ goes too far.

In a similar way it can be demonstrated that the student support services in an elearning system can be identified and analysed. The grid developed for this purpose identifies clusters of tools under the headings: Information phase, Guidance phase, Registration phase, Integration phase, Help desk, Learning phase and Final results phase.

These facilities are either present or not in an elearning system and the system can be analysed to evaluate and measure the degree of use of the facilities. The tools listed under the heading ‘learning phase’ are central to the richness or otherwise of student support services.

In a similar way the Learning Content Management System focuses on the provision of course content and the Learning Management System clusters the other services that are provided as a support to the student.

The two worlds of elearning

In conclusion it is already clear that elearning comprises a new sector of education and training provision today. Industry analysts put its value at $/€ 3 billion in 2003 and state that it is set to grow $/€ 18 billion by 2005.

This world is split into two halves: corporate elearning training provision and university/college elearning education provision.

Corporate training provision on the WWW is a rapidly growing industry, characterized by the leading American LMSs, like WebCT, Blackboard, Saba and Learning Space, regulated by American standards like SCORM 1.2, providing training certification and using either asynchronous elearning or synchronous systems like Centra Symposium.

University/college provision is less dominated, at least in Europe, by American LMSs and standards and makes little use of synchronous virtual classroom systems like Centra. It offers university degrees and college diplomas and 70.000 such courses are listed on the TeleEducation, New Brunswick portal at http://courses.telecampus.edu/subjects/index.cfm. 

The two halves of elearning have different attitudes to student support services. College and university systems, like NKI in Norway, are often designed to be rich in student support services and the provision of rich student support services is a central factor in the college or university’s business model. Corporate systems, on the other hand, can be based entirely on man/machine interfaces.

This was demonstrated by a questionnaire developed for students in the Socrates Minerva project ‘Student support services in elearning’. This questionnaire was answered by a grouping from NKI, Norway representing academic students and a grouping from the Ericsson International Training Centre in Dublin, Ireland representing corporate students.

The responses from the two groups to the series of questions on the usefulness of the various student support services detailed are remarkably similar. This may, however, be just the recognition in an educational or training context that major features of a training system are ‘good things’ and that few would wish to rank them as unimportant or not important at all.

There are, however, striking differences between the corporate students and the academic students when asked about their satisfaction with the various elements of the student support services. In particular the series of answers from the corporate students which record large percentages in the never used/unavailable category is significant:

Information relating to the larger program



30%

Information relating to pricing





38%

Information relating to costs and grants




44%

FAQ section on registration





30%

Access to technical support services




41%

Support regarding registration





33%

Ability to contact tutors






52%

Ability to contact other students





63%

Discussion forums






61%

Online tutorials







33%

Tutor access







66%

Feedback on assignments





63%

Advice on further study






56%

Table 1.  Percentage of responses of corporate students in the ‘Never used’ category

There are marked philosophical differences between the design of the courses for the academic students and the corporate students. The design for the academic students clearly states: ‘The elearning philosophy of NKI in Norway is clearly expressed as ‘access to a tutor is perhaps the element that most clearly distinguished online distance education from "Teach yourself e-learning packages". It is thus expected that students who have chosen to register in and also pay for e-learning as offered by NKI as distance learning on the Internet consider the tutor to be important’ and again ‘in the NKI development philosophy for elearning assignments and tutor comments, evaluation and feedback on assignments are seen as one of the most important elements’. It can be stated that such preoccupations do not characterise the courses prepared for the corporate students.

We may be witnessing a parting of the ways in elearning between corporate elearning and academic elearning.

Tait’s three rules for the provision of student support services break down. ‘Students want support’ is not proven. Courses tend to be short and focused on technical knowledge. Chatting is not a requisite. Email and bulletin boards, if provided, are not used. The ‘reduction of drop-out’ is not a factor as courses are often done in company time and are a requirement for career progression. The ‘nature of learning’ is different in training and education settings and this argument too does not convince corporate providers to include rich student support services in their elearning courses.
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