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SUMMARY

This study is in four parts:

· The need for a new model

· Statistical justification of the new model

· Statistical limitations of the new model

· The design of the new model.

THE NEED FOR A NEW MODEL

The American e-learning authority, T.H.Davenport, stated in a recent article that 'The use of elearning is generally unsupervised by any instructor or training professional; this is one way it achieves economic efficiencies’.
Such views would herald the death knell of student support services in e-learning. 

This study, on the other hand, argues for student support services-rich e-learning systems and presents the design of such a system.

The first reason for the need of a new model for e-learning that is rich in student support services comes from the parallels with distance learning. E-learning, or electronic learning, is an electronic form of distance learning. It is reasonable to claim that what was important for distance learning should be important, too, for e-learning.

Distance learning brought great benefits to society.

It freed up learners so that they could study at any time and in any place and in structures suited to their employment and family commitments.

Most of the goals that today characterise just-in-time learning, or life-long learning,  were anticipated by distance learning:

· Training when it is needed

· Training at any time

· Training at any place

· Learner-centered content

· Avoidance of re-entry to work problems

· Training for taxpayers, and those fully occupied during university lectures and sessions at training centres

· The industrialisation of teaching and learning.
In spite of these benefits the first 100 years of distance training were marked by criticism.

Governments largely ignored distance training, university professors criticised it, corporate trainers focused on ILT.

A major breakthrough in both the quality and quantity of provision came in the 1970s with the foundation of the open universities, notably the Open University of the United Kingdom at Milton Keynes, the Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia at Madrid, and the FernUniversität in Hagen, Germany.

Although the course materials of these open universities attracted much attention it was the student support services that they provided which enabled these universities to spearhead the change in status of distance education. They brought it about that nationally and internationally-recognised university degrees, college diplomas and training certification could be won at a distance.

There were a number of key elements in the Open University of the United Kingdom  system which drew on the work of the correspondence colleges for the University of London External Student scheme, and were influenced by the thinking of Michael Young and the then fledgling institution he created out of their wake, the National Extension College. 

The characteristics of the learner support system for the OU UK included:

· Each student had a personal tutor, in a group with no more than 25 or so other students in order to allow personal knowledge, support and understanding to grow up through the lifetime of a course.

· The tutor gave teaching feedback and the mark for work completed during the course, thus having a pivotal role in supporting student learning and progress (and which gave rise to the serious development of the teaching skill known now as correspondence teaching)


· All students were offered the opportunity but not the obligation to take part in face to face tutorials, and more recently computer-mediated tutorials, managed by their own tutor (online courses still only remain a tiny minority within the overall provision of the OU UK)


· A network of some 260 study centres were established throughout the UK in order to provide such tutorial opportunities, supported by 13 Regional Centres, thus ensuring that the student felt ‘nearer' the university whose headquarters are in central England


· A limited amount of residential school experience on a conventional campus was essential, at a minimum one week


· From 1971 -1997 all undergraduate students – i.e., the great majority, had access to a personal tutor-counsellor who offered them support and advice throughout their career with the university whatever course they were on, providing for what was called ‘continuity of counselling'. 

While there has been substantial revision of the OU UK system since the original blueprint, the core role of the tutor who works with a group of students of no more than 25 in number, and who teaches and grades their work, continues to be seen as at the heart of learner support.

An overall listing of the system the Open University of the United Kingdom put in place was a complex and carefully balanced range of student support services which included at least the following:

· Regional Tutorial Services central staff. A small team, based at Milton Keynes, which managed the provision of student support services to all students

· Regional Offices. For administrative purposes the UK was divided into 13 regions, each with a regional office in an important city.

· Study centres. Each regional office is responsible for 20 study centres open most nights of the week for tutorials, group discussions and informal meetings.

· Staff tutors. The co-ordination and supervision of tuition at the Open University is undertaken by staff tutors. Each faculty has at least one staff tutor in each region.
· Senior counsellors. Each regional office has between four and six senior counsellors responsible for the progress of about 1.300 students and 35 tutor-counsellors each.
· Tutor-counsellors. These have responsibility for about 30 students each. There were 2.176 of them at the time being described.
· Course tutors. There were 4.000 of these with responsibility for 20 students each.
· Computerised records. The progress of each student is monitored by computerised data which is distributed to those responsible every two weeks.
· Kosmat analysis. Kosmat analysis is a computerised weighting of all the marks awarded by one tutor on a particular assignment against the marks awarded by all other tutors. In this way compensation can be made for tutors who mark too hard or too easily and standards are kept the same throughout the country.
· Summer schools. During the summer months residential two week schools are held for all students at other universities whose residential accommodation is empty during the summer holidays. This gives the opportunity for face-to-face lectures and tutorials, meeting fellow students and university staff.
This system is in constant evolution. The scenario described is the provision of student support services in the classic period of the mid 1980s. An extraordinary feature of the system was that participation in these student support services was optional, except for attendance at the residential summer schools.

Due, in large measure, to the success of the provision of student support services at the Open University, distance learning finally came of age in the late 1990s when the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education of the British Government set up structures to measure academic excellence in more than 100 universities in the United Kingdom, including the Open University.

To many people's surprise, The Open University was ranked in the top ten of British Universities in terms of academic excellence. When one realises that the average age of Open University students is about 40 years and more then 40 per cent of them do not have the required A-Levels to be allowed to study at any other British University, one can see that this is a remarkable achievement. 

It means also, that over 100 British Universities teaching full-time students on campus, with their full-time professors and lecturers, cannot achieve the same level of academic excellence as that of the distance teaching university. It shows that distance learning has come of age and that excellence is now demonstrably achievable at a distance.

The British press chose to report these results in the form of football league tables. There were four divisions and the top ten in the first division comprised the two tutorial universities, Oxford and Cambridge, a number of major face-to-face universities like Manchester and the Open University. The statistics placing the Open University in the top ten in Britain with Oxford and Cambridge have been repeated year after now for more than five years and cannot statistically be explained as a fluke.

If one were to repeat these Thatcherite measurings of learning on a European basis, one could be fairly sure that 90% of German universities, 90% of French universities, 90% of Italian universities would be ranked after the British distance learning university, as their standards are not essentially different from Oxford and Cambridge.

A well-known commentator, Tait of the Open University of the United Kingdom, gives three additional reasons for the need for a model rich in student support services for distance education and e-learning. These are: students want support, the reduction of drop-out and the nature of learning.

He asks:

What then are the main reasons for having student support integrated in a distance and elearning 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. The first is that students are more and more in a position of being able to choose with whom they study: thus competition makes it imperative that institutions can offer what students say they want.

 While students look for the flexibility that Open and Distance Leqarning (ODL) offers, especially freedom from time and place that is restricted by conventional part-time study, this is not the same for the great majority as saying that they do not want support. 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. Further, intervention when students have not contributed work on time can make a timely and effective contribution to the reduction of drop-out. 

The extent to which student support creates a learning environment that is congenial, attractive and therefore supportive of learner persistence is always difficult to estimate, but the wider affective dimensions of the learning environment which revolve around what I have elsewhere termed ‘conversation and community' seem to be important in most educational contexts and there is therefore no reason to assume that for most learners they will not be important in ODL and e-learning, even though delivering them is more difficult. This mode of explanation can be seen as related to that developed in terms of the community of practice in ODL that contains learners and their teachers, especially within Web-supported learning environments.

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. In other words, the tutor in coming alongside the student and the teaching material adds a voice that helps the student to relate concepts, values, and lines of enquiry to the particular situation. 

Over the last ten or so years this has come increasingly to be related to constructivist modes of explanation about the creation of knowledge by the learner, and supported by the wider possibility for exploratory learning and teaching methods through the use of the Web which has expanded the potential for learning outside or independently of teaching materials provided. Earlier influential theoretical frameworks included that of ‘didactic conversation' developed by Holmberg, and Moore's ‘transactional distance' and ‘instructional dialogue,’ both of which elaborated the ways in which learning took place in contexts where distance between the teacher and the learner was significant.

Drawing on this range of explanatory work we can summarise the rationale for student support as being:

· Cognitive (supporting and developing learning) 

· Affective (that is related to the emotions that support learning and success) 

· Systemic (helping students to manage rules and systems of the institution in ways that that support persistence) 

This schematic explanation separates out for heuristic purposes what is usually and at its best integrated and mutually reinforcing. Student support in ODL and e-learning has as its primary aim that of assisting students to learn successfully, and in doing so it recognises that in learning and teaching systems characterised by distance and part-time study, helping students with their feelings of confidence and self-esteem will energise them in ways that support persistence and success. 

At the same time what are often institutional or social barriers can be addressed in problem solving and facilitative ways, reinforcing learning and the affective dimension. Innovation with ICT-based systems can deliver these goals very effectively.

But is any of this, in essence, changed by the revolution in media we have undergone over the last decade? It seems to me to be the core task for those working and researching in the field of student support in ODL at this juncture. It is certainly time to move away from the exuberant and exaggerated claims of the pioneers of e-learning, whose work appears to assume that effective teaching and learning has not ever taken place until their own Web supported programme was created, or that large scale opportunity for adult learners was never conceived until the year 2000. 

There is enough evidence to show that along with success it is possible to waste as much money and time with Web-supported learning as it was with any other kind of educational programme. There are as many empty student e-conferences as there were empty study centres in second generation distance learning. Most importantly there are as many disappointed and dispirited learners who have dropped out of e-learning programmes as there were in second generation distance education. And yet, this is not the same as saying nothing has changed.

The statistics quoted by Tait from the Open University of the United Kingdom are impressive with 90% wanting support and only 10% being able to manage without it. The argument that students enrolled in e-learning courses want support is a strong one, remembering always the old adage that there are four types of students in elearning 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%.

Another important argument for the need for rich student support services in e-learning systems comes from the need for accreditation. 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.

STATISTICAL JUSTIFICATION OF THE NEW MODEL

Statistical justification for a new model of e-learning rich in student support services was provided by the project Student support services in e-learning. In this project students in e-learning courses in various parts of Europe were queried on the importance of and their satisfaction with the student support services available in their courses.

Here is a selection of their responses:

Need for and satisfaction with student support services

In the following we present the results concerning student views on need for and satisfaction with support services together. We considered presenting the results as cross tabulations with the ‘need for’ and ‘satisfaction with’ the same aspect as variables, but found that this did not increase meaning and interpretation of data, especially because ‘the satisfaction scale’ had the category ‘not available/not used’, which had to be excluded to present meaningful results. Thus, the results are presented as parallel tables. All tables present percentages and the total number of interviewees answering the question.

The Information Phase

Information regarding course availability

Table 1. Need for and satisfaction with Information regarding course availability

(percentages).
Need for information regarding course availability

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


0

Don’t know 


4

Important 


36

Very important


60 

Satisfaction with information regarding course availability

Not used/not available

2

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


6

Satisfied 


47

Very satisfied


45

MImportance = 4.47 Msatisfaction = 3.39

There was a tendency that the informants did not really understand the question; it is, of

course, important to get information that the course is available as e-learning. Nearly all the respondents find it important or very important to get information about course availability, and nearly all are satisfied or very satisfied with the information they have received.

Information regarding the course or module content and about the total

study programme

Table 2. Need for and satisfaction with Information regarding course or module content (percentages).
Need for information regarding course or module content

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


0

Don’t know 


4

Important 


36

Very important


60 

Satisfaction with information regarding course or module content
Not used/not available

0

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


0

Satisfied 


53

Very satisfied


47
MImportance = 4.56 MSatisfaction = 3.47

There is no surprise in the answers that information about the individual courses and course content, is seen as important. All respondents expressed to be satisfied or very satisfied with the information they had received.

Table 3. Need for and satisfaction with Information regarding the larger programme to which the courses belong (percentages).

Need for information regarding the larger programme (degree/diploma etc.)

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


2

Don’t know 


9

Important 


34

Very important


55 

Satisfaction with information regarding the larger programme (degree/diploma etc.)
Not used/not available

0

Very dissatisfied 


2

Dissatisfied 


5

Satisfied 


59

Very satisfied


34
MImportance = 4.41 MSatisfaction = 3.25

There are some few students who for some reason find information about the total programme not important. These are probably students taking courses that do not necessarily make up a real programme, e.g. courses for student examinations, where students may choose from 1 to 6 courses according to their specific needs. The large majority finds that information about the total programme is important, and they answer that the have been satisfied or very satisfied with this information. Some few students express that they are dissatisfied with information about the total study programme.

Information related to course or module pricing

Table 4. Need for and satisfaction with Information regarding pricing (percentages).

Need for information regarding pricing

Not important at all 

4

Not important 


7

Don’t know 


7

Important 


38

Very important


44 

Satisfaction with information regarding pricing
Not used/not available

15

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


0

Satisfied 


47

Very satisfied


38
MImportance = 4.11 MSatisfaction = 3.45

Some few students find that information about pricing is not important. These students seem to have their courses paid by their employer. Probably, also some of the students that find this information important have been in the same situation, but answer more generally that information about pricing is important, even though it was not important for them personally. As the students study or have completed a total programme, it is information regarding programme pricing that will be important for them. All students who answered were satisfied or very satisfied with information about pricing.
Information relating to course costs / grants etc

Table 5. Need for and satisfaction with Information relating to course costs, grants etc. (percentages).

Need for information relating to financing, loans, grants, pay schemes etc.

Not important at all 

13

Not important 


13

Don’t know 


2

Important 


53

Very important


18 

Satisfaction with information relating to financing, loans, grants, pay schemes etc.
Not used/not available

30

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


9

Satisfied 


40

Very satisfied


21

Satisfaction with information relating to financing, loans, grants, pay schemes etc.

Not used/not avail. Very dissatisfied Dissatisfied Satisfied Very satisfied

30 - 9 40 21 47

MImportance = 3.49 MSatisfaction = 3.18

In the survey the question was phrased “Information about other conditions

concerning financing, loans, grants pay schemes etc.”. Nearly 1/3 of the students have not

used this type of information, probably those who have their course paid by their company.

Again a large majority finds this information important and are satisfied. 4 students

(9%) are not satisfied with the information they have received on costs, loans, grants

and pay schemes.

Possibility of contacting the institution by phone, e-mail etc.

Table 6. Need for and satisfaction with Possibility to contact the institution by phone, e-mail etc. (percentages).

Need for possibility of contacting the institution by phone, e-mail etc

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


7

Don’t know 


0

Important 


39

Very important


54 

Satisfaction with possibility of contacting the institution by phone, e-mail etc
Not used/not available

4

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


7

Satisfied 


46

Very satisfied


44

MImportance = 4.41 MSatisfaction = 3.39

The possibility of contacting the institution by telephone or e-mail etc. is seen as important or very important by a large majority of the interviewees (93%), and 90 percent is also satisfied or very satisfied with this possibility.

An FAQ section relating to registration, access issues, course costs,

technical issues etc.

In the interview form the alternative was phrased “Information on the web, e.g. in

the form of a FAQ section on questions relating to registration, access, costs, technical matters etc.”

Table 7. Need for and satisfaction with Information on the web on registration, access

etc. (percentages).

Need for information on the web (e.g. FAQ) on registration, access, costs, technical matters etc.

Not important at all 

4

Not important 


11

Don’t know 


13

Important 


53

Very important


19 

Satisfaction with information on the web (e.g. FAQ) on registration, access, costs, technical matters etc.

Not used/not available

22

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


7

Satisfied 


51

Very satisfied


20
MImportance = 3.72 MSatisfaction = 3.17

A majority of the respondents find that information, possibly in the form of a FAQ

section on practical issues is an important part of e-learning student support services. To a large extent the same students are satisfied with the service as experienced. 

Over 20 percent report that they have not used this service, and it is the same students that find this information not important – or that they do not know.

Registration Phase/Start-up Phase

Access to real time technical support services

The form phrased the question “ Access to real time technical support services on

phone or e-mail”. The direct support service at the institution on phone is available all day from 8 am to 10 pm, while e-mail inquiries are answered during office times from 8 am to 4 pm.

Table 8. Need for and satisfaction with Access to real time technical support services

(percentages).

Need for access to real time technical support services

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


9

Don’t know 


7

Important 


57

Very important


28 

Satisfaction with access to real time technical support services

Not used/not available

60

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


6

Satisfied 


23

Very satisfied


11
MImportance = 4.04 MSatisfaction = 3.11

Direct real time access to technical support services is seen to be important by nearly 85 percent of the interviewees, although only 40 percent have used the possibility. 3 students out of 19 who have used the service, tick ‘dissatisfied’.

Support regarding registration issues

The complete question was “Support regarding registration issues, e.g. registration forms,

registration dates, user name, password etc.”

Table 9. Need for and satisfaction with Support regarding registration issues

(percentages).

Need for support regarding registration issues

Not important at all 

2

Not important 


16

Don’t know 


0

Important 


60

Very important


22

Satisfaction with support regarding registration issues

Not used/not available

4

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


2

Satisfied 


50

Very satisfied


44
MImportance = 3.84 MSatisfaction = 3.43

Some few students find support regarding registration issues as not important. However, again a large majority find this support element important or very important and except for 1 student they are satisfied/very satisfied with this service.
Information regarding online learning techniques

Table 10. Need for and satisfaction with Information regarding online learning

techniques (percentages) .

Need for information regarding online learning techniques

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


21

Don’t know 


7

Important 


34

Very important


39 

Satisfaction with information regarding online learning techniques

Not used/not available

23

Very dissatisfied 


4

Dissatisfied 


19

Satisfied 


43

Very satisfied


11
MImportance = 3.91 MSatisfaction = 2.78

It is very clear from our data that there is a relationship between level of previous education

and views concerning the need for information on online learning techniques. For instance, in the group with the lowest education, 50 percent finds that information regarding online

learning techniques is “very important”, while not one single student in the highest education

found this aspect of support “very important”. Only15 percent in the lowest education group

found this aspect “not important”, while in the highest education group 43 percent found

information about learning techniques unimportant. The 2 students (4%), who expressed that they were dissatisfied with information on study techniques, belonged to the lowest education group. The same 2 students found this aspect of support services “very important”. It seems that there is a challenge of developing adequate information on study techniques for online learners with low levels of previous education.

Learning Phase

Possibility to contact tutors via e-mail, telephone etc.

Table 11. Need for and satisfaction with the Possibility to contact tutors via e-mail

telephone etc. (percentages)

Need for the possibility to contact tutors via e-mail, telephone etc.

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


2

Don’t know 


0

Important 


28

Very important


70 

Satisfaction with information regarding online learning techniques

Not used/not available

2

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


4

Satisfied 


32

Very satisfied


62

MImportance = 4.65 MSatisfaction = 3.59

The possibility to contact the tutor is seen to be a very important aspect of student support

services in e-learning. With one exception, all the interviewees answer that the possibility to

contact their tutor is “important” or “very important”. A large majority is also very satisfied

with the possibility as experienced.

Possibility to contact other students via e-mail, telephone etc.

Table 12. Need for and satisfaction with the Possibility to other students via e-mail

telephone etc. (percentages)

Need for the possibility to contact other students via e-mail, telephone etc.

Not important at all 

2

Not important 


39

Don’t know 


4

Important 


46

Very important


9 

Satisfaction with the possibility to contact other students via e-mail, telephone etc.

Not used/not available

32

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


4

Satisfied 


49

Very satisfied


15

MImportance = 3.20 Msatisfaction = 3.16

The students do not agree about the need for a possibility of contacting other students via email or telephone. Few students see this possibility as “very important”, but nearly half do in fact answer that the possibility is important. Quite a large group answer that this possibility is “not important”. A majority of those who might have used the possibility of contacting fellow students expresses that they are satisfied.

Discussion forums/bulletin boards

Table 13. Need for and satisfaction with Discussion forums/bulletin boards (percentages).

Need for discussion forums/bulletin boards

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


24

Don’t know 


11

Important 


44

Very important


20 

Satisfaction with discussion forums/bulletin boards

Not used/not available

35

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


13

Satisfied 


39

Very satisfied


13
MImportance = 3.60 MSatisfaction = 3.00

Many elearning courses offer discussion forums to all students. Most forums are directly

related to a specific course and tutor. In some courses students with different tutors might be placed in the same discussion forum. In some programmes the same forum may be used for a  number of courses etc. In these situations the forums are organised according to needs concerning the number of students and tutors in programmes and courses. 

Many e-learning courses generally are designed with a high degree of flexibility to cater for the needs of individual students, there is much more emphasis on assignments for submission and communication based on assignments and comments/feedback than on discussion and collaboration in groups. This is probably the reason for many students not actually having used the forums, and the reason for many students finding discussion forums “not important”. Still, the results show that a majority finds the forums important, and a majority of those who have used the forums express that they are “satisfied”.

Online tutorials

We explained and described tutorials as ‘teaching and guidance on the Internet via e-mail or in discussion forums’. As the concept was not very well understood, many respondents left the question open, and the interpretation of the answers given is probably unclear.

Table 14. Need for and satisfaction with Online tutorials (percentages).

Need for online tutorials

Not important at all 

3

Not important 


5

Don’t know 


5

Important 


46

Very important


41 

Satisfaction with discussion forums/bulletin boards

Not used/not available

15

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


3

Satisfied 


46

Very satisfied


36

MImportance = 4.18 MSatisfaction = 3.39

In our definition as online tutorials as teacher activity in guiding the students via e-mail and in the forum, the majority sees this as an important aspect of the e-learning support services, and they are also satisfied with the service as experienced.

Tutor access

Access to a tutor is perhaps the element that most clearly distinguishes 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 distance learning on the Internet consider access to the tutor to be important.

Table 15. Need for and satisfaction with Tutor access (percentages).

Need for tutor access

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


0

Don’t know 


2

Important 


26

Very important


73 

Satisfaction with discussion forums/bulletin boards

Not used/not available

4

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


4

Satisfied 


57

Very satisfied


34
MImportance = 4.70 MSatisfaction = 3.31

All the interviewees have answered the question, and except for one student who answered

don’t know”, they find access to a tutor to be “very important”/”important”. There are 2

students, probably among those most newly enrolled, who have not used the possibility, and 2 students who express dissatisfaction with the experience of tutor access. The majority is “satisfied”/”very satisfied” access to the tutor.
Feedback on assignments submitted

In an e-learning development philosophy for e-learning assignments and tutor comments,

evaluation and feedback on assignments are seen as one of the most important elements. It is, of course, also of vital importance that students are satisfied with this part of student support services.

Table 16. Need for and satisfaction with Feedback on assignments submitted

(percentages).

Need for feedback on assignments submitted

Not important at all 

0

Not important 


0

Don’t know 


0

Important 


11

Very important


89 

Satisfaction with feedback on assignments submitted

Not used/not available

2

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


2

Satisfied 


43

Very satisfied


53
MImportance = 4.89 MSatisfaction = 3.52

All interviewees answered the question. We may note that absolutely all respondents find
feedback on assignments to be “very important”/”important”, and except for one

student who had not yet have received any feedback on assignments, and one student who expressed dissatisfaction, they are all “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with feedback from their tutor.

Conclusion – Learning Phase

The support elements covered concerning the learning phase were access to and support from student advisors, tutor access in general, the possibility of contacting tutors on phone and e-mail, feedback on assignments, possibility to communicate with other students on email and phone and discussion forums. This study confirms previous research that easy access to the tutor and quick feedback on assignments are very important, while interaction with students is seen as less important by many. 

The students seem to be very pleased with support and help from their personal student advisor during their studies. Very few students find communication with fellow students as ‘very important’ for their learning. The students seem to be ‘satisfied’ and to a large degree ‘very satisfied’ with the services they have said to be most important, i.e. communication with their tutor(s) and speed and quality of feedback on assignments. It should be noted, however, that a large group of students who have experience with more than one tutor report large differences, and often they have been dissatisfied with at least one of their tutors.

It also seems that the tutors, who received low ratings, supply low quality substance in their feedback, and they are also slower in returning assignments. There is certainly a challenge of following up tutors better to assure an evenly high and more predictable standard of tutor work. And – although communication with fellow students is rated as being less important, there is need for developments that make the course discussion forums function better than they do today for students who wish to take advantage of communication, discussion and collaboration with fellow students.

Graduation and After Graduation

Advice on accreditation and further study

As not all students had completed their study programme, we could not expect that the

question was relevant for all. On the other hand, many students may have had need for

information on requirements for course certification, requirements for access to exams,

procedures in connection with completion etc, and further studies before they actually have

completed the programme.

Table 17. Need for and satisfaction with Advice on accreditation, certification and further study (percentages).

Need for advice on accreditation, certification and further study

Not important at all 

2

Not important 


0

Don’t know 


16

Important 


62

Very important


13 

Satisfaction with advice on accreditation, certification and further study

Not used/not available

51

Very dissatisfied 


0

Dissatisfied 


7

Satisfied 


36

Very satisfied


7
MImportance = 3.78 MSatisfaction = 3.00

75 percent looks at information and advice concerning accreditation and further study as

important. Of those who have received/used such advice (22 students (49%)), 3 students

express dissatisfaction with the advice.

General Views on Support Services

Referring to some answers under ‘The learning phase’ one should also notice the following

answer by one student, who, in fact, found that follow up was too frequent (The reason for

following up e-learning students by ordinary letters has been that one cannot be certain that inactive students really check their e-mail boxes):

- I am very satisfied, but I found that the follow-up was too frequent if you had not been active for a while – a little importunate. Follow-up in online courses should come by e-mail, not by ordinary post.

The following answer relates to pre-enrolment counselling:

- It was OK, but I found the course to be more demanding than I actually believed. It was very time consuming. I could have been followed up more closely. It is a disadvantage when you study irregularly, and you need to revise and brush up. The course was really good, and I am satisfied and happy that I completed.

The above answer gives a dilemma, when advising one should, of course, supply correct

information about the requirements that distance study puts on the student. On the other hand one should not frighten more careful students from embarking on study that they are

motivated for and capable of completing with success. 

There is no doubt that the students interviewed were generally satisfied or very satisfied with the support services.

The table below gives an overview of mean values for importance and satisfaction with all the support elements examined in the qualitative part of the questionnaire.

Table 18. Mean values for Importance and satisfaction with the support elements.

Support element 




MImportance 


MSatisfaction

Information regarding course availability 

4.47 



3.39

Information regarding course or module content 
4.56



3.47

Information regarding the larger programme 

to which the courses belong 


4.41 



3.25

Information regarding pricing 


4.11 



3.45

Information relating to course costs, grants etc. 
3.49 



3.18

Possibility to contact NKI by phone, e-mail etc. 
4.41 



3.39

Information on the web on registration, access 
3.72 



3.17

Access to real time technical support services 
4.04 



3.11

Support regarding registration issues 

3.84 



3.43

Information regarding online learning techniques 
3.91 



2.79

Possibility to contact tutors via e-mail telephone 
4.65 



3.59

Possibility to other students via e-mail telephone 
3.20 



3.16

Discussion forums/bulletin boards 


3.60 



3.00

Online tutorials 




4.18 



3.39

Tutor access 





4.70 



3.31

Feedback on assignments submitted 

4.89 



3.52

Advice on accreditation, and further study 

3.78 



3.00

Importance Scale: Not important at all=1, Unimportant=2, Don’t know=3, Important=4,

Very important=5, Scale Mean=3.00

Satisfaction Scale: Very dissatisfied=1, Dissatisfied=2, Satisfied=3, Very satisfied=4, Scale Mean=2.50

Table 18 illustrates the relationship between mean values of answers to the questions of ‘Importance’ of each support element and the students’ ‘satisfaction’ with the same support element. The figure clearly illustrates that the students express a high degree of satisfaction given by all the mean values, except one, being 3 or higher. It is clearly illustrated that the students see most support elements as important or very important. The figure also clearly illustrates that there is a relationship between importance and satisfaction showing that generally the students are most satisfied with the support elements that they perceive to be most important.
STATISTICAL LIMITATIONS OF THE NEW MODEL
The two worlds of elearning

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.

Corporate e-learning

Corporate managers are constantly looking for more cost-effective ways to deliver training to their employees. E-learning is less expensive than traditional classroom instruction. In addition, many expenses - booking training facilities, travel costs for employees or trainers, plus employee time away from the job - are greatly reduced. However, some firms that have spent large amounts of money on new e-learning efforts have not received the desired economic advantages. 

Economic Benefits of Corporate E-Learning

A recent study summarized some firms’ economic savings as a result of converting their traditional training delivery methods to e-learning. IBM saved US $200 million in 1999, providing five times the learning at one-third the cost of their previous methods. Using a blend of Web-based (80 percent) and classroom (20 percent) instruction, Ernst & Young reduced training costs by 35 percent while improving consistency and scalability. Rockwell Collins reduced training expenditures by 40 percent with only a 25 percent conversion rate to Web-based training. Many other success stories exist. However, it is also true that some firms that have spent large amounts of money on new e-learning efforts have not received the desired economic advantages.

In addition to generally positive economic benefits, other advantages such as convenience, standardized delivery, self-paced learning, and variety of available content, have made e-learning a high priority for many corporations. Much of the discussion about implementing e-learning has focused on the technology, but as many authorities have reminded us, e-learning is not just about the technology, but also many human factors.

There is no doubt that corporations are increasing their emphasis on e-learning. Forrester, an independent research firm that helps companies assess the effect of technology change on their operations, interviewed training managers at 40 Global 2500 companies and found that all but one of them already had online initiatives in place. A survey of 500 training directors clearly shows the new priorities:

· Sixty percent had an e-learning initiative. 

· Eight-six percent had a priority of converting current instructor-led sessions to e-learning. 

· Eighty percent will set up or expand knowledge-management programs. 

· Seventy-eight percent were developing or enhancing electronic performance support.

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.

The conclusion is that the new ideal model of an e-learning system, rich in student support services, may be less applicable in the corporate e-learning world than in the academic world.

THE DESIGN OF THE NEW MODEL

The design of the new model for elearning, rich in student support services, is based on the work done in the Student support services in e-learning project.

Output 1 of this project detailed the pedagogical concepts that are fundamental to elearning. It traced the linkages to distance education theory, viewing elearning as an electronic form of distance learning. These pedagogical concepts are at the basis of the new model.

Output 2 was an analysis, from the point of view of the richness of the student support services, of major systems in use in Europe today. These systems were in use in Norway (NKI), Ireland (DEIS and Ericsson), Germany (FernUniversität) and Italy (Università Roma III). The findings of these analyses have contributed to the design of the new model.

Output 3 was an analysis of student support services in major commercial systems today. These are:

· WebCT (USA)

· Learnraum Virtuelle Universität (Germany)
· Top Class (Ireland)

· TEDS (USA)

· Sesam (Norway)

· Blackboard (USA).

This was a representative sample of the major Learning Management Sustems (LMSs) in the world today including market leaders WebCT, Top Class and Blackboard. These LMSs were analysed from the point of view of the richness of their student support services and the results fed into the design of the new model.

Output 4 was a survey of student need for and satisfaction with the student support services in the LMSs with which they were studying. As indicated above, the statistics from this survey have had a major impact on the design of the new model.

Output 5 was an analysis of the evaluation techniques employed by the major LMSs in Europe. The reason for this was the central role that evaluation, assessment and feedback play in any education or training system and the criticism of many European academics who claimed that multiple choice questioning and true/false questions were inadequate for the assessment of university degrees in Europe.

Output 6 provides a manual of good practice in e-learning, and a study of the questions central to the design of a new model: Can all student support services be provided electronically? and Is it possible to design academically valid multiple choice questions? All these elements have influenced the design of the new model.

This new model has chosen a philosophy for the development of Internet based education as follows: Flexible and individual distance teaching with the student group as social and academic support for learning. The students may enrol to any course or programme or combination of courses at any day of the year and progress at their own pace. This flexibility does not exclude group-based solutions in co-operation with one single employer, trade organisation or local organiser.

The  e-learning student may be any person 

· who needs education and training,

· who for some reason chooses Internet based distance learning because he or she cannot benefit from other types or forms of education (access/availability) or

· who will not participate in other types or forms of education (earlier experiences) or

· who prefers Internet based distance learning as a result of an assessment of advantages and disadvantages related to personal needs.

This wide variety of student types is a great challenge in designing, organising and administering the student support services, of which some are common for all students, courses and programmes, while others may be specific for certain students and courses.
The new model

The new model for a student support services-rich e-learning system comprises clusters of tools under the headings ‘learner support’ and ‘learning support’.

The New Model for an e-learning system 

Rich in student support services

	Learner Support
	Learning Support

	
	

	· Information Phase

· Guidance Phase

· Registration Phase

· Integration Phase

· Help Desk

· Evaluation System

· Final Results Phase

· Accreditation Assistance Phase

· Guidance on Further Study Phase


	· Dispatch of physical materials

· Instruction on Online Learning

· Advisors/student Counsellors

· Academic Staff

· The Personal Tutor

· Follow-up of Inactive Students

· Bulletin Boards, Forums

· Email

· Online Tutorials

· Face to face Tutorials

· Resources/Library

· Student Self-Assessment

· Automated Assessment

· Tutor Assessment

· Assessment Feedback-electronic

· Assessment Feedback-manual

· Pacing System

· Submission System

· Student Webpages and Portfolios

	Components of Learner Support Services
	Components of Learning Support Services


1.
Learner support

The learner support group of student support services mirrors those facilities that face-to-face institutions provide for the support of their students and comprises:

· Information Phase 

· Guidance Phase 

· Registration Phase 

· Integration Phase 

· Help Desk

· Evaluation System

· Final Results Phase 
· Accreditation Assistance Phase
· Guidance on Further Study Phase
2.
Learning support
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 and study techniques for e-learning

· Advisors and student counsellors

· Academic staff and instructional designers

· The personal tutor

· 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 

· Pacing system

· Submission system

· Student Portfolios and web pages. 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.
A more detailed description of each element in the new model follows:

1.
Learner support
Information Phase 

A pre-registration phase. The principal activity conducted during this phase is exploration and examination of the available student material. Information is typically gained through an examination of material issued in support of the course.

Information about the programmes/courses offered should be available on the institution  web site on the Internet. The information web site should have an efficient search engine for courses, special pages for individuals and employers and a FAQ page. Through the information pages there is easy access to guidance and counselling by telephone or e-mail. The web pages also present general information about research and other relevant news to prospective students.

The information site should also have a demonstration programme (in the form of a guided tour) on Internet based distance learning.
Information in print. The institution should also produce a print catalogue, which is generated from the web site (that is continuously updated). The print catalogue is distributed to potential students and to individuals on their request. The institution will also produce brochures with more extensive information for all major learning programmes.

Advertisements. The institution will also advertises courses and programmes in newspapers, weekly and monthly magazines and professional journals and through television.

Information relating to course. The presence of information for each course relating to course content, duration, target audience etc.

Information relating to the program to which the course belongs 

The presence of information relating to the larger program of which the course is a part.

Information relating to pricing Information relating to the cost of the course (may include payment options).
The Information Phase presents information about the courses and program for potential students. It also includes additional information about the institution and the services that are available for students. 

The front page of the information/marketing site should be developed with the main goal of supplying information about courses and programmes in a way that is easy to understand and access. The front page has links to “studies and courses” and “corporate training”. In addition the front page includes both a free text search function and a function for searching for courses and study programmes.
The search page contains in addition to the search function information about how to order more information or enrolling, information about possibilities for loans and study grants and more information about study forms and methods. 

Vendor contact capability A facility for the student to contact the vendor / course

administrator for further course or program information

FAQ Section A list of commonly asked questions, together with solutions

to those questions.

Guidance Phase 

A pre- course registration phase. This phase typically involves human intervention, to give the student guidance/direction on what courses/programs to study and what courses / programs are not applicable.

Student specific information concerning choices of courses and / or programs.
Guidance to the student, typically by an institutional representative, on what course(s) most accurately meet his/ her specific requirements.

Optional Extras These include any services that the student may purchase that are additional to the basic course / program material.

Software Version. The student is given guidance on any software or hardware

requirements that must be met to run the course material. This will typically only be applicable in the case of commercial implementations.

Financial questions regarding loans and grants Questions that allow the student to determine if he or she is eligible for financial assistance such as government grants, scholarships etc.

Costs The student is offered a price for the course / program selected for him / her.

For many prospective students, it is a major decision to enrol in a course or program that could take many months to complete and could cost a substantial amount of money. They often want some individual and personal guidance. Hence, the most important tools in the guidance phase are telephone calls, e-mail messages, and student fairs. This personal guidance is very time consuming, but hard to automate.

Representatives and prospective student advisors. The sales department of the institution can include regional representatives who visit companies and study organizations throughout the country to inform about the various programmes/courses that are offered. The local representatives also arrange information meetings for prospective students. In addition to this there are counselling staff centrally who answers questions from and give guidance to potential students concerning choice of courses and programmes.  Such information is normally given through e-mail or on the phone.
Registration Phase 

The student is enrolled in the course / program. The typical elements of this phase involve processing course payments and issuing the student with a course / program access etc.

Guidance on practical matters This might include Guidance on how to complete the registration form, campus facilities, directions to campus, when 'live' / real- time components have been scheduled for.

Registration information user identity and passwords A facility to issue the student with a user identity and or password to allow him / her to enter their courses programs and if applicable services.

Registration by mail or on the Internet. The students submit their applications by regular mail or through the Internet.  Once the application is received it is checked to see if all the information needed is provided. If not, the applicant is contacted through e-mail. Once the institution has sufficient information about the potential student, it can register (enrol) the student in the programme provided that he/she has the required qualifications for the course or programme that he/she wants to attend. 

When students enrol, information about the enrolment is entered into the institution database. This includes information about their names, addresses, and e-mail addresses. Each student is assigned to a course, a class, a tutor and a payment scheme. An e-mail is automatically issued to each student providing an individual password and information shipment of textbooks.

Practical study information. The same day that the student is enrolled in a course/programme, the institution sends him/her practical information regarding the programme and how to make use of the web site. This information includes initial study counselling about study progression and assessments, information about financial conditions, such as payment and student loans and grants, and necessary contact information. This information is sent by e-mail.

The student receives his/her user name and password via e-mail the day after registration. Once he/she has these data, he/she can enter the personal web site and begin  studies. 

Information on the web site. On the personal web page the student has links to all courses that he/she is signed up for, a link to a survey of progression and the grades he/she has obtained and a link to the page where the student can change the registered personal data. There are also links to news from the institution and other resources the student may need during the programme.

How to study online. On the web site the prospective students and students can get a demonstration through a guided tour of how to use the web sites in their online education. The guided tour shows all the opportunities that exist on the various web sites in the programme, and helps the student to get started. Some programmes include a course in study techniques for online distance education, in which the student gets individual guidance from a tutor specialized in the field. 

Personalised web site The students are encouraged to register some personal information on their personalised web site.  This information is available to the other students in the programme, as well as the tutor and other staff. The intention is to create an online environment where the students get to know each other and also the staff.

Integration Phase 

This phase involves giving the students technical information relating to the possibility of physically placing the learning material on the customers learning infrastructure. Typically, this phase would be performed in the case of a commercial organisation providing online learning.

Technical Recommendations Might include recommendations on the Client Browser required, database requirements, windows platform etc. Information on compatibility with standards such as SCORM may also be included.

Technical support. Technical support should be available to all students day and night. They can contact the technical staff through e-mail or by telephone (between 8 am and 6 pm).  Questions asked by students are often related to problems with access to their web sites, links that do not work or problems with software downloading/installation.  In some cases students also need technical support when registering personal data on the web site. 

Printed and other physical learning materials are sent to the student within a few days after registration. 

Follow-up of new students. A few weeks after registration students receive a letter from the institution where student activity is encouraged. The content of this letter varies depending on whether or not the student yet has been active and submitted his/her initial assignment answer(s).

Telephone or e-mail support and guidance. The institution will have a department specialised in student support and guidance. The student advisors are responsible for support services to students enrolled in certain programmes. The student advisors communicate with the students by mail, telephone and fax. The need for personal support is often great during the first phases of study.

Help Desk 

The activities associated with this phase are likely to be performed during all phases. The activities typically relate to resolving problems with passwords, error messages, problems resolving URL's, general technical queries etc.

Technical Support The facility to receive live support in the event of students

being unable to satisfactorily access the content and services for which they have paid.

Student Self Tracking The facility for user to map his / her progress and / or check progress against the objectives set for the course / program.
Students may need help and guidance with regard to technical problems, financial requests, local exams, etc. These requests are time consuming and could be reduced by providing comprehensive, well-organised and searchable web-services. Still, it is important to allow student to contact people who can help them via telephone, e-mail or other services. Since distance students often study during weekends and in the evening, the services should be available after the ordinary office hours.

The Evaluation System

The system allows the institution to develop common forms of questionnaires and evaluation forms. Each form can be assigned to one or more user categories, e.g. teachers, students in one course or all students. A user may only respond once and all replies are anonymous. When a user responds, the evaluation database is updated and the user is granted access to a personal evaluation report. The reports that are generated from the database vary according to the user category:

· Students may see a report showing qualitative statistics of interest to students in their course

· Teachers may see the same report as the students with additional teacher information. The teacher information could come from certain parts of the questionnaire or from comparative data in other courses.

· Administrative staff may see comparative reports showing responses from all user groups and questionnaires. This means fro example that one can compare responses on one questionnaire answered by students in all courses offered in the LMS system. This could for example be used find the teachers who receive the best evaluation or the courses that receive the worst evaluations.

Final Results Phase

 Post study phase where the student is given his / her course / program result.

Course diplomas and certificate. Students who have completed a course or programme are entitled to receive a course or programme diploma. If there are, as in most cases, mandatory examinations as part of the programme, students who have passed all examinations will receive a certificate.

Graduation ceremony. Efforts should be made to make graduation to a memorable event. In co-operation with local study organisations or employers/employers’ association the institution should arrange graduation ceremonies for students who have completed certain programmes successfully. .

Accreditation Here the student is issued his / her results. These results will have an influence on what further courses / programs are to be taken.

Guidance on further study The facility to get additional information on what other

courses / programs are available. When a student has completed his/her course or programme the institution makes contact, by ordinary mail of e-mail, and supplies information and advice on further learning possibilities. Such information may be sent also at later stages.
2.
Learning support

Learning Phase 

This phase facilitates online learning. Online learning typically occurs via access to eLearning content, discussion fora, bulletin boards, email queries, telephone support, group work etc. These support both student to student and student to instructor interaction.

Dispatch of printed and other physical learning materials A facility for students to check on the status of the hard copies of their course material

Instruction on Online Learning techniques. User instructions / demonstrations on how to use the eLearning material / services they have access to. Evaluations have shown that some students would prefer some introduction programme to learning techniques for Internet based e-learning. Specifically many students with little study experience and low previous education miss an introduction to e-learning study techniques. Distance learning institutions have had a tradition for such an introduction programme in previous generations of distance learning systems, and do supply some introduction to e-learning for online distance students. 
Advisors/student counsellors. Throughout the programme the student should have an advisor/counsellor who can be contacted about practical issues and online learning techniques. Both e-mail and telephone is used when students contact their counsellor, and the frequency of e-mail usage has increased drastically over the last few years. 

Academic staff and instructional designers. The institution also has several other staff members that contribute with information and advice to students. The senior academic staff members are academically responsible for content, literature of the programmes and are available to answer questions regarding all academic matters. Instructional designers are responsible for the web pages and the links and resources on these pages.

The personal tutor. The personal distance tutor is probably the most important support agent in the e-learning system. The tutor is responsible for commenting, assessing and giving feedback to individual students based on the submitted assignments. On the web site of each course the students find a presentation and a picture of their tutor in the given course. The tutor participates through forum and also teaches each student individually by e-mail or by telephone.  Students may phone or e-mail the tutor when they have questions regarding the academic contents of the course.

Follow-up of inactive students. Students who are inactive are regularly contacted by mail. They are encouraged to get on with their studies or to contact their advisor/counsellor if they have problems related to the programme or other problems that interfere with their studies.  

Student Learning Support 

· Bulletin Boards Online discussion rooms for all users to post comments, questions, learning support documents etc. All courses are attached to a forum. Forums enable communication between students and also between students and the tutor. The tutor may answer questions from a student directly in the forum. Other times the tutor encourages students to discuss issues in the forum, to co-operate and to support each other in the learning process.  In some programmes it is mandatory for the students to make one or more contributions in the forum. In some cases they have to submit one of their papers in forum, in other cases they are asked to comment on other students’ contributions. 

Through forums the student advisor/counsellor regularly gives necessary information about assessments, news about courses, news regarding the web sites and any other information that needs to reach all the students that attend the course.  In some programmes the academic staff and instructional designers also participate in forums with information and problem solving related to their work. 

Students can themselves at any time on their web site change their e-mail address, password, personal presentation and the frequency of receiving messages from the forum.

· 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. In some programmes there are sessions where students get together face-to-face. In such cases local teaching is organised as a supplement to the teaching on the Internet. Such sessions can for example be held weekly, on irregular intervals or once a semester.
Resources / Library Online access to additional material to support student

learning. The institution should have a library with full time staff as a service to both full time and part time students. The e-learning courses are designed so that the most important and necessary literature and learning resources are either sent to the student at enrolment or are available on the Internet. If the student would need other materials these can be supplied, or the student would be helped on how to get hold of such materials.
Student - Self Assessment The online facility to check learning progress during thecourse. 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.  Assessments are done on several levels throughout the programmes. The students are encouraged to do self-assessment through exercises that are included in the material. In some courses there are automated assessment through multiple-choice exercises and in some courses the students comment on each other’s work in forum. 

At the end of each unit the students should write a paper answering questions given on the web site. This paper is sent to the tutor for feedback, comments and assessment by e-mail. The tutor is expected to answer the student via e-mail within two days.  Some courses lead up to an exam, the final assessment before the student can obtain his/her certificate/diploma. 

Assessment Feedback – electronic. Electronic method of giving students feedback on their work. The results may include guidelines on what areas the student needs to repeat.

Assessment Feedback – manual Instructions on how to submit work for analysis and correction. Results may include guidelines on what material needs to be repeated.

The institution’s learning management system (LMS) that is developed to handle the learning phase. As soon as a student is enrolled, he or she receives a personal password that provides access to all course material and services. This includes access to a personal tutor, one or more discussion fora, a class list etc.

In the LMS each student and tutor have their personal page with information about which Courses they have access to, news from the institution, link to a page for Settings, where they can change settings (password, e-mail address, personal presentation and how frequent they wish to receive e-mail about new entries the their course forums (immediately, once a day, once a week or never). The personal page for students also contains links to Resources (such as FAQs, search engines, archive of previous exams, and form for registration to exams, software, instructions for tutors). There is also a link to registered information about study progression and grades in all courses.

A tutor’s personal page includes in addition a System for registration of grades, overview of assignments commented and graded, overview of salary earned, practical advice for tutors, access to a senior tutor for personal guidance.

The student and tutor pages also include a quick menu for direct access to all pages and information in the LMS to which the person has access rights. All pages have a printer friendly version.

The Pacing System. The pacing system is developed to support planning and tracking of student progress in a learning environment with individual pacing. The system provides various progress reports and opportunities to initiate automatic and manual reminders to procrastinating students. The system aims at providing:

· Tools that help students develop individual progress plans in courses and study programs

· Various progression reports allowing students, teachers and administration to detect procrastination and initiate a set of services to help the student to proceed

· Reduce dropout rates by improving support to and communication with procrastinating students

· Tools that can suggest potential fellow students for cooperation based on the database of progress plans

The Submission System. The submission system is developed to track the process of students’ submissions and teachers’ grading. It includes automatic registration of time of submission and time of grading.

By channeling both submissions and registration of grades through web-interfaces, the LMS system can provide features and reports related to:

· deviations between the actual submission date and the planned submission date

· unacceptable delays between submissions and registration of grades

It is likely that the submission system will include functionality for portfolio evaluation.

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 etc.

Student support in an Online Distance Education System

In order to concretise the new ideal model of an e-learning system and because of the importance of showing how such a system would work in practice, the major elements are described in the table which follows. 

Indications are given of the individuals within the institution who are responsible for each function and of the technologies and applications that will be used to implement each function.

	Time
	Support needs
	Component responsible
	Tools/applications

	Prospective phase
	Information about courses
	Administration
	Print, WWW, print/ broadcast media etc.

	
	Guidance concerning choice of courses and programmes
	Administration
	Phone, e-mail

	
	Financial questions, loans, grants
	Administration
	Print, phone, e-mail

	
	Guidance on practical matters
	Administration
	Print, phone, e-mail

	Start-up phase
	Dispatch of printed and other physical learning materials
	Administration
	Surface mail

	
	Registration/information/user identity, passwords etc.
	Administration
	e-mail

	
	Introduction to online learning techniques
	Administration

Faculty
	Phone, e-mail

Phone, e-mail

	
	Initial follow-up
	Administration

Faculty
	Phone, e-mail

Phone, e-mail

	
	Technical support
	Administration
	Phone, e-mail

	Learning

phase


	Teaching/tutoring
	Faculty
	Phone, e-mail, Forum, WWW media

	
	Academic support
	Faculty
	Phone, e-mail, Forum

	
	Organisation of learning
	Faculty
	Phone, e-mail, Forum

	
	Social support
	Faculty
	Phone, e-mail, Forum

	
	Assessment
	Faculty
	Phone, e-mail, Forum

	
	Practical support, economy etc.
	Administration
	Phone, e-mail, Forum

	
	Follow-up
	Administration
	Phone, e-mail, surface mail

	
	Technical support
	Administration
	Phone, e-mail, Forum

	
	Resources/library
	Administration
	Print, WWW

	
	Learning group support
	Fellow online students
	Phone, e-mail, Forum

	
	Local learning support
	Local faculty

Classmates
	Face-to-face

	
	Local administrative support
	Local administration
	Face-to-face, phone, print

	
	Local technical support
	Local faculty

Local administration
	Face-to-face

	
	Local social/practical support
	Employer

Family
	Face-to-face

	Graduation
	Diploma/accreditation
	Administration
	Print, face-to-face

	After graduation
	Counselling on further study
	Administration
	Print, e-mail, WWW

	
	Counselling on job opportunities
	Administration
	WWW, Forum

	
	Alumni services
	Administration
	e-mail, WWW, Forum


Framework of student support services for online distance students
In the table above the following components of the system have been included:

Administration:

· Marketing and sales staff, course coordinators, counsellors, advisors, office staff

· Local administration (study organisation, employer, local office)

Faculty:

· Senior faculty and internal academic staff, external and internal tutors 

· Local teachers

Fellow students:

· Students in same course, in other courses and classmates in local learning groups

Employer, family and colleagues:

· Not usually included in analyses of educational systems, but may be seen as (the most) important support system for online distance students.

As the pre-produced course materials (e-learning package) are not considered to be part of the student support services, office and academic staff who participate in their development are not included among the student support components.

 Conclusion

Student support services are considered to be of crucial importance for the quality of Internet based e-learning and for helping students to succeed and reach their learning goals. Research in distance education has demonstrated that student support services, including individual tutoring by tutors specialised in distance teaching and learning, have considerable effect in increasing both student satisfaction, learning results and completion rates. 

These systems need to be seamlessly integrated and exchange information every day the year around. These systems are necessary conditions for realising the philosophy of maximum student flexibility, i.e. administering thousands of students enrolling into hundreds of courses and programmes individually and in groups 365 days a year and allowing them to follow their personal progression e-learning schedule.
The course content in Internet based e-learning courses is delivered both as printed materials (textbooks) and as web materials. In some courses, all course content is delivered on the web. Whether to study on the screen, on line or off line may be dependent on the preferences of each individual student and/or type of course content, interactivity, with links or long texts. All course materials are presented in forms meant to be studied on the screen and in printer friendly versions. Preferences concerning studying on the screen or on paper have been examined in different evaluation studies. It seems clear that students generally prefer reading from paper when the materials do not include interactive elements.

Course content may include text, pictures, graphics, multi media, interactive assignments, multiple-choice assignments or essay assignments. All courses will include obligatory assignments to be submitted to the personal tutor for comments and evaluation.

Appendices

Listing of student types for whom the ideal new model of a student support services-rich  model for an e-learning system may need modification.

Listing of additional student support services additional to the ideal new model of a student support services-rich model  for an e-learning system.

The matrix.
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