e-learning, b*****-learning and f*****-learning or 
what is wrong with e-learning

e-learning as a concept is fairly new, and has a wide variety of definitions which concentrate on different aspects.  Here are just three to give some idea of the range:

“The process of formal and informal learning and training activities, processes, communities and events via the use of all electronic media like Internet, intranet, extranet, CD-ROM, video tape, TV, cell phones, personal organizers et cetera.”

http://www.e-learningsite.com/ 

“E-Learning is the effective learning process created by combining digitally delivered content with (learning) support and services.”

Open and Distance Learning Quality Council  http://www.odlqc.org.uk/ 

"If someone is learning in a way that uses information and communication technologies ICTs, they are using e-learning”

Towards a Unified e-Learning Strategy, DfES 2003  http://www.dfes.gov.uk/elearningstrategy/ 

What is noticeable about all these definitions is that they are discussing the technology used to support the learning and teaching.  It is this concentration on the technology which is the focus of this article.

Before proceeding further I would like to introduce the concept of b-learning.  This is a special form of learning, greatly inferior to the real thing but offering greater flexibility to the student and teacher.   It allows students to undertake their work in any location, but loses any immediacy from working with tutor or lecturer or even peers.  Fortunately we now understand b-learning well enough to integrate it into the curriculum in a way which enhances rather than detracts from the learning process.  However this took many years.  So what is this b-learning?

B-learning is learning using books.  At one stage it was clearly seen as inferior.  Plato wrote (quoting Socrates) "For this invention will   produce forgetfulness in the minds of those who learn to use it, because they will not practice their memory. Their trust in writing, produced by external characters which are no part of themselves, will discourage the use of their own memory within them. You have invented an elixir not of memory, but of reminding; and you offer your pupils the appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom, for they will read many things without instruction and will therefore seem to know many things, when they are for the most part ignorant and hard to get along with, since they are not wise, but only appear wise.".

Plato can be seen here to be extolling the virtues of f-learning (or face-to-face learning), because of the immediacy and personalisation that it offers

The key point that I wish to make here is that people can (and do) learn by just reading books on a subject that interests them, but normally we include b-learning as just another tool that can be used alongside lectures, tutorials, essays, projects, lab work etc.  It is essential that we do the same with the various forms of computer supported learning.

Currently much of e-learning is in a ghetto, some fairly obvious and others more subtle (and therefore perhaps more pernicious).  Among the former I would include the e-University UK Worldwide and much of Learndirect as originally envisioned.  These have been established specifically to use a particular channel to support learning.  Previously we have had organisations set up to support distance learning including the likes of Pittman and the Open University (which was originally going to be called the University of the Air).  None of these deliberately limited themselves to a single channel, but used whatever seemed to offer the greatest benefit to the student within the cost and technological limitations of the time.  Thus, the Open University included tutorials and summer schools for face-to-face work, the use of broadcasts, set texts, tapes etc for providing information and more recently the use of simulations, CD-ROMs and discussion groups to provide other forms of interaction.

For computer supported learning (a term I prefer to e-learning) to become truly embedded in learning we need to break it down into a series of tools which can then be adopted as and when suitable.  Currently e-learning is being done if a student is using Google to locate information, or if they are accessing an online database, or if they are using a learning object to study something or if they are emailing their tutor or if they are contributing to a discussion list.  This is not helpful, and is a bit like talking about p-learning (learning using paper) which includes reading books, writing notes or essays or using a card index and all the other things that paper is used for in learning.  Which means that I am delighted with the definition from the new government consultation paper "Towards a Unified e-Learning Strategy" quoted above as it implicitly recognises that computer supported learning must be used alongside other forms of learning.

If this is true then we need to start with the learning outcomes that we wish to achieve and select the most appropriate pedagogic tools to achieve particular functions.  This can be expected to include elements that involve computer supported learning and elements from more traditional approaches. At this point the idea of e-learning will disappear in the same way that we don’t talk about paper learning or face-to-face learning or learning by doing.  They are all tools that we can use to help the student understand and learn.
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