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ONLINE EDUCATION AND THE GLOBAL CONTEXT

The globalizing trend in higher education has implications far beyond the advent of new markets.  In order for the instruction to be delivered effectively, education policymakers must consider issues of access, accreditation, and support; and in order for the instruction to be designed effectively, educational departments (instructional designers, faculty, and deans) must consider issues of culture, learning styles, and learner independence. 

EDUCATION POLICYMAKERS: DELIVERY 

Access

Access is arguably the most important issue concerning the globalization of education. While on the one hand, almost all of the excitement, energy, and growth of distance education these past few years have occurred primarily because of new online technologies; on the other hand, 90 percent of the world is still not online (World Summit on the Information Society, 2004), and it has been reported that 99.6 of the populations of Africa and South Asia did not use the internet in the year 2000 (Kenny, 2003). 

So far, the “global context” of online learning remains essentially a province for developed countries and an unfulfilled promise to everyone else. It has been simply a matter of too much cost for too little return.  

To date, in the global context of undeveloped countries, education policy makers and online technology providers have been caught between Scylla and Charybis.  With such high rates of poverty and illiteracy, the undeveloped countries remain an unattractive market. Yet without access to the global market of education, poverty and illiteracy are likely to continue, keeping it an unattractive market. 

But there are newer communication technologies on the horizon that may help chart a course between the rock and the whirlpool.  One such possibility is digital radio as envisioned and implemented by WorldSpace.  Digital radio is low cost, accessible to the vast geographies of developing countries, and appears to have the backing of some government, business, and charitable foundations (see Rangarajan, 2002). Additionally, WiFi technology seems to be evolving into WiMax, a newer wireless standard, which not only offers a higher throughput and longer range than WiFi (up to 31 miles), but  also operates on open standards, which can eventually be the key that drives down costs (Kay, 2003). 

There are, of course, huge political and social incentives for governments, business, and education providers to bridge the digital divide with cost-effective telecommunication infrastructures.  And the point here is that the heretofore prohibitive costs may soon become a thing of the past.  If so, online education can truly become global.  And if so, online education can truly help change the world. 

Accreditation

There are essentially no global cross-border regulations in higher education.  Credit transfer works in the United States fairly well, with a number of respected accrediting agencies.  Outside the United States, however, there is no system.  Mason (2003) claims that “if an international system of transferring credit from one university to another were in place, the full floodgates of global higher education would be open” (p.744).

Support

Obviously, if an institution of higher education wishes to participate in the online global community, there must be much effort spent in providing 24/7 student support.  Rumble (2000) argues that we should rethink the whole structure of the university and put the learner at the very center of all support services.  This seems to be almost a necessary condition for the global university.


INSTRUCTIONAL DEPARTMENTS: DESIGN

Culture, Learning Styles, and the Independent Learner

There is mounting evidence that specific cultural groups have different learning style preferences (Sanches and Gunawardena, 1998).  But regardless of culture, race, gender, or age, the overwhelming evidence is that different students have different learning styles (see especially the National Research Council’s report, 2000), and the inescapable conclusion is that the broader the student market, the broader will be the need to design instruction appropriate for different learning styles. 

But how can this be done?  Can a “one-size-fits-all” instructional design really be created?

The answer seems to lie in providing as much opportunity as possible for students to learn their own way while at the same time promoting and supporting each individual student’s skill at becoming an independent learner.  Much has been written on supporting and nurturing independent learning in distance education (see especially Moore, 1986; Paul, 1990; Holmberg, 2001; McLoughlin, 2002). Paul goes so far as to argue that independent learning should be a fundamental institutional value and a measure of a distance education institution's success. One key strategy for encouraging and supporting student independence has been the methodology known as scaffolding. Pressley, Hogan, Wharton-McDonald, and Mistretta (1996) define scaffolding as "providing assistance to students on an as-needed basis with fading of assistance as their competence increases" (p. 138). McLoughlin (2002) has written extensively on scaffolding in the online environment, offering design guidelines that support learning and foster independence. These guidelines include orientation, coaching, task support, problem definition, reflective thinking, and feedback from peers and mentors. The most important point about scaffolding," McLoughlin and Marshall (2000) claim, "is that it engages the learner actively at his/her current level of understanding until the point where the support is no longer required (para. 9). 

CONCLUSION

This short paper has just touched on just a few of the implications of the globalization of online education.  But clearly, among the most important issues that confront the future of online education, as well as our global community, are access and support. 
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