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Abstract

This paper looks at the emergence of
eLearning in the knowledge economy and the
implications this has for the theory and
practice of learning. New technologies have
transformed the way we live and the way we
work. This coupled with eLearning is now
transforming the way we learn, along with
our needs for learning. However, while some
learners, be they academic or corporate, are
already reaping dividends from elLearning,
many still do not learn. As government,
business and educational sectors respond to
the demands of the new learning
technologies, most students and even teachers
are caught up in this turbulence. Our
research has shown that the elLearning
transaction, characterized by the absence of a
teacher mentor, has imposed certain
responsibilities on the part of the learners. In
order for the learners to reap the benefits
from eLearning, they must conform to a
special breed of learners with implicit
learning  characteristics. ~ While  many
learners see such learning responsibilities or
characteristics as undue burdens, we believe
that such learning responsibilities are
consistent with what we know to be essential
for the prevailing education philosophy.
However, while this type of transition is
essential, the evolution is too abrupt. Hence,
this paper sets out to explicit the learning

responsibilities and investigates how we can
mitigate such learning transition. Through
the employment of proven pedagogical
approaches and learning theories, we
propose a powerful way that adds real value
to transforming eLearning.

1 Introduction

Technology concocts the elearning
world with the arrival of the Web. The Web
allows elLearning to move out of its
specialized markets, characterized by
geographical boundary and distributed by
disc and later by CD-ROM, to become a
mainstream part of education and training.
With the widespread availability of personal
computers and the advent of the Internet,
eLearning becomes ubiquitous. Its influence
is now transforming the way we learn, along
with our needs for learning.

However, while some learners are
reaping dividends from eLearning, many still
do not learn. As government, business and
educational sectors, in their frantic attempt to
keep pace and respond to the demands of the
new learning technologies, most students and
even teachers are caught up in this turbulence.
Problems with regard to stimulating and
sustaining learner’s motivation are well
documented in the literature of eLearning and
the broader context of distance learning
(Visser, 1998; Rowntree, 1992), especially
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when learners are working independently at a
distance.

Although most elLearning courses are
experiencing high drop-out rates and low
learner’s satisfaction, we do not believe that it
is the eLearning vision that has failed.
Instead, our research has shown that the very
nature of elLearning technology (i.e., the
distributed nature of the distance learning
modality, the physical separation of learners
from instructor, the asynchronous
communication paradigm, etc.) that has made
it so successful, is also the factor that pits its
downfall. We believe that the eLearning
transaction, characterized by the absence of a
teacher mentor, has imposed certain
responsibilities on the learners. In order for
the learners to reap the benefits from
eLearning, they must conform to a special
breed of learners with implicit learning
characteristics.

Although we believe that such
responsibilities are consistent with what we
know to be essential for the prevailing
education philosophy, to impose such implicit
requirements on the e-learners is unfair.
Simply stated, it does not seem ethical or
efficient to leave students to bear the full
impact of learning transition. Hence, this
paper sets out to explicit the learning
responsibilities and investigates how we can
impart such learning responsibilities.

2 E-learners’ Requirements

The unique characteristics of eLearning
technology require not only adjustments in
the nature of instruction specifically designed
for that modality but also a special breed of
learners with implicit learning characteristics
to appreciate it.

The eLearning transaction requires the
e-learner to possess some form of
self-discipline, ability to work alone, good
time management, learning independence,
readiness, the ability to plan for himself and
the ability to assess his strengths and

weaknesses (Dunlap & Grabinger, 2003). A
higher level of commitment (time and effort)
and progress monitoring is also required as
the e-learner must negotiate and plan his
learning need and goals.

Furthermore, the e-learner must possess
a high degree of curiosity, openness to new
experiences, and be comfortable with an
ill-structured environment in order to explore
the many learning benefits that elLearning
brings. One such example is the non-linear
nature of the eLearning materials. Instead of
the usually sequential flow of traditional
learning materials where one courses follows
another, the learning experience of
continuity, integration and interaction that is
often associated with traditional learning is
now replaced by a fragmented, episodic and
discontinuous learning experience that comes
with eLearning. While some may find such
learning experience daunting, such an
exploratory learning nature can actively
engage the learners (Duffy & Cunningham,
1996) and allow them to revisit learning
concepts in greater details or from a different
perspective after they have digested the
fundamentals.

The electronic learning materials also
impose certain demands on the e-learners
who study them. Inevitably, basic digital
competency skills are required in order for the
e-learners to appreciate the sophisticated
multimedia design. But beyond this is a set of
learning skills that must be mastered before
the e-learners can use the computer
effectively as a study tool and adopt a critical
approach to the learning resources. Two
major areas, information literacy and online
collaborative  learning  skills,  require
competency (Macdonald, 2002). The term
information literacy connects eLearning with
self-directed lifelong learning. Its
characteristics include recognising the need
for information, being able to identify and
locate it, gaining access to it, evaluating,
organising it and then using it effectively
(American Association of College and
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Research Libraries, 1999). Online
collaborative learning skills are also essential
as learning is a social activity and learners
need to practise team working, negotiation
skills, group decision making and task
management.

In summary, we argued that a competent
e-learner must possess communicative and
interpretive ability in using electronic media.
This involves fundamental requirements such
as the effective use of computer as a learning
tool to more advanced requirements that
necessitate the possession of critical and
analytical skills such as self-directedness,
learning independence and collaborative
abilities to work with and learn from peers.

3 Current E-learners’ Abilities

With the elicitation of clear requirements
of an e-learner, the important question to ask
is: do our learners fulfill the requirements of
competent e-learners? Unfortunately, but not
surprising, the clear cut answer is NO! Many
learners are experiencing a lack of the
important learning factors of motivation and
persistence (Suilleabhain & Coughlan, 2004)
and have expressed feelings of isolation, lack
of self-direction and increased management
problems (Bennett et al., 1999; Abrami &
Bures, 1996) when they are called upon to
take control over their learning.

Such frustrations  are perhaps
understandable. Our current breed of learners
is used to studying in a traditional brick and
mortar learning environment that is
characterized by the teachers talking and the
students listening passively. Passive learning
seems to be the order of learning although
many educators refuse to acknowledge this
fact. Learners have for ages been almost
entirely guided and depend mostly on
teachers for their motivations, directions,
goals and progress monitoring. (Passive)
learning in traditional environment usually
takes the following pattern: (1) students enter
the (pre-defined) courses with minds like
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empty vessels/sponges waiting to be filled
with knowledge; (2) traditional classroom
lecturing takes place with teachers
verbalizing  information to  passive
note-taking students; (3) the teacher serves as
a “verbal’ textbook and fills up the “empty”
vessels with exam-able information; (4) the
student acting as a passive “recorder”
regurgitates and empties its content during
examinations. Hence, following such a
teaching/learning approach, it is very
common, as Knowles (1970), way back in the
1970s, has pointed out, to leave school adult
in other ways, but still dependent, or at least
retarded in independence, as a learner.
Unfortunately, as we step into the 21%
century, the situation has not improved.
While students cherish the new found
freedom, individuality and flexibility that
comes with eLearning, most do not possess
the skills to appreciate it. Also, many students
who have not been previously exposed to
computers in their education may be daunted
by the prospect of relying on computers and
Internet for their education (Andrusyszyn &
Cragg, 2006). Moreover, the using of
unfamiliar technology, engaging in learning
activities not congruent with learning
preferences, or studying in places or at times
that interfere with life circumstances, has also
led to learning discouragement or frustration.
As stated in the previous section,
problems with regard to stimulating and
sustaining learner motivation are well
documented. Learner’s motivation is
important for the learning process as it has
been shown that students will only restructure
or assimilate new data if accommodation fails
and when they are motivated to reconcile
anomalies and to reduce inconsistencies
(Wankat & Oreovicz, 1993). However,
overcoming these motivational challenges
can be difficult because of the complexity of
human motivation and the vast number of
motivational concepts and theories that exist
(Keller & Suzuki, 2004). While the challenge
of motivation and drop-out rates are typically
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answered through the provision of traditional
face-to-face communications (Suilleabhain &
Coughlan, 2004), the luxury of such provision
is not available, or at least minimized, in the
context of eLearning.

4 Proposed Solution

In view of the importance of nurturing
e-learners, this research sets out to investigate
an effective mean to mitigate the transition
process. It is important to note that while our
main objective lies in cultivating the traits of
competent e-learners, such a learning
transformation is difficult and time
consuming. Hence, while we work on
nurturing e-learners, we also rely on proven
technological and pedagogical approaches to
mitigate the learning transition.

4.1 Easing Redundant
Adoption

Technological

The impact that information and
communication technologies (ICT) has on
eLearning is often centered on its
technological functionalities and advantages.
While many are banging on its rapid
advancement to exploit and gain competitive
advantage over its competitors, they have
missed the most important fact that eLearning
is about learning and that most students are
not IT-savvy. eLearning is just a media; a
small letter ‘e’ in front of eLearning does not
change the nature of learning. Yet, many let
technology drives the solution and gets too
fanciful, too fast. As stated before, students
who have not been exposed to computers are
often daunted by the experience. Hence, it is
important to keep the technology employed as
simple as possible as the more complicated
the technology is, the more time will be
wasted by the learners on getting the
technology to work, rather than on learning.
More importantly, the usage of simple,
straight to the point content will not put off
the less IT-savvy e-learners.

4.2 Self-directed Learning

The problems of sustaining learning
motivation and persistence, inherent in our
current breed of ‘traditional’ learners, can be
solved with the nurturing of self-directedness.
Literature on self-directed learning further
asserts that self-directed learners demonstrate
a greater awareness of their responsibility in
making learning meaningful and monitoring
themselves (Garrison, 1997). They are
curious and willing to try new things (Hunt &
Lyman, 1997), view problems as challenges,
desire change, and enjoy learning (Taylor,
1995). Taylor (1995) also found self-directed
learners to be motivated and persistent,
independent, self-disciplined, self-confident
and goal-oriented. Furthermore, Morrow, et
al. (1993) observes that with proper planning
and implementation, self-directed learning
can encourage students to develop their own
rules and leadership patterns.

Self-directedness can be nurtured with
the usage of concept maps. Concept maps
complement and advance self-directed
learning. As articulating-, reflective- and
problem-based learning focus on
self-direction and tends to be mainly
unstructured, the use of concept mapping can
be used to structure the
information/knowledge acquired during these
educational approaches (Farrand, et al.,
2002).

4.3 Scaffolding

While the transcend of the distance
aspect of learning does offer a different and
seemingly better medium for teaching and
learning in terms of better return in
investments, enhanced learning outcomes,
greater accessibility and flexibility to
learning, it is also a double-edged sword. It is
this distance aspect of eLearning (i.e. the
physical separation of the instructor and
learner, the lack of social interaction, etc.)
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that has distanced the learner from their
learning motivation.

The minimized teacher-student
interaction has serious adverse impact on the
student’s learning. As Gills (2003, p. 23)
states: “even the most well-intentioned
e-learners can experience flagging interest
when no one is looking over their shoulder or
when no incentives are provided for
completing an eLearning course...e-learners
do not always understand what is expected of
them, sometimes missing deadlines of ...the
required eLearning prerequisites”

Hence, it is imperative that such student
support cannot be discontinued even with
eLearning. Therefore, in view of the
minimized teacher-student interaction and
geographical separation between teacher and
student, student support through the use of
scaffolding is proposed. Scaffolding can
mimic the presence and advice of the teacher
by diagnosing the complex needs of the
students at various stages of the intended
learning (through appropriate allocation of
assessment) and employs proper instructional
strategies adaptively to their progress.

4.4 Pedagogical Considerations

Pedagogy is focused on enabling
learning and intellectual growth of students in
contrast to instruction that treats students as
the object of curriculum implementation.
Successful learning pedagogy requires
teachers to understand how students learn and
must have the capacity and autonomy to
design, implement and assess educational
activities that meet the needs of individual
and all students. eLearning pedagogy is one
that incorporates this form of learning
pedagogy but goes beyond it to include a
deeper study into the incorporation of
instructional strategies that take into account
how we can create learning content to cater to
the needs and learning characteristics of
learners.
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5 Conclusion

The problem of eLearning attrition and
drop-out rates has been a constant debate
without any consistent conclusion or a clear
solution.  In  defining the learning
characteristics that are required of e-learners,
we believe we have unveiled the root of the
problem and laid the foundation for future
research work.
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