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ABSTRACT

The Rhetoric, Policy, Practice Gap: A Study of Online Learning in Irish Higher Education -
Colum A. Foley, Dublin City University.

Online learning is an idea whose time has come. Even before the Covid-19 pandemic it was
predicted that the global value of the online education market would reach €290 billion by
2025 (McCue, 2018). This figure is likely to have increased significantly in 2020 due to
campus closures as teaching continued online. Thus, the demand for online learning is
enormous and growing, even though it currently makes up less than 2% of the overall higher
education market (HolonlQ, 2020).

The Covid-19 crisis has shown policy-makers and educational leaders that new models of
online learning provide a means to widen access and participation in higher education. The
debate surrounding the development of online learning in Ireland for promoting access and
participation in lifelong learning more generally appears to be largely aspirational in the
absence of a strong policy commitment and funding model to resource fully online
programmes.

Set against this backdrop, this doctoral study aims to investigate a perceived gap between
rhetoric, policy and practice in promoting wider access to higher education in Ireland. It
involves three phases:

Phase 1 (macro-level) consists of an analysis of relevant International policy texts;
Phase 2 (meso-level) involves an analysis Irish policy texts and institutional online
learning strategies and initiatives through publicly available documentation; and

Phase 3 (micro-level) adopts a case study method to “tell the story of the
development of online learning” at one Irish university.

The main research findings are:

* Defining online learning is problematic. The research demonstrates that a clear,
universally agreed, definition of what constitutes online learning, understood by the
sector and policy makers, does not exist.

* Economic factors are the most influential drivers (and barriers) in the adoption of online
learning in policy texts. Social and vocational drivers have influence, however, the most
important driver is economic. Notably the pedagogical drivers for online learning in
policy texts are relatively weak.

* Good policy emanates from a collaborative process which is inclusive, transparent, and
credible. In order for policy to be effective and successful, all relevant stakeholders must
be encouraged to contribute in a meaningful way, through a clear process. Future
development of policy for online learning in Ireland needs to be more cognisant of these
requirements.

Keywords: Online Learning, Policy, Higher Education in Ireland
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION
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1.1 Introduction

Online learning is an idea whose time has come.

Throughout the world, even before the Covid-19 pandemic, online learning was
experiencing phenomenal growth. In the US, while overall university attendance reduced
for the fourth year in a row in 2017, off-campus student numbers increased for the 12th
year in a row, reaching 6.3 million learners in the Autumn of 2016 (Seaman, Allen and
Seaman, 2018). The value of online learning globally is expected to reach €290 billion by
2025 (McCue, 2018). MOOQOC’s alone attracted almost 500 million visits from learners
around the world in the thirty days prior to June 2020, up 2.5 times on the month of January
2020 (HolonlQ, 2020). “The borderless digital market for 'just-in-time' skills and knowledge
is highly competitive and represents a rapidly evolving part of the post-secondary

education landscape” (ibid).

The growth in online learning is primarily because this mode of learning provides flexible
access to higher education where students can engage with content and instruction at
a time and place of their choosing. Students in many disciplines, including those in
business, management, and education, continue to work while studying (Stoessel et al.,
2015). Students who study online have the flexibility to choose part-time and/or
external modes of study increasing their options for interaction, participation, and
ultimately the successful completion of their study programs (Broadbent and Poon,

2015).

In Ireland Hunt & Loxley (2020) found that little research has been conducted into part time
and flexible learning in higher education. Indeed, the lack of a clear and continuing funding
pathway for online learning has resulted in “[An] orientation towards upskilling and
employability combined with the absence of resources and reduced funding meant
participation depended on increasing the numbers of working adults who could pay fees

for programmes” (Hunt and Loxley, 2020, p10).

Students worldwide have become accustomed to engaging with an increasing range of

technologies in every aspect of daily life, albeit with significant inequities across
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developed and developing countries. Many students consider digital environments, like
the Internet, to be a way of life rather than just functional tools that can be used on
demand (Henderson, Selwyn and Aston, 2017). The ubiquitous nature of digital
technology is evident in the finding for example, that 91% of people living in Ireland
have smart phones (Deloitte, 2019). It follows that vast majority of students in Ireland,
are accustomed to mobile technology. If this is the case, the question arises as to
whether Irish Higher Educational Institutions are maximizing the opportunities for
learning on a lifelong basis that online learning provides? Are Irish Higher Education
policymakers and educational leaders promoting innovative, new pedagogical models

of teaching, or is the sector being dragged reluctantly into the 21t Century?

The overarching research aim of this study is to investigate a perceived gap between
rhetoric, policy, and practice in promoting access to Irish higher education through new
models of online learning. The focus is to establish if government education policy has
been pro-active in initiating good policy to encourage adopting the array of new models
of online learning now available to promote access to higher education, or if it has been
largely reactive or even passive. The research seeks to decipher if the political expression
around this topic is matched by action, identifying “good” and “bad” policy. The next
sections expand on this aim, and the rationale for the study. The scope of the research
is then outlined along with a brief discussion on the nature and definition of policy.
Finally, this first chapter describes the expected outcomes of the study and concludes

with an outline of the thesis structure.

1.2 Rationale for the study

In Ireland, participation rates in lifelong learning at 12.5% (EC, 2019), fall far below the
leading performers in this area Switzerland at 31.2%, and Sweden at 30.4% (EC, 2018).
Based on these figures, the conversation surrounding the potential of online learning in
Ireland appears to be largely aspirational. New models of online learning and the advent
of always connected devices, provide more flexibility in how, when, and where people
learn, particularly for time-restricted lifelong learners and for students in less accessible
environments (Becker et al., 2018). This study aims to investigate how policy matches
up to ambitions and aims to consider how effectively policy is being formulated and

implemented in the Irish higher education context, to address the growth of online
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learning. While the term online learning is often used loosely and is poorly defined, the
focus of this research is on educational provision, where online learning allows students
to pursue further education from a distance (Singh and Thurman, 2019). It does not
include emergency remote teaching online adopted in the Covid-19 crisis, but rather
builds on the traditions of distance education to provide intentionally designed and
delivered courses and programmes for diverse and geographically dispersed learners
living throughout Ireland, and beyond. Importantly, for the purpose of this thesis,

“online learning” is defined as:

Education being delivered in an online environment through the use of the internet
for teaching and learning. This includes online learning on the part of the students
that is not dependent on their physical or virtual co-location. The teaching content
is delivered online and the instructors develop teaching modules that enhance
learning and interactivity in the synchronous or asynchronous environment (Singh
and Thurman, 2019, p303).

When selecting a topic to research in the broad area of online learning, as defined in the
above paragraph, there is a wide range of academic literature from which to choose. Much
of this literature describes best practice, the management of learning at a distance, and new
tools and techniques to enhance learning using technology, at different educational levels.
As Zawacki-Richter (2009) established from a Delphi study, and Zawacki-Richter and
Anderson (2014) expanded on in their book proposing a future research agenda, there is a
gap in our understanding of policy and, in particular, the extent and effectiveness of national
level initiatives. There are countless reports, government papers and journal articles
advocating the development of government policies in Ireland which promote the use of
new learning technologies to widen access to higher education, to facilitate disadvantaged
learners, to promote lifelong learning and to enable continuous professional development
in a flexible, user-friendly way. However, there appears to be a gap in the research in relation
to analysing the formulation and implementation of online learning policy in Irish Higher
Education. In setting out to review policy concerning online learning then, it is important to
define what policy is and what definition is being adopted for the scope and purpose of this

study.

4
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1.3. What is educational policy

Defining policy is not a simple matter. Diggins-Mannion (2019) notes that “a single, all-
inclusive definition of the term public policy does not exist in Ireland” (p.31). The term
public policy also reflects a rather narrow view of policy. For example, Foucault (1970)
proposes that policy determines how culture, subjectivity and objects of knowledge are
constituted, organised and transformed through the interplay between debate and
practices. He argues that policies provide the mechanism through which discussions are

constructed and how they change and shape actual behaviour and practice.

In adopting a critical perspective on policy analysis, Apple (2019) maintains that
education is a “site of crucial struggles over authority and identity, indeed over both
the very meaning of being educated and who should control it” (p. 277). Therefore, in
carrying out critical policy analysis, according to Apple (2019) researchers need to ask:
Whose knowledge is this? How did it become “official”? Who benefits from these
policies and who does not? What are the overt and hidden effects of educational
reforms? In a similar vein, Hill (2014) describes the policy process as a complex political
procedure in which there are many actors: politicians, pressure groups, civil servants,
publicly employed professionals, and even sometimes those who see themselves as the
passive recipients of policy. The key point to take from the above conceptions of policy
and the policy formation process is that “policy” does not just refer to policy documents
developed in a particular area. In an Irish context, Cunningham (1963) describes policy
thus: “Policy is rather like the elephant — you recognise it when you see it but cannot
easily define it” (p229). This analogy is taken as a useful starting point for this study, as
policy in the context of online learning needs to be understood by going beyond what

you see or read at face value through asking deeper questions.

1.3.1 Policy Texts and Policy Discourses

Ball (2015) makes a helpful distinction by stating that policy takes two forms: (i) policy
texts and (ii) policy discourses. For the purpose of this study, “policy texts” are defined
as official or public policy documents which relate to the general area of online learning.
Importantly, this definition of policy texts includes key policies where there may be gaps

or no explicit reference to online learning, as such omissions might be just as significant
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as those included policies that endeavour to advance educational provision through
new online delivery modes. In contrast, “policy discourses” for the purpose of this study
are understood to reflect how we enact, respond and reshape policies and how they
provide us with (or not) a channel or language to think and discuss our organisations
with both internal and external stakeholders (Ball, 2015). In summary, these dual
conceptions of policy will frame the present study and how policy is critically reviewed

and analysed to help meet the research objectives.

As the idea that policy is about making choices is common to both an understanding of policy
texts and policy discourses, it follows that how policy is developed is also an important
aspect of the study. Many frameworks have been developed over the years to illuminate the
policymaking process. In the middle of the last century Lasswell (1956) proposed the Policy

Cycle Model, which broke policymaking into seven stages (see Table 1).

Table 1 The Policy Cycle Model

Stage Description

Intelligence Gathering Fact Finding at the outset

Promotion Gathering support for the policy

Prescription Determining the constituent parts constituent parts
Invocation Seeking assistance

Application Commencing operation

Termination Ending the cycle

Appraisal Assessing performance

Each of these stages, Lasswell suggests, must be navigated in order for the policy texts to
emerge. Many subsequent frameworks were built on the work of Lasswell. His model has
been resilient and is viewed as a touchstone framework in many texts in this area. Criticisms
include that it does not take into account factors like political power, what motivates power
actors, and the timing and sequencing of stages;(Penning’s, 2019) but it nonetheless remains

a significant model. These power factors determine not only if a policy is successful, they
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determine if it is even attempted to be actioned. In a less linear model, Kingdon (1984)
proposed the Multiple Streams Model. In his view, multiple streams or tributaries of
occurrences, contributors, and decision-making opportunities coalesce to generate a flow
of policy action. He sought to understand why phenomena such as "an idea whose time has
come" existed, and wanted to know why "people in and around government attend, at any
given time, to some subjects and not to others?" (Kingdon, 1984, p1). In this respect, another

key idea underpinning this study is that the development of policy is not neutral.

Lasswell's approach sets out in a systematic way, the process of gathering intelligence,
enlisting support, implementing policy and assessing the outcome. He took this approach to
policy sciences from Dewey's conception of knowledge as problem-solving (Turnbull, 2008).
Kingdon addresses the practicalities of making policy work by considering issues like the
“window of opportunity”, the influence of people within and outside government, and three
streams of influence; the problem stream, the policy stream and the political stream which,
when they come together, can put a specific problem on to the agenda, and then policy
change can happen (Kingdon, 1984). Other approaches and the countless variations they
have spawned, have value and help explain the policy process and may be drawn on when

relevant to the present study.

Table 2 Criteria for determining if a policy is enabling

Property Requirements

In order for a policy to be
deemed implementable it
needs to:

Clearly define the HEI's commitment to the policy area
Have an implementation plan

Be accompanied by policy instruments, such as procedures
and clearly defined areas of responsibility

In order for a policy to be
deemed situated in
practice it needs to:

Be based on consultation

Have been tested at operational level

Facilitate innovation

Be routinely monitored and reviewed for effectiveness

In order for a policy to be
deemed reflective of the
HEI’s priorities it needs to:

Be guided by the HEI's vision
Be in line with the HEI's strategic vision
Allow the HEI to meet its legal obligation

(Murphy,2018)

Finally, in Ireland, the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in

Higher Education is recognised as a key participant in the development of policy texts and
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in shaping policy discourses. In the past the National Forum has acknowledged the need for
enabling policies in the more general area of digital education, which it defines as policies
which are implementable, situated in practice and reflective of the Higher Education
Institution’s (HEI) priorities. While it is unclear what definition or conception of policy is
being referred to in this comment, the criteria developed by Murphy (2018, p. 10) and
described in Table 2 will be used as a further tool to help guide the policy analysis
undertaken in this research. These enabling requirements set out if a policy is pragmatic,

operational and consistent with the strategic vision of that educational institution.

1.4 Expected outcomes of the study

This study will expand the body of knowledge concerning the development online learning
in Irish Higher Education. More specifically, it will assist governments, policymakers and
other interested parties in the formation and implementation of future “good” policies,
mechanisms and resources required for harnessing the potential and successful
implementation of online learning in Higher Education. In this respect, the research has

three main objectives:

To investigate how Irish Government policy texts have responded to the emergence of
new models of online learning.

To analyse through policy texts how the Irish University sector has responded to the
opportunities and the challenges presented by the emergence of new models of online
learning.

To explore how one Irish university has responded to government policy texts and
policy discourses.

1.5 Structure of the thesis

For clarity of purpose, the research is divided into five distinct chapters:

Chapter 1- Introduction: introduces the research area and outlines the background and
rationale for the present study. It briefly reviews and outlines how policy is formed and the
context surrounding fully online learning in Irish Higher Education. The chapter subsequently
provides the aims of the present study and outlines the perceived gap in the literature that

it sets out to address.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review: reports more on this gap and provides an analysis of literature
relating to the field of Distance and Online Education with a particular emphasis on the
period from 2000 to 2020. The literature is reviewed using a Macro, Meso, Micro framework,
as described by Dopfer (2004) and adopted by Zawacki-Richter (2009) and expanded upon
by Zawacki-Richter and Anderson (2014).

Chapter 3 — Methodology: details the methodology employed in the study; a three-phase

approach involving:

Phase 1: Analysis of European policy texts;
Phase 2: Analysis of Irish policy texts and institutional performance compacts and

other publicly available policy texts along with a series of interviews with Policy
Makers in Irish Higher Education;
Phase 3: Case study telling the story of Dublin City University (DCU) consisting of
document analysis of key policy texts (e.g., Strategic Plans, Teaching and Learning Plans

and other key documents) along with critical analysis of policy discourses.

Chapter 4: Analysis and Discussion of Findings: results of the research are presented based
on the three phases of the research. The first section critically reviews policies influencing
online learning internationally. The second section looks at Irish policy texts and
performance compacts between the universities and the HEA. These are agreements, as
recommended in the Hunt Report (2011), which commit HEI's to charting their strategic
priorities. The HEA allocates a portion of their funding based on achieving those priorities.
The third section presents a case study of online learning policy at DCU looking at both

texts and discourses.

Chapter 5: Conclusions: discusses the main findings and presents a number of
recommendations arising from the study. It reflects on each phase of the research and
identifies the key lessons and central issues from both a policy and practice perspective.

The chapter returns to the research problem and considers how successful the study has
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been in answering each of the research questions. Finally, recommendations for further

research and policy development in this area are identified.

1.6 Conclusion

This chapter has introduced the study and the importance of this research, the context the
rapid growth of online learning. It has established the rationale for the study in the Irish
Higher Education context and provided a definition of both “online learning” and “policy”
in defining the scope of the study. The expected outcomes of the study have been described
in listing three main research objectives and lastly the overall structure of the thesis was
outlined. The next chapter offers a more detailed literature review which anchors the

research that follows.
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

11
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2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the literature relevant to the growth of online learning with a
particular focus on the role, development and contribution of educational policy. As
indicated in Chapter 1, “policy” has a number of different dimensions and operates at all
levels of the higher education system. Accordingly, the chapter begins by establishing the
macro, meso and micro organisational framework for the literature review and then
reports on major macro-level developments from a whole of system perspective. It then
proceeds to consider meso-level policy developments relating to leadership,
organisational management and infrastructure. The third micro-level section reports
literature relevant to how policy has been enacted and related policy discourses in efforts
to successfully implement online learning at a local level. Finally, the chapter concludes
with a brief synthesis of the research literature on online learning with particular relevance

to policy development.

Before reporting on the macro-level literature, the chapter starts by describing how the
literature review was undertaken. This section provides an account of what search
strategies were adopted and library databases interrogated to locate relevant reports,
articles and research publications. Across each level, the literature review is intended to
help highlight important gaps between rhetoric, policy and practice in promoting access to
higher education through new models of online learning. It also sets out to establish the
relative dearth of published research specifically investigating the growth of online

learning with a policy focus, particularly in the Irish Higher Education context.

2.2 Undertaking the literature review

This section provides a brief account of how the literature reviews was undertaken. The
time frame specified was between 2000 and 2020, as this was the period where online
learning emerged and began to grow. The initial search was completed to find literature
directly relevant to online learning policy in Ireland. The search was conducted using all
the databases listed on the DCU Library Education Subject guide: Educational Research
Complete, SAGE Journals, SAGE Video Education, Springer Link, Taylor & Francis Journals,
Scopus, and Google scholar. Topics searched included all higher education, administration,

policy, funding, and related social issues.
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https://journals-sagepub-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://journals-sagepub-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
https://link-springer-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://link-springer-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://link-springer-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://link-springer-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-tandfonline-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-tandfonline-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-scopus-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/search/form.uri?display=basic
https://www-scopus-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/search/form.uri?display=basic
https://www-scopus-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/search/form.uri?display=basic
https://www-scopus-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/search/form.uri?display=basic

2.2.1 Selection Criteria

The direct search included key terms like Online Learning in Ireland, e-Learning Policy in
Ireland, e-Learning in Ireland, Digital Learning Policy in Ireland, Digital Learning in Ireland
for the first search. The search was further extended to include keywords/phrases relevant
to the research such as Models of Online Learning in Higher Education, Education policy,
Leadership in online learning, Lifelong Learning policy, Online learning, and Quality in
online learning. The additional criteria searched brought in some valuable pertinent
readings which would not have been previously considered, giving insights into the
formulation of education policy in Ireland. For example, McGarr & O Gallchéir (2020)
looked at the attitudes of pre-service teachers to technology. Shea & O’Hara’s (2020)
review of Ireland’s higher education system performance framework gave insights into
that process which had not previously been found and papers by Butler, Shiel, Leahy &
Cosgrove (2013) gave insight on Digital policy in schools while Hunt (2016) reflected on

Part-Time and Flexible Learning in Irish Higher Education.

The initial sweep yielded 650 relevant documents. Removing duplicates brought this down
to 600 documents with all of the abstracts from these publications were reviewed. After
this initial review, documents were categorised into 12 folders, for further evaluation. The
final filter was to separate interesting documents from relevant documents. Two hundred

and fifty publications were read in full with a final 40 publications selected.

Table 3 Systematic Literature Review

Systematic Literature Review Process  Process Description Number of
Publications
DCU Library Databases Databases searched using Search 400

Educational Research Complete,
SAGE Journals, SAGE Video
Education, Springer Link, Taylor &
Francis Journals, Scopus

Other Sources Publications collated from Google Scholar and | 250
referred publications reviewed

Filter 1 Duplicate Publications Removed from the selection 50

Filter 2 Abstracts for all publications Read to filter the | 600
selection

Filter 3 Selected publications read in full 250

Filter 4 Publications filtered into Relevant Vs Interesting | 40

Retaining Relevant for review
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https://journals-sagepub-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://journals-sagepub-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
http://sk.sagepub.com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/Search/Results
https://link-springer-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://link-springer-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-tandfonline-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-tandfonline-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-tandfonline-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-tandfonline-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/
https://www-scopus-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/search/form.uri?display=basic
https://www-scopus-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/search/form.uri?display=basic
https://www-scopus-com.dcu.idm.oclc.org/search/form.uri?display=basic

To help frame the literature review a macro, meso and micro organisational structure is

adopted drawing on the agenda described by Zawacki-Richter and Anderson (2014) for

future research in the area of online distance education.

Phase 1 Macro-level: this phase considers factors influencing online learning policy at an

international level.

Phase 2 Meso-level: in this phase the factors that influence online learning policy at a

National level are examined.

Phase 3 Micro-level: this phase provides an analysis of factors influencing online learning

policy at a local level.

Table 4: Macro, Meso, Micro

Macro-level:

Influences International Level

The Evolution of Online

Internationally

Learning

Meso level:

Influences at National level

Leadership

Micro level:

Influences

Local level

Learner characteristics

Drivers of Online Learning Policy

Management and organization

Learning communities

International influences on
Education Policy: Access,
Collaboration, and Equity

Educational technology

Distance teaching systems

Globalization as a driver of education policy

Innovation and change

Learner support services

Theories and models

Professional Development and
faculty support

Areas of Research in distance
education

Research methods in distance education

Quality assurance

Exploring Irish Policy

The following discussion explores this research agenda as presented in Table 4.
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2.2.1.1 Macro level - International

This section considers the influences on online learning policy at a macro-level, initially
tracing the evolution of online learning. It next considers the factors that drive online
learning policy. International influences on education policy like access, collaboration and
equity are considered in the next section. The globalisation of education and global
influences on education and how they influence the shaping of policy, are reviewed in the
next section. Finally, a number of internationally recognised examples of these new models

of online education are reviewed

2.2.1.2 Meso level - National

In this section policy texts and policy discourses are explored in terms of national impact
in the areas of leadership, organisational management and infrastructure in online
learning. Technological developments in online learning since 2000 are assessed, such as
the role of Virtual Learning environments (VLE's), Learning Management Systems(LMS),

the evolution of the MOOC and the wider ecology of digital tools.

2.2.1.3 Micro Level- Local

This section looks at the impact of policy at a local level in the day-to-day teaching
environment in online learning. It considers Irish policy texts in relation to education
particularly focussed on online learning. It reviews discourses in distance and online
education systems and theories, learning communities, and the influence of learning
characteristics, and types are considered. It then looks at how educational technology has

evolved in recent times.

2.2.1.4 Defining Online Learning

In summary, while distance education has a long tradition, as established in Chapter 1 the
term “online learning” is much harder to define. This research however, is directed at
students who study fully online and are based off-campus. Choosing a definition that
captures this cohort and positions it in the research, with widespread agreement, is not a

straight forward task. Definitions are many and varied by academics writing in this area,
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however, a more a recent set of definitions by Singh and Thurman (2019) offer a range of

options:

Online learning is defined as learning experienced through the internet/online
computers synchronous classroom where students interact with instructors and
other students and are not dependent on their physical location for participating
in this online learning experience.

or

Online learning is defined as learning experienced through the internet in an
asynchronous environment where students engage with instructors and fellow
students at a time of their convenience and they do not need to be co-present
online or in a physical space.

or

Online education is defined as education being delivered in an online environment
through the use of the internet for teaching and learning. This includes online
learning on the part of the students that is not dependent on their physical or virtual
co-location. The teaching content is delivered online and the instructors develop
teaching modules that enhance learning and interactivity in the synchronous or
asynchronous environment.

In this research the preferred definition is the more inclusive third option, as this includes
both synchronous and asynchronous learning which facilitates, for example, those who
may be located in different time zones. This inclusive definition was selected as it
encapsulates the strengths of online learning as a contemporary tool in the global
educational landscape. It provides the flexibility for students to learn from anywhere at
any time and on a life-long basis. It exploits the ever evolving technological solutions which
continue to grow in sophistication and in particular during the COVID-19 pandemic, have
gone some way to overcoming the fear factor in using online learning technology.
Educators who were previously reticent to engage fully with these tools have overnight
been forced into their use. The very act of changing the transmission medium of educators
has opened up the opportunities that online learning can present. Opportunities like the
presentation of material asynchronously, and facilitating considered debate on discussion
forums. The opportunity for international collaboration in real time without the
requirement for travel. The opportunity to build communities of learning which will be
discussed later in this chapter. This definition clearly signposts where online learning is

headed and therefore provides a definition for the future.
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2.3 PHASE 1 MACRO LEVEL — INTERNATIONAL INFLUENCES ON POLICY

2.3.1. The Evolution of Online learning

The earliest universally accepted manifestation of distance learning is correspondence
study (Anderson and Dron, 2011) (Keegan, 2013) (Taylor, 2001). In this initial offering,
distance learning students were sent paper-based study materials by post and returned
their written assignments for assessment, marking, and written feedback (Holmberg,
2005). In 1728, Caleb Phillips taught his system of shorthand to people living outside the
city of Boston by sending lessons to their homes (ibid). In 1833, the Lund University in
Sweden offered the opportunity to study composition via the postal service. In the 1840s
Isaac Pitman adapted his system of shorthand to fit on postcards, which were then mailed
to students using the penny stamp in the UK. Students used the postcards to transcribe
passages of the bible and sent them back to Pitman for correction (Bower and Hardy,

2004). This is recognised as the first generation of distance learning.

Thomas J. Foster realised that working people needed an opportunity to better their life
prospects. He set up correspondence courses to enable miners to study engineering
through what became the International Correspondence School (ICS) in Scranton,
Pennsylvania. ICS enrolled more than a quarter of a million students in the 1890's, offering

courses to students in Mexico, America, and Australia (Bower and Hardy, 2004).

Radio came next with nearly 200 radio stations in the US, delivering distance courses to
the masses in the 1920s (Simonson, Smaldino and Zvacek, 2014). Some steps into
student/teacher interaction took place with the use of telephone communication, but this
was limited. The shift to TV was slow to evolve, and although many pilots were tested, it
was not until 1960 that Western Reserve University (now Case Western Reserve) in the US
offered the first regular TV courses (Bower et al. 2004). In China, Shanghai Open University
was founded as Shanghai TV University(STVU) in 1960 offering undergraduate education
for adults (SOU, 2020). The next major step forward in Europe, came with the
establishment of the Open University in the United Kingdom, in 1969. This heralded the
start of the modern movement in distance education. The Open University offered full
degree programs, sophisticated courses, new media and systematic systems evaluation for
similar programs worldwide, and conferred credibility on distance education qualifications

(Holmberg, 2005). While the UK Open University did encourage the establishment of off-
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campus specialist distance learning universities worldwide, it did not provide a stimulus to

campus-based universities to engage in distance learning (Daniel, 2016).

Programmes became more targeted as distance educators reached a wider audience and
began to understand the changing needs of its learners. In the early eighties,
professionalism and institutional consolidation were the main concerns of distance
education researchers as institutional providers sought to consolidate its reputation as a
legitimate means of teaching and learning (Zawacki-Richter and Naidu, 2016) and
(Henderson, Selwyn and Aston, 2017). In the late nineteen-eighties, educators explored
how they could design online material more effectively and began to explore the use of
technology in teaching and learning. The early nineteen-nineties saw the assurance of
quality as the central preoccupation of researchers in this field. (ibid). As the world
embraced Tim Berners-Lee's World Wide Web, distance learning took a paradigm shift in
the late nineteen-nineties and went online. “I imagined the web as an open platform that
would allow everyone, everywhere to share information, access opportunities and

collaborate across geographic and cultural boundaries” (Berners-Lee, 2017).

The knowledge society now had a communication medium which would, within a few short
years, reach into the pockets of men, women and children right across the western world.
This has been described as the Fourth Industrial revolution: “The speed of current
breakthroughs has no historical precedent. When compared with previous industrial
revolutions, the Fourth is evolving at an exponential rather than a linear pace. Moreover,
it is disrupting almost every industry in every country” (Schwab, 2016). The speed, quality,
flexibility, dependability and cost of access to information is now greater than at any time
in the past. Crafting policy to maximise its use in education, in the context of competing

drivers is the topic of the next section.

2.3.2 Drivers of Policy

Having defined online learning in this context we next look to investigate the deeper
underlying drivers of online learning, which are many and varied. These drivers determine

the thrust and direction of policy.

Plomp and Pelgrum (1993) addressed the issue of what drives the use of technology in

education. The drivers were outlined as: vocational; social; economic; commercial;
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marketing; cost-effectiveness; transformation; and, pedagogical. Technology enhances the
prospects of students gaining employment by filling the requirements of industry in a
competitive labour market, this constitutes the vocational driver. Learners should be
prepared for the new real-world facing them, students require the information and
communication skills needed to survive in this new world, this is the social driver. The
economic commodity of the future is “information” and countries need to create tech-
savvy graduates capable of adapting to the requirements of this new internationally
competitive environment, this is an economic driver. Current students will be consumers
of the new information and communication technologies of the future. Commercial groups
benefit from the growing provision of technology and the development of a large number
of technology-literate graduates, therefore this generates a commercial driver. The use of
technology as a tool to enable institutions to attract students produces a marketing driver.
Cost is always a factor, while information and communication technologies can overcome
problems of distance and isolation, this driver was based on the idea that technology can
substantially reduce the cost of education. This is disputed but can be valid in particular
circumstances, e.g. where a student has difficulty travelling to college. The use of
technology can act as a catalyst for change and the dispersion of new ideas. This produces
a transformation driver. Technology provides the unprecedented potential to enhance
learning. The learning tools that technology provides present new opportunities for social
and cognitive development (e.g. interaction with colleagues in different geographical

locations). This generates a pedagogical driver.

These rationales, which promote different policy discourses, do not operate in isolation.
Each represents the interests of particular stakeholder groups, which can be in conflict.
Discussion of technology in education should be conscious of the competing rationales,
hence policy discourses. No one single rationale provides a justification for the use of
technology in education. A combination of those drivers concurrently makes the use of
technology desirable, however, they do not all work in unison, but exist in a state of
tension, and compete to gain prominence. The challenge for policy makers is to grapple

with these competing tensions and establish a coherent pathway.
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2.3.2.1 Competing Models for Online Learning

The previous section established that there are competing rationale for the growth of
online learning. This section extends the theme of policy tensions by demonstrating that
there are competing business models and frameworks which reflect quite different
outcomes in terms of how policy in online learning can contribute to educational provision

both now and in the future.

2.3.3 Discussion on International Drivers of Policy: access, collaboration, and equity

A common principle underpinning the distance education movement leading policy
development in online learning, has been the commitment to increasing access to
education. In 1948, education was accepted as a fundamental human right in the Universal

Declaration of Human Rights. Article 26 further outlines that:

Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the
elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory.
Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher
education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit. (UN, 1948, [no
pagination]).

This right is at the core of how educational policy is formulated, not just in Ireland, but
worldwide. However, as we will discuss later, the requirement of the knowledge economy

and the growing prevalence of neo-liberalism presents a different perspective.

2.3.3.1 Access

Access is the removal of barriers to education. These barriers may be geographic, social,
economic, or gender-based, depending on individual circumstances (Tait and O’Rourke,
2014). In the best traditions of distance education, online learning can facilitate
overcoming these barriers with many providers incorporating a social justice dimension to
their mission, enabling groups of learners to navigate challenges like disability, refugee
status, social exclusion or incomplete prior education. Prinsloo (2015) has suggested that
learning must empower graduates to critique, to formulate their own opinions, to question
conventional ways of seeing the world, (ontologies) and accepted canons of knowledge

(epistemologies). The ability to access that education off-campus, online, at more
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affordable fees, without the cost of accommodation or transport, can open the door for
students who would not otherwise be able to afford to go to university. Online learning
allows students to have access to high-quality education, good teachers, and innovative
delivery methods, without having to travel long distances to receive it. Financial
restrictions since the global recession 2007/2008 have recalled Giroux's (2003) view that:

In an age of money and profit, academic disciplines gain stature almost exclusively
through their exchange value on the market, and students now rush to take
courses and receive professional credentials that provide them with the cache they
need to sell themselves to the higher bidder (cited in, Anderson and Zawacki-
Richter 2014, p59).

This highlights a tension that exists between the equity and social justice mission and the
economic driver. This economic driver is reinforced in Digital Education Policies in Europe
and Beyond. Key Design Principles for More Effective Policies which outlines that the
rationale for. promoting the innovative use of digital technologies in education is to
“support learner’s competence to achieve in the knowledge economy, allowing European
states to remain competitive and integrated with the global economy” (Conrads et al.,

2017).

2.3.3.2. Collaboration

Policy must take account the advent of Open Educational Resources (OER) and MOOCs
which can help to ease the tension between the social and the economic drivers of online
learning, through collaboration. Online learning can, when effectively designed and
implemented, increase the potential for international cooperation. Education and
knowledge travel easily across borders. Educators and institutions can reach millions of
learners, not just those who can attend face-to-face campus-based classes. Successful
multi-institutional collaborations of distance education providers, can attract new student
cohorts, share the costs of course development, enhance flexibility, develop high-quality
support infrastructure, enable richer programs, and strengthen the financial basis of
participating institutions (Guri-Rosenblit, Sebkova and Teichler, 2007). Cooperation with
other institutions can enable teachers and learners to share and discuss content with peers
from all over the world. Sharing and re-using resources and facilitating large groups
through online learning can make education more viable. In this context, the open access

movement is an important step forward. The availability of OER resources can influence
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how educational policy is shaped in the future. In the US, for example, Government
emergency funds in the aftermath of the COVID -19 pandemic, Coronavirus Aid, Relief and
Economic Security Fund (CARES) Act can be channelled into using open text books or

training teachers in how open resources can best be used (Prescott, 2020).

2.3.3.3. Equity

Influencing government policy, which has the ambition to prepare people for the new
economy, can present the possibility of promoting equity, by using online learning to offer
new opportunities. The political nature of education and the privilege it confers is directly
responsible for how power is exercised in society (Jarvis, 2004), and how policy is shaped.
This power, he argues, is increasingly driven by those who control both economic
institutions and information technology. The central question is, how can education be
provided, at what level, to whom and by whom? These questions are similar to those raised
in Chapter 1 by Apple (2019) where policy analysis needs to consider bigger questions
about power and privilege. This equity impact requires sustained investment in
educational infrastructures and human resources. Education must respond more flexibly
to cultural diversity and changing labour market expectations (Gijsbers and Schoonhoven,
2012). This approach makes sense in locations like Africa, where twenty times more people
connect to the internet through mobile phones than through fixed line computers. In
Colombia, mobile devices are being used instead of desktop or laptop computers to
address an illiteracy crisis in rural areas. In 2012, the Colombian government purchased
250,000 mobile devices equipped with interactive educational software and delivered
them to illiterate young people and adults (Luna Scott, 2015c). As is the case in Ireland,
many of these young people would hope to gain employment in one of the multinational

companies based in Colombia where:

Multinational companies are important motors for economic development in
Colombia because they are the most competent actors to identify the niches that
Colombian actors can play in global value chains and thus help the national
economy in its process of integrating in the global economy (Bleckmann, 2018).

Even though they operate against a contemporary backdrop of globalisation Governments,

through policy formation, retain the ability to “nudge” multinational companies towards
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socioeconomic development priorities like human capital development (Idemudia and

Amaeshi, 2019).

2.3.4 Globalization as a driver of education policy

In the twenty-first century, the influence of globalization and the interconnectivity of
global supply chains, is an influential driver of educational policy. The role of the state in
this context through the policies it creates and implements, can be portrayed as providing
the conditions, laws and institutions necessary for its effective functioning. Embracing new
technology as the medium to foster this knowledge economy and communicate its
requirements provides universities with global opportunities. Many authors argue that
universities occupy a special place and need to operate outside of the economic forces that
drive commercial organisations, with the assistance of public support (Pister, 1999), (Scott,
1998). The emergence of for-profit universities and online providers in a neoliberal climate
means that university administrators must ensure value in order to gain and retain that
public support. This compels them to examine how value is created and retained by their

institution (Elloumi, 2004). This approach is not without its critics. Ball argues:

Neoliberalism requires and enacts a new type of individual, that is a new type of
teacher and head-teacher formed within the logic of competition. The apparatuses
of neoliberalism are seductive, enthralling and overbearingly necessary (Ball 2010,
p74).

He continues that performativity, the concentration of effort on measuring and improving
performance based on particular metrics, conflicts with liberal values traditionally
respected by educators. The challenge is to incorporate local culture and values into the
offering and to avoid the imposition of what is perceived as “Western” neoliberal values
and cultures on a worldwide audience. This tension between the neo-liberal and the
traditional view of education is ongoing. Brown (2016) argues that this tension is rooted

in:

Crisis, disruption, democratization and re-imagination in the age of the MOOCs
reflects a kaleidoscope of competing and coexisting perspectives with different
images of the past, present and future. In order to critically read these images and
help shape our preferred learning futures, a type of double vision is required,
combining both political and pedagogical perspectives (p 31).
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While disparate interest groups apply pressures to compete for limited resources, and the
demands on education are ever increasing. Brown, argues that balancing conflicting
demands requires consideration of a range of viewpoints anchored in two core

perspectives:

The HE system is made from a colour palette with conflicting ideological,
epistemological and pedagogical assumptions. Although overly simplistic, at the
root of these assumptions are two primary colours or basic worldviews: (i) the
tradition of the Learning Society, and (ii) the influence of the Knowledge economy
(p 35).

The balancing of these divergent stances, provides the backdrop against which new models
of distance learning are emerging. New institutions to cater for this growing demand have
powerful backing. Under the surface an ongoing ideological battle as to what form policy
takes continues, with Global capitalism and Neo-Liberalism competing with the Learning
society tradition, while the influence and power of the small nation-state continues to

decline.

2.3.5 Macro Summary

In summary, this section traced the evolution of online learning considering the factors
that drive policy to successfully adopt online learning, and enable that policy to be
successful. Policies require more than a clear vision and expression to be effective. The
importance of organisational culture in mediating policy implementation was considered.
The tensions that exist in policy discourses between the Learning community view of
education versus the demands of the Knowledge society, were discussed. Globalisation
and its influence on policy formation were reviewed in a world where the influence of
multinational corporations grows while that of nation states diminish. How that impacts in

a national setting is the subject of the next section.

2.4 PHASE 2 MESO LEVEL — THE INFLUENCES ON POLICY AT NATIONAL
LEVEL

This section details the factors that enable enacted policy to be successful and that drive
successful adoption of online learning at a national level. Factors such as leadership,

educational technology, innovation and change, quality assurance, professional
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development and faculty support are considered. It also reflects on the possible barriers

to successful adoption of online learning.

2.4.1 Leadership

With the advent of the internet, the demand for online learning has grown exponentially.
The task of higher education leadership at a national level, in this environment is to
determine how students learn best, how institutions can best present programmes, how
services are structured most appropriately in response to this new environment. It must
seek to encourage players in their organisations to adopt new best practices and to feed
this back into the policy formation process. As noted by ICDE, the online and distance
education sector has experience of rising to the opportunities and challenges currently
facing the education sector, and is well prepared to show leadership in many areas

(Ossiannilsson, Williams and Brown, 2015).

PURPOSES: PEOPLE:
= e-leadearship visioning + o-leadership/ virtual team
strategic planning, lcadership, culturo; trust,

integrity, colleglality, values
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B " -
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complex adaptive system
= learning and teaching:
pedagogic leadership
= research management
entreprensurialism

- v r
distributed lcadarship

= human resources, training,
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technology In
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STRUCTURES AND

SOCIAL SYSTEMS:
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« technology; Infrastructure;

P L3

Figure 1. e-Learning Leadership characteristics (Jameson, 2013)

Prominent change management theorists like Lewin (1947), Kotter (1995) and (Hiatt (2006)
emphasise the importance of leadership to the success of a change process and later we
will see how leadership was influential in adopting online learning in a case study

presentation.
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Jameson (2013), identified ten groups of e-learning characteristics. These characteristics
are necessary for effective strategic and operational e-leadership in higher education in
order that collegial and high trust environments can emerge through the development of
technological innovations, facilitated by good communication and leadership. The
framework proposed by Jameson (2013, p911) as shown in Figure 1., outlines the
leadership qualities valued in an e-learning environment under three headings: Purpose,

People and Structures and Social Systems.

Purpose, at high-level leadership, attempts to create a vision, establish a strategic plan,
and convey the meaning of the plan in a way that makes sense. This high-level leadership
is vital to successful engagement. In the case study section DCU Fuse, a novel online
consultation process that was employed by DCU to foster engagement, is outlined.
Pedagogical leadership is leadership in teaching and learning methods and practices best
suited to the online environment. Research and enterprise management is required to lead

this critical function.

People are engaged to provide what Kotter (1995) described as a “guiding coalition”. Here
it is called creating a team spirit of collegiality, organisational values, behaviours and a
culture of trust, academic freedom, and equal opportunities. Jameson invites that this is
achieved with the support of e-Leadership presence which consists of interpersonal skills,
emotional intelligence, and empowering others. This is made operational through
communication skills and organisational relations including, innovation, risk-taking,
distributed leadership and ownership. Structures and social systems consists of managing
and monitoring quality, particularly as it relates to assessment and evaluation. This
requires providing support for infrastructure, problem-solving skills, information
technology skills and innovation and risk-taking. It is arguable that universities by their very
nature are reluctant to take on risk, let alone encourage it. Organisational structure and
policy consists of management, finance and operations including, speed of response and
change management skills. The bureaucratic nature of many higher education institutions

restricts this speed of response.

Arnold and Sangra (2018), in their meta-analysis of literature in e-leadership, identify three

clusters of research in the area of leadership for technology-enhanced learning in higher
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education. Governance and senior leaders, Non-governance stakeholder’s Holistic multi-
stakeholder approaches at different levels. Governance and senior leader’s studies
represented top down leadership focussing on leadership from the perspective of formal
leaders: (faculty governance, university administrators, senior leaders, online education
administrators), or through the mobilisation of local and international experts. Non-
governance stakeholder’s they propose consist of teachers, lecturers, students, and
instructional designers who we will show later, often lead bottom up initiatives in this area.
Holistic multi-stakeholder approaches at different levels represent projects or pilots and
individual faculties, (single institution and multiple institutions) and can demonstrate how
participatory practices can empower stakeholders. The down side of such initiatives is that
in the absence of top level support they can falter when confronted with early hurdles,
nonetheless successful initiatives can lead the way for more general adoption of innovative

new practises.

Tools that enable users (both students and teachers) to generate their content are now
available. These technologies can enable collective aggregation on a global scale, with
initiatives now emerging, from communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and informal
networks (Anderson and Dron, 2011). This approach recognises that leadership can
emerge from particular groups within the online learning community through formal,
informal or expertise-based factors. In this research the authors build on the earlier work
of Jameson (2013) and identifies transactional leadership, distributed leadership and e-
leadership as the leadership theories most cited in the literature in this field during the
period analysed. Distributed Leadership was identified by (1995) where systems that are
“larger than an individual may have cognitive properties in their own right that cannot be

reduced to the cognitive properties of individual persons” (Hutchins ,1995, p266).

In contrast Bryman (2007) argues that in an academic context because of the internal
motivation and professionalism of academics, leadership is less important than in other
environments. He contends that leadership may be of influence more by its negative
effects than by its positive effects. In others words leadership might cause more problems
in this context, than it solves. In academic contexts, leadership may sometimes be as
significant (if not more significant) for the damage it causes as for the benefits it brings in

its wake (Bryman, 2007). While this may in some circumstances be true, the construction
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of a vision, the articulation of a mission and the assembly of a powerful guiding coalition

can have a major influence on policy formation and implementation.

2.4.2 Educational Technology

What are the changes in educational technology that have occurred in the period of rapid
expansion over the last twenty years? These innovations have created the environment in

which policy must be created and adapted.

Martin Weller has chronicled developments from 1998 to 2018 (Weller, 2018). He
highlighted that wikis emerged in 1998, these are web pages that anyone can edit. They
provide a dynamic, shared space where people can potentially source knowledge, in a co-
operative participative way. The use of Wikipedia as a default first reference source is a
powerful tool in education. Weller identified that the term e-learning started becoming
mainstream around 1999, with the prefix "e" becoming attached to many titles. The belief
at this time was that e-learning could constitute a cost-saving measure. The reality was
that, although the use of physical resources was reduced and material could be re-used,
support and updating costs rose with the increased use of online resources. Many concepts
are taught in similar programmes at institutions across the world. The idea behind learning
objects was that a technology based object could be used and re-used to teach the same
concept in multiple locations. Weller argues that they did not take off because of a lack of
support from educators. As online learning was becoming more accepted as valid, the
emphasis shifted around 2001, to assuring quality standards and setting industry norms
which could be transferable. The IMS (Instructional Management System) introduced
global quality standards for content that could be used by VLE's (Virtual Learning
Environments). The most significant was SCORM (Sharable Content Object Reference
Model). Wiley initiated a licencing system called OCL (Open Content Licence) in 2002
followed by OPL (Open Publication Licence) which educators could use to share
educational content, creating a context in which Open Educational Resources (OER) could

flourish.

Blogging developed as a method for writers to publish their online diaries or journals and
updated resources. The streamlining and filtering of such blogs is facilitated by RSS (Really

Simple Syndication) feeds. These are specialised computer programs that automatically
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access web sites the user cares about on their behalf and they notify users of updates (RSS
feeds, and aggregators are also sometimes called RSS channels and RSS readers). Learning
Management Systems provided a package of tools to enable institutions to facilitate the
enterprise-wide solution to e-learning needs. The downside was that it locked institutions
into one provider who may introduce restrictive practices. YouTube was founded as
internet access and compression techniques improved. It opened the possibility for anyone
to present video sharing services online. Most colleges in 2020 do not assess students on

their use of video but its use as a resource in academic work is increasing.

Web 2.0 constituted the gathering together of user-generated content with an emphasis
on its social and open aspects The term was popularised by O'Reilly (2006) who set out
seven guiding principles. Web 2.0 morphed into social media. Colleges and universities
developed courses presented through virtual second lives around 2007. They were often
used to re-create online lectures and had a nerdy image which failed to take off. E-
Portfolios provide a receptacle for learners to store evidence of their learning. One

criticism is that they take an institutional rather than a user approach.

The possibilities of networked learning were explored by connectives, which were
problem-based and resource-based. They provided the basis for MOOC's which were to
follow. Personal Learning Environments (PLE) proposed that each learner could have a
particular set of tools based on their requirements. The issue surrounding sharing data
shifted the focus from personalised tools to personalised resources. Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOC’s) took off in 2012, and with hundreds of thousands of participants
accessing high-quality material, investment flooded in. The possibility of global providers
taking over the education market has long-term consequences but has not lived up to the
initial hype. Open Textbooks provide openly licenced versions of bespoke textbooks, free
for the digital version. They moved the cost-focus from production to purchase. Learning
Analytics can be used to analyse the online behaviour of individuals. Educators can adjust

their material accordingly. The downside is that students can be reduced to data.

A method of recognising learning at all levels emerged when Digital Badge awarding came
to prominence around 2016. The challenge is to have the badges accepted by employers,
learners and institutions. The use of artificial intelligent tutoring systems has returned as

the power of computation has increased. Block chain provides a secure ledger for record-
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keeping of bitcoin. It may provide a portable means to record qualifications. This era of
technological development was accompanied by a period of innovation and change which

will be addressed in the next section.

2.4.3 Innovation and change

Over the last two decades, digital technology has become faster, smaller, more affordable,
more efficient, and more accessible to a higher number of people globally. The challenge
of striving to keep policy up to date in such an ever changing environment is a demanding
one. Moore observed in 1965 that manufacturers had been doubling the density of
components per integrated circuit every two years and they would continue to do for the
foreseeable future. This became known as Moore’s law, and it illustrated the speed of

innovation and change in the digital landscape (Moore, 1965).

This unremitting cycle of new technologies and scientific breakthroughs has continued to
the current day. The task of keeping policy current in this environment is challenging.
Universities have until now, proven incredibly resistant to change (Salmon et al., 2015).
They have survived barely impacted by television, mobile phones and many more
technological devices, but do now employ “new technologies” to provide information or
practice for learners. They have yet to embrace the potential strengths of digital in areas
like connecting with others, the ability to prepare students for the five careers that they
may follow over their long lives, the development of wisdom and the realisation of what
seems impossible today. People's needs and expectations of learning are shifting (Salmon

et al., 2015). This provides both a challenge and an opportunity.

Sharples et al., (2016) describe some of the more recent innovations in online learning: A
viable source of informal learning is provided by social media. Twitter, Facebook and other
sites are used to source information, share ideas and engage in discussion. Productive
failure is a method of teaching where students are tasked with complex problems and
asked to solve them collaboratively using prior learning before they are given instruction.
The aim is for students, working together, to use their prior knowledge to consider possible
solutions. Using Teachback students learn by explaining to others the subject matter at

issue. An expert explains the topic to a learner. That learner tries to “teach-back”, what
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they have understood. This enables learners to understand the issue by reframing it in their

own words and by explaining it in terms that they understand.

Design thinking solves problems using the methods and thinking processes used by
designers including include creative processes like experimenting, creating and
prototyping models, seeking feedback, and redesigning. Learning through video games can
make learning fun, interactive, and stimulating. It has spawned an industry that includes
serious games, gamification and game-infused learning. Learning analytics can measure
and predict the learning processes of students by tracking their activity and inferring their
thinking processes. Analytics can track time spent learning online and can help identify at-
risk students. Learners need to acquire skills and resilience to cope with uncertainty and
the complexity of future work environments. Learning for the future involves acquiring
skills to learn, unlearn and relearn on a lifelong basis. In a globalised world, trans-
languaging involves moving flexibly and fluidly between languages. This can include
organising international collaboration, searching the internet in a range of languages and
accessing online communities and resources in multiple languages. The acquisition of
these new skill requires professional development, and this is the subject of the next

section.

2.4.4 Professional Development and faculty support

Professional development in higher education constitutes an emerging area in academia
with increasing research internationally (Gosling, 2008; Hicks & Hicks, 2006). This is
developing through both formal and informal channels (Hicks& Hicks, 2006). The Higher
education environment is rapidly changing with greater diversity in the student population,
increased use of technology, competition from private educators, and increased external
accountability. As accountability and standardization become an increasing part of higher
education, the ability to demonstrate the impact of professional development initiatives
and interventions also attracts considerable attention The Sloan Consortium conducted a
survey of over 10,000 faculty members from American colleges and universities in 2008
(Picciano and Seaman, 2009). This survey specifically sought the views and experiences of

faculty concerning online teaching. The survey was targeted to all faculty members
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regardless of if they were teaching entirely online or not. Although only one-third of
respondents had taught a fully online course, the responses concluded that all sectors of
faculty are engaged in some level of online instruction, regardless of age or if they were
employed full- time or part-time. This confirms some of the assumptions raised earlier, but
also suggests that we need a more nuanced understanding of the profile and needs of

faculty and their online engagement.

From an institutional perspective, Tynan and Lee (2009) completed in-depth interviews
with a range of stakeholders across their university, related to professional development
and the integration of technologies in teaching and learning. They concluded with three
propositions: (1) Staff need to be afforded better access to information and strategies to
raise their awareness of how to use ICT to enhance student learning. (2) Academics must
be encouraged and empowered to approach the use of ICT to enhance student learning
with creativity and innovation. (3) Institutional frameworks are still needed to provide
academics with sufficient guidance and direction in the use of ICT to enhance student
learning. Underlying each of these propositions are the importance of institutional

commitment, the need for a clear framework, and institutional support for change.

2.4.5. Quality assurance

When outlining the issue of quality control in online education Parker pointed out that
there is a conflict of values in business modelling (The Knowledge Economy) and the public
service model (Learning Society) of educational provision (Parker as cited in Elloumi and
Anderson, 2004). In the intervening years, this tension has grown with the prodigious
growth of private providers operating in the online sector. In the area of quality control,
the full range incorporates state licensing, voluntary accreditation, and market-driven seals
of approval. Conflicting priorities can expose tensions between externally driven
compliance and internally driven improvements. Parker proposed that four factors should
be included in any such framework. 1) provide clear statements of educational goals 2)
sustain the institutional commitment to support learners 3) engage in a collaborative
process of discovery and 4) improve the teaching and learning environment (Parker as

cited in Elloumi and Anderson, 2004). Bates takes the view that for online learning, nine
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steps should be undertaken to ensure high quality is achieved (Bates, 2012) Step 1: Decide
how you want to teach, Step 2: Decide on mode of delivery; Step 3: Work in a Team, Step
4: Build on existing resources, Step 5: Master the technology, Step 6: Set appropriate
learning goals, Step 7: Design course structure and learning activities, Step 8:

Communicate, communicate, communicate. Step 9: Evaluate and innovate.

The ICDE studied an extensive range of quality models worldwide in the context of the
emerging movement of opening up education through developments like OER and MOOCs
(Ossiannilsson, Williams and Brown, 2015). They recommended such systems should be:
multifaceted, dynamic, mainstreamed, representative, multifunctional. They proposed a
comprehensive range of requirements that often need to be implemented on a phased
basis. Their suggestions to stakeholders for future action are: mainstream e-learning
quality into traditional institutional quality assurance. Support the contextualisation of
quality systems. Support professional development, in particular through documentation
of best practice and exchange of information. Communicate and promote general
principles. Assist institutions in designing a personalised quality management systems.
Address unbundling and the emergence of non-traditional educational providers. Address
quality issues around credentialisation through qualifications frameworks. Support
knowledge transfer from open and distance learning to traditional quality systems.

Encourage, facilitate and support research. (Ossiannilsson, Williams and Brown, 2015, p10)

2.4.6 Meso Level Summary

This section considered how online learning can be successfully delivered at a national
level. It looked at the need for leadership, changing educational technology, the influence
of innovation and change, and the challenge of creating policies to accommodate that
change. It discussed why quality assurance matters in the growth of online learning and

the need for ongoing professional development, and faculty support.
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2.5 PHASE 3 MICRO LEVEL — FACTORS INFLUENCING POLICY AT A LOCAL
LEVEL

This section considers the impact of policy on online learning at the teaching level. The
section looks at distance teaching systems, interaction and communication in learning
communities, the influence of learning characteristics and types, the 5-step model, and.
how the implementation of online learning in the virtual classroom has evolved. The
section considers developments in research in online learning relevant to policy making

and finally, Irish policy literature in relation to online learning is considered.

2.5.1 Online Teaching Systems

Synchronous and asynchronous learning has been facilitated by new electronic
technologies. These technologies gave birth to many new distance education providers,
some of which are operated by conventional universities, and many are new type ventures.
The blurring of boundaries between conventional and distance education has created an
identity crisis as to what constitutes distance education (Guri-Rosenblit, Sebkova and

Teichler, 2007).

2.5.2 Open Learning

Open education strives to make education available to the broadest possible audience.
Coffey suggested that an open learning system ‘is the one in which the restrictions placed
on students are under constant review and removed wherever possible’ (Coffey, 1977,
p11). Online learning is increasingly the medium through which that open learning can be
achieved. Cronin and Maclaren (2018) suggest that “Open education often carries the
weight of describing not just policy, practices, resources, curricula and pedagogy, but also
the values inherent within these, as well as relationships between teachers and learners”

(p127).

Anderson (2004) proposes that the ability of the learner to control or shift the time and
place of the learning event is the main difference that open learning provides. In addition,
he considers that the online environment can support learning materials presented in
different formats, including multimedia, video, and text. The internet can facilitate access

to vast repositories of content, including content created by the teacher and fellow
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students. Costello, Farrelly and Murphy (2020) describe open access as “a model of

academic publishing where readers have access to published works without cost” (p17).

Modular programmes, micro-credentials, and credit-bearing MOOC's, increasingly enable
students to study at a pace that suits their lifestyle, their family circumstances and
changing or uncertain work schedule. New groups of students can be accommodated when
learning is not restricted by location, timetable or method and can be personalised.
Teachers can share and create content with colleagues and learners from different
countries; and a much more extensive range of educational resources can be accessed.
Open technologies enable people to learn ‘anywhere, anytime, through any device, with

the support of anyone’ (European Commission, 2013, p3).

2.5.3 MOOC'’s

The introduction of MOOC’s has made open access a reality for millions of learners in
recent years. The acronym Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) was first used in 2007 by
Cormier and Alexander to define an open online course developed at the University of
Manitoba by Siemens and Downes (Nkuyubwatsi, 2014). These courses are free of charge
and accept students without entry requirements. Stanford University launched three
MOOC’s in 2011 and soon major universities all over the world were launching MOOC’s of
their own. Providers like Coursera, Udacity and edX were enrolling millions of learners from
across the globe, on their MOOC offerings (ibid). By the end of 2018, over 900 universities
had launched over eleven thousand MOOC's. (Shah, 2018). However, in Ireland, there was
little appetite within higher education for discussion of the potential of MOOCs as
highlighted by Brown & Costello (2016): “The Draft Digital Roadmap: Phase 1 released in
May 2014 (National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education, 2014), with the aim of building digital capacity in Irish higher education, made
no explicit reference to MOOCs “(ibid.)

Initially micro credentials were awarded for some of these courses, however providers like
FutureLearn, who will be discussed later in the research, are now providing degree earning
MOOC's (Shah, 2018). The shape of MOOC's in the future, and the credentials they award,

will be influenced by how people learn which will be considered in the next section.
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2.6 New Models of Learning

2.6.1 What are the New Models of Online Learning which help to shape policy?

In this section some of the models of online learning available for teaching and learning
are reviewed. The purpose of this review is to introduce to the reader some of the models

central to our discussion, which have emerged.

Twig (2003), describes five models for online learning: The supplemental model has the
same classroom structure as a traditional course, adding technology-based, out-of-class
activities to encourage greater student engagement with course content. The replacement
model reduces class-meeting time, replacing face-to-face classes with online, interactive
learning activities for students. This is based on the contention that some activities can be
better accomplished online, either individually or in small groups, rather than on campus.
In some examples, out-of-class activities take place in computer labs on campus, in others,
they occur asynchronously online so that students can participate from anywhere, at any
time. The emporium model is based on the concept that mathematics is taught most
effectively at a time when the student wants to learn rather than when the teacher wants
to teach. This model allows students to decide when to access course materials and
learning materials to use depending on their preferences, and the speed at which they
wish to progress. In the fully online model the instructor is responsible for all interactions,
personally answering every query, question, or comment. This results in faculty members
spending more time interacting with students online than they would teaching face to face
in classroom teaching. The buffet model offers the opportunity to customize the learning
environment for each student. Through treating students like individuals, rather than

homogenous groups, these institutions aim to achieve greater learning successes.
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Figure 2 Transactional Distance Model

Moore (1993) presented the Transaction Distance Theory as illustrated in Figure 2. He
identified that the transactional space between teacher and student in a distance learning
environment presented ‘a psychological and communications space to be crossed, a space
of potential misunderstanding between the inputs on instructor and those of the learner’
(Moore, 1993, p. 23). Chen identifies that “distance is pedagogical, not geographic” (Chen,
2001bp. 327). Transaction Distance Theory rests on three on three features: structure,
dialogue, and autonomy. Structure refers to the flexibility of course design and
incorporates course objectives, activities, media choices, and content for individualization.
Dialogue refers to the communication medium through which the programme is
presented, which Moore maintains, plays a central role in achieving online learning
outcomes. Students need an interactive constructive environment to allow for co-
construction of knowledge. Autonomy refers to a student’s ability to guide their own

learning. This is particularly important for mature learners.

Moore identified three types of learner interaction, learner-learner where learners interact

with each other. Learner-content where learners interact with learning materials and learner
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instructor, where learners interact with the teacher (Moore, 2007). This was expanded by
Anderson and Garrison who added teacher —teacher where teachers in different institutions
shared resources. Teacher — content where teachers interacted dynamically with material
by say adding a link which updates to resources, and content —content where content
interacts with other content and updates (Anderson and Garrison, 1998). The discussion was
advanced by Conrad who concluded that for online learners, the community is an integral
part of their learning “tool kit,” but also support in a humanistic and caring way (Conrad,

2005).

Figure 3 The Equivalency Theory Model

Keegan (1986) put forward the Theory of Equivalency as outlined in Figure 3. This theory
proposes that Education at a distance should be built on the concept of equivalency of
learning experiences. The learning experiences of distant learners should be as near as
possible to the experience of campus-based learners. In this way the learning outcomes of
the educational experiences would be similar for all learners. This approach proposes that
learning experiences should be designed to be equivalent for distant and campus-based

learners. The theory is based on a definition of distance education as, formal,
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institutionally-based educational activities where the learner and teacher are separated
from one another, and where two-way interactive telecommunication systems are used to
connect them synchronously and asynchronously by sharing video, voice, and data-based

instruction.

Figure 4 The OOFAT Conceptual Model

In the OOFAT Model (online open flexible and technology-enhanced education) featured
in Figure 4 Orr, Weller (2018, p16) provide a framework to analyse emerging models of
technology enhanced educational provision, in High-Education. Developed for the
International Council for Open and Distance Education(ICDE) this model is based on three
central processes: Content entails support and guidance, subject knowledge and learning
analytics being provided to learners to promote learning. Delivery refers to the pace, place
and timing of content delivery. How physical and online delivery is provided, and the timing
of critical events. Recognition is the assessment and accreditation of learning. This provides
the evaluation of learning and the endorsement of learning on completion of formal
learning units. It provides a means for third parties to recognise the achievement of
learners. There are two further dimensions to each process identified in the model:

Organisational flexibility the central processes are assessed in terms of the extent to which
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they are delivered flexibly using digital technology, i.e. online and technology enhanced
methods. Procedural openness assesses who has access to content and who delivers or
controls the content. Open enrolment can be enhanced by access to digitally connected

peers who can develop content and assessment.

Figure 5 Community of Inquiry

The Col Model (Community of Inquiry) illustrated in Figure 5, looks at online educational
experience in the context of three domains: interaction — social presence (where students
interact), cognitive presence, and teaching presence Garrison, Anderson and Archer (1999,
p2). It is: “A collaborative-constructivist process model that describes the essential
elements of a successful online higher education learning experience rooted in Dewey’s
educational philosophy and social constructivism” (Castellanos-Reyes, 2020). The domains
attempt to convey that different dimensions need to be considered in the design of an
educational experience. This theory has been in existence for over twenty years. A number
of theorists have added additional dimensions in the intervening period. The Col
framework is used extensively for both research in online teaching, and design of online
learning experiences. Castellanos-Reyes (2020) suggests the time has come to move from
making sense of what is an efficient online experience, to designing such an experience.

How people learn contributes to the educational experience of learners within this
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framework. Educational policy must be fashioned to accommodate these contrasting

theories of learning.

Figure 6 Five Stage Model for Online Learning

Salmons (2010) Five Stage Model for online learning is outlined in Figure 6. The model
provides a stepped progression to scaffold learning in an online environment. Stage 1 is
access and motivation, this stage sets the scene creating the system conditions for
successful online learning, providing explicit motivation, and establishing the rhythm and
pace carefully to enable the participants to find their way around the online learning
platform. The participants might be nervous and unsure about how participants are
expected to behave and who is online with them. Ice breaker activities should be designed
to put them at ease. Stage 2 is socialization. This stage attempts to get participants
interacting with one another with reasonable stretch tasks. These should provide ways of
getting to know who is sharing the space. This is achieved by providing opportunities to
practice, working together. Activities should be related to the traditions of the discipline

because this provides the important cultural context for learning and makes later
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knowledge construction easier to achieve. Stage 3 is Information Exchange. These activities
have a strong task and action focus. In this stage content is prioritised enabling participants
to impart information to each other and explain and clarify. They should be shown how to
provide feedback to each other and explain and clarify. This should be done in the spirit of
deepening understanding. Stage 3 may focus on exploring co-ordination and
communication between the participants so that each participant can work towards his or
her own objectives. Stage 4 is knowledge construction. The students should now be able
to adopt to working online, managing their time and at working with each other. Objectives
at stage 4 can be related to broadening understanding, providing different viewpoints,
perspectives and examples. Instructors should avoid specifying in advance exactly what
has to be learnt at this point, but should ground activates in real-world contexts. At stage
4 activity should move increasingly towards peer-directed activities and participant work
teams. The group could provide its own goal and objectives in this stage, given directions
on how to collaborate. Stage 5 is development. Activities here can be about gaining self-
insight and on reflecting and making judgements on the experience and the knowledge
acquired. Participants should be asked to demonstrate their ability to work with content
and defend their own judgements. They should be encouraged to explore the
metacognitive awareness of the positions they adopt. The next section outlines a variety
of ways different types of students, learn. The next section considers what areas of

research into online learning is relevant to contemporary policy making in this area.

2.7 Areas of Research in online education relevant to policy formation

Research into distance and online learning is relatively new, going through different phases
of concentration. Weller groups research in this area over the last fifty years into clusters
under a series of headings (Weller et al., 2018). Zawacki-Richter and Naidu similarly
identified waves of research in distance and online learning over 35 years to 2016 (Zawacki-

Richter and Naidu, 2016).

Weller identifies open education in schools (or Open Classrooms) as his first research
cluster with research peaking in the 1970s. The term emanated from the UK with a review
of primary school education known as the Plowden report (Plowden, 1967). It was taken
up in the US with “open” relating to physical classroom layout and educational task design.

Zawacki-Richter and Naidu highlight quality assurance in distance learning as a wave
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instigated by the need for distance education to be taken seriously as a mode of
education. Sourcing the best forms of quality assurance and dissipating best practice was
at the core of this phase. Weller contends that distance education as a research cluster
emerged from 1980 onwards. There was a growing focus under this theme in the
phenomenon of open and distance universities. Open learning was the next prominent
cluster from the mid-1980s onwards. This indicated a move towards learner-centred

pedagogy and removal of barriers to education

The growing prominence of the World Wide Web constituted the next wave for Weller,
the growth in technological tools at the end of the eighties. E-learning and online education
emerged as a cluster in the 1990s and early 2000s. During this period, open education
moved more mainstream as e-learning became a topic of interest for campus-based
universities and not just off-campus education providers. Technology enhanced learning
was a term prominent in the UK, this became linked with the Internet and web-based
technologies. Adapting teaching practices and creating a pedagogy suited to the new
technological environment was also of growing interest. Zawacki-Richter and Naidu
highlight student support and the early stages of online learning (1995-1999) next. They
identified the isolation of distance learners as a barrier to retention and progression. This
wave of research sought to establish best practice to support distance students,

particularly in the early tentative stages of online learning,

Weller identifies the next cluster as Open access publishing towards the end of the 1990s.
This focussed in on how open access compares to traditional scholarly publishing during
the 2000's. This cluster concentrates on research activities and outputs of higher education
in relation to digital scholarship. The Open Educational Resources (OER) cluster began
around 2000, initially considering learning objects, open-source education, and open
courseware. The debate in this cluster is centred around opening up quality educational

resources and the exploration of open educational practices.

Collaborative learning and online interaction patterns (2005-2009) are identified by
Zawacki-Richter and Naidu as seeking to maximize the strengths of learning in an online
environment highlighting the potential for cross-cultural collaboration and student
interaction across geographical boundaries. Interactive Learning, MOOC's and OERs (2010-

2014) generated excitement concerning the educational access potential they present.
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Weller also highlights the growing importance of social media in the mid-2000s. The
increasing importance of online social networking tools in education was prominent, with
research related to “Web 2.0” and social media tools like blogging also being featured. He
also points to MOOC’s which began to emerge around 2012 and continue to be of
importance with some overlap with the OER theme. Open practices are a recent (2019)
cluster for research in the field identified by Weller. It includes research focused upon
digital scholarly practices, and open educational practices, and consists of papers relating
to research and teaching in higher education. This has been an emerging area of

development and research in more recent years.

2.8 Online Learning Policy in Ireland

In this section relevant Irish literature which links to online learning policy in Ireland, will
be reviewed. As stated earlier, there is a dearth of literature directly in this area,

nonetheless, in this section the relevant literature is reviewed.

Donnelly and O’Rourke (2007) found that at that time, many of the issues facing what was
then termed e-learning were technical in nature. They argued that innovative approaches
and developing the capacity to respond to innovation and rapid change, required staff
engagement. They found that of staff attending an initial day-long introductory session to
e-learning, on average less than half of those who attended employ it as part of their
practice, citing time constraints as the main inhibiting factor. The other factors reported
included difficulty in using the software, fears that the use of eLearning would inhibit

attendance at regular classes, and fears that the technology would be used for surveillance.

MacKeogh and Fox (2009) raised the issue that competing tensions influence policy
formation in relation to e-learning. Citing Hammond (2003), they advised that higher
education institutions exist within political, cultural, and social contexts which shape policy
and practice. They contended that the main drivers are enabling educational technologies,
national economic policies and priorities, and social development beliefs and expectations
in relation to the role of education, in supporting those priorities. They proposed that these
three drivers are interdependent, and influence the adoption of learning technologies in
institutions cautioning that the role of funding and support agencies can have major

influence. They advised that contrary to expectations, e-learning may not widen
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participation to off-campus students. They cite that an OECD report on the e-learning
strategies adopted in thirteen countries, found that enhancing on-campus learning was
the leading rationale for adopting e-learning, while distance learning did not feature as a

strong rationale in more than half of the institutions surveyed (OECD 2005).

In their Delphi survey O’Neill, Scott, and Conboy (2009) found 17 factors impact on
collaborative learning in distance education as considered by expert practitioners in the
field. Instructor characteristics, and a learning community dynamic were considered very
important. Group interpersonal skills were not signalled as significant but individual
accountability was important. Student characteristics were not considered important but
the role of technology was seen as crucial. Good design was a very important factor.
Collaborative documents and tools are valuable however, the perceived usefulness of
collaborative learning technology to enable collaborative learning over distance was not

recognised, to the concern of the authors who recognised its huge potential.

Cosgrave et al (2011) looked at Virtual Learning Environments from a multi-institutional
point of view. They found that adequate resourcing and training were required for the
successful introduction of technology enhanced learning, but was often not available. They
also found that the lack of a well-defined online-learning strategy hampered progress in

some institutions.

Carroll (2013) was not an advocate of online learning, taking the view that the only
advantage it confers is to improve the ‘logistics’ or distribution of educational material to
a wider student population. He highlights a change in the emphasis of education, changing
the focus to attaining a job, rather than to better oneself through the acquisition of
knowledge, through a uniformed approach to e-learning. He fears the McDonaldization of
education and thinks Connectivism within a virtual world could make students less capable
of taking part in face-to-face debate and discussion. He concludes quoting Dante “The
essential purpose of education is to bring the pupil face to face with something great, so
that he experiences first awe and then curiosity”. Carroll asks if online learning can achieve

this.

Butler, Shiel, Leahy & Cosgrove (2013) discuss the complexity of developing a Digital

Strategy for Schools in Ireland in Building Towards a Learning Society: A National Digital
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Strategy for Schools. In this paper the authors recognise the tensions that exist between
the Learning Society and the Knowledge Economy. They propose that school should give
students the capacity to adapt to continual change. This is only possible if” we develop an
educational system that is more enabling, empowering, supportive, and less prescriptive”
(p9). To enable this to happen “a critical component of the Digital Strategy for Schools must
therefore be how teacher professional learning is conceptualised, designed and sustained”

(p10).

Farrelly (2014), recognised the hyperbole surrounding online learning in Higher Education

“One needs to acknowledge that some of the arguments made in its support would appear
to owe more to economic underpinnings rather than pedagogical” (p199). Nonetheless, the
author agrees that online learning presents policymakers, educators, and students with
significant possibilities to be creative and innovative in the provision of education. The issue

of how we define online learning is raised:

With many commonly used terms it is often possible to discern a number of
meanings and understandings. Politicians, policymakers and opinion formers
frequently refer to the need for the development of a culture of flexible learning
opportunities (including e-learning), often without a clear understanding of what it
is they are actually referring to. (p199).

This continues to be an issue today, with an agreed definition of what constitutes online
learning, particularly off-campus online learning, remaining illusive in Irish policy texts. It
continues to mean “different things to different people and different institutions” (p 208).
The issue of the tension between the requirements of the information/knowledge society
on the one side and the social responsibilities of Higher Education on the other side, is

raised quoting Hargreaves:

Like other forms of capitalism, the knowledge economy is in Joseph Schumpeter’s
terms, a force of creative destruction straining as it does to reconcile the distance
between knowledge society’s productive effects and the knowledge society’s
capitalistic potential for relentless pursuit of profit (Hargreaves, 2003, p.1).

and Fleming “the same neo-liberal agenda that suggests the withdrawal of public institutions
from the active pursuit of social purposes, unless those social purposes are economic”

(Fleming, 2008, p3). In the Irish HE sector, there had been little coordination and
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cooperation due to factors such as lack of technical infrastructure and incompatibility
between delivery systems and management information systems. The author points out
that although e-learning may be proposed as a means of providing education anywhere and
at any time, the ESRI’s Survey Assessments of the Information Society in Ireland had
cautioned that “given the observed variations in access and accessibility between the
different socio-demographic groups, it is, unfortunately, unlikely that everyone will benefit

equally from the information age” (Williams et al., 2004, pp.2-3).

This theme is addressed by Delaney & Farren (2016) who highlight that Higher education
(HE) is regarded as a pathway to upward social mobility for those from lower socio-
economic backgrounds. Social mobility is itself seen as important both for individual and
national prosperity and is a key driver of government funding for HE. They found that while
access to HE has increased in recent years, social inequalities continue to be reproduced,
with working-class students more frequently accessing lower status institutions and
courses. Distance graduates are likely to be from lower socio-economic backgrounds and

have delayed participation in university education for reasons relating to social class.

Hunt (2016), highlights the difficulties surrounding definition in capturing part-time
students in Irish Higher education. The definition of part time student has been ill defined
“A recurring theme within public policy has been the blurring of part-time, so that it has
become ill-defined and lately related to terms such as ‘flexible’” (p.215). In terms of data
collection, the author found part-time and flexible learning to be ‘at the edges’ (p.216). It
has been” inadequately resourced, under-researched and marginalised in public policy and
academic discourse”. (p.233). The paper points out that flexibility of delivery and part-time
learning have been recommended in the context of access and life-long learning however
the issue of free fees for part-time students has not been addressed. Hunt recognises that
the Springboard initiative provided as a temporary scheme, illustrated a real demand for
part-time HE programmes albeit that they are mainly aimed at courses linked to labour
market needs, however “The lack of parity regarding part-time student fees was identified
consistently in policy documents and in the discourse, but it has been ignored by successive

governments” (p.233).

Maguire and Murphy (2018) found that if institutions operate without a robust policy

framework for digital teaching and learning, informal practices can emerge which are
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inefficient, confusing or risky. They further, found that current policies failed to recognise
the challenges and opportunities related to digital teaching and learning are not generally
reflected in the language of existing policies. Many existing policies do not adequately
recognise the practice context within which, they operate and many institutions are only

in the process of developing policies for digital teaching and learning.

Diggins-Mannion (2019) found that in Ireland, unlike other countries, policy making in
Educational Information and Communications Technology (EICT) is largely influenced by
the general public policy-making process. The research points to the need for explicit public
and institutional EICT policy-making in higher education in Ireland. Taking a generalised
approach to policy in this area, together with a lack of process in relation to ICT policy in
Higher Education, reduces sustainability and the power to innovate which in turn reduces
the impact EICT has on the economy, society, and higher education in Ireland. The recent
appointment of a full Minister for Higher Education and Research may be a first move to

address this deficit

McGarr and Johnson (2019) analysed educational technology policy in Ireland from 1997
to 2017 in the school context. They highlight the importance of the economic agenda for
technology integration in schools, set against a backdrop of neoliberal discourses. The
study found that the challenge of integrating technology is not just a question of
“integration”, it represents a realignment of the existing education system toward a more
student-centred experience. Most recent policy also recognizes that the accompanying
change process is both complex and context driven. The importance of this process in
implementing change, and choosing what change is addressed is discussed. The article
highlights that there are competing rationales and their respective influence can be seen
to reflect or prioritize the dominance of one particular rationale (namely the economic
rationale) over others. In this context they cite Roumell and Salajan (2016) in their analysis

of U.S. policy. They noted that

E-learning policies are steeped in general rhetoric regarding global competition
and the development of human resources as a means to the end of economic
innovation and competition. E-learning and educational technology policy must be
understood as rhetorical devices that promote education and technology as a
means to compete within the complex context of competitive forces within the
global knowledge economy. (p. 366)
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Further they highlight that policy can have a number of functions. It can be used as a
vehicle to address a perceived problem. How the policy is presented can address the
problem through a lens presenting particular solutions as necessary and expected and in

doing so “foreclose other interpretations of the problem and hence responses” (p17).

Equally important is the symbolic nature of policy. They cite Rizvi and Lingard (2010) who
note that: ‘Symbolic policies are often political responses to pressures and they frequently
have little or no commitment to realizing the stated intentions but instead are primarily

media spin. Thus, they play an important role in legitimizing particular views ‘(p. 20).

In the context of online learning in Higher Education, this use of policy appears to feature
heavily. McGarr and Johnson suggest that further studies exploring the rhetorical function
of educational technology policy should apply a more critical scrutiny of the role it plays
for various stakeholders in the education landscape. In a later study McGarr & O Gallchoéir
(2020) looked at pre-service teacher’s attitudes to technology. They were surprised to find
the students had a techno-centric rather than a student centric view of technology. The
suggested this was partly due to their lack of experience using technology to teach. They
also considered that student teacher’s views reflected existing dominant beliefs and

practices within the educational system.

O’Shea & O’Hara (2020) reviewed lIreland’s higher education system performance

framework (HESPF), through its first 3-year cycle 2014-2017. They found that

The framework articulates the expectations of the HE system, and PAs negotiated
between individual HEIs and the HEA are integral to aligning HEI activities with key
national priorities for higher education and to providing a mechanism for co-
ordinating and steering the higher education system as a whole towards their
achievement

While participants in their research considered the HESPF to be a good concept, it had not

been successful in changing behaviour in the HEI's.

2.9 Micro Summary

In summary, this section has considered online learning from a learner perspective. It

considers online teaching systems, online learning models, and areas of research in online
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learning as it has evolved. Finally, it reviewed policy literature related to Irish online
learning policy. Having completed the literature review the next section identifies a gap in

the research which this project sets out to investigate.

2.9.1 The Research Problem or Gap in the Literature

It is clear from the above review of the literature that there is a need to study the role and
impact that policy has on the successful implementation of online learning in Irish Higher
Education. Little research has been completed in relation to fully online learning in Ireland,
indeed establishing a universally, understood definition of online learning as defined in

policy documents, is problematic.

Clusters of research have been undertaken in online learning which follow a pattern.
Research moves from the search for acceptance and the efforts to establish credibility for
off-campus education in the early days through understanding student requirements and
the best pedagogical approaches. Next came the internet and the adoption of technology.
This provoked on-campus interest with online learning moving more mainstream. The
entrance of private providers followed, with open resources and practices still developing
including MOOCs. However, the formation and implementation or lack of it, in the area of
fully online learning in Higher Education and more specifically in Irish Higher Education has
not been the subject of much research. More research is required that considers policy in
online learning. Accordingly, this study sets out to address the problem that there appears
to be a gap between rhetoric and reality in relation to Irish online learning policy, in Higher

Education.

2.10 Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter has presented a review of current literature in relation to policy
in online learning. It has shown that the technology available to assist in teaching and
learning has undergone a revolution in the last twenty years, in tandem with the growth
of the knowledge economy. Information is now available at a click, from vast archives, and

those archives are available globally.
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In the first section of this chapter, Macro, the history of distance learning is traced and its
evolution into online learning, with the advent of the internet. Online learning in this

research is defined using the definition proposed by (Singh and Thurman, 2019).

Education being delivered in an online environment through the use of the
internet for teaching and learning. This includes online learning on the part of the
students that is not dependent on their physical or virtual co-location. The teaching
content is delivered online and the instructors develop teaching modules that
enhance learning and interactivity in the synchronous or asynchronous
environment.

Plomp and Pelgrum's (1991) framework is used to consider drivers of policy in relation to
technology in education. It was outlined as: vocational, social, economic, commercial,
marketing, cost-effectiveness, transformation, and pedagogical. The strengths of online
learning and the policy opportunities it opens up, were considered in the Access,
Collaboration, and Equity section. The formation of policy is subject to a tension between
the equity and social justice drivers of educational policy and the economic drivers. This
tension in the crafting of policy was explored. Globalisation offers both opportunities and
threats to online learning. The impact it can have on policy was considered. Finally, some

of the new models of online learning, around which policy is being created, were outlined.

In second section Meso, the importance of leadership to the successful creation and
implementation of online learning policy was discussed: How educational technology,
innovation, and change were impacting on the environment in which this policy resides,
was outlined, detailing the major innovations in the sector. Finally, areas which require
policy development to support online learning to enable it to thrive, notably quality

assurance, professional development and faculty support were discussed.

The third section Micro, looks at online learning from the learners’ perspective. It considers
how learning communities best facilitate online learning. How different learning theories
work in an online environment and how this can be facilitated in policy formation. Finally,

areas of research in distance education and knowledge transfer are considered.

Having reviewed the literature relevant to this study, the next chapter describes the

methodology that was developed to address the research problem or gap in the literature.
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY

52

Post-Examination Copy May 2021



3.1 Introduction

This Chapter describes the research methodology. It outlines the particular perspective
underpinning the research, the methodology selected to investigate the research problem
and related objectives, the methods used to collect relevant data, and the related
techniques adopted to analyse the information collected. It also reports how ethical
considerations were taken into account, researcher bias and the limitations of the research
design (Pedersen, 2009). The study is cognisant of the need to ensure alignment between
the overarching research question and the deeper underlying methodological paradigm in
guiding decisions about on how to examine this particular problem (Denzin & Lincoln,

2018).
The study has three objectives:

To investigate how the Irish policy environment has responded to new models of

online learning.

To analyse how the Irish University sector has responded to the opportunities and

the challenges presented by the emergence of new models of online learning.

To explore how one Irish university has responded to government policy texts and
policy discourse.

3.2 Guiding definitions

The following three definitions serve to anchor the study and provide clear research

boundaries.

Online learning in the context of this study refers to the mode of delivery to students
studying primarily off-campus. In this study, this definition does not include blended

forms of learning for on-campus students

Policy, in the context of the study, refers to Irish Government policy in relation to

fully online, off-campus, higher education.

The lIrish University sector refers to the seven universities named in the Irish

Universities Act (1997): Dublin City University (DCU), University of Limerick (UL),
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Trinity College Dublin(TCD), University College Dublin (UCD), University College Cork
(UCC), National University of Ireland Galway (NUIG), Maynooth University MU).

3.3 Organising Framework

The research is presented in three phases following a Macro, Meso, Micro framework
adapted from Dopfer (2004) and the research agenda for online distance education

proposed by (Anderson and Zawacki-Richter, 2014).
Phase 1 Macro-level Online Learning Policy at an International Level

This consists of a Content Analysis of major European and International policy on online

learning at a global level.

Phase 2 Meso-level Online Learning Policy at a National Level

The first section of this phase consists of an analysis of relevant Irish Policy Documents. The
second section of this phase is a content analysis of publicly available institutional compact
agreements, institutional websites including information on institutional strategies and an

interview with a key policy maker (Director at IUA).

Phase 3 Micro-level Online Learning Policy at a Local Level

The application of online learning policy on the ground is exhibited in a case Study “telling
the story’ of online learning at Dublin City University”. This was researched through
interviews with appropriate experts in the field: Head of Teaching & Learning at DCU; Retired
Head of Open Education at DCU; Ex Vice-Dean of Teaching & Learning at DCU; Retired Head
of IT at DCU.

3.4. Qualitative Research

The approach adopted in this study followed a predominantly qualitative tradition.
Qualitative research is a set of complex interpretive practices where no one method or
practice is given greater importance than another (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). In this
qualitative approach, the research is based around constructivist perspectives (i.e., the

multiple meanings of individual experiences, socially and historically constructed to develop
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a theory or pattern) and advocacy/participatory perspectives (i.e. political, issue-oriented,
collaborative. or change oriented). It also used strategies of inquiry such as narratives,
phenomenologies, and a case study. The researcher collected emerging data with the

objective to develop themes from the data (Creswell and Creswell, 2017).

Qualitative research is an all-inclusive approach which considers the context in which the
experiences take place and is concerned with learning from actual cases. Qualitative
research seeks to access perception and meaning-making in order to understand, describe,
and explain the social process from the perspective of the participants in the research. This
approach did not involve testing a prior hypothesis, but rather it commenced with a focus
of inquiry that took the researcher on a journey of discovery taking an inductive approach
to data analysis. Research outcomes are contextual findings; qualitative researchers,

therefore, refer to “transferability” (from context to context) rather than generalisability.

While qualitative research does not involve mathematical constructs, it was nonetheless
systematic. Participants were encouraged to articulate their perceptions and experiences
freely and spontaneously without judgement. In analysing data generated in this way,
responses were grouped according to noticeable categories of meaning and relationships
between categories rather than according to pre-defined categories and were derived from
the data itself through a process of inductive reasoning. This method seeks to explain the

social processes under study.

3.4.1 Case Selection

In this research, the interview process was designed to elicit multiple perspectives on the
use of online learning in higher level teaching and learning, most notably in DCU as this
institution provides an example of successful, early adoption of online learning. DCU was

selected as the subject of the case study for the following reasons:

Itis a purposive sample as the selected university has been engaged in fully online education
for a significant length of time, nearly twenty years. This provides an established source, for
a worthwhile study. As an insider in the environment, the researcher has access to
participants and documents relevant to the case, that would otherwise not be easily
accessed. While this is convenient, it facilitates looking more intimately at a specific case in
rich detail, than would be possible without this connection. This research is what is

described by Yin (2015) as revelatory case. The observation and analysis of a phenomenon
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is explored; the impact of government policy in relation to fully online learning on one
organisation, which might otherwise be inaccessible to scientific investigation. The research
seeks to get “a description of an episode, a linkage, an explanation” (Stake, 1995, p65). This
involves seeking ways of interpreting and making sense of the data collected to draw some
conclusions from the research. Using the chosen university provides a lens through which to
analyse the response of the Irish university sector to new models of online learning, which

addressed this objective.

3.4.2 Theoretical Framework

At the outset, the researcher needs to outline the particular perspective from which the
research emanates. Crotty (1998, p4) sets this out under four headings, as illustrated in

Figure 7 and this sequence in expanded upon in the following section.

epistemology

Figure 7 Theoretical Framework

3.5 Epistemology

Epistemology provides a philosophical grounding to understand “how we know what we
know”, (Crotty, 2003, p.3). Also, it frames knowledge in the context of “what kinds of

knowledge are possible and how we can ensure that they are both adequate and legitimate”
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(Maynard, 1994, p.10). The main approaches are constructivist, objectivist, and subjectivist

theory.

3.5.1 Constructivism

The approach taken in this research is constructionist. Constructivism centres on the belief
that social phenomena develop in particular social contexts. The concepts or practices in a
particular context may seem obvious and natural, but are a function of that context.
Individuals and groups participate in the creation of their perceived social reality, and this
reality is ever evolving as social interactions occur. “There is no meaning without a mind.

Meaning is not discovered but constructed” (Crotty,1998, p8-9).

This epistemology considers that “truth” emanates from engagement with the realities in
our world. For constructionists, human beings construct knowledge as they engage with and
interpret the world (Crotty, 1998). Constructivism's central idea is that human learning is
constructed, that learners build new knowledge based on the foundation of previous
learning. Dewy proposed that learning is a social activity that is done through interaction
with each other rather than an abstract concept (Dewey, 1938). The African proverb “it takes
a whole village to raise a child” is reflected in Vygotsky’s view that: “Community plays a

central role in the process of making meaning” (Vygotsky,1978, p109).

This links back to our earlier discussion in Chapter 1, where for Foucault (1970), policy
provides, the mechanism through which discourses are constructed and in addition how
they change and shape actual behaviour and practice. Further, it reminds us of the
contention of Apple, (2019) that education is the battleground for struggles over authority
and identity and that policy analysis needs to consider bigger questions about power and
privilege. Questions about who benefits from these policies and what the overt and hidden
effects are of educational reforms or failure to reform, require consideration. This provokes
deliberation around how a community constructs policy, what are the forces that shape
how it is constructed, and how does that policy impact on different stakeholders, in that

community.
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This epistemological position assumes that different individuals may construct meaning in
different ways; how an individual engages with and understands their world is based on
their cultural, historical, and social perspectives with meaning emanating through the
interaction with the human community (Crotty,1998). The research recognises multiple
realities and captures these realities by investigating multiple forms of evidence from a

range of perspectives and experiences.

3.5.2. Objectivists

The objectivists claim that the scientific method requires openly observable, replicable
facts, and these are available only in the area of evident behaviour. Objectivism proposes
that knowledge exists whether we are conscious of it or not. It is foundationalism and
absolute (Hiller,2016). Objectivist epistemology advances that reality exists independently
of the individual mind:

[A] tree in the forest is a tree, regardless of whether anyone is aware of its existence

or not When human beings recognize it as a tree, they are simply discovering a
meaning that has been lying there in wait for them all along (Crotty 1998, p8).

Researchers with this position try to find causes, effects, and explanations. They try to
predict events and test theories and hypotheses. Furthermore, this stands in opposition to

the other two positions which seek to understand and describe rather than explain.

3.5.3 Subjectivist

In contrast, subjectivist epistemology proposes that how people perceive and understand
reality is what comprises knowledge. People impose meaning and value on the world and
interpret it in a way that makes sense to them (Crotty 1998; Pratt 1998). Subjectivism takes
the view that comprehending human behaviour consists solely in reconstructing the
understandings of the actors engaged in performing them. To comprehend others is to
understand the meaning of what they do and to understand this meaning is to understand
them in their terms. Meaning is imposed on the object by the subject (Crotty, 1998).

Ontology (what constitutes reality and what are its traits) is not identified in this framework
as in Crotty’s view ontology, and epistemology are intimately linked with one another and
inseparable: to talk of meaning is to talk of meaningful reality (Crotty, 1998). This view is

shared by Goldkuhl who suggests ontology and epistemology are intertwined in
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interpretivism because knowledge (understanding, meanings) is so essential in the

ontological assumptions of the constitution of the world (Goldkuhl, 2017).

3.6 Theoretical Perspectives

The theoretical perspective is the particular philosophical position which provides a context
for the research, such as, interpretivism, positivism or pragmatism. This research takes a
interpretivist approach because this approach emphasises that conditions are studied in
their natural setting by attempting to make sense of, or interpret the meanings people bring
to these settings, by searching for patterns embedded in the data source itself (Creswell and

Creswell, 2017.

3.6.1 Interpretivism

To understand how the Irish policy environment is reacting to new models of online learning,
itis useful to be immersed in the environment and through the interpretation of that reality,
to understand it. The interpretivist approach recognises that the researchers own
background and experience has an impact on the research. The interpretivist approach
allows that there may be multiple interpretations. In the view of interpretivism, the meaning
is created and negotiated by human actors and has the objective of understanding lived
experience (Crotty, 1998). All interpretive research aims to understand how members of a
social group, through their participation in social processes, enact their particular realities
and endow them with meaning, and to show how these cognitive elements; meanings,
beliefs and intentions of the members help to constitute their actions (Orlikowski and
Baroudi, 1991, p13). In this research the manner in which the selected university has
harnessed new models of online learning, based on ideas like the community of inquiry, is
explored. Applied to educational research, this paradigm enables researchers to build rich
local understandings of the life-world experiences of teachers and students and of the
cultures of classrooms, schools and the communities they serve (Taylor and Medina, 2011).
The main disadvantage of this approach is its subjective nature with the possibility of bias
on behalf of the researcher. Primary data generated in interpretivist studies cannot be
generalized as the data can be influenced by personal viewpoint and values. This can weaken

the reliability and representativeness of the data.
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3.6.2 Positivism

This research paradigm takes a “scientific” approach to investigate, confirm and predict law-
like patterns of behaviour, and is used in research to test theories or hypotheses. This is best
suited to natural science, physical science, especially where very large sample sizes are
involved (Taylor and Medina, 2011). Generally, its focus is on the objectivity of the research
process (Creswell, 2008). This approach is not appropriate in this case because although
taking a quantitative approach was considered, it would not elicit the nuanced detail needed
to understand the dynamics of this environment, and therefore would not add to the

research.

3.6.3. Pragmatism

Pragmatists focus on the outcomes of the research. Their concern is with applications and
solutions to problems (Patton, 1990). The critical part of this type of research is the problem
being studied. Cherryholmes (1992) and Murphy (1990) use this method. Pragmatism is not
committed to one philosophy or view of reality; researchers are free to choose those
methods, techniques and procedures that suit their needs. The view of truth is what works
at that time; it is not based on a reality independent of the mind or within the mind.
Outcomes are not the main focus of this research. Investigating the policy process, the
cultural influences, and drivers of change in this environment were also of interest,

therefore this approach was not selected.

3.7 Methodology

This section outlines the methodology used in the research. The research takes a qualitative
approach using content analysis where in phases 1 and 2 policy texts which contribute to

the discussion of online learning in Ireland are analysed and critically reviewed.

In phase 3 a case study is used to utilises the researcher’s insider view to gain rich insights
into online learning in Irish higher education, and which takes an in depth look at how

online learning developed in one university which adopted this approach early.
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3.7.1. Content Analysis

Content analysis is a qualitative method employed to “systematically transform a large
amount of text into a highly organised and concise summary of key results” (Erlingsson and
Brysiewicz, 2017, p94). This involves identifying and consolidating data, coding, and
categorising around links or connections. Adjusting is needed after the first analysis then
returning to the raw data to reflect on your initial analysis. The analysis is a flexible, reflective
process of working and re-working your data to identify connections and relationships. This
is done to make “replicable and valid inferences from the data to their context”
(Krippendorff, 1989, p403). In this research content analysis is used to identify and analyse
key themes in the documents in phase 1 and phase 2 particularly in relation to Performance
contracts between the HEA and the Universities and in relation to information from

University websites.

3.7.2 Case Study — Phase 3

A case study is a research approach where the researcher uses an empirical approach to
investigate a particular phenomenon in real-life setting, using multiple sources of evidence
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). It offers an alternative way for a researcher to access the truth
based on the researcher’s ability to put forward their argument. It is possible that different
recipients of the research would recognise different truths in the case presented (Cryer,
2006). The event, activity or situation being studied is “bounded” that is to say it is separated

within a time period, place or geographical boundary (Creswell and Creswell, 2017).

Yin (2015) proposes that there are three types of case study:

To chronicle an intervention in a real-life context.

To explain the causal links in real-life interventions that are too complex for surveys or
experimental methods.

To explore situations in which the intervention being evaluated has no clear single set of

outcomes (Ladden, 2015).

In the educational context, (Stake, 2010) suggests this is a method of investigating people
and programs for both their uniqueness and their commonality. He describes this work as a

refinement of understanding. It helps to examine experiences and to decipher which of
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these experiences are common and which are unique (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). The case
study can focus on events as they happen to allow the researcher to “test views directly
concerning phenomena as they unfold in practice” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p19). This is the reason

this method is being adopted in this research.

3.7.2.1 Advantages of Case Study

In making the research process transparent and honest, readers can construct their own
perspectives which “are equally as valid as our own” (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000,
p8) As an ‘insider’ the researcher has an intimate awareness of the research environment,
to which the outsider is not privy (Jones cited in Tedlock, 2000). When it comes to fieldwork,
the field is “a powerful disciplinary force: assertive, demanding, and even coercive” (Geertz,

1995, p119).

3.7.2.2 Disadvantages of Case Studies

The case study can have a bias toward verification, or a tendency to confirm the researcher’s
preconceived notions. It can be difficult to replicate the study, this could call into question
the validity and rigour of the research process (Frideres, 1992). Some critics contend that
the study of a single or small number of cases limits the extent to which the findings are
generalizable (Ladden, 2015). The researcher should provide a detailed, coherent and
systematic trail of evidence delineating how the case study results were arrived at
(Walsham, 1995). The case study format provides an appropriate method to research Phase
3 of this study as it facilitates “telling the story” of that particular organisation. This method
makes it possible to illustrate how policy is implemented on the ground and the impact
policy can have in a live environment. The presence of the researcher in the environment
over a long number of years allows an authentic voice to tell this story. It further expedites

the availability of documents and interviewees to craft the case accurately.

3.8 Methods

The methods employed over the three phases of this study are described below. Phase 1
involved document analysis, where major International policy texts relevant to the research
were selected, reviewed and critically interpreted. Phase 2 involved document analysis at
the national level coupled with document analysis of relevant strategies and policies along

with an interview with the key lead for teaching and learning in the Irish Universities
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Association (IUA). Phase 3 consisted of face-to-face semi —structured interviews with key
DCU staff to gain valuable insights into how policy has been shaped in relation to online
learning in a single institution. The following section describes the approach and methods

adopted in more detail.

3.8.1. Mechanism for Document Analysis

The mechanism used to frame the document analysis is an adaptation of a framework used
in Brown, M., Anderson, B. and Murray, F., (2007) E-learning policy issues: Global trends,
themes and tensions. The framework provided an existing mechanism to extract the issues
of relevance in this discourse, having done this in a global context, albeit in an earlier
timeframe. This framework was used to summarise the information in each publication,
compare the documents and to decide which were of sufficient importance to include. The
process consisted of first identifying the questions to be contemplated in this research and
then selecting a range of material to be considered, appropriate to answer those questions.
A literature review was conducted on the topic and the macro, meso, micro framework was

identified as a theoretical framework to guide the analysis.

3.8.2 Document Analysis — Phase 1 & 2

Document analysis is a qualitative research method where both printed and electronic
documents are reviewed and evaluated systematically. Document analysis requires that
data be examined and interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and
develop empirical knowledge (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). This method was used in both
Phase 1 and Phase 2 of this research. The type of documents that may be evaluated as part
of a study includes minutes of meetings; manuals; background papers; books and
brochures; diaries and journals; event programs and memoranda; maps and charts; and
newspapers. The analysis process entails searching, selecting, assessing, and synthesising
data contained in documents. Document analysis yields data in the form of excerpts,
guotations, or entire passages that are then organised into major themes, categories, and
examples specifically through content analysis (Labuschagne, 2003). This research uses
content analysis to extract meaningful information from the documents and to consider

the meaning of that information.
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3.8.2.1 Phase 1 Policy Document Analysis

In this research the databases in the DCU Library Education Subject Guide were searched,
notably Search Educational Research Complete, SAGE Journals, SAGE Springer Link, Taylor
& Francis Journals, Scopus and Google Scholar to do an initial sweep of relevant documents
in a systematic way. The time frame specified was between 2000 and 2020, as this was the
period under consideration for the research. The material was selected using
keywords/phrases such as: Online learning policy, Education policy, Leadership policy,
Lifelong Learning, Online learning policy, European Education policy, e-Learning Policy, and
Distance Learning Policy. In total, 350 documents were downloaded and reviewed. After the
initial review,176 documents were selected for more detailed examination in relation to
policy. These were categorised into 4 folders to be analysed, International policy, the Policy
process, Education policy and Irish Policy. The selection was based on the citations made,
the topic covered, relevance to the research and to encompass a range of sources and

outlooks.

3 8.2.2 Selection of Documents

Documents were chosen to present a span of perspectives from different regions and
varying organisational standpoints e.g. Government bodies, International Groups,
consulting firms and representative bodies. This approach was employed to capture the
policy debate in this area. The discussion frequently manifests around topics like access and
the stewardship of education. The rhetoric in these area’s feeds into “interpreting the
construction and resolution of policy dilemmas” in policy texts (Walsh, 2020). The policy
discussion is a strategic and political process, indeed discussions” vary among what are
often competing, even conflicting, cultural, racial, gender, class, regional, and other

differing interests,” (Peet & Watts, 1993, p228.).

The selection of documents was made cognisant of the necessity to adhere to the principle
of “trustworthiness in interpretive research” (Guba,1981, Lincoln & Guba,1985). Acommon
feature of these criteria is that they aspire to support the trustworthiness by reporting the
process of content analysis accurately (Elo, and Kyngés, 2008), which is done in subsequent
sections. Lincoln & Guba proposed four criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of

qualitative research, credibility, dependability, conformability, and transferability. The
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authors later added authenticity as additional factor. To establish credibility, researchers
must ensure that those participating in research are accurately described (Elo, and Kyngas,
2008). Data is dependable if it remains stable over time and under different conditions. The
potential for agreement between two or more independent people about the accuracy,
relevance, or meaning of data is what is referred to as conformability. Transferability relies
on the potential for findings to be generalized or transferred to other settings or groups.
Authenticity, refers to the way in which researchers, fairly and faithfully, show a range of

realities(ibid).

A total of 15 policy texts were selected for close review in the international category. Texts
were reviewed from America, New Zealand, Europe, from The EU Commission, UNESCO,
EY and PWC, among others A purposeful selection was made to get a cross-section of
geographically diverse global viewpoints, governmental and non-governmental
organisations, consultancy groups and multinational advisory groups. Many interesting
documents could have been included however the selection was based on relevance to the
research questions. The final selection was made keeping in mind that the analyst

Works iteratively in a back-and-forth style moving between empirical data and

theory, until the process generates theories that initially informed the researcher’s

expectations of what they thought the political reality was
(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012, p. 28).

These selected texts were evaluated by adapting the framework used in the text Brown, M.,
Anderson, B. and Murray, F., (2007), E-learning policy issues: Global trends, themes and
tensions to compare and analyse the selected documents (See Appendix D). The categories

analysed included:

Major themes: principal themes relevant to the specific research questions.

Category of document: Is it a government discussion document (white paper), a government
proposal (green paper) or a policy document. Is it a seminal work in this area?
Scale/Budget: Is the subject of the document of sufficient scale or value to warrant its
inclusion. Timeframe: In the timeframe covered in the document of relevance to the
research period 2000-2020.Target audience: Who is the document aimed at, is this audience
part of the debate and has their voice been captured in the analysis? Sponsoring agency:

Are the sponsors of the document influential participants in the research area? Author: Is
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the author/authors of the document an important contributor to this field. Areas of priority:
are the priorities covered in this document of relevance to the research. Key action points:
What is the real-life context of the document. What actions will it generate? Implementation

/responsibility: who is responsible for progressing this document into action?

In the Irish section, selected documents were analysed by comparing the relationship to
other policies, their relevance to the Irish Context, their importance to the debate and if the
viewpoint the document presented had been represented in the selection presented. The
emergent themes from the International texts informed the selection of 12 documents in
the Irish texts section. Initially all documents were scanned to filter out those most relevant
to addressing the research questions. These documents were compared and evaluated again
using the adapted framework from Brown, M., Anderson, B. and Murray, F., (2007) (See
Appendix D). Categories reviewed under this framework included: relevance, themes,
drivers, definition of online learning, consultation review process, and cross referencing with
other documents. Documents were iteratively reviewed selecting a range of papers most

relevant to analyse the research questions.

3.8.2.3. Rejection of Documents

Document analysis has often been used as a means of triangulation in combination with
other qualitative research methods as “the combination of methodologies in the study of
the same phenomenon’ provides a means of validation” (Denzin, 1970, p. 291). The
qualitative researcher is expected to draw upon multiple sources of evidence; to seek
corroboration through the use of different data sources and methods. Apart from
documents, such sources include interviews, participant or non-participant observation, and
physical artefacts (Yin, 2015). In triangulating data, the researcher attempts to provide “a
confluence of evidence that breeds credibility” (Eisner, 1991, p. 110). In examining
information collected through different methods, the researcher can corroborate findings
across data sets and thus reduce the impact of potential biases that can exist in a single
study. According to Patton (1990), triangulation helps the researcher guard against the
accusation that a study’s findings are simply an artefact of a single method, a single source,

or a single investigator’s bias. With this in mind a wide range of documents from a wide
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variety of sources were examined to get an overview of the topic under review. This was
done to protect against bias identified in section 3.8.5.1. Insider bias and to ensure that a

range of relevant perspectives were considered.

The criteria for selection refers to the aspects of the research considered that make them
relevant or pertinent and what makes them not relevant. In the International policy texts
category, documents were initial scanned to capture documents of interest in policy
formation in relation to online, digital, and technology enhanced learning. All documents
resulting from searches were initially scanned. Documents were rejected on the following

grounds:

Time Frame: if they fell outside the time frame of this research 2000-2020 they were

not included for closer examination

Credibility of source; If the document did not come from a creditable academic,

governmental, professional, or representative group it was not included.

Relevant to a Higher Education Context: Documents which did not refer to a higher

education context were not included for further analysis.

Duplication: Where the information contained in a document had been superseded
by a later document, or where another document presented the case more

coherently a document was rejected.

Geographical spread: Some documents were preferred on the basis that they
presented a view from a different geographical perspective, therefore some
documents were rejected on the basis that their geographical perspective had

already been captured.

Having filtered the documents to those relevant, selected documents were all read in full
and considered. Conscious of the need to keep within the scope of the research questions,

relevant documents were chosen as described in the previous section.

In the Irish policy texts category, a wide range of documents were reviewed to gain insights
into policy formation in Ireland with respect to education, technology and in particular
online learning in higher education. These selected texts were again evaluated by adapting

the framework used in the text. E-learning policy issues: Global trends, themes and tensions.
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(Brown et al., 2007) to compare and analyse the selected documents (See Appendix D). As
in the International section, the criteria for selection refers to the aspects of the research

considered that make them relevant or pertinent and what makes them not relevant
Documents were rejected on the following grounds:

Time Frame: if they fell outside the time frame of this research 2000-2020 they

were not included for closer examination

Credibility of source; If the document did not come from a creditable academic,

governmental, professional, or representative group it was not included

Relevant to a Higher Education Context: Documents which did not refer to a higher

education context were not included for further analysis.

Duplication: Where the information contained in a document had been superseded
by a later document, or where another document presented the case more

coherently a document was rejected.

Seminal Documents: Seminal documents in education were selected to illustrate

the debate in education in Ireland.

Walsh (2020) tells us that “using a thematic approach can lead to accusations of the analysis
being too descriptive”. Walsh adds that Todd (2016, pp. 22—-23) points out, presenting
analysis by themes is justified when investigating broad and complex policy dilemmas.
Documents relating to the individual universities selected for the study were also reviewed.
Initially the first performance compacts under the higher education system performance
framework (HESPF), covering its first 2014-2016 three-year strategic compact cycle, in a
sample of higher education institutions (HEIs) for the seven universities, were reviewed to
gain an understanding of the performance review process. These were rejected from the
analysis as the had been overtaken by the second round performance compacts which were

more relevant to the current situation.

Next, the new performance template for 2018-2021 between the HEA and the HEI's was

reviewed to highlight those aspects of the agreement that were relevant to this research.
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The individual agreements between each of the seven universities and the HEA for the
current (2018-2021) strategic HESPF cycle were then reviewed to gain insight into the
strategic direction each of the universities are pursuing and what actions they are taking in
relation to fully online learning. Each of the universities websites were then reviewed to

understand what they were actually implementing in relation to fully online learning.

Document analysis can be less time-consuming and hence more efficient than other
research methods. It involves the selection rather than the collection of data. Many
documents are in the public domain and are often available online without a requirement
to seek the authors’ permission. Documents are “unobtrusive” and “nonreactive” that is;
they are not influenced or altered by the research process. This counters concerns related

to reflexivity directed at other qualitative research methods.

The investigator's presence does not alter what is being studied (Merriam, 1988).
Documents provide broad coverage; they cover a long period, many events, and many
settings (Yin, 2015). Disadvantages include that documents on their own may not provide
sufficient detail to answer a research question. Some key documents may not be available
to the researcher (Yin,2015). The researcher may be biased in their document selection (ibid,
p. 80). If documents are produced in an organisational context, they may be aligned with a
corporate agenda. As the distance between the researcher and the author of a document
widens, Hodder points out that a range of perceptions of the data is possible (Hodder ,2000).
This view is also supported by Miller & Alvarado (2005). However, document analysis is

usually utilised in addition to other data, as in this case in this research.

3.8.2.4 Keyword selection

In scanning the policy texts, the keywords relating to online learning were selected by
assessing which were most frequently occurring in the texts and most relevant to the topic.
Six keywords/phrases were selected; some were more frequently occurring in particular
periods; some were more frequently occurring in particular geographical locations.
However, all were relevant to the discussion: online, digital, e-learning, distance, lifelong
learning, technology enhanced learning. Each of the selected policy texts in Irish and

International categories was searched for the frequency of these words or phrases as a
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general indication of how important those key words appeared to be in those particular

texts. The results were presented in table and pie chart form.

3.8.2.5 Key driver’s selection

Taking Plomp and Pelgrum’s drivers of technology in education: vocational, social,
economic, commercial, marketing, pedagogy, transforming, cost, the frequency of each
driver, in each of the selected policy texts in Irish and International categories were searched
for the frequency of these words, as an indication of how important these drivers appeared

to be in those particular texts. The results were presented in table and pie chart form.

3.8.3 Interviews - Phase 3

Interviewing is most appropriate when exploring complex or subtle phenomena. When the
researcher needs to gain insights into people’s emotions, opinions, experiences and feelings,
interviews provide a more suitable method. Interviewing can be done in four ways (Noaks
and Wincup, 2004, p80):

Structured Interview: the interview is conducted in a neutral way with no prompting or
improvisation to ensure consistency. The questions are pre-determined and tightly
controlled.

Semi-Structured Interview: the interview depends on creating a rapport with the interviewee
and allows for some probing to understand the background. The order in which topics are
addressed is flexible, and interviewees can develop their ideas and speak widely on the
issues raised.

Open-Ended Interview: This is a flexible interview format with active listening being
important. The interview would flow if a rapport is created.

Focus Group: This format facilitates interviewing several people at once. It provides the
opportunity to step back from the discussion so that a group dynamic can emerge.

The most common types of interview are:

The face-to-face interview: this involves a conversation between two people and remains
the most popular form of data collection. This method is the best form of data collection
for sensitive projects and the method which elicits the highest quality of data. It also

minimises the non-response rate and maximises the quality of the data collected. Groves
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(1979) found that respondents expressed less discomfort about discussing sensitive topics

face to face than by other means.

Telephone interviewing: this method involves researching on the phone. It can extend the
reach of the population to be interviewed and is cheap and easy to arrange. People from all
over the world can be interviewed if they have access to a telephone. Telephone interviews

are more suitable for:

Hard to reach populations, e.g. mothers at home with small children, shift workers,

and people with disabilities.

Closed location access, e.g. hospitals, religious communities, prisons, and the
military. Sensitive accounts, some personal issues are so sensitive that participants

might be reluctant to discuss them face to face but find a telephone interview easier.

Dangerous or politically sensitive locations, e.g. war zones or locations where

infectious diseases are widespread.

Group Interview: the focus group, takes a group interview format. It provides a social,
flexible, semi-public methodology which shapes the data. A focus group session takes the
form of a group chat which harvests insights combining perspectives of the participants in
the chosen environment. The researcher plays the role of the moderator who can see how
it “all fits together” (Duncan and Marotz-Baden, 1999) A focus group allows for easier
reflection on collaborative experiences (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996; Bruseberg and
McDonagh-Philp, 2002). In this research, questions were asked in a semi-structured format,
which allows the researcher to follow up on important points and ask for clarification. This
study used exploratory research to acquire a deeper understanding of the relationship
between the rhetoric and the reality of policy formation and implementation required
concerning the use of online learning in Higher Education. The interviews conducted for this
research were conducted in a face-to-face manner to gather rich data from observation and

questioning.

A purposive sample of policy makers in teaching and learning was used to conduct
qualitative interviews to gain an insight in the attitudes and perceptions of university leaders

in teaching and learning, to online learning. These are both “participants who were selected
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because they are available” and “naturally occurring groups” a convenient group and a

cluster as described by Fink (Houser and Oman, 2010).

The interview questions were piloted in an interview with a DCU Faculty Associate Dean of

Teaching and Learning. This served three purposes:

It sharped the interview approach and highlighted areas of importance.

It added credibility to the research when requesting interviews from other target

interviewees.
It identified how questions are interpreted when asked of a third party.

Purposive sampling in qualitative research is also referred to as “non-probability” sampling.
This is due to the researcher applying their criteria when defining their sample; the
researcher selects the individual as part of their study. Ritchie defines this sampling
approach as a strategy where “members of a sample are chosen with a purpose to
represent a location or type concerning the criterion” (Ritchie in Maruster, 2013).
Qualitative research is employed more and more often by business researchers and
practitioners. Part of its success is due to the fact that qualitative research seems to demand
less effort and skill than quantitative research, however because of the multitude of
possibilities and choices performing a qualitative research project, researchers choose
specific people within a sample population as opposed to random studies where elements
of the sample are known, and may deliberately include multiple criteria such as gender,
ethnicity, culture etc. The main advantage of such an approach is the ability to critically
think and define the parameters of the population that is intended to be studied at an early

stage (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

3.8.3.1 Sample Bias

The selection of interviewees who were mainly based in DCU, raises the issue of bias. Is the
sample based in DCU likely to present a representative sample of the sector? The purpose
of the interview process is to allow issues of critical importance to emerge. This tells us that
the real business of a case study approach is particularisation, not a generalisation. The
first emphasis is on understanding the case itself. An interpreter in the field can observe

the workings of the case, record objectively what is happening, but simultaneously
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examine its meaning. The observer can refine or substantiate those meanings (Stake,

2010).

Creswell and Creswell (2017) caution that qualitative researchers need to demonstrate that
their studies are credible (Ladden, 2015). Trustworthiness has replaced validity in
qualitative research (Onwuegbuzie and Johnson, 2006). As a participant in the field of
Online Learning, the principal researcher is what Roberts calls an interested researcher
(Roberts, 2010). Roberts highlights the benefits that insider expertise can bring to bear on
the credibility of the findings (ibid). The value of narratives of this type extends beyond the
written word to enunciate the social structures in the environment and the identities of its

players (Stalker, 2009).

Trustworthiness is central to safeguarding rigour in research. It centres on if the research
substantiates what it aims to investigate. Adopting a case-study research design approach
provides the researcher with the challenge to ensure that the work is seen to be trustworthy
Guba and Lincoln (1985). Concerns in relation to validity, include: Transferability for
generalisability or external validity; can the findings be applied to an analogous situation?
Confirmability for objectivity; can the reader follow the researcher’s thinking? Dependability

for reliability; how dependable are the results? (Ladden, 2015).

To ensure honesty and transparency, the researcher declared his interest to interviewees
and ensured, as far as practicable, their anonymity. Professional understanding and
empathy offered opportunities for insights which would not otherwise emerge. Also, the

researcher has provided a clear, comprehensive and logical trail of evidence.

3.8.4 Data Collection

The interviews were conducted in the offices of the interviewees for their convenience, or
the interviewer interviewed them in an available room at his work location in DCU
Glasnevin campus. Interviews took place over a ninety-minute period and were recorded
on a dictaphone with a backup recording done simultaneously on a smartphone.
Interviewees were informed of the purpose of the research, offered the option to review
the transcript for accuracy, offered a copy of the findings and assured of anonymity as far

as practicable at the outset of the interview. Informed consent and ethical considerations
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were outlined (see appendices). The interviews were subsequently transcribed. A copy was
sent to each participant to verify accuracy and to clarify any issues where required. Several
of the interviewees came back with amendments which were incorporated, and an updated
copy was returned to the interviewee.

In some cases, follow-up interviews were conducted to clarify or expand on issues raised.

3.8.4.1 Interview Question

These were grouped under three headings

Section 1: To investigate how the Irish policy environment has responded to the

emergence of new models of online learning

Section 2: To analyse how the Irish university sector has responded to the
opportunities and challenges presented by the emergence of new models of online

learning.

Section 3: To explore how one Irish university has harnessed the potential of new

models of online learning. (See Appendix C for complete list)

Table 5 Interview Schedule

Date Interviewee Location

Pilot DCU

3/7/19 to 24/10/19 Retired Head of Open Education | City Centre Site

Head of Teaching & Learning DCU

IUA Representative Dublin City Centre (Relevant
to Meso & Micro Sections)

Retired Head of IT DCU

3.8.5 Data Analysis

All researchers have great privilege and obligation: the privilege to pay attention to what

they consider worthy of attention and the obligation to make conclusions drawn meaningful
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to colleagues and clients (Stake, 1995, p 49). This research followed Braun & Clarke’s (2013)

process to analyse the data collected and involved six steps:
Step 1 Familiarizing yourself with your data

In the process of making sense of the transcribed data, initial ideas were noted. Open Coding
involved participant-driven, broad coding of the transcripts, supported with definitions to
deconstruct the data into general themes. These themes have clear labels and definitions to
serve as rules for inclusion of units of meaning (text segments) (Maykut & Morehouse,

1994).
Step 2 Generating initial codes

Initial codes were generated using Nvivo. Next themes were re-ordered and coded into
categories by grouping related themes, under these categories, and organising them into a
framework to further the analysis of the data. This phase also includes distilling, re-
labelling, and merging categories to ensure that labels and rules for inclusion accurately

reflected coded content.
Step 3. Searching for themes

Nvivo was used, as illustrated in Figure 7, to collate codes into potential themes, gathering
all the data relevant to each potential theme. These themes were broken down and
restructured into sub-themes to gain further insight into the highly qualitative aspects under
scrutiny. This inspection considered divergent views, negative attitudes, beliefs and
behaviours. These were coded to categories to seek clear understandings of embedded

meanings.
Step 4 Reviewing themes

Themes were checked to ensure that they worked in relation to the coded extracts, Figure
8, (Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2). This generated a thematic “map” of the
analysis. Data Reduction involved consolidating codes into a more abstract and conceptual
map or final framework of codes, to be used for reporting purposes

Step 5. Defining and naming themes

The specifics of each theme were revisited to refine overall story that the analysis tells,

generating clear definitions for each theme. Evaluation involved testing, validating and

revising findings by seeking evidence in the data beyond textual quotes to support the stated
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findings. This process involved interrogation of data and forced consideration of elements

beyond the category itself:
Step 6. Producing the report

Rich, forceful examples were extracted, and the selected extracts were related to the

research questions and the literature, to produce a scholarly report.

P -E R Colums Thesis 2020.nvp - NVivo 12 Pro ? - o x
I Home Import Create Explore Share =
X cut 2 Properties ~ &5 Add To Set ‘Q M == = Autc Code @ lﬁ B - 2% sortBy ~
E@ copy 4 Open ~ & Creste As Code = Range Code 2 =] Navigation View
- Query  Visualize Code = Case File
& Merge ~ | &5 Memo Link ~ G Create As Cases > - - == Uncode ~ Classification ~ Classification ~ Find
lipboard Item Explore Coding Classification Workspace -~
lodes 1 ~]
+ Name s &3 Files References Created On Created By Modified On Modified By e
(O DCU and Online Learning 3 27 16/01/202019:15 CcAF 16/01/2020 20:47 CAF
(O European Influences 4 9 16/01/202017:34 CAF 16/01/2020 20:49 CAF o
D) Funding s 23 16/01/202017:36 CAF 16/01/2020 20:49 CcAF Y
3-(O Innovation 3 8 16/01/2020 15:21 cAF 16/01/2020 20:35 CcAF o
(O lIrish University Sector s 25 16/01/202015:17 CAF 16/01/2020 20:48 CAF o
<D Leadership 4 10 16/01/2020 15:09 CAF 20/01/202011:36 CAF )
O LifeLong Learning 4 8 16/01/202017:33 CcAF 16/01/2020 20:48 CAF @
- New Models of Learning 4 13 16/01/202015:14 CAF 16/01/2020 20:26 CAF o
3.0 Online Learning s 18 16/01/2020 15:11 CAF 16/01/2020 20:47 CAF [}
3-(O Students 3 5 16/01/202017:37 cAF 16/01/2020 20:42 CcAF o
O Technology 4 14 16/01/202015:12 CAF 16/01/2020 20:28 CAF @
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Figure 8 NVivo Coding
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Figure 10 Word Cloud

Figure 10 features a word cloud capturing the some of themes revealed in the interviews.
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3.8.5.1 Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS)

There is an ongoing debate as to the value of Computer Assisted Data Analysis in qualitative
research. The research approach of qualitative researchers tends to follow a holistic stance
that interprets the nature and existence of objects in the social world based solely the
subjective awareness people have of them (Edwards et al.2014 ,Webb 2004). The nature of
computer technology assumes a positivistic approach that sees the world as being
composed of objects that humans can study, understand and manipulate rather than seeing
things from the perspective of the human actors (Roberts and Wilson ,2002). Critics suggest
that the implicit assumptions of the software architecture may encroach on the qualitative
research process and affect the meaning and interpretation that qualitative data presents.
Others submit that computers distance researchers from their data; that computers
cultivate a preference for code and retrieve as a strategy for analysis leading to the
mechanisation of analysis, and dictate the use of a particular approach (Silver,
2018).Advocates refute this criticism saying that the use of CAQDAS brings researchers
closer to their data, and they are flexible and adaptable tools. Advocates say they encourage
transparency in process and stress that they remain always in control of what is done, to
what extent and for what purpose, because they control the tool (Silver 2018). MacMillan
argues that the role of theory in research, determines that research questions are defined

not by the software tool but by the problems to be examined(MacMillan and Koenig, 2004).

The use of NVivo in this research took on the role of a database, storing interviews and
documents, retrieving comments and enabling the analysis of both interviews and
documents. The act of coding the data and slicing it under different themes could be done
manually but Nvivo provides a tool to make it more efficient. All interviews were audio
recorded and transcribed using an automated transcribing service. Each then had to be
sense checked replaying the recording and filling gaps. This process was useful in
familiarising the researcher with the data. On reflection, the value of doing this with
Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) is less effective than the
researcher thought it would be, at the outset of the research. The real work is done in
interrogating the data in depth, reflecting upon it and finding links and themes between

theory and the data. This takes time and although the retrieval process is probably more
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efficient, the process of sifting and understanding the material is a manual, laborious but

necessary one.

3.8.6. Ethics

This was a minimal-risk research project that did not involve children or vulnerable groups,
nonetheless there were ethical considerations outlined by the university which must be

considered:

Honesty in presenting research goals and intentions- reporting on research methods and
procedures, in precise and nuanced reporting, and in conveying valid interpretations and
justifiable claims with respect to possible applications of research results.

Reliability in performing research- in communication of the results there needs to be fair,
full, and unbiased reporting and meticulous and careful research. Objectivity interpretations
and conclusions- the research must be founded on facts and the data must be capable of
proof and secondary review; there should be transparency in the collection, analysis and
interpretation of data, and verifiability of the scientific reasoning. Impartiality and
independence — this is required from commissioning or interested parties, from ideological
or political pressure groups, and from economic or financial interests. Open communication-
is essential in discussing the work with other scientists, in contributing to public knowledge
through publication of the findings, in honest communication to the Office of the VP for
Research and Innovation, and the general public. This openness presupposes a proper
storage and availability of data, and accessibility for interested colleagues. Duty of care for
participants - is required for all the subjects of research, be they human beings, animals, the
environment or cultural objects. Research on human subjects and animals should always
rest on the principles of respect and duty of care. Fairness-should be practised in providing
proper references and giving due credits to the work of others, and in treating colleagues
with integrity and honesty. Responsibility for future science generations- The education of
young scientists and scholars requires binding standards for mentorship and supervision.

Adapted from (DCU, 2020b).

As outlined by Bryman (2001), a written submission to participants that guarantees
informed consent, respect for privacy and assurances against deception and any real or

potential harm to participants was sought by means of an ethical approval application from
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DCU’s Research Ethics Committee (REC) (See Appendix B..5). Ummanel et. Al (2016). advise
we must ensure the research never causes an affront to dignity, embarrassment, loss of trust
and social relations, loss of autonomy and self-determination and lowered self-esteem to
participants (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2013 cited in Ummanel, McNamara and Stynes,

2016). Every effort was made to ensure that in this research, this was the case.

3.8.6.1. Insider Bias

While there are a range of valid approaches to social inquiry that can be adopted, any given
approach to social inquiry inevitably carries bias (Greene 2007). As an institution, DCU
recognises in their Ethical Guidelines on Insider Research , that insider bias is a potential
issue researchers need to address, (DCU, 2017). The document highlights that interview
research and the power at play during interviews as emphasised by Kvale (2008), can be
made more transparent by presenting the method of investigation employed, so that the
reader may evaluate any impact the power play may have on the findings reported (p. 496).
Ethical challenges identified by Costerly et al (2010) are highlighted in the DCU’s guidelines
as:
Negotiating access to your own work situation as an area being researched and
securing consent for the research to take place; promising anonymity and
confidentiality to your own colleagues; possibly challenging the value system of
your organisation or professional field in some way; interviewing your own

colleagues; managing the power implications of your work and your positioning as
a researcher and as a practitioner within your research project.

To guard against bias they suggest some measures which are also advocated by Trowler
(2016). Paying careful attention to feedback from participants, taking a deep interest in the
experience of one’s research participants, and being committed to accurately and
adequately representing their experience is advised. Preserving the ability to be open,
authentic, and honest is stressed. Trowler suggests that this can be done by creating
pseudonyms, obscuring identities and changing unique details however this breaks the
important principle of transparency in methodology so that the reader can assess its
robustness. In this research the interviewees are named only as Interviewee 1, Interviewee
2 etc. Trowler maintains it is best to assume the reader can identify the researched
institution. He advises that in the ethical clearance process participants should be informed

that anonymity cannot be guaranteed. This was clearly advised in this case. Trowler

81

Post-Examination Copy May 2021



continues that senior managers will want assurance that their reputation or that of their
organisation will not be damaged by the research. A possible solution he suggests is to offer
sight of the research output, which was done in this case, with any amendments being

accepted.

Trowler raises a second question described as “whose problem” by Dale (1989) and Ozga
(2000) which distinguishes between three research problems. The Social Administration
problem, is a reformist research project aimed at improving a client’s circumstances. The
Policy Analysis project considers policy -making to be a role of government and managers.
In this case the researcher is concerned that policies are delivered effectively irrespective
of content or priorities. The third type is the social science project which attempts to gain
a better understanding of how things work in some ways proposing new issues that neither
policy makers nor clients have identified. This third category fits best with this research

with the case study highlighting the impact of policy in the area under consideration.

Trowler’s third issue concerns power structure within universities and the subordinate
position of some categories of people. He argues that revealing sensitive information about
the university can be very serious for those in vulnerable positions. This was addressed in
this research by interviewing a variety of senior people, some of whom have retired, some
near retirement and one from outside of the university, none of whom could be deemed

to be in a vulnerable category

Trowler’s final issue is that the researcher’s status within the university may affect the
research process and its outcomes is recommended. The DCU guidelines on insider
research quote Costerly (2010), who emphasises the importance of articulating one’s own
perspective or premise clearly; “Your insights as an insider are valuable because of your
depth of knowledge, but you should also demonstrate that you understand alternative
perspectives” (p. 33), to address this issue. The advantages of being an insider in the
environment includes access to naturalistic data and respondents. Smail (1982) points out
that insiders and their interviewees have mutual knowledge and language. Hull (1985),

argues that the insider has access to hidden transcripts with the result that the insider has
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better access to the implicit meaning of participants. Trowler (2014) proposes that this
leads to emic, or more meaningful accounts. This provides a thick description of lived
experience. The disadvantages he suggests may be an inability to produce a culturally
neutral account as the researcher may not be aware of some dimensions of social life which

they see as normal.

3.9 Conclusion

This chapter has described how the research looks at policy in the area of online learning
in Irish Higher Education. The research takes a qualitative approach to collect data to
construct a case study of online learning at Dublin City University, which analyses this
scenario, to inform the sector. Qualitative research takes the form of a series of semi-
structured interviews with relevant players in online teaching and learning in DCU. The
constructivist epistemology used is taken from a basis of knowledge which assumes that
there is no one absolute truth, and that reality is socially constructed. The theoretical
perspective is interpretive, an epistemological perspective that requires the researcher to
grasp the subjective meaning of social action. The methodology employed is content
analysis and a case study. The methods used are participant observation, interview, theme
identification, comparative analysis, and document analysis. The researcher builds
concepts, theories, hypotheses and abstractions from details. The process is charted
transparently and was conducted in a manner that ensured best ethical practice was
observed. Findings are shared openly respecting the confidentiality of participants. The

next chapter presents analysis and discussion of findings.
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CHAPTER 4 - ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF
FINDINGS
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4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents findings and results based on the three phases of the research:
Macro -Phase 1: Analysis of International texts.

Meso Phase 2: Analysis of Irish texts and Institutional Compacts.

Micro - Phase 3: A Case Study telling the story of Dublin City University.

Phase 1 the Macro section of the thesis begins the examination of the gap in the literature
identified in 2.9.1 by reflecting on the issues at play, when considering the formation of
policy in fully online learning, from a high level perspective. International policy texts are
reviewed to understand current thinking globally in the formation, implementation and
management of policy with respect to the new models of online learning Best practice
internationally is identified, against which Irish policy and practice should seek to
benchmark. The section considers the future needs of learners, concerns surrounding
implementation and future possible scenario’s. This represents the first phase of the
research from a timing perspective where political, economic, social, technological,

environmental and legal factors are examined from an international perspective.

Phase 2, the Meso phase provides an analysis of the Irish policy environment from a national
perspective, with an emphasis on texts which have influenced online learning policy in
Ireland. This approach builds on the understanding garnered from the broader International
view and seeks to consider how policy texts in Ireland have been influenced and shaped in
parallel with international experience. It continues to examine policy texts and initiatives
taken in response to the unique Irish experience and to pressures active in the Irish
environment. It signposts the options to be considered by individual Irish institutions which

is examined in the next phase.

Phase 3, the Micro phase examines the actual impact of policy in online learning at a local
level providing the final part of the analysis. This section presents a case study of online
learning at one Irish Higher Education Institute, Dublin City University to illustrate how policy
influences the actions of that institution. The case study highlights how policy has influence

both by what it addresses and by what it fails to address and demonstrates how an
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institution reacts to the challenges it faces in the sometimes uncertain policy environment,

which was introduced in the two previous phases.

4.2 Macro Phase: Analysis of International texts

In this section, a range of policy texts purposefully selected to reflect how worldwide
thinking in policy formulation and implementation has evolved, are analysed. The
documents selected have been published by international bodies, including the EU
(European Union), EUA (European Universities Association), UNESCO (United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), PWC (PricewaterhouseCoopers) and EY
(Ernst and Young). These provided insights into online learning policy as defined in earlier

chapters, across the world.

Table 6 situates each of these texts in the context of their relevance in the Macro, Meso,
Micro Framework. We can see that while they are predominantly influential in a Macro

environment there is overlap into Meso and Micro phases.

Categorising the texts into exact silo’s is imprecise yet it is apparent that the following texts
have significance at both an International (Macro) level and a National (Meso) level: E-
learning in European Higher Education, Promoting Effective Digital-Age Learning, Digital
Education Policies in Europe, Skills for Industry Strategy, Can Universities of today lead
learning of tomorrow, the Horizon Report, Whatever happened to the promise of Global

Online Higher Education and Learning and Teaching in the European Higher education area.

The following texts are influential at a local (Micro)Level in addition to International(Macro)
and National(Meso) levels: Digital Skills and Competence, Global Quality in Open, Flexible
and Technology Enhanced Education, A New Skills Agenda for Europe, and Unesco: The

Future of Learning 1, 2, and 3.
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Table 6 International Texts in the Macro, Meso Micro Framework

Macro-level:
Influences

International
Level

E-learning
(2013)

in European HE

Meso level:
Influences at National level

E-learning in European HE(2013)

Promoting Effective Digital-
Age Learng (2015)

Promoting Effective Digital-Age

Learng (2015)

Digital  Education  Policies

Europe (2017)

Digital Education Policies Europe

(2017)

Skills for Industry Strategy:
PWC (2019)

Skills for Industry Strategy: PWC
(2019)

Can Universities of today
lead learn. EY (2019

Can Universities of today lead
learn. EY (2019)

Horizon Report (2018)

Horizon Report (2018

Whatever happened to the
promise of Global Online
Higher Education? (2018)

Whatever happened to the
promise of Global Online Higher
Education (2018)

EU Digital Action Plan (2018)

EU Digital Action Plan (2018)

Digital Skills and Competence
(2018)

Digital Skills and Competence
(2018)

Micro level:
Influences at
Local level

Digital Skills and Competence
(2018)

Global Quality in Open, Flexi
and T.E.E. (2018)

Global Quality in Open, Flexi and
T.E.E.(2018)

Global Quality in Open, Flexi
and T.E.E.(2018)

Learning and teaching in the

Learning and teaching

in the

Learning and teaching in the

Learning 1 (2015)

European higher education | European higher education area European higher education
area (2018) (2018) area (2018)
Unesco: The Future of | Unesco:The Future of Learning1 Unesco: The Future of

(2015)

Learning 1 (2015)

Unesco 2 (2015)

Unesco 2 (2015)

Unesco 2 (2015)

Unesco:3 (2015)

Unesco:3 (2015)

Unesco:3 (2015)
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4.2.1 Emergent Themes across policy texts

The transformative potential of online learning has been highlighted by the enormous
marketing reach of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOQOC's). There is however a scarcity of
empirical academic research into the impact that technology based models of online
learning is having on teaching and learning in higher education across Europe (Popescu,
2014). This has implications for the formation of policy both in Europe and globally. The
European Universities Association(EUA), took a snapshot of what was happening in online
learning across its membership with the purpose of placing the Association in an informed
position to participate in policy formation that supported the endeavours of its members to
champion innovation in teaching and learning: Learning and teaching in the European higher
education area (Gaebel et al, 2018). The study conducted found that e-Learning was
widespread with 91% of the sample integrating e-learning into its standard teaching
offering. Online learning courses were offered by 82% of respondents, with other types of
delivery such as online degree courses and collaborative inter-institutional programmes also
increasing. While nearly all institutions were participating in online learning, it was not
embedded in the institutions; with less than half reporting that it was being used right across
the institution. This patchy implementation, it suggests, could be explained by individual

faculties and staff members piloting new models of online learning.

This theme recurred in numerous papers over following years. The speed of adoption was
dependent on a variety of factors including leadership, the governance model and available
resources. Participants in the EUA survey agreed that online learning is most useful in
providing greater flexibility and more effective use of classroom time, regardless of whether
learners are off-campus or on-campus, traditional or non-traditional students. The survey
found that institution-wide structures for the coordination and support of online learning
are growing. In its conclusion, the report cautions that while it brings benefits, online
learning is not a panacea and requires resources, staff engagement and development time
to be successful. It suggests that opportunities presented should propel online learning from
the peripheral domain of specialist discussion into a wider global debate on teaching and

learning methods in higher education.
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4.2.2. Exploring International Policy across Transnational Organisations

A lack of common definition was established in Chapters 1 and 2, the policy analysis sought
to investigate what language and terminology is adopted in recent policy texts. Terms
relevant to the research as used in reports are highlighted in Table 7 illustrating the
prominence each occupies in the literature. The dominant terms are digital (2567) and
online (1815); while e-learning (239) is prominent in two texts, it does not have a major
presence in the other texts. Distance learning (219) and lifelong learning (189) are
mentioned in nearly all texts, but technology enhanced learning (50) is only mentioned in

a minority of cases. This reflects the fact that this term is almost exclusively used in UK text
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Table 7 Frequency of Key Terms in International Texts

Paper/ Drivers e-Learning Distance Lifelong Technology

Learning Enhanced
Learning

E-learning in European HE(2013) 87 0 39 29 7 0

Unesco: The Future of Learning 1 (2015) 34 28 0 2 3 0

Unesco 2 (2015) 12 20 4 5 0

Unesco:3 (2015) 42 23 14 0

Promoting Effective Digital-Age Learng (2015) 133 301 1 1

A New Skills Agenda for Europe: (2016) 37 10 0 2 0

Digital Education Policies Europe (2017) 253 877 19 10 7 19

Learning and teaching in the European higher| 39 40 21 4 49 0

education area (2018)

Horizon Report (2018) 67 163 1 7 7 1

Digital Skills and Competence (2018) 73 466 2 15 29 0

EU Digital Action Plan (2018) 2 287 1 0 4 0

Global Quality in Open, Flexi and T.E.E.(2018) 156 16 11 75 11 28

Whatever happened to the promise of Global Online | 207 4 0 50 0 0

Higher Education (2018)

Skills for Industry Strategy: PWC (2019) 656 297 135 20 47 1

Can Universities of today lead learn. EY (2019) 17 35 0 0 3 0

TOTAL 1815 2567 239 219 189 50
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Table 8 The Drivers of Online Policy — International

Drivers/ Text

Economic

Commercial

Marketing @ Social Vocational

Pedagogy

Transforming

E-learning in European HE (2013) 5 0 0 0 17 0 2 0
Unesco 1 (2015) 6 10 0 0 34 2 14 7
Unesco 2 (2015) 16 0 0 0 0 4 3
Unesco 3 (2015) 0 9 0 0 0 2 36 5
Promoting Effective Digital-Age Lg (2015) 9 6 0 0 20 0 7 0
A New Skills Agenda for Europe: (2016) 0 18 1 0 16 2 0 0
Digital Ed. Policies - Europe and B. (2017) 28 23 9 4 39 16 18 8
Learning and teaching in the European highern 7 23 3 0 51 7 16 1
education area (2018)
Horizon Report (2018) 36 29 0 2 36 4 1 2
Digital Skills & Competence (2018) 10 35 1 0 0 0 20 2
EU Digital Action Plan (2018) 0 19 0 3 18 0 8 0
Global Quality Open, Flex &T.E.E. (2018) 1 1 1 0 2 0 1 0
Whatever happened to the promise of Global Onling 21 0 4 0 0 0 5 0
Higher Education? (2018)
Skills for Ind. Strategy: PWC (2019) 104 20 0 11 72 19 12 12
Can Uni’s of today lead learning EY (2019) 8 3 9 0 7 5 0 1
TOTAL

235 212 28 20 312 57 144 41
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Table 8 illustrates the drivers of online learning in this analysis of international policy texts.
Social factors (312) is the most frequently mentioned driver emanating from the texts. This
is followed by the cost driver (235) and the economic driver (212). pedagogical (144)
vocational (57), and transforming (41) factors are strong drivers but commercial (28) and

marketing (20) are not mentioned frequently.

Frequency of Terms in International
Texts

B Online
® Digital
I e-Learning

Distance

Figure 11 Frequency of Terms in International Texts

Figure 11 illustrates the frequency that selected terms occur in International texts. This pie
chart makes clear that digital (50%) and online (36%) are the most frequently occurring
terms in the International texts reviewed. The other terms combined make up 14% of the

total.

Drivers of Online Learning
International
(Aggregatedinto three clusters)

= Economic
|

m Social/Vocational

M Learning
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Figure 12 Drivers of Online Learning — International

In Figure 12 drivers are aggregated into three clusters: Economic, Social/Vocational, and
Learning. The economic driver is by far the most frequently occurring force in influencing
online learning in the International texts reviewed (46%). Social and Employment also occur

frequently (36%), with Learning drivers occurring less often (18%).

4.2.3 Twenty First Century Skills

What are the learning outcomes that policy should seek to develop in twenty first century
third level students? This debate is contributed to by UNESCO who produced a series of
three reports on the Futures of Learning (Luna Scott, 2015a), by the EU Commission. In A
New Skills Agenda for Europe: Working together to strengthen capital, employability and
competitiveness (Commission, 2016) and in the 2018 Horizon Report on Higher Education,
among others. The challenges facing education in the twenty-first century are identified as
globalization, new technologies, migration, international competition, changing markets

and political and environmental issues.

In the first UNESCO Report Luna Scott found that traditional educational institutions need
to experiment with new structural formats and strategies for teaching and learning that
respond more flexibly to the needs of learners and changing labour market requirements
(Luna Scott, 2015a). Assessment should focus on student mastery of core academic content
and the development of deeper learning skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving,
collaboration, communication and metacognition. Radical changes in teacher education are
essential to encourage this learning to flourish. Luna Scott recommends that the emphasis
of learning should move from teacher-led learning to self-determined learning. Instruction
should be tailored to individual needs and can be delivered virtually throughout the life of
the learner.

This perspective needs to be incorporated in education policy internationally.

In the real world challenges are highly complex, often ill-defined, and interdisciplinary in
nature, spanning multiple domains; social, economic, political, environmental, legal and

ethical. UNESCO proposes that learners should have opportunities to reflect on their ideas,
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hone their analytical skills, strengthen their critical and creative thinking capacities, and
demonstrate initiative. To facilitate these requirements, it recommends that nations must
form alliances in order to overcome obstacles to reimagining education. Innovative ideas
can be developed locally and shared globally through international networks. Traditional
education should be critically evaluated to determine if it is equipping students to compete
in a global economy. Countries can contribute to a global pool of expertise regarding how
best to implement twenty-first century learning. Twenty-first century learning must include
transferable skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and the civic values outlined in

the Global Sustainable Development Goals.

A US Perspective agrees suggesting that these themes have a wider reach (Becker et al.,
2018). This Horizon Report re-affirms the need for new forms of learning in the digital age
and for the pedagogies that support learners in acquiring new competencies and skills to
engage with twenty-first century challenges. Education, it assesses, should prepare learners
to undertake collaborative problem solving scenarios that are persistent and lack clear
solution. In particular, the ability to evaluate new inputs and perspectives, build new

capacities, and strengthen autonomy are crucial.

The EU Commission agreed that new skills would be required in the future and identified
globalisation and digitalisation as important "mega trends" affecting higher educational
institutions and the world into which their graduates would emerge (EC, 2016). It
corroborated many of the concerns identified in previous reports. International
interdependency and technological change were seen by many respondents to their
research as increasing the rate of change in economic and social structures. The importance
of higher education as a driver of social and economic progress is highlighted. Students need
to acquire the appropriate knowledge and skills identified as "transversal", "soft" or "21st
century" skills, such as critical thinking, problem-solving and communication. The
Commission highlights the need for more ICT specialists and for students across the board
to enhance their digital skills. Higher education should do more to promote other skills,
including language skills, necessary for mobility in a globalised economy, and to assist in
intercultural understanding, and the capacity for engaged and active citizenship. Initiatives
should be undertaken to increase links between higher education and other economic

actors.
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The ability to evaluate new inputs and perspectives, build new capacities and strengthen
autonomy, is highlighted in Futures of Learning: Report Two (Luna Scott ,2015). It underlines
growing concern about potential economic and global crises in the future and questions if
today’s learners possess the combination of critical thinking, creativity, and collaborative
and communication skills, necessary to engage with the unexpected developments they
would face. These skills include personalization, collaboration, communication, informal
learning, productivity and content creation Luna-Scott suggests. It also underlines the
importance to the twenty-first century workplace of personal skills such as initiative,
resilience, responsibility, risk-taking and creativity; social skills such as teamwork,
networking, empathy and compassion; and learning skills such as managing, organizing,

metacognitive skills, and “failing forward”.

Rethinking pedagogy for the twenty-first century is as crucial as identifying the new
competencies suggests Futures of Learning: Report 3 (Luna-Scott, 2015). It looks at how
today’s learners need to develop those skills. Throughout the literature we review, the
pedagogy employed is emphasised as a critical success factor in implementing change in
education. Traditional approaches, emphasizing memorization or the application of simple
procedures, do not advance the critical thinking skills or autonomy of learners. To develop
the higher-order skills they now need, individuals must engage in meaningful enquiry-based
learning that has genuine value and relevance for them personally and their communities.
Real-world experiences merged with sustained engagement and collaboration offer
opportunities for learners to construct and organize knowledge; engage in detailed
research, enquiry, writing and analysis; and to communicate effectively with audiences.
Luna Scott argues that the “transmission” or lecture model is highly ineffective for teaching

twenty-first century competencies and skills, yet widespread use of this model continues.

Pedagogical innovation must help learners develop the skills and competencies to make the
most of multi-media and informal pathways to enrich their learning and develop digital
literacy skills. Teachers require the support and time to utilise a range of resources and tools
to create customised learning opportunities that are relevant and challenging. Higher

educational institutions must devise new structural formats and strategies for teaching and
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learning that are flexible to the individual needs of learners and to adapt to ever-changing

requirements. Assessment should focus on the development of deep- learning skills.

These requirements need to be addressed at a policy level. This requires radical changes in
teacher education. The role of teachers would migrate to that of mentors, mediators,
guides, and facilitators. An important part of this role would be as learning coordinators,
assessors, and designers and compilers of learning tools. Assessment would encompass
customized learning for each student, availability of diverse sources, and collaborative group
learning. Real-world experience should be incorporated in learning activities. These papers
signpost that self-responsibility for learning is essential and learners of the future will expect
to determine what their learning profile would look like. Lifelong learning can be the norm

and can be facilitated by technology.

4.2.4 Moving from planning to implementation

The way in which educational organisations can migrate to this new type of learning is
presented in Promoting Effective Digital-Age Learning - A European Framework for Digitally
Competent Educational Organisations (Kampylis, Punie and Devine, 2015). This progresses
the debate from what should be done, to what can be done to encourage online learning.
To consolidate progress and to ensure sustainability, educational institutions need to review
their organisational strategies, to enhance their ability to innovate and to exploit the full
potential of digital technologies. The terminology used here moves to the overarching term

digital technology.

The European Framework for Digitally-Competent Educational Organisations (DigCompOrg),
as shown in Figure 13 (Kampylis, Punie and Devine, 2015, p5) provides a framework on which
policy can be developed to cultivate online learning. The framework is an EU initiative to
facilitate transparency and comparability between related schemes throughout Europe, and
to help address fragmented and uneven development across the member states. The stated
primary purposes of the DigCompOrg framework are: to encourage self-reflection and self-
assessment within educational organisations as they progressively expand their
commitment to online learning. To enable policy makers to create, execute and evaluate
policy interventions, and to assimilate the use of online learning technologies effectively.

The DigCompOrg Framework can also be used as a strategic planning tool for policymakers
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to promote policies for the effective provision of online learning technologies by educational
organisations at regional, national and European level. It sets out the areas to be considered

in devising such a policy under the headings: Leadership & Governance, Teaching and

Learning, Professional Development, Assessment, Content and Curricula, Collaboration &
Networking, and Infrastructure. This provides a framework for developing and assessing

online learning policy in an organisation.
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Figure 13 DigComOrg Framework

4.2.5 Promoting Excellence

Giving traditional organisations and third parties the re-assurance that online learning

maintains standards of academic rigour and reliability remains a challenge. How these
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concerns are addressed by policy in EU countries was explored in Digital Education Policies
in Europe and Beyond: Key Design Principles for More Effective Policies (2017). This report
on policy models for the integration and innovative use of digital technologies in education
aimed to better understand how digital education policies are implemented in the EU and
elsewhere, highlighting key enablers, success factors, and barriers. The core findings seek to
inform, guide, and inspire policymakers at all government levels to design new policy
initiatives or adapt existing policies for the digital transformation of education. Research by
the Joint Research Centre (JRC) on Learning and Skills for the Digital Era (EU Science HUB,
2019) started in 2005 with the aim of providing evidence-based policy support for the
European Commission to harness the potential of digital technologies, to create innovative
education and training practices, and to improve access to lifelong learning. It sought to
engage with the rise of the new digital skills and competences needed for employment,
personal development and social inclusion. The paper presents six case studies which
illustrate that both top-down and bottom-up initiatives can trigger innovation in education:
“There is no single off-the-shelf solution to transforming education through digital
technologies.” (Conrads et al., 2017, p7). Policies should be responsive to the specific
context of implementation, Conrad advocates. Initiatives that start with an in-depth analysis
of the baseline have a greater chance of being effective. In all cases, it is stressed that there
was a strong emphasis on building teacher capacity. This was confirmed as an important
element to ensure successful policy implementation. The commitment and buy-in of
educators to the process proved to be important for the success of the strategies.
Inadequate technological infrastructure, in particular insufficient internet speed, remained
a major barrier preventing educational policies from yielding the expected results. The
analysis of the cases suggests that digital education policies are more sustainable if they are
embedded in an overarching strategy, if cost savings can be made and if a governance
structure is established that is responsive to implementing necessary changes while

ensuring continuity over time.

As part of a wider package of activities to support education at all levels in its 2016 work
programme, A New Skills Agenda for Europe, the EU Commission sought to present an
updated agenda for the modernisation of higher education. It claims that Europe's higher
education systems are not contributing as well as they should to the EU's economic

development and social cohesion. It points to three main challenges with which we have
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now become familiar. Higher education in Europe is not equipping enough people with the
right skills for modern society. Too few graduates are leaving higher education with skills in
fields where there is high demand (like computing, where there are significant skills
shortages). Too many are leaving with poor basic skills and limited soft skills, the skills
relevant for work and life in a modern democratic society (critical thinking, problem-solving,
communication etc.). Higher education could do more to tackle social divisions: people from
low socio-economic and migrant groups remain far less likely to enter and complete higher
education. This paper claims that Europe's universities lag behind competitors in the US in
pioneering international research. European universities are often disconnected from the
companies, public services and people in their own regions, meaning their teaching and
research activities are not being used to bring benefits to surrounding areas. In general,
spending on higher education in the EU has not kept pace with growth in student numbers
and demands to contribute to innovation. Funding and quality systems also give little
incentive to staff and institutional managers to deliver good teaching or to cooperate with
firms on innovation. Specific EU-level actions it proposed include: Increasing the availability
of intelligence on the jobs and careers that graduates get, through some new initiatives on
graduate tracking (separate roadmap). Promoting student-centred teaching and learning
through greater EU support for good teaching, good curriculum design, and effective use of

ICT. Building inclusive and connected higher education systems.

To do this the focus should be on increasing fair access, participation and completion rates
of under-represented and disadvantaged groups through relevant post-entry support and
guidance and promoting the civic and social responsibility of students and universities. Key
actions include providing support for HEI's to develop and implement institutional strategies
for inclusion and study success. Encouraging the awarding of ECTS points to students for
voluntary and community activities, based on existing positive examples. Ensuring higher
education institutions contribute to regional innovation. The focus here is on making better
use of the knowledge and skills universities bring to specific localities. Specific EU-level
actions include supporting HEIs to help them become more entrepreneurial universities (and
support effective cooperation between HEI’s, business and the public sector. Targeted
support for Managing Authorities and regional partners to help ensure that European

Structural and Investment Funds money is spent effectively to develop higher education and
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its role in innovation. Supporting effective and efficient higher education systems. This
priority would focus on identifying and sharing effective ways to fund and structure higher
education systems to ensure they work well. This would include the question of how to

reward good teaching and innovation activities.

A 2018 report commissioned by the European Training Foundation, Digital Skills and
Competence and Digital and Online Learning (Brolpito, 2018), forwards the proposition that
new jobs and economic opportunities depend on the digital skills and competence (DSC) of
the population, irrespective of the timing of new innovations. It confirms that learners look
to customise their learning, building on their practical experience, in what has become a
lifelong learning journey. The Digital Education Action Plan (2018) recognises that member
states need to optimise the use of digital technology in teaching and learning. It proposes
that digital competence would drive digital transformation in the future and education can

be improved by using data analysis to better plan priorities, for what is coming next.

4.2.6 What is Next?

A 2019 report from the Observatory on Borderless Higher Education, sets out to capture the
current state-of-play, in terms of online enrolment scale, student characteristics, and
student outcomes. Whatever happened to the promise of Online Learning: The State of
Global Online Learning in Higher Education (Garrett, 2019) looked at how online learning is
viewed by governments, institutions, students, and employers, and how online learning is
regulated by national authorities. It highlights that online higher education is characterised
by limited data, most countries still do not call out online students in official data. Definitions
remain verbose and reporting inconsistent. Blends of campus and online study are common
but difficult to characterise and track. Much online and blended learning is led by individual
faculty members or departmental efforts rather than institutional strategy, resulting in
uneven quality and impact. Cost reduction is rarely a key driver of online higher education,
and pricing tends to be conventional, to signal quality. Fully online degrees can save students
a considerable amount on accommodation and travel, and can make the combination of full-
time work and study more straightforward. Innovative payment models, such as pay-as-you-
go or the ability to get credit for MOOC classes, are lending online offerings additional

appeal.
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In the US, the typical online student is a working adult who lives in the same region as the
university. At postgraduate level, led by a small number of UK universities, cross-border
online learning degrees have scaled up to some extent. Looking at the big picture traditional
age, domestic students, and international students generally, continue to study on campus,
with online learning playing no more than a supplementary role. There is still often scant
data on the outcomes of online higher education programmes. The evidence that exists
suggests that many non-traditional students (the typical online learning population) struggle

to complete the programme they undertake, at undergraduate level.

In England, distance learning has a long history, spearheaded by the UK Open University
More recently, a broad range of universities such as Liverpool, Leicester and Heriot-Watt
have pursued fully-distance and online degrees at scale. Cuts to public funding for part-time
higher education students, implemented in 2012/13, caused steep declines in enrolment.
This hit the OU hard, particularly at undergraduate level. At the same time, traditional UK
universities have grown comfortable with online postgraduate degrees. So while
undergraduate distance enrolment overall has shrunk in the UK in the wake of funding
changes, and the OU is under severe pressure, online learning is maturing among other

traditionally campus-based, higher educational institutions.

In the United States in the 1990’s and 2000’s, the combination of general internet
entrepreneurship in the economy, an ambitious for-profit higher education sector and up-
scaled adult interest in earning a degree for career advancement, saw the creation, of a
number of fully online universities and online initiatives at traditional institutions. After a
period of monitoring, regulators made online degrees eligible for federal student aid. Online
learning has matured to become an established part of the higher education landscape,
offering convenience and flexibility for students and instructors, and expansion

opportunities for institutions.

The scope for online learning to enhance education quality or to reduce direct costs remains
uncertain. While mobile broadband penetration far exceeds fixed line access, this has had
little impact on take-up of online higher education. Generally speaking, countries with higher
fixed or mobile broadband availability are more likely to exhibit a prevalence for online
learning, and none of the countries without significant broadband do so. United Arab

Emirates boasts very high mobile broadband participation but negligible online or blended
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learning adoption in higher education, something which is corroborated in our interview
research. A small, wealthy country with a wide range of domestic and international higher
education offers on the ground sees limited value in online options. This prompts the
guestion: would the uptake of online education be more comprehensive in a poor country

with good broadband availability?

Internationally, mainstream campus-based higher education has dramatically expanded
enrolment since 2000. Debate continues about the cost efficiency of online learning. Many
faculty and administrators regard online learning as more expensive to develop and deliver
than conventional campus based programmes. Quantitative evidence that online learning
can be more cost efficient comes from some for-profit higher education institutions. Our
research indicates that the viability of online learning is dependent on achieving scale.
Laureate

Education, which owns numerous traditional campuses around the world, also enrols over
62,000 fully online students through Walden University in the US and through support
service partnerships with University of Liverpool and University of Roehampton. This
suggests that, as outlined in previous reports, the success of online learning is dependent on

local circumstances and how it is implemented.

Exploring the online environment in 2019, PWC produced Skills for Industry Strategy:

Promoting Online Training Opportunities for the Workforce in Europe, (Soeiro, et al., 2019).
This report investigates local circumstances in Europe for enterprises, and how SME’s in
particular, need to be convinced of the economic benefits of online education. It allows
enterprises to see online education as an investment that generates an increase in human
and financial capital when implemented effectively. It found that the online training market
in Europe is more fragmented and specialised than in other global regions. Consolidation
and the emergence of large-scale platforms occur here at a much slower pace than in the
United States. Market analysts predict that the rise of demand for continuous learning in
Europe would increase the adoption of different methodologies and products. Change
management, the fast pace of technology innovation, and vendor-developer partnerships
are major restraints hindering the growth of the online learning market. The learning
landscape today looks completely different than from the recent past. The report suggests
that learners now expect content to be short and personalised and seem more committed

to their learning goals. This indicates that there is a need for change in both content and
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technology in the learning space. The use of games in workplace education, simulations such
as flight trainers, or simulations for social benefit can help this situation. Learners can try
out unfamiliar roles and contexts and make decisions appropriate to those contexts, in a
safe environment. This approach requires collaboration between professional game
designers, software engineers, and learning experts. Together, these groups could develop
games based on effective pedagogy, employing learning analytics to adapt game

experiences to the educational goals and requirements of players.

The increasing cost pressures imposed by automation and artificial intelligence (Al) the
report contends, could have a great impact on the future of work with some tasks currently
done by humans being done by machines. Migration, ethnic diversity, gender equality and
social inclusion issues will require more inclusive educational opportunities. Commercial and
industrial adjustments to meet urgent sustainability targets such as the United Nations (UN)
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will shift the environmental footprints of enterprises
and their internal processes. Each of these trends will increase the need for lifelong learning
acquiring the skills and capabilities required for the new opportunities and challenges
presented. Enterprises will need to evolve to embrace contemporary resources to survive

and thrive in this new environment.

Ernst and Young produced a report for the Australian Government which asked questions
which, though directed to an Australian context, are relevant to this study; Can the
universities of today lead learning for tomorrow? (Cawood, 2018). It found that the rise of
fully online providers Udacity and Singularity University in the US, point to two potential
disruptors: one, offering nano-degrees (an online programme of study completed in less
than a year) supported by leaders in industry; the other, focused on scientific progress and
rapidly expanding technologies. The authors suggest that similar online institutions could
emerge in Australia, as they could in other countries. The report warns that a growing cohort
of graduates are leaving the university environment with high debts and few job prospects.
In our context this is relevant to the ongoing debate regarding the funding of third level
education and the proposal in the Cassell’s report (2016) that a student debt scheme is the
way to fund higher education going forward. The report reveals that some university leaders
estimate that around 40% of existing degrees would soon be obsolete, which could result in
institutions losing their "cash cows” and being driven into specialities that they would not

otherwise select. Some institutions have yet to bring their operating models online.
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The paper proposes four possible future scenarios for discussion: Champion: This is the
baseline scenario with incremental change. A hands-on government actively champions
universities as strategic national assets. The majority of students enrol in traditional
undergraduate and graduate degree programs. Universities streamline operations by
transforming service delivery and administration. Funding from government exceeds
funding from other sources. Technology integrates into traditional university models. It
remains a protected landscape with elite universities dominating. This corresponds to
Funding Option 1 in the Cassells Report on funding in Irish Higher Education. This is an
incremental approach which protects the current status quo, with government providing

most funding.

Commercial: In this scenario, a hands-off government requires universities to be financially
independent to ease pressure on state finances. At the same time, legislated obligations to
produce research are eased and the university landscape becomes more contentious with
greater specialisation and universities concentrating on their core strengths. Students
favour degree programs that integrate work experience. Universities draw closer to industry
to collaborate on teaching and research. Funding from industry exceeds that of government.
Tuition fees are uncapped. Most students are 18-25 year olds pursuing undergraduate
degrees. Universities are autonomous and compete in a diverse environment. Technology is
integrated into traditional delivery; Al remains niche in industry. This resembles Funding
Option 3 in the Cassells Report where HE in Ireland is funded predominantly by student

loans.

Disruptor: A hands-off government completely deregulates the sector to drive competition
and efficiency. Education is funded by commercial mechanisms. Continuous learners and
their preferences for micro-credentials dominate as technology disrupts the workplace.
Education as a service develops. Universities expand into new ranges of services to compete
with an array of providers. Research operates in a different domain with some specialist
universities opting to solely concentrate on research. Digital technology achieves its full

potential. Al is mainstream and displaces jobs.
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Virtual: An activist government restructures the tertiary sector to integrate universities and
the vocational education, and training sector prioritising training and employability
outcomes as humans begin to be replaced by technology. Continuous learners are the
majority. They prefer micro-qualifications, unbundled courses delivered flexibly, online.
Universities restructure into networks that share digital platforms. Enrolment is open, fees
are capped. Government provides the majority of funding. Learning has moved largely

online. Universities concentrate on teaching and are linked to other educational outlets.

These are extreme possible scenarios. The report predicts that as universities evolve from
being faculty-focused to being learner-focused, they begin to partner more closely with
industry. To re-imagine their physical footprints, they would start to outsource functions
such as admissions, counselling, instruction and certification to concentrate on what they
decide is their core skill. In some universities this would be research; others are more skilled
at designing and delivering content; and others would choose to outsource professional
services like finance and facilities management to dedicated providers. Similarly, with
degrees, as continuous learning rises and just-in-time models take off, some universities
would offer unbundled courses that learners customise into qualifications which suit their
current individual needs. Universities should consider which capabilities are core skills
providing the unique selling proposition vital to their future success and actively build those,
while unbundling non-core activities which could be more efficiently and effectively

provided by others.

In relation to policy, the report maintains that the education sector develops the
foundations for trade and future proofs citizens to succeed in a transformative age.
Australian universities rank last in the OECD for their collaboration with businesses on
innovation. Policy makers the report suggests cannot allow a period of slow evolution to
leave the sector and learners behind. Policy makers should consider incentives for greater
collaboration between universities and industry. The report warns that the education
system requires a double transformation to ensure the existing model comes closer to
learner and industry needs, providing an injection into the economy, while developing
evolved offerings for the future market. It concedes that moving universities through
transformative change would be challenging. Resistance to change is strong and the politics

and inertia are intense. However, the power to change, external trends, plus internal drivers,
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are powerful and the coming paradigm shift would be profound. It insists that to preserve

the proud traditions of our universities, they must be transformed.

4.3 Meso -Phase 2: Analysis of Irish texts and Institutional compacts

In this section, a range of policy related texts are purposefully selected and analysed to
reflect the discussion in Ireland in relation to policy formulation and implementation in
online education as it has evolved. The documents selected have been published by national
bodies including the Department of Education and Skills (DES), the Higher Education
Authority (HEA), The Central Statistics Office (CSO), and the National Forum for the
Enhancement of Teaching & Learning. The phase continues to examine the most recent
performance compacts based on the System Performance Framework 2018/2020. Higher
education institutions in Ireland first entered into a “performance compact” with the HEA in
2014. These outlined how each would contribute to national objectives (HEA, 2014). The
compacts provide for how performance is to be measured and a proportion of funding is

contingent on performance.

However, the question arises if these performance compacts are to be of value they must
reflect a commitment to promoting and implementing new policies and procedures which
can fully nurture the opportunities which online presents. In Chapter 1 we introduced a
framework presented by the national forum to determine if a policy is enabling (Table 2).
The debate when considering performance compacts of individual HEA's in this section
centres around whether the reality matches the rhetoric. Just as self-regulated learning
(SRL) is advocated as an active and constructive process through which learners can set goals
and monitor and control their learning (Pintrinch, 2000), the process of self-regulation which
governs performance compacts aims to drive performance standards in HEI's. In the absence
of sanctions to regulate performance, the question to be considered is: have policies been
implemented to promote new models of online learning or is it being left to maverick fringe

players to navigate the pathway?
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Table 9 Irish Texts in the Macro, Meso Micro Framework

Macro-level:
International

Meso level:
National

Micro level
Local

Expl. the Evolution of Ed.
Technology Policy in Ireland
(2019)

Expl. the Evolution of Ed.
Technology Policy in Ireland
(2019)

National Plan for Equity of
Access 2015-2019 (2015)

National Plan for Equity of
Access 2015-2019 (2015)

Progress Review of National
Plan for Equity of Access
(2018)

Progress Review of National
Plan for Equity of Access (2018)

HEA position Paper on Online
& Flexible Learning (2009)

HEA position Paper on Online &
Flexible Learning (2009)

National Skills Strategy 2025
(2016)

National Skills Strategy 2025
(2016)

Lifelong Learning among
Adults in Ireland Q4 2017
(2018)

Lifelong Learning among Adults
in Ireland Q4 2017 (2018)

Investing in National
Ambition: (Cassells Report,
2016)

Investing in National Ambition:
(Cassells Report, 2016)

National Strategy for Higher
Ed. to 2030 (Hunt Report,
2011)

National Strategy for Higher Ed.
to 2030 (Hunt Report, 2011)

National Forum  Strategy
2019-21 (2019)

National Forum Strategy 2019-
21 (2019)

Digital Overview Nat Forum
(2018)

Digital Overview Nat Forum
(2018)

A Roadmap for Enhancem. in
a Digital World 2015-2017

A Roadmap for Enhancem. in a
Digital World 2015-2017

(2015) (2015)
Sectoral Consultation on Nat. Sectoral Consultation on Nat.
Forum Strategy (2019) Forum Strategy (2019)

Table 9 places Irish texts in the context of the Macro, Meso, Micro Framework and while all

texts are primarily situated in the National (Meso) category their National influence has an

impact at local (Micro) level. These documents have little impact at an International (Macro)

level.
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4.3.1 Introduction

The development of higher education policy in Ireland and its implementation is the
responsibility of the government of the day and specifically the Department for Education
and Skills(DES). The Higher Educational Authority (HEA) is the funding body for the
universities and other designated higher education institutions and holds advisory and
monitoring powers (HEA, 2013). Institutional performance-based compacts were introduced
between the HEA and Higher Education institutions in 2014, in which the institutions set out
their mission, with part of their funding being contingent on performance against the
objectives outlined in their compact. The current Institutional compacts are reviewed later

in the section.

Since the start of this century the internet has transformed the availability of knowledge to
students worldwide. Internet access was available in 89% of Irish households in 2018 (CSO,
2018). Competing in a knowledge-based economy that was now global and increasingly
barrier-free, became an imperative for an Irish workforce operating in an open economy. At
the same time, a shift was happening in the provision of education, particularly higher
education, internationally, moving from a welfare liberal model which promoted
participation and equity to a neo-liberal model rooted in individualisation and
competitiveness. New models of online learning emerged, presenting opportunities and
challenges to Irish Universities. In this section, we review documents relevant to the

development of Irish policy for online learning over the period of the last twenty years.

Table 10 illustrates the frequency of keywords in the documents reviewed. We can see that
digital (512) and online (96) are mentioned in most, although not in all, documents. Life-long
learning (116) is heavily featured in some relevant documents, while technology enhanced
learning (1) is hardly mentioned at all. There are some mentions of distance learning (24)

and e-learning (17), but not many.
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Table 10 Key Words Reviewed in Irish Texts

e-

Distance

Life-Long

Learning Learning Learning

Technology
Enhanced

Learning

Post-Examination Copy May 2021

National Strategy for Higher Ed. to 2030 (Hunt Report,2011) 2 6 1 3 12

Digital Overview Nat Forum (2018) 236 31 0 0 1 1
A Roadmap for Enhancem. in a Digital World 2015-2017 (2015) 168 8 3 0 1

Sectoral Consultation on Nat. Forum Strategy 2019-21 (2019) 13 3 0 1 0

National Forum Strategy 2019-21 (2019) 35 4 0 0 0

HEA position Paper on Open & Flexible Learning (2009) 0 29 12 11 4

National Plan for Equity of Access 2015-2019 (2015) 0 1 0 0 3

Progress Review of National Plan for Equity of Access (2018) 0 0 0 0 4

National Skills Strategy 2025 (2016) 26 9 1 3 43

Lifelong Learning among Adults in Ireland Q4 2017 (2018) 0 0 0 0 35

Investing in National Ambition: (Cassells Report) (2016) 2 3 0 6 11

Expl. the Evolution of Ed. Technology Policy in Ireland (2019) 30 2 0 0 2

TOTAL 512 96 17 24 116 1
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Frequency of Terms in Irish Texts

® Digital

® Online

m e-Learning
Distance Learning

m Life-Long Learning

® Technology Enhamced
Learning

Figure 14 Frequency of Key Terms in Irish Texts

In Figure 14, we can clearly see that the dominant key term occurring in the Irish texts
reviewed is Digital at 67%. Lifelong Learning is next at 15% with online at only 13%. Online
does not have any prominence in Irish policy texts. The remaining terms, in total, account

for 5%. This reflects the lack of definition in relation to online learning in Irish policy texts.

Table 11 highlights the drivers of technology as previously outlined by Plomp and Pelgrum
(Plomp and Pelgrum, 1993), in the context of the Irish policy papers reviewed, Economic
(388), Cost (279), and Social (255) drivers are most dominant here; with the Commercial
(34), Vocational (20), and Transformational (19) drivers also featuring often in some texts.
The Pedagogy (18) driver appears in fewer texts with the Marketing (13) driver hardly
featuring at all, this reflects that these documents relate to public policy rather than to the

policies of individual institution.
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Table 11: Drivers of Irish Policy

Economic Commercial Marketing | Social Vocational  Pedagogy Transformation
National Strategy for HE to 2030 | 118 38 29 0 77 1 6 7
(Hunt Report, 2011)
National Forum Digital Overview | O 0 0 0 5 0 4 5
(2018)
A Roadmap for Enhancement in a | O 1 0 0 0 0 1 1
Digital World 2015-17 (2015)
Sectoral Consultation on Nat. Forum | O 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Strat 2019-21 (2019)
Nat. Forum Strategy 2019-21 (2019) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
HEA position Paper on Open & | 2 4 1 0 1 0 1 0
Flexible Learning (2009)
National Skills Strategy 2025 (2016) 46 8 2 10 32 12 0 0
Lifelong Learning among Adults in | 3 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ireland Q 4 2017 (2018)
Investing in  National Ambition: | 59 218 0 0 78 0 0 1
(Cassells Report, 2016)
National Plan for Equity of Access | 59 2 0 0 28 2 0 0
2015-2019 (2015)
Prog. Review of Nat Plan for Equity of | 24 0 0 0 6 0 0 0
Access 2015-2019 (2018)
Exploring the Evolution of Ed.| 59 0 3 1 25 0 0 3
Tech.Policy in Ireland (2019)
TOTAL 370 271 35 11 252 15 13 17

Post-Examination Copy May 2021
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Drivers of Online Learning in Ireland
Aggregated into 3 Clusters

M Economic
m Social

m Learning

Figure 15 Drivers of Online Learning in Ireland

In Figure 15 the drivers of Online Learning in Ireland are aggregated into three clusters
Economic, Social and Learning. The most frequent by far of words occurring in Irish texts
reviewed are Economic at nearly 70%. Social terms occur next most frequently at 27%, with

Learning terms only occurring in 4% of the texts reviewed from Ireland.

4.3.2 Climbing out of the Abyss- National Education Strategy

In the aftermath of the “most severe economic and labour market crisis since the foundation
of the State” (Maitre et al., 2014 p1), having been forced to accept a bail out from the
European Union and the International Monetary Fund, Ireland was in the need of
rejuvenation. The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, known as the Hunt
Report, set out a vision for Irish Higher Education (Hunt, 2011). The report envisaged that
Irish higher education could successfully meet the many social, economic, and cultural
challenges facing Irish society, and that it could meet its key roles in teaching and learning,
research, scholarship, and engagement with wider society. Walsh and Loxley suggest that
the report presented higher education as a “cure and restorative” for the collapse of the

Irish economy (Walsh and Loxley, 2015, p1128).
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The Hunt report noted that the inflexibility of Irish higher education and Ireland’s poor
performance in lifelong learning were among the strongest concerns to emerge through the
consultations and the submissions it received. Expansion in Higher Education had mainly
been in the provision of full-time opportunities focused primarily on entrants from second-
level education, with Irish higher education students having the narrowest age range across
all

OECD countries. The learning-needs of adults in the population were not being addressed.
Only 12% of undergraduate provision was part-time in the period 2007-08. This low level of
part-time and flexible opportunities was inappropriate it maintained, particularly in the
context of the huge potential demand for higher education from adults in the 21st century.
It specifically stressed the need to “enhance human capital by expanding participation in
higher education” (Hunt,2011, p10). The National Action plan has a target of 22% for part-
time and flexible participation by 2021. Addressing this shortfall was one of the

opportunities open to Universities as the century unfolded.

The Hunt report advised that institutional leadership is a key component in the successful
introduction of innovation. This leadership imperative should be accompanied by a range of
practical steps to advance the flexible learning agenda at institutional level. The Hunt group
suggested that there is considerable enthusiasm among lecturers in higher education to
innovate and excel in teaching and learning, this should be capitalised on by providing
system-wide investment to ensure the availability of appropriate technological
infrastructure and pedagogical support. Not all of the academic experts in our research
agree however, this is discussed in later sections. In a strong message of support for flexible

learning the Hunt Group proposed:

While campus-based learning would continue to play a major role in higher
education, the institutions would have to accommodate and serve the needs of an
increasingly diverse student body, many of whom would need to engage flexibly
with higher education......... Resources allocated to and within institutions should
support all students equally, whether they are full-time or part-time, on-campus or
off-campus (Hunt, 2011, p59).

To date this funding aspiration has not been actioned, most part-time and off campus
students are still not treated in an equal manner in relation to funding. The Hunt report
advised that a greater variety of access routes and more flexible routes of progression

should be provided, while remaining rigorous, fair and objective. This would provide a
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greater degree of flexibility for students, and considerable potential for the creation of
customised programmes, which could include modules from different institutions and
different disciplines. The language used in this report very much draws on the aspirations
and recommendations of the European reports reviewed from the OECD and the European

Union.

Criticism of the report argues that it takes a pragmatic utilitarianism approach that is
reminiscent of the New Public Management (NPM) philosophy followed by UK Conservative
governments in the 1980s, and in New Zealand, Australia and the Netherlands (Ferlie,
Musselin and Andresani, 2008) which had little to do with equality, but was more concerned
with knowledge-based economic development and competitive performance in a globalised
market. This offered a bounded-autonomy model, where the autonomy of individual
institutions which is emphasised as worthwhile, was balanced with accountability to the
HEA. This, it is argued, represented freedom of managerial action rather than strategic
decision making (von Prondzynski, 2011). Walsh and Loxley claim that policy-makers in
Ireland had designated education to have a central function in economic development for
two generations. They argue that the strategy the group proposed did not represent a
radical or innovative approach but presented:

A well-worn path in presenting a reform agenda driven largely by economic

considerations rather than a manifesto for revolutionary transformation of higher
education (Walsh and Loxley, 2015, p1142).

4.3.3 The National Forum

The National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (the
National Forum), was established in 2013 to enhance teaching and learning in higher
education in Ireland and to advise the Higher Education Authority. It commenced reviewing
digital teaching and learning, including online learning in 2014. Its initial research on digital
learning was a consultation with the sector Digital Capacity in Higher Education: Principles
and first insights from the sectoral consultation, with preliminary recommendations and

actionable first steps (National Forum, 2014, p21).

The forum sought to devise a framework on which to base a digital roadmap for teaching

and learning in Higher Education. It concluded that building digital capacity should be tackled
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by the sector working together. Expertise should be integrated to optimise the potential that
digital technology presents. The proposed roadmap was produced in 2015 under the title

Teaching & Learning in Irish Higher Education: A Roadmap for Enhancement in a Digital
World

2015-2017 (National Forum, 2015). This was aimed at direct leaders in the higher education
sector in relation to digital learning. It focused on higher education organisations and
representative organisations within the sector who, it proposed, would jointly provide the
leadership to build digital capacity, to enhance teaching and learning across the sector. The
roadmap highlighted key priorities to facilitate change and provided an informed framework
to support organisations in addressing these priorities. It proposed four overall
recommendations: prioritising the strategic development of digital capacity in institutional
and national policy and quality frameworks in a way that supports innovation for impact;
strengthening and supporting collaboration within and between institutions and with
different parts of the higher education sector; developing a consistent, seamless, and
coherent digital experience for students in Irish higher education, and actively engaging with
students and teachers to develop their digital skills and knowledge. It proposed developing
a strong evidence base for enhanced pedagogy, and increasing the number of publications
in the area of digital learning by Irish academics, individually and collectively, in high quality

international journals.

The National Forum set out to promote this roadmap for growing digital capacity in 2015.
This produced Strategic and Leadership Perspectives on Digital Capacity in Irish Higher
Education 2015. This report claims that the sector shares the vision of “a culture that fully
embraces digital learning” (p5). However, it discovered that the provision of flexible, online,
distance education was very unclear, at that time, with strategic uncertainty across the
board. While the digital capacity “roadmap” it proposed implies navigating a known route,
on examining institutional compacts with the HEA, a lack of coherence in approach suggests
a “road atlas” may have been more appropriate, with an array of strategic outcomes and a
range of options to achieve them. The report warns that staffing levels for essential support
staff were too low to allow for any step change in the level of digital learning integration or

for the scaling up of already established pilot schemes.

We can see that the National Forum has evolved, from its initial exercises in environmental
scanning to establish the landscape surrounding digital learning in Ireland, to its current,

more streamlined and focussed strategy which aims to support and encourage collaboration

115

Post-Examination Copy May 2021



in the sector, to bring digital technology into the mainstream of Irish Higher Education. A
clear definition of what it considers online learning to be is not contained in its various
reports. Neither does it recognise off campus learners as a distinct group with unique needs,
which require to be reported separately and addressed as a distinctive population with
legitimate concerns. It faces the challenge in the future to make real impact, which can be

clearly evidenced.

4.3.4 Online Learning Policy - helping to provide access in Irish Higher Education.

In the International section we discussed the tension between the demands of divergent
stakeholders from the Knowledge Society and the Learning Community. This resonates in
Irish education and has implications in policy formulation and implementation. The HEA
recognised “the importance of lifelong learning in the context of the knowledge society” in
its position paper on Open and Flexible Learning (HEA, 2009) outlining how the
“development of broadband and the internet enables courses to be delivered in ways never
before possible and students can access an enormous range of resources, free from
limitations of time and space” (p.2). At this time, the HEA recognised the failure of the
existing funding model in Higher education was in part responsible for the slow development
of online and flexible lifelong learning in Ireland. It proposed reform of the public funding
allocation model to achieve parity for flexible learning and to encouraged development.

Action on this is still awaited.

Ensuring that the student body entering, participating in, and completing higher education
at all levels reflects the diversity and social mix of Ireland’s population was the objective of
the National Plan for Equity of Access 2015-2019 (HEA, 2015). It set out to review the HEA’s
Recurrent Grant Allocation Model (RGAM) and how it supported an access infrastructure in
each HEI. Specifically, it sought to determine if core funding was being applied appropriately
to support an access infrastructure in HEIs. It further sought to examine the issue of financial
supports for part-time students from underrepresented target groups. The report stated
that the HEA and the DES would consider the potential for reviewing options for funding

access to part-time studies in the context of the overall financial resources available for
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higher education, and in light of the recommendations then due from the Expert Group on

Future Funding (Cassells, 2016).

Progress of the report was reviewed in 2018 in the Progress Review of National Plan for
Equity of Access 2015-2019 (HEA,2018). This report set out to provide an interim assessment
of the impact of current initiatives to support access-based on the Equity of Access plan. It
sought to gather accurate data on access and participation and to base policy on what that
data revealed. In so doing, it aimed to build coherent pathways from further education and
to foster other entry routes to higher education. It sought to develop regional and
community partnership strategies for increasing access, with a particular focus on

mentoring.

Participation in education by mature students had actually declined since the
commencement of this National Access Plan. This review recommended that the target set
in the National Access Plan should be retained with a more flexible approach within higher
education being supported by increased Government investment. The review
recommended that more effective methods of promoting lifelong learning, in line with the
National Skills Strategy 2025 (DES, 2016) were required. As reflected in the Higher Education
System Performance Report 2014-2017 (HEA, 2014), it proposes that communicating the
opportunities provided by educational providers on a national level was vital. Part-
time/flexible learning remained a challenge, the review concluded suggesting that there was
evidence that the rate of progress was accelerating and that reaching the target would be
assisted by initiatives including PATH (The Programme for Access to Higher Education) and
wider investment in flexible provision. As of 2020, this has yet to result in any action to
facilitate life-long study by mature, continuing students, with the exception of the

Springboard programme which was initiated as a jobs activation programme.

Providing skills development opportunities that are relevant to the current needs of
learners, society, and the economy is the focus of the National Skills Strategy 2025 (DES,
2016). It suggested that employers would participate actively in the development of skills

and make effective use of skills to improve productivity and competitiveness.
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Table 12 Lifelong Learning in Ireland

% Increase

2015-2018
Population between 25 and 248 2.5 2.55 2.58 3
64 (millions)
People engaged in Lifelong 181 177.3 358.3 334.3 89
Learning (‘000)
Lifelong learning (%) 7.3 7.2 14 13 5.8
Formal Learning (‘000) 119 116.7 131 131.6 13
Non Formal Learning (’000) 64.8 64.9 249 221.7 241

(Figures for Quarter 4 each year?)?(Solas, 2015), (Solas, 2016), (Solas, 2017), (Solas, 2019), (CSO,
2020)

It proposed that the quality of teaching and learning at all stages of education should be
continually enhanced and evaluated. It recognises international trends like globalisation, the
increasing use of technology and the growth of the knowledge economy as providing
requirements for Irish employers and therefore the employment opportunities for the Irish
population. The report anticipated that people across Ireland would engage more in lifelong
learning. This increased focus on lifelong learning set a target to increase participation in

this type of learning to 15% by 2025 (from 6.7% in 2014).

We can see from Table 12 of the 2.58 million adults living in the Republic of Ireland aged
between25 and 64 years in quarter 4 of 2018, 334,300 had participated in learning activities

in the four previous weeks. This amounts to a lifelong learning rate of 13%. Over 131,600

1 No figures were reported for 2016

Z|n quarter 3 2017, the CSO introduced a hew Labour Force Survey (LFS) which replaced the Quarterly
National Household Survey (QNHS). This involved a number of changes to how the survey is carried
out, therefore, outcomes before and after this time are not reporting the same measures. In
calculating life-long learning, formal education is defined as education and training in the regular
system of schools, universities, colleges, and other formal educational institutions. Non-formal
education and training is any organised and sustained educational activities that does not correspond
to the definition of formal education. Informal learning activities are intentional but less organised
and structured than either formal or non-formal learning activities.
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adults had participated in formal learning activities, while 221,700 participated in non-
formal learning activities, translating into participation rates of 5% and 9% respectively (A
small number of adults participated in both formal and non-formal learnings). Rates for both
learning types increased according to the participant’s level of education attainment, and in
the main, declined with age. As measured in the Labour Force Survey, lifelong learning
participation in Ireland in quarter 4 2018 at 13% exceeded the target set out in the National
Skills Strategy for 2020 (10%). This is largely due to a jump of over 240% in non-formal
learning between 2015 and 2018 from 64,900 to 221,700 as a result of the change in

calculation methods employed, rather than as a product of any policy intervention.

4.3.5. Funding Policy in Higher Education

The crisis of funding in Irish Third Level Education was considered by the Expert Group on
Future Funding for Higher Education, established by The Minister for Education and Skills.
As a result of consultation and analysis, the group recommended new methods of funding
in Investing in National Ambition: A Strategy for Funding Higher Education (Cassells, 2016),
known as the Cassells Report, which was published in 2016. Its central recommendation is
that Ireland needs to substantially increase the level of investment in Higher Education to
ensure that the system is able to fully support national economic and social development.
The Expert Group recognises four ways that Higher Education can help achieve these
objectives. It can provide an excellent student experience, create knowledge and facilitate
innovation based on research which addresses the challenges society faces. Higher
Education can contribute to national prosperity, and enhance human development. It can
develop the knowledge and competences of students to meet the ever- changing
requirements of organisations, while also enhancing their individual careers. Finally, it can

increase access to and participation in higher education.

The Expert Group recognised that resources had fallen in real terms after the onset of the
recession in 2008, and the hardship that the existing student fees of circa €3,000 per
annum for undergraduate programmes was causing for many families. It further
highlighted that increased pressure would be exerted on existing resources as the numbers

of school leavers grow and lifelong learning expands.
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The Group advised that the current funding problem could not be addressed by further
efficiencies, use of information technology, a cap on numbers, or incremental change. The
group recommended focused investment in three areas over a fifteen-year period with
front loading over the first five years. Core Funding: An annual funding increase of €600
million by 2021 and €1 billion by 2030 to provide for the increases that demographics
predict, to deliver higher quality outcomes, and to improve completion rates. Capital
Funding: An investment of €5.5 billion in capital infrastructure, to cater for increased
student numbers, capital upgrades, ongoing equipment renewal and maintenance, and
health and safety issues. Student Support: An additional €100 million to deliver a more

effective system of student financial aid.

It proposed three possible funding options: under Funding Option One, the state would
increase the core grant to institutions and the €3,000 undergraduate student contribution
would be abolished. Higher education would become free at the point of entry for all first-
time EU students and for part-time learners. Free tuition, it suggests, might be extended
to postgraduate education. Under Funding Option Two, the state would increase funding
considerably and retain the current upfront undergraduate contribution of €3,000 and
continuing fees for postgraduates. Fee waivers would continue under the current student
grant system, and be expanded to ease the burden on some income groups. Part-time
students would be funded in the same manner as full time students. Funding Option Three
proposes that existing upfront fees for both undergraduates and postgraduates are
abolished and would be replaced with a system of income contingent loans provided by
the state. Higher education would be free at the point of entry for all students. Repayment
of loans would only commence once a graduate’s earnings reach a threshold level and
would be set at a defined percentage of annual income, collected by the Revenue
Commissioners. Graduates whose earnings did not reach the threshold would make no
repayments. Increased state funding would still be required, and any increases in fee levels
should not be offset by reductions in state funding. It also suggests a greater contribution
be requested from employers who are major beneficiaries of the outcomes of higher
education. All learners, full-time, part-time, undergraduate, and postgraduate should be
treated equally and in a more holistic way. This loan option was proposed previously in the

Hunt report (Hunt, 2011).
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All three options involve a significant increase in the level of state funding. Under Option
One the state contribution would be around 80%, for Option Two 72%, and for Option
Three 55% to 60%. There has been no movement to implement this report, since it was
published in 2016. In reality there has been little serious debate about the three options,
and third level institutions continue to suffer from underfunding while students and their
families continue to work under stressful financial pressure. When the report was issued
in 2016, Peter Cassells stressed that urgent action was required. Four years later the EU
Commissions view of the report is still awaited, and no action has been taken. The head of
IUA Jim Miley, commented that the Heads of Universities think the loan option is “a cop
out” and “It really was something that allowed the government to “get off the hook for the
last couple of years” adding that “Loans were never going to solve the problem” (Moreau,

2019).

4.3.6 The Influence of Globalisation and the Neo-Liberal Agenda on Policy in Ireland

Many countries have launched national educational technology policies in the past number
of decades aimed at increasing technology integration in education. Exploring the
Evolution of Educational Technology Policy in Ireland: From Catching-Up to Pedagogical
Maturity (McGarr, 2019) analyses educational technology policy in Ireland from 1997 to
2017 and draws attention to an underlying economic agenda for technology integration in
schools, set against a backdrop of neoliberal discourses. The study found that the challenge
of integrating technology is not just a question of “integration”, it represents a realignment
of the existing education system toward a more student-centred experience. Most recent
policy also recognizes that the accompanying change process is both complex and context
driven. The article highlights the symbolic function of policy and the role it plays in
representing the educational system in a particular light to national and international
audiences. Recognizing the symbolic function of educational technology policy and the
neoliberal ideology underpinning it, can help identify the reasons for the apparent failures
of past attempts to integrate technology in education as well as informing future policy

iterations.

Lynch argues that this move to a neo-liberal approach attempts to shift the cost of

education, and other public services such as housing, transport, care services etc., on to
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the individual (Lynch, 2006). People are then forced to buy these services at market value,
often from private enterprises, rather than have them provided by the state. The right to
education moves from a right protected by the state, to a tradeable service. This approach
fails to take account of public service mission of the university to educate all members of
society and educate them for activities which are non-commercial in the arts, in politics, in
caring work, or in public service work. We can see that the commercial potential of higher
education has led to the establishment of 650 for profit colleges and universities in the
United States. In Ireland, private colleges like Griffith College, which boasts the largest law
school in Ireland, are a commercial success (Power et al., 2013). Yates outlines issues this
neo-liberal approach raise: Globalization can trigger a “race to the bottom”, in which
nation states reduce w