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Introduction

Since the publication of our first eBook in June 2016, ‘Online Learning and 
Higher Education: Key Questions and Considerations’, eLearning has gained 
greater acceptance as a viable alternative to campus based education. Indeed, 
it is no longer unusual to find the wholly online model listed alongside its 
blended and attendance based counterparts in the prospectus of many 
universities around the world. 

However, far from adopting a complacent attitude to new and emerging 
technologies, those institutions which have been keen to adopt online 
provision are now equally enthusiastic in embracing the next generation of 
digitally enhanced learning tools. 

The concept of disruptive thinking is forcing us to challenge accepted wisdom 
in business and academia; innovative digital technologies are enabling us to 
develop new models for both. 
 
Whatever the future holds, things will never be the same again. 
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Education occupies a special place within our 
psyche. This is because education, like religion, 
politics and reality television, is a phenomenon 
that we have all experienced first-hand. 
Consequently, education, like the aforementioned 
topics, is a subject that invariably provokes an 
opinion. Indeed, no matter who you are, where 
you live or which socio-economic group you 
belong to, your involvement in your particular 
version of the education system will have exerted 
a lasting influence that will affect your views on 
the purpose, effectiveness and, ultimately, the 
value of our education systems; past, present and 
future.

In recent years, the provision and consumption of 
education has changed radically. It can be argued 
that the processes involved in teaching and 
learning have been subject to a greater degree 
of revision over the last 20 years than at any 
other time in history. Certainly, this is largely due 
to the flexibility, affordability and accessibility 
provided by the internet.

However, widespread adoption of digital delivery 
has been accelerated by a marked shift in our 
attitudes towards education; the demographic of 
the student learner has expanded to a point at 
which we can no longer describe the profile of a 
“typical student” with any degree of accuracy or 
certainty. The concept of lifelong learning is now 
a reality, and the digital lecture theatre – let’s 
use this term for the purpose of illustration – 
features a wide variety of students of all ages, 
each replete with a unique range of experiences 
and life skills, and coming from widely divergent 
backgrounds.  

Taking this phenomenon to its logical conclusion, 
the accessibility provided by online provision 
opens up our digital lecture theatre to a global 
audience. As a result, not only is it likely that a 
cohort of students studying on the same course 
will vary in terms of their ages, but it is also 
highly probable that the same group will be 
comprised of students from different ethnic, 
cultural, socio-economic and religious groups. 

This has enormous significance in terms of how 
we approach the construction, implementation 
and execution of a pedagogy that is appropriate 
to the online learning environment. As educators 
entering the digital arena, we can no longer 
rely solely on the strategies we have developed 
over many years in a face-to-face environment. 
However, what we can do is look to some of the 
concepts that have previously underpinned good 
practice in teaching and consider how we might 
revise, reinvigorate and reapply these within the 
emerging pedagogies for online provision. 

In the following chapters, we will consider 
some of the historical factors that have shaped 
our education systems, the internal and external 
influences that can affect the delivery and 
consumption of education and learning, and how 
we might use our past experience to shape future 
provision. 

Chapter 1 
eLearning and the 

Business of Education
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Out with the Old?

“New technology will not necessarily 
replace old technology, but it will 
date it. By definition. Eventually it will 
replace it. But it’s like people who had 
black and white TVs when color came 
out. They eventually decided whether 
or not the new technology was worth 
the investment.”

Steve Jobs

As the stalwarts of education’s old guard fall 
away, they will be replaced by a new breed of 
educator, one for whom the online experience 
is already an integral part of their lives. This is 
inevitable because the next cohort of educators 
will be sourced from a generation which has not 
only embraced the digital environment in all its 
manifestations, but would have great difficulty 
contemplating a world in which it was absent. 

Consumer demand is also a factor. The 
contemporary student expects to study where, 
when and how they choose and the online 
model is capable of providing the high levels of 
flexibility and accessibility they require.  

We are on the cusp of a transition that will 
lead to the full integration of a variety of online 
models within our traditional higher education 
frameworks. Precisely how and when this 
process has been/will be instigated, enabled 
and/or completed will vary from institution 
to institution, which has led to a degree of 
uncertainty and concern in some corners of 
academia. But, rest assured, our universities 
will not collapse, faculties will not fail or falter, 
and academics are unlikely to throw themselves 
lemming-like into the nearest ocean; each will 
evolve over time.

This unsettled air is partly due to some 
commentators talking about online provision as 
part of what has been described as the 
“unbundling” of education, and buzzwords such 

as “disruption” have been bandied around the 
conference circuit for some time. The assumption 
being that this is a destructive process, one 
that will sweep aside old methodologies and 
replace them with the Bright Shiny Things of 
a new, digital age. However, in the case of 
online provision in higher education, this is not 
a revolution. Rather, this is an evolution; the 
natural progression from attendance based 
provision via a variety of resource based, 
alternative models which have included the 
innovative use of technological elements such as 
Public Service Broadcasting.

Online learning is merely the next stage in the 
evolution of education and will, in turn, be 
superseded by technological innovations that 
will enable pedagogies that employ immersive 
learning, adaptive learning, artificial intelligence, 
virtual reality, wearable technologies and 
collaborative strategies for research, education 
and teamwork.

It is crucial that any meaningful debate on 
the future of education does not involve the 
polarisation of philosophies and methodologies; 
it is too simplistic to suggest that there are 
entirely discrete pro and anti-technology lobbies 
vying for pedagogical dominance. The reality is 
considerably more amorphous. What we should 
strive to remember is that the contemporary 
student has no interest in destroying that which 
has gone before; rather, they want to experience 
what is happening now and be offered the 
opportunity to engage with that which is coming 
next.

The campus based model for higher education 
will never be redundant; it will always exist for 
those who prefer to experience the education 
process in a face-to-face environment. 
However, the balance will inevitably shift as an 
increasing number of those currently designated 
“non-standard learners” take advantage of 
more flexible and accessible online models. 
Universities choosing to embrace these models 
will preserve reputations and safeguard brands 
by developing new academic and pastoral 
protocols which facilitate, support and monitor 
online interactions in line with their established 
practice.
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Over time, the role of the university will also 
evolve. The institution will become recognised 
as the hub at the centre of a global network of 
current learners and alumni. 

Online provision will enable the university 
to place greater emphasis on facilitating the 
higher education experience in-country; not 
only by reaching out to potential students, but 
by providing tuition, support and networking 
opportunities for existing students and alumni at 
a location of their choosing. Similarly, academics 
with a teaching and/or research commitment will 
no longer be required to be physically present 
on campus. As universities begin to adopt the 
online model, competition to recruit the leading 
practitioners within their disciplines will increase 
and in-demand tutors will have the opportunity 
to engage with a portfolio of higher education 
institutions.   

The traditional perception of the university as a 
monolithic, self-contained institution that caters 
for inward bound, campus based domestic and 
transnational students will shift as the proportion 
of students and academic staff located out 
with the confines of its physical infrastructure 
continues to increase. To an extent, this has 
been happening for some time with universities 
establishing in-country campuses staffed by 
local tutors supported by so-called “flying 
faculty”; with the technology enabled, the online 
model merely takes the same concept to the next 
logical stage. 

“Let’s go invent tomorrow rather 
than worrying about what happened 
yesterday.”

Steve Jobs

Whatever happens, things will never be the same 
again.
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Those of us who are involved in the provision 
of education assume a great responsibility. 
Our actions today will have far-reaching 
consequences, many of which will be intended; 
the result of what we have consciously aimed 
to teach our students through a pedagogy that 
incorporates aims, objectives and strategies 
for learning. However, many more may be 
unintentional; the accidental transference 
of personal preference, cultural bias or a 
judgemental opinion via an unguarded word, 
for example, or a sideways glance or even the 
tone of voice employed when interacting with 
students. In other words, not all learning is part 
of the official curriculum.

This is usually referred to as “the hidden 
curriculum” and is a term which encapsulates 
learning that occurs out with the formal, 
syllabus-driven curriculum. Although the phrase 
is usually associated with studies conducted 
within the primary and secondary sectors, it 
can also be applied to behaviours found within 
tertiary education. Going forward, these might 
impact on how we deliver and receive learning 
online. The hidden curriculum is far from a 
benign, inconsequential occurrence; it can exert 
a powerful influence on students through the 
transmission of messages, which may reinforce 
a variety of beliefs, perceived norms and values. 

In the coming chatpers, I will address four main 
issues:

1. How the hidden curriculum can affect  
 the closed community of an attendance  
 based institution – for the purpose of  
 illustration, a high school

2. How the hidden curriculum has the  
 potential to impact online provision in  
 higher education 
 
3.  How we can establish a new etiquette  
 for learning online
 
4.  How organisations which sit outside  
 education can exert an influence that is  
 essentially a version of the hidden  
 curriculum 

Chapter 2 
The Butterfly Effect
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The Formal versus the
Hidden Curriculum
Viewed simplistically, the formal curriculum is 
based on the premise that knowledge content is 
taught, and that which is learned will be tested 
and assessed upon completion of the course of 
study. 

The hidden curriculum is created around the 
syllabus of the unintentional; it is unwritten, 
unofficial and largely unspoken. While the 
formal curriculum is based on the intentional 
transmission of explicit knowledge and skills 
from teacher to student through the medium 
of regulated and accredited learning activities 
within a classroom setting, the hidden 
curriculum encompasses the implicit signals 
that can convey social, academic and cultural 
messages. These may reinforce pre-existing 
instances of inequality; perceptions of class, 
race, physical appearance, gender and cognitive 
ability, for example, and which behaviours are 
considered acceptable to the immediate group; 
or not.

The term “hidden curriculum” has a dark and 
sinister undertone because it usually attracts 
negative connotations. Essentially, a hidden 
curriculum exists to preserve the status quo by 
reinforcing that which has become the norm, 
even where that “norm” encompasses attitudes 
and practices the wider society would condemn 
as unacceptable. 

However, this is not a phenomenon unique to 
education. Consider the tales of unsavoury 
behaviour you’ve heard involving major 
corporations and institutions, where bullying, 
discrimination and unrealistic expectations from 
management have been tolerated to the point of 
becoming part of the culture.  

Manifestations

“Education is like a double-edged 
sword. It may be turned to dangerous 
uses if it is not properly handled.” 

Wu Ting-Fang

The hidden curriculum can manifest itself in a 
variety of ways. The following examples are not 
intended to provide a comprehensive list, but to 
illustrate what we may expect to encounter in 
our current, attendance based education system 
and how this might manifest itself in an online 
environment.

With attendance based provision, cultural 
diversity can be addressed in three main ways:

1. Assimilation: the incoming student is  
 actively encouraged to fully adopt the  
 language, behaviours and culture of the  
 providing institution
 
2. Integration: the incoming student is  
 offered specialised support and  
 assistance from the providing  
 institution; for example, through the  
 provision of translation services for  
 written and verbal communication 

3. Celebration: the incoming student is  
 encouraged to share information with  
 their peers about their home country  
 and its culture and customs

 
How the attendance based institution 
approaches cultural diversity will form a 
significant part of a hidden curriculum. This may 
impact the incoming student to the extent that 
they experience a range of feelings associated 
with isolation or lack of acceptance as a result. 

In the online learning environment, this may 
be exacerbated due to the nature of the medium. 
The level of flexibility and accessibility provided 
by the online model can result in a wide variety 
of cultures being represented in any single 



student cohort.
In the specific instance of the online provision 
of higher education, it is highly probable that 
the providing institution has opted to deliver its 
courses in the language of its host country; for 
example, those choosing to study for a degree 
accredited by a UK, US or Australian based 
institution would expect to study in English. 
Consequently, international students would 
be expected to demonstrate proficiency in the 
language appropriate to the level of study.

However, what the online provider cannot 
assume is that the international student will be 
as familiar with the cultural, social and historical 
references and nuances of the language as a 
native speaker.

Most disciplines taught at tertiary level will 
have developed their own specific language. 
Everything from law to art and design will 
routinely employ phraseology that has evolved 
to a point at which it has become assimilated 
into the language of the subject and, crucially, 
the contextual meaning may differ from that 
in general usage. For example, for the student 
of law, an “action” is not necessarily an act 
or deed to be performed, but refers to a 
lawsuit, prosecution or court case. The various 
disciplines that are gathered under the generic 
term “art and design” present similar problems; 
what would an international student understand 
by the term “masking fluid” or “cross hatching” 
if these were presented without explanation?

Similarly, the unconscious use of idiomatic 
phrases can lead to misunderstanding and 
confusion. When providing feedback and 
appraisal online, it is easy to fall into the trap of 
employing idioms that are intended to convey 
meanings beyond their face value… 

Consequently, the developer of the online 
course must take care to make the materials that 
are presented to the online student as explicit 
as possible. This may require the developer 
to provide explanations and definitions of 
potentially ambiguous terms, or words which 
have several meanings depending on the context 
within which they are employed. 

Essentially, the developer, and by extension the 
tutor, is aiming to integrate the online student 
whose first language differs from that used in 
the course materials. This will mean providing 
information and explanation beyond that which 
is required for literal translation. 

Online provision has the potential to enable 
those who were previously denied access 
the opportunity to engage with a high quality 
educational experience; those of us who are 
involved in its delivery are duty-bound to ensure 
that this is inclusive and equitable. 
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“School has never really been about 
individualised learning, but about how 
to be socialised as a citizen and as 
a human being, so that we, we have 
important rules in school, always 
emphasizing the fact that one is part 
of a group.” 

Neil Postman

The vast majority of our high schools operate a 
vaguely similar set of rules, which are intended 
to govern how a student is expected to look 
and behave; this is the explicit intention. These 
rules will usually focus on issues such as a dress 
code, a homework policy and the standards of 
behaviour expected from students both within 
and out with the precincts of the classroom and 
school building.
 
However, it is not the setting of these rules that 
is important within the context of the hidden 
curriculum, but the extent to which they are 
enforced. For example, where a school insists 
on the wearing of a prescribed school uniform, 
this suggests that it regards each student 
as a representative of the institution. Their 
appearance reflects the image that the school 
wishes to project; essentially, the student is 
an integral part of the brand. Lapses in the 
dress code that are not seen to be dealt with 
appropriately serve to undermine the rule and, 
when repeated over a longer period, become 
counterproductive. The message that the 
appearance of the individual, and consequently 
the image of the school, is not important 
becomes part of the hidden curriculum.  
The online equivalent of this can be found in 

students’ use of social media and the image they 
project via their profile and posting activity. Like 
his or her attendance based counterpart, the 
outward facing profile of the online student can 
be perceived as a reflection of the institution’s 
brand, whose behaviour will shape the 
perceptions and behaviours of current students, 
prospective students and external observers. If 
the use of inappropriate language, promotion 
of offensive ideas and other undesirable 
behaviours commonly seen on social media are 
brought into the online learning environment 
via interactive forum activity, for example, and 
remain unchecked, this may contribute towards 
the development of a hidden curriculum. 
Students who are not complicit may find 
themselves alienated or, worse, discriminated 
against by their peers. 

The free flowing nature of online interaction 
should be actively encouraged amongst our 
online students if we are to achieve a truly 
global community of learners. However, it 
cannot be compromised by our toleration of 
inappropriate behaviour or failure to apply 
sanctions where and when they are necessary.    

Today, more than at any time in our history, 
our private lives can become public property at 
the click of a button. It is impossible to control 
where what we post online will end up and 
how it will be accessed. For example, any job 
application submitted post-graduation could 
lead a prospective employer to check not only 
the applicant’s academic qualifications and 
references, but also their blog, Facebook and 
forum activity too. Unguarded or inflammatory 
comments posted in a chat room or forum 
months or even years previously could return 
to haunt you in later life. 

Chapter 3 
The School Rules... but 
Who Rules the School?
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Strategies for Teaching 
and Learning

“The supreme lesson of any education 
should be to think for yourself and to 
be yourself; absent this attainment, 
education creates dangerous, 
stupefying conformity.” 

Bryant H. McGill

From the moment a child enters the education 
system, he or she encounters strategies that 
are designed to encourage specific classroom 
behaviours and elicit appropriate responses; 
facing the front, sitting up straight and raising 
your hand before speaking being three of the 
most obvious examples. Consistent teacher 
approval means these behaviours are reinforced 
and rewarded; the message being conveyed 
through the hidden curriculum is that conformity 
and compliance are not only expected, but 
encouraged. 

With online provision, community based learning 
is encouraged where appropriate and it is not 
uncommon to find project based models for 
learning incorporated within pedagogies. Group 
interaction, critical thinking and constructive 
critiques are frequently facilitated though 
problem solving exercises within the provision. 

However, where value is placed on the 
student’s personal ability in skills such as 
creativity and ingenuity, perseverance and 
tenacity, enthusiasm and motivation, and 
these are encouraged and rewarded within 
an online pedagogy, such behaviours can be 
counterintuitive to students who are more 
accustomed to a collective model.  

There are several creditable theories that 
purport to demonstrate how manifestations 
of the hidden curriculum within schools are 
an integral part of the process of socialisation 
experienced by students; a process which 
transmits and reinforces the values and norms 

that determine how the wider society will 
function. 

Consequently, any cohort of students electing 
to study in an online environment may feasibly 
contain several members whose experience 
of education up to the point of enrolment 
is fundamentally different. Such students’ 
expectations of what is required of and from 
them will not only differ from that of the 
course tutor, but also from other members of 
the student cohort, which will impact on their 
participation, performance and, ultimately, level 
of achievement. 

This has wide-ranging implications for how the 
developer of the online course prepares their 
teaching materials and how the online tutor 
interacts with the student body.

The developer and tutor of the online course 
must ensure that they are not only familiar 
with the cultural tendencies and preferences 
which may present themselves in their students’ 
behaviours, but also that the course materials 
and engagement opportunities for their students 
recognise and address these appropriately.

The developer or tutor who is unprepared for 
instances in which cultural differences manifest 
themselves in the online learning environment, 
increase the risk of misjudging their students’ 
behaviour and thus affecting their performance 
and level of achievement. 

For the sake of illustration, let’s assume that our 
online student cohort consists of participants 
who can be divided into two distinct groups; 
those from a collectivist culture and those from 
an individualist culture.

Each group will contain students who can be 
expected to demonstrate specific behaviours 
that they regard as appropriate within the 
teaching and learning environment. 

Students who have experienced a collectivist 
culture will demonstrate a preference for 
working collaboratively with their peers and will 
defer to the tutor’s expertise.
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Students coming from an individualist culture 
are more likely to have experienced the tutor 
as facilitator; one who controls the learning 
environment by devolving much of the 
responsibility for learning onto the student. 
Consequently, students are used to working 
independently, and using debate and discussion 
as part of the process of acquiring the skills 
associated with critical thinking.

Initially, these two perspectives appear to be 
diametrically opposed and tutors working within 
the attendance based model often experience 
problems when attempting to integrate students 
from a collectivist culture into an individualist 
one.

Within the online learning environment, it 
is crucial to provide all students with the 
opportunity to engage with their studies equally. 
This can be achieved by including a balanced 
range of activities in the course materials; 
activities which cater for both learning 
preferences, but encourage the development 
of preferred behaviours. For the student who 
is used to the collectivist model, this could 
mean collaboration with the tutor to develop 
a study plan that places particular emphasis 
on providing critiques of peer performance, 
presenting examples of individual activity for 
peer discussion, taking responsibility for specific 
areas in group activity – as well as reporting on 
personal and group performance – and ongoing 
participation in forum based discussions. 

However, it is also the duty of the online 
provider to demonstrate that, not only is it 
aware of its responsibilities to the student 
body pertaining to the development of the 
materials of the course itself, but that the 
provider is actively seeking to source expertise 
from a diverse range of subject experts and 
practitioners.  

The online model has presented us with the 
opportunity to create a global community of 
learners. As educators, our task is to ensure that 
this opportunity is not only made available to 
all, but that it is demonstrably equitable in its 
intention, construction and implementation.
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As universities the world over move towards the 
integration and application of an online model 
for higher education, we have already entered 
what will become the era of global provision; 
teaching and learning are no longer confined to 
campus based tutors and students. Our higher 
education institutions now have the capacity to 
educate, communicate, inspire and stimulate on 
a global scale.  

Consequently, with the online model, any 
instances of an inherent “hidden curriculum” 
will have the potential to exert an influence far 
beyond the physical confines of the providing 
institution.  

I firmly believe that we are currently on the 
cusp of the fully online model being widely 
accepted as a viable medium for the provision 
of accredited programmes of study, including 
undergraduate and postgraduate degrees. 

My concern is that we are already experiencing 
what amounts to a global version of the “hidden 
curriculum”, one which pertains specifically to 
perceptions of online provision; that any course 
or qualification delivered and completed online 
is inferior to its campus based equivalent, that 
the academic rigour involved is less robust 
and that the providing institution is reluctantly 
providing accreditation for an online course 
which doesn’t accurately reflect the gravitas of 
their brand.  

Perhaps this is because, as yet, there is no 
clearly defined, standard model that describes 
how the online model should operate within 
higher education. Granted, there are several 
partial solutions available, each of which 
demonstrates the bias of their particular 
champion. Consequently, we see a huge 
disparity between the academic models 

espoused by the university sector at one end 
of the spectrum, and the technologically driven 
solutions advocated by the Edtech based 
suppliers at the other.

My impression is that neither of these providers 
is able or willing to move towards adapting 
their position to accommodate the other; that 
we are locked in a pointless struggle between 
those determined to protect the provision of 
education as it was and those equally committed 
to promoting a version of education as it might 
be; according to their particular philosophy. 
The no man’s land in-between is populated by 
a nebulous mass which vacillates between the 
two, attempting to gather support for a variety 
of hybrid models that seek, unsuccessfully, 
to satisfy both extremes. Running parallel, 
we have the regulatory bodies tinkering with 
existing models for quantitative and qualitative 
measurement in an attempt to accommodate 
this unprecedented escalation of initiatives 
stimulated by technological innovation.

Again, we are forced to return to the problems 
created by assumption. Are we assuming that 
our current campus based model for the delivery 
of higher education is not only fit for purpose, 
but represents the most accessible, flexible, 
effective and productive mode available to us?  

Why are we so reluctant to step away from an 
education infrastructure that will, in a relatively 
short period of time, no longer be able to 
provide our graduates with many of the skills 
that our society will require? Why not work 
towards incorporating new models that are 
likely to give our graduates a greater chance of 
embracing future opportunities? Certainly, fear 
of the unknown is one reason; the reluctance 
to progress from that which offers familiarity 
and security is insidious. On the other hand, 

Chapter 4 
Exposing the 

Hidden Curriculum
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are we also influenced by our past experience 
of unscrupulous peddlers of distance learning 
diplomas and degrees?   

This view is exemplified by Hillary Clinton’s plan 
for higher education released in 2015 in which 
it is stated that one of her aims is to bring “more 
integrity to online education”.

Several critics have argued that this view 
of online education is narrow and based on 
misconceptions of the sector as a market 
dominated by for-profit diploma mills; a 
misperception that has dogged distance learning 
providers for decades.
 
Russell Poulin, director of policy and analysis 
for the WICHE (Western Interstate Commission 
for Higher Education), Cooperative for 
Educational Technologies (WCET) commented:

“As someone who has worked in 
distance education since the late 
’80s, I did not realize that I worked in 
a field devoid of integrity…”

Quite. 

The original statement is an example of the 
kind of lazy, ill-informed and flawed logic that 
creates a level of uncertainty that will resonate 
throughout the sector and beyond for years to 
come. To condemn all providers of distance 
learning courses per se is, simply, unfair; there 
are many, many long-standing practitioners 
that have provided highly regarded services to 
generations of learners.  

Certainly, online education is one example of 
current distance learning provision, but it should 
not be tainted by the less savoury aspects of its 
history. 

More recently, Professor Daphne Koller, the CEO 
of Coursera, highlighted the problem in a number 
of perceptive comments during her address to 
an educational technology conference in London 
in July 2016.

Professor Koller said that, although the 
technology had continued to improve, the 
majority of universities had been held back from 
engaging with the online model due to concerns 
relating to “protection of the brand”. 

Koller stated:

“It’s the perception we need to break, 
it’s not the technology that’s been the 
barrier.”

Further, she concluded that the problem was 
distance learning is seen as a medium that 
“respectable universities do not engage in”. 

There are five assumptions that underlie the 
negative perceptions of the online model 
and these form the basis of a sinister hidden 
curriculum that must be addressed if we are to 
derive any of the great benefits online provision 
has made available to us:

1. Online learning is inherently inferior to  
 attendance based provision
 
2. Online learning is impersonal and there  
 is little opportunity for tutor/student  
 and peer-to-peer interaction
 
3. Online learning assessment procedures  
 are less rigorous than their attendance  
 based equivalent
 
4. Any qualification gained via online  
 learning is regarded as less credible than 
  its attendance based equivalent
 
5. The demographic of the higher  
 education student will remain the same
 
 
This last point is particularly important because, 
as we move toward the widespread adoption of 
the online model – and this will happen despite 
the reservations held by some university staff 
– the balance of standard versus non-standard 
learners will shift. As universities strive to 
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become more competitive within global markets, 
the drive to attract students will inevitably mean 
that the most popular institutions will reach 
the limits of their physical infrastructure and 
teaching capacity within a short timescale.

The flexibility offered by online provision will 
enable universities to expand relatively quickly 
without incurring the financial burden of 
acquiring or building new facilities. Additionally, 
increased accessibility and alternative modes 
of delivery will attract an increasing number of 
non-standard learners to accredited courses. 
Consequently, we will experience an increase 
in the number of students who sit outside the 
traditional age range for the tertiary student, 
have ongoing work and family commitments, 
and who are studying on a part-time basis.  
Learners who were previously regarded as 
anomalous within mainstream higher education 
provision will form the new norm as the balance 
shifts from attendance based, campus centre 
delivery towards the older, part-time, online 
student.  

Additionally, improved internet connectivity, 
increased levels of technological, academic and 
pastoral support and greater flexibility in modes 
of access will enable students from emerging 
nations to engage with standards of education 
and training that were previously unattainable. 

As innovative technologies continue to generate 
new industries, our colleges and universities will 
be required to develop courses that will provide 
students with the skills and competences 
needed to support them. It is likely that such 
courses will also attract applicants who are 
already employed in related fields. The online, 
part-time model will enable those who want 
to integrate their studies with ongoing work 
commitments to do so, thus reducing the 
potential impact on industry that the more time-
consuming day/semester release model entails.

Of course, this may herald the beginning of 
industry driven educational programmes that 
are geared specifically towards the needs of 
business; a subject we shall discuss later in the 
context of the hidden curriculum.      
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“I suppose it is tempting, if the only 
tool you have is a hammer, to treat 
everything as if it were a nail.” 

Abraham H. Maslow, 
‘Toward a Psychology of Being’

As a teacher/educator, it is part of your job 
to communicate with your students. Effective 
communication relies on establishing a frame 
of reference to which both parties can relate, 
facilitating tutor/student interaction, employing 
techniques designed to stimulate discussion 
and creative thinking, while also reinforcing the 
intended aims, objectives and outcomes of the 
teaching session.  

This is a challenging task within the attendance 
based teaching model and many, many books 
have been written about how we can inform 
and improve our practice. However, there is 
the danger that when we move into online 
delivery, much of our good practice may become 
redundant. 

When our classroom or lecture theatre is 
replaced by an online learning management 
system and our finely tuned lessons and lectures 
are transposed to enable a delivery that is no 
longer verbal but text based, suddenly we are in 
a wholly unfamiliar environment: 

• Complicated or ambiguous concepts must 
be explained comprehensively in writing; 
we no longer have immediate recourse 
to further explanation or exemplification 
– although any creditable LMS will allow 
students who are unsure of any aspect 

of the lecture the opportunity to seek 
clarification  

• As we can no longer see our students  
in person, this makes it difficult to 
gauge their initial level of under- 
standing; where once we would take 
blank expressions and worried looks as 
indicators that further explanation might 
be necessary, with online provision, we 
must actively elicit our students’ responses 
and provide several opportunities for them 
to demonstrate their understanding   

• Geographically remote students may  
not have access to the same levels of  
physical and digital resources that we  
enjoy; we cannot assume that our  
students are able to, for example: source  
materials, access the same level of web  
connectivity or be able to consult similar  
research facilities, for example 

• Similarly, we must be aware of the  
cultural differences that may exist  
between the online tutor and the online  
student; it may be inappropriate to  
reference material that can cause  
offence for cultural or religious reasons,  
for example 

• Also, you have to be aware that humour 
may not translate well in an online  
environment; a glib comment intended to  
amuse may actually cause offence or  
confusion 

• Don’t use idiomatic English; even within  
the English speaking nations, there are  
instances where idiomatic phrases are  

Chapter 5 
Assumptions Make an 

Ass out of You and Me…
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meaningless out with their immediate  
cultural context. For the student whose  
first language is not English, idiomatic  
expression will prove incomprehensible 

• You cannot assume that your students  
will share a common popular culture,  
and thus references to films, television  
programmes, historical and contemporary  
personalities and music may not be  
appropriate 

• When presenting your teaching  
materials in written form, consider how  
you might present your text in a dynamic, 
engaging format; the smiles, winks,  
nods, hesitations and spoken emphasis  
that punctuate our lectures and enhance  
our delivery do not lend themselves  
easily to the online model; even in video

 
There is no doubt that many academics baulk 
at the prospect of putting their lectures online. 
There may be a number of reasons for this; 
unfamiliarity with online models, loss of control, 
fear of failure, and the potential for plagiarism 
being among them. 

However, I suspect that that, given the nature 
of the job, the prospect of incorporating a new 
methodology into their current practice is simply 
an additional burden for many lecturers. If we 
are to embrace the full potential offered by 
online provision, then we must also invest in the 
staff; those who will develop and implement the 
pedagogies that will facilitate the shift to new 
models of education.     

“Most learning is not the result of 
instruction. It is rather the result 
of unhampered participation in a 
meaningful setting.”
                                                                                                                             

Ivan Illich

As anyone who has been regularly confined 
within a lecture theatre or classroom dominated 
by a group of potentially bored, truculent or 

disaffected young people will testify, teaching is 
not an art, it’s a skill.

Like many skills, those required for the delivery 
of education involve the ongoing acquisition of 
subject knowledge and practical techniques, and 
the judicious application of these constitutes 
the individual’s teaching strategy. 

But as those of us involved in the provision of 
higher education move towards increasingly 
diverse methods of delivery, we must consider 
the implications for our current teaching 
strategies, and this will mean reassessing our 
skillset and rethinking our process and practice. 

“If you want to use television to teach 
somebody, you must first teach them 
how to use television.” 

Umberto Eco

Put simply, the process of teaching requires the 
educator to facilitate an engagement with the 
learner that forms a constructive, interactive 
relationship.  

During this engagement, there is usually a 
dissemination of information, which involves 
the contextualisation of the key elements within 
this information, the gauging of the degree to 
which this information has been absorbed by 
the learner, any reinforcement and/or remedial 
action as required, where this fits within the 
overall programme of study, and how this 
knowledge may be applied in a future context. 

All of this notwithstanding, there is also the 
question of the nature and structure of the 
communication and the vehicle that supports it. 
Not only must the educator decide what must 
be communicated (lesson plan), but also how it 
will be communicated (methodology), as well as 
what form it will take (materials and media).

However, overriding all of the above is the 
influence exerted by the human element; and 
this is where things start to get a bit tricky…
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The professional educator inhabits a world 
fraught with a gamut of potentially problematic 
issues that relate to the presentation, 
dissemination, interpretation and assimilation 
of the educational experience. With the face-
to-face model, the lecturer employs a variety 
of verbal and non-verbal devices in order 
to emphasise, clarify and illustrate; volume 
and tone of voice, posture, gesture, and 
demonstration, for example.   

The lecturer’s temperament, attitude and 
personality become a big factor in determining 
how successful the educational process will be 
for the student; undoubtedly, the educator will 
mean what they say, but can they say what they 
mean? 
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But It Worked in the 
Classroom…
Facilitating a positive and fulfilling student 
experience is the aim of all educational 
methodologies, whether the delivery is enabled 
through an online, blended or face-to-face 
environment. It is not the intention of those of 
us involved in the advocacy of online learning 
to replace attendance based learning, nor is 
it our aim to replicate its format or process. 
Equally, practitioners should not be tempted to 
benchmark the success of their online model 
against the attendance based model. Online 
provision is different from that of attendance 
based learning and qualitative comparisons are 
meaningless. 

In the environment of the lecture theatre 
or classroom, the teacher or lecturer has an 
opportunity that is not immediately available 
to the online provider; specifically, to offer 
an almost limitless number of exemplars and 
explanations when describing what is required 
for the successful completion of an activity. By 
necessity, the online equivalent must involve 
clear, concise statements that inform the 
student and outline the process to be followed 
if further information or explanation is required. 

Does this disadvantage the online student? No. 
What it does is encourage the online developer 
and/or tutors to think carefully about what 
they require from the student and present them 
with materials designed to elicit an appropriate 
response; an alternative strategy to the face-
to-face experience, but one that, nonetheless, 
has a shared outcome. 

Students need access to high levels of support 
no matter what kind of delivery system is 
employed. This is crucial to the learning 
experience, as is comprehensive feedback and 
feed forward, as well as suggesting how the 
student might choose to develop their work, 
consider their approach and progress with their 
studies. In the supported online learning model, 
the materials are designed to perform much 
of the task of teaching, leaving tutors to offer 
subject specific critique, guidance and advice.
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The success of the supported online model 
relies on the learning materials being clear, 
concise and engaging; just as there is more to 
the delivery of a classroom based lecture than 
the recitation of a lesson plan, there is more to 
online delivery than simply uploading existing 
lecture notes to a website.

Online teaching materials need to be written 
specifically for online provision if they are to 
provide a meaningful and engaging educational 
experience. This involves consideration of 
everything from establishing an appropriate tone 
of voice, to approved vocabulary and optimum 
sentence length, to weeding out examples of 
idiomatic English.

Additionally, it is crucial that developers and 
tutors operating within the online environment 
recognise the importance of the correct use of 
terminology, grammar, and punctuation, despite 
the popular perception that, in our text based 
world, the relevance of these is being eroded. 

As educators, we must acknowledge the need 
to establish and maintain a high standard in 
our use of language, as these will be reflected 
in the written submissions we receive from 
our students. Written communication is an 
important, and at times challenging, life skill - 
as anyone who regularly receives and assesses 
CVs will confirm.
 
As educators, we are at a crucial point in the 
development of the teaching methodologies that 
will be required to fulfil the possibilities offered 
by new technologies, as well as how these will 
meet the needs of the 21st century learner. 
Let’s grasp the opportunity to establish the 
physical, pastoral and academic infrastructure 
we need to maximise the potential benefits on 
offer.
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“Education promotes equality and 
lifts people out of poverty. It teaches 
children how to become good citizens. 
Education is not just for a privileged 
few, it is for everyone. It is a 
fundamental human right.” 
                                                                                                                       

Ban Ki-moon

One of the questions to be asked when 
conducting an appraisal of any education system 
is what has been included in the curriculum? 
The answer will beg the questions: who or what 
decided this, why, what is the intended result 
and how will we judge the level of any success 
achieved? 

The contents of our curricula demonstrate the 
types of knowledge and range of attributes we 
want our students to acquire, as we consider 
them to be of most value in our society; at least 
according to those who decide what goes in and 
what stays out.  
 
Underlying all of this is the overarching 
question: what is the purpose of education? 
There is no simple answer to this, or perhaps 
more accurately, there is no single answer.  

From the perspective of professional educators, 
the most obvious answer would seem to be: “To 
determine what our graduates need to know and 
the personal attributes they must demonstrate 
to ensure passage into the next phase in their 
lives.”

Mind the Gap
One of the perennial schisms in the United 
Kingdom can be found in the gap that exists 
between our education system and the world of 
business. Broadly speaking, those who inhabit 
the realms of industry, finance, retail and 
commerce take issue with how schools, colleges 
and universities are preparing and presenting 
what business regards as its prospective 
workforce. To put it bluntly, the business lobby 
is largely of the opinion that our education 
system is failing to produce candidates with 
the practical skills and psychological attitudes 
considered essential to ongoing success and 
career fulfilment.  

This opinion is at the core of a debate that has 
raged for many years and will undoubtedly 
continue to smoulder malevolently for many 
more. Of course, this debate begs a number of 
questions: what is the objective of our education 
system? What role does education play within 
our society? Is it the sole purpose of our 
primary, secondary and tertiary institutions to 
provide business with attitudinally appropriate, 
suitably skilled employees? 

“The first condition of education 
is being able to put someone to 
wholesome and meaningful work.” 

John Ruskin

For the sake of argument, let’s consider a 
specific example in the form of a survey that 
contains revealing statistical information 
pertaining to the primary and secondary sectors; 
a survey that enables us to gauge the level and 

Chapter 6 
Industry, Education and the 

Power of Vested Interest
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source of the dissatisfaction within industry. 

In July 2014, the CBI (Confederation of British 
Industry) and Pearson Education and Skills 
published an incisive report based on their 
survey of almost 300 companies employing a 
workforce of 1.5 million people. A total of 61% 
of these firms expressed concern about the level 
of flexibility, resilience and self-management 
demonstrated by high school leavers and 
33% were disappointed with their attitude to 
work. However, on the plus side, 96% of the 
companies surveyed were satisfied with the 
same school leavers’ grasp of skills relating 
to information technology; we’ll return to this 
particular statistic later.

In terms of remedial action, 85% of the 
businesses involved were keen to see 
greater emphasis placed on the development 
of numeracy and literacy skills within the 
primary school sector. Further, 52% of these 
businesses would like secondary and early stage 
tertiary providers to encourage an increased 
understanding of good working practices 
among their students, with 66% expressing 
their willingness to participate in the current 
provision for careers advice. 

Surely this sounds like a sensible approach to 
a problematic situation; one that identifies the 
problem, diagnoses its cause and proposes 
a solution? Indeed, the report generated the 
following proactive comments from John 
Cridland, the Director General of the CBI:

 “Businesses feel very strongly that 
the education system must better 
prepare young people for life outside 
the school gates, or risk wasting 
their talents. The journey from school 
towards the world of work can be 
daunting, so we must support schools 
and teachers to help develop the skills, 
character and attitudes students need 
to progress in life.”

These comments are compelling, as they imply 
that there is a separation between that which 
happens within the school system and the 
larger world; specifically, the world of work. 
Furthermore, they suggest that the school 
system fosters a lack of engagement so extreme 
that any skills acquired by the student will be 
squandered due to that student’s inability to 
apply them out with the rarefied atmosphere of 
the school building. 

“The function of education is to teach 
one to think intensively and to think 
critically. Intelligence plus character - 
that is the goal of true education.” 

Martin Luther King Jr.

This is a damning indictment of what is 
obviously perceived as a complacent, inward-
looking education system deemed no longer 
fit for purpose by the Director General of an 
organisation tasked with influencing the pro-
enterprise policies that will enable the UK to 
provide a healthy environment for businesses 
to succeed, create jobs and, ultimately, drive 
economic growth and prosperity.

To facilitate this, Mr Cridland states:

 “We need young people who are 
rigorous, rounded and grounded, 
and business stands ready to play its 
part.”

Would anyone who has worked or is currently 
working within our education system disagree 
with the first part of this statement? I suspect 
the answer is a qualified “no”. Although the 
ultimate aim would attract general agreement, 
the process by which it is to be achieved will 
remain contentious and one of the areas of 
difficulty might lie within the second part of 
John Cridland’s comment. 
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As we have already seen, the CBI/Pearson 
Education and Skills survey states that 66% 
of the businesses polled would welcome the 
opportunity to become involved in the provision 
of careers advice within the education system. 
Again, for the sake of argument, let’s assume 
that this is an indication of the attitude within 
industry as a whole.

However, it must be acknowledged that 
education and business operate with discrete 
agendas. What impact might the inclusion of 
business based strategies have on the provision 
of education? If we consider the key findings 
published in the survey, we can deduce the likely 
sphere of influence that might occur.
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The key findings in the survey conclude 
that:

• The current careers advice available  
 to school leavers and graduates is  
 inadequate according to 80% of those  
 surveyed. This manifests itself in  
 inappropriate job choices with  
 companies claiming that 56% of school  
 leavers and 30% of graduates demonstrate 
 insufficient knowledge of their chosen  
 careers, while 55% of school leavers and  
 37% of graduates lack any relevant work  
 experience

• Businesses are keen to actively support  
 schools and 80% of those surveyed  
 currently engage in forming a variety 
 of links with single or multiple school  
 partners
 
• There will be an increasingly wide gap  
 between the needs of business and  
 the ability of schools to provide a  
 workforce with the level and range of  
 skills required to fulfil it, according to  
 58% of those surveyed. Of the companies 
 involved, 28% of those needing  
 technicians with science, engineering  
 and mathematical qualifications are  
 experiencing problems with recruitment,  
 with 35% expecting problems within the  
 next three years
 
• Of the companies surveyed, 44% stated  
 that they have instigated training and  
 support for adult staff to address  
 weaknesses in basic numeracy, literacy  
 and IT skills, with 28% undertaking  
 similar measures for school and college  
 leavers 

 
 
Consequently, to address the concerns of 
its members, as expressed in this survey, the 
CBI is advocating the reform of our current 
education system by placing greater emphasis 
on the pursuit of academic excellence and the 
development of character in schools. This would 
be accomplished through the implementation of 
individual learning plans designed to fulfil the 
requirements of a more tailored curriculum for 

senior school students. Further, it is proposed 
that schools must be allocated well-defined 
targets and be held accountable for their 
delivery. 

Is this the sting in the tail? Who or what 
determines the nature of these proposed 
targets, who or what decides if these targets 
have or have not been met, and who or what 
decrees the form that any “accountability” will 
take? 

Ultimately, business is driven by targets; 
unambiguous goals designed to measure 
productivity and profitability by factoring a range 
of variables including everything from cost per 
unit to staffing ratios, net profit to EBITDA. 
The same model cannot be applied to education. 
Certainly, there are elements in any proven 
business model that can be applied to specific 
components within any system of education with 
the intention of improving efficiencies.

“Higher education is confronting 
challenges, like the economy is, about 
the need for a higher number of 
more adequately trained, more highly 
educated citizenry.” 

Margaret Spellings

The purpose of education is not merely to 
supply industry with skilled employees. There is 
a vast difference between education for life and 
training for industry, which we will explore in 
the upcoming chapters.
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Tangibles such as examination results and 
attendance are only part of the whole picture. 
Is it really best practice to place examination 
success above all other examples of skills and 
experiences acquired in our schools, colleges 
and universities? The rate at which technological 
innovation is advancing is outstripping our 
education systems’ ability to keep up; and 
this is a gap that will grow wider. Thus, we 
are failing to provide students with the skills 
and competencies required to service new and 
emerging industries. Consequently, although 
it may seem counterintuitive, there is logic in 
assuming that if we subscribe to an industry led 
vision for higher education, we will be doomed 
to produce graduates who have demonstrable 
proof that they are competent in outmoded 
practices.  
   
If industry wants well-rounded graduates, it 
must accept that there are several less tangible 
elements involved in achieving the required 
outcome; many of which do not lend themselves 
easily to measurement against targets. 
All of this implies that success in education is 
determined by a student’s academic results in 
an industry approved subject discipline followed 
by entry to the workforce. Therefore, we have 
to ask ourselves: are we in danger of allowing 
a new version of the hidden curriculum into our 
institutes of learning?
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“Technology is just a tool. In terms of 
getting the kids working together and 
motivating them, the teacher is most 
important.”

Bill Gates

As a classroom teacher, you are faced with the 
prospect of communicating with 20+ unique 
individuals; each of whom have had potentially 
widely different experiences in the lead-up to 
stepping through the door of your room, several 
times every day, five days per week. 

“You could not remove a single 
grain of sand from its place without 
thereby ... changing something 
throughout all parts of the 
immeasurable whole.”

Johann Fichte 

Anyone who has experienced the effect a single, 
unruly or disaffected pupil can have on an entire 
class – or indeed a teacher’s whole day – will 
be able to identify with this particular take on 
Chaos Theory…

Various qualitative and quantitative strategies 
have been tried within our various education 
systems with the intention of judging, grading 
and ranking individual students, teachers and 
schools according to a range of criteria. 

More than one of these has been under the 
false impression that the success or failure of 

any and all of these elements can be determined 
by applying the same criteria in the world of 
business. 

Business aims to supply what the potential 
customer wants at a competitive price, and 
the key here is volume; the more customers 
a business has for a product, the greater the 
income that can be generated. Further, if the 
product can be produced more cost effectively, 
the greater the profit the business can make. 
A successful business is a profitable business, 
which depends on recognising market forces 
and responding to these timeously and 
appropriately. 

Businesses that produce a range of products 
have to achieve a balance between maintaining 
diversity and producing only those items that 
generate sufficient sales.  

Would the influence of business on education 
mean a reduction in the range of courses 
available to the student, with only the most 
popular and profitable being offered? Perhaps 
any increase in the range of courses we 
experience as a result of emerging, innovative 
technologies will be balanced by a reduction in 
the number of courses which have no direct or 
immediate economic benefit.  

Would market forces demand that the cost of 
higher education provision is driven down and, 
as a consequence, would this prove detrimental 
to the quality of the materials, nature of course 
delivery, and level of academic and pastoral 
support available?

At tertiary level, most universities are keen 
to raise their research profile. Research 
attracts funding and enhances the reputation 
of the institution internationally. If we carry 

Chapter 7 
Same Rules Apply
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the business model to its logical conclusion, 
would we see an imbalance in the nature of the 
research projects undertaken by universities? 
Science based research is likely to have a 
practical application out with academia; arts and 
humanities less so.

“The illiterate of the future will not be 
the person who cannot read. It will be 
the person who does not know how 
to learn.”

Alvin Toffler

Education must aim to be inclusive and 
comprehensive. As much as possible, it should 
provide the opportunity for all learners to 
engage with the educational experiences best 
suited to their needs in the subject discipline 
of their choice – regardless of age, practical 
applications and geographic location.

If we subscribe to a business driven model 
for education, will we still see the teaching of 
minority interest subjects? Would education 
be limited to those who are of an age deemed 
suitable to enter the workforce post-
graduation? It would be a courageous institution 
indeed, which gambled on the future need for 
specific subject disciplines. Education is not the 
stock market.  

Are the needs of business moving too fast for 
our education system to keep up? 

According to the survey quoted earlier, pupils’ 
IT skills are of a satisfactory standard. Is this 
because schools teach these competencies 
effectively or because the contemporary student 
absorbs these skills as an integral part of 
how they live their life? Is this an example of 
experiential learning that students undertake 
themselves, of their own volition, because they 
want to know how to do something?

Significantly, any uplift in the quality of IT 
education that we are now experiencing in the 
UK may be the result of Ian Livingstone and 
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Alex Hope’s “Next Gen Report” from 2010. 
These leading proponents of the games and 
visual effects industries called on the UK 
government to revisit the manner in which 
IT was taught in schools. This followed their 
industry’s disappointment at not being able to 
source employees with the skills they required 
to develop their businesses.

 “As technology increasingly takes 
over knowledge-based work, the 
cognitive skills that are central 
to today’s education systems will 
remain important; but behavioural 
and non-cognitive skills necessary 
for collaboration, innovation, and 
problem solving will become essential 
as well.”

Klaus Schwab

Rather than creating a rift within education, 
or exacerbate already existing problems of 
isolation, online provision has the potential not 
only to create new communities, but to unify 
existing learners by increasing the number of 
opportunities to engage with other learners. 
However, online learning doesn’t mean that the 
entire educational experience must be consumed 
at a distance. Attendance based elements can be 
included in a programme of blended learning as 
and when required.

Is there not a certain irony in the fact that 
new and emerging technologies are creating 
innovative industries that, according to the 
businesses surveyed, demand employees who 
possess a high level of traditional literacy and 
numeracy skills; basic skills that are reminiscent 
of the much derided “Three Rs” of mid-20th 
century schooling? 

Perhaps we are now experiencing the backlash 
of the counter culture influences from the late 
1950s and ‘60s…
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“If you wait for the right time or the 
good times to start a business, you 
wait all your life.”

Fran Tarkenton 

Back in 2004, my colleagues and I resigned 
from our posts as managers in further 
education and started a company. Motivated 
by the desire to provide greater access to 
tertiary level provision and equally keen to 
employ emerging technologies to enable this, 
it was our intention to deliver art and design 
courses entirely online. 

From a contemporary perspective, we can 
now view online delivery as part of a natural 
progression in the provision of education, 
a progression in which technology based, 
distance learning features prominently. 
However, this was not the case a mere 
12 years ago when anything other than the 
attendance based, lecture theatre-centred 
delivery model was regarded as a second- 
rate learning experience. 

Initially, our proposition was greeted with 
everything from derision to open-mouthed 
incredulity; reactions ranged from, “It can’t be 
done!” through to, “It shouldn’t be done!” and, 
in fact, “Why would you want to?” 

We began our company from scratch. On day 
one we had no financial backing, no awarding 
body accreditations, no website and, frankly, 
no idea how the concept of online delivery 
would be received as a vehicle for the delivery 
of educational programmes in the medium to 
long term. We also discovered that our choice 

of subject discipline was less than ideal for 
our embryonic online environment; we had 
elected to deliver courses that were heavily 
reliant on the use of images in addition to 
text, which required learners to regularly 
upload examples of work in progress and, 
most challenging of all, assumed that learners 
would have access to a computer and digital 
camera.

This may seem ridiculous now, but each of 
these issues presented us with real problems 
at the time and many, many more emerged 
and were resolved as our company started to 
grow. 

Chapter 8 
Jumping on the Bandwagon
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In the intervening years, we’ve learned a 
few things about creating, populating and 
supporting an effective online learning 
environment. Today, when asked, “How can 
my institution engage with online learning?” 
we respond as follows:

1. Start with the student 
experience
A positive student experience should be at 
the heart of all educational methodologies. 
Whether delivery is online, blended or face-
to-face, one size does not fit all. Every 
student will arrive – either virtually or in 
person – with their own set of circumstances, 
and these will shape the nature of the 
interaction. 

Some will benefit from the lecture theatre or 
classroom model, while others will respond 
more positively to the “one-to-one” tutorial 
experience. This does not mean that one 
model is “better” than the other, and yet we 
are currently in a climate where issues of 
methodology are polarised: attendance based 
learning versus delivery provided completely 
online, with a blended learning crossbreed 
appearing in a variety of manifestations 
somewhere in the middle. 

Online learning cannot and will not replace 
or replicate attendance based learning and 
should not attempt to, nor should those who 
advocate online learning feel obliged to justify 
their provision of choice by attempting to 
benchmark it against the attendance based 
model. Online is different and effective online 
provision requires a separate pedagogy. 

2. Liven up your learning 
materials
There is more – much more – to online 
education than simply uploading existing 
materials to a website. Individuals and 
institutions who do this and try to convince 
themselves that they have done more than 
merely create a digital version of existing 
lecture notes, however easily they can be 
accessed, are only fooling themselves. 

Materials need to be written specifically for 
the purpose of online delivery to provide 
a meaningful and engaging educational 
experience; it has taken us 12 years to 
develop our current approach. This involves 
following a detailed development guide that 
outlines everything from preferred vocabulary 
to optimum sentence length, use of first 
and second person to cutting corners by 
using idiomatic English, and correct use of 
punctuation to breaking up blocks of text to 
aid on and off-screen readability. 

Online materials should speak to the student 
learner as an individual and invite him or her 
to respond accordingly. This has been our 
approach, and feedback from our students has 
been positive.
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3. Be clear in all briefs, 
assessments, feedback 
and feed forward
In the face-to-face learning environment 
of the lecture theatre or classroom, the 
education provider has the opportunity to 
offer an infinite number of qualifications, 
exemplars and explanations when describing 
what is required for the successful completion 
of an assessment task. The online equivalent 
involves clear, concise statements which 
inform the student and outline the process 
and requirements thoroughly. Does this “one 
stop shop” – an assessment presented as a 
brief – disadvantage the online student? No. 

What it does is encourage the assessor to 
think carefully about what they require from 
the student and present them with a vehicle 
designed to elicit an appropriate response; 
an efficient, practical task presented as an 
instrument for assessment. The added bonus 
being that, upon entry to the workplace, the 
student is likely to be confronted by the very 
same model. 

Students need advice, guidance and support 
no matter which delivery system is employed. 
A comprehensive critique of all submitted 
work is crucial to the learning experience, as 
are meaningful suggestions as to how the 
student might develop their work, consider 
their approach and move forward with their 
studies. In our model, the learning materials 
are designed to perform the actual teaching, 
leaving qualified tutors to offer subject 
specific critique.

4. Guarantee high levels 
of student support, both 
academic and pastoral
It is a common misconception that the online 
learner is destined to work in splendid 
isolation. This is simply not true – online 
education requires the provider to offer more, 
not less, support to the student. It is essential 
that the online learner receives as much 
interaction with their tutors as they feel they 
need. However, this support should not be 
limited to feedback and feed forward. There 
is a strong case which suggests that online 
students respond positively to an ongoing 
dialogue throughout their studies with their 
tutor and their fellow students. 

Discussions around the requirements of a 
particular task, shared experiences of areas 
of difficulty, and offering work, thoughts and 
ideas up for comment provide the opportunity 
for an added level of engagement. Similarly, 
where students experience problems that 
are unrelated to their academic work, it is 
important that the provider offers pastoral 
support as required. Consequently, secure 
access to personal message boxes, monitored 
forums and the tracking of student activity for 
the purpose of gauging “attendance” are all 
vital support activities.

“Technological progress has merely 
provided us with more efficient 
means for going backwards.” 

Aldous Huxley
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5. Forget high-tech: offer 
robust, intuitive web-based 
provision
Yes, you can include multimedia materials, 
high definition resources and a plethora 
of interesting applications, but are they 
delivering your core product in the most 
efficient way? Keep it simple but engaging. 
You are dealing with highly motivated, 
intelligent learners who will not be easily 
impressed by unnecessarily complicated, high-
tech gadgetry. Nor should your online delivery 
favour those students who are fortunate 
enough to have access to top-of-the-range 
IT equipment. The online model we aspire to 
is one that is readily available to all students 
regardless of their economic, technological or 
geographical situation.

6. Present the opportunity to 
engage with other learners 
Consider your online student body as a virtual 
community. Once you have provided the 
means for each and every student to engage 
in an ongoing, meaningful dialogue with their 
tutors and student support teams, encourage 
them to converse with each other. Subject 
forums are the ideal vehicle for this; students 
with common areas of interest can create 
their own support groups. A well-maintained 
and carefully monitored variety of forum-
based exchanges enable students to share and 
critique their work, opinions and findings with 
a global audience – something not necessarily 
available to the more traditional, attendance 
based student.
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7. Forget about “real time” 
interaction
Do not try to replicate the face-to-face 
learning environment: you can’t. Nor should 
you want to. Asynchronous communication 
enables provider and student to communicate 
when, where and how they choose, without 
the need to adjust for international time zones 
or the availability of either party. Text-based 
discussion enables both parties to formulate 
and present their thoughts in their own time 
and allows the second language student 
additional time to respond. Online provision 
offers the opportunity to deliver educational 
materials and supported learning to a 
geographically and circumstantially diverse 
student body. This requires a customised 
methodology, not an ill-conceived hybrid 
based on outdated perceptions of what our 
students need, doomed attempts to replicate 
outmoded, attendance based educational 
models, or the application of impressive, 
expensive, but ultimately inappropriate, 
technological gadgetry. 

Today’s student already lives a large part 
of their life communicating virtually and 
asynchronously: texting, simulated gaming, 
social media. Such activity is integral to the 
contemporary student; online learning is 
merely an extension of this.

And now…
It’s fair to say that the world has moved on 
apace since we started our company in 2004. 
The rate at which technological innovation 
has occurred over that relatively brief period, 
particularly in the digital environment, is 
unprecedented in the history of human 
evolution. Certainly, nothing since the 
Industrial Revolution, which spanned much of 
the 19th century, has had anything close to 
the impact that digital technologies have had 
on our everyday lives.

The dissemination and consumption of 
education has evolved correspondingly 
quickly. 

We’re frequently asked, “What’s the single 
biggest change in online education you’ve 
experienced over the last 12 years?” While 
it’s difficult to provide a single-issue 
response, if pushed, my answer would 
probably be, “Attitudes”. Most markedly, 
the balance of power has shifted from the 
institute to the learner. We no longer operate 
within an environment where the college or 
university exclusively controls the what, how 
and when of that which is available to the 
learner. Rather, the learner is increasingly 
empowered as a consumer to match their 
choice of course, delivery mode and institution 
to their requirements.

Additionally, in a very short period of time, 
we’ve quickly evolved from being a society 
which viewed digital technologies as 
something that ran parallel to our lives to 
one in which these have become completely 
integrated; to the point that it is almost 
impossible to conceive of a life in which they 
are absent. 
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“You know, sometimes, when they say 
you’re ahead of your time, it’s just a 
polite way of saying you have a real 
bad sense of timing.”
                                                                                                                       

George McGovern

Surely one of the most frustrating epithets 
that can be attached to your name is, “he/
she was ahead of their time”. This seemingly 
complimentary sobriquet actually conjures up 
an image of a life unfulfilled; a career spent 
trying to convince one’s peers that a premise, 
prediction or product has value within a 
contemporary context.

This is particularly prominent in the art world 
where it is generally accepted that an artist’s 
work will only be acknowledged by critics and 
the wider public after their death; Vincent van 
Gogh being a prime example.

However, the principle applies to all areas of 
human endeavour as evidenced by the much 
belated recognition of the revolutionary work of 
Galileo (physics), Mendel (genetics) and Kafka 
(literature) among many, many others. 

As a rule of thumb, it appears that anyone 
harbouring the germ of an innovative thought 
would be well-advised to aim to reduce the 
period between the inception of their idea and 
its acceptance to a minimum – if they hope to 
achieve recognition within their lifetime.

It can take several generations for a concept 
conceived in the rarefied atmosphere of 
academia to garner support and trickle down 
to the grass roots in a diluted, more digestible 
form: it is frustrating, yet understandable. 

However, equally compelling is the rapidity with 
which some inventions are embraced, universally 
adopted and subsequently adapted for uses far 
beyond those envisaged by their inventor. 

This is particularly true of technologies which 
provide a solution to a problem, fill a gap in 
the market and are affordable and desirable in 
equal measure. Those technologies that also 
incorporate myriad functions, the mastery of 
which is intuitive, can enjoy mass appeal and 
have a major impact on everyday life; Apple 
products being a case in point. 

However, the first historic example of this 
phenomenon is the telephone, now a ubiquitous 
device which continues to exert a significant 
influence on our public and private behaviours.

“The telephone, which interrupts the 
most serious conversations and cuts 
short the most weighty observations, 
has a romance of its own”. 

Virginia Woolf

Originally intended as a communication tool 
to facilitate business transactions, use of the 
telephone has shifted over the course of 150 
years from the office and factory to the home 
and then to the street, gym, park… everywhere.
 
As our cities and their populations grew in 
the 19th century, communication between 
friends and family members became difficult 
as migration to outlying suburbs fragmented 
communities. Technological improvements to 
the telephone’s design and functionality such 
as a cleaner power source, increased network 

Chapter 9 
The Rise of 

Invasive Technologies
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range and the production of smaller, decorative 
units more suited to display in the home made it 
an ideal solution. 

With the introduction of the smartphone 
in the 21st century, we have a complete 
entertainment, communications and social 
centre to hand – literally. Our mobile phones 
tell the world who we are. The aesthetic is as 
important as the function and we frequently use 
our mobiles to be somewhere else, no matter 
where we are; it’s our key to a virtual world.

Further still, our use of the mobile phone has 
developed an etiquette that has changed the 
way we behave. Daily, in public, we witness 
the frequent breaking off from face-to-face 
interactions to take incoming calls, users 
conducting intimate and/or banal exchanges 
on public transport and the use of the camera 
function to indulge in the ubiquitous “selfie” at 
every given opportunity.

Our addiction to text messaging has influenced 
our use of standard grammatical forms and 
spelling, and created the need to introduce 
rules to govern the use of the mobile phone in 
schools, prisons, aircraft and cinemas.

The 24/7 connectivity afforded by the mobile 
phone has influenced our patterns of sleep 
and our work/life balance to the point that our 
professional and private lives have merged to an 
extent previously unimaginable.

Then there is Facebook: the all too familiar 
social network that started simply as a means 
to exchange images. Suddenly everybody was 
using it… for everything. You had to be on 
Facebook otherwise you were not part of the 
group. Facebook is an example of a virtual world 
where the inhabitants communicate virtually, 
one where people not only create an outward 
facing identity for themselves, but also their 
own history – an entire online persona.

Increasingly, more and more of us are 
communicating with our bank, booking flights, 
shopping, and organising our social lives 
through our mobile phone; a virtual interface 
that has replaced several instances where real-
time communication was previously essential. 

Text-based messaging is on the increase and, as 
a consequence, it can be argued that our default 
mode for communication is asynchronous. This 
kind of text chat has created its own time zone; 
one that lags behind the one in which we live. 

Like the car, the telephone has become an 
integral part of the way we live and few 
of us can function without our mobile. But 
while it was intended as a device to enable 
communication, the telephone in its mobile 
form, is in danger of having the opposite effect.

In any workplace lunchtime gathering, school 
playground group or public transport passenger 
contingent, it is not unusual to see the majority 
of those involved communicating with someone 
out with their immediate environment.

It can be argued that, while the mobile phone 
has enabled us to communicate with each 
other with greater ease, it has actually become 
invasive and a hindrance to “real” communication 
with those around us; it has fundamentally 
changed the pattern and nature of the way 
we interact and has had a wide-ranging social 
and cultural impact. An increasingly connected 
world has brought with it a heightened sense of 
disconnection between human beings.

The mobile phone is so firmly integrated into 
our lives that schools, colleges and universities 
are now using it to deliver everything from 
examination results to course materials and 
study advice. Parents can opt to track their 
wayward offspring and almost everybody has 
24/7 access to emergency services, late night 
taxis and takeaway food outlets. This leads 
us to ask the question, “Has the mobile phone 
contributed positively to the quality and/or 
content of what is being communicated?”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



44

Whatever the answer, this begs a further 
question: does it matter?

“Technology gives us the facilities 
that lessen the barriers of time and 
distance - the telegraph and cable, 
the telephone, radio, and the rest.”  

Emily Greene Balch

A potential consequence of a technology having 
mass appeal is that the original purpose can 
become secondary or even obsolete as the 
requirements of the general public become the 
driver behind its deployment.
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Eyes front… 
Even the most unpromising of innovations can 
contain the germ of an idea worthy of further 
consideration. In education, the timeline of 
teaching technologies is punctuated with 
attempts to devise the ultimate tutor/student 
interface. The hi-tech, interactive digital 
technologies we employ in our teaching today 
come from humble origins.

Think about it, what genius invented the 
chalkboard? Even the most charitable among 
us would agree that the concept is flawed.

Consider the facts. 

The chalkboard is fastened vertically to a wall, 
most likely extending from knee to ceiling 
height. During use, even the most flexible, 
elevated practitioner will find it difficult to reach 
both the top and bottom comfortably. What 
starts out as an elegant stretch will inevitably 
descend into a hunched, low level scrabble 
via a visibly unpleasant bit of limbo-like 
compensatory bending.

Thus the workable surface area of the 
chalkboard is reduced to a window with its 
margins set betwixt and between waist and 
shoulders.

The horizontal plane presents its own set of 
problems. Any carefully crafted lecture notes 
will fall victim to the force of gravity; no matter 
how hard you try to write in a straight line, 
your pearls of wisdom will inevitably reflect the 
curvature of the Earth.   

What’s more, if the surface of the board is too 
new or, perish the thought, damp, it’s rendered 
unusable. Chalk is a notoriously frangible 
substance: what doesn’t crumble to dust or 
sheer off entirely at a critical point in your 
seamlessly prepared pitch will leave a whitish, 
ghostly deposit on your face, hands and clothes. 

And, even if you manage to overcome these 
obstacles, there is still the most challenging 
aspect of all to address: maintaining interest 
and/or discipline with your back turned to your 
potentially hostile charges. With the humble 

chalkboard, there lurks the possibility that any 
of these design shortcomings could have a 
fatal impact on the most promising of teaching 
careers.

On the plus side, the chalkboard and its more 
recent variants, the flipchart, interactive 
whiteboard and all other forms of classroom-
based, screen-dependent digital technologies 
are further examples of the virtual lecture 
theatre; each facilitates whatever the lecturer 
wants to record, illustrate or demonstrate. 
But it is the lecturer who is the key performer, 
the catalyst who controls the speed of the 
educational experience, the reaction between 
the student, their peers and the material of the 
lesson; the chalkboard provides the teaching 
platform. 

The online learning environment is merely an 
extension of this concept.

The key question here: who or what drives 
innovation in the classroom and lecture theatre? 
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Natural progression
Effective technologies, when successfully 
applied, have the capacity to change lives. 
Technologies are successful where their 
application provides a solution to a problem; 
they enable us to perform previously 
unachievable tasks – design flaws 
notwithstanding…

In an ideal world, the integration of 
technologies should be part of a natural 
progression, an extension of existing good 
practice. In the lecture theatre, this equates 
to technology that enhances and enables the 
process of teaching and learning.

However, like water, new technologies 
have a tendency to find their own level and 
their eventual use doesn’t always equate to 
their original or intended purpose. We have 
considered this concept in relation to the 
telephone and the same principle applies to the 
television screen.

 
“All television is educational 
television. The question is:  
what is it teaching?”

Nicholas Johnson

When we consider the quality of the image 
and experience of actually viewing television 
in those early days, our humble chalkboard 
appears to be markedly superior as a piece of 
design. 

That first generation of viewers comprised of 
the extended family and various neighbours; the 
first television sets were expensive and those 
fortunate enough to own or rent one tended 
to share the experience, willingly or otherwise. 
Those early television viewers in the mid-1930s 
huddled around a six-inch square screen in the 
dark; lights out and curtains drawn in an attempt 
to enhance their viewing pleasure.

In the UK, television programmes were 
originally broadcast on a single channel by 
the British Broadcasting Corporation or BBC, 
a public service broadcaster established under 
a Royal Charter, funded by a licence fee set 
by the British Government and agreed by 
Parliament.

The BBC’s stated remit is to “Inform, 
Educate and Entertain” and the corporation 
enjoyed a monopoly until the passing of the 
Television Act in 1954 which enabled the 
Independent Television Authority to issue 
franchise agreements to commercial, regional 
broadcasters whose funding was derived from 
revenue raised through advertising, and by 1962 
the UK was covered by 14 regional stations.

Crucially, at the height of its popularity – 
between the mid-1950s and mid-1960s – 
television was recognised as a mass medium 
which had the potential to significantly impact 
on many aspects of public opinion. This 
ranged from dictating contemporary fashion 
to promoting party politics, from influencing 
consumer spending to reinforcing societal 
values.
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Let’s look at three examples of how television 
influenced public opinion in the 1960s:

 

1. 
 
The cartoon character, Popeye the Sailor 
Man

Following the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and 
the subsequent Great Depression that extended 
into the 1930s, the government of the United 
States was faced with the problem of ensuring 
that the population had access to a nutritious 
diet. Meat was in short supply and, therefore, 
it was critical to provide a palatable substitute. 
Spinach, although rich in iron and regarded as 
the logical choice, nonetheless proved difficult 
to promote to the populace. Shrewdly, the 
American government recruited the services 
of the popular cartoon character Popeye and 
suggested that the secret to his superhuman 
strength was due to his consumption of spinach.   

The sale of spinach in the US rose by 33% as a 
result.
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2. 
 
The Kennedy/Nixon television debate, 
26th September 1960

Not only was this event the first presidential 
debate to feature opposing candidates, but it 
was the first to be televised and, consequently, 
ushered in a new era in which television would 
feature heavily in political campaigning. 

On camera, the clearly ailing and unshaven 
Nixon appeared awkward in his crumpled suit 
while the freshly groomed and outwardly 
relaxed Kennedy came across as confident, 
coherent and controlled. 

Interestingly, although the radio audience 
placed Nixon ahead of Kennedy following the 
debate, television viewers perceived Kennedy as 
victor and he went on to secure the presidency. 

3. 
 
Harold Wilson and Steptoe and Son

In the UK, fearing that working-class voters 
would stay at home to watch popular sitcom 
‘Steptoe and Son’, the leader of the Labour 
party, Harold Wilson, applied pressure on the 
BBC to postpone its broadcasting on election 
night in 1964.

With a viewing audience of 28 million, Wilson 
reckoned that broadcasting the show while the 
polling booths were open could cost his party 
20 parliamentary seats.

Ultimately, the controller of the BBC decided 
to reschedule the broadcast from 6pm to 9pm 
– after the polls were due to close – and the 
Labour party won the General Election by four 
seats.
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Television has established itself as a medium 
with the potential to have a significant influence 
on society in general – and on youth culture in 
particular – 
and over the past 60 years, we have had 
an ongoing debate as to what constitutes 
acceptable viewing. 

Naturally, governing bodies and the television 
industry itself have prepared guidelines to 
promote standards for broadcasting, but 
these are only effective when production and 
broadcasting controls are universally recognised 
and rigorously reinforced.

However, widely available digital technologies 
and media platforms have democratised 
broadcasting to the extent that such controls 
have been rendered obsolete; governments 
and corporations can no longer exert complete 
control over what is available for public 
consumption. 

YouTube and its equivalents have brought 
the citizen journalist and the unregulated 
broadcaster onto our screens and into our 
homes; homes which contain a range of devices 
connecting individual family members to the 
viewing content of their choice. The single 
television set household no longer exists. 
Consequently, the concept of family viewing 
is outmoded, and because it is impractical 
to monitor what is being accessed by the 
individual, it is unfeasible to regulate what is 
being viewed and thus impossible to impose a 
universal code of behaviour.
 

“Mass communication--wonder 
as it may be technologically and 
something to be appreciated and 
valued--presents us with a serious 
danger, the danger of conformism, 
due to the fact that we all view the 
same things at the same time in all 
the cities of the country.”
 

Rollo May
‘The Courage to Create’

In effect, the evolution of technologies that 
previously consigned the ability to broadcast 
exclusively to government approved, state 
regulated, mass media corporations has been 
hijacked. The proliferation of powerful, portable 
and affordable devices has enabled individuals 
to record, transmit and receive the televisual 
materials and content they want, on demand and 
without censorship. 

Like the mass adoption, and subsequent 
adaptation, of the use of the telephone, this 
broadcasting revolution has been driven by a 
global public, eager to record and make widely 
available everything from the minutiae of their 
daily lives to their political opinions.

The point being that there is a direct correlation 
with the evolution of comparable technologies, 
which have applications within the provision of 
eLearning, and there is an inherent warning for 
all of us involved in education. 
We need to establish a code of practice for 
eLearning that provides the same degree of 
rigour as that which governs our attendance 
based provision. 

Whether the course content is intended for 
an audience who require training (mandatory 
or otherwise), undergraduate or postgraduate 
certification, we must take steps to guard 
against poor or unregulated providers. Once 
inaccurate, inconsistent or misleading content 
has been posted, it is impossible to ascertain 
the extent of the harm it can do as it is equally 
difficult to determine the geographic reach, 
end user or shelf life of the material. The same 
concern applies to material taken out of context 
or wrongly quoted and disseminated without 
attribution. 

While this is worrying, there is greater concern 
when the materials incorporate covert or overt 
messages of a political or prejudicial nature.   
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Screen time
From the first regular, high definition public 
broadcast in 1936, television broadcasting in 
the UK has grown exponentially and currently 
consists of approximately 500 channels, 
including free-to-air, free-to-view and 
subscription services available over a variety 
of distribution media, excluding on demand 
provision. This amounts to 27,000 hours of 
domestic content produced annually.

This rapid growth has been driven by public 
demand; by 2014, 95% of homes in Britain 
owned at least one television set. However, it 
is worth considering this figure in context as 
television ownership in the UK reached an all-
time high in 2012 (96.3%) and began to decline 
the following year to 95.5% in 2013.

Naturally, this will prompt the scaremongers 
amongst us to ask: has terrestrial television had 
its day?

 

All change
In Ofcom’s Infrastructure Report published in 
2014, figures show that in July of that year, 
47% of traffic to BBC’s iPlayer service came 
from tablets or mobile devices; an increase of 
22% from October 2012.

In the UK, the national average of those 
watching television via laptop devices is 3%, but 
for those within the 18-24 age group it is five 
times higher at 15%.
   
Certainly in the UK, these figures indicate that 
our viewing habits are shifting; evolving to 
include new technologies and our ever-changing 
tastes.

How much is too much?
According to market research company 
Childwise, 5-15 year olds in the UK are 
devoting three hours of their day to internet 
use, two hours to television and 30 minutes to 
the reading of books. (2016)

In summary, the report states that while 
television viewing has dropped by 33% since 
2000/2001, time spent online has increased by 
50% over the same period for this age group.

However, the report doesn’t differentiate 
between internet based alternatives to 
traditional television broadcasting such as 
iPlayer, ITV Hub, Amazon Prime and Netflix 
and other forms of browsing such as 
engagement with social media. Therefore, it 
can be argued that the target group could be 
watching the same, or an even greater, amount 
of television, which features content originally 
intended for terrestrial television broadcast; 
but choosing to access it through an alternative 
route.

Naturally, as with any report that provides us 
with a distillation of our youths’ viewing habits, 
commentators will extrapolate to conclude that 
the target age group is watching less television, 
which is good, but they are engaging with digital 
devices more frequently and for longer periods 
of time – this is bad, very bad. 

Obviously, there is a point to be made and a 
conclusion to be drawn here: the increasing 
amount of time that our children spend online 
is the latest manifestation of the old argument 
that children watch “too much” television. 

Presumably this is opposed to the experience 
of children in those halcyon days of yore when 
rain free summers lasted forever, bad people 
wore masks and kids could play safely on any 
arterial motorway of their choosing. Of course, 
the recurring gripe in those days was that 
these carefree adolescents couldn’t be coaxed 
inside to finish their paper based, hard copy 
homework.

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf
http://www.childwise.co.uk/
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The whole picture
This does beg the question, just what is the 
basis of our problem with the screen, and 
television in particular? Is it the watching of 
television per se? Is it that watching television 
is a sedentary activity? Or do we fear that the 
viewing content provided by our television 
companies and various online providers is likely 
to corrupt younger minds and inculcate older 
ones? 

Whatever the inventor of television and 
initiators of televisual broadcasting intended, 
it is unlikely that they envisaged a time when 
their creation would achieve global domination 
as an entertainment, information and 
education medium on one hand, and generate 
a correspondingly negative reaction on the 
other. Within a relatively short period of time, 
television established itself not only as a vehicle 
that could “inform, educate and entertain” but 
also influence, propagandise and titillate just 
as effectively. Everyone from politicians to 
religious evangelists, retailors and advertisers 
to distance learning providers and crusading 
journalists vied to harness the unprecedented 
power of television to influence the hearts and 
minds of generation after generation of users.  

Sound familiar? 

“The internet could be a very positive 
step towards education, organisation 
and participation in a meaningful 
society.” 

Noam Chomsky

There are a number of versions of the chain of 
events that led to the invention of what became 
known as “the Internet”. One of the most 
popular versions centres around Tim Berners 
Lee developing the World Wide Web in the 
corner of an office at CERN in 1989. However, 
the mythology, attribution and chronology 
are less important than Berners Lee’s initial 

thoughts about the potential applications for his 
invention. The internet was originally intended 
as a vehicle to enable communication between 
universities; to facilitate the sharing and 
exchange of research materials. 

Berners Lee did not take consumer appetite 
for information technology into account and 
couldn’t have anticipated the global demand for 
connectivity.

https://home.cern/
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The PC
Once regarded as the stuff of science fiction, 
the invention of the microprocessor reduced 
the cost of manufacture to the extent that, by 
1981, the personal computer had become an 
affordable item for the individual consumer. 

By 1997, PC ownership was less than 50,000 
but by 2001 this figure had risen to a staggering 
125 million and by 2002 it was estimated that 
500 million personal computers were in regular 
use worldwide and that total sales since the 
mid-1970s had reached one billion.

In addition to improved functionality and 
greater affordability, the PC – like the telephone 
and television before it – had experienced a 
makeover and had become a desirable, designed 
object; something to be displayed prominently 
within the home.

Broad appeal of broadband
The speed with which the public has embraced 
the internet makes television look like a slow 
starter. In a mere 27 years, 89% of households 
in the UK (23.7 million) have internet access, 
an increase of 32% from 57% (16.2 million) in 
2006. 

Internet use by adults in the UK has increased 
from 35% in 2006 to 82% in 2016 (41.8 million) 
and 70% of adults use mobile devices to go 
online implying that there is a migration away 
from static, domestic appliances.

However, 21% of adults in the UK use smart TVs 
to connect to the internet, which suggests that 
when it comes to our viewing preferences, the 
humble television screen still has a functional 
role to play (Office for National Statistics UK, 
2016).

It’s worth noting that Berners Lee’s achievement 
differs from that of Alexander Graham Bell and 
John Logie Baird in that he has seen his original, 
paper based proposal not only become a 
functioning reality, but go on to become a global 
phenomenon. 

Moreover, his creation continues to evolve 
and over the next decade we can expect to 
witness the introduction of web based functions 
and applications which are unimaginable to a 
contemporary audience.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/
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Back to the future
Inventions of the magnitude of those quoted 
here provide rich fodder for the cynic; for every 
positive there are several negatives. 

There is no doubt that the telephone, 
particularly in its mobile form, has the potential 
to disrupt as many lives as it enhances, that 
television broadcasting schedules contain a 
disproportionate number of hours devoted to 
car-crash, reality TV, and that we are trivialising 
the capabilities of social media by making public 
the banalities and minutiae of our lives.

Equally, we risk squandering the unprecedented 
power of the internet on websites devoted 
to pornography, celebrities, the weather, 
advertisements and gambling. 

However, it is impossible to go back; to uninvent 
something that has become an integral part 
of our society. Today’s students accept the 
internet/24-hour/multiple channel television/
multi-functional mobile phone/online shopping 
facility as the norm. What we regarded as 
cutting edge technologies yesterday have 
become today’s standards and are destined 
to become footnotes in the chronology of 
education technologies of the future.

Invasive technologies  
are invading
Perhaps our concerns about invasive 
technologies are rooted in the negative impacts 
that these apparently positive developments 
have had over time on society as a whole. 

Mobile phone ownership has reached the point 
where it is remarkable not to own one; within 
some age groups, not having a mobile phone 
is tantamount to social suicide and can lead 
to feelings of isolation and exclusion. This is 
echoed across the huge range of social media 
channels available through the internet.

There is little doubt that the use of ubiquitous 
digital technologies has been the catalyst that 
has hastened the process of fragmentation and 
segmentation within our societies; the individual 
has the power to listen, watch and communicate 
discretely or within a closed group of their 
choosing. 

Technologies that enable communication are 
everywhere and the way in which we interact in 
our personal and working lives has evolved to 
incorporate them. Communication, synchronous 
or otherwise, now consists of a variety of forms 
and the individual is empowered to choose the 
medium that is most suited to their own needs. 

These technologies – and several more 
associated with them – have one thing in 
common: evolution in accordance with public 
demand. 

The driver appears to have been the desire to 
make technologies smaller and portable; to 
move them out of the factory, institute and 
laboratory into the home and then out onto 
the street, into the park and gym. In education, 
technologies have moved from the wall onto 
the desk and then into the home; and the latest 
manifestations are appearing as personal, 
wearable devices.

But there will be a backlash. Consider the 
calculator which evolved from a room-sized 
computing machine into a desktop aid. It 
eventually became a wafer-thin, pocket-sized 
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device whose function keys were so small that 
a stylus had to be used to operate it – if you 
could see the keyboard. A classic case of the 
form becoming the enemy of the function as 
manufacturers vied to meet consumer demand 
to own the smallest device on the market.
It isn’t inconceivable that, one day, we will see a 
return to favouring the chalkboard…



55

Normal service will be resumed
Education technology has moved the lecture off 
the wall, out of the lecture theatre, beyond the 
institution and into the hands of the learner; the 
lecturer can still facilitate the experience, but 
potentially abdicates control of the location, 
timetable and pace of learning. 

However, while the platform, screen or 
smartphone can enable the interaction, it is 
the lecturer who defines the quality of the 
learning experience. It’s not the chalkboard 
that communicates; it’s you. This brings with it 
a certain level of responsibility: you should be 
aware of what you are communicating to your 
audience, both intentionally and informally. 

“There’s been resistance to every 
new technology that’s ever been 
introduced. When books came out 
hundreds of years ago, there were 
complaints that it would destroy the 
oral tradition. Some of those fears 
were justified, but it didn’t stop the 
rise of the written word.” 

Jeremy Stoppelman

In my first term of teaching, I attended a staff 
development session hosted by a senior member 
of the management team who had tasked a 
subordinate with preparing his presentation. 
Unbeknownst to the senior member, the 
materials had been laid out on an acetate roll for 
use with an overhead projector – this was 1980 
and the OHP was cutting edge technology at the 
time. After the usual preamble, much fiddling 
about and an increasingly embarrassing silence, 
it began to dawn on the assembled staff that 
our host couldn’t find the on/off switch. 

His reaction was telling. Rather than ask for 
assistance, he immediately adopted the position 
favoured by those who mistakenly consider 
themselves education fundamentalists; he 

rubbished the technology. Muttering something 
about the   reliability and other superior 
qualities of “chalk and talk”, he proceeded to 
turn his lack of knowledge into a virtue and 
began to transpose the notes from acetate to 
chalkboard. Thus he simultaneously safeguarded 
his ego, undermined the technology and 
discouraged any member of staff from engaging 
with anything other than the most basic 
teaching aids during his tenure.

There’s a moral there somewhere.
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Made by robots
One of my concerns about the education 
professional’s ability and/or willingness to 
engage with new technologies is the degree to 
which we are unwilling to cut our ties with the 
past in general, and with old methodologies in 
particular. 

A case in point is the pilot programme at a 
prestigious East Coast university in the U.S. 
which is based on the premise that students 
will be able to participate in attendance based 
courses remotely via a robot that the student 
controls by mobile application. Not only will 
the student be able to monitor the robot’s 
attendance based educational experience 
through in-built microphone and camera 
facilities, but they will also be empowered 
to travel around campus while their robot 
negotiates walkways, escalators and elevators.

Again, we seem to have successfully developed 
cutting edge technologies, but in seeking to 
apply them, returned to the mindset that puts 
attendance based, lecture theatre-centric, 
synchronous communication at the undisputed 
heart of the education experience.

Even if we are prepared to accept that this 
model is the most effective for the delivery of 
education, under what circumstances will the 
student achieve greater benefit from having a 
robot attend lectures, as opposed to studying 
online?

When considering the application of any piece 
of newly developed technology, always ask 
yourself the key questions, “Why do we want to 
do this and do we really need to?”

“People are fascinated by robots 
because they’re machines that can 
mimic life.” 

Colin Angle

For anyone who has taught the usual array of 
lively, inventive and hedonistic higher education 
students, the thought of multitudes of remotely 
controlled, chromium plated automatons 
careering around campus will inspire feelings 
ranging from mild panic to deep dread; the 
experience will be tantamount to being an 
unwilling participant in a video game. 

The prospect of a wave of androids flooding 
our universities and the endless opportunities 
this will provide for robot related revelries seem 
infinite.

Will Fresher’s Week will be awash with shiny 
machines eager to please and dressed to 
impress?

How long will it be before some scallywag starts 
to organise on-campus robot races or worse, 
inter-faculty robot wars? Will we be providing 
the means to create entire robot subcultures 
that are an extension of their controllers’ 
personas?  Just how and who will the tutor 
discipline in the case of a serious robotic 
infraction? “He/she made me do it!” will take on 
a whole new meaning.

On a more serious note, education should be 
about equality of access. Will all students who 
need/request one have access to their own 
robot and are all robots created equal?

We already have a generation of students 
that has been disadvantaged by being denied 
access to a robust, reliable internet service. 
The introduction of yet another layer of 
technological complexity and expense will 
simply create a further barrier to entry and 
do nothing to alleviate an already inequitable 
situation.
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At a time when most of us involved in the 
business of teaching and learning are trying to 
come to terms with the proliferation of mobile 
devices in our universities and colleges, a 
new phenomenon is looming on the education 
horizon: wearable technology. 

Before you throw your hands skywards in 
protest, I know this particular manifestation of 
digital innovation has been around for a while. 
However, it’s the rate at which it is expected 
to infiltrate our institutions and influence our 
current modes of provision that make wearable 
technologies the Next Big Thing.

Undoubtedly, the speed at which this latest 
trend is anticipated to be integrated into 
our education systems is partly due to the 
pioneering work undertaken by the champions 
of online education and advocates for 
technology-enabled, experiential learning. The 
concept of technology-enhanced learning has 
evolved from the use of video resources through 
the introduction of the PC and the interactive 
whiteboard to the immersive experience – all 
in less than 30 years. Wearable technology is 
pushing against a door that has long since been 
wedged open.

The mass availability of relatively inexpensive, 
operationally intuitive, multifunctional, 
personal devices is also a factor. As consumers, 
learners have already embraced the use of high 
performance, state-of-the-art digital devices 
in their non-academic lives and expect a similar 
service from the providers of their education.  
According to research conducted in the USA by 
Technavio – a leading, global market research 
company which focuses on emerging market 
trends – the market for wearable technologies 
applicable to education is anticipated to grow 
by more than 45% over the next four years 

(2016-2020). Technavio’s report is detailed 
and comprehensive, segmenting data by region, 
end user (HE and K12 schools), vendor (Google, 
Apple, Samsung and Microsoft) and product 
(predominantly head and wrist-worn devices).

The drivers behind the trend towards, first, the 
portable and then the wearable, device are clear 
and illustrate industry’s response to consumer 
demand for smaller, more flexible technologies. 
The contemporary student does not view the 
consumption of education as a discrete element 
in their life. For today’s learner, education is 
something that should be accessed how and 
when the user demands; and, for this, wearable 
technology is an excellent facilitator.  

Chapter 10 
You Wear It Well
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Size matters
Our capacity to develop digital technologies 
which appear to increase in power and 
functionality while decreasing in volume has 
moved quickly since the CEO of IBM declared 
the following in 1949:

“Computers in the future may have 
only 1,000 vacuum tubes and perhaps 
weigh only one and a half tons.”

Popular Mechanics, March 1949

With the benefit of hindsight, this seems 
like a ridiculously inadequate prediction. To 
the contemporary reader, a machine of such 
gigantic proportions seems ludicrous; to the 
post-transistor, microprocessor generation the 
concept of the valve is simply anachronistic. Yet, 
this is a quotation that is often wheeled out for 
the amusement of those who are unaware of 
just how accurate the original, unedited version 
of this statement is:  

“Where a calculator like ENIAC today 
is equipped with 18,000 vacuum 
tubes and weighs 30 tons, computers 
in the future may have only 1000 
vacuum tubes and perhaps weigh only 
one and a half tons.”

The context of the observation makes a 
considerable difference to our interpretation 
of the extract. At the time of writing, computers 
were monstrous constructions comprising of 
mechanical and electrical components housed 
in a dedicated space. Construction was the 
primary objective and reduction was a secondary 
consideration, merely a pipe dream.

Unbeknownst to the editor of ‘Popular 
Mechanics’, across the decade that followed, 
the development of the transistor would be 

superseded by the introduction of the microchip 
and the first fully transistorised computer: the 
IBM 608 would become available commercially 
in December 1957.

The IBM 608 contained no valves and weighed 
in at an impressively slim 1.2 tons. Thus, the 
contention made by ‘Popular Mechanics’ a mere 
eight years previously was proven to be correct 
and the notion that smaller means better would 
be firmly established in the minds of the public: 
the race towards miniaturisation had begun. 
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Dream a little dream

“There is no reason anyone … would 
want a computer in their home.” 

Ken Olsen, founder of Digital 
Equipment Corporation, 1977 

This bold prediction demonstrates how 20 years 
on from the IBM 608, the computer industry 
was still wrestling with the issue of size. 

Although Olsen would later explain that what he 
was actually referring to was, what he perceived 
as, the lack of desire for a machine that would 
control the operation of an entire household 
as opposed to the personal computer, it would 
appear that the notion of the home-based 
device was firmly on the agenda for designers.
This is echoed in a statement made by Bill Gates 
during an interview in 2008:

“When Paul Allen and I started 
Microsoft over 30 years ago, we had 
big dreams about software. We had 
dreams about the impact it could 
have. We talked about a computer on 
every desk and in every home.”

Bill Gates

Fast forward to 2012, and 78.9% of all 
households in the United States have a 
computer; a mere 63 years after the ‘Popular 
Mechanics’ prediction. 
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The future is out there
The drive towards portability and miniaturisation 
has moved seamlessly from the behemoth that 
was the IBM 608 through the desktop computer 
to the laptop and then the handheld mobile 
device to wearable technologies. Each of these 
developments has heralded the adoption of the 
next generation of smaller, lighter and more 
easily transported devices. 

Currently, the wearable device is available in a 
variety of formats. These range from discrete 
appliances worn on the wrist to more visible 
spectacle-borne gadgets and entire headsets, 
all of which have contributed to revolutionising 
the manner in which data is collected, collated, 
analysed and communicated. Of course, 
wearable technologies are merely the latest 
manifestation of the drive towards increased 
accessibility via miniaturisation and portability; 
a drive which has been facilitated by the general 
acceptance of the tablet as a means to enhance 
student engagement. 

Interestingly, wearable technology has the 
capacity to provide functionality that the current 
generation of tablet-based devices cannot. 

Apparatus such as the Oculus Rift offers the 
educator and student access to education’s 
Next Big Thing: virtual reality. What does VR 
mean for education? Cutting edge, experiential 
learning. 

However, this is likely to be superseded by 
Microsoft’s HoloLens. This is a visor-like device 
destined to introduce us to the wonders of 
what is being described as “mixed reality”; a 
combination of virtual reality and augmented 
reality to create a simulated world by placing 
digital information on top of your real world, 
effectively creating a hologram. 
 

How much is that technology 
in the window? 
While miniaturisation, portability, accessibility 
and functionality are key drivers in our 
willingness to embrace emerging technologies, 
another factor, particularly within the context of 
the provision of education, is undoubtedly cost. 

From an economic perspective, wearable 
technologies are no different from many others; 
the price to the consumer is likely to decrease 
as the cost of production becomes cheaper. 
The reduction in price and the tendency for 
education providers to buy in bulk will impact 
positively on wearable technologies enjoying 
mass implementation across all sectors. But 
we’ll have to be patient, this will only happen 
with time.  

Segmentation
It is interesting to note how much of a market 
share specific types of wearable devices are 
gaining. According to Technavio’s 2016 survey, 
“Classroom Wearables Technology Market in 
the US 2016-2020”, wrist-worn products 
are likely to achieve an astonishing 44% of the 
market within the next four years, as everything 
from the Apple Watch to fitness tracking bands 
from Garmin and Fitbit continue to attract 
consumers. Smaller and more discreet designs 
appear to be the more desirable commodities, 
winning out against their more obvious head-
worn competitors.

Perhaps this is because the wrist-worn device 
can be worn 24/7, whereas the headset is 
something the user opts to wear in a specific 
context, for a specific purpose.

https://www3.oculus.com/en-us/rift/
https://www.microsoft.com/microsoft-hololens/en-us/why-hololens
http://www.technavio.com/report/usa-education-technology-classroom-wearables-technology-market-us-2016-2020-overview
http://www.technavio.com/report/usa-education-technology-classroom-wearables-technology-market-us-2016-2020-overview
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Keeping track
It could be argued that the perceived positives 
of the wrist-worn device also contribute to, 
what its critics regard as, the downside of the 
ubiquitous use of tracking technologies. 

The Technavio survey suggests that the largest 
consumer group for these technologies will be 
universities and colleges keen to enhance their 
students’ academic and pastoral experience.
Indeed, an American university in Oklahoma 
makes the wearing of Fitbit devices mandatory 
for its first year undergraduate students; the 
intention being to track activity levels and use 
this and other data to compile comprehensive 
profiles of their students’ academic and pastoral 
achievements. A laudable aim in itself, but the 
initial and ongoing storage of the digital data 
gathered has the potential to pose significant 
problems for those tasked with maintaining 
network security and data privacy on campus.

Immerse yourself
Security concerns notwithstanding, the 
wearable device – and specifically the wearable 
device that enables the student to access virtual 
reality – will be one of the foremost topics of 
conversation for institutions eager to offer their 
students an immersive educational experience. 

The extent to which the incorporation of such 
technologies into course provision will influence 
the students’ choice of institution is yet to be 
determined, but certainly in the US, some of 
the major players are anticipating that VR will 
have a significant impact in several disciplines 
including the sciences, technology, engineering 
and mathematics.

The ability to create 3D models, walk around 
complex molecular structures, explore intricate 
circuitry, and traverse through systems of valves 
and levers will undoubtedly provide the tutor 
with multiple means to enhance the learning 
experience for the student.

Virtual, augmented and mixed reality offer 
those who may be sharing a space physically, 
the opportunity to inhabit and experience the 
individual learning environment of their choice. 
Therefore, while there is still a significant body 
of educationalists advocating the congregational 
model, the enhanced functionality afforded by 
wearable technologies would suggest that any 
institute adopting such a model would merely 
be playing host to students who are present in 
body only. 

Cynics might argue that this has always been 
the case.
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As an online provider, the Interactive Design 
Institute (IDI) is acutely aware of the problems 
associated with student retention. This is 
traditionally a major source of concern for 
distance learning institutions and, more recently, 
those involved in the delivery of early versions 
of the MOOC would no doubt agree. 

Over the last three years, the company has 
undertaken a programme of initiatives intended 
to address issues such as student isolation, 
engagement and retention. The purpose of this 
final chapter is to describe our aims, outline 
our actions and share the conclusions we have 
drawn as we approach the final stages of a 
three-year project. 

Quantify the problem, create 
the solution
In May 2015, it was stated in Ed Tech that the 
National Student Clearinghouse had reported 
that of the “2.9 million first-time degree 
seekers who started in the 2009 cohort, just 53 
percent completed a degree at any institution 
within six years”.

At a stroke, retention became one of the most 
visible and hotly debated issues in higher 
education worldwide. Many institutions 
were quick to seek solutions by integrating 
available technologies within failing strategies 
as opposed to developing robust retention 
strategies first, and then employing the IT 
systems that would facilitate them.

Developing a retention strategy based on 
technologies comprises not just those involved 

in enrolment working with internal teams or 
external providers to facilitate the student 
experience, but with all staff who engage with 
the learner across the entire student experience. 
From the point of enrolment, the learner 
must experience a caring and inclusive culture 
designed to support them in all aspects of 
their academic and pastoral activities. This 
culture should include a diagnostic element; 
enabling problems to be identified quickly and 
discreetly and appropriate remedial action 
taken as required. Opportunities for students 
to communicate with their peers in a variety of 
academic and recreational settings should be 
provided with emphasis placed on the creation 
of community, safety and responsibility. 

New and emerging technologies are providing 
innovative tools that are increasingly delivering, 
previously unimagined, educational experiences 
for the contemporary student. However, while 
these technologies offer unprecedented levels 
of access, more flexibility of modes of study, 
greater functionality and faster processes, 
they do not necessarily enable learning or 
facilitate peer-to-peer relationships. Learning 
involves much more than the memorising and 
regurgitation of information, and meaningful 
interaction requires more than the setting up 
of online forums. 

If we use IT systems with the aim of 
encouraging our students to engage with the 
learning process and remain engaged up to and 
including the point at which they graduate, we 
must take care to provide a vehicle that also 
allows them to absorb information, deduce, 
evaluate and articulate theories, evaluate and 
apply concepts, and acquire the cognitive 
processes that support these skills.

Chapter 11 
Supported Online Learning: 

Enhancing the Student 
Experience

 http://www.edtechmagazine.com/higher/article/2016/05/fight-retention-strategy-should-lead-way
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Within education in general, and the process of 
teaching and learning specifically, technology 
alone will not and cannot provide solutions to 
problems such as improving access, supporting 
delivery, enabling learning and improving 
student retention. 

The key to improving the student experience, 
and thus increasing the likelihood of greater 
levels of completion, lies in the quality and 
quantity of formal and informal academic 
and pastoral support; whether the institution 
involved employs technology or not. 

Collaborative partnership
In 2014, the Interactive Design Institute 
(IDI), in collaboration with the University 
of Hertfordshire, added a Postgraduate 
Programme in Art and Design to its portfolio 
of design based courses. The intention was to 
create an online course which would facilitate 
meaningful peer interaction and foster 
collaborative assessment. The resultant course 
focuses primarily on the promotion of cross-
discipline learning, and enables meaningful 
student interaction within custom-built forums. 

Meaningful student 
interaction in a diverse 
online learning environment
When designing the programme, the intention 
was to make students aware that social 
presence and group collaboration are essential 
elements in enhancing the educational 
experience in an eLearning environment. 

Additionally, we wanted to encourage our 
students to start engaging in critical peer 
discussions on their practice, aims and 
expectations in the belief that they can work 
together as a community of practitioners; 
despite the problems associated with studying 
online and being from different parts of the 
globe, students can collaborate, support each 
other and benefit from peer assessment.

Creating a strong community in an online 
learning environment is essential for the 
development of new pedagogies for learning. 
Mandatory forum activities, which are integral 
to the student’s coursework, foster peer 
discussion, generate productive collaboration 
and create a realistic ‘classroom’ feeling; 
completely online. Students gain valuable 
feedback and creative insights into the work and 
process of their peers. They can also reflect on 
their own creative practice, not only in their own 
subject discipline and within their immediate 
culture, but they address issues on a global 
scale, as IDI has students in 70 countries.

Peer interaction prevents problems of isolation. 
Regular peer assessment and collaborative 
activities allows students the familiarity of the 
tuition, support and encouragement they need 
while offering the opportunity to interact with 
an international network of peers.

“Online group work will not in 
itself create the social interaction. 
Sensitive and appropriate learning 
design and the e-moderator’s 
intervention enable the socialisation 
for learning to occur.”

Salmon 2011:36
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Project objectives
The objective of IDI’s project was simple: to give 
online students the sense of belonging to an 
online community that equates to the positive, 
interactive experience enjoyed by campus based 
students. Online learning differs from distance 
learning in that it need not be experienced in 
isolation. However, if online learners become 
alienated from their online group, this can result 
in the student distancing themselves from the 
educational experience. By extension, the poor 
quality of their engagement can result in weak 
academic performance.

On the Postgraduate Programme, the approach 
to learning online involves providing students 
with numerous opportunities to engage in group 
discussion, generate productive collaborations 
and become integral to a community populated 
by their tutors and fellow students. 
The project built peer-to-peer assessment, 
appraisal and feedback opportunities into 
online learning course pedagogies and provided 
students with a means to engage on a global 
scale. People collaborate and communicate 
online in many ways within their daily lives 
and IDI aims to encourage an extension of this 
behaviour in their students’ studies.

IDI also believes that it is crucial for students to 
interact with people from different backgrounds 
and cultures on a regular basis. Students can 
reflect positively yet critically on the similarities 
and differences in their creative practices – 
as they will in their professional lives. This 
approach also yields long-lasting, cross-
discipline contacts, which could have a positive 
impact on students’ future careers. 

Essentially, the objectives of the project were 
two-fold:

Firstly, to address the problems associated with 
isolation and the online student and, secondly, 
as digital technologies are increasingly being 
employed within the workplace to enable 
worldwide communication and collaboration, 

IDI’s project aimed to introduce an example of 
good practice into the student experience at an 
early stage. 
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Creating a solution 
IDI invested in an educational infrastructure, 
which included the development of a virtual 
learning environment (VLE): IDI-Study. 

Students have access to their own secure online 
studio, where they can access learning materials 
and benefit from unlimited one-to-one tuition, 
support and feedback from their tutors and 
peers. 

Collaborative activities and peer assessment 
take place in specialised forums, which students 
access from their virtual studio. Forums are 
conceived as seminars, or group discussions, 
aimed specifically at facilitating peer-to-peer 
learning, where students have a key role in 
discussing and assessing materials presented by 
their fellow students.

Every module of the Postgraduate Programme 
incorporates forum threads that can be accessed 
by both students and tutors. Some forum 
activities form part of the learning materials and 
are mandatory, others are opened by individuals 
to share information or instigate debate. 

Users can engage easily at any time, from 
wherever they are in the world, as IDI-Study 
can be accessed from any browser and device; 
messages, forums and functions to upload 
coursework all at their fingertips.

Programme Leader Dr Alessandra Campoli said: 

“In the Postgraduate Programme, I 
decided to increase the number of 
forum activities in comparison to 
undergraduate programmes, and 
to make them an essential part of 
students’ coursework. Considering 
the central role of communication 
and the aim of creating a community 
of practice flourishing across 
physical distance, emphasised in the 
Programme Rationale, and comparing 
the MA general aims with the benefits 
of online forum participation in 
building an online community of 
enquiry, I saw the need to move 
on from the tutor-student centred 
teaching method used in the IDI 
undergraduate programmes.”
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Effect on engagement 
Many students on the Postgraduate Programme 
in Art and Design embraced the forum activities 
with enthusiasm. Students have reacted 
positively to feedback from their peers and 
have used their comments as an opportunity to 
reflect on their own practice.

One student stated:

“I enjoyed the forum engagement, 
which played a vital role in the 
progression of the module. I found 
the act of sharing and engaging with 
my peers particularly useful and 
insightful during the researching 
phase, where I had to generate a 
series of initial ideas for my project 
proposal. Having a platform to share 
my proposal to obtain vital feedback 
from my peers was beneficial. 
Equally, I also enjoyed analysing and 
providing feedback on the proposals 
submitted by my peers.”

Analyse the results, gauge
the impact 

Grades for students on the Postgraduate 
Programme verified at the Module Exam 
Boards for modules completed in the first two 
semesters were as follows:

• Semester 1: 33% of grades were in the 
‘Distinction’ category and 60% of grades 
were ‘Commendation’ or above 

• Semester 2: 40% of grades were in the 
‘Distinction’ category and 72% of grades 

were ‘Commendation’ or above 

The feedback taken from the first cohort of 
MA students stated that teamwork encouraged 
them to consider alternative ideas, feel more 
energised and experience a variety of cultures 
and viewpoints. Students felt that peer 
collaboration allowed them to identify gaps 
in their own processes and form meaningful 
relationships and useful contacts. 

Two IDI students studying in 2016 commented:

“I felt the collaboration/
communication and discussion 
with my peers on the forum to be 
extremely helpful and provided an 
insight into global perspectives of the 
design industry with the variety of 
students’ locations.”

“I believe this will be even more 
beneficial with feedback on practical 
work. The different disciplines all 
bring valid points to the discussion 
and I feel I can learn from those points 
of view different from my own.”

Dr Alessandra Campoli also reported: 

“Sharing research findings and 
outcomes of independent activities 
was extremely motivating for 
students. The act of sharing itself 
was considered vital by many 
students to support activities 
conducted in isolation, confirming 
that many of the benefits of online 
networking in education flow from 
building an online community of 
people who feel they are working 
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together at common tasks. Building 
a community of learners in an 
e-learning environment through 
shared activities, forum interaction 
and peer feedback is possible, has 
a positive impact on students’ work 
and critical thinking and should be 
considered as an essential element of 
every online academic course.”

Expanding the reach of peer learning 
Following the findings of this project, the 
team at IDI is currently in the latter stages 
of a complete review of IDI’s learning platform. 
Entitled, “The API Project”, the site will be 
completely responsive, making it compatible 
with virtually every digital technology device.

The project also offers scope for expansion in 
terms of its access by mobile technologies and 
any emerging third party hardware and software 
innovations. For example, smart watches, virtual 
reality glasses, mobile phones and tablets can 
and will be assessed for their suitability as a 
means of delivering educational courses online 
and integrated into the API.

For example, we are currently developing 
‘My cohort’ – a method of creating an online 
community populated by students who started 
their studies at the same time, but across a 
variety of programmes. ‘My cohort’ will enable 
students to become familiar with the profiles of 
their peers from other subject disciplines and 
initiate contacts that will enable them to become 
part of a wider year group, as experienced by 
campus based students. 

Additionally, having deduced that the IDI 
forums constitute the main way that students 
work together and communicate, provide peer 
feedback and discuss module activities, IDI is 
working on integrating a collaborative ‘gallery’ 
space. This will consist of a pin board style 
gallery of albums. Students can upload an album 
with images and descriptions of their work in 
progress. There, students can view the albums 
and images and leave comments about specific 

pieces of work. This will encourage debate, 
appraisal and conversation and, hopefully, 
generate an exchange of ideas.

Overall, the conclusion reached within the 
company is that these strategies have had 
a positive effect on the student experience; 
feedback and statistics show that retention, 
achievement and levels of satisfaction have 
increased.  

As we implement new initiatives, we continue 
to gather more and more information and the 
nature of our provision continues to evolve in 
exciting, innovative ways. 

Watch this space.
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