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About This Chapter

This chapter answers the question: “Why should people think
critically about e-learning?” Education, in general, and e-learning,
in particular, suffer from a strong case of hyperbole. Strong
claims are made that are neither rooted in solid research nor
borne out by practice. Consider, for example, the unrealistic
projections for growth in e-learning. Growth of e-learning in the
workplace, universities, or schools has not met the unrealistic
projections of the dot-com era. Executives and administrators
do not understand learning or e-learning and, as a result, many
have made poor purchases of e-learning infrastructure and
applications and have been prey for less-than-scrupulous ven-
dors. Because of close relationships between vendors and the
press, the trade press has not always been as forthcoming as

it could be about the claims made by e-learning vendors. Most
significantly, many e-learning implementations in universities and
workplaces have failed to meet expectations.
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Yet, e-learning has certainly enjoyed some success as well.
Students taking online courses from universities, especially
non-traditional students (those who do not live on campus and
who typically have family or work responsibilities) appreciate
the fact that online courses and degree programs allow them
to reap the benefits of higher education.

In both universities and workplaces, use of e-learning grows,
even if slower than original projections. e-Learning has found
significant success in particular niches, such as e-portfolios
in schools, course management systems in universities, and
blended learning in workplaces. e-Learning has moved past
the initial hype. During this period, realistic and sustainable
uses of e-learning are being realized. Each chapter in this book
explores lessons learned as e-learning moves past the hype to
integration into the daily fabric of teaching and learning in all
kinds of settings.

The Bad News

Education in general, and e-learning in particular, suffer from
a strong case of hyperbole. Strong claims are made that are nei-
ther rooted in solid research nor borne out by practice. Consider,
for example, the unrealistic projections for growth in e-learning.
According to one estimate made in 2000, 53 percent of all corpo-
rate learning would be online by 2003. Studies conducted since
then suggest that actual adoption is proceeding more slowly—only
representing 10 to 20 percent of all corporate learning (Dolazelek,
2004; Sugrue & Rivera, 2005). In the university sector, once touted
as a strong candidate for e-learning, high-profile launches of
e-university efforts, like Columbia University’s FATHOM and New
York University’s NYU Online, met equally high-profile crashes
soon after the dot-bomb in 2001-2002.

Studies indicating satisfaction with e-learning applications are
similarly suspect. For example, participants may be hand-selected
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by vendors, so the opinions of extremely dissatisfied customers
are not likely to be included. Even claims about the effectiveness of
online teaching are overly exaggerated and lack an understanding
about how people learn. Consider, for example, claims by some pro-
ponents of e-learning that it is significantly more effective. Several
meta-analyses of comparisons between e-learning and classroom
learning have concluded that media and technologies make little dif-
ference in learning outcomes (Bernard, Abrami, Lou, Borokhovski,
Wade, Wozney, Wallet, Fiset, & Huang, 2004; Russell, 2005).

Many people don’t understand basic definitions or key con-
cepts of e-learning. For example, according to an annual study of
training directors, only about one-third feel comfortable describing
terms like knowledge management, learning content manage-
ment systems, and performance technology to people outside of
the training function (Carliner, Groshens, Chapman, & Gery, 2005).
Yet these people must secure the funding needed to implement
e-learning in an organization.

Vendors of e-learning applications and development services
have preyed on this naivete. Some vendors push a one-size-fits-
all approach to take advantage of clients’ lack of understanding.
Sometimes, they promote false or insignificant distinctions in tech-
nology to differentiate themselves from their competitors or use
phrases like “SCORM-compliant” without explaining the underlying
“gotchas.” For example, one vendor claimed to be the only vendor
of “true” e-learning because its software ran on the client PC while
its competitors” primarily ran on the server. To most users, the dis-
tinction is non-existent. Another hyped its unique directory structure
that wasn’t really all that unique; any vendor could offer it but, as a
result of customer requests, most chose not to (Carliner, 2003).

Seeking to entice readers in an era during which people are
desperately searching for the “next big thing” to follow the admit-
tedly watershed emergence of the Internet, our trade press has only
magnified the problem, publishing ideas of dubious value and
articles of similarly dubious research. For example, the concept of
workflow-based training is essentially a repackaging of a 1990s-era
concept, electronic performance support systems (EPSS) with an
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admittedly clearer name (Gery, 1991), but none of the first articles
about workflow-based training cited Gery’s watershed book on
electronic performance support systems, giving the false impres-
sion that a derivative concept was actually original. More seri-
ously, because they are a significant source of advertising dollars,
the trade press has been reluctant to take on vendors, even when
customers complain about the technology, service, and integrity of
their vendors.

On a practical level, this failure to think critically and to publish
and act without performing due diligence (also known as research)
has proven to be dangerous.

How dangerous? You decide. Some clients want quick answers.
The vice president of training for a Fortune 100 corporation called a
consultant asking for a recommendation of an authoring tool and
was dismayed when the consultant advised him that she needed
more information before doing so. The vice president replied that
he would ask someone else who would give him what he wants.
Executives like him are finding consultants to give them easy
answers, but the results are troubling. For example, one engineer-
ing firm chose a rapid e-learning solution—one in which they
could develop a brief lecture in PowerPoint, record narration, and
make the recording available through a learning management sys-
tem. The system ensured on-demand training that the staff could
develop at a low cost and short lead times. But after a year and
a half and the development of fifty-four courses, only 194 course
completions had been recorded. (That is, each course had been
viewed, on average, slightly less than four times.)

Universities and schools face similar challenges. For example,
one private university launched an e-degree just before the Internet
boom. But when the university staff wanted to update the software a
couple of years later to match current industry standards, they could
not do so. The administration gave the contract for hosting and track-
ing the courses to a public relations firm, whose president served on
the university’s board of directors. Similarly, schools feel challenged
to integrate technology into the classroom, but it’s only partially inte-
grated. Part of the problem may lie in schools” insistence on using
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traditional models of professional development to introduce teach-
ers to the technology. These models often require weeks of training
during the summer or two days of training during the school year,
and ongoing support throughout the school year. Perhaps school
systems need to borrow ideas from the workplace like just-in-time
and build in ongoing support, because isolated workshops, no mat-
ter how long, are unlikely to impact teaching habits in any meaning-
ful way.

Clients may want an online learning strategy that simplifies
moving content online and tracking learners, but if they are looking
for really reduced training costs and effective learning, many are set-
ting themselves up for disappointment. Consider, for example, one
study that found that, rather than reduce costs, online courses at
universities are actually about $100 (Canadian) more expensive to
offer per student than classroom courses (Qayyum, n.d.). Although
e-learning courses do not require traditional classrooms and build-
ings, they are often more resource intensive to produce and deliver
because of the need for instructional designers, media developers,
course management system administrators, infrastructure and other
technology, and increased hand-holding provided for new online
students.

The workplace has faced similarly disappointing outcomes.
Vendors and executives hear the right word—effectiveness—but
get the concept wrong. As one blogger observed:

(T)he canned-learning supply chain is easy to manage
and control, which is more important than any ulti-
mate impact on business performance. After all, we are
judged on measurable results, so we shoot for measur-
able goals. And that learning supply chain, with which
we are now all so comfortable, is just loaded with
measurability—especially now that we have an LMS
to automate the work for us. (Parkin, 2005)

Delivering instructional content online (or elsewhere) is insuf-
ficient to produce learning or usable skills. Desirable outcomes
require far more effort than building instructional content.
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Learning professionals have bought into simplistic half-truths
that are easy to digest but lead to less-than-satisfying outcomes.
In fact, when training professionals primarily from countries in
the European Union (EU) were surveyed about their views of the
quality of e-learning based on usability, design, content, and inter-
activity (Massey, 2002), more than half felt the quality of existing
e-learning was poor or fair. Only 6 percent rated it as very good
or excellent. Similarly, according to another study, about 75 percent
of workplace implementations of e-learning have proven less than
satisfying (Van Buren & Sloman, 2003). We believe that the results
are similar in university and school environments.

The Good News

If Van Buren and Sloman found that 75 percent of all workplace
implementations of e-learning have proven disappointing, they
also found that 25 percent were satisfying. Despite strong evidence
that the average, everyday implementation of e-learning has fallen
short of expectations, evidence also exists that some e-learning
has been successful, although often different than predicted in the
claims in the initial hype.

Consider adoption. Although adoption has not grown as rap-
idly as predicted, it has grown—and at rates that most business
people would call respectable. Even during the economic downfall
of 2001 through 2004 that caused a two-year drop in spending on
corporate training (Dolezalek, 2004), and significant drops in pub-
lic funding for education in the United States, e-learning spending
and usage grew.

In the higher-education sector, the Sloan Consortium (2004)
reports growth of online enrollments in higher-education courses
at greater than 20 percent. Furthermore, the Sloan Consortium
found that students are as satisfied with online courses as they
are with classroom-based courses and the learning outcomes are
equivalent, matching results from other studies showing that
media and technologies are not the preeminent factors impacting
instructional outcomes. In the corporate sector, the International
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Data Corporation (2004) predicted a 30 percent increase in yearly
corporate e-learning spending worldwide through 2008, with the
market growing from $7 billion in 2005 to over $15 billion in 2008.
As the study noted, the press focuses on the high profile failures,
not the everyday successes.

Similarly, rather than focusing on whether online or classroom
instruction is more effective, successful implementations have
focused on how to make the most effective use of online technolo-
gies. Technologies have affordances, characteristics that can be
exploited, to enhance teaching and learning, especially when used
well and with adequate consideration (Ryder & Wilson, 1996). These
affordances can support learning, allow connections to people and
objects that are not in learners’” immediate physical environment,
and provide opportunities that are not easily available otherwise
(Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turnoff, 1996; Ryder & Wilson, 1996).

In corporate training, a Canadian report (corroborated by a pri-
vate U.S. study) found that organizations have the most success
with e-learning in certain subject areas, such as software and techni-
cal training (Bloom, 2003). e-Learning seems to be most successful—
in terms of completions—with content that is either required or that
is linked to an external incentive, such as certification.

Similarly, rather than replace the classroom, e-learning has sup-
plemented the classroom in many learning environments. In schools,
tools like electronic portfolios (Abrami & Barrett, 2005) have the
potential to provide students with significantly higher levels of feed-
back on projects as well as help them learn how to accurately self-
assess their learning and skills. Course management systems (CMS)
have become de rigeur in most colleges and universities. Instructors
use these systems to post syllabi, assignments, and lecture notes, as
well as carry on discussions with students between class sessions.
In the workplace, rather than designing learning programs that are
exclusively online, many organizations have adopted a blended
approach to learning, in which parts of the instruction occur online
and the rest occurs in the classroom (Rossett, Douglis, & Frazee,
2003). Proving similarly popular are virtual classrooms, which pro-
vide for live instruction without the travel (Hoffmann, 2003).

2



22

The e-Learning Handbook

The Real News

e-Learning didn’t replace classroom learning and does not seem
poised to do so now. Lured by lower potential costs, executives in
the workplace and administrators in universities and schools were
not aware that e-learning takes, on average, 5.5 times the amount
of development as classroom courses and, in university environ-
ments, requires more effort to teach because of the need for indi-
vidual help, handling student frustrations, and assisting students
with course technologies.

Despite satisfaction with online programs, students in online
higher education courses are often uncomfortable using online learn-
ing communication tools such as discussion forums. Commonly
reported problems include confusion about how to use the tech-
nologies and the learning curve imposed by them (Cartwright,
2000), reservations about putting their thoughts in print, and worry
about perceptions by others and lack of visual cues (The Centre for
Systems Science, 1994; Shank, 2002).

As a profession, we approached e-learning with much anticipa-
tion but too little analysis. Zemsky and Massy (2004) set out to find
out how the reality of e-learning differed from the original assump-
tions about e-learning on higher education campuses and found
that original assumptions were based on the mistaken notions of
early adopters. Many institutions needed to make a commitment
to improving educational quality and service when they invested
in e-learning, but instead chose to invest solely in the software
and hardware. The best outcomes from instruction, whether deliv-
ered online or not, come from good instructional practices and
processes that support skills beyond the classroom.

As we see pockets of success—and strong success, like the
use of course management systems in colleges and universities
and blended learning in the workplace—we also see e-learning
maturing from its youthful euphoria to a more reasoned disci-
pline. Perhaps Gartner’s (2005) Hype Cycle describes this trend. It
explains how new technologies move from introduction to produc-
tivity phases, and provides a helpful way to think of the changes
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we are seeing in this field. When most technologies are introduced,
they pass through a phase of inflated expectations, or hype. When
expectations prove to be unfounded, an inevitable disillusionment
follows. At the depths of this disappointment, the real possibilities
for using the technology emerge. We’ve definitely passed through
the hype stage into disillusionment. So perhaps, we can more eas-
ily and realistically consider the possibilities for e-learning, ones
that can be sustained in a large number of environments.

That’s the goal of this book—to initiate deep conversations
about e-learning and propose real, do-able, and sustainable uses of
e-learning that are valuable to all stakeholders.

Even without the hype, new technologies are adopted in
stages. In the first, people use the new technology to do old things.
In terms of e-learning, this meant automating record keeping and
teaching rote courses. But people eventually realize that the new
technology offers more promise than automating old tasks; they
provide a new way of working. And we’re starting to see that now.
Online technologies let learners keep electronic portfolios that not
only serve as an electronic archive, but as a source of feedback,
and competency tracking and job-seeking tools. Learning man-
agement systems can track significant information about compe-
tencies and recommend career development strategies, assist with
candidate selection, and perform similar tasks. In terms of teach-
ing, online learning can blend with classroom learning in a variety
of ways. We're also discovering informal learning—learning that
challenges some of our very notions about objectives and evalua-
tion (Driscoll & Carliner, 2005).

In other words, having moved past the hype, we can now
really consider using e-learning in transformative ways. Doing so
requires an honest assessment of what we have done and how it
has fared, as well as realistic assessments of what we could do with
e-learning, but have not yet done successfully.

Saul and I believe that the future of learning is inextricably
tied to the use of technology for learning. We also believe that,
rather than considering the use of technologies alone, we must
consider their use within the broader context of learners, instruc-
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tors (in whatever setting they find themselves), learning envi-
ronments, and society. Technology is only important insofar as it
supports these. And, in my opinion, we have not yet begun to har-
ness the potential of online technologies for learning.

Our contributors share this belief, but each expresses it in his or
her unique way, from his or her unique vantage. This book a con-
versation among these colleagues. So let’s begin the conversation.
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