View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by fCORE

provided by Kansas State University

Kansas State University Libraries

New Prairie Press

Adult Education Research Conference 2000 Conference Proceedings (Vanco%\genrégg),

Questions for the Adult Educator on a Virtual Odyssey: An
Analysis of Internet and Web-based Learning

Sue Webb
University of Sheffield, UK

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/aerc

b Part of the Adult and Continuing Education Administration Commons

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 License

Recommended Citation

Webb, Sue (2000). "Questions for the Adult Educator on a Virtual Odyssey: An Analysis of Internet and
Web-based Learning," Adult Education Research Conference. https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2000/
papers/95

This is brought to you for free and open access by the Conferences at New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Adult Education Research Conference by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more
information, please contact cads@k-state.edu.


https://core.ac.uk/display/267184842?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://newprairiepress.org/
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2000
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2000
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Faerc%2F2000%2Fpapers%2F95&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/789?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Faerc%2F2000%2Fpapers%2F95&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2000/papers/95
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2000/papers/95
mailto:cads@k-state.edu

Questionsfor the Adult Educator on a Virtual Odyssey:
An Analysis of Internet and Web-based L earning

Sue Webb
University of Sheffidd, UK

Abstract: This paper examines the argument that lifelong learning should become increasingly
dependent on education technology because this will alleviate many of the barriers to learning
adults face. Lifelong learning is diverse, and so caution is needed when generalising from case
specific research. The premise that new learning technologies promote social inclusion is still

relatively untested.

I ntroduction:

The Growth of New L earning Technologies
Information technology skills have become a new
form of literacy for the 21st century, and yet the im-
pact that these will have on adult education has
been woefully under-explored Boshier, 1999). Re-
cently, Boshier (1999) and others initiated the e-
amination of Internet and Web learning from an
“adult education” perspective. This paper is a fur-
ther contribution to these debates drawing particu-
larly on an analysis of adult educationa policy within
the UK, and an examination of the fragmented but
increasingly extensve empiricd data world-wide
about on-line learning.

New communication and information technolo-
gies have become ubiquitous within higher education
and the skills associated with their use have been
identified as essential key outcomes for graduates in
the UK (DfEE, 1997). These media have chal-
lenged notions of locdity and proximity. For exam-
ple, time and distance have new meanings when one
uses asynchronous communications such as email or
gains access to libraries and other information re-
sources through the Internet. One conseguence has
been that a third generation of distance learning
based on these communication technologies has
been developing which is being portrayed as a solu-
tion to many of the structura barriers that adult
learners experience (Hald & Liebowitz, 1994;
Laurillard, 1993; McConnell, 1998). These include: a
restricted time for study; the lack of courses at
times that fit around employment or caring responsi-
bilities;, geographicd distance from centres of
learning; lack of transport or financial constraints;

and a desire to study at local centres. Not surpris-
ingly, the policy discourse has assimilated these ro-
tions, and flexible learning has become the
“condensation symbol” Eddman, 1977) or short-
hand descriptor for Internet and Web-based learning
and a centra feature of the strategy to widen par-
ticipation and ensure lifelong learning.

This paper will review arange of discourses that
are congtructing understandings of Internet and
Web-based learning and seek to show how these
have been used by the policy discourse to present a
rationa account of how to initiate change in educa-
tiond practice. For example, Boshier and Chia
(1999) identified four discourses. techno-utopianism,
techno-cynicism, techno-zealotry, and techno-
structuralism. These ideas may be regarded as -
larising discourses in which the debates have be-
come smplified into oppositiona positions between
the optimists who regard the Internet as a liberatory
and empowering technology and the pessimists who
warn of the exclusonary nature of the media and
point to difficulties in ensuring mass access to the
technologies (Webb, 1999). Empirical evidence can
be found to support both positions, yet | would argue
that if adult educators are to engage fully with these
debates, the question about how this evidence is
used to justify such diverse arguments needs to be
examined. To answer this, the paper will examine
differences in the stuations in which the Web has
been used because as others have argued, differ-
ences in the contexts and in the ingditutiona pur-
poses and players involved are criticad to
understanding how technologicaly based learning



impacts on the participation of adult learners Go-
rard & Selwyn, 1999; Webb, 1999).



Constructions of Lifelong L earning

and Web-based L earning in Recent UK Policy
Many governments, suggests Longworth, (1999),
are basing their strategies for more effective learn-
ing on the use of education technology, including
open and distance learning and delivery through
networks. In the UK, key projects that exemplify
this are the University for Industry (Ufl, now called
Learning Direct), aimed at adult learners, and the
National Grid for Learning, a schools based project
to help teachers and students obtain access to a
wide range of learning materials on-line. The ration-
ale for these developments is best summed up by a
statement in the UK Government’s Green Paper,
“The Learning Age,” which argued that: “As the
University for Industry will demonstrate, one of the
best ways to overcome some of the barriers to
learning will be to use the new broadcasting and
other technologies.” OfEE, 1998, p.1.2). Another
aspect of the rationale is that the Ufl is expected to
provide a structure of “support for businesses to se-
cure the skills that they need to compete in the
world” by being a broker to stimulate employer-led
training, and learning in the further and higher edu-
cation sectors to address the UK’s “skills require-
ments and to improve UK competitiveness’ (DfEE,
1998, p.7.2).

What is interesting about these statements is that
they infer two apparently different approaches to
lifelong learning. On the one hand, the language po-
gtions the Ufl firmly within an inclusive discourse of
lifelong learning that regards learning as essential
for everyone to redlise their individua human poten-
tid (Longworth, 1999). It proposes that this may be
achieved by “help[ing] al adults redlise their poten-
tial by opening up access to learning through local
opportunities, using technology, and broadcasting to
create an open network” OfEE, 1998, p.1.2). In
these ways, the language within the “Learning Age”
articulates many of the key eements found within
public narratives about social inclusion and widening
participation, as the following claims about the use
of new technologies illustrate: “The Ufl will hep
people find the time to learn...make learning more
accessible and affordable...provide a clear route to
learning opportunities [and] take the fear out of
learning” (DfEE, 1998, p. 9)

On the other hand, the policy document highlights
a narrower conception of lifelong learning in which
the Ufl is seen to be an instrumental mechanism to
help solve the economic needs of the state and in-
dustry, and of individuals needs for education and
training to help their employment. A Skills Task
Forceis a centra part of this strategy aong with the
setting of national education and training targets for
everyone over 16 years of age (DfEE, 1998). Yet,
as Robertson, (1998) reminds us this is a supply-
Sded initiative, rather than demand led. There is lit-
tle evidence that those who have not traditionaly
participated in education and training will suddenly
find this attractive smply because it has been tech-
nologically “repackaged” (Gorard and Sdwyn,
1999).

Underpinning these two approaches to lifelong
learning is an optimistic account of the role of new
learning technologies that invokes the discourses of
techno-utopians and techno-zealots (Boshier and
Chia, 1999) and their presence may explain why
these two constructions of lifelong learning are not
presented as a contradiction within these UK poli-
cies. Such optimism may aso stem from aview that
the Internet and the World Wide Web appear to
make knowledge available to those with access to
the hardware at the touch of akey and the cost of a
phone call. These appear to be just another product
that may be purchased, or a leisure pursuit. In other
words, they have become commodified as informa-
tion (Lyotard, 1984), and informal learning has ke-
come a lifestyle product that can be purchased
through videos, computer games and CD-ROMSs, as
info-cation or edu-tainment (Edwards, 1998). The
boundaries between education, leisure and enter-
tainment and other sectors have become blurred,
what Edwards (1998) has termed a process of de-
differentiation. Therefore, by highlighting the posi-
tive role of the Internet and the Web in this dua
congtruction of lifdong learning, policy-makers have
blurred the boundaries between learning for per-
sonal development, and learning to get a better job.
In a chameleon-like way lifdong learning seems
able to encompass on the one hand, the language of
widening participation and socid incluson, and on
the other, appears to be addressing the economic
needs of the state and industry.



The Role of Web-based Learning in
Reaching the Learnerswho are Hard to Reach
There is a large and growing body of literature
about the use of the Web in learning, about which a
number of distinctions need to be drawn. These n-
clude firstly, recognising the use of technology for
managing the teaching and learning process, where
it may be used for marketing courses and ingtitu-
tions, providing information and guidance, registra-
tion, tracking, and assessment. Secondly, the use of
computer mediated communications (CMC) such as
email, asynchronous conferencing, or synchronous
conferencing. Thirdly, the use of the technology
such as multi-user object orientated (MOQOs) or
multi user dimensions MUDs) to simulate virtua
environments. Inglis et a (1999) argue that each of
these may draw on a range of pedagogic strategies.
For example, they might include on the one hand,
those that stress knowledge transfer, and emphasise
the recall of set packages of knowledge; those that
carefully sequence knowledge and encourage in-
formation transfer through structured teacher led
activities, and those that encourage “learning by
doing” in order to achieve competency. On the
other hand, there are others that see interaction
between the student and student, and the student
and tutor, as critical to the students learning, and
these tend to draw on persona construction models,
socia construction models or conceptual shift mod-
es. It is the facility for these more interactive
strategies that has given rise to a number of opti-
mistic accounts of how Web learning may enhance
adult learning, dong with its apparent neutrality and
public accessibility as a channd of information irre-
spective of time, place and ingtitutional personnel.
However, these arguments are contested.

For example, Paulsen (1994) drew distinctions
between four pedagogical paradigms in CMC.
These included: firstly, learning alone, where the fo-
cus is on information retrieval by consulting existing
databases or on-line sites; secondly, learning one to
one, where teaching and learning is developed using
electronic mail; thirdly, learning one to many where
information is available through bulletin boards, and
fourthly, learning many to many, where virtua
smulations occur through computer conferencing,
debate, role play, and so on. Paulsen has argued that
it isin the area of the “many to many” techniques,

more so than others, that Internet learning shows
major advantages over face to face learning,. How-
ever, Paulsen’'s samples involved only well qudified
learners and professional practitioners, and he d-
fered little discussion of other factors which might
have contributed to the success of the CMC. Simi-
larly, Kaye (1992) recognised the relationships le-
tween the pedagogic style of the on-line tutor, and
the potential of Web-based media to facilitate col-
laborative learning in his study of continuing profes-
sond deveopment, but unlike Paulsen, he
acknowledged the influence of the wider socid
factors operating in workplaces and educational o-
ganisations. Not surprisingly, these cases have con-
tributed to the development of optimistic discourses
about the use of Web-based learning but little atten-
tion has been given to the impact of different set-
tings, different educational purposes and differences
among students.

Part of the reason for this lack of attention to the
problem of meaning when congtructing generalisa-
tions for policy and practice from diverse case
studies may be because frequently evaluations have
been practitioner-led (Inglis et d, 1999). Also, prac-
titioners have not often been the key players in the
development of policies around new learning tech-
nologies. Policy-makers and practitioners leading
developments have used the research literature to
support their strategies and practices but have left
many premises untested. For example, Inglis et a
(1999) suggest that the technology itself encourages
innovation to keep ahead of the competition, and so
rather than wait for the results of longitudina stud-
ies, policy is developed on the basis of the best un-
derstandings of known best practice. They clam
that even costings moddls tend to underestimate the
full costs of development and delivery, and they
suggest that technology cannot solve the access
problems created by stuationa and ingtitutional bar-
riers (Cross, 1981). In addition, they argue that
digital learning involving interaction between the -
tor and the learner is probably no cheaper than face
to face teaching. The main financia gains are likely
to be fet by ingtitutions that defray their high devel-
opment costs through globa marketing and recruit-
ment of many small specialist groups of learners. In
turn these learners who are seeking speciaist pro-
fessona provison gan access to learning that



would otherwise be beyond their reach. Further cost
benefits are most likely to accrue to those institu-
tions where distance learning has used the remote
classsoom modd rather than interactive learning,
and these are more prevaent in the USA, than in
Austrdlia and the UK. If these findings are ac-
cepted, they suggest that the recent UK strategies
for lifedlong learning centred on the Internet and the
Web are based on some dubious assumptions about
the costs and benefits to ingtitutions and to disad-
vantaged individuas.

Even when practitioners do attempt to theorise
the relationship between contexts, learning goals,
learner characteristics and the learning media, in a-
der to explore Internet learning and its value for
adult learners, as in the case of Lyman's, (1999)
model of Stuated learning, the data drawn upon
posits the discourses of techno-utopia and techno-
zealot described earlier. This is not surprising since
much of the literature on CMC has identified a ten-
dency towards democratic interaction (Boyd, 1987;
Harasim, 1987) and promoted a democratic theory
about its use (Yates, 1997). It has suggested that
the media lacks social cues and this promotes socia
equality Kieder, 1987; Sproull & Kieder, 1993).
Further support has come from more recent studies
of gender mixed on-line discussion groups (Hardy et
a, 199%4; McConndl, 1997; Sdfe & Meyer, 1991).
Sproull and Kieder (1993). They have suggested
that the communications technology, with its plain
text format and the perceived ephemeraness of its
messages, has led people to forget or ignore their
audiences. They have argued that the medium con-
tributes to deindividuation which means that the s-
ers of CMC become less sensitive to each other,
and the resulting reduced social awareness leads to
messages which ignore socid boundaries, involve
greater levels of socid revelation than in face to
face encounters, and they are more likely to
“gpeak” bluntly and write “flaming” messages. Y et
this andysis whilst providing some evidence for the
role of CMC in promoting socia equity, so helps to
explain why a number of other writers have sug-
gested that CMC does little to equalise differences
in gendered communications, and may exacerbate
some differences, even though some women's
voices are increasingly being heard (Ferris, 1996;

Herring, 1994; Pohl and Michaglson, 1998; We,
1993).

In a smilar way, others have shown that the
Web carries social markers (Yates, 1997) and that
as a different, but still socia space our understand-
ings of how learning operates in different contexts
and with different groups is as relevant to Internet
and Web-based learning as it is to the conventiona
classroom. The issue which underpins these con-
cerns is the extent to which there are similarities
and differences between CMC and face to face
conversations. Studies which have explored this
have argued that al communications media are -
cid constructs and that interaction is socialy negoti-
ated. Perrolle (1991) used Habermas theory of
linguistic competence to examine these matters and
argued that because some of the social norms of
communications such as how we build trust and de-
velop linguistic competence are removed or ob-
scured in CMC, there is the potentid for
communications via computers to be distorted.
However, she aso acknowledged that some social
indicators of power and status differences which
can negatively affect peopl€'s participation in face
to face conversations can be hidden in CMC, and so
there is a greater potential for more equal participa-
tion by each gender, class, race and ability group. In
the end, Perrolle has been cautious in assuming that
the technology will aways be deployed in such
emancipatory ways and has suggested that because
the design and use of hardware and software is -
cidly negotiated it may ill reflect, and even reify,
unequd relations of power and authority.

Equally problematic, for understanding how Web
learning can be used to support lifelong learning and
increase the participation of the socially excluded, is
that much of the literature has been derived from
studies of learners who have had considerable expe-
rience of forma education. Much of this literature
originates from analyses of continuing professiona
development, and undergraduate and postgraduate
teaching, and little seems to be changing (see for
example Banks et d, 1998). Gorard and Selwyn’'s
(1999) andysis of the virtud college movement in
the UK concluded that educationdists and re-
searchers should avoid viewing ICT as a “technical
fix” for post compulsory education and training.
They suggest that one of the “problems’ of com-



puters is that as Postman (1992) argues they e
courage a focus on technical solutions but this view
obscures many of the socia and cultura contexts of
these new lifdong learning policies.

Conclusion

An dternative view of Internet and Web learning to
that found in this policy discourse would be to -
gard the Internet as a medium that extends pre-
existing identities and ingtitutions rather than rad-
caly transforming them (Poster, 1997). This is nei-
ther an optimistic nor a pessmigtic view of the
technology but rather one that seeks to understand
technology within a socialy constructed context and
to evaluate its use in diverse contexts, and in relation
to learners and their goals. The argument of this pa-
per has been that the maority of studies of on-line
learning that have been associated with the optimis-
tic discourses of the techno-utopianists and the
techno-zedl ots have derived their findings from case
studies within the field of continuing professiona
development, continuing vocationad education or
from work with traditional undergraduate and post-
graduate university students. Few studies of on-line
learning have focused on the non traditiona learner
or learners who have not participated beyond initial
compulsory education.

In addition, many of the extrapolations from em-
pirical research that have been used to make claims
about the Web, have blurred different conceptuali-
sations of lifelong learning, such as learning for per-
sond development and promoting socid inclusion,
and learning to improve a country’ s competitiveness
and enabling the individual to get a better job. The
extent to which the Internet and Web-based learn-
ing may be able to deliver these different objectives
is likely to be variable and to some extent unknown.
What is needed is a more extended anaytica -
view of how different groups of adult learners inter-
act on-line and perceive their learning. Analysis of a
wider range of cases is likely to strengthen the a-
gument that the context in which the Web is e-
ployed has to be understood before one can assert
that it will be the panacea for adult learning of the
future and be a key strategy for educational activists
and policy makers with a lifelong learning and wid-
ening participation agenda.
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