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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to determine the extent of agreement
among experts on the impact of e-learning technology in Canadian
higher education learning experiences. Fourteen participants who are
experts in e-learning in higher education agreed there are contentions
about e-learning technologies in the following areas: (1) a platform
for ideal speech; (2) greater opportunities for interactions; (3) the ex-
tent to which communities of learners can be created; (4) provision of
a new kind of learning environment; (5) a platform for discussions;
(6) demand for e-learning by students; (7) the degree to which the
environment is equal and equitable; and (8) the quality of the learn-
ing experience. The findings of this study indicate that the value of
e-learning requires further research before higher education leaders
andteacher-practitioners are willing to incorporate them in teaching
practices and policy documents.

RESUME

Le but de cette étude était de déterminer le degré d’accord parmi des
experts a propos de l'impact de la technologie d’apprentissage en
ligne dans 'enseignement supérieur au Canada. Les quatorze experts
consultés s’entendent pour dire qu’il existe des controverses au sujet
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des technologies d’apprentissage en ligne dans les domaines suivants :
(1) les technologies comme moyen de communication permettant une
situation idéale de parole; (2) I'augmentation des occasions d’interaction;
(3) la possibilité de créer des communautés étudiantes; (4) la possibilité
de fournir un nouveau genre d’environnement d’apprentissage;
(5) l'offre d'un moyen de communication pour la discussion; (6) la
demande étudiante pour I'apprentissage en ligne; (7) le degré d’équité
et d’égalité de I’environnement d’apprentissage offert; et (8) la qualité
de I'expérience d’apprentissage. Les résultats de cette étude indiquent
que davantage de recherche est nécessaire pour éclairer les décideurs
et les praticiens de I'enseignement supérieur sur les politiques et les
pratiques d’apprentissage en ligne.

As a result of the increased integration of Internet and web-based commu-
nication technologies, which we refer to as simply “e-learning,” higher educa-
tion has moved into a third decade of change in how courses and programs are
designed and delivered. During this time, e-learning technologies have produced
an intense, immediate, and disruptive transformation on higher education (Ar-
cher, Garrison, & Anderson, 1999). Enthusiastic early adopters of e-learning
argued that there are many new possibilities offered by these technologies for
Canadian educators in higher education. These enthusiastic accounts were soon
followed by the creation of task forces to assess e-learning’s potential. For
example, a task force comprised of administrators, researchers and other spe-
cialists in e-learning was established by the Natural Sciences and Engineering
Research Council (NSERC) to explore the (1) opportunities and challenges pre-
sented by virtual programs in the postsecondary sector and (2) future policy for
research funding for the development of online learning. The following conclu-
sion was made by the task force members about online learning and distributed
online research communities:

[e-Learning] comes at an excellent moment for Canada. It enables
research collaboration to begin to conquer geographic limitations. It
provides the key to a radical expansion in the national research effort.
And it opens doors for Canadian leadership in innovation for online
learning. (Report of the Task Force on Virtual Universities and Online
Learning, 2002, retrieved from http://www.nserc.ca/about/research-
base_e.htm)

Elsewhere, leaders in the field of higher education asserted that e-learning
technologies can respond effectively to accelerating global competition (Daniel,
2000), increase the quality of learning experiences (Garrison, 2002), remove
situational barriers (Bates, 2005), and be more cost effective than face-to-face
learning (Twigg, 2003). With the continued rise of e-learning technologies, a
frequently asked, and investigated, question has been: Can e-learning deliver
on these promises?
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Review of Relevant Literature

Beginning almost three decades ago researchers have attempted to answer
this question (e.g., Hiltz & Turoff, 1978, 1985; Hiltz, Johnson, & Turoff, 1986);
more recently, extensive literature reviews have been conducted. Commonly
cited reviews of the research on the impact of e-learning technologies have
tended to reveal inconsistent results, such as (1) no significant difference with
classroom based instruction (Russell, 1999), (2) some indication of effect size
differences under specific circumstances (Abrami et al., 2006; Bernard et al.,
2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), or (3) inconclusive results (Rourke, 2005).
And although, in general, the literature reviews concluded that the research
has been uneven, there is evidence that educators in higher education believe
that e-learning technologies (1) have a positive impact on course delivery and
student learning, (2) are effective at achieving greater student participation and
student interest, and (3) allow opportunities to improve critical thinking (Saun-
dercook & Cooper, 2003). Consistent with these perceptions, a good deal of the
literature also suggests that e-learning can transform learning experiences in
positive ways, resulting in an increase in the quality of learning experiences
(Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Heckman & Annabi, 2005; McKnight, 2001). In
particular, it has been argued that e-learning technologies facilitate the devel-
opment of argument formation capabilities, improve written communication
skills, require greater complex problem solving abilities, and increase oppor-
tunities for critical and reflective thinking (Abrami & Bures, 1996; Garrison,
Anderson, & Archer, 2001; Hawkes, 2001; Winkelmann, 1995). Lapadat (2002)
observes, for example, that with asynchronous text-based Internet technology
learners have the means to carefully compose their ideas and thoughts into a
written form of communication. This attention to writing, in combination with
the time-lag inherent in asynchronous communication, provides students with
opportunities for critical reflection, which is necessary for higher-order learning
(Garrison & Anderson, 2003).

And although these, and similar, articles are often cited as fait accompli
benefits of e-learning, thorough and rigorous reviews of the literature have
yet to show a consistent and reliable body of knowledge indicating that these
benefits are an outcome of the use of e-learning technology. For example, with
respect to higher levels of learning (e.g., constructivist pedagogy), we continue
to know little about what works, why, in what ways, and under what conditions
- on campus, or off (Tenebaum, Naidu, Jegede & Austin, 2001). Indeed, much
of the research on this topic reveals that perhaps the only aspect that research
has shown, with consistency, is that deep and meaningful learning is not easily
achieved in the e-learning classroom (Kanuka, 2005; McKlin, Harmon, Evans &
Jones, 2002; Meyer, 2003; Nussbaum, Hartley, Sinatra, Reynolds, & Bendixen,
2002; Pawan, Paulus, Yalcin & Chang, 2003; Thomas, 2002; Vaughan & Gar-
rison, 2005). These findings should be no surprise for the e-learning classroom,
as prior research has shown that these benefits are not easily achieved in the
on-campus classroom either (e.g., Biggs, 1982; Ramsden, 1992). What marks



48  CJHE |/ RCES Volume 38, No. 1, 2008

the difference between the on-campus classroom and the e-learning classroom,
in regard to effective learning environments, is that e-learning advocates have
made, and continue to make, claims that e-learning can provide more effective
learning environments than face-to-face classroom experiences. For example,
the federally funded Pan-Canadian Advisory Committee for Online Learning
arrived at the following conclusion:

[TIhe virtual classroom will offer a high-quality leaning experience. . .
These improvements will stem from the ever-expanding depth and
breadth of knowledge in our colleges and universities, the innova-
tions unleashed by online learning. . . These will bear fruit in an online
learning experience that is enriching, deep and varied, and capable of
passing on the most basic skills and capacity for critical judgment and
reasoning. . . Learners will find the learning opportunity most suited to
their individual needs, situation, income, language and learning styles,
whether online at home, at work, or at a public access site. . . they will
find online learning opportunities they need as a basis for personal ful-
fillment. (E-learning e-volution, 2001, retrieved from: http://www.cmec.
ca/postsec/evolution.en.pdf#search=%22%22e-volution%?22%22)

A second possible reason for the incongruence between our perceptions of
e-learning’s benefits and the research findings stems from reviews of the litera-
ture that have been inappropriately generalized to all aspects of e-learning in
higher education environments. For example, the meta analysis by Bernard et al.
(2004) investigated quantitative research in the areas of achievement, attitudes,
and retention (e.g., drop out rates) outcomes in distance education. The most
common generalizations have been (1) to e-learning, when the study focused on
distance education (semi-permanent separation of learner and instructor) (2) to
higher education, when the study drew on diverse educational environments. A
careful examination of the research findings reveals significant heterogeneity
in each subset. The authors conclude the following:

It is simply incorrect to state that DE is better than, or worse than, or
even equal to classroom instruction on the basis of mean effect sizes
and heterogeneity. . . The mistake that a number of previous reviewers
have made, from early narrative reviews (e.g., Moore & Thompson,
1990) to more recent reviews (e.g., Russell, 1999), is to declare that DE
and classroom instruction are equal [or better] without examining the
variability surrounding their difference. Wide and unexplained vari-
ability precludes any such simplistic conclusion. (p. 406)

A more recent review of e-learning research in Canada was conducted by
this same group of researchers (Abrami et al., 2006). Reviewing achievement,
motivation/satisfaction, interactivity/communication, social demands, attri-
tion/retention and learning flexibility within the post secondary sector, this
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same group of researchers concludes that “there is limited empirical research to
assess the benefits” (p. 3) and that “this review. . . does not readily present us
with evidence of best practices and ‘what works’ in e-learning” (p. 32).
Without question it is difficult to make sense of the research literature on
e-learning and, in turn, to use it to make informed decisions. Moreover, most of
us do not have the time to review all of the literature in a critical and detailed
manner. As we move into a third decade of exploring e-learning in higher edu-
cation with good evidence that it will continue to be an important part of the
learning experience in Canada, it is important to gain a well informed under-
standing of its impact. How best to assess the impacts has been, and will con-
tinue to be, debated. The most frequent way researchers have attempted to gain
a general understanding of the effects of e-learning has been by conducting
literature reviews, such as meta analyses and/or narrative reviews. Although
useful in many respects, these methodologies have limitations. It is possible to
address these limitations by using diverse approaches and compare results. As
an alternative approach to a review of the literature, we explored the impact of
e-learning by bringing together expert researchers in Canada to establish, col-
lectively, where there is agreement on the impact of e-learning technology.

Theoretical Framework: The Non-Neutrality of Technology

Embedded in our opinions on e-learning technologies are views on the
(non)neutrality of technology. The debate revolves around whether technologies
are neutral and whether biases can arise only from the ways in which technolo-
gies are used by teachers and students - or whether biases can occur through
the technologies themselves. An analogy to contextualize and bring relevance
to these views can be gained from the catch phrase “people kill people; not
guns.” A comparable catchphrase in the field of e-learning might be “edu-
cators reshape education; not technologies.” Many educational technologists
agree with Jonassen (1996), who asserts that “carpenters use their tools to build
things; the tools do not control the carpenter. Similarly, computers should be
used as tools for helping learners build knowledge; they should not control the
learner” (p. 4). While Jonassen’s argument sounds solid in its rationale, media
theorist Marshall McLuhan has suggested otherwise. Specifically, even though
the neutrality of a tool speaks to our common sense with respect to the ways in
which tools are used, McLuhan and Fiore (1962) maintain that media can trans-
form society and the human psyche profoundly - their famous aphorism, “the
medium is the message,” gives pause to the assumption of the non-neutrality
of technology. Building on such an assumption, Chandler (1996) postulates that
media shapes our experiences, and they do so in part through their selectivity.
In particular, Chandler asserts that when we interact with media we act and are
acted upon, use and are used. Consistent with McLuhan’s views, Postman (1993)
maintains that “embedded in every tool is an ideological bias, a predisposition
to construct the world as one thing rather than another, to value one thing over
another, to amplify one sense or skill or attitude more loudly than another”
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(p. 13). Postman and McLuhan hold definitive views about the non-neutrality
of technology. Others, such as Thde (1979) and Dahlberg (2004) have adopted
moderate views of technological determinism, or a “non-reductionist” orienta-
tion. Thde, for example, suggests that the use of instruments both amplifies and
reduces human experiences. The belief that technologies are non-neutralwas an
assumption underpinning this study.

RESEARCH DESIGN
Background of the Study

This study builds on the results of a previous study where the aim was
to determine how the use of e-learning technologies impact higher education
learning experiences. We acknowledge that there are many asynchronous and
synchronous Internet communication and social software tools currently be-
ing used as e-learning technologies (i.e., Centra/Elluminate, iVisualize/vocalize,
Skype, Blogs, Wiki, Podcast, Groove). However, asynchronous group commu-
nication tools continue to be the dominant technology for e-learning courses
in higher education. As such, this study and the previous study were concerned
only with the use of asynchronous group communication tools as the technol-
ogy for e-learning.

Participants selected for the previous study were 12 administrators of e-
learning programs from Western Canada. Our earlier findings (Kanuka &
Rourke, 2008; Kanuka & Rourke, 2006) included the following themes: ideal
communication/writing platforms, communities of learners, new platforms for
learning, student centred learning, equal access, quality of teaching and course
design, and opportunities for facilitating discussions. However, there was a lack
of consensus on whether these changes negatively or positively affected the
higher education learning experience. For example, the participants agreed that
e-learning provides the possibility for a more equal learning environment be-
cause we cannot see the skin colour, age, gender, physical disabilities - and so
forth of other participants. Some argued the lack of visible physical traits was a
positive aspect about e-learning. Specifically, when physical characteristics are
not visible, there is less opportunity for discrimination and learning occurs on a
more equal platform than in face-to-face learning. Other participants, though,
noted that when our physical presence is not seen, we are not forced to confront
our biases and as a result, learning to understand and value diversity is reduced
as a consequence of e-learning technologies.

Although the outcomes of this study provided good insights and consensus
about whether e-learning is having an impact, we concluded that the diverse
perspectives were likely generated by a small, homogeneous sample who were
drawing on institution-specific practices and experiences. Building on these
results we brought together expert researchers from across Canada, with cross-
disciplinary backgrounds, to determine where agreement could be established
in the areas identified in this previous study.
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METHOD

When considering a method to use for this study, we found mainstream
data gathering processes, such as survey research or individual interviews, too
restrictive. Given this circumstance, we made a decision to combine aspects of
group interviews and the Delphi technique, a hybrid technique that we came to
refer to as a “deliberative inquiry.” The term deliberative was chosen because
we asked the participants to deliberate with each other about the issues aris-
ing from the previous study and arrive as a consensus on the impact of these
issues.

Bringing a group of people together can be a powerful way to collect data
(Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). In particular, group interviews allow participants “to
react to and build upon the responses of other group members. This synergistic
effect of the group setting may result in the production of data or ideas that
might not have been uncovered in individual interviews” (Stewart & Sham-
dasani, 1998, p. 509). An additional benefit is that they provide checks and
balances on false or extreme views, making it fairly easy to assess the extent to
which there is a consistent, shared view (Patton, 1990). The main assumption
embedded in group interviews is that the views we hold are socially constructed
and grow out of discussions with other people (Patton, 1987). Hence, an as-
sumption of this method is that a group interview is effective at gathering data
in a social context, where individual members consider their opinions against
the opinions of others.

Furthermore, because the aim of this study was to gain consensus on the
benefits of e-learning technologies, we also made a decision to integrate aspects
of the Delphi technique. The Delphi technique works by soliciting the opinion(s)
of experts (usually in some sort of individual format) on an important issue or
question in order to determine consensus (Langford, 1972; Linstone & Turoff,
2002). The researcher sometimes provides background materials or suggests
reference material that participants can consult to better inform their position.
If non-consensus occurs, participants are asked to defend, explain or change
their opinions in order to move the group to a single best answer or consensus.
An important feature of this process is the facilitation and encouragement of
individuals to share the rationales for their opinions. Opinion sharing can be
facilitated through distribution of written responses to questions, a structured
discussion during a face-to-face meeting, or a real-time distributed confer-
ence (Anderson & Kanuka). For this study, we used a structured face-to-face
meeting with an experienced group moderator. We were mindful of Mahatma
Gandhi’s observation that honest disagreement is often a good sign of progress
(Anderson & Kanuka, 2003). Therefore, we acknowledged the possibility that
this study may not lead to a convergence of opinions, which is a limitation of
this methodology. However, the resulting outcome, irrespective of whether or
not an opinion synthesis occurs, may be more valid than other methodologies
because of the acknowledgment and accommodation of opposing opinions (Ka-
nuka, 2002).
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The moderator for the deliberative inquiry was an experienced group fa-
cilitator with expertise in communication technologies. This process neces-
sitated that participants not just talked about the issues presented but also
carefully weighed the alternative possibilities posed by others and assessed
the consequences of those alternatives. Therefore, the moderator was key to
eliciting meaningful information from each of the participants in a manner
that remained respectful and safe when non-consensus arose (Fontana & Frey,
2005).

PARTICIPANTS

The success of the deliberative inquiry process is dependent on the diver-
sity, expertise, and experience of the participants. With respect to consensus
techniques, group members are usually purposely selected because participants
are informed, interested and capable of providing high quality opinions about
the topic under investigation (Langford, 1972). Participants in consensus groups
draw, first, on their own experiences and opinions, and, then, they build upon
that knowledge by considering the opinions and expertise of others. As such,
the participants selected for this study were interested stakeholders with broad
research and practical expertise in the area of e-learning technologies. Partici-
pants were selected carefully to ensure all regions in Canada, including Nuna-
vut and Francophones from Quebec, were represented. Funding for this study
allowed us to bring together a maximum of 14 participants from across Cana-
da. Participant selection included both internal and external stakeholders (i.e,
student, university and government stakeholders). With the exception of one
participant (one student), participants had experience in e-learning and higher
education for more than 10 years (with eight participants having 20 or more
years experience in conducting related research). The search for participants
was delimited to 14 individuals who had been recipients of scholarly and peer
reviewed federal funding (e.g., SSHRC or NSERC). The final group of invited
experts included eight women and six men. At the time of the study, two par-
ticipants held federally funded Canada Research Chairs related to technology
and education; all participants are well known in Canada for their contributions
to e-learning.

Data Collection and Analysis

It was necessary to be sensitive to each participant’s views in order to en-
courage them to openly share their ideas and perspectives. Although there are
advantages of group deliberation, a limitation is that this format makes it dif-
ficult to prevent one group member from dominating, and hence, shaping the
entire conversation. Additionally, some participants might be uncomfortable
sharing personal opinions in a group format. To address these limitations, the
moderator played an active role in ensuring a trusting and respectful environ-
ment was maintained throughout the process.
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The moderator began the discussion with a brief description of the theo-
retical framework, the impact of communication technologies, a review of the
results of the previous study, and a number of case studies as examples. Also,
follow-up interviews via either email or telephone were carried out after we had
conducted a preliminary review of the data. The follow-up interviews were also
used to begin member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The member check was
used to ensure our understanding of the data was consistent with our partici-
pants’ understanding. We did this by summarizing, repeating and paraphrasing
the participants’ words.

To maintain trustworthiness and credibility of the research process, we kept
an audit trail comprised of field notes, memos and observer comments (Bog-
dan & Biklen, 1998). In addition, we also applied negative case data (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967) to reduce researcher selection and interpretation bias. Through-
out the data analysis process we also used Becker and Geer’s (1960) recommen-
dations for determining relative strength and intensity of manifestations in our
data analysis. This process involved counting the number of times a topic or
theme emerged, how often it occurred relative to the negative cases, and how
widely the data occurred between participants. Using these techniques, we were
able to more accurately analyze the frequency and distribution of data appear-
ance, as opposed to simply counting the number of times a theme or category
emerged. We also participated in peer debriefing meetings with our research
assistants to help avoid researcher privileging, and to point out potential biases
or inconsistent conclusions.

FINDINGS

The participants spoke often about the issues presented as misconceptions
of e-learning technologies and as utopian and dystopian views. The terms
myth and mythologies recurred numerous times when participants described
e-learning technologies. Perhaps more importantly, the mood of the discussion
took on a critical realist approach, in which assumptions and truisms were put
forward relating to e-learning technologies and, invariably, challenged by the
participants. The challenging of perceived truisms and assumptions (e.g., “best
practices” for e-learning) by all participants suggests that consensus on the
impact of e-learning technologies in higher education is a contentious topic.
While acknowledging the complexity of the impact of e-learning technologies,
our findings did suggest that there was consensus among participants on one
theme: there are pervasive myths about the benefits of e-learning technolo-
gies. Following is a description of the myths about e-learning technology as
described by the participants.

1. E-learning Provides a Platform for Ideal Speech

One of the issues presented in the previous study (Kanuka & Rourke, 2006)
generated considerable group deliberation in terms of myths. In particular, the
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Writing Skills category resulted in the following kinds of comments:

There are mythologies about online learning. And one of these myths
that’s been promoted, a lot, is that asynchronous text-based commu-
nication makes some sort of ideal speech situation available. And I
think that’s been contested quite a bit in both research and opinion,
especially recently.

Likewise, another participant observed that

given that so much of what gets written in these contrived online com-
munities is empty ventriloquation, I'm not sure I see how or why this
could or would improve people’s written abilities. I'm actually not sure
either that good writing, apart from handwriting and grammar, is a
matter of skills.

Although there was general agreement that the kind of ideal speech dis-
cussed in much of the e-learning literature is a myth, the reasons why were
not as clear. The group deliberated about the reasons why this type of commu-
nication is not occurring, with explanations that ranged from poor pedagogy
and unskilled instructors to a need for improved technologies for facilitating
e-learning discussions.

2. E-learning Provides Greater Opportunities for Interactions

Considerable deliberation between participants revolved around the con-
struct of interaction. It was acknowledged that it is possible that e-learning pro-
vides more interaction in terms of many-to-many versus one-to-many that can
provide opportunities for learner engagement and knowledge sharing. However,
this perspective was qualified by more than one participant:

While this is possible - it doesn’t happen when, as is so often the case,
students don’t read other students’ postings.

It was also suggested by one participant that social interaction is not nec-
essary; rather, interaction with the content is more important. This participant
stated that we do not need a teacher - we can learn a great deal through self-
instruction. Although several participants respectfully disagreed with the no-
tion that students do not need social interaction, it was recognized, as another
participant stated, that

interaction in face-to-face is a myth. . . we imagine a warm environ-
ment, talk with people, interact with people, meet people. These are
myths about face-to-face learning - but still this myth is attempted
online. So, really, we are trying to replicate a myth about an interac-
tive on-campus classroom, which does not exist, in our off-campus
classroom.
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There was also considerable deliberation on the topic of interaction and
effective pedagogy. Our participants agreed that interactive e-learning is very
time consuming. One participant noted further that

cost effective e-learning is achieved through economies of scale that
results in poorer quality courses, with minimal instructor contact - and
interaction.

No one disagreed that interaction is time consuming and economies of
scale cannot be achieved with highly interactive courses. The topic of interac-
tivity arose several times throughout the deliberation and was clearly a very
important aspect of e-learning. But, at present, the participants agreed it is
difficult to achieve meaningful interactions under most circumstances with e-
learning technologies.

3. E-learning Creates Communities of Learners

Considerable deliberation also occurred about e-learning communities. It
was agreed that it is difficult to create an online community of learners and the
notion that e-learning easily creates a community of learners is a myth. As one
participant noted,

the reality is, Internet communication can be cold and inhuman. . . you
know, like we’ve all heard the expression “Crying at the keyboard.” It is
the temporal constraints rather than the spatial that are most important
for online learners.

It was suggested that one reason for the difficulty of creating learning com-
munities is because of the discontiguous nature of asynchronous and textual
interaction:

Online communication is fragmented, sporadic. How does this affect
the students’ ability to learn and their ability to feel part of a com-
munity — when their discussions are spread over many days for short
periods of time? What is the impact of the fragmented communication
that I tend to have when I'm teaching online? For instance I'm teaching
an online course right now and this morning I had 10 minutes to check
in and do something, post some messages or send an email. I may have
another 10 or 20 minutes at lunch and same when I get home tonight.
So what impact does that have on the quality of the communication
that I can give, and the interaction that I can kind of facilitate? And
the students are doing the same kind of thing, if they’'re participating in
that same kind of fragmented, sporadic way. How does that affect their
ability to learn and their ability to feel part of a community when the
conversations are spread over many days for short periods of time? We
really don’t understand the social dynamics of online learning/com-
munication as well as we think we do.
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One participant, who was a graduate student and had taken a number of
e-learning courses, added the following about communities of learning:

I can tell all of you that at the end of my online courses I didn’t feel
any closer to any of the other students.

Overall, little disagreement occurred between the participants about the dif-
ficulty of creating a community of learners using e-learning technologies.

4. E-learning Provides a New Kind of Learning Environment

Our participants raised an important issue in regard to the myth that e-learn-
ing technologies present a new kind of learning environment. Here again, there
was agreement that we are still trying to replicate campus-based classrooms.
Deliberation between participants centred on the notion that much of what we do
with e-learning technologies reflects the old ways of distance learning and on-
campus classrooms. One participant summed up this discussion as follows:

I see people struggling to replicate conventional classrooms and put
it into the electronic classroom by having all these group discussions,
which actually don’t really happen face-to-face as everyone’s said.
That’s a myth of face-to-face and now an e-learning myth - so, really,
just old wine in new bottles.

5. E-learning Provides an Excellent Platform for Discussions

Deliberations also evolved about e-learning discussions. It began, like the
other topics, on the myths of online discussions:

First of all I want to underscore, yeah, I think there are mythologies
about classrooms, but I also think that in classrooms, people who nor-
mally would not speak to each other, whether the professor is putting
effort into it or not, are compelled to speak to each other in a reason-
ably civilized manner. . . people have to take each other seriously; they
can’t just dismiss each other, even if they don’t take each other equally
seriously.

Although no one disagreed with this point, another participant pointed out
that perhaps text-based discussions were not really discussions at all:

Are online discussions really discussions? For example, in face-to-face
discussions we have to hear, unless we make an effort not to. So, in
face-to-face discussions we generally hear most of what is being said,
versus in an online environment this is optional. And in face-to-face
settings what is said is modified through subtle feedback from those
around us. So, I'm not convinced asynchronous, text-based conferenc-
ing should be called a discussion.
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Another participant added to this point:

Agreed, discussions are more than words. It includes body language,
facial expressions. Intonation. In my opinion textual communications
are not discussions at all because discussions include both language
and paralinguistic cues. It’s just really really fast correspondence - a
document delivery system of sorts. Not a discussion at all. . . And if
people don’t read or respond to postings, can we still lay claim that a
discussion has occurred?

In addition to questioning whether text-based communications can be re-
garded as discussions, another participant questioned the impact of this kind of
communication:

I wanted to mention that in some ways the word interaction can break
down into things like social interaction and learner-content interac-
tion, and that sort of thing. . . it can have a powerful influence on the
communication and in some ways I think it’s a form of cyber-colo-
nization or an imposition of a way of understanding. It tends to sort
of break things down into discreet exchanges of messages in a kind
of cybernetic sense and it takes the influence away from a situation.
I think we need to question what it is to be embodied in a particular
situation.

Hence, it appears we do not have a good understanding of how we are
working and communicating with e-learning technologies, and perhaps more
importantly, what the impact is on teaching and learning.

6. Students Want E-learning

On the topic of e-learning technologies creating a student-centred or learn-
ing-centred environment, the discussion tended to be focused on questioning
the recurring perception that students want the flexibility provided by e-learn-
ing technologies. It was maintained by many of our participants that, in reality,
most students want the on campus experience. In fact, both students and their
parents have certain expectations of what a university experience should be:

Why do my two daughters want to go away to university? Rather than
do it by distance ed at home? Because they are on campus. They can
interact. They can learn the public transit system. They are challenged.
There are a lot of things. More than only content. I want this for them
too.

Likewise, another participant shared this view:

[ want to tell a story that kind of moves on the idea of teaching choices
that people make. My daughter is now 22. . . and she went into her
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first year of university and came home and told me about her classes
and I said, so anybody using the web? And she got quite offended at
the idea, she said “No, you know, I'm paying to have someone stand
up in front of me”. . . . Her opinion was that she is paying for a certain
experience, not an online experience. . . and with all the work I have
done on my campus with e-learning over the last ten years I don’t see
that attitude changing, at least for undergraduate students.

On this topic, participants also ruminated over how we have forgotten that
people used to pursue an education as part of an enculturation process, or to
become a member of the culture in a certain manner. As one participant com-

mented,

the purpose of education was to enter into a culture. . . like learn-
ing how to negotiate a discussion. . . become an intellectual of some
sort. . . it was about the formation of particular kinds of social subjects
within particular cultures and that is not an interactivity element that
you can add on to a content base

7. E-learning Provides an Equal and Equitable Environment

On the theme of the ability of e-learning technologies to provide an eq-
uitable environment, there were a number of diverse perspectives on current
myths and misunderstandings. A widely cited benefit of e-learning technolo-
gies, for example, is that while relatively few people talk in face-to-face classes,
everyone has an opportunity to talk in e-learning classrooms. On this note, one
participant stated that some of what we perceive as beneficial in regard to a
more equal platform for communication is more myth than reality:

While some literature says there’s more opportunity for equal contri-
butions than face-to-face, I don’t think that is necessarily true. . . it is
too simplistic to say that there is more equality in participation. It just
doesn’t pan out. . . equality is due to the removal of turn taking and
time limits. It’s easier for students to participate - or, perhaps, more ac-
curately, to appear to participate. . . online students can, and do, domi-
nate discussions. . . The crude concept of equality is indeed probably
adequate in the sense of equality of opportunity but not necessarily of
what results out of this opportunity. . . students have different abilities
in expressing themselves— which gives them a leg up on learners who
are less adept.

Another participant noted further that even though textual e-learning
technologies remove visual and auditory characteristics, learners, invariably,
establish their identity with e-learning technologies anyway:
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Textual markers are being used by learners in social environments to
establish identity. Learners also make their presence felt towards others
through textual intercourse- lack of postings; amount of postings. . .
There are markers in textual forms and there are initiatives invariably
made by interlocutors, in textual form that establish identity mark-
ers. So in practice, invariably, people do indicate who they are. For
example we might not want to self-identify as a person of colour, but
as soon as some remark is made we invariably do indicate who we are.
But there are also other markers, revealed by an absence of participa-
tion, relationships formed, and so forth. There are so many ways in
language that we reveal who we are - just in things like the lack of
posting, the tone of posting.

8. E-learning Creates Better Quality Learning Environments

The topic of whether e-learning technologies are capable of generating
more effective learning environments was met with considerable diversity of
opinion. In the end, most participants agreed that although textual e-learning
communication technologies provide opportunities for added time for critical
reflection, most students do not actually use the time to critically reflect on the
topic(s) presented. Many participants provided personal anecdotes from their
own experiences and examples of research, which reveals that very often the
contributions are not at a high level.

One participant made a salient contribution to our discussion on effective
learning and the need for us to carefully consider the notion of “higher levels
of learning”:

I'm not sure that in anywhere except institutions driven by so-called
accountability procedures, the notion of a higher level of learning ac-
tually exists. It’s a kind of fiction that the schools have somehow got
us to think is a clear concept; but what’s higher for me at some point
might be extremely low for you, it’s situation specific, problem spe-
cific, person specific so that is just a really terrible artifact or a terrible
institution which has colonized our consciences in very dysfunctional
ways. And [ want to just refuse the notion of higher levels of learning
and again talk substantively about particular learning and particular
problems. So, yeah, especially when you're dealing with something
like First Nations’ or Indigenous Peoples’ learning. Which is the higher
and lower?

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this study was to establish agreement with experts on the
impact of e-learning technology in Canadian higher education. The participants
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took a critical realist perspective and established consensus on beliefs about the
positive effects of e-learning technology that are widely held, but continue to
be in need of further research. In closing the deliberative inquiry, one partici-
pant tried to establish a general consensus with the group about e-learning’s
impact:

On the Internet and other new technologies, in general, we tend to be
either utopic [sic] or apocalyptic. It’s either going to ruin education,
or save education. I guess I'd like to throw out the question on how
we might measure the success of e-learning. Do we really know if it’s
making a positive impact? If it’s being successful? Well could we not
say that its success is in its exponential growth? That is, its exponential
growth is due to the fact that it’s a good form of learning.

Characteristic of the deliberative inquiry process, a reply from another par-
ticipant to this closing comment was as follows:

Respectfully, I'd like to disagree. . . Let’s just think about this as we
might about [name of a drug company]. What might they say or do to
ascertain their success? Well they might say that 90% of their patients
who’ve taken their drug have recovered from chronic renal failure.
However, unreported is the 97% who got brain cancer from the drug. . .
We can only say there is no significant difference in outcomes if we
only look at the apparent production of apparent knowledge outcomes.
So, like [drug company], we can produce data that makes us feel good,
like the number of students enrolled in e-learning. . . and that could
then be a justification for more of this. . . but it wouldn’t indicate that
it is good and what the consequences are. It just indicates that a lot of
people are prepared to put a lot of money and time into it.

This last comment is consistent with Idhe’s (1979) theorem of the non-
neutrality of technologies - that technologies amplify and reduce, and there
are consequences to our use of them. On this note there was consensus: tech-
nologies are non-neutral and have inherent biases as regards to selectivity and
intentionality.

The participants in this study agreed on (1) a number of pervasive con-
tentions about e-learning technologies in need of further research, and (2)
consensus can be reached about e-learning technologies on low impact issues.
As one participant stated, “it seems clear that we can only agree on issues of
relative insignificance and low impact. So I interpret this to mean that if it’s
true- or we all agree it’s true- it is likely trivial.” As such it is important that
public policy makers, higher education administrators, leaders and teacher-
practitioners who are using e-learning technologies remain skeptical about
the truisms presented to about e-learning technologies (e.g., best practices).
Specifically, if we can agree on “what works and what doesn’t” it is likely
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about issues that are trivial, and does not reflect the complexity of the real
world messiness of teaching with e-learning technologies in higher educa-
tion. On this topic, Westera (2004) argues that the innovation of education
is a complex and toilsome process: “It always involves various parties and
many ‘educated’ people, having their own opinions and preferences. If there
is agreement at all about the need to innovate, discord about the road to in-
novation easily arises” (Westera, 2006, p. 502).

Researcher Reflections and Limitations of the Study

The higher education literature on e-learning technology is replete with re-
search that tinkers with, and then tests the effects of, instrumental practices. The
ultimate aim is to determine, once and for all, what works and what does not
- passing by the question of why. Upon reflection on the outcomes of this re-
search project, it has become evident to us that the focus on tinkering and testing
- or evidence-based practice - with the aim to determine what works, just does
not work. The problem is twofold. First, evidence-based practice assumes that
the ends of education (or the “why”) are known and agreed upon, and the only
relevant research questions are about effective ways of achieving those ends. The
problem with this approach is that the ends of education are often not stated,
or even known by both researchers and practitioners — and when they are, they
are most certainly not agreed upon. The second problem is the assumption that
there is a separation between the means and the ends of education. Again, this
is simply not the case in education. Moreover, even if we do identify, and agree,
on the most effective way of achieving our educational aims and objectives, we
still might not choose to act accordingly. As one of our participants noted, while
e-learning interventions might result in certain benefits, there can be undesirable
consequences which might prevent us from acting accordingly.

Hence, although the contentions identified in this study about e-learn-
ing are in need of further research, it is important that we keep in mind that
e-learning research needs to also account for the potential value of learning
opportunities (our aims, assumptions and objectives - or why). When we fail
to articulate our desired ends, the result is that our search for direction on
what works will fail to provide meaningful information, and agreement, on the
means necessary to achieve our desired ends.
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