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Implementing E-Learning        

THE INTRODUCTION OF E-LEARNING INTO THE CURRICULUM

E-Learning as an effective learning tool within our classrooms today
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ABSTRACT
“Someday, in the distant future, our grandchildren’s children will develop a new equivalent of our classrooms. They will spend many hours in front of boxes with fires glowing within. May they have the wisdom to know the difference between light and knowledge” (Plato). This position paper will focus on the need and relevance of E-Learning in the Education curriculum today. The author will describe both the pros and cons of integrating technology into the classroom alongside traditional teaching methods, to subsequently create a ‘Blended Learning’ environment.
E-Learning as an effective learning tool within our classrooms today

INTRODUCTION
E-Learning
 includes the use of web based material, multi-media CD’s & DVD’s, Virtual Learning Environments (VLE), discussion forums, chat systems, email, wikis, blogs and also the use of games. ‘Blended Learning’ is a combination of approaches to learning through both technology based E-Learning and traditional teaching methods in the classroom which can be used together to deliver education to students
E-Learning can be traced back to correspondence courses, which was distance learning in its simplest form, this relied heavily on the technological advances in printing and distribution.

The 2nd generation model included Multi-media distance teaching enhanced teaching materials, printed material, audio tapes, Broadcast media and some computer based learning.  
(Trentin, G, 2000, p.17-27) considered that both 1st and 2nd generation models worked on the same principles, tutor to student interaction only, any feedback was written and both models focused on the distribution of materials.
Present day or 3rd generation model recognizes learning as a social process and focus on community of learners, but this relies upon the speed and effectiveness of modern communication technologies. With regard to class sizes the First and Second generation models are suited to mass education while the Third generation is more focused on smaller class sizes. 
BENEFITS OF IMPLEMENTING E-LEARNING
Convenience is primarily the major reason for the integration of E-Learning into a classroom environment. Students can access their course materials on a 24/7 basis at their ease, as location is no longer a factor.  Assignments can be scheduled around family and work commitments and self-paced courses can allow students to work at their own particular pace and style. Those students with disabilities can now be encouraged to interact and express their views and opinions using web based communication applications. Furthermore over time the students will find themselves progressively gaining new skills in Internet related technologies.

For the educator this integration allows for uniform standards to be maintained while delivering consistent content. This in turn will allow for fewer errors and a safer environment for both student and educator. From this an online community can be created within a Virtual Learning Environment. Courses can encourage the use of reflective learning; the students now have time to reflect before responding and find meaning from their experiences. With the importance of reflective learning educationalists have promoted how effective it is, (Dewey, 1933, p.118) who made a substantial impact as an influential thinker on education, defined reflective thought as “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tend”'.
Implementation of E-Learning can lower costs for both learning providers and organizations that need training while integrating less costs for students than more traditional programs.

SHORTCOMINGS OF SUCH AN IMPLEMENTATION
Firstly students with low motivation or indeed bad study habits could find themselves behind in course work as there is little face to face collaborative learning. Some people work better in a structured classroom and may get lost or confused in this virtual environment and in turn may become isolated from other students and educators. If the technology is not in place (High speed internet connection, software and hardware) students will become frustrated with the process of using or accessing online course materials. “Information overload” is another effect identified by (Hiltz and Wellman, 1986, p.95-104) as a concern in the effectiveness of such an implementation, in particular the “unfamiliarity with technology”
For the educators new skills are required to be become effective online instructors, in turn they may find it very hard to move their traditional classroom content into this virtual environment. Therefore new technical skills will be required to deliver content and even in some cases administer the VLE.
Studies have also shown a worrying aspect in that the student retention rate in this environment is lower than the traditional classroom (Carr 2000; Diaz 2002), in some cases by more than 10%. The challenge in this instance for the educators is in keeping the students. 
In one case in the United States (The Chronicle, 2005) has reported that a former Capella University student has filed a lawsuit claiming that the institution violated the Americans with Disabilities Act by using technology that does not accommodate his learning disabilities. The institution in question was using Webct to deliver its online content to students.
The use of E-Learning can be described as ill suited where emotional or expressive group discussions would be of benefit. Group discussion and sociable aspects of the classroom environment can be lost in this new VLE. American scientist (Nie, 2001, p.420-435) argues that online users do not in fact become more sociable but rather already display a high degree of social skills as they are usually better educated and come from a more financially stable environment.
E-Learning involves computers so the user must first learn how to use a computer to connect with the content and the subsequent learning curve required. Subsequently (Watson D, 2001, p.251-266) describes this as "There is a distinct difference between teaching with computers, and teaching about computers. Due to the generally bad usability of 'teaching with computers' there arises an artificially created need of having first to teach about computers before the actual goal (teaching something using computers) can be tackled. So the difference between means and subject of teaching became increasingly blurred."
THE UNIQUENESS OF E-LEARNING
E-learning is a unique style of learning (Clark and Mayer, 2003, p.21) discuss what makes E-Learning so unique, and these factors are 

· “practice with automated tailored feedback”.
· “integration of collaboration with self-study”.
· “use of simulation to accelerate expertise”.
A perfect example of an E-Learning project in action is described by contributor (Ken Marks, 2003, p.67); EFECOT was a project that addressed the issue of interrupted schooling within mobile communities. The project relied on the use of wireless communications, in particular mobile telephony and wireless. The project was described as a “radical alternative where normal attendance is problematic”. EFECOT and similar projects have highlighted the significant contribution to education that can be delivered from the use of E-Learning.
It can be more effective for certain students who may find it hard to communicate in their existing classroom, work at a slower pace or suffer from physical disabilities. Students in the VLE scenario are encouraged to express views and discuss relevant issues with their peers. Furthermore (Jane K. Seale, 2006, p.22) describes how for disabled students, “One of the key consequences of the removal of barriers to inclusive and equitable education is that E-Learning can also promote freedom, independence and individualized learning.”
With the introduction of E-Learning for both student and educator alike there are considerable side benefits of learning new technologies and gaining technical skills. These benefits trigger a knock on effect to the labour force, employers and even society in general. For example (Reeana Raza, 2004, p.213) describes how in particular Open and Distance Learning institutions running E-Learning programmes in Mexico and Indonesia “indicate that these programs can be highly successful”. She continues to emphasize the ‘Telesecundaria’ programme in Mexico which has an enrollment of 817,000 with a pass rate of 93%. 

The author must emphasize that convenience, whether it comes in the form of location, self-pacing or the scheduling of work must surely override any counterclaim to the introduction of E-Learning. You are no longer constrained by your geographical location with regard to learning. This factor alone for student and educator is by far the most crucial argument for its introduction, both in technical and economical terms.
CONCLUSION
There are a number of disadvantages to implementing this method of education including retention rates, the need for training, motivation and unfamiliarity with the technology. Despite this the author believes that the introduction of E-Learning into the classroom can but only stimulate and challenge the conventional process of learning as we know it. It has become a rapidly growing form of training delivery where the student can decide where and when to interact with the Virtual Learning Environment, at their own pace. For the educators the reduced overall cost, reduced learning times and consistent delivery of content can only add vigor to the teaching and learning experience in our education curriculum today. 
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