Can all student support services in e-learning be provided electronically?
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Introduction

The American e-learning analyst, Davenport, has written recently:

Since much of our formal education wasn’t a success, and because the world is changing all the time, we must all undergo at least moderate levels of workplace learning. Yet the workplace is hardly a domain with plenty of slack attention lying around. The increasing speed and complexity of our business lives has become a ravenous user of our attention as well. Decades of global competition have produced lean organizations, very high customer expectations, short cycle times, and a need for just-in-time everything. As a result, business schools are finding it increasingly difficult to get executives to come on campus for extended executive education stays. My anecdotal experience suggests that supervisors are putting more and more pressure on subordinates to justify time spent away from work in education and training.

Into this environment comes a set of technologies for elearning—ostensibly a solution to the work/life balance problems faced by many individuals in organizations today. Forget travel—learn at your desk! Even better, learn at home! eLearning promises greater efficiency in acquiring learning, a closer match between the time of need and the provision of learning, and the power of interactive multimedia to get and keep the attention of the learner. It seems to be a match made in heaven among corporate objectives, work/life balance, and attention.
No Free Lunch
Despite the potential benefits of elearning, it’s not easy to construct an environment in which people meet their learning objectives online while paying attention, getting their work done, and living fulfilling family and personal lives. Several aspects of the attention environment for elearning are difficult—but important—to face:
· Interactive multimedia is appealing in principle—but not always in reality. Development of high-quality elearning is expensive, and the skills to do it well are still somewhat rare. As a result, much elearning is not-very-multi-media and not-very-interactive. In fact, I’ve seen an increasing amount of elearning that amounts to PowerPoint without the human speaker, which isn’t very attention-getting or attention-keeping at all.
· The use of elearning is generally unsupervised by any instructor or training professional; this is one way it achieves economic efficiencies. However, it also leaves the learner free to divert his or her attention to the many other possible uses available at the desktop: other work tasks, the telephone, the Internet, today’s snail mail…

· While the consumption of elearning may take place somewhat closer in time to the user’s need than traditional education, much of it is as unrelated to specific work needs as typical classroom training. Only a small fraction of elearning qualifies as “performance support,” available at the time of need.
· Some types of elearning are much more successful at getting and keeping attention than others. “Performance simulation,” for example, which offers a simulated work environment, a compelling goal for the learner to achieve, and online coaching, seems to qualify as “learning by doing.” And a National Training Laboratories study found that content communicated through “learning by doing” was more than three times more likely to be retained than traditional computer-based instruction.
 
Given these issues, firms need to think carefully about whether their existing elearning initiatives are actually getting and keeping the attention of their employees. If the content of such initiatives isn’t being attended to, all of the “efficiencies” provided by online learning technologies will be for naught.

We have chosen to highlight the following words from Davenport’s analysis:

The use of elearning is generally unsupervised by any instructor or training professional; this is one way it achieves economic efficiencies.

This quotation proposes that all e-learning student support services are frequently done electronically, that there is no human interaction in many e-learning systems and that this is a major way in which cost-savings in e-learning systems occur.

Background

Student support systems, done by humans and not electronically, were crucial to the success of distance education and it is, therefore, legitimate to expect that they should play an important role in e-learning too.

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 (Instructor led training).

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, based on interpersonal communication, 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 and were all based on human interaction.

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.
· 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.
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. The quality of the interpersonal communication was a major criterion.

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. 

The substitution of the interpersonal interaction of distance education with electronic interaction and man-machine interfaces in e-learning is, therefore, a major break with a major success factor in distance education.

Views which challenge Davenport’s position

For this reason many e-learning experts challenge the position presented by Davenport.

Qvist-Eriksen and Rekkedal writing from a Norwegian academic institution do not accept Davenport’s position:

If this is a yes/no question, it has to be answered with a ‘no’. Internet based education/e-learning does not reduce the need for the personal tutor or the personal, individualized communication, guidance and counselling. 

 No matter how well we design or how content-rich we make the electronically student support services, we will always have students or prospective students who will wish or need to take personal contacts, by phone or e-mail. The following might be seen as examples:

· They need to have a confirmation of their understanding of a certain topic, information or procedure

· they need more information or more specific information

· they have specific needs – or feel they have

· they don’t find the information sought

· they don’t bother to search (it is easier to phone or send e-mail)

· they feel the information load, the amount of  student support services, too much to look into

· they ‘get lost’ during their search

However, there should always be our goal, in principle, that most services and information distribution should be supplied electronically. If the electronic support solutions are well designed, in fact, many students and prospective students will be satisfied (as we found in our telephone interview survey). But in practice many students will need personal contact and interaction, thus, we must have these personal services available for the people who need them.

Electronic student support services give students access to important information without tutor or staff involvement. Comprehensive and well-designed electronic information and support services may increase quality and reduce costs and make the institution capable of optimising the human part of its total customer related support. 

However, it is important to remember that use of ICT supports an integrated service, with telephone and face to face contacts remaining important features.

Qvist-Eriksen and Rekkedal state that if ‘Can all student support services in e-learning be provided electronically?’ is a yes/no question, it has to be answered with a ‘no’. Internet based education/e-learning does not reduce the need for the personal tutor or the personal, individualized communication, guidance and counselling.

They both come from an institution that is rich in human support services, that has a long history of successful human tutoring and which sets high standards for its tutors and mentors. 

Far from agreeing with Davenport that  the elimination of human tutors ‘this is one way it achieves economic efficiencies’ the institution considers that the success of their human tutors is part of their business model, part of their success in attracting students and part of their financial strength.
Coughlan and O’Suilleabháin, writing from a background in Irish higher education, also disagree with Davenport:

In our experience of dealing with students in the workplace, feedback indicates that the availability of a workplace mentor is an important element of student support. The mentor role in this regard is separate from – though it may include – that of tutor as interpreter of the learning materials. Rather the mentor acts as a personal resource and facilitator for the student so this is essentially a personal role, which could not be fulfilled by electronic means.

Irrespective of the nature of the learner, it is also suggested that the student support required and the manner of its provision depends on the level of learning activity undertaken. In the early/lower stages of the learning process, where autonomous learning competence is being developed, high levels of personal support are required and automated electronic services would not be appropriate. With progression through the levels of the learning activity and the concomitant development of learning independence, a greater proportion of student support services can be automated electronically.

Automated feedback and routing systems would seem to do little to increase, in particular, social integration, defined as ‘interactions between the student and other campus individuals or groups including friendship, mutual academic assistance, and semiformal extracurricular activities’.

Thorpe perhaps gets to the heart of the matter in her emphasis on the known learner or known group of learners. She categorises three approaches to defining learner support in distance education:

1. Student support as one of two distinct sub-systems in distance education, the other being course development.

2. Student support as ‘the means through individuals are enabled to make use os institutionalised provision’ with learner supporters playing the role of intermediaries, interpreting the material and procedures of complex bureaucratic structures to the student.

3. Finally student support as ‘all those elements capable of responding to known learners or group of learners, before, during and after the learning process’.

Coughlan and O’Suilleabháin clearly do not accept that all student support services in an e-learning system can be provided electronically.

Their position is particularly important because much of their work is with students in the workplace, and thus gives an approximation to the world of corporate e-learning.

They also draw attention to the important of course levels as related to the need of student support services.

They use the work of Thorpe of the Open University of the United Kingdom on the importance of relationships with the ‘know’ student and the ‘known’ group of students as another dimension that would separate academic e-learning from corporate e-learning.

Palmerio, writing from the background of an Italian university, writes:

We must first explain what is meant by the term “electronically”. The word can be taken to mean:

a) The automation of student support services

b) The means used to communicate to students

In the first case, the question of whether it is acceptable to provide all student services in an automated manner, i.e. without human involvement, then the answer is “no”. Complete automation of a service means that in the design and implementation phase you must foresee all possible situations and possible solutions and turn them into automated processes right from the start. This is only possible for a relatively simple function, but students’ needs, for which support services are required, are –like all “human” situations – very complex. These are carried out in a recursive process where, each time, the person providing the service hears the student’s request, acts upon it, evaluates the effectiveness of his action according to the student’s feedback and may then correct or supplement the action. And so on until the student’s need is satisfied, if possible. How many designers or programmers have the competence to totally reproduce such a process in a software or website? Probably none. 

In the second case, i.e. if the word “electronically” is simply taken to mean the means used to enable communication between two or more human beings, then the answer could potentially be “yes”. E-mail is certainly a successful example of this kind of use. However, like all asynchronous means of communication, it makes the aforesaid recursive process very long and complicated. In some cases, it can lead to ineffective action on the service provider’s part.

In Palmerio’s first case, she states that ‘the question of whether it is acceptable to provide all student services in an automated manner, i.e. without human involvement, then the answer is “no”’. She gives as her reason the complexity of human interactions and the complexity of problems that a person can encounter in a study programme, making it impossible to cope with them all electronically.
Fritsch, writing with an academic background at the German Open University writes:

Motivation. Let us assume  the learner wants to learn something special. Mostly there is a mix of motives which has not much to do with what the system is about to offer - probably there is a rest of similarities of the learners motivation and the possibility of the system to help. In most systems of education learners are forced into a curriculum decided upon by peers and not by the learner him/herself. So here is the first place where a support system is needed. We call it counselling. It might take place before (or instead of) enrolment.

The question of the student wanting to learn ‘something special’ that may not be included within an electronic institutional provision is addressed by Fritsch who again appears to differ from the position presented by Davenport.

Solution

The two worlds of elearning

By way of solution to this problem 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 2004 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.

The corporate world is focused on lowering training costs. Courses, therefore, are low in frills but they are often high on multimedia. The important thing for corporate e-learning training providers is access to content, standards and technical implementation. They are focused also on global implementation, firewalls and cost efficiency. The question is – is there a missing link? Is a human interface the next step? The evidence is that in spite of the developments it is still not working fully successfully.

This divergence between corporate e-learning and academic e-learning 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:

Percentage of responses of corporate students in the ‘Never used’ category
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%

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.

These conclusions are new. The separation of academic elearning and corporate elearning into different sectors has not been found, or has not been found so clearly, in the literature. This conclusion has been reached by focusing on the role of student support services in e-learning systems.

 It takes account of the fact that in the actual provision of e-learning in corporate situations the question ‘Can all student support services in e-learning be provided electronically?’ is answered in the affirmative and this accounts for at least half the world of e-learning today.
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