E-Learning and e-communities –  asymmetries and dilemmas
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Introduction
Is learning essentially an individual or a social activity?  Wenger (1998) confidently asserts that all of our social institutions are predicated upon learning being an individual process, with a beginning and an end, and that it is the result of teaching.  It is certainly the case that it is the individual who is typically assessed – and, of course, the individual who is certificated as having a certain level of competence (in the form of degrees, certificates and the like). However, Wenger would like to take issue with much conventional practice and in developing the concept of communities of practice argues that learning is essentially a social phenomenon  that needs to be located in the context of the matrix of social relationships that constitute our social world.
This paper explores some of  the ambiguities, contradictions and dilemmas generated by the opposition of what might be crudely termed individualistic versus socially oriented modes of learning that have a particular relevance to e-learning models and activities.  Along with Wenger, the arguments advanced here are not intended to arbitrate or even cast a judgement upon the range of learning theories advanced by psychologists an educationists.  Rather, it is intended to contribute to our understanding of the ways in e-learning activities can be organised and promulgated.
A simple contrast: traditional v. e-learning stages of learning
At the risk of considerable over-simplification, I present a broad contrast between the ways in which an element of learning within a higher educational establishment might be characterised.  By traditional stages of learning, I mean in this context the type of learning associated with the preparation of a typical assignment in the social sciences and humanities at a time when e-learning was not yet a reality, say 1990.

	Stages of Learning
	Traditional model – tendency towards…
	e-learning model –
tendency towards…

	Information gathering
	Library based
	Internet based

	Assessment of material
	Argument dissection
	Project relevance

	Selection
	Often tutor-directed
	New selectivity skills demanded

	Construction of assignment
	Debates frequent 
e.g.’case for and against’
	Application to real-world problems

	Discussion
	Face-to-face
	Face-to-face and e-mediated

	Presentation
	Document
	Artefact (e.g. presentation)


Information Gathering
The library was typically the heart of the conventional higher educational experience.  Students would have been issued with often quite detailed reading lists and their task was to access and digest material required for assignments.  In the e-learning counterpart, students will typically be required to undertake their own searches (conventional as well as electronic) to access material
Assessment of material

The intellectual task, often heavily tutor-directed, was to understand, dissect and attempt a dialogue with material presented in books and journals.  In the e-learning model, there is a shift towards choosing material which is within scope of the assignment demanded and greater skills in selectivity may be demanded (but these skills are ‘caught rather than taught’)
Selection
In the traditional model, selection was ofoten confined to what was available within the context of the library shelves or university bookshop.  Selectivity had to be applied within these materials i.e. within a relatively narrow range.

The e-learning model, however, can overload the student with often low-level and ephemeral material  which may be of doubtful provenance and is far less likely to be subject to peer-review or quality assessment criteria (given the difference between the ‘surface web’ and the ‘deep’ web).  Selectivity and judgement of quality assume much greater salience.
Construction of assignment
The traditional model would typically place a greater emphasis upon the ‘classic’ debates at the heart of academic disciplines studied.  Whilst this is evidently still found in the modern university, the rise of multidisciplinary, vocational and applied courses typically involves application of materials to problem-solving scenarios.
The assignment itself is likely to call for evidence of ‘reflective skills’ following the model of the ‘reflective practitioner’ advocated by xxx.

Discussion
The traditional model would involve the use of the seminar in which (in theory) students (either individually or collectively) would prepare a paper and read the same to a small group of students under the guidance of a tutor.  Other students  having read the relevant material in preparation for the seminar, would then often critical comments upon the seminar presentation.  The seminar presentation might then ne written up into an essay.  In the e-learning counterpart, the traditional seminar might be replaced by a workshop and virtual learning environments can be deployed to facilitate e-mediated discussions.  We might note that the problem of non-participating students has remained acute under either model.
Presentation
In the traditional model, the final product subject to assessment would be a document, typically an essay or a written examination answer.  In the e-learning models, these traditional assignments are likely to be supplemented by presentations, reports and presentations reflecting a more applied flavour permeating higher education.

It should stressed at this stage that this simple representation of  learning assignments in UK higher education is sketched at a very general level.  There are some disciplines and universities which would exhibit characteristics much more closely associated with the traditional model, whilst others which are particularly but not exclusively oriented towards multidisciplinary subject areas (business studies rather than economics) would show patterns more associated with the e-learning model.  Most subject areas, particularly under the impact of quality assurance regimes, would actually display a judicious blend of philosophies and techniques so the table indicates the two ends of a continuum rather than rigid dichotomies.
Further provisos need to be entered as well.  The simple characterisations are meant to apply to undergraduate rather than postgraduate levels of education. The e-learning models may well apply with much more force to those institutions subject to increasing massification attendant upon a rising cohort of students entering an under-resourced higher education system in which it is anticipated that some 50% of the age-cohort will experience higher education by 2010. The e-learning model may well be a response to patterns of higher education experiencing staff-student ratios in excess of 25:1, which represents a doubling of student numbers compared with a generation earlier. 

Emergent Problems with e-learning modes of learning

A meta-analysis by Tom Russell of  North Carolina State University of over 300 studies into distance and technology-based learning concludes that we cannot conclude that there any significant differences to be found between conventional and distributed learning approaches (Russell, 2001).  Such evidence should not be lightly disregarded and should serve as a backdrop for the remarks that follow.  On the other hand the processes of massification and particularly of VLE-mediated modes of delivery are relatively recent in the history of higher education so it is possible that we are still at the stage where problems are best described as ‘emergent’ rather than stated with any degree of assurance.  Nonetheless, educators have expressed concerns (whether justified or not may well have to await more definitive study) into the following issues.

The ‘Electronic Shovel’

The increasing accessibility of material through the internet is held to encourage students to scoop large volumes of material, probably uncritically, from the internet in order to research their assignments. In the graphic words of McKenzie (1998)

‘the New Plagiarism may be worse than the old because students now wield an Electronic Shovel which makes it possible to find and save huge chunks of information with little effort, reading or originality’ (emphasis in the original).  
The argument here may well turn on the adequacy and availability of material deemed relevant to an assignment.  Faced with too little retrieved information and perhaps demonstrating poor time management skills, a student may well face a pressure to incorporate whatever material can be found in order to comply with a deadline.  Higher institutions which enforce rigid deadlines to simulate the processes to be found in a ‘real’ working environment may well be contributing to student pressure in this respect.  But a more common problem is a surfeit of information where students may not have the intellectual experience to differentiate between that which is worthy material and that which is not.

The problem of superficiality is compounded by the fact that search engines such as Google are likely to trawl the ‘surface’ rather than the ‘deep’ web.  It has been estimated by Bergman(20001) that at the turn of the century the ‘deep’ web, consisting of massive databases not readily accessible through static URL links may well be of the order of 500 times the size of the surface web.  If all of the world’s scientific and periodical literature to be made available ‘free of charge’ on the web, then academic publishing as we know would cease to be profitable and would cease to exist.  So a relatively inexperienced undergraduate may well confine researches to material which does not represent current debates or dilemmas within the discipline.
How should selectivity be taught?
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