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Abstract
Swiss higher education institutions have widely experimented with e-learning.
However, sustainable integration proved to be more difficult than anticipated. The lack
of a coordinated and strategic approach was presumed to be one of the core problems.
As a response, in this research the activities of three innovative American research
universities were studied with a qualitative case study approach, including more than
50 interviews with key persons reflecting a wide variety of perspectives. Theoretical
propositions were developed applying a grounded theory method of data analysis.
Very soon, it became clear that insufficient faculty motivation is a common barrier for
the sustainable integration of e-learning into university teaching. Hence, support and
intervention strategies in the area of competence development and assistance with
course design are identified. A particular lack of support was detected in the reflection
phase in which faculty assess the quality of the course design and decide on further
initiatives and time committed to teaching.
It is suggested that a coherent support process needs to be planned and implemented
incorporating substantial collaboration across all involved support units. Such a
process includes regular needs analysis, a sound set of standard services, individual
consulting, integrated projects, as well as serious evaluation activities.
Strategic management regarding these activities at research universities is difficult and
requires adaptations to the specific cultural context. An e-learning strategy not only
needs to specify an e-learning business model but it should also consider the formal
and informal incentive structure for faculty as well as an adequate policy framework.
Furthermore, an e-learning strategy ought to make clear statements regarding the
structural conditions for e-learning support.
More specifically, an e-learning support strategy needs to be developed taking cultural
conditions proactively into account and coordinating activities along the support
process across the involved units. Among these units, cross-disciplinary e-learning
centers take a critical role in facilitating knowledge exchange and collaboration of
local and central e-learning initiatives. The substantial involvement of the libraries and
their support culture were particularly insightful.
The relevance of the results presented for the Swiss higher education context was
evaluated.

I

Introduction

This introductory chapter provides the foundation for this research project on the
strategic management of e-learning support at American research universities. This
study will begin by considering the context of the research problem, and the particular
issues from a Swiss perspective. In the next stage, the reader will learn about the
objectives of the project, its potential, and limitations. This paragraph is followed by a
definition of the research questions guiding this study. Next, some fundamental terms
will be defined, and lastly, the organization of the whole study will be illustrated.

1

Problem Statement

“One of the university’s greatest challenges, in fact, will be managing the
great discrepancy between technological and institutional change and
exploiting the new technological capabilities as best it can, while
recognizing that the ability to retrieve data is not the same as knowledge
and technical facility is not the same as wisdom” (National Research
Council of the National Academies, 2002, pp. 14-15).
This introductory quote describes the current situation higher education institutions
(HEIs) find themselves in. Educational technology can pose both a threat and an
opportunity in a rapidly changing environment. This environment requires that HEIs
pose questions regarding the e-learning environment and find answers regarding its
integration to current university conditions.

1.1

A Changing Environment

Higher education institutions (HEIs) all over the world are experiencing substantial
changes in their social, economic, and technological environments. Under the label
“knowledge society” the appropriate way to manage knowledge becomes a key
capability in a competitive global environment. Thus, new expectations arise regarding
the role of the education system in general and of research universities in specific
(Scott, 1997).
In addition, universities have had to cope with increasing student numbers and the
consequences of the transition from elitist to mass or even universal participation in
higher education (Trow, 1974). Simultaneously, government spending in the US did
not increase at the same pace, and the cost of higher education has therefore shifted
from the state to the student (Altbach, 2002b, p. 5).
An important driving force for change in Europe is the declaration of Bologna, through
which European nations agreed to harmonize their higher education systems and
facilitate mobility through the introduction of a unified credit point system as well as
Bachelor and Master degrees (Van der Wende, 2000).

I Introduction

1.2

15

Technology as a Driving Force for Institutional Change

In view of the difficult environment faced by HEIs (e.g., an increasing and diverse
student body, fewer resources, new learning needs), the substantial progress in the area
of information and communication technologies (ICT) in the 1990s looked like a
promising development (Harley, 2002). Many hoped that ICT could solve the
contradiction between the claim for higher quality in education and the availability of
fewer resources (e.g., Drucker, 1997). New instructional opportunities, facilitated
through educational technology, have resulted in a noticeable boom of a specialized
e-learning industry (Yanosky, Harris, & Zastrocky, 2004). This development coincided with the e-business boom in the late 1990s, which may have strengthened the
e-learning trend.
Developments in the USA were particularly far-reaching. Not only were numerous
new (for-profit) educational institutions founded with the mission to provide online
access to education for less flexible or underprivileged learners, traditional higher
education institutions also were pressured to respond to these trends (National
Research Council of the National Academies, 2002, pp. 38-40). The reaction of these
“brick and mortar universities” included various strategies with manifold objectives.
While some institutions created for-profit university spin-offs, others decided to
cooperate with peer universities or with industry partners. In particular, those projects
targeting “degree completion adult learners” uncovered an enormous potential of new
learner groups that could be reached through e-learning (e.g., Collis, 2001a; Seufert &
Zellweger, 2004).
Today, the majority of campuses maintain an educational technology infrastructure
including learning management systems (LMS) (Yanosky et al., 2004). In addition, as
of 2000/01, half of American higher education institutions now offer distance learning
courses via the web to a certain degree (US Department of Education, 2003, p. 3).

1.3

The Lack of a Coordinated Approach

However, during this time of transition, many e-learning ventures have failed and
enormous sums of money have been lost. The current situation does not reflect the
high hopes originally anticipated (Zemsky & Massy, 2004). Today, some valuable
insights are available on how students learn with ICT. Shirley summarized the present
state of the e-learning development as follows (2001, p. 241):
“Regardless of the reason for the investment decisions, much of the activity
in e-learning is taking place at the level of development of courses and their
resources. Only a small number of institutions have recognized that
successful e-learning takes place within a complex system, composed of
many interrelated parts, where failure of only one part of that system can
cause the entire initiative to fail.”
Harley (2002, p. 2) emphasizes the increasingly urgent need for coordinating and
integrating these often times parallel activities into a more cohesive strategic endeavor.
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Similarly, Bates (2004) described five stages of development regarding institutional
e-learning practice:
1. In the first stage individuals are experimenting with technology on their own.
2. In the second stage lone rangers start to put pressure on the university to provide
help and resources.
3. This stage is followed by a stage of rapid uncoordinated activity.
4. Only in a fourth stage does an institution start thinking strategically.
5. In the fifth and last stage, a sustainable and high quality use of e-learning in
selected areas or for specific target groups is reached.
At the end of 2004, Bates estimated that the majority of institutions had reached stage
three.
Focusing on the Swiss situation, e-learning gained a foothold in university teaching
comparably late. A major push came from the national funding program “Swiss
Virtual Campus”1 starting in 1999. The sustainable integration has proven to be a
major challenge in various respects (2003). Lepori & Succi (2003, p. 58) stated in a
report:
“In Swiss universities, there is an evident lack of suitable organization
models for e-learning. The bottom-up approach is very well suited for
experimenting and learning how to use new educational technologies, but
hardly so for using and maintaining applications.”
Finding an adequate strategic management approach is considered to be a pressing
issue for practitioners regarding e-learning (e.g., Kerres, 2005). However, a coordinated approach is difficult to achieve largely due to the specific organizational
characteristics and cultures of HEIs (Dooris, Kelley, & Trainer, 2004).
As Altbach (1999, p. 6) states: “the United States, as the world’s largest and in many
respects leading academic system, experienced the challenges of universal access first
and American patterns of academic organization are of considerable interest elsewhere.” Lauterbach (2002, p. 4) supports this view by stating that an innovation
transfer in the area of e-learning is most likely by studying the experiences either in
Australia, Norway, Canada, Finland and also in the USA.
Based on the interesting developments regarding e-learning in the United States (early
adoption, considerable efforts in distance learning), the author decided to study the
various approaches of selected American research universities more thoroughly in
order to understand how a more strategic approach may lead to an environment that
empowers faculty to make wise and sustainable use of e-learning in their curriculums.

1

Website Swiss Virtual Campus http://www.swissvirtualcampus.ch/
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Goal and Potential of the Study

It is the objective of this research project to analyze the institutional scope of
e-learning support within a “traditional” research university. The vast majority of
studies on e-learning in higher education deal either with a micro-didactical
perspective on the appropriate use of electronic media (e-media) for higher learning
(e.g., Russell, 2002; Salmon, 2005) or take a business perspective to illustrate the
urgent need for fundamental change in HEIs (e.g., Collis, 2002; Oblinger, Barone, &
Hawkins, 2001). A number of philosophical publications also exist concerning the
future perspectives of e-learning and the higher educational system as a whole (e.g.,
Cuban, 2001; Duderstadt, 2000). There is a clear lack of adequate knowledge on
strategic management of e-learning in higher education.
This study is innovative for several reasons:
− Using a multidisciplinary perspective, this study integrates knowledge from education, higher education studies, and business management.
− This complex phenomenon is approached with a qualitative research methodology
and facilitates a broad perspective to surface critical aspects related to the strategic
management of e-learning support.
− A solid empirical basis is integrated with knowledge from different disciplines.
− Elaborate case studies give insights into the realities of e-learning support management at three most interesting American research universities.
− A comparative approach has significant benefits. Studying American cases with an
interest to inform Swiss approaches expands the perspective and understanding of
how organizations in other societies have attempted to solve issues related to
e-learning. This approach raises possibilities and identifies potential difficulties
(Altbach, 1998, p. 57).
The main contribution of this research study is to present knowledge for university
decision makers regarding policy and strategy formulation of an appropriate e-learning
strategy for their research university with a particular emphasis on e-learning support.
This analysis also provides insights into the complex mechanisms of support activities
and informs e-learning support workers regarding a variety of issues relevant to their
work.

3

Research Focus

Three broad questions initially framed the starting point of this research:
1. What are the elements of an adequate e-learning business model for a higher
education institution?
The goal is to investigate elements of an e-learning business model to better
understand the requirements of a strategic approach regarding e-learning.
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What challenges do higher education institutions face in implementing strategic
considerations regarding e-learning?
There are critical issues that need to be addressed in order to establish a successful
e-learning plan. It is an important goal of this study to raise awareness for the
management of the e-learning integration process.

3.

What is the relevance of the findings from the American context for Swiss higher
education institutions?
Since a number of American universities adopted e-learning much earlier than Swiss
institutions, it is a desire to investigate some of these initiatives in-depth. It is assumed
that these findings are valid for Swiss universities, but only within certain cultural and
structural limitations.

As a consequence of the weak state of knowledge regarding e-learning management in
higher education, an empirical prestudy was conducted (see chapter III) in order to
narrow the research focus to a more specific but highly relevant question. These more
specific questions are as follows:
4.

How can strategic management practices direct e-learning support units at
research universities to effectively and efficiently assist faculty with the integration of e-learning into their teaching practices?
a)
b)
c)

What factors influence faculty behavior regarding the integration of
e-learning into their teaching?
How can support units contribute to a sustainable integration?
How could strategic management practices guide the work of support units
regarding a sustainable e-learning integration of faculty?

As stated above, these research questions are the result of an extensive empirical
prestudy. The context and the findings of this prestudy and the rationale for how this
more specific focus was derived are presented in chapter III.
Research question 1 will be explored in chapter III but the core of this research study
is dedicated to the investigation of question 4 concerning specific e-learning support.
Questions 2 and 3 will be explored throughout the entire work but in reference to the
strategic management of e-learning support.
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Definition of Core Concepts

Since this study is of interdisciplinary nature and discusses different national contexts,
the following core concepts and terms will be defined in advance to clarify the
author’s perspective.

4.1

Research University

This comparative study focuses exclusively on research universities, although some of
the findings may also gain relevance for other higher education institutions (HEIs).
The term “University” stems from the Latin term “universitas”, emphasizing the
community of teachers (the collegium) and learners (Duden, 1999). In a recent report
on the re-orientation of the Swiss higher education landscape the purpose of a
university is stated as follows (Projektgruppe Bund-Kantone Hochschullandschaft
2008, 2004):
− It is the task of a university to preserve and impart the scientific and cultural
heritage, generate new knowledge, and critically reflect on science, culture, and
society.
− The university promotes the unity of research and teaching on all levels.
− University education fosters the ability to understand a specific issue in larger
contexts, to critically reflect on the current state, and advance the issue. As such, a
university education does not prepare for a specific profession but is directed at a
range of professional activities.
− University research is primarily focused on basic research. It provides new knowledge and approaches to relevant scientific and societal questions.
− A growing importance is assigned to activities that result in directly applicable
solutions and marketable products. Universities should contribute to the economic
prosperity of the country and take societal responsibility.
Being a widely accepted systematization of US higher education institutions, the
Carnegie Classification of HEI is a helpful resource for approach the definition of a
research university. The individual classification categories and its determinants are
presented in table I-1.
The key characteristic of research universities according to the Carnegie Classification
is their ability to award doctoral degrees. According to Adams (2002, p. 7) the 125 US
research universities enroll about 2.7 million undergraduate and graduate students.
This group of institutions accounts for a large majority of the annually awarded artsand-sciences doctorates and about 88% of federally funded research in universities.
The Carnegie Classification lists 166 public and 95 private research universities in the
US.
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Table I-1
The Carnegie Classification of Higher Education Institutions
Doctoral/
Research
Universities
Extensive
50 or more
doctoral degrees per year
across at least
15 disciplines
awarded.

Master’s
Colleges and
Universities
Type I
40 or more
master’s degrees per year
across 3 or
more disciplines
awarded.
Type II
20 or more
master’s degrees per year
awarded.

Baccalaureate
Colleges
4 year education
Liberal Arts
At least half of their
baccalaureate degrees awarded in
liberal arts fields.
General
Less than half of
their baccalaureate
degrees awarded in
liberal arts fields.
Baccalaureate/
Associate
Colleges
Bachelor’s degrees
accounted for at
least 10% of undergraduate awards.

Associate’s
Colleges
2 year education
Bachelor’s degrees represented less than
10% of all undergraduate degrees awarded

• Salem State

• Smith College (L)
• Wellesley College

• Middlesex

• Babson Col-

Community
College
• North Shore
Community
College
• Bay State
College

lege (Business
Management)
• Cambridge
College
(Teachers
College)

• Higher Voca-

• University of

Intensive
At least 10
doctoral degrees per year
across 3 or
more disciplines, or at
least 20 doctoral degrees per
year over-all
awarded.
US Examples (from the State of Massachusetts)
• Tufts

University
• Mass.
Institute of
Technology
• Northeastern
University
(extensive)

College (I)
• Springfield
College (I)
• University of
Mass., Dartmouth (I)
• Regis
College (II)
Swiss Counterparts
• University of
• University of
Bern
Applied
(extensive)
Sciences of
Bern (I)
• University of
St. Gallen
(Intensive)

(L)
• Merrimack
College (Gen.)
• Mount Ida College
(B/A)
• Newbury College
(B/A)
• University of

Applied Sciences
Zurich, School of
Education
(General)

tional School for
Druggists,
Neuchâtel

Specialized
Institutions
These
institutions offer
degrees ranging
from the
Bachelor’s to the
Doctorate, and
typically award a
majority of degrees in a single
field.

St. Gallen or
Zurich School
of Education
would also
qualify as
specialized
institutions

Private institutions absorb slightly more than half of the federal research funding
(Payne, 2001, p. 739). The ranking of top schools is also dominated by private institutions, however, there are also a number of renowned public institutions such as the
University of California – Berkeley or University of Michigan – Ann Arbor to name a
few (US News & World Report, 2005). Public research universities in general are
much larger in size and consist of multiple locations distributed over the state area.
These institutions are generally referred to as “multi-campus universities”, which pose
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different requirements to its successful management (Gaither, 1999). Even though
most Swiss institutions are public, a comparison with American public institutions
does not seem promising due to the different government involvement, public
mandate, and structures. A comparison of selected American private institutions with
Swiss public institutions is more interesting because most of them act as global players
in similar markets. This aspect will be elaborated on in more detail in chapter VIII
where the Swiss system will be presented in detail.
Research universities have been chosen as the subject of this study for several reasons:
− These institutions are beginning to understand the broad impact of educational
technology on teaching and learning and are in the process of developing adequate
strategies to cope with this evolving environment. Selected American research
universities have been particularly engaged in the area of e-learning.
− Research universities, despite national particularities, have some universal characteristics. Therefore, a comparative study may provide insights that gain relevance
that also apply to other national contexts.
− Research universities compete on an international level for faculty, students, and resources. They take a particular interest in developments concerning peer institutions
in other national higher education systems.

4.2

Strategy

This study explores the potential and possibilities of strategic management as a
philosophy and method facilitating a coordinated approach to e-learning integration in
HEIs. However, strategic management in a university context is a disputed concept as
will be elaborated on later in this work (see chapter IV 5.1.3.1).
An initial working definition following the classic definition of Andrews is as follows
(Andrews, 1971, pp. 18-19):
“Corporate strategy is the pattern of decisions in a company that determines
and reveals its objectives, purposes, or goals, produces the principal policies
and plans for achieving those goals, and defines the range of business the
company is to pursue, the kind of economic and human organization it is or
intends to be, and the nature of the economic and non-economic contribution it intends to make to its shareholders, employees, customers, and
communities.”
Strategic management is a conscious process in which priorities regarding core
activities of an organization are defined. A strategy consists of broad mission
statements, clear and measurable objectives, as well as of statements regarding the
implementation of the strategy and the provided resources.
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Figure I-1. Three Levels of Strategic Planning

In figure I-1 three of the explored levels of strategic management are shown. In a
university strategy, consensus is needed on most fundamental directions and
guidelines such as the institution’s mission. The e-learning strategy builds on this
university strategy and specifies objectives and activities regarding e-learning. The
e-learning support strategy is even more specific and gives further direction to the
work of support units.
In the course of this work the business model concept will also be referred to. Afuah
(2004, p. 2) defines a business model as “a set of activities which a firm performs, how
it performs them, and when it performs them so as to offer its customers benefits they
want and to earn a profit.” In contrast to strategy a business model includes the profitoriented aspects of strategy and operational effectiveness. Furthermore, a business
model usually refers to both the elements of business strategy as well as implementation (Afuah, 2004, p. 11).
In the following study, business model and strategy are often used as synonyms since
they overlap considerably. Strategy on the university level, however, is understood to
be concerned primarily with the development of a shared mission and broad guidelines. For the consideration of more operative questions regarding e-learning, the term
business model is preferred (see also chapter II 2.1).

4.3

Support

The term “support” in the German language is closely affiliated with assistance in
computer issues (Duden, 1999). The English language contains more differentiated
meanings of the term. Generally, support relates to assistance, help, or promotion
(Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 2005).
Support is a widespread activity in the context of faculty development for teaching and
learning, however, explicit reflections on the concept of support in higher education
are scarce. Zawacki-Richter (2004, pp. 63-77) substantiates the concept in the context
of faculty and student support for distance learning. He describes a traditional support
understanding to be occupied with pedagogical assistance. In parallel, due to the
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massive increase of support needs in an online environment, he advocates a more
professional support system which is also concerned with adequate institutional and
administrative conditions for teaching and learning, as well as sound technological
infrastructure and technological assistance. Support activities ought no longer be
related to individual support workers; rather, it manifests itself through institutional
structures and processes (Zawacki-Richter, 2004, p. 64).
An initial definition of support is as follows:
Faculty support in HEIs as under study in this research refers to the multitude of
activities assisting faculty in reaching high quality teaching and learning. It includes
the creation of adequate conditions, sound administrative processes, as well as
pedagogical support.

4.4

E-Learning

It is a challenging task to define a phenomenon that is described in terms such as
“educational technology”, “e-learning”, “distributed learning”, or “distance learning”.
These terms cover a broad range of applications and contexts (Wirth, 2005b, p. 42).
Among these terms e-learning is commonly but not consistently used in European
countries whereas in the US the term is often disregarded. E-Learning implies
statements on a number of technologies to be applied in the education process
(educational technologies). E-Learning also refers to the learning process, although the
term is used by researchers representing different paradigmatic perceptions of teaching
and learning. Back et al. (1998) emphasize new modes of knowledge distribution,
interaction, and collaboration as being core ingredients of e-learning.
To further clarify the represented position, the differences between distance learning
and distributed learning are considered. Guri-Rosenblit (2005a) acknowledges a
significant overlap between e-learning and distance learning. “But the fact is that
distance education in most higher education systems is not delivered through the new
electronic media, and vice versa – e-learning in most universities and colleges all over
the world is not used for distance education purposes” (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005a, p. 467).
Distance is not a core characteristic of e-learning and many characteristics of new
information and communication technologies (ICTs) are suited to support face-to-face
lectures and seminars. This fact is also emphasized by the term “distributed learning”,
which seems to be the preferred term by many US scholars (e.g., Katz, Ferrara, &
Napier, 2002; Oblinger et al., 2001). Distributed learning is more than online
substitutes for lectures. It also emphasizes the opportunities for interaction between
faculty and student, incorporating simulations and visualizations, as well as collaborative learning regardless of whether students are on campus or online (Oblinger et al.,
2001, p. 1). The term “distributed learning” in the American discussion seems to
possess a quality similar to e-learning in Europe.
The author’s core focus in this research is to shed light on how teaching and learning
activities in which educational technology plays a certain role can best be supported.
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From a support perspective, educational technology needs to be captured broadly as
not only online technologies are relevant to faculty but more traditional instructional
technologies (as described by Reiser, 2001) as well as emerging technologies need to
be considered. Educational technology support units will always have to keep up with
the breadth of technological opportunities including less discussed but often applied
classroom technology or audio / video support.
This work also requires a similar openness regarding learning scenarios in which
educational technology may be applied. The author supports more constructivist
approaches to e-learning integration (e.g., Jonassen, Peck, & Wilson, 1999). However,
the choice for a specific learning paradigm is either seen as the autonomous decision
of the individual faculty member or as a strategic decision of a department or
university.
For the purpose of this work, the term e-learning will refer to the activities concerning
adequate conditions and administrative processes through which the faculty are
assisted in teaching related matters where educational technology is involved. This is
consistent with the popularity of the e-learning term in the European context.
Similarly, an e-learning business model provides a strategic direction regarding
teaching and learning supported through e-learning and furnishes implementation
guidelines.
An e-learning support strategy is more specific and answers the question of what
conditions need to be set in order to enable support workers to provide adequate
support services contributing to the e-learning goals of the institution.

5

Limitations

In this study, the author tackles the practical issue of strategic e-learning support
management, which is a complex task. It was necessary to narrow the focus of this
work, from which a number of limitations result:
It is the author’s intention to provide insights for Swiss scholars and practitioners in
higher education into the e-learning realities of selected American institutions.
However, a transfer of the findings is only valid within cultural and structural
limitations. These limitations will be explored in chapter VIII.
This study focuses primarily on traditional research universities (see definition of
research university in 4.1). It is an open question to what extent the findings of this
study could gain relevance for other higher education institutions.
Student support is not considered in this work although there is some organizational
overlap between faculty and student support. It is acknowledged that the final goal of
the work of faculty is to provide a high quality learning experience to students and the
quality of the learning experience should be at the core of this interest. Student issues
only become relevant as an important trigger for changing faculty behavior. Students
also play a major role in shaping the teaching and learning culture.
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Faculty engage themselves not only in teaching but also in research and service.
Efforts to provide systematic and coordinated support for faculty also exist in the area
of research. Support for research is only considered nominally in this study.

6

Composition of the Dissertation

This dissertation displays the result of an intense search process of over three years in
a linear logic. A hypertext structure might have been more appropriate as this process
followed a highly circular structure. However, it is assumed that the reader is primarily
interested in the outcome of this process and not in the process itself. Only in some
selected cases does the author take the reader along the original route of the journey.
Figure I-2 illustrates the chosen structure to display the results of this thesis.

Chapter IV -

Chapter I -

Introduction

Chapter II -

Prestudy

Chapter III -

Research Strategy

Contexts and Concepts –
A Literature Review

Chapter VI -

Chapter V - Findings from the American
Context

Cross Case Analysis and
Discussion

Chapter VII - Recommendations for the
American Context

Chapter VIII - Swiss Higher Education An Outlook

Chapter IX -

Conclusions

Figure I-2. Dissertation Structure

After this introductory chapter, in which the context of the study, the research
questions, as well as definitions and limitations are presented, the prestudy (chapter II)
introduces the reader to the theoretical thoughts and empirical findings on the state of
e-learning strategies at selected American higher education institutions. Initial empirical data has been included because it provides interesting insights into how the
research questions have been derived. On the basis of this prestudy the research
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questions have been refined from a focus on e-learning strategies as a whole to a
specific concentration on the strategic management of e-learning support.
The research strategy chapter (III) illustrates the research design and the specific
methods and procedures are explained. The author has inductively studied activities
involving strategic e-learning management at three case study institutions and
analyzed the collected data with a grounded theory approach. A premise of this
methodology is to access the field without preconceptions. In effect the detailed study
of the case study data (chapter V) occurred parallel to the review of the literature
(chapter IV). For reasons of clarity the literature review is presented before the
empirical findings. However, the literature review does not follow the “traditional”
pattern of a concise review aiming at the identification of openings in the field but
instead is a systematic overview on the current knowledge from an interdisciplinary
point of view.
Unlike in chapter V, where rich descriptions of the single cases are presented, the
cross-case analysis (chapter VI) introduces more abstract concepts and theories
resulting from the grounded theory type of data analysis. The usefulness of these
concepts is discussed on the basis of the literature presented in chapter IV. In chapter
VII recommendations for US HEIs derived from the analysis in chapter VI are
presented.
The original motivation for this research study emerged from difficulties experienced
at Swiss HEIs. Detailed analysis of the Swiss higher education system is presented in
chapter VIII and it is discussed what further research is needed to effect a systematic
transfer of the study findings to the Swiss context. Chapter IX concludes with some
thoughts on the quality of the proposed theory as well as on the adequacy of the
research process.

II

Prestudy: E-Learning Business Models of Selected
American Higher Education Institutions

1

Introduction

Due to the novelty of this subject, only scarce literature is available regarding strategic
e-learning support management, and the few publications that are available are
predominately written by practitioners (e.g., Graves, 2001; Reid, 1999; Voloudakis,
2005). In order to identify and refine what US institution e-learning approaches would
be most applicable to study for Swiss higher education, an empirical prestudy was
conducted.
Some interesting insights were generated regarding the approaches of selected US
institutions apart from a more precise focus of this study that warrant further
examination. Thus, it was decided to display these results in this prestudy chapter.
The following research question guided the process in this early phase:
What are the key elements of an institution-adequate e-learning business model to be
considered in the context of a higher education institution?
Fundamental insights from the business model literature and its application to
e-learning in the higher education context are discussed in order to answer the above
specified research question (chapter 2.1). Then in chapter 2.2, an e-learning business
model framework is developed from the literature to organize the relevant questions
that to explored. The framework facilitated the search for critical issues of e-learning
business models as well as for best practice. In chapter 3 the results from an empirical
study of selected universities in the American context are presented.
A qualitative approach has been chosen for this study. In total eight explorative
interviews with leaders of central e-learning operations were conducted at a broad
selection of HEIs in the Boston metropolitan area. The selected institutions are all
innovative in terms of their approach to e-learning integration. The main selection
criterion was the systematic and early integration (1995 or earlier) of e-learning into
teaching. Among the selected universities were two state universities, three small
private universities, one larger private university, and two elite private universities.
The interviews were guided by broad categories derived from a theoretical framework
about e-learning business models (see figure II-2). The interview data, field notes, and
available documents, such as strategy papers or university publications, were
organized using the qualitative data analysis software AtlasTI. The data analysis
process was guided by a grounded theory procedure (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). For a
more detailed description of the methodology applied in this research project it is
referred to in chapter III.
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The limited sample does not allow for derivation of generalized conclusions, but rather
permits initial rich and stimulating insights that guide the formulation of more focused
research questions.

2

Literature Review

In order to avoid duplication in chapter IV, the literature review of this prestudy
concentrates on the specific aspect of e-business models. Thus, this literature review is
clearly selective and does not claim to address the complex issues of strategic
e-learning management in a higher education context. However, the e-business model
discussion is believed to add an important perspective to the discussion of e-learning
strategies.

2.1

The E-Business Model Concept

2.1.1

Relevance of the E-Business Model Concept to Higher Education

In 2002, at the outset of this research project, an intense discussion occurred
concerning e-business models as a fruitful approach to explain disrupting e-business
practice facilitated by new technologies (e.g., Afuah & Tucci, 2001; Rappa, 2000;
Timmers, 1998). As a consequence of their innovative business practice, various
dotcoms such as eBay or Amazon revolutionized well-established industries (Bieger,
Rueegg-Stürm, & von Rohr, 2002, p. 26). In the same period, various for-profit
companies have entered the higher education market with seemingly disruptive
business models that build on e-learning technologies. This development gave rise to
the e-business model discussion in higher education (e.g., Collis, 2002).
Afuah (2004, p. 2) defines a business model as a set of activities which a firm
performs to provide benefits to the customer and to earn profit accordingly. A business
model provides further insights into how and when these activities are performed.
According to Breuer, business models of Internet based companies can be characterized through six aspects (2004, pp. 16-30). In the following, each aspect is considered
in regards to its relevance to higher education.
Technology focus: A substantial share of exchange relationships is mediated through
the Internet. There is an increasing share of online distance learning providers that rely
on the Internet as a main exchange channel. Simultaneously, the share of technologyenhanced practice in the traditional classroom is rapidly growing (Arabasz, Pirani, &
Fawcett, 2003, pp. 28-34).
Network focus: The focus on networks is the result of various trends such as the
concentration on core competences, the demand for integrated solutions, or the selfperpetuating effect of network externalities. Higher education institutions sustain a
multitude of research collaborations. Cooperation in the area of education is not a new
concept either. It can be observed that various collaborations between HEIs and
industry partners in the e-learning community have emerged (e.g., Baer, 2002).
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Exchange of digital products: Education is an information and communication heavy
product. The emergence of digital learning products in certain instances lead to an uncoupling of the process of knowledge transfer from the person of a specific teacher and
thus, is transformed into a scaleable entity (Kröpelin, 2003).
Indirect revenue models: In many areas it is not possible to generate sufficient
revenues through the distribution of the core product. Therefore companies try to
realize indirect revenues through mechanisms such as advertising. In contrast, most
HEIs still practice a tuition-per-course model.
Trend toward convergence: Different technologies can be observed in the e-business
sector and products from various providers are becoming more integrated from a
customer’s perspective. In the HEI sector this tendency is also visible, but is still in its
early stages. Market transparency is achieved through various online portals offering
comprehensive information on study programs (Newman & Couturier, 2001, p. 7), and
there is a push from various institutions aiming at the recognition of credits achieved at
for-profit institutions either via online or face-to-face methods (Farrell, 2003).
High dynamics: Enrollments are generally increasing in higher education and
especially rapid in the online and hybrid learning sectors. New programs are opened
daily and a fierce competition developed (Newman & Couturier, 2001, pp. 4-6).
As suggested, there are shared characteristics between business models of Internet
companies and HEIs capitalizing on e-learning. Wirtz (2001, p. 225) goes so far as to
classify e-education as a specific type of business model.
This stream of literature will be further discussed in the following sections regarding
its relevance to e-learning in higher education. For a more comprehensive review of
the literature in particular regarding the broader context of strategic management, the
reader is referred to chapter IV 5.1.3.

2.1.2

The Benefit of Business Models

Amit & Zott (2001, p. 4) observed that no single entrepreneurship or strategic management theory could fully explain the value-creation potential of e-businesses. According
to their understanding, the business model construct is a unifying approach capturing
the value-creation arising from multiple sources to explain or evaluate the success of
particular business strategies. Similarly, Chesbrough & Rosenbloom (2000, p. 9)
understand business models as an integrative approach taking the characteristics of a
technology as inputs and transforming it through customers and markets into economic
outputs. The business model is a focusing device. It assists the consideration of new
technology applications not only within the known environment but also in new social
domains.
One has to be aware that most of the aspects of this recent discussion about business
models are similar to the discussion brought up by Andrews in the 1970s (Andrews,
1971) when publishing his classic definition on strategy of business units (Chesbrough
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& Rosenbloom, 2000, p. 7). Nevertheless, the business model approach offers distinct
advantages:
The description of a business model focuses on a certain point in time, whereas
strategic management envisions a specific path to be followed in a future period.
Strategic management facilitates the transformation from a current business model in
an envisioned future business model (Breuer, 2004, p. 15). The description of business
models facilitates the identification and understanding of relevant elements of the
supply side of the eMarket. In addition, the use of a formalized business model helps
to communicate and share the understanding of the relevant issues at stake
(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002, p. 3).

2.1.3

Structure of Business Models

In a recent literature review, Breuer (2004, p. 31) classifies the approaches to the
business model topic into three broad categories. The most comprehensive class of
literature aims at describing and structuring various business models (e.g., Rappa,
2000; Timmers, 1998; Wirtz, 2001). Other authors focus on the explanation of the
value generation potential of business models (e.g., Amit & Zott, 2001; Chesbrough &
Rosenbloom, 2000), whereas the third area discusses process models on how to
develop business models (e.g., Wölfle, 2000). To better understand the current
approaches of HEIs regarding e-learning the study of descriptive approaches and
generic models seems most productive.
Authors do not agree on the components that a business model should encompass. The
widely cited definition of Timmers (1998) consists of three core elements: a) Business
architecture describes the product, service, information flow, and the roles of the
various business actors. b) It further contains a description of the potential benefits for
the business actors as well as c) a description of the sources of revenue. Timmers
further identified typical business models, which can be classified along two
dimensions, 1) degree of innovation and 2) degree of integration. Wirtz (2001, p. 211)
tied up to the definition of Timmers (1998) and expanded his definition to consist of
six partial models aggregating the relevant aspects from different management subdisciplines to provide a compressed overview on business activities. The six partial
models are listed as follows (Wirtz, 2001, p. 211):
− Market model, including a competition and demand model
− Capital model, including a finance and revenue model
− Supply model
− Production model
− Service offering model
− Distribution model
At the core of Wirtz’ definition is the company under study. The relationship with
other players is considered rudimentarily. In contrast, a network focus is a key
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characteristic of the definition of Bieger, Rüegg-Stürm, & von Rohr (2002, pp. 46-48).
The authors compared different conceptions of business models and suggested the
broadest possible definition including eight aspects relevant to an e-business strategy:
the product-market combination, the communication concept, the revenue model, the
growth concept, the configuration of competences, the organization model, the
corporation concept, and the governance structure of a business.

2.1.4

E-Learning Business Models for Higher Education Institutions

In German speaking Europe the e-business model discussion has been adopted and
applied to e-learning in higher education since many nationally funded e-learning
projects have proven themselves unsustainable. The business model approach focuses
most of all on economic viability and therefore seems suitable for enriching the
discussion (Hoppe & Breitner, 2004).
Hoppe & Breitner (2004), referring to the classic definition of Timmers (1998) and in
accordance with the idea of Wirtz (2001), propose a framework that consists of three
partial models. All three contribute to the main goal of maximizing long-term profit:
− Market model: The authors describe the supply and demand side of the developing
e-learning market. Both sides consist of multiple and heterogeneous providers and
customers in educational settings across companies and public education institutions.
− Activity model: The discussion of the activity model contains the multitude of value
generating activities an institution could engage in and the appropriate combination
of these activities. In accordance with Keating (2002), models such as full service
providers, content providers, or service providers are introduced.
− Asset model: The asset model identifies fixed and variable costs resulting from the
different stages of the “production” process. In more detail, potential revenue
sources are illustrated and it is highlighted where differences between academic and
for-profit institutions need to be considered.
With this framework the authors suggest a valuable vocabulary to discuss the
“economic quality” of e-learning business models.
Kröpelin (2003), too, follows the definition of Wirtz (2001) and focuses on e-learning
specific relationships within an integrated e-learning business model. His framework,
as illustrated in figure II-1, suggests different suppliers and customers for a variety of
e-learning products in an exemplary fashion and also describes interaction processes
among the involved parties.
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Figure II-1. E-Learning Business Model for Higher Education Institutions (In accordance
to Kröpelin, 2003, p. 15)

In a recently published special issue on e-learning business models, Euler, Seufert, &
Zellweger (2006) expand the business model discussion to different organizational
levels within a higher education institution. It is important to consider ways in which
resources can be generated beyond the institutional level. The consideration of
business models on the departmental level is even more significant. Commonly, it is
up to the specific departments and its faculty members, who obtain professional
authority, to determine customer needs and develop specific content to be delivered
through e-learning. A third level of business model thinking might concern e-learning
support units. These units benefit from a business model approach to advance the
internal and external marketization of their products and services.
As outlined above, a promising collection of theoretical work exists for the construction of e-learning business models. However, in German speaking Europe, only a few
research universities consider the explicit development of business models. The
following section provides a framework that will be used to develop and explore the
various characteristics of a promising e-learning business model as they emerged from
the American context.

2.2

E-Learning Business Model Framework

An e-learning business model framework is introduced to highlight and weigh the
relevant areas of an e-learning strategy in the following section. This framework will
serve as a basis for the empirical study presented in chapter 3.
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Overview

As previously introduced, a copious approach to the identification of relevant areas for
the integration of e-learning in university education is the adaptation of experiences
from the e-business industry. The business model approaches presented from Timmers
(1998), Wirtz (2001), Bieger et al. (2002), Hoppe & Breitner (2004), and Kröpelin
(2003) share important commonalities but differ in specific important details. Due to
the explorative nature of this prestudy it is relied on the broadest of all definitions
proposed by Bieger et al. including eight aspects relevant to an e-business model
(2002, pp. 46-48): the product-market combination, the configuration of competences,
the growth concept, the revenue model, organization model, the communication
concept, the corporation concept, and the coordination concept of a business. The
latter two concepts are joined in further elaborations.
An appropriate definition is dependent on the goal pursued through the description of
various business models. For HEIs the most important objective is to understand the
relevant changes in the education market through e-learning. They need to explore the
value of specific business models in communication with the relevant stakeholders and
finally to lead change in a proactive manner.
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Figure II-2. E-Learning Business Model Framework

Accordingly, in figure II-2, a conception of an e-learning business model is suggested
that allows the systematic exploration of current e-learning business models of American HEIs.

2.2.2

Core of an E-Learning Business Model

The core of the business model requires decisions on the learner groups (market) and
on the curriculum and learning environments with regard to e-learning (product),
which is illustrated by the product-market combination in the center of the model
(Rowley, Lujan, & Dolence, 1997).
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2.2.2.1 Customer Needs
The learners are the most important stakeholder group and therefore their needs have
to be discussed in-depth. Oblinger et al. (2001, p. 7) categorize “customers” of
e-learning offerings into seven different learner groups:
− Life fulfillment learners
− Corporate learner
− Professional enhancement learner
− College experience learner
− Degree completion adult learner
− Test preparation learner
− Recreational learner
Among these seven groups the College Experience Learner is the typical learner of
traditional universities today. The highest growth, however, was realized through the
demand of Degree Completion Adult Learners. The flexibility of e-learning makes it
possible for them to meet family obligations and work while studying. Degreee
completion adult learners are the fastest growing group in the e-learning market and
many new ventures focus exclusively on this customer group (Gallagher, Mc Vety,
Newman, & Trask, 2002).
The above classification implies a rather narrow understanding of e-learning products
that concentrate exclusively on e-learning courses or programs. However, with a
broader understanding of e-learning products (see the next chapter 2.2.2.2) an
extended customer classification is needed. Kleimann & Wannemacher (2005, pp.
233-234) for example consider professionals (e.g., teachers, medical staff), other HEIs,
foreign HEIs, corporations, professional associations, or the public administration as
potential customers, too.
2.2.2.2 E-Learning Products
Taking the perspective of a classical HEI, Euler, Seufert & Zellweger (2006, p. 89)
classify three general e-learning product areas of HEIs namely academic degree
programs (e.g., Bachelor, Master, Doctoral degrees), continuing education and
additional services in the form of learning materials, external consulting, and course
offerings of support units. These services are offered to private, educational, or
corporate customers on regional, national, or international markets. Hoppe (2005, pp.
169-191) suggests a five-category classification of e-learning products including content, applications, hardware, “enriching” services, and support services.
However, the definition of a concluding list of products is not seen as productive. Still,
some trends should be illustrated:
The highest competition in the US can be identified in the area of hybrid or completely
online courses for Bachelor and Master degrees in the area of business management,
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and information technology (academic degree programs) (Martin, Massy, & Clarke,
2003, p. 229) as well as in the area of online executive education (continuing
education) (Cáliz, 2004).
A competitive market exists for commercial e-learning software such as learning
management systems (Paulsen, 2003, pp. 138-141) or live e-learning applications
(Nante, 2004).
Parallel to the commercial activities, a wide variety of open source products have
developed. Moore divides the open source development into two categories: open
knowledge-ware (tools such as learning management systems) and open course-ware
(content) (Moore, 2002, p. 44). Widely cited content projects include Merlot2 and MIT
OpenCourseWare3.

2.2.3

Accompanying Factors

To transform the core ideas of an e-learning strategy into a sustainable operation, a
number of accompanying factors have to be adjusted or installed. Exploring the
elements of Bieger’s business model definition (2002), critical aspects in the area of
competence configuration, cooperation and coordination, growth, revenue model,
organization, and communication will be identified.
2.2.3.1 Competence Configuration
Porter (1999, pp. 63-96) suggested the value chain concept, an analysis instrument to
systematically investigate the value contribution of all activities of a company.
Accordingly, Seufert & Zellweger (2004, p. 68) applied Porter’s theory to value
activities involved with the offering of e-learning courses as illustrated in figure II-3.
Curriculum
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Content
Development

Student Need
Content,
Analysis/ Definition Media
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of Learning
Production
Objectives

Offering

Sale of
Content

Marketing

Course Delivery

Enrollment

Instruction/
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Libraries
Resources

Certification
Academic
Support,
Services

Tests,
Certificates

Additional
Services
Alumni
Career
Services

Figure II-3. E-Learning Value Chain (Seufert & Zellweger, 2004, p. 68)

To provide a technology supported learning environment, a range of activities need to
be completed, which requires a wide spectrum of competences. Traditionally, research
universities have engaged in a broad portfolio of activities including the supply of noncore activities such as accommodation or IT infrastructure. New entrants to the market,
however, focus on lucrative activities and challenge the self-conception of traditional
universities (National Research Council of the National Academies, 2002, p. 40).

2
3

Merlot Website http://www.merlot.org
OpenCourseWare Website http://ocw.mit.edu
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2.2.3.2 Cooperation and Coordination Concept
There is a long tradition of collaboration between universities, in particular in the area
of research. The development of e-learning today enables fortified cooperation in
computer mediated teaching and learning. Partnership arrangements provide several
advantages to educational institutions. They can extend their reach, provide opportunities for access and progression, identify new opportunities for income generation, or
establish a means for maintaining the institution’s independence in the marketplace
(Trim, 2003, p. 60). Possible fields of cooperation in the area of e-learning relevant to
research universities will be outlined next.
a) Cooperation with other HEIs
The formation of alliances among education institutions is increasingly viewed as a
strategic issue. Various forms of collaboration between HEIs emerged on the local,
regional, and international level (Middlehurst, 2001, pp. 22-23). It is possible to
differentiate between cooperation that only becomes feasible through the application
of e-learning such as the creation of new learning environments (e.g., Haugen, Ask,
Peñarrocha, & Bataller, 2003) and cooperation to leverage complementary skills and
resources regarding the value chain as is illustrated through collaborations between
traditional and distance learning universities (Guri-Rosenblit, 1999, pp. 290-291).
Common fields of cooperation are joint IT infrastructures (e.g., Internet24), the joint
distribution of courses through a common platform (e.g., Western Governor University
(Kinser, 2003) or the co-production or exchange of content (e.g., Merlot).
b) Cooperation with Industry Partners (Public-Private Partnership)
The collaboration between academic and for-profit business partners is of rising
significance (Newman & Couturier, 2001, p. 5). Baer (2002) classifies different forms
of cooperation on a continuum of tasks. As illustrated in table II-1, a traditional role of
the business partner is that of a technology vendor.
Baer (2002, p. 177) also illustrates models in which the for-profit partner takes
increasing responsibility in content development, instruction, or even in the awarding
of credits and quality control. On the extreme end, faculty members solely take the
role of content experts. The remaining activities are completely run by the for-profit
firm (e.g., corporate universities). Guri-Rosenblit (2005b, p. 22) emphasizes the
potential of strong cooperation between the academic and the corporate worlds.
However, the organizational cultures of these two worlds differ enormously resulting
in frequent failures of such collaborative ventures.

4

Website Internet2 Project http://www.Internet2.edu/
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Table II-1
The Firm as Traditional Technology Vendor (Baer, 2002, p. 173)
Responsibility
Function

Technology
Administrative services
Promotion and marketing
Content development
Instruction
Awarding credits
Overall quality control
Key:
XX
S
x

Academic partner

x
S
XX
XX
XX
XX

For-profit partner
XX
XX
S
x

primary responsibility
shared responsibility
secondary responsibility

2.2.3.3 Growth Concept
Guri-Rosenblit (2005a, p. 481) stated that an erroneous assumption in the e-learning
field is the claim that universities have a compelling notion to expand their student
population. She suggests that a more differentiated discussion on growth is needed.
Elite research universities limit the number of students and dispose over a broad
portfolio of funding sources. Less prestigious institutions are “tuition-driven” to a
large extent. For the latter, there are many instances of increased student enrollments
as a means to acquiring additional funding. However, there is a trade-off between a
growing number of students with its tuition income growth on one side and a
decreasing selectivity with a rising faculty to student ratio on the other side.
Some institutions draw from the fast growing global market for higher education and
extend their services to other countries (Fielden, 2001, pp. 55-57). Van der Wende
characterized the global e-learning market and stated that for-profit universities and
spin-offs of traditional universities have in particular taken an active role overseas
(Van der Wende, 2002, p. 14). The global competition for students focuses primarily
on those involved in continuing professional education and lifelong learning (Van der
Wende, 2002, p. 3). US institutions are not the only important global players. British
and Australian HEIs have had a long presence in many transition countries as well
(e.g., in Southeast Asia, Latin America and southern Africa).
Many online distance learning (for-profit) institutions adopted a model that proved to
be highly scaleable and allows growth while still maintaining constant quality. These
institutions invest heavily in the development of high quality teaching materials and
hire adjunct faculty to teach courses. The offering of additional course sections causes
relatively minor variable costs (Paulson, 2002, p. 130).
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2.2.3.4 Revenue Model
The revenue model is an important determinant of a good business model. It deals with
questions such as who is paying for what value and when? Discussions about
e-learning typically lead to the question about whether revenue sources differ from
traditional tuition driven models and if yes, in what respect (Afuah & Tucci, 2001, p.
49). Under free market conditions, offering excellent products that nobody is willing to
purchase is not sustainable (e.g., problem of over-engineering). Many e-learning
ventures walked into this very trap (Hafner, 2002). The Internet made the necessity to
determine the sources of revenue and profits to be even more critical, largely because
of its mediating properties and network externalities (Afuah & Tucci, 2001, p. 56).
Selling to end-consumer-markets is traditionally characterized by suppliers stating a
price for goods or services and consumers being left with a “take it or leave it”decision. The very nature of the Internet leads to much higher price transparency in the
market and thereby offers more options with according price differentiation. Price
differentiation is expected to contribute to economic efficiency. Especially in service
industries (e.g., airline industry), new web-based pricing models have emerged that
apply price differentiation on a larger scale (Klein & Loebbecke, 2000, p. 2). Price
differentiation in service industry might stimulate the thinking on potential pricing
models in e-learning.
Kröpelin investigated the organizational consequences of new revenue models.
Transaction independent revenue models (e.g., lump sum funding) require less
technical and organizational adaptation than transaction dependent models (Kröpelin,
2003, p. 10). Applegate (2002) identified a number of new transaction dependent
direct or indirect revenue models:
− Commerce revenues are based on a specific physical or information-based service a
customer receives directly in return to the payment of a fixed price. Tuition for an
online course fits this category.
− Content revenues include subscription fees for receipt of updated information on a
particular topic.
− Community revenues refer to services that focus on communities. Possible revenue
sources are membership fees. There are also communities that target a large group
of visitors and therefore cannot raise money from the individual. Their revenue
model includes fees for hosting banner advertisements or special fees each time a
visitor clicks through from the community site to a company’s site.
− Infrastructure revenues are based on the sale of hardware components or software
licenses. Companies can charge a predetermined amount of money for each of these
services.
Mendling et al. (2005) discussed experiences with alternative revenue models at the
Vienna University of Economics and Business Administration. Advertising, sponsorship, and content revenue models are seen as the most meaningful in the specific
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context. Today, it is unclear how alternative revenue models influence the market
environment. Research universities have to be aware that revenue models might have
the potential for being disruptive.
2.2.3.5 Organization
A university-wide approach to e-learning might challenge the existing structures of
HEI where today the basic units (departments, institutes) operate relatively
autonomous (Becher & Kogan, 1992, p. 100-108; Kerres, 2001a, pp. 2-4). The
integration of e-learning requires considerable investment into the IT infrastructure as
well as into the establishment of sound processes. Consequently, a central solution
implies distinct advantages (Arabasz et al., 2003, pp. 49-50). Centralization is not a
new organization model for universities. Central libraries or central IT departments are
well-known. However, central e-learning activities add a new dimension to the
discussion since target areas of centralization such as media production or e-learning
support intrude on the core business of each faculty. Thus, it is important to find an
organizational mode that assures proximity to individual faculty needs and at the same
time manages to realize economies of scale (Brooks, 2003, p. 49).
2.2.3.6 Communication Concept
The establishment of a communication concept in many instances is discussed in
reference to the buzzword “university marketing” (e.g., Licata, 1996). Frackman
(1989, p. 105) justifies the application of a marketing approach by the need to
proactively shape the interaction between a university and its stakeholder. This way,
the institution can pursue its goals considering the actual and potential needs of
stakeholders. In particular, the challenging situation characterized by increasing
student numbers and tighter budgets requires a proactive behavior.
Sauter-Sachs (1992) carried out a survey on the standard of knowledge of various
internal and external stakeholder groups (e.g., faculty, students, interested public, high
school graduates, or experts). She concludes that there is urgent need for action to
improve and enhance the quality and amount of information directed to the different
groups (Sauter-Sachs, 1992, p. 273). Three different approaches to the communication
of e-learning related information are identified.
a) Internal Communication
Even if the approach of university marketing is controversial, the literature agrees on
the necessity of enhanced internal communication (e.g., Sauter-Sachs, 1992, p. 272).
Frackmann (1989, p. 251) claims for an active campaign emphasizing the commonness and the peculiarity of the university. It is important to accompany the decisionmaking process on a particular e-learning strategy and the following implementation
by an open and transparent information policy. E-learning may cause anxieties and
resistance that may complicate the implementation process. Brown compiled a number
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of short essays on successful communication with faculty (D. G. Brown, 2003, pp. 3778).
b) Public Relations
State universities rely heavily on public funding but private institutions, too, take a
particular role in the local community and society at large. The benefits of the
achievements of higher education to a greater public is neither easy to understand nor
apparent. Therefore, external communication, in favor of the interested public is
crucial (Frackmann, 1989, pp. 119-120; Sauter-Sachs, 1992, p. 272).
The impact of e-learning on teaching and learning at universities is of interest for the
greater public. The relevant stakeholders and their need for information have to be
identified systematically to determine appropriate communication strategies and
communication instruments.
c) Customer Marketing
From a more business oriented perspective, it is also important to find an appropriate
platform to inform present and future customers about e-learning offerings at universities. The functionality of learning in an e-learning environment must be outlined
along with requirements and dangers (e.g., Salmon, 2005, pp. 30-32). In the
increasingly competitive environment of higher education a brand needs to be well
established since it is difficult to prove the quality of immaterial services in advance.
The trustworthiness of a brand is a crucial decision-making factor for potential
students (Cunningham et al., 1998, pp. 130-131).

2.3

Critical Thoughts on the Business Model Logic

In chapter 2.2, the e-learning business model framework was introduced with a
detailed descriptions of its elements. A compelling business model consists of a sound
configuration of products, markets, and accompanying factors that provide an added
value to the customer. Critical thoughts on the appropriateness of a business model
logic in this context will be introduced in this section.
The treatment of educational services as a commodity compared to consumer goods
such as books or cars is examined from two points of view:
− For some time, service-marketing researchers have acknowledged that customers
such as students are not passive recipients of educational services. Through their
participation in learning activities, they take an active role in co-producing their
education (Kotzé & du Plessis, 2003, p. 186). Hence, education is different from
selling degrees. The co-production role of students’ influences will need to be
explored regarding the optimal selection of products and markets, the competence
configuration, and the communication concept.
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− Altbach (2002a, pp. 2-3) turns against the treatment of knowledge and education as
international commodities. He emphasizes the role of national education systems in
building the underpinnings of a civil society. “An understanding of the past, of
culture, and of democratic values, among other things, is part of education, and
these elements cannot be subsumed in some global marketplace” (Altbach, 2002a,
p. 2). In particular, public universities should acknowledge the limitations of an ebusiness logic due to their public role. The understanding of this role may influence
decisions regarding cooperation or revenue models.
However, the business model perspective is considered useful when reflecting the
impact of today’s economic environment and when expanding the perspective from an
institution focused way of describing higher education to a more open perspective that
also incorporates the developments external to the institution.

3

Findings

This section describes the e-learning business models implemented by the eight
institutions investigated in this prestudy. Table II-2 presents an overview of the sample
institutions studied. This information was collected from the institutional websites and
interviews with one representative of each institution.
Some major characteristics of these institutions are as follows: Institutions 1-6 are
private universities, whereas institutions 7 and 8 are public HEIs. Institutions 1-3 are
extensive research universities with national and international reach, whereas
institutions 4-6 are considerably smaller and more specialized. Traditionally,
institution 3, 7 and 8 have been heavily involved with continuing education.
Table II-2
Characteristics of the Eight Institutions
Owner
Carnegie
Classification

Institution 1
Private
Doctoral/
Research Univ.
Extensive

Size
(Number
UG/G
students)

6,600 UG
12,250 G
977 Extension
School

Institution 2
Private
Doctoral/
Research Univ.
Extensive (Inst. of
Technology)
4,100 UG
6,000 G
Corporate education

Institution 3
Private
Doctoral/
Research Univ.
Extensive

Institution 4
Private
Master Colleges
and University I
4,300 UG
1,350 G (75% PT)

Urban
International
n/a

18,600 UG (25%
PT), 3,700 G (30%
PT)
Strong emphasis
on cont. education
Urban
National
30%

Setting
Scope
Dissemination of
LMS
Interview
Partner

Urban
International
n/a

Senior Consultant for Academic Computing

Director e-learning
Research Unit

Director EdTech
Center

Suburban
Regional
80%

Multimedia and
Distance Learning
Coordinator
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Institution 5
Private
Doctoral/
Research Univ.
Intensive (Inst. of
Technology)
2,800 UG
830 G 50% parttime

Institution 6
Private
Specialized
School of
Business
Management
1,700 UG
1,600 G
Executive
Education

Urban
n/a

Suburban
90%

Regional
Assistant
Director,
Advanced Distance Learning
Network

National
Head, Curriculum
Innovation and
Technology Group

Institution 7
Public
Doctoral/Research
Univ. Intensive
9,700 UG
2,750 G
Strong emphasis
on continuing
education
Urban
n/a

Regional
“Faculty Developer”, Instructional
Technology
Center

Institution 8
Public
Specialized
School of
Business
Management
1,200 UG
few G
Strong emphasis
on continuing
education
Urban
10-90%
dependent on
individual school
State
Director of Distance Education

Note. Abbreviations. n/a not available; PT part-time; UG/G undergraduate/graduate; LMS

Learning Management System

The subsequent presentation of the findings follows along the dimensions of the
e-learning business model framework introduced in chapter 2.2 (see figure II-4).
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Figure II-4. E-Learning Business Model Framework
Note. The numbers 3.1 to 3.7 in figure II-4 indicate the numbering of the subsequent
chapters.
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Core – Product Market Combination

The most salient insight from this prestudy is the diversity of approaches taken by the
selected universities to e-learning. The goals pursued through e-learning include: the
enhancement of the on-campus experience, support of a student-centered teaching
approach, flexible and convenient education, access to new learner groups, creation of
a life-long-learning proposition to the university community members, and the
prospect of more students and hence the prospect of additional financial resources.
Even though the goals illustrated are intertwined, every institution places emphasis on
their preferred goal.
Despite the multitude of institutional goals, some trends emerged: All institutions
make use of e-learning for their own on-campus students. A modern IT infrastructure
is an important competitive element for attracting students and faculty. However, the
level of energy invested into residential learning tends to vary.
All six private colleges (institutions 1-6) have a strong focus on residential
undergraduate education. They avoid entering distance learning for their undergraduate students but make heavy use of e-learning to enhance the learning experience
of on-campus students. This category of institutions installed Learning Management
Systems and support faculty with its application. Most interesting, all small private
institutions (institutions 4, 5, 6) provide highly specialized distance courses at the
graduate level to enlarge the audience for very specific or highly demanded subjects.
The internationally focused research universities (institutions 1, 2) hesitate to enter the
distance learning market for fear of diluting their brand with low quality online
offerings. They experiment with e-learning in various dimensions to enhance the
learning experience of their on-campus students. On a small scale, institution 1 has
experimented with e-learning for their Executive Education programs, whereas
institution 2 pursues a technology leadership strategy and facilitates widespread
experimenting with new educational technologies on campus.
The two public universities (institutions 7, 8) and the largest private university
(institution 3) employed the most aggressive strategies. These institutions have
traditionally been strong in continuing education. Each operates a separate unit
(school, division) to serve the non-traditional learners. In this market online learning is
a fast growing business. The current trend of public universities is in adopting and
promoting online distance education strategies. According to the most recent report
from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES), 90% of public 2-year and
4-year institutions offered distance education courses (US Department of Education,
2003). The two public universities (institutions 7, 8) mainly offer distance learning at
the undergraduate level within their continuing education programs and target nontraditional learners (e.g., working adults, degree completion learners).
Some of these findings replicate similar results as published in a survey of the
Educause Center for Applied research (Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 11). The highest degree
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of online distance learning can be found in public schools, offering two-year associate
degrees. The degree of “virtualization” in four-year bachelor education is comparably
low probably due to the significant share of private education at this level. On the
master and doctoral level, the share of hybrid offerings is high. These schools serve
older and often times employed students.

3.2

Competence Configuration

Most of the studied HEIs offer a traditional value chain, which means that they carry
out a comprehensive set of conventional core activities within the university starting
from selecting the learners, developing the curriculum, developing content and media,
teaching the content to the students, running assessments through to offering alumni
services.
The disaggregating of the value chain has been promoted in the different higher
education markets with varying intensity. Public universities tend to be strong in adult
education, which is a currently fast growing market and attracts a huge number of forprofit institutions. These new market players primarily specialize in a selection of
elements from the value chain, as do the two public universities included in this study.
Institution 8 for example decided to separate the content development from the content
delivery in their online program as the following quotation illustrates:
“We only put the courses online that exist already at the institution. We don’t
create new courses to go online. And what we do, we take the same course and
then we give them a syllabus, an example syllabus from that course to our adjunct
faculty member” (Institution 8).5

In this regard, they follow a model first practiced by for-profit HEIs (e.g., University
of Phoenix), which also becomes increasingly common among traditional HEIs
(Paulson, 2002, p. 130). It represents a new paradigm that treats knowledge as a
commodity which differs from the Humboltian ideal of research and teaching
unification.

3.3

Cooperation and Coordination Concept

Interestingly, most of the cases studied have chosen not to build on significant
e-learning cooperation with other higher education institutions and there is even lower
interaction with business companies in terms of leveraging capabilities regarding
e-learning although many cooperation models are documented in the literature (e.g.,
Baer, 2002; Kinser, 2003). However, most of the institutions studied actively engage
in groups, which are dedicated to knowledge exchange in the field. There are also a
number of cooperative initiatives on the technological level. For example, the open

5

In contrast to direct quotations from the literature, literal exerpts from interviews and focus groups are
presented in itallic font.
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source movement is rather visible particularly among the more technically oriented
research universities (see for example the member institutions of the Sakai project6).
Most institutions seek partnerships with companies but strive to achieve a supplierclient relationship to cross finance their activities. When asked, a lot of institutions
would be open to and see the potential for outside collaboration but also express a
need for successful collaboration models on e-learning.
Institution 2, an elite research university, maintains a number of highly profiled
international partnerships in which e-learning plays a subsidiary role. A faculty
member heavily involved in establishing these partnerships referred to the large
amounts of time, energy, and money required to sustain partnerships among academic
institutions.
Institution 6 has taken an exceptional “outwardly focused” and self-conscious
cooperation approach. Not only are its e-learning specialists actively participating in
professional e-learning communities, they also gained experience with a number of
unconventional partnerships. The institution partnered, for example, with a consulting
company to develop a number of simulations that have been integrated both in
corporate education of the company and in the business curriculum at the university.

3.4

Growth Concept

The private institutions (1-6) did not aspire to grow the on-campus student body.
However, almost all institutions intend to generate additional income through online
education. Whereas institutions 1, 3, 4, 5, and 6 aim at attracting national and even
international (1, 5) master students for their highly specialized professional programs,
institutions 3, 7 and 8 target at regional and sometimes national students for a wide
variety of certificate, associate, and bachelor programs. The highest annual growth
rates in student enrollment are clearly reached by the latter group (e.g., 35-40% in
institution 8).
As a side note, representatives of both public institutions reported instances in which
online courses cannibalized existing course offerings.
“What I find when I am teaching my students. When I look another faculty
teaching an online classes for continuing ed(ucation) I know there are a lot of
students that we share on the same classes. So what I see happening is that if
students who are working full time getting their degree part-time. That is a lot of
students who are choosing to take courses online just because it makes it easier
for them to do that. So whatever courses are available they are more likely to
select the courses available online rather than looking at the whole university
options. And that wasn’t the initial plan for continuing ed that they would
basically cannibalizing the existing” (Institution 7).

6

Website Sakai project http://www.sakaiproject.org/
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“I think one of the surprises may have been and a challenge that we had to deal
with is a lot of our enrollments in distance education are people who would have
gone to a regional center of the university. Their enrollments have gone way down
in all of the centers. And that has caused some questions about ‘are we
cannibalizing?’. That’s been a kind of challenge” (Institution 8).

The fact that both institutions have not anticipated the possibility of cannibalization of
existing offerings indicates that their activities have not been the result of a thorough
strategic management process.

3.5

Revenue Model

All universities studied seem to follow a traditional commerce-revenue model
charging the online student a certain amount of tuition up-front for a specific course.
Most online courses are bought on a per course basis, as opposed to traditional
residential programs where students pay a per semester or per year tuition.
Apparently, many online programs try to mirror a traditional college experience by
adhering to as many procedures established in a traditional setting as possible in order
to gain trust and credibility for their programs. Institution 5, as an example, charges
the exact same amount of money for their online graduate course as for their
residential counterpart to suggest to their students that they can expect the same high
standards in either style course. However, it seems that for private colleges such as
institution 5, it is difficult to compete in the online market with a traditional revenue
model:
“Whereas in this country you have got the private and the state but the mission of
the state universities in this country is just like in Europe. It is to educate the
population, the ones… to the level they should be educated. And just because of
how distance learning is evolving state universities have to provide distance
learning. It’s part of their mission; it’s part of their goal, what they do. The
private universities don’t necessarily. So the state universities are putting a lot of
money into the technology, into the marketing making people aware of it and
because they are state universities the prices are cheaper. So it’s very difficult for
a private university to sell distance learning” (Institution 5).

3.6

Organization

Another critical aspect of a sound business model is the organization of e-learning
support. The allocation of the following e-learning support activities for on-campus
teaching is of particular interest: technical support of e-learning applications such as
LMS, web design, or audio-video production but also faculty training, consulting, and
instructional design expertise. Kleimann & Wannemacher (2004, pp. 121-155) suggest
a classification of organization models introduced by German universities (see also
Kerres, 2001c). The institutions considered in this research took similar approaches:
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a) Reorganization of Existing Units
According to Kleimann & Wannemacher (2004, p. 122), a frequent model is the
creation of a new subunit within an existing group (e.g., central IT) or the partial or
comprehensive restructuring of an existing group.
Institution 5 located its distance learning activities in the IT division as a subunit of
academic technology. On the same level another subunit “educational technology”
supports both on-campus and distance learning classes with instructional design knowhow.
“In most colleges there are two ways to structure where you put distance
learning. Either you think of it as technology. And we say distance learning is just
a delivery mechanism. It’s a technical thing. So that’s why we are under IT. Or
you say that it’s more integral to what you are doing and it makes a big difference
on content and faculty and delivery and then often you find distance learning
under continuing education” (Institution 5).

Institution 6 recently merged its for-profit spin-off, which focused on high quality
distance executive education, two IT people supporting faculty websites, and a faculty
development person into a curriculum innovation and technology group. The group
comprises a lot of technology expertise but the focus clearly lies on curriculum
innovation.
b) New Centrally Located Unit
Some institutions chose to establish new units on the central level. They fulfill their
tasks in cooperation with the existing IT infrastructure groups.
A centrally located educational technology center has evolved out of an individual
faculty member’s effort at institution 3. Today, this center supports the integration of
LMS into the university and consults with individual faculty members on large or
small projects. As a relatively new unit, it actively searches for collaboration with
various other groups on campus.
The fast growing distance education clientele drove the e-learning activities of
institution 8. The division of distance education is located within continuing education
and takes care of all the administrative processes such as registering students while
supporting faculty in designing and teaching their courses. They do not have their own
IT staff but rely on the central IT support, which also runs the learning management
system. This arrangement seems challenging to facilitate.
At institution 7, a new “instructional training center” was created as a support unit for
faculty integrating technology into their teaching. Apart from workshops and one-onone consulting, the center offers facilities such as a media lab and a video production
center. This group is reporting on its activities to the provost. Distance learning is
coordinated through a separate unit of continuing education.
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Institution 4 has had a long tradition of a technology rich curriculum, which can also
be seen from its elaborate educational technology organization and infrastructure. As
an outcome of a conscious strategic approach, a new instructional technology center
was created in the late 1990s to support the faculty’s use of web-based applications as
well as to run and facilitate the use of the specialized computer lab facilities.
Interestingly, the head of the academic technology group stepped in to oversee the
library facilities as well. He reports to the CIO and vice provost who also oversees
administrative computing.
c) Network Approach
In contrast to the institutions described previously, the elite institutions (1 and 2) take a
different approach in that they primarily experiment with highly innovative learning
environments for their on campus students. No new large unit has been created to
streamline e-learning support processes. In this network approach, the focus lies on
coordinating a network of existing and new units in order to achieve synergies. A
designated unit is in charge of coordination.
In institution 1, the individual schools operate quite independently and some actually
established e-learning support units. On the central level, they established a
coordination mechanism for the purpose of leveraging the best technologies developed
by the individual school across the entire university. There are a number of central and
decentralized groups concerned with e-learning related activities at institution 2.
Recently, an umbrella organization that ensured formalized coordination of those
activities has been dissolved. Instead, a strategic dialogue among the key stakeholders
of e-learning has been facilitated and enhanced coordination is assured through
advisory boards and personal nexuses.
It seems to be challenging to establish coordination mechanisms in any of the above
mentioned organization models to facilitate the exchange between all the
constituencies of e-learning. At some institutions, there are teaching and learning
centers that were in charge of faculty development before the e-learning wave. Their
relationship with the newly created e-learning units needs to be investigated more
closely. Another challenging interface is the relationship between the e-learning
centers and the IT departments since a good quality IT department is an important
precondition for a smooth implementation of e-learning applications. All interview
partners represent units of the central organization of the university. It becomes
obvious that in decentralized organizations, which describes many universities, the
decentralized activities are influential in sustaining e-learning activities and thus, need
to be investigated more closely.
At many of the institutions investigated (clear exceptions are institutions 4 and 6) the
organization structures are not an outcome of a rational and strategic management
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process but have rather grown over time and are often influenced by political
constellations. At institutions 4 and 6 the fostering of e-learning activities is clearly in
line with an overall shared institutional strategy and the focus of the e-learning support
units has been very clear.

3.7

Communication Concept

a) External Communication
Those institutions taking a proactive stance and offering distance learning to new
learner groups also identified marketing as an important field (e.g., institution 8). It
seems to be difficult for institutions with a local or regional customer base to expand
activities and recruit online students from other states or countries due to the limited
scope of their brand. This is a particular challenge for private institutions offering
highly specialized graduate programs (e.g., institution 5), but is less an issue for the
public universities, which face a fairly large demand on their home market. Most of
these institutions market their online programs through similar channels as their
residential programs.
b) Internal Communication
Few of the studied organizations seem to think strategically about communication to
their internal stakeholders. It is interesting, that most of them do not see a necessity to
communicate e-learning options to on-campus students. As long as technology
supports the status quo, students readily embrace technology. However, some
instances of student resistance were reported when new pedagogical models were
introduced and facilitated through educational technology (e.g., institution 2).
Another common issue among almost all studied institutions is the difficulty to affect
faculty adoption during eLearning implementation despite the variety of approaches
taken by the studied institutions as the following quotes illustrate.
A representative from institution 5, a small private institution, reported the following
difficulties:
“Here at our institution, but I think across the whole world of distance learning,
the people are now really just beginning to understand that it’s more time for staff
and more time for faculty. And that can be a problem. So some of them (of the
faculty) are embracing it and some of them are resisting it. And workload has
something to do with that. And some faculty believe you cannot deliver the quality
of information through distance that you can through face-to-face” (Institution 5).

Time is also an issue for institution 1, an elite research university. It is difficult for
junior faculty to invest in teaching with technology.
“You find that most of the faculty that are doing time consuming interesting stuff
on the web are tenured faculty because they can do it” (Institution 1).
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At institution 4, a technology rich institution, e-learning support units have started to
realize how much time and effort is required of faculty to change their teaching style.
“We don’t have any requirement at all for faculty to do any type of training when
they do these classes. And I think part of the attraction of a tool like Centra was
that the faculty didn’t have to spend a lot of development time to get their classes
up and learning so. I think that we tended to downplay how much training would
be best for faculty members” (Institution 4).

Institution 7 identified a very different reason for faculty integration issues.
“They didn’t have the money to buy faculty computers so faculty were forced to
either buy by themselves and a lot of them were… I mean it’s really ridiculous.
Sometimes I am working with faculty members who’s computers are ten years
old” (Institution 7).

Resistance was initially a major issue at institution 6, where some kind of learning
management system was introduced over 10 years ago.
“I guess bringing the faculty along was a big one. So the fear factor. You know
you are taking people who are very used to teaching in a certain style who are
experts in their field and now you are sort of really shaking how they deliver their
teaching. That was certainly a large issue” (Institution 6).

A fundamental shift in the teaching culture, which involves a substantial share of team
teaching, makes today’s e-learning adaptation by faculty less problematic.
“Well, we really focused on the willing early adopters first. We compensated them
both organizationally and in some cases monetarily for their time and their work.
So at our institution, our culture is such that innovation and risk taking is a good
thing to start with. Our culture is also very collaborative. They give us a leg up
over above most other institutions that are not doing that” (Institution 6).

It is difficult to gain a consistent pattern of why numerous faculty members are not
enthusiastic about technology. The above-mentioned quotes indicate that a more
fundamental issue is at stake.
To summarize, an overview of the e-learning strategies at all eight institutions is
presented in table II-3. Based on this analysis, a more specific project focus evolved.

Private
Doctoral/
Research Univ.
Extensive

6,600 UG
12,250 G
977 Extension
School

Urban

International

n/a

Senior Consultant for
Academic
Computing

Conservative,
selective, high
quality approach

Varying
approaches,
depending on
the individual
school

Owner
Carnegie
Classification

Size (Nr. G/
UG
students)

Setting

Scope

Dissemination of
LMS

Interview
Partner

Strategic
Approach
(Summary)

Target
groups for
E-Learning

Institution 1

On-campus
students

Technology
leadership

Director
E-Learning
Research
Unit

n/a

International

Urban

Private
Doctoral/Research Univ.
Extensive
(Institute of
Technology)
4,100 UG
6,000 G
Corporate
education

Institution 2

Proactive,
multiple focus
approach (fast
growth in cont ed,
high qual. on
campus)
Cooperative
education students, students of
continuing ed.

Director EdTech
Center

30%

National

18,600 UG (25%
PT) 3,700 G
(30% PT) Emphasis on continuing
education
Urban

Private
Doctoral/Research Univ.
Extensive

Institution 3

Working
graduate
students, oncampus
students

Proactive,
selective (G),
high quality
approach

Multimedia and
Distance
Learning
Coordinator

80%

Regional

Suburban

4,300 UG
1,350 G (75%
PT)

Private
Master Colleges and Univ.
I

Institution 4

Table II-3
Classification of the E-Learning Strategy of the Eight Institutions Studied
Institution 5

Working
graduate
students

Ass. Director,
Advanced
Distance
Learning
Network
Proactive,
selective (G),
high quality
approach

n/a

Regional

Urban

Private
Doctoral/
Research Univ.
Intensive
(Institute of
Technology)
2,800 UG
830 G 50% PT

Institution 6

Corporate/ oncampus
students

Head, Curriculum Innovation and
Technology
Group
Proactive,
selective (G),
high quality
approach

90%

National

Suburban

1,700 UG
1,600 G
Executive
Education

Private
Specialized
School of
Business
Management

Institution 7

Adult learners,
undergraduate
learners

Faculty Development
Staff, Instructional Technology Center
Aggressive,
fast growth
strategy

n/a

Regional

9,700 UG
2,750 G
Strong emphasis on continuing education
Urban

Public
Doctoral/
Research Univ.
Intensive

Adult learners,
undergraduate
learners

Aggressive,
fast growth
strategy

10-90% depending on
individual
school
Director of
Distance
Education

State

1,200 UG
few G
Strong emphasis on continuing education
Urban

Public
Specialized
School of
Business
Management

Institution 8
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Growing online
graduate
student body
Commerce
revenue model

Growth
Concept

Network

No active
stance
regarding
communication

Organization Model

Communication
Concept

Revenue
Model

Internal
cooperation
efforts

School based
offerings (e.g.,
executive
education,
teacher training)
Traditional
(embracing)

Institution 1

Cooperation Concept

Competence Configuration

Productmarket
combination

Institution 2

Active
internal
communication

Network

n/a

No growth
strategy

Proactive
cooperation
strategy

Traditional
(embracing)

Sophisticated
on-campus
learning environments

Institution 3

No active stance
regarding
communication

New centrally
located unit

Growing online
student body (G/
UG)
Commerce
revenue model

No active stance
regarding
cooperation

Traditional
(embracing)

Distance learning
offerings, oncampus application

Institution 4

No active
stance
regarding
communication

New centrally
located unit

No active
stance
regarding
cooperation
Growing online
graduate
student body
Commerce
revenue model

Traditional
(embracing)

Hybrid models,
high tech
learning environment

Institution 5

Reorganization of existing
units
External marketing efforts

No active
stance
regarding
cooperation
Growing online
graduate
student body
Commerce
revenue model

Traditional
(embracing)

Distance
learning
graduate
courses

Institution 6

n/a

Reorganization
of existing units

Growing online
graduate
student body
Commerce
revenue model

Proactive
cooperation
Strategy

Traditional
(embracing)

Blended
learning model

External marketing efforts

New centrally
located unit

Growing online
undergraduate
student body
Commerce
revenue model

Internal
cooperation
efforts

Traditional
(embracing)

Distance
learning

Institution 7

External marketing efforts

New centrally
located unit

Growing online
undergraduate
student body
Commerce
revenue model

Disjunction of
content development and
delivery
Internal
cooperation
efforts

Distance
learning

Institution 8

52
II Prestudy

II Prestudy

4

53

Discussion

The limited prevalence of strategic e-learning management activities across all
institutions included in this study is surprising to the researcher since all of them are
considered as early adopting institutions with innovative e-learning approaches. Although some planning occurred, e-learning is hardly ever consciously aligned with the
over-all institutional goals.
Evidence for the lack of a strategic approach is as follows:
− Most institutions created some kind of organization to be in charge of e-learning
support. For the most part, the interests of existing groups and individuals have
influenced the development of e-learning support structures. As a consequence,
many interfaces created by e-learning activities with units such as IT, faculty
development, distance learning, or the libraries are not well managed and pose
serious challenges.
− Many institutions express interest in strategic partnerships, but most of them do not
currently sustain alliances. This inactivity does not appear to be the result of an
explicit process. It takes a special level of commitment and top-level support to
form partnerships with external institutions.
− These institutions tend to stick to the status quo in other areas beyond e-learning.
Unlike e-business domains, with few exceptions, educational institutions apply
traditional revenue models and do not question the established value chain
− Almost all institutions reported difficulties in engaging faculty to adopt new
technologies for their teaching. A significant barrier at research-intensive
institutions is the promotion procedure that most often does not value innovation in
teaching as highly as research contributions. Also, faculty at colleges with heavier
teaching loads face difficulties due to the lack of an appropriate infrastructure or
reward mechanisms. The only institution that did not endorse such difficulties
involved its faculty early on in a fairly explicit strategy process. A more strategic
stance in regards to communication and coordination of individual interests may
help faculty to integrate innovative teaching practices.
Evidence in this research suggests that some of the institutions underestimated the
complexity of implementing and sustaining e-learning into their curriculum.
“Everybody is just beginning to understand. People initially thought you offer
things by distance and make lots of money. In the year 2000 when they decided
just to strategically focus on distance learning here at my institution they thought
that they would have students from all over the world. We are an excellent
college, which we are. So why wouldn’t a student in Switzerland or a student in
California, or pick any other place you want to, take our program?” (Institution
5)

54

II Prestudy

Not only are the market developments very uncertain, successful e-learning requires
also skillful use of the technology and substantial faculty resources. Many
disappointing experiences of faculty illustrate the costs of this transition.
“Most college faculty who are not in school of education don’t understand
anything about learning styles whether they are teaching face-to-face or teaching
distance. And in fact one of the interesting things about distance learning is that
since most faculty on their own cannot make that transition from a face-to-face to
a distance class you have to have administrative staff people assist the faculty. So
for the first time you have staff people working with faculty on what their classes
are going to be” (Institution 5).

Many institutions are underway to establish a new paradigm of faculty support. In this
process traditional teaching values and the role of faculty in general are questioned. In
parallel, reward structures are still based on the traditional paradigm. This shift poses
serious challenges to faculty adoption. This finding is also supported by Arabasz et al.
(2003, p. 5):
“As an increasing number of institutions adopt e-learning strategies, their
successes depend not only on the availability of technology but also on the
extent to which faculty and students are supported as they explore and
develop innovative ways to integrate technology into the learning
experience.”

5

Conclusions: Reformulated Research Questions

For the duration of this prestudy, e-learning strategies were investigated in the context
of a wide variety of higher education institutions. On the basis of the above outlined
framework and empirical results, a more concise understanding of the practical issues
and theoretical tools are gained that will lead to the definition of a more refined
research focus.
It is generally understood that faculty are key stakeholders regarding the sustainable
integration of e-learning into university teaching. An element central to the translation
of goals resulting from the strategizing process is the planning of support structures
and the establishment of a support culture that empowers faculty to achieve the
organization’s goals.
Integration of eLearning
into University Teaching

Strategic
Management

Figure II-5. Future Research Focus

eLearning
Support

Faculty
Behavior
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Consequently, the focus of future research will lie in the nature of e-learning support
and how it may be managed through strategic guidelines to effectively support faculty
(see figure II-5). The prestudy also helped to reveal that the conditions vary widely
across different institutional types. To reduce the complexity of this research endeavor,
the focus is narrowed to research universities.
The following research questions will be the basis of the remainder of this research
project:
4. How can strategic management practices direct e-learning support units at
research universities to effectively and efficiently assist faculty with the integration of e-learning into their teaching practices?
a)
b)
c)

What factors influence faculty behavior regarding the integration of
e-learning into their teaching?
How can support units contribute to a sustainable integration?
How could strategic management practices guide the work of support units
regarding a sustainable e-learning integration of faculty?

Research methodology and methods will be specified in the following chapter in order
to provide a roadmap for answering these research questions.

III

Research Strategy

1

A Qualitative Research Methodology

Research questions are the starting point to determine a sound research methodology
appropriate to achieve practically relevant answers. It is referred to the prestudy where
the following research question was formulated.
How can strategic management practices direct e-learning support units at research
universities to effectively and efficiently assist faculty with the integration of
e-learning into their teaching practices?
As the following quote illustrates, the better understanding of the impact of strategic
planning raises issues with quantitative methodologies:
“Strategic planning in a college or university occurs in a complex, dynamic,
real-world environment, not readily amenable to controlled studies, or even
to quasi-experimental designs. It is difficult to parse out the measurable
effects of strategic planning from the influences of such other important
factors as institutional leadership, demographic change, fluctuations in state
and federal funding, politics, the actions of competing organizations, social
and cultural forces, and the like” (Dooris et al., 2004, p. 10).
To gain a deeper understanding of the e-learning management in research universities
a qualitative research design is suggested for the following reasons7:
− No elaborated theories exist to describe the investigated phenomenon today.
Therefore, an inductive and theory-building approach is appropriate. In the course
of the literature review (see chapter IV) this apparent lack will become visible.
− Organizations can be viewed as complex systems (Gomez & Zimmermann, 1999)
and hence need to be studied in their wholeness to understand the behavior of the
organization and its members. For this purpose, the thorough investigation of a
small number of individual cases is seen as superior to a causal testing of
hypothesis.
− Due to the study of specific human experiences, this research is potentially relevant
not only for academics but also for non-academic audiences (Strauss & Corbin,
1990, p. 6).
In the literature, various qualitative research methodologies are discussed offering
different approaches on how to structure the research process. Case study research,
grounded theory, and ethnography among others are widely documented approaches
that are relevant for the study of complex organizations. The three approaches are
introduced.

7

For a more elaborate derivation of this research methodology it is referred to Zellweger Moser, F. (2006).
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Case study research is often referred to as a research approach or a research strategy
mentioned at the same level of abstraction with ethnography or grounded theory (e.g.,
Punch, 1998, p. 149). Yin (1994, pp. 5-7) describes case studies as a research strategy,
too, and contrasts it with other approaches such as surveys, archival analysis, history,
or experiments. Differentiation criteria are the shape of the research questions (how
and why, instead of what), the necessity of controlling the behavior, and the temporal
alignment of the occurrences (present instead of past). However, for others case study
research is less a methodological choice than a choice of object to be studied (Stake,
1995, p. 236). Wolcott (1990, p. 36) depicts case studies primarily as a research
product and a format for reporting qualitative work. Today, case study research is
conducted on the basis of different paradigmatic stances and disciplines following
various purposes. This is also emphasized by Locke (2001, p. 19) who suggests that
the grounded theory style of handling and interpreting data may well be incorporated
with a case study approach.
Grounded theory primarily suggests a method of data analysis targeting a more
rigorous and transparent data analysis process. This research methodology is
characterized by the inductive generation of theory from data that has been
systematically obtained and analyzed (Locke, 2001, p. 1). Integral to grounded theory
are specific analysis procedures such as coding strategies and methods for comparison.
The objective of this approach is the development of a substantive theory well
grounded in the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Another well established research methodology is ethnography (Punch, 1998, pp. 157162). Ethnographic studies often focus on single cases and thus, have similarities with
case study research. Ethnographers aim at enlightening the understanding of cultures
through the eyes of the subjects under study. They apply non-intruding forms of data
collection such as participant observations or ethnographic interviews. The result is a
narrative account on the themes of study. The theoretical underpinning and hence the
goal of ethnographic studies is fundamentally different from grounded theory although
ethnographic methods of data collection can – to a certain extent – inform data
collection in grounded theory (e.g., Spradley, 1979).
Whereas in the present research projects cultural aspects are of great importance, the
aim is not only to narrate the experience of a single institution, rather, it focuses on
multiple institutions and aims at detecting causal relationships explaining the
consequences of strategic management processes taken regarding e-learning. In this
case, a combination of grounded theory and case study research is seen as productive.
This combination permits capitalizing on the strengths of both research approaches.
Foremost, case study research provides deep insights into individual case studies,
whereas grounded theory offers a rigorous methodology to generate more abstract
theories well grounded in the case study data. This combination seems to be
particularly relevant to the present research project for the following reasons:
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− To understand how e-learning could be integrated into university teaching, the
researcher needs to understand the mechanisms of the complex system of the
research university. Case study research is an appropriate research strategy to meet
the lack of a holistic perspective in the existing literature.
− The value of this approach was also illustrated in a research project by Orlikowski
(1993), comparable to the one presented here, studying the organizational issues
surrounding the implementation of computer aided software engineering tools.

2

Research Design

This research was started with the author’s broad interest in e-learning strategies of
American research universities (see chapter II). Since the practical issues regarding the
management and introduction of e-learning are not well documented in the literature,
the following steps were taken to gain a better understanding of these aspects from two
points of view (see figure III-1):
A survey with eight universities was conducted to investigate the commonalities and
differences of the e-learning business models of the various institutions. In parallel, the
researcher spent one year as a visiting scholar at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) Center for Educational Computing Initiatives and collected indepth data on the e-learning approach and initiatives conducted by the institute’s
members (MIT Phase I).
On the basis of these two sources of information, the research questions were refined
and three institutions were selected as case studies for in-depth exploration. Due to the
insights from phase I and the excellent access, MIT was selected as the initial case
study. Based on preliminary findings from the investigations at MIT, two more case
studies with complementary characteristics were selected.
Survey at 8
American
Universities

Comparison
Data
collection

Research
questions

Data
analysis

Data
collection

MIT (Phase I)

Grounded
Theory

Case 3 Tufts University

Case 1 MIT (Phase II)
Data
Data
collection analysis

Data
analysis

Sampling
Comparison
Data
collection

Sampling
Comparison
Data
analysis

Case 2 Northeastern Univ.

6-8/2003

9/2003-2/2004

4/2004
1-3/2004
2-3/2004

Figure III-1. Circular Research Design (In accordance to Flick, 2000, p. 61).
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The additional research was a truly iterative process in that issues revealed at one
institution generated a need to collect additional data in the other two institutions.
Through constant comparison and sampling this process was pursued. Before the
author’s return to Switzerland in April 2004, one to two focus groups were organized
at each institution during which the author presented her insights from the case study
in order to validate her impressions with three to four members of the institution
representing a variety of perspectives. On this basis substantive theoretical propositions were generated.

3

Data Collection Methods

Case study research as well as grounded theory do not specify distinct data collection
procedures but rely on a variety of methods (Charmaz, 2000, p. 514). However, the
application of various methods and data sources (data triangulation) is a distinguishing
feature of case study research (Yin, 1994, p. 90). Observations, interviews, and
document analysis are most often applied to collect data (Stake, 1995, p. 60; Yin,
1994, p. 79).
Bassey (1999, p. 81) advises to compile an individual set of methods that are aligned
with the research questions of the study. To study organizational issues around the
adoption of new technologies, Orlikowski (1993, p. 313), in a comparable project,
emphasizes the importance of data collection across the different organizational levels
and functions of order.
The major sources of evidence applied are outlined in the following section. The data
collection process focused on topics such as faculty motivation, e-learning support
structures and services, and strategic e-learning management.

3.1

Document Analysis

Document analysis is of great importance in case study research (Wolff, 2000). This
research project draws from a variety of text-based sources such as strategy
documents, whitepapers, web sites of support units, minutes of faculty senate
meetings, newsletters, university publications or teaching materials. As a starting
point, available documents were examined and filtered for their relevance regarding
further analysis. Key documents have been included in the regular data analysis
procedures as supported by the qualitative data analysis software AtlasTI (see 4.2).

3.2

Participant Observation

Proximity and intensive contact to the individual cases offered the possibility to
systematically observe the behavior of organization members in regard to educational
technology relevant issues (Adler & Adler, 1994). Informal conversations with
members of the institutions, participation in various starting lectures (at MIT), and
visits to events such as EdTech Partner Group meetings (MIT), student senate
meetings (at MIT), teaching award ceremonies (MIT), faculty senate meetings (NEU),
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or faculty development events (MIT, NEU) provided major insights. The author kept
track of her impressions in a journal, which has been used in the analysis process.

3.3

Interviews

By far not all necessary information is accessible via documents and observations. The
major portion of data was gathered through open and semi-structured interviews. The
author followed the interview procedures suggested by Glaser (2002). He contends
that grounded theory interviewing is a process of passive listening followed by focused
questioning (Glaser, 2002).
As the interviewer tried to collect as much information on the person in advance to use
the interview time more focused the interviews did not follow a strict standard procedure. All interviews were transcribed word by word following the guidelines suggested
by Poland (2001).
In each university 15-19 interviews were conducted with organization members
representing various perspectives on the subject of interest. This way it was possible to
triangulate the findings between different institutions and stakeholder perspectives.
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Figure III-2. Circular Process of Interviewing

In figure III-2 the sequence of the interview process is illustrated. After thorough
document analysis, a series of interviews was conducted at MIT in September 2003.
The interviews were transcribed and an initial phase of analysis followed, which
disclosed additional questions making follow-up interviews necessary. A series of
interviews with a more specific focus began at Northeastern University in January
2004. At Tufts University the majority of interviews were conducted in February 2004.
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Table III-1
Interview Selection
Interview
Code

Faculty/
Lecturer

9-Aug-03

MIT1

11-Aug-03

MIT_a

3-Sep-03

MIT2

15-Sep-03

MIT6

17-Sep-03

MIT_b

20-Sep-03

MIT5

D

22-Sep-03

MIT3

D

24-Sep-03

MIT4

C

Senior
Pedagogical
Administration
Support

Libraries

Academic

eLearning
Support

C
D

D
C
C
D
C

8-Oct-03

MIT_c

5-Nov-03

MIT7

C

25-Nov-03

MIT8

D

26-Nov-03

MIT9

D

15-Dec-03

MIT13

C

13-Jan-04

MIT10

16-Jan-04

MIT11

C

20-Jan-04

MIT12

C

30-Jan-04

MIT_c

9-Feb-04

MIT14

27-Feb-04

Subtotal MIT

C
C

C
C

archivist
D

D

MIT_d

D

D

19

10

3

20-Jan-04

NEU1

21-Jan-04

NEU2

23-Jan-04

NEU3

28-Jan-04

NEU4

1

1

6

1

C
student
C

6-Feb-04

NEU5
NEU6

10-Feb-04

NEU6

15-Feb-04

NEU_a

D

17-Feb-04

NEU7

D

23-Feb-04

NEU8

D

D
D
D
D

26-Feb-04

NEU9

1-Mar-04

NEU10

C

1-Mar-04

NEU10

C

1-Mar-04

NEU11

12-Mar-04

NEU12

D

15

5

15-Jan-04

4

D

10-Feb-04

Subtotal NEU

Other

D

C

C

Tufts1

1

1

2

C

3

3

1

C

3-Feb-04

Tufts2

10-Feb-04

Tufts3

C

18-Feb-04

Tufts_a

18-Feb-04

Tufts_b

D

18-Feb-04

Tufts4

D

19-Feb-04

Tufts5

19-Feb-04

Tufts6

27-Feb-04

Tufts7

27-Feb-04

Tufts8

4-Mar-04

Tufts9

D

8-Mar-04

Tufts10

D

8-Mar-04

Tufts11

9-Mar-04

Tufts12

16-Mar-04

Tufts13

D

16-Mar-04

Tufts14

D

D

Subtotal Tufts

16

5

4

1

3

3

6

0

Total

50

20

8

3

6

10

15

2

D
D

D
C
C
D
D

D

D

D
C
D

Note. D=located decentrally, C= located centrally

In many cases, insights from one specific interview at a particular institution led to a
need for follow-up interviews at the other institutions. For example, information
gained from interviews with two Tufts University librarians revealed that follow-up
interviews with librarians at the other case study institutions were also important.
Librarians were not initially expected to be a critical part of the data collection
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process. However, the process was continually adjusted and it was important to the
author to sufficiently consider the perspective of these important constituencies. The
distribution of interview partners over the various constituencies is illustrated in figure
III-1. The interview code is used to mark each quotation assigned in chapter V and VI.
For all number codes (e.g., MIT3) a detailed transcript exists. For various reasons, not
all interviews have been transcribed word by word (e.g., informal contacts, no
approval for audio recording, technical difficulties). These interviews are assigned a
letter code (e.g., MIT_a). The number (e.g., MIT3, 17:5) included with a direct quote
points to the exact position in the reference system of the AtlasTI software. Access to
original data is possible upon request. The author reserves the right to anonymize the
data to prevent inference to individual interviewees.

3.4

Focus Groups

Focus groups are a form of group interview that capitalizes on the communication
between focus group participants in order to generate data. The moderator introduces
open-ended questions that are suitable to engage the participants in a discussion. The
observation of such interpersonal communication is important because cultural values
or group norms are highlighted. Through analyzing the interaction of humor,
consensus, and dissent as well as examining different types of narrative used within
the group, the researcher can identify shared and common knowledge (Kitzinger,
1995).
Table III-2
Focus Group Selection

29-Mar-04

MIT Focusgroup 1

30-Mar-04

MIT Focusgroup 2

31-Mar-04

Northeastern Focusgroup 1

1-Apr-04

Tufts Focusgroup 1

Subtotal

4

Faculty/
Lecturer
D

Pedagogical
Support
C

1

D
2

Libraries Academic
eLearning
Computing Support
C
C
D
C
C
CC
D
CC
2
3
3

Other
C

1

After the sequence of interviews, at each university one or two focus groups were
organized with participants from different constituencies at the particular university
(see table III-2). The participants have taken central roles in advancing the e-learning
mission at the particular universities. Furthermore, particular attention was paid to
include a broad variety of perspectives from representatives of different support
groups both centrally and decentrally located in the institution. In most instances,
participants of focus groups have been interviewed in advance.
In the course of the focus groups the researcher introduced her preliminary
interpretation on a) the strength and weaknesses of the organization, b) her observation
on the teaching and learning culture, c) the work of the support groups and d) the
strategy process. In each of these areas she raised “provocative” hypotheses to initiate
discussions.
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A further element for the communicative validation of the findings was the
involvement of case study representatives in the review process of the case study texts
and the cross-case analysis.

4

Data Analysis Process

The qualitative methods applied for inductive theory building from rich data draws
heavily from grounded theory methods as suggested by Glaser & Strauss (1967),
Strauss & Corbin (1990), and the reflections of Locke (2001) regarding the application
in the field of management studies. Furthermore, the analysis procedure was informed
by the publications of Eisenhardt (1989), Yin (1994), and Stake (1995) on the analysis
of case study data. Finally, analysis methods by Miles & Huberman (1994) were
considered.

4.1

Overview

As previously highlighted, data collection and analysis is a highly iterative process
which leads to the development of a theory grounded in the data. In the process of data
analysis two main methods (memoing and coding) across all grounded theory
approaches are fundamental as illustrated in figure III-3 (Mayring, 2002, p. 106).

Data Collection in the Field

„Stop and Memo“,
Creation of notes regarding conceptual
aspects of the research subject.

Elaboration and Completion of
Codes and Memos
Comparison and Connection
of Codes and Memos.
Grounded Theory
Figure III-3. Grounded Theory Activity Model (Mayring, 2002, p. 106)

− Memoing: Memos are conceptual write-ups of ideas about codes and their
relationships. “They tie together different pieces of data into a recognizable cluster,
often to show that those data are instances of a general concept” (Miles &
Huberman, 1994, p. 72).
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− Coding: Codes are tags or labels assigned to units of meaning in order to avoid data
overload and facilitate data retrieval. Coding includes selection and takes a form of
analysis. Codes can take the form of a straightforward category or a more complex
one (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56).
In this research project, the analysis procedure outlined is supported by the use of the
qualitative data analysis software (QDAS) AtlasTI. Today, sophisticated software
exists to facilitate the various data analysis procedures applied in qualitative research.
Software such as AtlasTI facilitates the coding and retrieval of data, the linking of
information to theory building and graphic network functionality (Miles & Huberman,
1994, pp. 313-314).
A considerable advantage of computer support is the massively increased efficiency in
data organization. In addition, it heightens transparency since software requires more
systematic procedures. Furthermore, the easy retrieval and display functionality encourages the researcher to “play with the data” and facilitates the more creative and
analytic interaction with data (Kelle, 1997; 2000, pp. 499-501).
Critique from researchers following a more interpretative paradigm (e.g., Charmaz,
2000, p. 520) attacks the methodological underpinning of computer programs and the
tendency to be restricted by the functionality and procedures suggested by a particular
software. Furthermore, the easy organization of data incorporates the danger of the
inconsiderate collection of too much data.
It is important to be aware of the risks of using QDAS. The methodological
underpinning does not seem as problematic in this research since the author follows
the principles of grounded theory to a large extent and emphasizes the importance of a
transparent and rigorous data analysis procedure. Miles & Hubermann point out that
conceptual frameworks and research questions are the best defense against data
overload (1994, p. 55). Therefore, pre-defined broad research questions were
developed and refined through a prestudy on e-learning strategy (see chapter II). To
ensure the proximity of the data analysis to the original text, a number of arrangements
were put in place. The author transcribed all interviews herself, which led to an
intimate familiarity with the data. In addition, all interviews were summarized to
apprehend statements in the context of the whole interaction. Furthermore, the retrieval functionality of AtlasTI displays a quote that is always in context with the
whole text.

4.2

Early Stage of Data Analysis

To a large extent, the author followed the procedures suggested by Strauss and Corbin
(1990) who elaborate on the constant comparative method and introduced various
procedures to support the analysis in the individual phases. However, at the same time
Glaser’s (2004) warning is kept in mind that one should not be carried away from the
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data with overly complicated and prescriptive procedures. The approach taken by the
author is specified in the following.

4.2.1

Comparing Incidents Applicable to Each Category

In the very beginning of the data analysis process, data are reviewed and coded.
Corbin & Strauss (1990, pp. 101-121) defined specific procedures of open coding such
as line-by-line analysis of the data. In the course of coding it has been particularly
important to assign a clear description to the code in order to facilitate the decision
whether a new quote fits in the particular category (code) or a new category needs to
be defined. In this research project, not all data was analyzed through the intense and
time consuming line-by-line coding but particularly interesting parts of the data were
selected upon criteria such as novelty, surprise or typical statements. In figure III-4 the
process of open coding within AtlasTI is illustrated.

Figure III-4. Open Coding in AtlasTI

The remaining parts of the data where coded as well but less detailed and primarily
served the data retrieval purposes. This procedure allowed the further definition of
subcategories from a category that was initially fairly broad.

4.2.2

Integrating Categories and their Properties

Through open coding the code list grows very fast. The author decided not to exceed
70 codes. Each time the code list reached that limit, she reviewed the code list for
consistency, duplicates, or more abstract codes in order to integrate several specific
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codes in a more abstract code. Miles & Huberman (1994, p. 69) define this process as
pattern coding. Similarly, when a code included more than 20 quotes, the specific code
was reviewed regarding the significance of the label and description and regarding the
distinctiveness of a category. If necessary the particular code was either merged with
others or split into multiple more meaningful codes. In this context, Strauss & Corbin
(1990, p. 125) refer to subcategories. Subcategories do not identify a phenomenon
itself, rather, they answer questions about the phenomenon such as when, where, and
why. The revision of codes was documented in detail for the purpose of transparency.
Through this cyclical process the codes were substantiated and specific properties and
dimensions of the categories (codes) were developed.
The process of relating categories to subcategories along the lines of their properties
and dimensions is called axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 123). In axial coding
the researcher begins to reassemble the data that was fractured during open coding.
Although the data provides clues on how categories relate, the actual linking takes
place not descriptively but rather at a conceptual level. To support this conceptual
activity, Strauss & Corbin introduce what they call the paradigm, which is a
perspective on the data that helps to systematically gather and organize the data both
related to structures and processes (see figure III-5). They suggest to approach the
phenomenon by describing and relating conditions (structure), actions (process), and
consequences not in a dogmatic way but with the primary goal to better understand the
phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Conditions

Actions/
Interactions

- causal
- contextual
- intervening

Phenomenon
What is going on?

Consequences

Figure III-5. The Coding Paradigm

The coding paradigm suggested by Strauss & Corbin has been harshly criticized by
Glaser to be prescriptive preferring to offer a collection of different paradigms
(Strübing, 2004, p. 68). However, in the course of this research the paradigm as
illustrated in figure III-5 proved to be meaningful in reflecting conditions of faculty
behavior, support work, and strategic planning to understand the actual behavior of the
individual constituency. In the cross-case analysis the three major categories have been
structured along the elements of the coding paradigm.
In this process of open and axial coding, various methods suggested by Miles &
Huberman (1994) were applied as will be illustrated in the following:
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a) Summaries: After each interview the author summarized the key insights by
resuming the following four points (see Miles & Huberman, 1994, pp. 51-55):
− Facts about the interview partner
− General feeling about the interview and the validity of the answers
− What was learned and in particular was not learned.
− Three meaningful quotes and statements and why they are thought to be meaningful.
The summaries helped to keep the data collection process focused and eased the
selection of new questions and interview partners in line with theoretical sampling.
b) Memoing: Memoing (see also chapter 4.1) has been a very useful activity to tie
together different pieces of data into recognizable clusters (Miles & Huberman, 1994,
pp. 72-76). It has been very important in the process of identifying properties and
dimensions of categories.
c) Display Methods: The various display methods as suggested by Miles &
Hubermann (1994, pp. 90-142) such as the checklist matrix have been valuable for
identifying properties and dimensions of categories. The QDA software AtlasTI has
been of limited use and other programs and paper sketches complemented the analysis
work.
d) Interim Case Summaries: Interim case summaries (Miles & Huberman, 1994, pp.
77-83) have been written in two stages of the process: a) In particular after the first
case study (MIT) was investigated to a certain degree, an interim case summary was
written to audit what is known and how well it is known so far. It directed the choice
of the two additional case studies and the particular issues explored there. b) After the
author finished the data collection, summarizing presentations were put together as a
basis for the focus groups. c) The case studies as presented in chapter V were written
in parallel with the data analysis process. Herewith, Eisenhardt’s (1989) recommendation was followed to first conduct a thorough within-case analysis before embarking
to cross-case analysis. This procedure helps to gain deep insight and familiarity in the
individual case and provides an important basis for solid cross comparison.

4.3

Theory Development

The constant comparative method includes two further steps in the process of
developing a grounded theory after the initial comparison and integration of the
categories.

4.3.1

Delimiting the Theory

The cyclical process of category substantiation leads to an ever-growing complexity.
At this time in the analysis process, it is important to apply methods that help to lead
the theory to a higher level of abstractness. Corbin & Strauss (1990) suggest various
procedures of conceptual coding, Miles & Huberman (1994) offer further matrix
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methods and advice regarding drawing and verifying a conclusion whereas the
software AtlasTI provides a powerful network tool to facilitate this process.
Selective coding is the process of integrating and refining the theory in order to delimit
the theory and reach theoretical saturation. In axial coding the individual categories or
phenomena are substantiated, but it is not until now that the major categories are
integrated to form a larger theory. In the process of selective coding, categories from
axial coding are further elaborated on and validated to substantiate the network of
categories in a way that leads to the emergence of an analytic core idea, under which
all elements and relations can be subsumed. The results of this selective coding
process are well-structured memo texts and diagrams that allow the researchers to
write and publish the grounded theory.

4.3.2

Writing the Theory

Writing a grounded theory requires a clear analytic story and a sense of what parts of
the story the writer wishes to convey. The analysis results need to be translated into a
detailed outline including the many memos composed during the analysis process
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 249). Locke (2001, p.116) highlights two aspects of
writing a grounded theory namely providing authenticity and achieving a solid data
theory coupling. Consequently, grounded theory accounts consist of illustrative live
excerpts from the setting, for example, in the form of direct quotes. This showing
needs to be connected to the telling, when the significance of that detail is explained.
Locke introduces a standard structure that weaves this showing and telling together. In
a first step the theoretical frame is summarized, then each theoretical element is
presented and well illustrated with data instances, and finally the theoretical
framework is summarized again (Locke, 2001, p. 118).

5

Subjective Assumptions

In chapter III 5 it was stated that both hypothesis and previous knowledge are
perceived as influences limiting the openness and creativity of the researcher to the
data emerging during the research process. Similarly, it is important to become aware
of the subjective assumptions brought to the field. The explicit expression of those
assumptions helps to control and “bracket” preconceptions in the research process. In
the following, the researcher’s assumptions are explicated.
The author’s training in education and management science, as well as her practical
experience in supporting faculty with educational technology has shaped her attitude
regarding a variety of questions under study in this research.
− She holds the opinion that pedagogical knowledge is often neglected in higher
education. Faculty training would be helpful in improving the quality of higher
education teaching.

III Research Strategy

69

− Strategic planning is not only seen as a useful methodology in the context of
business management but also in higher education if contextual factors are considered accordingly.
− She takes a moderate stance regarding the usefulness of educational technology.
She acknowledges the many failures of technology integration but is convinced that,
if pedagogical knowledge is considered appropriately, educational technology holds
a so far underutilized potential.
Following this chapter on research strategy, next the literature review (chapter IV) will
be presented before the results achieved through the application of this research
strategy will be introduced.

IV

Context and Concepts – A Literature Review

1

Introduction

On the basis of the refined research questions, it is the purpose of this chapter to
review relevant concepts and findings from the scholarly literature and to give essential background information relevant to the study of e-learning support management.
It is not the primary goal of this literature review to identify open questions in the field
as a basis for the subsequent empirical study. The investigation of the case study data
occurred parallel to the review of the literature. For reasons of clarity, however, the
literature review is presented before the empirical data. This literature review plays a
particularly important role in the cross-case analysis where a theory on e-learning
support management is developed from empirical data. This theory is tested against
the current state of knowledge compiled in this literature review.
The focus of this literature review will be on the developments in the United States. A
comparative account on the developments in Europe in general and in Switzerland in
particular will follow in chapter VIII. In selected instances, where no compelling
literature exists in the American discussion, evidence as well as typologies and
systematizations from other national contexts are considered.
As the research questions are of a highly interdisciplinary nature and this work is
targeted at both practitioners and scholars from different communities of practice in
different national contexts, an elaborate presentation of concepts and contexts relevant
to the study of e-learning support will follow. The questions this project set out to
answer lay at the interface of three broad scientific communities:
The interdisciplinary field of higher education studies characterizes higher education
institutions, provides insights in how higher education systems work, and investigates
the mechanisms of these complex entities. The discipline is mainly rooted in a political
science tradition and the study of technology as a driving force for change has not
been widely discussed. Another community of practice at the interface of research and
application is studying various aspects of e-learning in higher education (e.g., D. G.
Brown, 2003; Katz, 2000; Oblinger & Kidwell, 2000). This community is dominated
by the work of IT specialists developing the technical foundation and application on
one side and instructional designers studying pedagogically sound modes of technology concepts on the other side. The community provides interesting insights from
the field but often does not build on previous scientific knowledge. Management
aspects have been discussed for a long time at the side but have become more central
in recent works. A third entry point is provided by the scholars of business management in particular from the research on corporate strategy, organizational science, and
information management. A transfer of findings to higher education is valid within
limitations.
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The literature review starts with the introduction of an organization model according to
which the remaining literature review is structured (chapter 2). In chapter 3 the
external developments regarding the introduction of e-learning will be analyzed
whereas a stakeholder-oriented approach is taken in chapter 4. The final chapter 5
focuses on the inner workings of research universities. Structural and cultural aspects
are considered and the appropriateness of strategic management in higher education is
discussed. Then a process-oriented perspective is taken to gain deeper insights in more
operative aspects of e-learning management. Lastly, thoughts on the management of
change in higher education are offered.

2

Model for the Study of Higher Education Institutions

Tackling the underlying question on how to influence adequate support of faculty
regarding their use of e-learning requires a deep understanding of how complex
organizations such as universities function. In the following chapter (2.1), different
theoretic approaches to the study of organizations are introduced to lay a foundation
for further explorations on e-learning management. Furthermore, a management model
is introduced to serve as a framework to systematize the relevant literature regarding
the question under study (2.2).

2.1

Organization Theoretic Foundation

Higher education institutions are organizations that are established for a certain purpose, consisting of individuals and groups, and are meant to endure over a long period
of time. The emergence of organizations such as universities, large businesses, or hospitals is characteristic of industrialized and post-industrialized times (Pellert, 1999,
p. 77). The systematic study of organizations started at the beginning of the 20th century and a variety of theories emerged that are not only relevant for the understanding
and the management of business companies but also for a better understanding and
guidance of universities.
The organization theorist Morgan (1997) suggested to illustrate the functioning of
organizations through different metaphors. None of these pictures (bureaucracy, the
collegium, the political arena, and the organized anarchy) captures the whole
complexity of an organization but they emphasize different elements and suppresses
others thought to be less important. They all provide interesting perspectives for a
better understanding of universities and offer ways of guiding the working of
particular organizations (Kezar, 2001, p. 56).
This classification is complemented with the organism and brain metaphor of Morgan
(1997) to emphasize the more recent influence of cybernetics and system theoretic
approaches in the discussion. The key principles of each organization theory anchored
by one of these metaphors are introduced in table IV-1.
When discussing different approaches to e-learning support management, it is critical
to stay alert to the organization theoretic underpinning of a specific position.

Planning/ Decision-making
Top-down

Diminished
relevance of
central planning,
individual
strategies
Involvement of
faculty;
Dynamic decision
making
Political
negotiation

No clear causeeffect attribution in
a complex loosely
coupled system;
Garbage can
decision-making

Organizing
Principles,
Assumptions

Bureaucratic
processes;
Division of labor,
hierarchy, transparency, reliability,
durability

Skilled employees
are the core resource;
Standard working
procedures

Shared governance,
collegiality;
Autonomy of the
individual faculty

Competition for
power and
resources;
Conflict is normal

Prevalence of
ambiguity;
Fluid participation;
Unclear technology;
Absence of clear
goals, chain of
command or
hierarchy

Methaphor

Machine

Professional Bureaucracy

Collegium

Political
Arena

Organized
Anarchy

Table IV-1
Conceptions of the Inner Working of Organizations

Autonomous
action

Interest
groups,
“parties”

Professional authority of
faculty

Local

Leadership

Locus of
Power

Symbolic role
with modest
influence

Limited power

Limited power

Limited power

Planning, decision-making

Role of
Leadership

Accidental

Power play

Consensus
oriented

Inability of
fundamental
change,
Incidental
adaptation

Change is a
planned topdown activity

Model of
Change

Anarchical institutional
processes function as
long as resources are
abundant

Danger of an increased
politization and the stirring
up of mistrust and
cynicism.

Absence of mode for
conflict resolution

Alienation of organizational needs;
Inflexible structure that is
not open to innovation;
Lack of coordination
across units

Underplay of human
aspects, limited to stable
environments, inflexible
regarding change

Limitations

Widespread practice
in higher education

Assistance in accepting the reality of
politics as an inevitable feature of
organizational life

Wide spread culture,
visible within
departmental
structures

Widespread conception, explaining
well the status quo

Widespread
conception,
appropriate on the
administrative side

Scope of Model
within HE
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Planning/ Decision-making
Organized with
the environment
in mind,
Different approaches to
management to
perform different
tasks within the
same organization
Decentralized

Organizing
Principles,
Assumptions

Open systems, life
cycles, adapting
organizations,
attention to human
needs

Learning organizations;
Reflexivity;
Negative feedback
cycles;
Double loop learning

Methaphor

Organism
(system
theory)

Brain (cybernetics)

Decentralized

Decentralized

Locus of
Power

Effective
management
consists not only
of goal setting
but the selection
of limits;
Diffused, not
centralized
leadership.

Secures
adaptability of
the organization

Role of
Leadership
Organizations unlike
organisms have a choice
and are not totally a
product of the
environment.
The unity and harmony of
organisms do not reflect
the often independent and
conflicting reality of
organizational units
Danger to overlook the
realities of power and
control, a learning organization requires a
degree of openness and
self-criticism foreign to
traditional modes of
management

Creation of
organizational designs that
allow double
loop learning, TQM

Limitations

Adjustment
to the environment
through
individual
action

Model of
Change

Offers a perspective
on how adaptive
organizations may be
created

Important to understand a university in
its environment;
Orientation to change
and innovation

Scope of Model
within HE
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A Management Model for the Study of Higher Education
Institutions

Framing the discussion on the functioning of organizations through metaphors is a way
to cope with the complexity of the subject. Models are also an important instrument to
investigate the questions under study in the further discussion on the management of
e-learning support. Schwaninger (2004, p. 58), referring to the work of Conant &
Ashby (1981), states that the management (e.g., of e-learning) cannot be better than
the underlying mental models that lead to specific decisions.
For the present research project, a model for the study of HEIs should fulfill the
following requirements:
− It reduces the complexity to the relevant components allowing the accentuation of
critical aspects and their interdependencies regarding the management of e-learning
support.
− It should serve as a framework to sort the relevant literature and therefore be
generic enough to include approaches with different theoretical underpinnings.
− It should frame the discussion on purposeful governance of an institution. and be
specific enough to reveal points of intervention.
The St. Gallen Management Model (SGMM) as it has been conceptualized by RüeggStürm (2002) best fulfills these requirements. In addition a model of Becher & Kogan
(1992, pp. 6-21) and the Baldridge Quality Framework have been considered (National
Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), 2005). For a more differentiated
comparison of these models see Zellweger Moser (2006, pp. 95-102)
The roots of the St. Gallen Management model (SGMM) lie in the early work of Hans
Ulrich in the late 1960s when he and his research group at the University of St. Gallen
adopted a system oriented approach to the study of business management (Ulrich,
2001). The model is largely influenced by cybernetics and depicts an institution as an
open system. Even though the St. Gallen Management Model (SGMM) originally
stems from a corporate environment, adaptations to the educational context are feasible as Seitz & Capaul (2005) illustrate in their work on school management.
The model adapted to educational institutions consists of the following elements (see
figure IV-1):
Environment: An organization acts in the context of social, natural, technological, and
economic spheres. Changes in these environments such as the innovation in the area of
ICT (technological environment) or the need for life long learning (social
environment) has a direct impact on the institutional practice.
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Stakeholders: Stakeholders are groups of people such as students, faculty as well as
other players in education such as preparing schools or the business world in the role
of future employers who are affected by the activities of the education institutions.
Various themes of interaction, such as admission practices, academic freedom, or the
employability of graduates exist between HEI and the various constituencies (RüeggStürm, 2002, p. 34-35).
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Themes of
interaction
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Figure IV-1. The New St. Gallen Management Model (In accordance to Rüegg-Stürm,
2002, p. 39).

Structuring Forces: An education institution has to accomplish three goals to secure
the viability of the institution in the long term (Rüegg-Stürm, 2002, p. 49):
− Ongoing strategic planning: It has to provide ongoing strategic orientation, maintain
flexibility to adjust initiatives and activities into a promising direction.
− Maintenance of clear structures: The success of an education institution depends on
the coherence and precise adjustments of institutional activities. Optimal coordination requires appropriate organizational structures and well-defined processes.
− Development of cultures: To provide directions for action outside the predefined
structures it is important that members of an educational institution are able to act in
alignment with the institutions purpose. The culture of an institution represents the
common purpose within an institution.
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Processes: Drastic changes within the environment of organizational institutions (e.g.,
shorter time to market, importance of quality management) led to the reinforced
relevance of the composition of processes in comparison to the organizational
structure. The central perspective for structuring the organization of a company is the
appropriate arrangement of the value chain activities (core process). Thereby the utilization of modern IT-applications and communication technologies supports coordination and synchronization of the task accomplishment in a significant way (RüeggStürm, 2002, pp. 74-75).
Mode of organizational development: Successful organizational development is
characterized through balancing stability and change likewise. The broader, deeper,
and more intense the change, the more fundamental and radical is the organizational
transition. However, phases of incremental optimization within given structures (renewal) alternate with more drastic periods of change (Rüegg-Stürm, 2002, pp. 89-90).
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The SGMM helps to understand management terms in its context (Rüegg-Stürm, 2002,
p. 33). The model facilitates the structuring of specific management questions and
allows the classification of management concepts, tools, and procedures (Spickers,
2004). In the subsequent chapters the management of e-learning support will be studied focusing on the different perspectives outlined in the SGMM (see figure IV-2).
The starting point for discussing the management of higher education should address
its changing environment (chapter 3). Of particular interest are the changes in the
societal, economic and technological sphere. In chapter 4 the relevant stakeholders regarding e-learning are classified and their “stakes” identified. Chapter 5 gives insights
in the inner working of HEIs. It analyzes relevant aspects of strategic planning, the
forming of structures and cultures as well as the operative processes that are critical to
support the integration of e-learning in teaching. The internal focus will be completed
with considerations on how HEIs change.

Core Processes

Public
Administrators

External Perspectives

Faculty

Stakeholders
Outside In Examination

Figure IV-2. Organization of the Literature Review

Support Processes

Internal Perspective

IV Context and Concepts – A Literature Review

77

These different approaches to the discussion of the management of e-learning support
incorporate a certain level of redundancy. The different perspectives however guarantee a systematic and open discussion of the complex phenomenon.
The generic model covers the multitude of aspects to be considered when studying
organizations. In the following discussion, all aspects of the model are covered,
however, the specific interest underlying this study requires some elements to be
presented in more detail than others.

3

External Perspective – Changing Environment

According to a system theoretic stance it is not possible to understand a system
without being knowledgeable about the super-system it is embedded in (Ulrich, 2001).
According to the St. Gallen Management model, the following elaborations are
structured along the spheres, namely the societal environment, economic environment
and technological environment. The natural environment will not be included due to
the limited relevance for the research question under consideration.
Society
Nature
Technology
Economy

Figure IV-3. The Environmental Spheres of the St. Gallen Management Model

3.1

Societal Environment

In this chapter, major societal trends relevant to the management of e-learning are
highlighted. Furthermore, the development toward the knowledge society as a mega
trend and its impact is explored in more detail.

3.1.1

Major Societal Developments

The transition higher education is experiencing leads to a variety of challenges. Many
issues tend to be treated in isolation but have to be understood in this changing role of
higher education within society (Trow, 1974, p. 1). Developments in ICT directly lead
to widespread activities affecting many aspects of higher education. However, not only
direct consequences but also less visible indirect social developments, such as the
altering communication behavior of students, will reshape the functioning of HEIs
(Gröhbiel, 2002, p. 4).
One of the major societal shifts is associated with the globalization phenomenon. It is
brought up in connection with fundamental changes in business and trade but also with
changing biographies and habits of life. Green (2002) titled the first chapter of a study
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on challenges faced by higher education institutions as follows: “An unholy trinity.
Three forces for change. Technology, globalization, competition.”
To understand changes within the higher education system today it is particularly
important to track down the origin and the implications of the knowledge society.

3.1.2

The Knowledge Society and its Origins

The label “knowledge society” dates back to the 1960s and is rooted in the belief that
science, innovation, and expertise are the dominating forces of economic and social
development in industrialized societies (Thorlindsson & Vilhjalmsson, 2003, p. 100).
What distinguishes the knowledge society from the industrial society is the addition of
knowledge as a predominant production factor to the classic factors of labor and
capital. Bell (as cited in Böhme & Stehr 1986, p. 9) argues that post-industrial society
is a knowledge society for two major reasons:
− The sources of innovation increasingly derive from research. Theoretical knowledge
becomes central to most major innovations.
− An increasing proportion of the Gross National Product and a growing share of
employment are in the knowledge field.
Gibbons et al. (1994) suggested a new and highly debated conception of knowledge
production. They demand a transition from Mode 1 to Mode 2 science. In Mode 1
science the majority of research happens within clear disciplinary boundaries and in a
system where society and science are treated as distinct systems (Scott, 1997, p. 202).
In Mode 2, however, knowledge is created in a context of application, involving
manifold transdisciplinary perspectives. It is more socially accountable as it involves
quality control by a wider set of constituencies (Gibbons, 2000). The goal of Mode 2
science is to develop reliable and socially robust knowledge. Mode 2 science takes
place in an evolutionary way through integrated projects (Nowotny, Scott, & Gibbons,
2001).
The concept of Mode 2 science is particularly relevant in this context as the
functioning of the university is under debate. Scott identifies a neat “fit” between the
conventional theories of the “knowledge society” and the ambitions of modern higher
education systems since the importance of knowledge led to an increased demand for
university education (Scott, 1997, p. 198). However, it is clear that today’s universities
are geared toward Mode 1 science (Scott, 1997, p. 202). Scott expresses a tentatively
optimistic view on the future of universities and refers to the great expertise within
higher education to cope with intellectual change (1997, p. 205). No institution
managed to uphold societal relevance for so many centuries but universities. However,
it is ironic that “at the most knowledge-based entities of all – our colleges and
universities – the pace of transformation has been relatively modest in key areas”
(National Research Council of the National Academies, 2002, p. 5).
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Implications of the Knowledge Society on Higher Education

“What will be the evolving impacts of the information age, for example, on
university standards, on campuses as citadels of independent thought and as
providers of the conditions not only for research but for context-setting
discourse, and on traditional university functions like libraries and presses?
How should graduate degree programs change as increasing numbers of
doctoral graduates embark on proliferating careers outside the academy?”
(Adams, 2002, p. 18).
The quote from Adams illustrates that all aspects of higher education need to be
redefined in the context of the knowledge society. The mass university, unlike its elite
predecessor, is not a self-referential institution. This has fundamental implications for
both teaching and research (Scott, 1997, p. 203).
The following influences of the knowledge society on teaching can be identified: For
one, knowledge workers require different skills than are traditionally taught in higher
education. The requirement for new competences indicates that this development is
critical with respect to curricular reform. Second, not only did the advent of the
knowledge society lead to higher participation of high school graduates in higher
education but it requires a different learning behavior of the entire workforce. Teichler
(1996, p. 107) identifies several interrelated developments supporting the notion that
HEI will play a growing role in life long learning:
− The expansion of higher education is accompanied by a delayed expansion of adult
education since the more highly people are educated, the more likely it is that they
engage in continuing education.
− Continuing education is taking up some of the challenges to which higher education
has been slow to respond.
− The more the need of life long learning disperses, the more likely individuals will
change their learning patterns.
ICT fits the general requirements of the idea of the knowledge society. ICT is a driving
force in this development but in turn offers solutions to the above stated needs for
change. Among the most obvious is the application of distance learning to reach wider
audiences for continuing education (de Boer et al., 2002, p. 23).

3.2

Economic Environment

The introduction of e-learning happens within an increasingly visible economic
environment. Next, reasons and implications for the heightened sensitivity of HEI to
economic developments are explored as well as the trend toward marketization in
higher education are considered.
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Heightened Sensitivity of Universities to Economic Developments

“But as I read the history of higher education, there wasn’t a great deal of
awareness of those changes. There was a much greater sense of being
protected and removed from society. Even business cycles left universities
relatively unscathed (…)” (Bok, 1990, p. vii).
Talking about the economic influences on higher education institutions, Derek Bok,
president emeritus of Harvard University, emphasizes how the relationship between
universities and the economic environment have changed and how much more
vulnerable American universities are today regarding changes in the economic
environment:
− Endowment: For prestigious private universities the income from endowments is an
increasingly important part of the operating budget. These returns are heavily
dependent on the development of the stock market. In succession of the turbulences
in the stock markets in recent years, many universities faced severe budget
constraints. For example, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology experienced
losses in their endowment in three consecutive years and as a consequence had to
lay off a significant number of employees (Bombardieri, 2003).
− Not only the university endowment is affected by the development of the stock
market but also private investments of donors. In tight times, universities face
difficulties in attracting private gifts, which are an important source of income as
well (Van der Werf, Blumenstyk, & Williams June, 2002).
− Research expenditures are affected by government policies that are, in turn, affected
by the economic development.
− In the US, state budgets for education are much more debatable compared to other
countries, which resulted in severe cuts of university budgets in the majority of
states (Potter, 2003).

3.2.2

Implications of Short-Term Economic Pressures

The economic realities described point to many immediate challenges dominating the
current agenda of American higher education institutions. Global changes occur
slowly and for a long time unnoticed. Generally, short-term challenges influenced by
the local societal, economic, and political state dominate the reform agenda of higher
education leaders. To understand the current context under which American higher
education institutions are operating, it is important to bring to mind the current shortterm challenges as well.
The following short term pressures identified by the Association of the Governing
Boards of Universities and Colleges (2003) are of more universal scope and can be
understood in direct connection with the introduction of e-learning.
− The economic and fiscal environment: American universities, through their reliance
on third-party funds and the volatility of state funding, experience the economic ups
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and downs in a direct manner unknown in Europe. Recent years have been difficult.
State budgets were cut by two digit numbers (Hebel & Selingo, 2001; Potter, 2003).
Due to the downturn at the stock market, income from endowments shrunk as well.
More than ever HEI have to set priorities.
− Tuition increase: As a consequence of tighter budgets and rising infrastructure costs
tuition is still rising in most institutions (Flemming, 2004).
− Assessment and accountability: e-learning is introduced in a culture in which it is
important to demonstrate the added value through hard facts. It is difficult to draw a
direct connection between the use of technology and the quality of student learning
in a quantifying way as the debate on “the no significant difference phenomenon”
between online learning and face-to-face instruction illustrates (Russell, 2002).
However, to justify investments in e-learning in a situation of rising tuition and tight
budgets requires rigorous quality management.

3.2.3

Market Extension

The deterioration of the traditional funding requires HEI to strive for a more
diversified funding base on their path to become more entrepreneurial (Clark, 2003).
Many institutions detected e-learning as a new source of income (Bok, 2003). The
market potential for e-learning content and services was expected to double in size
every year, reaching approximately $11.5 billion by 2003 (McNaught, 2003, p. 229).
This potential led to the formation of a series of for-profit institutions who capitalize
on the online learning market in lucrative segments such as MBA courses (Fielden,
2001, p. 55). Van der Wende (2002) even described the global dimensions of the
e-learning market (see II 2.2.3.2 / II 2.2.3.3). This development poses a serious threat
to traditional HEIs who rely heavily on cross-subsidies from low-cost, high-profit
instruction in general education (e.g., large lecture courses) and relatively resource
poor professional training (such as in business administration and law) to support
graduate training and research in the science and engineering field (National Research
Council of the National Academies, 2002, p. 40). However, de Boer (2002, p. 24)
reminds of the substantial costs of e-learning ventures:
“At this moment, it is rather unclear whether ICT-based education is
efficient or will be efficient in practice in the near future. Even if ICT-based
education would prove to be more efficient, the amounts of money involved
to reach the objectives are considerable.”

3.3

Technological Environment

In the following chapter, the developments in the technological environment and
particularly the impact of ICTs on higher education are investigated.
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Historical Development of Educational Technology

For a long time, academia remained largely unaffected by developments in the
technological environment. The invention of electricity or the telephone did not
fundamentally alter the way teaching and research was executed. Research was
generally quick in adopting new technologies for the advancement of the specific
fields. However, technological innovations hardly ever affected the chalkboard and
lecture style of teaching. In 1913 Thomas Edison proclaimed:
“Books will soon be obsolete in schools … It is possible to teach every
branch of human knowledge with the motion picture. Our school system
will be completely changed in the next ten years” (as cited in Reiser, 2001,
p. 53).
This enthusiasm and the later disenchantment is a recurrent feature of the audiovisual
instruction movement in the 1930s, the instructional television developments of the
1950s and 1960s, the computer aided instruction movement of the 1970s as well as of
the introduction of microcomputers in schools in the 1980s (Gumport & Chun, 1999,
pp. 6-7; Reiser, 2001). Although since the advent of the Internet the use of technology
in education has exploded, critical voices expect a similar fate as the earlier
technological achievements in education faced before (e.g., Cuban, 2001; Zemsky &
Massy, 2004). Reiser (2001, p. 62) concludes his historical review of educational
technology development with the assessment that over the next decade computers, the
Internet, and other digital media will bring greater changes in instructional practice as
he expects the new communication channels to have the potential to initiate fundamental change. However, he continues, these changes are likely to come about more
slowly than most media enthusiasts predict.
In the following, the more recent technological innovations and their applications in
higher education will be presented in order to judge more specifically the impact of the
technology on the actual teaching and management practice.

3.3.2

Information and Communication Technology in Higher Education

During the e-business hype in the late 1990s a whole e-learning industry developed
drawing on the potential of ICT. E-Learning did not turn out to be the killerapplication, however, products and applications gradually have developed and matured
in the past few years (Yanosky et al., 2004). For example the market penetration of
learning management systems in the American higher education market is now more
than 50%. As the university budgets after a period of tight budgets are easing again,
the Gartner research group draws a positive picture of the market development
(Yanosky et al., 2004). In their report, however, the authors illustrate how most
innovations follow a cycle of first unrealistic expectations, then fall into a trough of
disillusionment. It is only with solid research and development efforts that the technology matures and becomes a productive innovation adopted by many businesses.
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The report of the Educause Evolving Technologies Committee (2004) provides
another overview on the most relevant technological developments for higher
education institutions. It covers topics far beyond simple classroom applications such
as learning objects, regional networks, spam management, or the convergence of
libraries, digital repositories, and web content management. The Horizon Report 2005
classifies trends along three time-to-adoption horizons (Educause & New Media
Consortium, 2005). It is expected that within the next year ubiquitous wireless
infrastructure and extended learning through online communication and collaboration
will be adopted by a significant number of HEIs. Two to three years into the future
intelligent searching and educational gaming initiatives are expected to make
significant inroads in higher learning whereas four to five years ahead are augmented
reality programs and social networks and knowledge web applications.

3.3.3

Relevant Technologies for E-Learning Integration

To understand the challenges in e-learning support the technologies directly relevant to
the work of faculty will be highlighted.
3.3.3.1 Basic IT Infrastructure
Sound applications of technology for teaching and learning are built on top of a solid
infrastructure. This infrastructure has changed heavily since the first steps of
educational computing some 50 years ago. Large-scale experimentation with
computers for educational purposes started in the early 1980s when a transition from
the “data processing era” to the “micro era” took place. The introduction of personal
computers suddenly offered new opportunities to individual faculty (Nolan, 2001).
With the advent of the Internet and the transition to the “network era” the logic of
educational computing changed again drastically. Today, a decade into the network
era, a reliable infrastructure is available in most HEIs that allows large-scale
technology application for educational purposes. This basic IT infrastructure for
education consists of widespread availability of powerful personal computers includeing standard software, which are connected through a university-wide network that
also guarantees connectivity to the Internet (McClure, Smith, & Sitko, 1997, p. 14).
According to the reports cited in 3.3.2, major developments such as in the field of
mobile learning or standards open again new opportunities. Thus, the development is
by no means expected to be finished soon.
3.3.3.2 E-Learning Applications
There are various ways in structuring an overview of e-learning applications. Some
emphasize the technological basis (e.g., Seufert, 2001) whereas others focus on the
functionality (e.g., Laurillard, 2002) or the use of the technology (Jonassen, 2000;
Means, 1994).
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Euler & Wilbers (2002) similarly classify e-learning innovations in two major categories according to their contribution to the learning process: a) presentation media
and b) interaction media. It emphasizes the information function as well as the
communication aspect. In the context of higher education, e-learning seems most
influential in these two areas also covered by the taxonomy of Bruce & Lewin (1997)
namely in the area of media for inquiry and media for communication. These two
aspects will be further discussed in the following.
a) Media for Inquiry
Media for inquiry encompass all technologies that enhance student interaction with the
learning content. It may include formats of traditional “instructional media” such as
instructional television or computer based training. More recent formats rely on the
capabilities offered through the Internet, multimedia, or mobile devices. To illustrate
the broad capabilities and developments in e-learning some applications will be
highlighted in the following:
Web-based training: Web-based training environments expose learners to a particular
learning content and guide their learning process through various formats of webbased information presentation and interactions (Horton, 2000). Webquests are one
particular format of a web-based learning environment. It consists of a clear assignment, which students have to work through by consulting a preselected list of external
web links (Dodge, 1995).
Simulations: Multimedia capabilities encourage the creation of simulations facilitating
the comprehension of dynamic concepts. Game-based learning trends also make use of
simulative scenarios (Prensky, 2001).
Mobile computing: Mobile devices have processing capabilities of a mid-1990s PC
and are even more widespread than personal computers (Attewell, 2005). Mobile
phones or handheld devices not only hold potential in the area of knowledge presentation and retrieval (e.g., webcontent, video) but they also incorporate powerful
communication capabilities.
Classroom Technology: Technology not only gains relevance for distance learning
formats but also expands into classroom teaching. Laptop computers, wireless network
access, and advanced projection capabilities allow new modes of teaching and learning
in class (Cudd, Lipscomb, & Tanner, 2003).
b) Media for Communication and Collaboration
For many, the groundbreaking innovation of the Internet lies in the increased
interaction capabilities. Not only professor to student communication but also student
to student communication can be extended beyond the period of physical gatherings
(Reiser, 2001). A main distinction is usually made between media facilitating
asynchronous and synchronous communication and collaboration.
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There is rich literature on asynchronous virtual communication as a consequence of
the widespread use of discussion forums in online distance learning (see for example
the Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks8). Asynchronous communication
media such as e-mail, discussion forums, or newsgroups do not require the
simultaneous presence of the sender and the recipient of the information and is
therefore time and place independent. The psychology of asynchronous computer
mediated communication is distinct from classroom communication and requires
informed and skilled management (Salmon, 2005). It offers new potentials of learning
and interaction as the discussion on virtual communities illustrate (e.g., Preece, 2000).
Furthermore, new technologies such as educational weblogs (Williams & Jacobs,
2004) and wikis (Schwartz, Clark, Cossarin, & Rudolph, 2004) foster new computer
mediated modes of communication and collaboration for learning.
Only few studies are available on media for synchronous communication (Chou, 2001,
p. 169). Synchronous media are either text-based or rely on audio-video conferencing
systems. Text based chats are easily accessible and take little bandwidth. The
integration of audio and video make the interaction more authentic but requires high
bandwidth connections (Chou, 2001, p. 174). Standard synchronous web-based
training solutions include a number of additional features such as application sharing,
polling tool, the ability to show presentations, sharing whiteboards or recording
sessions (Jackson, 2002).

3.3.4

Implications for Higher Education Teaching

The availability of new technologies implies its adaptation for educational purposes.
For many years now, educators have been concerned with the sound use of educational
technology for learning. However, Dede (2000, p. 46) states that even though no
financial or technical barriers exist, many current capabilities are not yet widely used
instructionally. The important issue for university instruction is not the availability and
affordability of sophisticated computers and telecommunications, but the ways these
devices enable powerful learning situations.
The adoption of e-learning for instructional purposes can facilitate innovative
pedagogical practice to exploit the potential of the technology (Carr, 2003, p. 83).
Gandolfo (1998, p. 31) provokes a discussion on the role of technology with the
following statement: “The only value of technology for instruction is if it enhances
learning in ways that are not otherwise available.”
The co-action of the pedagogical and technological dimensions is illustrated in figure
IV-4. The underlying assumption of this figure is that the introduction of e-learning
requires adjustments in the learning and teaching model in order to realize the full
potential of educational technologies.

8

Website Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/
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Degree of Technological Innovation

It can be observed that HEIs take different paths to reach the target area either through
a more technology driven or pedagogically driven path. To become successful a welladjusted interplay of both innovations is critical.
The specification of “innovative” pedagogy is subject of a paradigmatic discourse.
Clear (2002, p. 17) illustrates divergent positions and concludes that much of what is
called e-learning today tends to follow an objectivist pedagogical style. The combination of truly transformative models of education with the transformative capability
offered by information technology is a challenge that e-learning still has to address.
Seufert & Euler (2005) subsume under innovative pedagogical models not only new
methods of teaching but also new goals such as learning competences, media
competences, or social competences.
Sophisticated
EdTech
Applications
High

Target
Area
Medium

Basic EdTech
Applications
Low

Traditional
pedagogical
model
Low

Innovative
pedagogical
model
Medium

High

Degree of Pedagogical Innovation

Figure IV-4. The co-action of technological and pedagogical innovation (according to
Seufert & Euler, 2005, p. 30)

However important the discourses on new technologies and new pedagogical models
for teaching is, the educators need to be particularly aware of the different student
population entering college that “grew up digital” and its implication for teaching and
learning (see also 4.3) (Brown, 2000). Private student infrastructure is also an
important issue to consider (e.g., availability of laptops, broadband access). It has
massively expanded over recent years (Kvavik, 2005, p. 7.2) and is an important
determinant of whether the potential of existing technologies can be fully exploited or
not.
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3.4

Summary: E-Learning in a Changing Environment

To sum up, technological innovations still continue to appear and the development is
far from reaching its end. Today, most institutions provide a solid basic infrastructure
that facilitates a widespread adoption of educational technologies. However, to
capitalize on these achievements and reach pedagogical innovation the introduction of
technology is not enough but requires adjustments in the pedagogy. In this process,
HEIs are also exposed to changing economic conditions. University budgets today are
more sensitive to economic fluctuations, which have resulted in particularly tight
budget cycles for many institutions at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Thus,
HEIs invest energy to achieve a more diverse funding base as a consequence of
insecure and stagnant state funding. Various institutions have detected e-learning as a
new source of income. However, it has proved to be difficult to establish successful
revenue models due to a competitive and global market.
Both technological and economic developments need to be understood in the context
of larger societal shifts as a consequence of a globalized world. The buzzword
knowledge society stands for a fundamental shift from industrial modes of work to a
massively increased importance of knowledge as the most critical production factor. In
this development, universities as knowledge organizations are at the core of common
interest. However, its long established fundamental principles and values are
questioned as new education needs and customers arise and a new mode of knowledge
production (mode 2 science) is propagated.
In the following chapter, the perspective of stakeholder groups is taken and it is
explored how they are affected by the development of educational technologies and
their integration into higher education.

4

Stakeholders

In this chapter the themes of interaction between HEIs and their stakeholders regarding
e-learning support are investigated.
Peer
Institutions
Other
Education
Institutions

Business
World

Alumni

Government
Students
Public
Administrators

Faculty

Figure IV-5. Stakeholders (SH) of the St. Gallen Management Model

88

IV Context and Concepts – A Literature Review

Traditionally the control of HEI is shifting away from the academic oligarchy to more
market and state control (Clark, 1983). Enders (2001, pp. 4-5) suggests that the
distribution of power in this triangle of state, market, and academic oligarchy tends to
be reorganized. Other actors have appeared in the playing field such as nonprofessorial staff, students, university management or other stakeholders.
The stakeholder debate introduced a broad range of constituencies, which an organization should take into consideration in planning and conducting business activities.
According to Neave (2002, p. 19), “stakeholders are any group of individuals who can
affect or is affected by the achievement of the firm’s objective” such as customers,
employees or certain societal groups. Even though the concept of stakeholder
management stems from business management (Freeman & McVea, 2001), it is also of
relevance and intensively discussed in higher education studies as Neave’s (2002)
historical conception of stakeholder perspective within higher education illustrates.

4.1

Classification of Stakeholders Regarding E-Learning

In a framework on the strategic and tactical use of IT in HEIs, Turner & Stylianou
(2004, p. 258) present a list of 20 “players” who impact or participate in “value
activities” to varying degrees. These stakeholders are classified according to their
different roles such as buyers (e.g., adult students, parents), management (e.g.,
administration, board of trustees), or funding (e.g., banks, alumni), among others.
A different approach is taken by Burrows (1999) who suggests four dimensions to
classify stakeholders of higher education institutions:
− First, it is determined whether the location of the stakeholder is internal to the
institution or external.
− A second dimension is the degree to which a stakeholder group is active or passive
in regards of the institution or a particular project such as the integration of
e-learning on campus.
− Another dimension is the extent to which a stakeholder is cooperating with the
institution and supporting the initiative or project.
− Finally, a question is raised as to what extent the stakeholder is posing a threat to
the institution or the particular project or initiative.
A selection of stakeholders (SH) is suggested on the basis of the first two dimensions
in figure IV-6. Both dimensions can be challenged (e.g., students can be conceived as
internal or external stakeholders depending on the particular issue under study). Still,
the classification serves as an entry point to identify stakeholders and understand their
“stakes” in the discussion of e-learning in higher education.
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Figure IV-6. HEI Stakeholders (SH) regarding E-Learning

Burrows (1999) further suggests to identify a group’s or individual’s particular stake
(e.g., personal, moral, economic, scholarly, or institutional). In this regard, she refers
to what the SGMM calls “themes of interaction”. This definition includes all the
concerns that an institution is typically confronted with such as interests and values as
well as issues regarding concrete resources and objects (Rüegg-Stürm, 2002, p. 46).

4.2

External Stakeholders

Next, the stakes of the external stakeholders and their influence on HEIs will be
identified. As illustrated in figure IV-6 there are many external stakeholders, whose
stakes need to be taken into account and actively managed when a university
approaches the topic of e-learning. Various forms of interactions with government
agencies, representatives of the business world, peer institutions, other players in the
education landscape, the public, or the alumni community may be of critical strategic
importance.
When one takes a narrow focus on e-learning support, internal stakeholders are more
directly affected by the e-learning developments. This is why the considerations
regarding external stakeholders in this section are comparatively shorter.

4.2.1

Government

The American higher education system is nearly void of centrally established
standards or directions. Federal funding primarily takes the form of research grants
and contracts on the one hand and various programs of student aid on the other. Public
institutions are primarily funded by the individual states (Adams, 2002, p. 2).
However, congress does take an interest in the developments of e-learning as a recent
report of the US Department of Education illustrates (2005b). This overly optimistic
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report expresses recommendations to the states on how to advance the e-learning
agenda primarily on the Kindergarten through 12th grade (K-12) level. On the state
level, innumerable initiatives exist that mainly involve public higher education
institutions. Consequently, two- and four-year public institutions aggressively entered
the business of online distance education to serve the traditional clientele of working
adult students. Online learning neatly aligns with the general federal and state agenda
for higher education.

4.2.2

Business World

The business world takes notice of recent developments from the perspective of
current and future employers. Facing transition to the knowledge economy, many corporations require a more expanded skill set than traditional university graduates hold.
Corporations also take an active role in the market of continuing education either as
partners or customers of educational institutions or through independent activity.
Public-private partnerships regarding e-learning emerged in various formats (Baer,
2002).

4.2.3

Peer Institutions

Through the increasingly important role of for-profit institutions among others, the
higher education market has become more competitive (see also 3.2.3). In parallel, a
variety of collaboration models between HEIs emerged (see Prestudy chapter II
2.2.3.2). HEIs have an interest in approaches taken by peer institutions.

4.2.4

Other Players in Education

When “education industry” is referred to, it needs to be taken into account that HEIs
are not isolated institutions but are in interaction with manifold “upstream” and
“downstream” organizations. Preparing schools are involved with e-learning initiatives
and take an interest in the demand of HEIs. Publishers, testing organizations, or
technology providers offer important input to the education process. This industry is
heavily affected by new technologies and is developing rapidly.
For example, “down stream organizations” are in the area of continuing education.
Due to new technologies and other developments the landscape in continuing
education is changing considerably.

4.2.5

Public

A somewhat less active and diffuse general public audience takes notice of the rapid
changes e-learning brought to higher education. For many, the consequences include
heightened opportunities that can advance the individual career through further
education. Accessibility is dependent on the Internet connectivity of the individual
households, which was declared a high priority by the federal authorities (US Department of Education, 2005b).
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The e-learning development is related to a variety of societal discourses on the
function and future of higher education such as the impact of the increasing
commercialization or globalization of higher education (see also 3.1).

4.2.6

Alumni

US American HEIs discovered early that alumni are important partners in fundraising
activities. Gallo and Hubschmann (2003), among others, identified a strong relationship between the involvement in alumni activities, the emotional connection with the
university and their financial contribution to the institution.
In the knowledge society, universities are just beginning to understand their students
as life long customers. E-Learning just may play an important role in serving the
continuing education needs of alumni.

4.3

Internal Stakeholder: Students

4.3.1

American College Experience

Studying at an American research university is a different experience from that of a
traditional European university education. Most renowned American research universities have high admission standards. Students apply during their final year in high
school for their preferred colleges. This is not only a time consuming process for the
student and parents but for the university as well since the caliber of the freshmen
classes is an important quality metric of the university itself. The average score of the
SAT Reasoning Test of the entering freshmen students (formerly called Scolastic
Assessment Test) directly influences the national ranking.
Typically, students move away from home to attend college. Freshmen students are
often required to live on campus. In accordance with common belief, the prerequisite
to live on campus is considered an important factor in the value of the entire
“collegiate experience.” Students tend to be relatively young when entering college.
Students will earn their first degree, a bachelor undergraduate degree, after generally
four years of study. Depending on the university, the curriculum tends to be fairly
open. It is common practice that students leave college after their bachelor degree to
gain work experience. Some of them return to college for 1-2 year(s) master degree.
Often students choose a different university for graduate school. Research universities
also offer graduate programs that lead from a bachelor directly to a doctorate (PhD). In
comparison with other stakeholders such as administrators or faculty the student
population is constantly renewed and brings new ideas into the university. In addition,
students are a very heterogeneous stakeholder having different stakes depending on
characteristics such as year and subject of study.
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E-Learning from the Student’s Perspective

Today’s US American college students are exposed to technology at a very young age.
Home digital media use is now approaching the amount of time spent watching TV.
Access to the computer at home is possible for most children (Oblinger & Oblinger,
2005, p. 2.2). Students have a broad understanding of technology, which is not limited
to computers or the Internet. At the core of this trend is the heightened access to
information and communication. Students emphasize customization as being central to
their technology use (Roberts, 2005, p. 3.2). Howe and Strauss (as cited in Oblinger &
Oblinger, 2005, p. 2.4) describe this millennial generation through the following
characteristics, which are distinct from the characteristics of previous generations:
They gravitate toward group activity, identify with parents’ values and feel close to
their parents, believe it’s cool to be smart, are fascinated by new technologies, are
racially and ethnically diverse, are focused on grades and performance, and are busy
with extracurricular activities.
Students of the Net Generation also show different learning behavior (Oblinger &
Oblinger, 2005, pp. 2.4-2.5):
− They deal differently with information. They follow less a linear thought but have
“hypertext minds”.
− They are intuitive visual communicators.
− They have visual-spatial skills possibly due to their exposure to computer games.
− They learn better through discovery than being told.
− They can shift and focus attention.
− They are able to respond quickly and expect rapid responses in turn.
Students seem to have clear expectations of technology use in education. Roberts finds
that most of all their expectations are connected to the level of expertise and passion of
the faculty member (Roberts, 2005, p. 3.3). Interestingly, the expectations regarding
the technology usage in the learning space are still relatively modest (Roberts, 2005,
3.5). In a 2004 survey of over 4000 “traditional” students from over 13 institutions
40% voted for a moderate use of IT in class. Half of the remaining 60% prefer less
than moderate technology use whereas the other 30% voted for a more extensive
integration (Kvavik, 2005, p. 7.9). Zemsky & Massy (2004, p. iii) in their study draw a
more negative picture of students that would fit with the cited numbers. “They do want
to be connected, but principally to one another; they want to be entertained, principally
by games, music, and movies; and they want to present themselves and their work.
E-Learning at its best is seen as a convenience and at its worst as a distraction.”
Although today the majority of American students are non-traditional learners, they
are concentrated at specific institutions such as community colleges. The growing
share of adult learners, full time workers or students of delayed enrollment into college
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require faculty to adjust to a more diverse student body (Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005,
p. 28).
Through the massification of higher education student interests and influence have
been strengthened over the past 30 years (Neave, 2002, p. 30). Students along with
their parents have become “discriminant shoppers”. They want proof that they will
receive value for their investment (Turner & Stylianou, 2004, p. 250). Students in the
role of clients are highly affected by the introduction of e-learning as the innovation
directly impacts the quality of their education. Consequently, the quality of the
technology infrastructure on campus and the application of educational technology in
the educational process is becoming an increasingly important factor in student’s
choice of college as a study from an American metropolitan university illustrates
(Wajeeh & Micceri, 1997).
Students as co-producers of learning (Kotzé & du Plessis, 2003) may take an active
stance to support or hinder innovation. In particular, accounts of student resistance
exist regarding on-campus e-learning (e.g., Keller & Cernerud, 2002; Laskowski,
2003). A Swedish study found that student attitudes concerning e-learning are largely
dependent upon the implementation strategy and less on individual student
characteristics. Interestingly, the study found that male students, students with
previous knowledge of computers, and students with positive attitudes to new
technologies were less positive regarding e-learning on campus than other students
(Keller & Cernerud, 2002, p. 55).
Students also play an important internal role as student employees who support faculty
with the integration of e-learning into their teaching curriculum (Crouch, 2003).
Although the practice of employing hordes of students as cheap labor for staffing labs
24 hours 7 days a week has been criticized (Mrazek, 2003), this view can be contrasted
by the various benefits for students (e.g., good work experience, some like to work odd
hours) and particularly for the university (e.g., some students are very skilled with
technology, they help to understand the feelings and needs on campus, they become IT
advocates in the student body). However, student training is critical for the benefit of
both the student and the university (J. Brown, 2003, pp. 9-10).
It is important for all constituencies contributing to the skillful integration of
e-learning into university curriculums to know their students well. Understanding of
student behaviors is also a critical aspect in excelling relative to other competitors in
the education market.

4.4

Internal Stakeholder: Administrators

Other important internal stakeholders affected by development of e-learning systems
are administrators supporting the educational process from an infrastructure and organizational point of view. The quality of their work (e.g., reliable IT infrastructure) is
critical. Furthermore, they positively influence faculty regarding adoption of new
practices.
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The term “administration” is collective for all non-faculty employees at a university.
This chapter will examine the professional administration, which consists of many
specialized units supporting processes such as the educational technology operations.
The “administration” also incorporates senior administrators in their capacity as
president, provost, or vice presidents. However, the role of university leadership and
governance will be investigated in chapter 5.2.3.
Institutions have become increasingly dependent on the work of professional
administrators. Just as the role of the provost was only created in the 1950s, as a
consequence of expanding leadership responsibilities (Gittleman, 2004, p. 190), various recent developments such as new institutional planning and control mechanisms
led to a dramatic increase in scope and power of administrators (Becher & Kogan,
1992, p. 75). Leslie and Rhoades (1995) provide an insightful analysis on the manifold
reasons for rising administrative costs. This new bureaucracy is of a different nature.
Professional administrators not only make for expenditures but they also contribute
and stimulate initiatives that lie at the core of higher education “output” (Clark, 2003,
p. 109) such as teaching support or technology transfer.
In the case of e-learning, it can be observed that new professions such as instructional
designers, web designers, or faculty developers emerged within academic institutions
and a prosperous job market has formed.
In the following, the stakes of “traditional” administrative units involved with
e-learning are discussed as their work environment has drastically changed through the
developments in ICT. Newly created groups such as e-learning centers will be
discussed in more detail at various points in chapter 5.

4.4.1

Information Technology Workers

It must have appeared somewhat extrinsic to the traditional organizations of higher
education when central computers became established. After a phase of decentralization, today, a need exists for coordinated decision-making related to networking or
the overall IT profile of the institution (Frackmann, 1994, p. 57).
IT units usually run the basic infrastructure such as the network, mail servers, and are
involved with hardware renewal programs. Traditionally, a separate group was
concerned with software applications. Administrative computing in most instances has
the longest history of central computing, whereas separate educational computing units
have emerged only recently. The majority of IT departments run educational computer
labs whereas separate units are concerned with classroom technology. As cited in
section 3.3.2, a number of core e-learning applications such as learning management
systems are now commonplace and require substantial IT support for e-learning. A
reliable infrastructure has become even more important and expectations of immediate
responsiveness of IT support rose, as for example a technology breakdown during
class has become a critical and time sensitive issue (McClure et al., 1997, p. 8).
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As a consequence of the rapid innovation cycles in information technology and the
critical value of the IT infrastructure to academic work, the role of IT workers has
changed substantially. At the core of this dynamic is a massive increase in service
demands. From the beginning of computing at academic institutions, technology
managers have faced annual growth rates of various services (e.g., help desk calls)
from 20-30%, which caused a state of crisis from time to time. The situation was
usually resolved with additional resources (McClure et al., 1997, p. 1). This trend is
going to continue as a Gartner study on higher education e-learning support trends
illustrates (Harris, Yanosky, & Zastrocky, 2004).
Today, both, McClure et al. (1997) and Resta (2002) diagnose a more fundamental IT
support crisis that stems from the following developments:
− The dependency on IT nowadays is prevalent.
− IT support encounters new customers whom are not IT experts but want authority
for decision-making (Resta, 2002).
− Mainstream users are not willing to invest a significant amount of time in learning
the technology (McClure et al., 1997, p. 11).
The current support model, which provides the technology, offers some training on the
use of specific technologies, and provides a source of answers to questions, has
reached its limits. It no longer seems appropriate to leave it to the users to integrate
these services into their daily practice (McClure et al., 1997, p. 8). The model of
central front service providers is not as effective as local support (Resta, 2002).
IT resources < expectations

fast turnover of IT workers

user disappointment

IT workers personalize disappointment

Figure IV-7. A vicious Cycle of IT Support (In accordance to Resta, 2002)

In this situation of deteriorating budgets, service quality is worsening and central IT
support is endangered of becoming the scapegoat (McClure et al., 1997). Resta (2002)
describes this situation as a vicious provoked by a mismatch of user expectations and
support capacity that leads to user disappointment, a fast turnover of IT workers, and
thus, a deteriorating support quality (see figure IV-7).
Furthermore, IT units have endeavored drastic changes in the type of work they are
executing and its meaning to the constituencies has changed. Whereas IT has long
been an uncontested field of competency many other groups on campus now bring in
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ideas and claims regarding IT services, which require an increasing level of interaction
(Drabier, 2003, p. 7). The current situation on most campuses reflects an “all you can
eat” model in regard to IT services consumption (Resta, 2002).
McClure et al. (1997, p. 9) suggest various initiatives to improve IT support such as
making the true cost of IT visible to its consumers and more directly mapping
responsibility for costs to the location of the benefits. Furthermore, a distributed
computing support model is suggested to better fulfill the diverse customer needs.
Both centralized and non-centralized resources exist in this model, which ought to be
well coordinated (McClure, Smith, & Lockard, 1999, p. 64). To realize this change,
among other initiatives, it is critical to educate campus constituencies, to engage users
in decisions that affect them, to mentor individual staff, as well as to recruit and
replace individuals to fit the new culture (McClure et al., 1997, pp. 17-19).

4.4.2

Faculty Developers

Historically, faculty development was associated with professional growth of faculty
within their respective disciplines. In today’s higher education climate greater attention is paid to teaching effectiveness. Faculty development began moving into this direction in the 1970s. In the 1980s, teaching and learning centers were established on
campuses, focusing on the development of faculty and their teaching expertise (Lawler
& King, 2000, p. 3). Today, most research universities have teaching and professional
development centers staffed by full-time professionals (Rhoades & Sporn, 2002,
p. 16).
Participants at the 2000 Great Plains Regional Faculty Development Consortium
Meeting described the work of educational development professionals as an engagement in four major fields of practice as illustrated in figure IV-8 (Stanley, 2001, p. 26).
Faculty Development

Instructional Development

Consult with faculty
Market and influence programs
Plan programs
Reflect on what is happening at the
institution
• Record-keeping
• Respond to requests
Organizational Development

• Teach and advise students
• Evaluate courses
• Help faculty with technology

• Connect people with financial

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

resources
• Work with campus units
• Organize recognition for others
• Write grants, articles, and newsletters

Professional Development
Research
Manage, mentor, and evaluate staff
Professional service
Network
Learn literature
Attend conferences

Figure IV-8. Possible Work of Faculty Development Professionals (Stanley, 2001, p. 26)
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Millis (1994) specified faculty development as being concerned with enhancing
teaching skills of faculty, instructional development, and is focused on students,
courses, and curriculum. In contrast, organizational development targets improving
campus-wide resources or climate. The distinctions are diffuse and the areas overlap to
a high degree. Zahorski (2002) emphasizes a holistic faculty development concept to
be concerned with nurturing an institution-wide culture that is supportive of
scholarship. Thus, faculty developers ought to build bridges to other sectors of the
university community and support faculty from start to finish of a project (Zahorski,
2002, p. 31). DiLorenzo & Heppner’s (1994, p. 485) definition of a holistic faculty
development requires departments to take an active role in identifying the varying
needs among its faculty.
The specific agenda of faculty developers is dependent on the challenges associated
with a certain point in time. In the early 1990s, Millis (1994) highlighted the changing
quality expectations about undergraduate education, changing social needs, and
changing technologies among others.
The discourse on e-learning in the 1990s has opened a backdoor for teaching and
learning centers to introduce also more classically held ideas of faculty development.
However, the integration of e-learning is a complex activity, which requires a shift
from the more traditional boutique-style support model to a more systemic support
targeting at the mainstream faculty (Hitt & Hartman, 2002, p. 16). New organizational
models are emerging. At the core of these models are the expertise of instructional
designers and the use of support teams for faculty and course development (Hitt &
Hartman, 2002, p. 16). Traditional faculty development plays a critical role in these
teams.

4.4.3

Librarians

The explosion of new information technologies drastically changed the way libraries
provide their current services. The role of the physical building diminished due to the
availability of a wide variety of online resources. Many libraries have transformed
portions of physical space into computer heavy spaces that support open access to
online information or multimedia production (Lippincott, 2005). Thus, the library is
becoming “less of a collection house and more of a center for knowledge navigation, a
facilitator of information retrieval and dissemination” (National Research Council of
the National Academies, 2002, p. 33). However, the integration of physical and virtual
environments remains a challenge.
Libraries not only provide a research function but the informed use of library resources
is part of every university curriculum. An intensified link between teaching and the
libraries has resulted from various initiatives to archive online course material.
Librarians have relevant knowledge regarding archiving, metadata, and other fields. A
convergence between e-learning and library science can be observed as a substantial
number of librarians stepped into the new field of e-learning (Allan, 2002). Also the
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libraries and IT departments are moving closer due to the increasingly similar nature
of their work. In certain institutions libraries and IT are merged within one unit
(Ferguson & Metz, 2003, pp. 98-100).

4.5

Internal Stakeholder: Faculty

Faculty are one of the major internal stakeholders regarding the introduction of
e-learning. The experiences so far show that the majority of faculty at research
universities tend to be rather passive and show limited interest in adopting educational
innovation (Dunlap, 1997; Hagner, 2000; Wolcott & Betts, 1999). This fact has also
been confirmed in the prestudy (see chapter II). Since faculty members are key in
changing teaching and learning modes, their role will be investigated to a greater
degree than the discussion on the stakes of the previously mentioned stakeholders.
Elaborate theoretical concepts on academic identity and on the innovation adoption
behavior are deliberated in order to capture the significant changes in the academic
profession and to understand faculty motivation to adopt innovation.

4.5.1

Academic Identity

“The concept of a single academic profession may be an illusion” (Enders, 2001, p. 1).
Also Clark (1987) would argue that it is difficult to define something like an academic
profession. However, common characteristics and shared academic values across
nations, institutions, and disciplines exist:
− Most American faculty are required by the university bylaws to engage in three
activities: research, teaching, and service. The latter can include institutional,
professional, and public service (Paulson, 2002, p. 125). “The traditional three-part
academic role has been firmly in place since the beginning of the 20th century.
Teaching, scholarship, and service remain the primary faculty functions: but each is
being broadened and diversified by technology” (Baldwin, 1998, p. 12).
− Common fundamental values, such as the respect for research, the attitude that
information should be shared or the rejection of plagiarism, can be found across all
academic institutions (Clark, 1987, p. 390).
Apart from the outlined commonalities, fragmentation of the profession dominates.
Clark (1993, p. 164) identified the type of the institution (e.g., research university,
community college) and the discipline to be more important elements in determining
the thought and behavior of academics than personal characteristics such as gender,
class, or race.
Since this study focuses on research universities the role of the discipline on academic
identity will be developed further. Henkel (2000, p. 187) establishes a close link
between academic identity and reputation. The academic peer review system generates
reputation. Consequently, a faculty’s first loyalty is to the professional community of
the discipline, rather than to the institution. Van Maanen & Barley (1984) emphasize
the role of the professional socialization for the emergence subcultural norms of a
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disciplinary community through their concept of occupational communities. Doctoral
students are socialized through close collaboration with their advisor and their first
contacts within their disciplinary community.
Because research is the first priority of faculty at research universities, the disciplinary
differentiation is self-amplifying (Clark, 1993, p. 166). Institutional identity decreases
with increasing specialization (Henkel, 2000, p. 20).
However, in addition to the importance of research to academic identity, Henkel
(2000, p. 210) found that educational roles were also important for most faculty. In his
research, Leslie (2002, p. 70) supports this view and talks of a disconnect between
external and internal rewards. Although teaching is considered to be equally important
as research the explicit reward structure of academics tends to favor research and
publication.

4.5.2

Shifting Expectations Toward a New Role of Faculty

The social, economic, and technological environment of faculty work has seen
dramatic changes (see chapter 3). As Trow (1974) states, the fundamental principles of
higher education remained the same during the transition from elitist to mass
education. Consequently, faculty experience an ever-growing tension between the
different demands on their role.
As outlined in 4.5.1 achievements in research predominantly determine a successful
career in academia. In parallel, faculty are not only confronted with an increasing
number of students but also with a more diverse student body. As a result, teaching
becomes an increasingly challenging and time-consuming activity. As a result of this
contradictory situation, many constituencies were deeply concerned about the quality
of undergraduate teaching in the 1980s (Rice, 2002, p. 8). In 1990, Boyer (1990)
initiated a discussion about how scholarship should be redefined based on the concern
that the faculty reward system does not match the full range of academic functions. In
particular, teaching deserves more attention. Boyer introduced the term “scholarship of
teaching”, which according to the definition of Shulman (1998 as cited in Kreber,
2002) entails a public account of the teaching vision, design or outcome in a manner
that can be peer reviewed and used by members of one’s community. In a recent
article, Kreber (2002) summarizes the discussion of the past decade and concludes that
not everybody should be expected to practice the scholarship of teaching but that
teaching excellence should be accepted as a merit by itself.
According to Rice (2002), in the past decades at American universities many things
have changed for the better. Still, the complaints about the quality of teaching have not
fallen silent (e.g., Powell, 2003). Due to the continuing rise of tuition, students and
their parents increasingly deplore about the quality of teaching. An additional boost to
devote more resources in faculty development comes from the widespread introduction
of e-learning on campus. With technology, it becomes increasingly obvious that many
faculty often do not dispose of the necessary competence to use technology to enhance
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quality of their classes. So in many instances, faculty development is introduced
indirectly through technology assistance.

4.5.3

Adoption of Innovative Practice

During the course of the prestudy (see chapter II) it was found that many universities
are facing difficulties to motivate faculty to adopting innovative teaching practices.
Therefore, the search for explanations will be more thorough than that of previous
chapters because the question of motivation is particularly relevant to answering the
research questions.
Today, multimedia and e-learning have evolved into substantial businesses (Zastrocky,
Yanoski, & Harris, 2004) and projects in many universities illustrate the potential of
new media in education (e.g., Twigg, 2003). In most cases, faculty members who
belong to a group of early adopters have been the prime initiator of these projects.
However, as early as 10 years ago, Geoghean (1994) suggested that the “second wave”
of faculty is slow in adopting these new practices, less due to an aversion to
technology, than due to an aversion to risk, inadequate support, and maybe the lack of
a compelling reason to buy into a relatively disruptive way to teaching.
The history of educational technology as presented in 3.3.1 shows that changing
teaching practices are an almost insurmountable challenge. Saltrick (1996, p. 59)
observes that faculty are among the most advanced professions in the use of
technology for research – and one of the most retrograde in its use for teaching.
Various authors reflected on barriers for faculty in adopting new technologies and
teaching practice (e.g., Ertmer, 1999; Maguire, 2005; Miller, Martineau, & Clark,
2000; Weston, 2005):
Miller et al. (2000, p. 231) distinguish between organizational barriers and individual
resistance. Organizational barriers are the incentive and reward structures that do not
value teaching efforts in higher education, the lack of technological literacy and
competence, and the difficulty to redirect significant amounts of resources from a long
established model of mortar and brick education toward technology based education.
These organizational barriers give rise to individual resistance; however, for faculty to
change behavior each individual must find an acceptable answer to the question “Why
change?” (Miller et al., 2000, p. 238). Today, still many faculty view “face-to-face”
instruction as the most effective form of education (Miller et al., 2000, p. 233).
Maguire (2005) in a recent literature review on barriers and motivators for
participation in online distance education suggests a similar classification as Miller.
She clustered the findings of 13 empirical studies into intrinsic, extrinsic, and
institutional motivators and deterrants. Among the most important extrinsic motivators
she highlights the role of peers.
Brickner (as cited in Ertmer, 1999, p. 48) distinguishes between first-order and
second-order barriers to change (this distinction is also discussed in chapter 5.3 on
change management, see also table IV-2). First-order barriers to change are barriers to
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incremental adjustments of the current practice. Ertmer (1999, p. 48) suggests these
barriers to be extrinsic factors such as lack of computer access, insufficient time to
plan instruction or inadequate support. In contrast, second-order barriers are intrinsic
to teachers and include beliefs about teaching, beliefs about computers, established
classroom practice and unwillingness to change. Weston (2005) adopts this distinction
in his empirical study on e-learning practice of selected teachers and gives anecdotal
insights in how significant single aspects have impacted the behavior of the studied
faculty. However, it remains unclear how these individual and organizational barriers
are related. Therefore it seems productive to consult more fundamental theories on
innovation adoption behavior.
A widely cited source is Rogers’ model of innovation adoption behavior. The model
was developed on the basis of the study of innovation behavior in agriculture practice
(Rogers, 1995). As illustrated in figure IV-9, Rogers perceives that an individual’s
decision about an innovation is a series of actions and not an instantaneous act. This
process starts when an individual is exposed to an innovation’s existence. In the
second stage an attitude is formed before in the third stage a decision on the adoption
or rejection of the innovation is made. If an innovation is adopted it is implemented in
a fourth stage. The usefulness of an innovation needs to pass tests and one cannot
conclude from an initial innovation adoption that an individual does not return to old
behavior patterns (Rogers, 1995, p. 169). The rate of adoption is influenced by prior
conditions, the applied communication channels, as well as by the characteristics of
the individual decision taker, and the perceived characteristics of an innovation
(Rogers, 1995, p. 222).
Communication Channels

Prior Conditions
1. Previous practice
2. Felt needs/ problems I Knowledge
3. Innovativeness
4. Norms of the social
systems

II. Persuasion

III. Decision

IV. Implementation V. Confirmation

1. Adoption
Characteristics of
the DecisionMaking Unit

Perceived Characteristics
of the Innovation

1. Socioeconomic
characteristics
2. Personality
variables
3. Communication
behavior

1. Relative Advantage
2. Compatibility
3. Complexity
4. Trialability
5. Observability

2. Rejection

Continued Adoption
Later Adoption
Discontinuance
Continued Rejection

Figure IV-9. Rogers’ Model of Innovation Adaptation Behavior (Rogers, 1995, p. 170)

In the field of psychotherapeutic research, Prochaska et al. (1992) also applied a stages
model in order to explain how people change addictive behavior. The stages of change
(precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, maintenance) represent a
temporal dimension that allows understanding when particular shifts in attitudes,
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intentions, and behaviors occur. Both, processes for insight (“why change?”) and
action are critical for a behavioral change.
Celsi & Wolfinbarger (2002, p. 64) similarly describe a three stage model of technology integration and suggest that technology is not synonymous with innovation. In
the first stage faculty use technology as a support function of the conventional
practice, in the second “mirroring” stage teaching functions are mirrored by the new
technology. Only in the third stage do faculty abandon the traditional paradigm and
engage with discontinuous innovation and apply technology for novel activities (Celsi
& Wolfinbarger, 2002, pp. 65-67).
The widely cited technology acceptance model (TAM) supports the influence of the
perceived usefulness of a technology and its easy operation on a positive attitude
regarding technology (Lee, Cho, Gay, Davidson, & Ingraffea, 2003, p. 51). However,
the appropriateness of these models regarding e-learning adaptation behavior is
questioned as the adaptation process cannot be reduced to a yes / no or addictive / nonaddictive decision. E-Learning adaptation can take different forms and degrees of
technology integration as well as the adaptation of new teaching practices (Bayer &
Melone, 1989; Hasanbegovic, 2005a, p. 16). Similarly, Orlikowski (2000, p. 421)
emphasizes the study of technology adoption focusing on social practices of a specific
community of users. This view directs researcher’s attention to what people do with
technology in their everyday practice.
Fitchman (1992) reviews empirical research studies on information technology
diffusion and introduced a more differentiated perspective on classical diffusion
theory. He classifies the empirical diffusion studies along two axes (Fitchman, 1992,
pp. 7-8):
− He distinguishes Type 1 and Type 2 technologies: Type 1 technologies are characterized by a lack of user interdependencies and a lack of a substantial knowledge
burden on would-be adopters whereas Type 2 technologies hold user interdependencies and require knowledge.
− The second axis addresses the locus of adoption, individual adoption on one side
and organizational adoption on the other side.
Classical diffusion theory as proposed by Rogers deals with Type 1 technologies and
individual adoption. In all other cases diffusion theory needs to be expanded.
Educational technologies do not fit into a clear pattern as the classification is highly
dependent on the specific technology and the context under study.
Today, most technologies that concern mainstream faculty such as learning management systems might classify as Type 1 technologies. In many instances however, it is
not a question of individual but of organizational adoption. As a consequence no
unitary decision maker exists and organizational decision-making processes,
organizational characteristics, and competitive effects come into play (Fitchman, 1992,
p. 9).
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The stages models also neglect the influence of peers and other parties included in the
system on the adaptation decision. Mergel (2005) studied the adoption behavior of
faculty at a Swiss business school through social network analysis. She considered
four network types that are strongly overlapping: 1) who is giving advice to whom
regarding the use of a newly introduced LMS, 2) who is receiving advice from whom,
3) who interacts with whom at social events (social network), and 4) who interacts
with whom on professional occasions (professional network). Clear flows of
information were detected: Faculty members predominantly interact with their
colleagues in the same department. This is true for both formal as well as informal
interactions (Mergel, 2005, p. 119). Information about e-learning is spread bottom-up
through dense informal network ties and spread top-down through formal advice
network ties. Interestingly, early adopters do not actively distribute information about
their work (Mergel, 2005, p. 120). Similarly, the social information processing model
(SIPM) assumes that attitudes regarding technology are influenced by opinions, information, and behaviors of salient others (Lee et al., 2003, p. 51). The SIPM proposes
that an individual’s media use behavior is a function of a) the individual attitudes
regarding use and individual differences, b) perceived task requirements for evaluation
and use, c) the attitudes, statements and behaviors of co-workers and d) social
definitions of rationality (Fulk et al. as cited in Segerest, Domke-Damonte, Miles, &
Anthony, 1998).
It is understood that faculty adaptation of e-learning is a complex phenomenon. Prior
conditions, individual characteristics, perceived characteristics of the technology, the
way the innovation was communicated as well as organizational decision-making
processes, the influence of peers, and organizational characteristics have so far been
identified as important. Furthermore, adaptation is not a yes / no decision rather it is
important to focus on social practice and accept the relevance of both insights and
action for a successful adaptation.
Many authors observed that the impact of technology on faculty life is not uniform
(e.g., Baldwin, 1998, p. 8). As a consequence, various category systems were
suggested to classify faculty adoption behavior. The most widespread system was also
introduced by Rogers which is based on the distinctive criterion of innovativeness for
adopter categorization (Rogers, 1995, p. 280).
For each group Rogers describes an ideal type and characterizes their approach to
innovation as either venturesome, respectful, deliberate, skeptical, or traditional (Celsi
& Wolfinbarger, 2002, pp. 282-284). In the e-learning literature, many authors adopted
the classification of Rogers (e.g., Baldwin, 1998; Hagner, 2001).
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Figure IV-10. Adopter Categorization on the Basis of Innovativeness (Rogers, 1995,
p. 281)

In this chapter the focus was on the individual innovation adaptation behavior. At a
later point it also needs to be discussed what Martin et al. (2003) refer to as the
absorptive capacity of organizations as a whole.
To sum up, faculty members are the key stakeholders in the successful integration of
e-learning. However, they are not a unified group but represent heterogeneous characteristics and needs. Some are more active or others more passive, some cooperate
intensively on the issues of e-learning and others may pose a threat to the goal of
increased e-learning integration into university teaching. Until now, most HEIs have
not succeeded in mobilizing a larger majority of faculty to adopt innovative practices.
Reasons are manifold and no easy answers are at hand. Not only individual factors are
important to consider, the organizational context needs to be taken into account, too.

4.6

Summary: Stakeholders Affected by E-Learning

The various stakeholders and their stakes regarding the integration of educational technology have been investigated. External stakeholders such as the federal government,
business leaders, peer institutions, the general public, or alumni are affected by or take
influence on e-learning issues. In private research universities this influence is
noticeable but mostly rather diffuse. Thus, it is critical to stay alert and outwardly
focused to detect opportunities and threats related to e-learning developments.
Today, HEIs seem more occupied with internal stakeholders. The work and environment of students, administrators, and faculty is changing substantially through
e-learning. All internal stakeholders at times take an active stance regarding e-learning
issues. However, the largest challenge seems the passivity of the larger majority of
faculty regarding new opportunities offered through e-learning. Context and emergence of these internal mechanisms will be studied next.
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5

Internal Perspective – Constituent Characteristics of
Higher Education Institutions
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As opposed to chapter 3 where the impact of the changing external environment on
universities was investigated, the focus will now lie on the inner working of higher
education institutions and its impact on the external environment. Furthermore, this
chapter (5) expands the view of chapter 4 with a more structural and process oriented
approach.

Management Processes

Core Processes

Support Processes

Figure IV-11. The Internal Perspective structured as in the St. Gallen Management Model

Next, it is elaborated on structuring forces (strategy, structure, and culture) (5.1.)
before a process oriented perspective is taken and the impact of e-learning on core
processes, support processes, and management processes is investigated (5.2). Finally,
the nature of two modes of organizational development, renewal and optimization, are
studied (5.3).

5.1

Structuring Forces

The SGMM incorporates three stabilizing moments within an institution: strategy,
structure, and culture. To secure the long term viability of an institution it is critical to
pursue activities the various stakeholders of HEIs value and are willing to fund. This
requires a regulative mechanism such as strategic planning to make sure an institution
is doing the “right” things. According to Probst (1987, as cited in Rüegg-Stürm, 2002,
p. 60), structures of an organization express everything that features a certain
constancy over time. In this sense structures, such as an organizational structure and
the organization of operative activities, take a regulative function within an
organization and ensure that the “right” things are done “properly”. But explicit
structural determination is not sufficient for individuals of an organization to cope with
manifold wishes, interests, and impulses of the internal and external stakeholders. The
availability of a common mission and culture empowers members of the organization
to manage and understand unanticipated situations and act in favor of the organization.
Culture is constituted by immaterial conventions expressed by common experiences,
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expectations, attitudes, and unwritten rules. The culture of an organization contributes
to the continuousness of a company’s existence (Rüegg-Stürm, 2002, p. 65).
Structures and culture lead to the continuity and routinization of every day activities
within an organization. Well-rehearsed routines contribute to the accelerated settlement of activities, costs, and quality advantages and enable people to concentrate on
central challenges. But routines also tend to result in uncritical behavior and aversion
to change (Rüegg-Stürm, 2002, p. 72). This requires a strategizing process that
questions and regulates institutional activities. Sporn refers to a culture-strategystructure fit as a target dimension (1996, p. 57). A highest possible convergence
between the three elements is a source of institutional strengths.
The integration of e-learning at universities happens in an environment of wellestablished cultures and structures. These regulative elements influence how organizations cope with innovations. It depends on the experiences and traditions of an
institution to deal with innovation whether small pilot projects or an over-all reengineering approach is more likely to be successful. The integration of e-learning will
to a certain extent lead to the definition of new operative processes. New processes
will retroact on the existing structures and culture and lead to the adaptation of these
regulative elements.
To better understand how higher education institutions operate, first existing structures
will be described (chapter 5.1.1), then different higher education cultures are
emphasized (chapter 5.1.2), and the discussion on business models raised in the
prestudy (chapter II) is aligned with a broader discussion of strategic management
practice in higher education (chapter 5.1.3). Counter to the “structure follows strategy
saying”, existing structures will be investigated first as they have grown over time and
are rarely the result of a deliberate process. However, the existing structures and
cultures help to understand the potential and the limitations of strategic planning in
higher education.

5.1.1

Structure

Collaboration requires coordination and the result of these coordinating activities is an
organization structure. From an instrumental perspective, a firm “has” an organization
and is conceived as the totality of formal rules to secure an efficient workflow
(Gomez, 2002, p. 430). Technology use in education is highly dependent on the
organizational context (Orlikowski, 1993, p. 311). Therefore, it is critical to understand the structural environment surrounding the work of students, faculty, and
administrators. Furthermore, investigating the observable structures along which an
HEI is organized seems to be the easiest way to gain a first but limited understanding
of the organization.
In the following considerations, the focus will first lie on the participants in university
governance and decision-making processes, second on the structural aspects related to
teaching, and in a third subchapter specific structural aspects of e-learning mana-
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gement are highlighted. The university governance structures and teaching structures
will be explored on the four organizational levels (system, institution, basic unit,
individual) defined by Becher & Kogan (1992, p. 9).
5.1.1.1 Structural Aspects of Decision-Making within Research Universities
In order to explore the value of strategic planning it is important to gain an
understanding of the current system of university governance and the critical issues
raised in the literature.
According to Gayle et al. (2003, p. 1), “university governance refers to the structure
and process of authoritative decision-making across issues that are significant for
external as well as internal stakeholders within a university.” The main emphasis of
governance research in higher education has traditionally been on structural aspects
such as lines of authority, roles, procedures, and bodies responsible for decisionmaking (Kezar & Eckel, 2004, p. 375). For example, the increasing professionalization
of university management led to more differentiated structures (Sporn, 2001, p. 129).
More specifically, the research on governance includes the constitutional and legal
framework which regulates the relationship between universities and governments, the
structure and processes of internal coordination, as well as the specific role and
activities of an institution’s most senior, strategic committee or board (Middlehurst,
1999, p. 309).
a) The System Level: The Influence of State Agencies
Pelinka (2000, p. 240) describes the American university as a dictatorship within a
democracy whereas a continental European university resembles more a democracy
within a dictatorial state. This statement accentuates the relationship between the
federal government and HEIs. The dictatorship within a democracy corresponds with
the American tradition of the civil society taking on important tasks and the resulting
autonomy of private universities.
As the US education system is the responsibility of the individual states, there are
great differences in the degree of regulation (e.g., regarding the creation of new
programs, determination of tuition) and financial support for public universities. In the
past two decades the amount of regulations in an attempt to hold HEIs accountable has
increased significantly (Volkwein & Malik, 1997). Public universities have been
exposed to extreme fluctuations in public funding (see 3.2).
As mentioned in 4.2.1, several states encourage HEIs to offer online distance learning
as the delivery mode serves the goal to reach out to a larger audience of non-traditional
students in a state.
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b) The Institutional Level: Shared Governance under Scrutiny
“US colleges and universities were built at the institutional level, from
above, by managers; they were not constructed from below by faculty
guilds. The model is of a strong middle level of institutional leadership.
(…) US higher education was a combination of a weak state and strong
institutional management that fostered institutional responsiveness to
various external markets” (Rhoades & Sporn, 2002, pp. 15-16).
American universities are very decentralized institutions. The schools and departments
dispose of significant autonomy and influence central decision-making. Participants in
the institutional decision-making process are the following:
Board of Trustees: In private US institutions final authority generally rests in the
hands of self-perpetuating boards of trustees, which are composed of alumni, donors,
business leaders, or other persons affiliated with the university. These boards exercise
fiduciary responsibility, approve budgets, and appoint and set the terms for university
senior officers. American public (state) universities modify this pattern to varying
degrees. Generally political considerations influence the composition of the board
(Adams, 2002, p. 6). The ultimate authority of such boards is almost never seriously
challenged and can be described as having been a guard of the autonomy of these
institutions (Adams, 2002, p. 5).
President (Chancellor): The president is elected by the board of trustees and oversees
the academic as well as the administrative organization of the university. He or she
takes major responsibilities in representing the institution outside the university,
securing the financial health, and dealing with “big-picture issues” (Franko & IonescuPioggia, 2004).
Provost: As the university’s chief academic officer, the provost has programmatic and
budgetary oversight over all academic activities. The provost gets appointed by the
president and is often supported by various vice provosts, each responsible for a
specific area such as undergraduate education or research. The deans of the schools
and the heads of research centers usually report to the provost (Franko & IonescuPioggia, 2004). The position of the provost was only introduced in the 1950s when the
responsibilities of the president grew too complex (Gittleman, 2004).
It is not uncommon that the president or the provost take leadership in advancing the
topic of e-learning. To be successful, these senior administrators need to collaborate
skillfully with the faculty senate.
Faculty Senate: The internal counterpart to the board of trustees is the faculty senate,
composed of faculty representing the various schools and interests. Whereas the senior
administration is legitimized through legal authority, faculty participation in institutional decision-making rests upon professional authority. Although the senior
administration is elected by the board, the president would not be able to work
efficiently without the trust of the faculty senate (Weiler, 1998).
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What is known as “shared governance” is rooted in the principle of decision-making
participation of all “institutional components”, whereas “the difference in the weight
of each voice, from one point to the next, should be determined by the reference to the
responsibility of each component for the particular matter at hand” (American
Association of University Professors as cited in Birnbaum, 2003, p. 3). Consequently,
the faculty senate as a legislative body contributes to institutional decision-making in
academic (e.g., new academic programs) as well as administrative matters (e.g., fringe
benefits). The senate represents all faculty either as a small body of representatives or
as a full assembly and meets on a regular basis. The specific characteristics vary
greatly from institution to institution. Generally shared governance mechanisms are
more pronounced the more elitist an institution is.
Committee work: As a consequence of the duality of hierarchy and collegium,
academic institutions contain both systems of executive roles and systems of
committees. On the central level, the work of numerous permanent and ad hoc
committees, often consisting likewise of academics and administrators, is designated
to issues of common interest. Committees explore issues later voted on in the faculty
senate. However, the interaction of the executives and the committee structure is often
not clearly designed (Becher & Kogan, 1992, p. 72). Similarly, Tierney criticizes the
lack of clear processes and regulations of shared governance (2001).
As e-learning is a pressing topic on university campuses, it is common that committees
focusing on questions such as an appropriate e-learning strategy or the level of
infrastructure required exist.
c) Level of the Basic Unit: The Decentralized Character of Universities
Research universities usually consist of a number of schools each headed by a
designated dean. Each school integrates of a number of departments representing
related disciplinary subjects to determine questions of common interest. Professional
schools (such as business schools, medical schools, schools of education generally
providing graduate programs) tend to have more independent and cohesive structures
whereas what is often called “schools of arts and sciences” contain a multiplicity of
departments representing a broad range of disciplines.
Becher & Kogan (1992, p. 87) when talking about basic units they refer to individual
departments. Department chairs make approximately 80% of all decisions on college
campuses (Dyer & Miller 1999 as cited in Chang, 2004). Departments usually have an
administrative (head, separate budget), a physical (offices, research labs, teaching
facilities), and an academic presence (academic programs). Research units (labs,
centers) and interdisciplinary programs increasingly cut across traditional departmental
boundaries (Becher & Kogan, 1992, p. 82).
The dean’s primary task evolved into the maintenance of a balance between the
various external and internal demands placed on the institution (Wolverton, Gmelch,
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Montez, & Nies, 2000, p. 26). Although today deans take ill-defined mid-managerial
positions, they are responsible for personnel, budgetary, policy, governance,
development, fundraising, and other oversight functions. Regarding teaching, the dean
takes a liaison role between the central administration and the faculty (Wolverton et
al., 2000, p. 27). Similar to department heads, deans used to be elected from the
school’s faculty and in many instances are not well prepared to the breadth of
administrative tasks to be fulfilled.
Edwards (1999) states that the recent reform efforts led to considerable changes on the
institutional and the individual levels but on the departmental level structures have
remained largely unchanged. His critique targets mainly the fact that unprofessional
management processes and adherence to disciplinary departmental boundaries are still
prevalent in a time ofcross-departmental interdisciplinary research and programs
(mode 2 science). Similarly, Sporn (2001, p. 130) concludes that “the existing university structures through their bureaucratic and collegial nature often hinder collaboration, adaptation and entrepreneurial behavior”.
In US academic departments the administrative leadership was traditionally taken by a
rotating faculty chair moving back to the faculty after a period of service. The tasks of
department chairs are becoming increasingly complex and the limited authority of a
“first among equals” leader lead to a growing dissatisfaction with the direction and
speed of decision-making. The model of department chairs is therefore often replaced
by a model of department heads no longer elected from the faculty but determined by
the dean of the school (Bess & Goodman, 2001, p. 423).
The support of the department leaders is of outmost importance for e-learning to be
installed in a sustainable way since the department generally disposes of the funds and
the influence to make things happen. One needs to note that the differences in
departmental cultures, priorities, and funds in a single institution are significant.
d) The Individual Level
On the individual level, the traditional understanding of faculty career and incentives
have been seriously challenged (Edwards, 1999). For a detailed analysis of the
situation of faculty the reader is referred to chapter 4.3. An individual faculty
member’s participation in the decision-making process has been at the core of the
collegial model of shared governance. Due to the increasing complexity of a faculty
member’s tasks a general trend of decreasing participation in the university
governance process can be observed (Kezar & Eckel, 2004, p. 372).
To sum up, it can be said that the current system of shared governance, as described
above, is widely criticized from faculty themselves, as well as from administrators,
and the public (Kezar & Eckel, 2004, p. 371-373; Lyall, 2001, p. 23) due to
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− the incapacity of HEIs to cope with radical change,
− the inefficient and time consuming decision-making process,
− the dominance of just a few activist faculty with specific agendas, and
− the decreasing participation of faculty in this process.
Birnbaum, however, as cited by Kezar (2004, p. 380) turns against this criticism and
suggests that the work of campus governance systems is not efficient but highly
effective. Attempts to increase speed and efficiency led to reduced faculty participation and less thorough discussion.
Most scholarly work on shared governance investigates structural aspects such as lines
of authority, roles, procedures, and bodies responsible for decision-making (Kezar &
Eckel, 2004, p. 375). However, many researchers come to the conclusion that
structures such as committees or senates are as good as the people contributing to its
work (e.g., Kezar & Eckel, 2004, p. 381). The structures described above only have
limited explanatory meaning if one considers that shared governance follows a rational
process only to a limited degree (see propositions of the political model / the garbage
can model introduced in 2.1).
Although it might be argued that bureaucratic and rational models do not fully explain
campus governance, they may be used to improve it (Kezar & Eckel, 2004, p. 382).
Various conditions have been identified as critical to secure the effectiveness of shared
governance, including the assignment of clear roles to committees and senates, lateral
coordination to secure an adequate level of interaction and communication, reward
structures to incentivize the participation in shared governance, broad consultation
with faculty, trust and accountability of the board that listens to the faculty senate,
agreement on norms and values regarding decision-making, composition of the
governance groups, and leadership (Kezar & Eckel, 2004, p. 386). Efficiency in turn
was found to be directly dependent on the size of the body involved in decisionmaking and on the adequate level of complexity of structures. However, it is also
argued that some degree of inefficiency might enhance effectiveness as it opens room
for unplanned creativity (Kezar & Eckel, 2004, p. 385).
Next, the structural aspects framing the teaching process within universities will be
detailed.
5.1.1.2 Structural Aspects of Teaching (with Technology) within Research
Universities
Teaching and learning has been a core mission of the earliest universities. Until today
the process of teaching and learning has been remarkably stable, however, the
structures of HEIs grew increasingly complex through the process of adapting to the
raising student numbers. In the following, the key structural elements of teaching and
how they are affected through e-learning will be highlighted.
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a) System Level
State authorities limit their role in private higher education to the definition of a legal
framework (e.g., affirmative action policies) and to securing a basic level of quality
through accreditation practices. Public and private HEIs generally seek accreditation
for their whole school to signal a minimum quality standard but also strive for program
specific accreditations, which are quality labels and are only granted to a limited
number of top programs.
b) Institutional Level
On the institutional level there exist elaborate structures supporting the teaching and
learning process. Whereas each university structures these services differently some
common services are prevalent. In figure IV-12 the case of the University of
Michigan-Dearborn, a member institution of the state university system of Michigan,
is highlighted to illustrate how institutional support may typically be structured.
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Figure IV-12. Organizational Chart (University of Michigan - Dearborn, 2002)

The vice chancellor for student life oversees many activities indirectly relevant to
student learning such as
− Enrollment management and
registrar
− Admission and orientation
− Athletics and recreation

−
−
−
−

Career services
Counseling and support service
Financial aid
Ombudsman
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− Academic support and outreach
services
− Student activities and organizations

− Women’s resources center
− University center operations

The provost, also acting as vice chancellor for academic affairs, is responsible for
support services directly impacting the academic work of students and teachers.
Information technology services, institutional research, and the libraries among others
report to the provost.
However, many services particularly on the graduate level are within the area of
responsibility of the individual schools and departments. Due to the emergence of
information technologies structural change is taking place. It causes a convergence of
roles and functions between registry, library, corporate services, production, and
teaching support and student services (Jones & O’Shea, 2004, p. 386). Allan (2002)
investigated this trend and analyzed the impact of e-learning on “library and
information workers” (see 4.4.3). It can be observed that on many campuses
specialized e-learning centers have emerged. Zenios & Steeples (2004) surveyed
British e-learning centers and classified the units into four categories. The first is
primarily taking a service role, the second is acting as an incubator for innovative
e-learning practice, the third is focusing on course development, and the forth is
primarily advancing a research agenda.
c) Level of the Basic Unit
Whereas on the institutional level a broad array of support services have been
established in recent years, the academic schools and departments continue to take
main responsibility in coordinating teaching activities (Collie & Taylor, 2004, p. 141).
Department chairs generally oversee the administering of the curriculum, approve
course changes, and engage in many administrative activities related to teaching
(Edwards, 1999, p. 18).
As mentioned earlier (see 5.1.1.1), the way departments are organized is widely
criticized for causing resistance to change. Jones & O’Shea (2004) observed that the
development of online courses, too, is contributing to the blurring of traditional
departmental boundaries and may threaten the power of department heads. They also
point out the strengthened role of further education and the delicate redefinition of the
status of further education vis-à-vis higher education.
d) Individual Level
Traditionally, teaching has been a faculty activity executed with a high degree of
freedom regarding the preferred content and methodology. As pointed out in 4.5.2 the
environment for faculty teaching has changed due to different developments.
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The introduction of standard student evaluations and its summative weight for tenure
and promotion decisions led to a constant monitoring of the teaching activity of faculty
(Beyer, 1997, p. 155; Wachtel, 1998).
On various campuses, policies are introduced that incentivize faculty to incorporate
e-learning into their teaching. The substantial institutional support of technology
projects also raised copyright issues regarding teaching materials (Hilton, 2001, p.52).
In extreme cases the once highly valued ideal of unity of teaching and research is
replaced with a more industrial model of knowledge production and distribution. A
number of online universities run teams of experts for the development of courses. The
actual teaching is executed by a large number of adjunct faculty. This way a highly
scaleable model is realized (see also Kerres, 2001b, pp. 11-13; Paulson, 2002, pp. 125126).
To summarize, the structural aspects supporting the teaching process on all four levels,
it can be said that on the institutional and individual level universities are in the
process of adjusting their structures to cope with the changing environment. The
effects of e-learning are clearly visible in the emerging structures. However, on the
departmental level (level of the basic unit), where the most important decisions are
made, structural changes have not been advanced for the many reasons outlined above.
As a consequence, there is also limited literature available documenting the role of the
basic units in e-learning integration.
5.1.1.3 Structural Aspects of E-Learning Management
In this section, structural aspects of information technology management are discussed
in general. This focus covers an array of questions directly relevant to the management
of e-learning, which is specifically discussed in the second half of this chapter.
There exist interesting parallels between IT governance in business companies and
academic institutions. Business companies face similar challenges of cost explosion
and employee resistance to new technologies (e.g., Orlikowski, 2000). Accordingly,
the key word “business alignment” is widespread and claims IT operations to be
aligned with institutional priorities (Ross, Beath, & Goodhue, 1994).
The fundamental shift from being an inwardly focused IT specialist to an IT service
provider aligned with institutional priorities requires a new mode of IT governance.
Peterson (2004, p. 8) defines IT governances as the “the distribution of IT decisionmaking rights and responsibilities among enterprise stakeholders, and the procedures
and mechanisms for making and monitoring strategic decisions regarding IT”.
Questions on the appropriate allocation of support structures not only occur regarding
IT support in business corporations. IT support in higher education as well as the
emerging e-learning units face similar challenges.
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A study of the Educause Center for Applied Research on e-learning support, which
surveyed 270 US HEIs revealed that the central support model was the dominating
approach to e-learning support (Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 51). Figure IV-13 illustrates
that some institutions do have department- or school-level support, however, most
institutions primarily use central IT or instructional technology staff to support the
instructional uses of technology.
Other (2%)
Dedicated Instructional Technology
Support Organization (19 %)

Department/ School
(15%)
Centralized IT
(64%)

Figure IV-13. Source of Personnel Percentage of FTEs9 that Support Instructors and
Students for E-Learning (Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 51)

Brooks (2003, pp. 49-50) characterizes four forms of delivering support services.
Centralized support works well for services that must be standardized. Distributed
support services are based in departments and are typically focused on the individual
faculty or student. Virtual services capitalize on existing services but take advantage of
the technology already used by faculty and students such as web sites for distributing
information. According to Brooks, the model of the future is collaborative and of a
multi-tiered structure. Such a model mixes the above mentioned forms depending on
the type of service and the specific organizational circumstances.
German scholars also devote considerable attention to this question. Kerres (2001c, p.
298) for example suggests a distinction between six major organization models (see
also Kleimann & Wannemacher, 2004, p. 122):
−
−
−
−
−
−

9

Creation of a new unit within a HEI
Consequent coordination of the activities of central units.
Merging of existing units into a new unit.
Outsourcing of support activities.
Creation of inter-institutional centers of competence.
Creation of a university-wide coordinated network (decentralized solution).

FTE Full Time Employee
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Zawacki-Richter suggests a similar classification but moreover extends the view over
an individual institution and envisions an outsourcing model or the creation of interinstitutional support centers (2004, p. 175).
To summarize, it is referred back to 5.1.1.1 where the importance of an analysis of
established structures on different levels was emphasized to gain a deeper understanding of the functioning of decision-making, teaching, and technology support in
HEIs. However, the study of structures only unveils partial insights into the inner
working of organizations. Without considering cultural aspects the analysis is only
scratching on the surface. In the following chapter 5.1.2, cultural aspects relevant to
the question under study will be highlighted before the contribution of strategic
thinking is explored in chapter 5.1.3.

5.1.2

Culture

Universities are complex organizations. They lack extensive formalized structures and
only have weak control mechanisms. Consequently, culture as a regulative power
deserves special attention (Sporn, 1996, p. 43). Tierney (1988, p. 5) rightfully states
that the ignorance of cultural aspects within a university is the root of many conflicts.
Cultural sensitive management does not resolve pressing issues such as enrollment or
budgetary problems but it facilitates the decision-making process on finding the best
solution on how to cope with problems.
Whereas in chapter 5.1.1 the apparent structures of an organization were discussed,
now the sub-surface culture not directly visible to outsiders but nonetheless effectual
shall be investigated.
5.1.2.1 Definition of Culture
Schein (1996) defines culture as the set for shared, taken-for-granted, implicit norms,
values, and assumptions that a group holds and that determines how it perceives,
thinks about, and reacts to its various environments.
Culture manifests itself on three distinct levels (Schein, 1992):
− On the surface level, culture can be observed through artifacts which are those
aspects that are easy to be discerned, yet are hard to understand. On this first level it
is referred to culture as the behavior of organization members and artifacts such as a
corporate identity or campus buildings.
− The second level contains the espoused values, the shared norms and principles.
Organization members tend to have a heightened level of awareness regarding these
values. However, they are not directly visible for outsiders.
− Organization members themselves, often are not aware of fundamental preconditions, which form the third level of cultural manifestation. They only encounter
this level when exposed to a new culture.
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Similarly, Beyer (1997, p. 148) makes a distinction between the substance of culture
and cultural forms. Substance includes Schein’s second and third level, consisting of
meanings or sets of ideas, which people come to share and pass on from one
generation to the next. Cultural forms such as symbols, language, and narratives in
turn are the vehicles through which people express, affirm and celebrate their cultural
ideologies.
Sporn (1992, p. 42) classified the function of organizational culture as the following:
Adaptation – the securing of necessary resources.
Achievement of organizational objectives – the definition and realization of goals.
Integration – the coordination within the organization.
Sustainment of structures – the creation, preservation, and carrying forward of an
organizational culture.
Tierney (1988, p. 5), referring to the functions of cultures identifies attention to
cultural aspects as an important managerial task.

−
−
−
−

5.1.2.2 Academic Organizational Cultures
To classify and judge the appropriateness of a specific culture, Bleicher suggests
various dimensions, whereof two are selected as particularly relevant to the further
discussion on academic culture (Bleicher, 2004, pp. 248-263):
− Degree of openness: Organizational cultures vary in the degree of internal versus
external orientation and hence in the degree of how external influences are
absorbed. This is closely connected to the attitude to change and how quickly
innovations are accepted.
− Degree of differentiation: Differentiation is understood both vertically and
horizontally. In the vertical dimension either the leadership takes the lead to define
cultural values or the initiative comes from the basis with the leadership integrating
and coordinating the line of impact. On the horizontal level either many different
subcultures exist or a fairly coherent set of values is shared.
Tierney (1988, p. 8), focusing on academic institutions, proposed a framework for
describing and evaluating various dimensions of organizational culture as illustrated in
figure IV-14.
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Environment:

How does the organization define its environment?
What is the attitude toward the environment? (Hostility?
Friendship?)

Mission:

How is it defined?
How is it articulated?
How do new members become socialized?
How is it articulated?
What do we need to know to survive / excel in this
organization?
What constitutes information?
Who has it?
How is it disseminated?
How are decisions arrived at?
Which strategy is used?
Who makes decisions?
What is the penalty for bad decisions?
What does the organization expect from its leaders?
Who are the leaders?
Are there formal and informal leaders?

Socialization:

Information:
Strategy:

Leadership:

Figure IV-14. A Framework of Organizational Culture (Tierney, 1988, p. 8)

A different approach to academic culture is taken by Bergquist (1992) who through an
extensive qualitative study developed four archetypes of academic culture, namely the
collegial, managerial, developmental and negotiating culture. The collegial and
managerial culture can be traced back to the early days of American higher education.
The collegial culture emerged in the tradition of German style research universities
(Segerest et al., 1998). Its organization members find meaning primarily in the
respective discipline and values such as scholarly engagement, shared governance and
decision-making, and rationality (Kezar & Eckel, 2002, p. 439). The managerial
culture can be traced back to the Catholic college as well as the community colleges
(Segerest et al., 1998). It focuses on the goals and purposes of the institution and
estimates efficiency, effective supervisory skills, and fiscal responsibility (Kezar &
Eckel, 2002, p. 439). The developmental and negotiating culture has emerged more
recently, partially in response to the shortcomings of the collegial and managerial
culture (Bergquist, 1992, p. xiii). The negotiating culture is understood as a counter
reaction to the predominance of managerial values, interpreted by the faculty as an
attack to the values of the collegial culture (Bergquist, 1992, p. 11). It emphasizes the
establishment of equitable and egalitarian policies and procedures, valuing confrontation, interest groups, mediation, and power (Kezar & Eckel, 2002, p. 439). Lastly,
the developmental culture finds meaning in activities furthering the personal and
professional growth of all members of the collegiate community (Bergquist, 1992, p.
5). In the developmental culture the lack of coherence and organization of the collegial
culture is met through a more deliberate planning mode that retains faculty authority
and a democratic spirit. Faculty development, curriculum development, and long range
institutional planning are vehicles of this rather young and idealistic culture
(Bergquist, 1992, p. 92).
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Whereas Bleicher, Tierney, or Bergquist offer classifications to describe academic
organizational cultures, they do not promote specific cultural characteristics. A
different approach is taken by Clark (1998) who encourages an entrepreneurial culture
and Sporn (1996, p. 44) who argues for a strong, strategically appropriate, and
adaptive culture. Such a culture needs to be strong, meaning that a certain degree of
values, beliefs, and attitudes are shared among all institution members (limited
differentiation). According to Bleicher (2004, pp. 248-263), it also needs to be
externally oriented or open to flexibly react to a changing environment. Elsewhere,
Sporn characterizes a promising academic culture as the following (2001, p. 131):
“A culture of mutual understanding, respect and trust, together with more
entrepreneurial and self-regulating norms, can be the basis for successful
adaptation. In this type of culture, conflicts between groups caused by a
push for more market-orientation, new governance structures, or shifting
authority relations can probably be resolved more easily.”
Although, Sporn’s consistent message is the need for an overall integration at a
broader level, she acknowledges the innovation potential of diverse subcultures
(Sporn, 1996, p. 48).
5.1.2.3 The Role of Subcultures
An integrated organizational culture contributes significantly to the successful
functioning of an organization. However, authors such as Clark and Tierney (as cited
in Beyer, 1997, p. 162) come to the conclusion that organization wide cultures exist in
some but not all colleges. Organization wide cultures are more prevalent in small
colleges with a strong emphasis on undergraduate teaching than in differentiated
research universities, the subject of this study.
An important reason for the lack of an organizational culture lies in the absence of
frequent interaction among members of HEIs. Such interaction would be crucial to
reach some level of consensus over cultural meanings and the development of cultural
forms (Beyer, 1997, p. 162). In his study on subcultures, Hofstede (1998, p. 11)
emphasizes the importance for manager to be aware of the cultural variety within
complex organizations. Different types of academic subcultures will be presented next.
a) Departmental Subcultures
Departmental cultures vary greatly within a university. This is largely a consequence
of the disciplinary diversity represented by the individual departments. In chapter 4.5.1
the impact of the discipline on academic identity was explored. The discipline has
been found to be responsible for variations in goal priorities, reward structures, social
and epistemological orientations, and political attitudes (Lee, 2004, p. 607). Lee (2004,
p. 617) investigated the interdependence of institutional culture and the culture of
different departments and located a certain overlap but also great differences. She goes
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as far as to state that departmental cultures may develop completely independently of a
given institutional culture. Many aspects, such as the mutual influence of institutional
and departmental cultures, remain largely unexplored.
b) Diverging Student-Faculty-Administrator Subcultures
Students, faculty members, and administrators are all associated with specific roles.
They tend to interact most often with one another and consequently form strong
subcultures. Beyer identifies a potential conflict between faculty and administrator in
the area of teaching. Faculty do not have expert power in the teaching domain and the
increasing external pressures led administrators to develop ways to control teaching
activities and performance for example by means of teaching evaluations (Beyer,
1997, p. 155).
Ayers (2004) identifies a set of competing values between the academic and IT
cultures and points to an inherent conflict potential relevant to the study of e-learning.
The conflict potential between IT and library culture have been discussed in the
literature since many HEIs are merging IT and library services (e.g., Ferguson & Metz,
2003). Ferguson & Metz (2003, pp. 98-100) also highlight the significantly higher
compensation among technologists than among librarians and observe a gender
dynamic with the majority of library employees being female whereas IT staff is still
frequently being male.
The role of the administration has changed enormously through its rapid growth in
scope and influence and so far it is not well understood how the obviously different
cultures affect the functioning of universities particularly in regard to e-learning.
5.1.2.4 Teaching and Learning Culture
As the successful integration of e-learning not only requires the adoption of new
technologies but also new teaching and learning practices of faculty and students, the
teaching and learning culture is a particularly important component to consider and is
therefore discussed in this particular chapter.
Collie & Taylor (Collie & Taylor, 2004, p. 146), in their study, on how teaching
quality can be improved by applying a learning organization framework, defined
learning culture as (1) processes to promote learning and (2) a climate of openness,
trust, and collaboration to support learning. Beyer (Beyer, 1997, p. 156) suggests that
the representatives of the individual disciplines incorporate different ideas and values
about appropriate methods and goals for teaching their subject and consequently
different subcultures also exist with regard to teaching. Serow et al. (2002) also found
diverse cultures among undergraduate teaching faculty in the engineering and natural
sciences what points to the importance of demographic and generational characteristics
that give raise to teaching subcultures. Beyer (1997, p. 168) concludes that at research
universities, where research identities tend to dominate, only a consistent message
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from leaders at all levels that teaching matters and is vital to an institution’s mission
will motivate faculty to teach. Otherwise, faculty will be susceptible to the cultural
voices emanating from their subcultures, with uncertain consequences for their
motivation to teach.
5.1.2.5 Implications for the Management of E-Learning
Organizational culture can be a major barrier to technological implementation
(Segerest et al., 1998). The introduction of new technologies can force organizational
members to confront their cultural perceptions of the organization, such as the basic
values, beliefs and underlying assumptions that they may not have considered before
(Schein, 1992). Segrest et al. (1998) illustrate that the introduction of distance learning
into university teaching confronts faculty with deeply rooted assumptions such as the
superiority of face-to-face contact for teaching over interaction online.
Kezar (2002) suggests that leading effective change such as the promotion of
e-learning requires to be knowledgeable on organizational culture as well as on various
subcultures. Trice & Beyer (1991, p. 153) suggest elements of cultural leadership that
should assist cultural leaders in creating both cultural innovation and maintenance.
Personal qualities, the perceived situation (of crisis), follower attributions, leader
behavior, repeated success, or the use of cultural forms and traditions are some of the
elements highlighted. Culture sensitive leadership (see also IV 5.2.3.2) may be most
effective on the level of the basic unit. It may be the critical element in impacting the
faculty adoption rates of e-learning.
In the previous chapter, the importance of culture in general, the often limited presence
of an organizational culture within the academic institutions, and the existence of
elaborate subcultures in various dimensions was illustrated. As Sporn (1996) suggests
a form of strategic cultural management, the potential and the limitations of strategic
planning in a university context regarding e-learning integration will be explored in the
succeeding chapter.

5.1.3

Strategy

As found in the prestudy, only few universities approached the management of
e-learning strategically. Not only Sporn prompts HEIs to adopt a strategic “cultural”
management but the concept of strategic management in general is widely debated in
the higher education literature (e.g., Dooris et al., 2004; Rowley et al., 1997).
The author aims at a differentiated discussion of the literature on strategic management
in the academy regarding the introduction of e-learning. The potential and limitations
of strategic management in a university context are investigated and it is more
specifically focused on aspects regarding the strategic management of e-learning.
Lerner (1999) presented a common strategic planning model in a “strategic planning
primer for higher education”. This approach is taken up to illustrate how in the non-
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scientific community the combination of classical top-down elements are combined
with emergent strategies and what common tools and methods are generally associated
with strategic planning.

Mission/ Vision
defined within the framework
of organization‘s philosophy

Gap Analysis

Environmental
Scan and SWOT

Strategic Issues
Benchmarking

Emergent Strategies
Deliberate/ Intended
Strategies

Unintended strategies
due to a learned
pattern of behavior or
unforseen events.

Ongoing Strategic
Programming
Strategic goals, action
plans, tactics

Strategic Learning
&
Strategic Thinking
Figure IV-15. Pragmatic Strategic Planning Process Model (adapted from Lerner, 1999)

In this model the strategic planning process is perceived as an ongoing activity. It
suggests the development of an overarching frame in the form of a vision and mission
statement. Various tools maybe applied to determine strategic priorities from analysis
of external developments (e.g., environmental scan, benchmarking, gap analysis) as
well as from the study of internal strengths and weaknesses and the external opportunities and threats (e.g., SWOT analysis).
Strategies are either derived from this rational decision-making process or are
emerging from unexpected occurrences. Concrete actions are specified and aligned
with the larger directions. This way an attitude of strategic thinking and learning is
adopted.
5.1.3.1 Strategic Management in Higher Education Institutions
Strategic management has been adopted by HEIs with varying success. In the
following, the potential of such an approach but also its limitations will be explored.
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a) Potential of Strategic Management in Higher Education
The strategic management of HEIs has been postulated as an important approach long
before the emergence of ICT. The seminal publication of Keller (1983) initiated the
discussion in the early 1980s, at a time when decreasing student numbers were
expected (e.g., Dooris et al., 2004, p. 7). In these financially difficult times new
methods for efficient planning and organizing were needed. Keller (1983, p. 5) argues
that universities represent one of the largest industries in the nation but are among the
least businesslike and least well managed of all organizations.
Keller emphasizes the importance of strategic planning as follows (1983, pp. 143152):
− Academic strategic decision-making means that a university and its leaders are
active rather than passive about their position in history.
− Strategic planning looks outward and is focused on keeping the institution in step
with the changing environment.
− Strategic planning concentrates on decisions.
The urgency for adapting strategic management practice is expressed by Grotevant
who argues that failure rates appear to be highest in cases where strategic changes are
initiated in response to external events or pressure rather than as a result of proactive
or anticipatory actions by top management (Grotevant, 1998). Managing uncertainty
requires chairs with a more activist and managerial orientation (Bess & Goodman,
2001, p. 426). Frackmann (1989, p. 117) demands research universities to strategically
position themselves by focusing on the following areas: the institution’s mission,
professional offerings, clientele, faculty profile, regional sphere of action, and specific
competitive advantages.
However, not only changing conditions in the environment but also inadequate internal
structures and processes ask for new management practice (Sporn, 1992, p. 58).
Scheidegger transfers best practices from professional service firms (PSF) to the
university. He recommends the creation of a strategy process in order to formulate a
vision and align all operations with their basic strategic intent. Furthermore, a
professional personnel management is critical for success. The selection and development of people are the core competence of both PSF and universities (Scheidegger,
2001, p. 265).
Economic considerations not only penetrate the debate on the management of HEIs,
but also gain more weight in the discussion about the purpose of higher education. In
their educational policy framework, Cheng et al. (2002, p. 21) express a perception
that solely considers economic arguments. The educational system’s main task is to
match the demand and supply of educational services in order to guarantee an
appropriate manpower structure that contributes to economic growth (Cheng et al.,
2002, p. 21). Such a perspective asks for a better alignment of the university education
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with the qualification for professional life. In particular business schools accept this
challenge and more frequently teach company specific content (Bartoelke & Grieger,
2000, p. 82). E-Learning is a vehicle that could contribute in a significant way to the
realization of these goals by its potential of standardization, rationalization but also
individualization of the learning process.
b) Limitations of Strategic Thinking in Higher Education
Strategic thinking has its limitations, not only in HEIs but also in business
management. Sattelberger (1996, pp. 22-24) emphasizes the limited relevance of
strategic plans in reality. He detects a clear gap between planning and implementation.
Strategic planning is overly directed to a superficial rationality.
Some sort of strategic management has been practiced in American HEIs with
different success for many years. The list of critics is long. Their assessment is mainly
based on the negative experiences of many institutions and the low evidence of
positive implication of strategic planning in HEIs (e.g., Dooris et al., 2004, pp. 8-9;
Rowley et al., 1997, p. 40). Birnbaum (2000, p. 2) classifies strategic planning as “a
typical management fad”. He refers to the Webster’s Dictionary, which defines a fad
as “a practice or interest followed for a time with exaggerated zeal” which is
ultimately not widely adopted throughout an organizational system. Birnbaum
emphasizes the ability of HEIs to virtually adopt innovations. Due to the significant
autonomy of subgroups, innovations are often publicly adopted but not implemented in
a way that affects core institutional processes (Birnbaum, 2000, p. 11). Dooris et al.
(2004) state that most of the criticism is targeted at poor practices. In a recent
publication, they conclude that no clear empirical evidence on the efficacy of strategic
planning in higher education exists. Sporn (1992, p. 164) refers to cultural restrictions
to the direct adaptation of strategic management practice to higher education. Strategic
planning can only leave a certain room of alternatives.
The more influence in current reforms the business rhetoric gains, the more impetuous
the antagonists of such an economic take-over appear. As Müller-Stewens & Lechner
(Müller-Stewens & Lechner, 2001, p. 18) stated, strategic management is not merely a
set of tools and practice, but an attitude regarding the functioning and governance of
institutions. As a consequence, the dominance of the business perspective gives rise to
warnings concerning far reaching implications due to the growing business philosophy
in higher education. Gumport (2000) warns that following market needs too far may
lead to losing other dimensions of legitimacy of academic organizations out of sight.
Others refer to the dilemma between fast adaptation to a changing environment and the
preservation of intrinsic values (Askling & Stensaker, 2002, p. 118). The impending
danger of the commoditization and commercialization of education as a consequence
of e-learning clashes with the philosophy of the encouragement of individual
development (Seidel, 1998); (Bartoelke & Grieger, 2000); (Axelrod, 2002, p. 65).
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Michael (1997, p. 129) warns that failure to recognize the fundamental differences
between higher education and the business sector led to frustration on the part of those
who would want to enhance efficiency in the higher education sector. However,
economic considerations have always been important in the university context and the
claim for a renunciation of the economization is utopian. Rather, the freedom of
academic research and economic determinations are two threads of a helix. The
important question is how bridges are built between the two threads (Daxner, 2000, pp.
230-231). One imperative is the consideration of fundamental values framing the
activities of HEIs or as Clark (2003, p. 103) states accurately:
“Leaping over traditional boundaries, entrepreneurial universities have to
worry about the leap too far. However ambiguous and porous, new
boundaries have to be thrashed out, with academic criteria serving as
guideposts.”
Empirical evidence from the prestudy shows that even selected innovative institutions
connect their e-learning activities with a surprisingly low intensity of strategic management practices (chapter II). It will therefore have to be explored in the next chapter
how strategic management practice gains relevance in technology implementation in
various domains and more specifically in corporate e-learning.
5.1.3.2 Strategic Management for E-Learning Support in Higher Education
a) The Lack of Strategic Plans
There exists hardly any literature that deals specifically with the strategic management
of e-learning support in higher education. Business alignment of support can be
difficult to achieve where unclear institutional strategies and priorities prevail. Leaders
need to find processes to cope with rapidly shifting priorities of disparate colleges, and
departments parallel to fast evolving technologies (Pirani & Salaway, 2004).
However, studies on strategic approaches in regard to IT (support) in higher education
and some studies more specifically looking into the requirements for e-learning
strategies give interesting insights into the critical issues and the current state at
American HEIs.
The ECAR10 study on information technology alignment unveils that close to 60% of
Educause member institutions have IT plans. The reasons for the planning activities
are manifold: The better alignment of technology with institution priorities, securing
financial and other resources with the aim to enhance IT service levels are the most
frequently mentioned motivations for planning (Pirani & Salaway, 2004, p. 5).
Chang (2004, p. 6), however, draws a dismal picture on the state of strategic planning
for e-learning in higher education. Even though more than half the campuses have

10 Educause Center for Applied Research (ECAR)
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strategic plans for instructional technology, many of these plans do not have the key
components that an overall instructional technology strategic plan should include.
According to Bates (2004) this has to do with the particular stage of development of
e-learning practice, today. He describes five stages as follows:
1. In the first stage, lone rangers are experimenting with technology individually.
2. In the second stage, lone rangers start to put pressure on the university to provide
help and resources.
3. The second stage is followed by a stage of rapid uncoordinated activity.
4. Only in a fourth stage an institution starts thinking strategically.
5. In the fifth and final stage, a sustainable and high quality use of e-learning in
selected areas or for specific target groups is reached.
Bates estimates that the majority of institutions reached stage three at the end of 2004
what explains the widespread lack of strategic plans.
Another classification of e-learning approaches is suggested by Collis & Van der
Wende (2002). They say that the majority of institutions studied follow a “stretching
the mould” approach meaning that starting from Scenario A (see figure IV-16) they
gradually expand toward Scenario B and C (Collis & Van der Wende, 2002, p. 23).
Where local and face-to-face
transactions are highly valued

Where global and networkmediated transactions are the
norm

In which the institution offers
a program and ensures its
quality

Scenario A
Quality control of a
cohesive curriculum,
experienced in the local
setting (current situation):
The Global Campus

Scenario B
Quality control of a
cohesive local
curriculum, available
globally:
The Global Campus

In which the learner chooses
what he wants and thus takes
more responsibility for quality
assurance

Scenario C
Individualization in the
local institution:
Stretching the Mould

Scenario D
Individualization and
globalization:
The New Economy

Figure IV-16. Four Scenarios of Educational Delivery (Collis & Van der Wende, 2002,
p. 14)

Scenario A reflects a situation in which a university favors on-campus education in a
face-to-face format. The primary task of the institution is to offer high quality programs. However, many institutions consider the expansion to more global activities
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(toward Scenario B) in which the e-learning technology might play an important role.
Similarly, they explore the options of a more individualized curriculum (Scenario C).
Similarly to Bates’ assessment, Collis and Van der Wende (2002, p. 61) conclude that
change in the studied HEIs is generally slow and incremental and coming from within
the institution.
It may be productive to add some thoughts on the consequences of the absence of
e-learning management. Macfadyen offers a broad collection of arguments (2004, pp.
8-13):
−
−
−
−
−
−
−
−

Lack of scalability
Lack of attention to quality and innovation in teaching with technology
Poor response to the need for increased e-learning
Unsustainable approaches to teaching with technology
Poor understanding of cost-effectiveness
Lack of faculty and departmental ‘buy-in’
Failure to consider the institutional culture
Inattention to institutional capacity-building

b) Different E-Learning Strategies
To be able to derive convincing statements on e-learning support it needs to be
recognized that different strategic approaches are described and promoted (see for
example Collis, 2001a; Mouven, 2000; Reid, 1999).
Seufert & Euler (2005, p. 6) suggest that sustainable e-learning initiatives require the
development of clear strategic guidelines. The sustainable implementation of
e-learning requires the consideration of five dimensions, namely didactics,
organization, culture, economics, and technology. Hitt & Hartmann (2002, p. 13) also
suggest a number of key questions to judge the quality of a strategic plan:
− Does the institution have a viable strategic plan?
− Does the plan provide guidance for the use of IT?
− Does the plan provide any guidance for the scope or direction of distributed
learning?
− Does the plan integrate with the institutional budget process?
c) The Process of Strategic E-Learning Management
In the following, two comprehensive models of a strategic planning process are
introduced, one of Turner et al. (2004) and the other of Hoppe (2005). Then insights
from a broad empirical study on the state of strategic planning at Canadian universities
is highlighted and complemented with a variety of studies reporting experiences in the
field.
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Turner et al. (2004, p. 250) identified “the need for a practical model for determining
the strategic and tactical IT plan in support of an institution of higher learning’s
response to the demands of today’s marketplace.” Thus, they adopted the IT advantage
assessment model (ITAAM) to higher education, a model which is derived from
Porter’s five step value chain model (Turner & Stylianou, 2004, p. 252). The five steps
are outlined as follows:
− Access information intensity: High information intensity is an indicator for IT to
provide an added value. Higher education qualifies as a high information intensive
industry and might benefit from applying IT.
− Determine the role of IT in the industry structure: In this second step the activities
of competitive forces are studied thoroughly.
− Identify and rank the ways in which IT might create competitive advantage.
− Investigate how IT might spawn new business.
− Develop a plan for taking advantage of IT.
In their publication these five steps are detailed in 18 sub-steps and discussed in
context of higher education (Turner & Stylianou, 2004).
Turner et al. (2004, p. 271) suggest that the application of ITAAM result in an analysis
that can be used to focus and improve the academic business. It broadens the
perspective of possible “products” to expanded product categories and thus, allows the
broadening of the competitive scope. The model responds to the lack of methods for
strategic planning and offers a granular approach (Turner & Stylianou, 2004, p. 272).
In her dissertation, Hoppe (2005) suggests developing strategic concepts for the application of e-learning primarily for structuring reasons and to reduce complexity. It is
one of the first publications that takes such a differentiated approach to the study of the
strategic planning process regarding e-learning in higher education. In reference to
Müller-Böling (1998, p. 20), Hoppe (2005, p. 65) locates strategizing activities on a
middle level between broad organizational visioning and operative planning processes.
Similarly to Turner et al., she adopts a typical sequence of planning activities known
from strategic management literature (e.g., determination of goals, situation analysis,
development of alternative strategies, assessment of alternatives, and selection of an
alternative e-learning strategy). In each phase she considers the pedagogical,
technological, societal, and political dimensions of an e-learning strategy (Hoppe,
2005, pp. 71-92). The innovativeness is not so much seen in the methodology applied
but in the consequent consideration of financial aspects of e-learning strategies. Hoppe
& Breitner (2005) have promoted the discussion on e-learning business models in
German speaking Europe (see II 2). In the remainder of her dissertation, Hoppe (2005)
illustrates a wide variety of characteristics of e-learning strategies and suggests
methods to assess e-learning strategies from different perspectives.
In her dissertation on the evidence of strategic planning at Canadian HEIs, Stockley
states that only 4% of the publicly available institutional strategic plans target the
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existence or need for an e-learning strategic plan within the larger institution wide plan
(2002, p. 127). She recommends HEIs not to take a standardized approach to planning
but to consider the institutional culture. Still, the process should follow some basic
principles: It should (1) be coordinated across campus, (2) reviewed and revised
regularly, (3) integrated, and (4) functional (Stockley, 2002, p. 58). She summarizes
her insights in recommendations that include (Stockley, 2002, p. 130):
1. Developing a strategic plan that specifically addresses technological issues.
2. Developing a plan that is coordinated across campus.
3. Encouraging cooperation across the campus in the development of the plan.
4. Requiring both top down and bottom up support.
5. Setting strategic result areas that are measurable.
6. Defining result areas that include both the technology and the pedagogy.
7. Setting clear timelines within the plan for development, implementation of the
strategic result areas, and revisions.
8. Ensuring that the final strategic plan is accessible in the public domain.
9. Ensuring a regular revision and renegotiation of plans. The strategic plan should be
a working document for the university, a blueprint rather than a dust collector.
Hitt & Hartmann (2002, p. 13) support many of Stockely’s recommendations; in
particular the need for a specific strategic plan since significant technology initiatives
are costly enough that they should be truly strategic. Furthermore, investments of this
scale need broad-based support and thus, all stakeholders should be engaged in a
participatory planning process. The authors also argue for an alignment of institution’s
strategic plans and its IT initiatives, resources, and management.
Shaw & Zabudsky (2002) stress the importance of planning on organization’s main
stage in order to have educational technology make an institute-wide impact on
teaching and learning.
They summarize the planning process taken by the Northern Alberta Institute of
Technology. After developing multiple scenarios, a broad discussion on potential
visions was initiated and later refined to a comprehensive, achievable, and supported
mission statement. On this basis, a three-year business plan was developed. The
process was designed in a way that departments and divisions had wide scope in
contributing their own strategies to support the strategic directions of the institution.
A similar observation was expressed elsewhere: “At this point, it appears that the
initiatives likely to survive are those that had been established in the mainstream of the
university with a clear mission to help modernize the institution” (National Research
Council of the National Academies, 2002, p. 30).
On the basis of an empirical study among 27 HEIs Korschgen, Fuller, & Lambert as
cited in Drabier (2003, pp. 4-5) formed a number of conclusions regarding successful
IT planning efforts. They particularly emphasize the necessity of a deep understanding
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of an institution’s culture as well as the tight linkage to the institutional budgeting
process.
In a review of the 2003 discussions on the strategic planning context of the activities
of the National Learning Initiative (NLII)11, three characteristics of successful
planning are highlighted (Rickard & Suter, 2003): a) alignment of planning, b)
dynamic opportunistic planning process, c) collaboration. The paper offers some
interesting insights in how a dynamic planning process can be installed and emergent
strategies better included into a top-down planning logic. The approach of Rio Salado
Community College is discussed. The college installed vision forums as a planning
tool. They invited experts to present their ideas on trends in higher education. Then a
team sets out to working out priorities and creating a path. The vision forums have
resulted in a number of planning realities, which in certain instances led to major
initiatives.
Finally, Zawacki-Richter, after investigating the situation of South African, German,
and American HEIs makes a successful development and advancement of e-learning
dependent on a support strategy that consists of top-down and bottom-up influences. It
is a management responsibility (top-down) to establish an institutional context that is
conducive to e-learning including
− a strategic planning process that establishes the goal of online learning and the
commitment of all constituencies,
− the development and maintenance of basic technological infrastructure,
− the development of support structures and services,
− the introduction of a system of incentives that motivates faculty to participate in
online learning,
− the distribution of adequate financial and personal resources (Zawacki-Richter,
2004, p. 242).
Drabier (2003, p. 6) stated that “strategic planning and visioning is essentially about
communicating and building consensus among people, departments, and the many
constituencies of the institutions”. This quote adequately summarizes the reflections
on strategic planning.

11 The NLII continue its existence as the Educause Learning Initiative (ELI) with this transition broadened its
focus from infrastructure planning to focusing on advanced learning through IT planning. ELI Website:
http://www.educause.edu/eli
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5.2
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In the following, a process oriented perspective will be taken as suggested by the
St. Gallen Management model.

Management Processes

Core Processes

Support Processes

Figure IV-17. A Process Perspective within the St. Gallen Management Model

“A process is a structured, measured set of activities designed to produce a
specified output for a particular customer or market. It implies a strong
emphasis on how work is done within an organization, in contrast to a
product focus’ emphasis on what” (Davenport, 1993, p. 5).
A process therefore has a beginning and an end and appropriate inputs and outputs.
The responsible person is called process owner (Osterloh, Frost, & Wartburg, 1998,
p. 32). In this logic an organization is seen as a system of intertwined processes.
The horizontal view on business tasks is a central element of process thinking.
Integrated processes link the procurement of manufacturing inputs to the distribution
of the manufacturing outputs in order to reduce interfaces and therewith connected
coordination efforts. This direct link implies that every process has a clearly assigned
customer. This leads to a motivational advantage since every process participant is
able to see the direct impact of his contribution to the customer satisfaction (Osterloh
et al., 1998, pp. 28-34).
Process thinking at universities is not a new idea. Reichwald & Koller (1995, p. 260)
emphasize its value due to increasing competitive environment and financial
restrictions. The process-oriented perspective enables a holistic analysis and configuration of all procedures within a university. In addition, the coordination of involved
parties and the processes will be oriented to the goals and needs of the learners. It
fosters the competitive behavior and the quality of teaching and research (Reichwald
& Koller, 1995, p. 262). Such a perspective is unusual for universities.
The present study does not go as far as elevating process thinking to the primary
reform conception. But the analysis of processes is seen as a useful approach to
understand the operative functionality of e-learning and the difficulties and risks
involved. Furthermore, an in-depth understanding of organizational practice is an
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essential prerequisite for intelligent interventions for organizational change (Biazzo,
2000, p. 99).

5.2.1

Core Processes

The core activities correspond with the primary activities of Porters value chain
concept (Porter, 1999, p. 71) (see figure II-3). Bieger et al. (2004, p. 63) subsume three
core (business) processes accordingly: the customer process, the “production” process,
as well as product innovation process.
5.2.1.1 The Customer Process: Learning
Regarding the teaching mission of a university, the traditional core customer process is
dedicated to learning at a university. When students meet the specific admission
criteria for a course or program, they are invited to participate in various learning
activities in exchange with the payment of tuition. The level of course mastery is
tested through different assessment activities. Students who demonstrated sufficient
competency receive a certificate that testifies the successful completion of the course.
Unsuccessful students engage in further learning activities or drop out.
Admission to
Course/ Program

Learning Activity

Course
Mastery

No

Yes

Certification

Figure IV-18. The Customer Process – Learning

It is surprising that this core customer process remains remarkably stable. E-Learning
programs to a large extent follow the same pattern as demonstrated in the prestudy.
They adhere to rather traditional business models to secure creditability of their
programs. Substantial changes occur in the way teaching and learning activities are
executed.
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5.2.1.2 The Production Process: Teaching
The value a learner perceives in higher education is generated through activities that
have traditionally been related to the activities of a teacher. Teacher-led education is
perceived by many students as superior to self-study. This is why students are willing
to pay substantial tuition. This has also been the argument of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) for giving away course materials for free on
OpenCourseWare (OCW). The essence of an MIT education is seen “in the interaction
between students and faculty in an environment that invites and supports inquiry and
questioning. OCW makes no claim or effort to encapsulate this on the Web” (Long,
2002).
In a next step, the teaching process as the core production process is analyzed and the
impact of e-learning regarding the change of teaching practice highlighted.
Euler, Seufert, & Zellweger (2006) describe production processes of teaching on
different levels such as on the institutional or departmental level. As the curriculum
development remains largely the responsibility of the basic unit (see 5.1.1.2) the
process is described as follows (see also II 2.2.3.1):
Curriculum
Development

Content
Development

Media
Production

Course
Delivery

Assessment and
Advising

Course
Evaluation

Figure IV-19. The Production Process – Teaching (In accordance to Euler et al., 2006)

A similar classification is suggested by Paulson (2002, p. 126) who depicts the
activities of faculty as designing curricula, developing a course, delivering the subject
matter, mediating the learning process, as well as assessing individual students’
learning.
The focus of the teaching process is the learner’s successful mastery of newly acquired
knowledge. All activities contribute to a quality learning experience. In the following,
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the elements of the teaching process will be explained in detail with a focus on how
technology may influence the elements of this process:
a) Curriculum Development
In the phase of curriculum development learning objectives are defined. The learning
activities derived from these objectives are arranged within a sound curriculum.
Bridges (2000, p. 41) identified competing epistemological pressures on the higher
education curriculum. Many have a direct connection to the developments around ICT:
− Deconstruction of the subject and modularization of the curriculum.
− Cross-curricular “key” skills movements. The use of ICT is frequently mentioned as
a key skill.
− The learning through experience movement.
− The anarchic potential of web-based learning.
Technology has influenced the content of higher education curricula (Middlehurst,
1999, p. 314). Instructional media programs have become popular12 and the need for
better technology skills is taken up by various programs.
Bridges (2000, p. 48) considers changes in teaching delivery to be curriculum changes
as “form reshapes content”. Specific influences are availability of vast arenas of data
in the Internet, the increasing availability of moving images and sound, the
replacement of a linear representation of knowledge to multi-layered patterns, and the
centrality of the learner to multi-dimensional multimedia learning arrangements.
b) Content Development and Teaching Methodology
On the basis of the curriculum the necessary content and methodology are specified
and developed. Schulmeister, as illustrated in figure IV-20 differentiates two types of
e-learning worlds that require fundamentally different content formats as well as
different teaching methodologies. Whereas in the upper left area of the figure the
quality of teaching and learning is dependent on the interactivity of the learning object,
the outcome is predominantly dependent on the quality of the moderation of the
learning process in the lower right area. Kerres (2001b, p. 8) states that quality does
not become visible through the medium but through the resulting concept and
implementation within a specific social context.

12 According to gradschools.com in the Northeastern States alone 46 programs on instructional media/
educational technology are offered. Information retrieved July 7, 2005 from http://www.gradschools.com/
programs/instructional_media_edu.html
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Standard content

Individual
Learning

Learning
Community

No fixed content

Figure IV-20. Fundamentally Different E-Learning Worlds (Schulmeister, 2005, p. 487)

In many cases existing content needs to be rearranged and prepared for a specific
learning purpose. Therefore an important task is the appropriate management and
actualization of existing material over time. It has become easier to actualize electronic
content but there is still considerable effort necessary to keep up with the fast pace of
the knowledge evolution (e.g., McNaught, Burd, Whithear, Prescott, & Browning,
2003).
c) Media Production
Electronic media production is a relatively new step in the value chain since in many
instances learning is conducted, or at least supported, through e-learning channels.
Well-prepared and adequately structured (electronic) course content has become more
important because media take a critical role in motivating and accompanying the
learner during the self-guided learning process (Forneck, 2001).
In the phase of media production, faculty are assisted by specialists and division of
labor is common. Commonly, a team, involving content experts, instructional
designers, as well as (multi)media designers, whose work is coordinated by a project
manager contribute to quality media products (Kerres, 2001b, p. 12). This partial
process of media production is illustrated in figure IV-21.
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Figure IV-21. Media Production Process (In accordance to Kerres, 2001b)

The focus of conventional teaching is primarily on the delivery of a course whereas the
main focus of media didactics is in the conception stage (Kerres, 2001b, p. 5).
The resources required for maintenance of educational media have often been
underestimated. This fact became particularly evident in the context of the substantial
government sponsored initiatives in German speaking Europe. Many projects face
difficulties in sustaining their activities (e.g., Brenne & Pfleging, 2005; Gertsch,
Perellon, & Weber, 2004, pp. 48-50).
d) Course Delivery
Course delivery describes the specific learning and teaching activities. The expansion
of traditional learning environments through technology have led to different modes of
technology integration. The most common classification is according to its degree of
virtualization. Arabasz et al. (2003, p. 29) state that out of the three major “flavors” of
e-learning employed in the United States – fully online, hybrid, and technologyenhanced traditional – the last is the most common. Hasanbegovic (2005b, p. 252)
refers to the limited explanatory power of a one-dimensional classification to
characterize e-learning environments. She suggests the consideration of multiple dimensions such as temporal, spatial, program specific, cultural, and learner specific
dimensions.
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e) Advising and Assessment
Metzger et al. (1998, p. 53) identifies two main functions of assessment activities,
namely the determination of qualifications (summative evaluation) and the guidance of
the teaching and learning process (formative evaluation). The formative guidance of
learners requires an attentive trainer who closely accompanies the learning process.
Salmon proposes a useful stages model of teaching and learning online. Learners move
from an initial stage of access and motivation along five stages to a proficient mode of
online learning in the development stage. In each stage a different mode of support
through eModerators is required (Salmon, 2005, pp. 28-29). Underlying this model are
different requirements regarding advising and tutoring with students in an increasingly
virtual environment if compared with a traditional learning environment (e.g.,
McDonald, 2002; Rossman, 1999).
Today, most learning management systems include web-based assessment tools that
are not widely used in most instances. However, interesting research exists on
computer based assessment such as on the automatic feedback to free text answers
(Pérez & Alfonseca, 2005) or on different technological platforms for summative as
well as formative modes of objective testing (Pretorius, 2004).
Ricketts & Zakrzewski (2005) refer to the considerable pedagogical, operational,
technical and financial risks associated with computer and web-based testing.
f) Course Evaluation
Course evaluation is an important activity to gain insights for further improvements of
the “production process”. Today, there exists extensive research on widely implemented standard student evaluations (e.g., Greenwald, 1997; Marsh & Roche, 1997).
However, other sources of feedback such as peer-feedback, incidental feedback, selfgenerated feedback, or expert feedback could inform the course redesign (Hounsell,
1999). In addition to quantitative data, qualitative data could help to close the gap
between measurement and active change (Wilbers & Zellweger, 2005).
The debate on the added value of e-learning in teaching (e.g., Russell, 2002) as well as
the national funding programs in Europe led to evaluative studies on the use of
e-learning in higher education (e.g., Qual E-learning project consortium, 2004) and
fueled the debate on quality management in e-learning (e.g., Wirth, 2005b).
Evaluation on the use of e-learning is necessary on different levels (e.g., study
program, individual course). Different authors point to the specific evaluation
requirements regarding courses incorporating e-learning such as usability testing prior
to the use (e.g., Hosiea, Schibeci, & Backhaus, 2005, pp. 543-544; Squires & Preece,
1999) or new requirements that stem from the online mode of teaching and learning
(Benigno & Trentin, 2000).

138

IV Context and Concepts – A Literature Review

The “production process” described above has traditionally been coordinated and
executed by individual faculty members. These faculty roles have been gradually
unbundled. Paulson (2002, pp. 124-125) observes that institutions such as the Western
Governors University unbundled faculty instructional activities and assigned them to
distinct professionals. She further explores the scope of unbundling in virtual
institutions and the consequences in traditional institutions for core activities and
beliefs. She concludes that traditional universities have not yet examined the value of
systematically unbundling faculty roles. However, increasing pressure from competitors as well as decreasing resources can be countered through an increasing employment of teaching professionals supporting faculty in different phases of the teaching
process (Paulson, 2002, p. 137).
5.2.1.3 Innovation Process
Bieger et al. (2004, pp. 100-103) suggest considering the innovation process as a third
core process besides the customer and the production process. An innovation is either
a new product, service, or process. For various reasons, most HEIs do not think
systematically about “product” innovation in the area of teaching:
− Education is rarely seen as a standardized product but dependent on the skills and
the personality of individual faculty members. Educational innovation is only
seldom seen as something that might be thought of strategically since a top-down
management approach would interfere with the autonomy of faculty.
− Universities are innovation rich environments also in the area of teaching. The
loosely coupled nature of universities with uncountable autonomous units makes it
difficult to spread successful models.
However, the awareness of service quality and quality improvement plays an
increasing role (Wirth, 2005b, p. 11). The installation of quality management
procedures for example in the form of standard student evaluations have led to a more
systematic monitoring of the effects of teaching activities and teaching innovation.
A need for a “product innovation process” is also expressed by support units (Brooks,
2003, p. 41; McNaught, Phillips, Rossiter, & Winn, 2000, p. 131). The necessity to
flexibly adapt services to new technologies and faculty needs requires a regular survey
of faculty needs and a screening of environmental trends.
In this chapter the core learning process was analyzed first from the student
perspective and then complemented with the teaching perspective. The sub-process of
media production was further explored to better understand how e-learning affects the
teaching and learning organization. In figure IV-22 it is illustrated how the three
processes concur.
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Figure IV-22. Core Processes

The core learning process activities remain largely unchanged even when migrated
into a virtual environment. A massive increase of complexity occurs on the teaching
side. The division of labor as it is already practiced in the area of media production
may also lead to an increased professionalization of the teaching activity and result in
an unbundling of faculty roles.

5.2.2

Support Processes

The work of support groups has been introduced in this literature review either when
discussing the stakes of support units (see 4.4), the structure of IT / e-learning support
(see 5.1.1.3), or the role of administrative subcultures (see 5.1.2.3). However, to be
able to manage the integration of e-learning properly, it is important to be knowledgeable about the operative work and processes of support units. The core interest of
this chapter lies on operative procedures related to the support of faculty in the area of
e-learning.
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5.2.2.1 The Relevance of Support Processes
“E-Learning support is critical, yet complex; it raises administrative,
technical, and pedagogical issues. Its impact spans institutional constituencies: instructors, students, and staff. It requires a coordinated,
institutional effort to succeed” (Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 18).
A support process does not contribute to the direct enhancement of the customer value.
But only support activities enable the smooth execution of the core processes. Therefore, they are irreplaceable and contribute indirectly to the success of an organization
(Porter, 1999). The support organization of the future will be held accountable for
contributing to effective delivery of education and hence contribute significantly to the
core process.
Regarding the integration of e-learning, Hitt & Hartmann (2002, p. 15) prompt leaders
to ensure “that people have the tools and support systems that will empower them
through a comprehensive set of institutional services and functions. Some are
extensions of existing activities, while others may need to be developed.”
Schönwald et al. (2004, p. 31) propose a framework for the design of e-learning
support structures (see figure IV-23). After an analysis of institutional preconditions,
specific support missions ought to be defined from which structures, processes, and
quality management procedures may be derived.
Field of Action 2:
Organisational Anchorage
of Support Structures
- Formation of support units
- Hierarchical anchorage
- Formal definition of
organizational interfaces
3
Analysis of Institutional
Basic Conditions
- Strategic dimension
- Pedagogical dimension
- Organizational dimension
- Cultural dimension
- Economical dimension
- Technical dimension
1

Field of Action 1:
Definition of Support Mission
- Definition of support tasks
- Financial budget
2
Field of Action 3:
Design of Support
Processes
(Inter)disciplinary services to
- overcome barriers of
acceptance through
- flexible access to support
4

Field of Action 4:
Quality Assurance of
Support Structures
- Quality criteria
- Evaluation method

5

Figure IV-23. Framework for the Design of E-Learning Support Structures (Schönwald et
al., 2004, p. 31)
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In chapter 5.1.3.2, the literature on strategic planning regarding e-learning support was
reviewed. The structural aspects of e-learning support were detailed in chapter 5.1.1.3.
In this chapter, the focus is on field of action 3: the design of support processes. In the
following, the scope of e-learning support activities as well as the logic according to
which support system are designed are under study.
5.2.2.2 Different Activities of the Support Processes
Support in the academic area is a superordinate concept which consists of a broad
array of pedagogical activities such as consulting, assisting, enabling, or encouraging
(Zawacki-Richter, 2004, p. 60). Zawacki-Richter (2004, p. 239) distinguishes between
pedagogical support activities that are concerned with technology supported teaching
and learning in a narrower sense and a broader conception that also includes
organizational, economic, and technological considerations.
More specifically, the ECAR survey investigated the current support activities at
American HEIs. It reports that the most important means of communicating with
faculty are either face-to-face workshops or one-on-one meetings (see figure IV-24)
(Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 53).
Face-toFace Classes/ Workshops
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89%
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Synchronous Web-Based Tools
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Figure IV-24. How Respondents Rate the Importance of Communications Methods Used
to Support Instructors’ E-Learning Activities (Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 53)

The study also reveals how the time of support workers is spent. It is estimated that
45% of the time support is spent with technology assistance (25%) and technology
training (20%). 12% is invested in assistance with pedagogical issues such as course
adaptations, 11% in assistance with technology tools, and resource selection. The
remaining time is spent on managing the network, legal issues, or the creation of
e-learning elements (Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 54).
According to Drabier (2003, p. 9), services that must be developed for the online
delivery of education include
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− Internet bandwidth, a campus infrastructure that can carry multimedia and higher
traffic
− Computing support 24/7, electronic mail, online courseware, web, and help desk
− Resources to support faculty in developing and delivering online educational
materials
Representative for the activities of many HEIs, Albrecht et al. (2005, p. 67) describe
the tasks of e-learning support at the University of Hannover-Braunschweig, Germany
to be the following:
− Didactics and evaluation
− Authoring tools
− Multimedia technology
− Information- and communication systems
− Archiving
Knowledge and services have to be delivered through consulting, training, information, and operation (Albrecht et al., 2005, p. 71). Another four term classification of
support services includes technical infrastructure, training, course and curriculum
development, and help and assistance (Arabasz et al., 2003, p. 24).
Schönwald (2004, pp. 37-40) clusters support activities along three dimensions: First,
she identifies different providers of support activities such as pedagogical support,
technical support, or administrative support. A second dimension is concerned with the
“delivery format”. Support services are either standardized or individually designed
and can be delivered face-to-face or virtually. The third dimension points to the degree
a service contributes to fostering acceptance and adoption of e-learning. Support
services either aim at providing information to customers, develop relevant skills,
motivate faculty to become involved, or promote a supporting institutional environment.
5.2.2.3 A Process View of Support
In chapter 5.2.2.2 an array of support services were outlined. Next, a process
perspective on the delivery of support services is taken to approach the inner logic of
support work.
As it has already been outlined several times, the core process of teaching used to be
the sole responsibility of the individual faculty. Therefore, systematic faculty support
and its scholarly documentation look back on a short history. It was only in the 1980s
that more systematic faculty development activities focusing on teaching effectiveness
were introduced and ICT has only gained widespread relevance in teaching since the
mid 1990s (see 4.4.2). Thus, the literature on the operative issues of faculty e-learning
support is comparably weak. It is also presumed that for one researchers do not feel
attracted to study fast changing day to day issues but rather focus on more enduring
themes such as IT governance. Furthermore, clear routines in the fields have not been
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established yet or seem difficult to be described. Hence, the following considerations
draw extensively on practitioner’s reporting.
One of the few description of a support process is from Albrecht et al. (2005, p. 72) on
the University of Hannover-Braunschweig. There, support requests are accepted by a
central unit, which forwards the mandate to the adequate support specialist. From here,
the institution defined two different support processes. Expert consulting is the
adequate mode if the request is clearly defined and can be answered by an expert. The
coaching mode is applied if no quick solution is available and the customer requests
support for coping with more complex tasks. Usually, different support experts are
involved in a coaching process, which is coordinated through an “agent”. Coaching
follows five steps: 1. Analysis of customer needs, 2. planning, 3. development, 4.
implementation, 5. evaluation. The institution is also involved with a wide range of
outreach activities to make their services known in the institution.
In the following, critical guidelines for support emphasized by different scholars are
compiled:
Hartman & Truman-Davis (2001, p. 46) describe three faculty support models – the
lone ranger approach, a boutique one-on-one support model, and a model of systemic
support. They promote an institutionalized systemic support and characterized the
model as being driven through both faculty interest and administrative direction. Such
an approach aims at building institutional capacity for facilitating an increasing
number of faculty willing to become involved with e-learning (Hartman & TrumanDavis, 2001, pp. 48-49).
Brooks (2003, p. 41) demands of (IT) support organizations to constantly adjust the
content of their service and the way it is delivered to assure alignment with the
priorities of the institution. This support model is flexible enough to accommodate
changing technology and priorities, and models services in ways that work for the user
(Brooks, 2003, p. 46). However, the most profound change in successful service
organizations will be the extent to which they collaborate with faculty and local
support workers as well as with other central support units (Brooks, 2003, p. 48).
The demand for a systemic, adaptive and collaborative support model is to a large
extent realized at Stanford University. This institution has been practicing an
interesting mode balancing central and local support. Approximately 20 academic
technology specialists, who have an advanced degree in an academic discipline as well
as expertise in technology, support faculty in e-learning related matters. They reside in
an individual department and they are part of the department’s culture and community
(Engel & Steinbeck, 2005, pp. 142-143). These specialists also contribute to central
initiatives and spend a certain share of their time in the central facility.
Key issues in staff development from an Australian national study are presented to
summarize the discussion on support processes (McNaught et al., 2000, p. 131):
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− The appropriate balance point between centrally provided and local staff development services needs to be determined in each university. Central services can be
more clearly linked to university priorities; faculty or department services can be
more in touch with local needs.
− As technology becomes more mainstream, support services need to be scaled up.
This involves deciding on the level of support that can be afforded and the model of
support that is most apposite.
− A follow-on issue is determining the optimal relationship between staff development and production support services.
− As there are still many professional development providers at most universities,
mapping the services of each provider and ensuring reasonable coordination is
important.
− In times of rapid change it is important that professional development support is
flexible, appropriate, and adaptable.

5.2.3

Management Processes

According to Rüegg-Stürm (2002, p. 80), management processes comprise management activities dealing with the formation, guidance, and development of a goal
oriented organization. He distinguishes between three processes of management
activities: the normative orientation processes, strategic development processes and
operative leadership processes.
Focusing on management activities related to e-learning implementation, the role of
management leadership is investigated in detail in the following chapter. However, the
following elaborations do not follow a stringent process description as it is difficult to
describe management activities in a step by step logic. Rather, it is attempted to
identify the relevant management and leadership activities regarding e-learning
support management.
5.2.3.1 Management and Leadership – Two Sides of the Same Coin
According to Gayle et al. (2003, p. 24), the related concepts of management or
administration focus on the implementation of decisions, while leadership refers to the
roles and processes through which individuals seek to influence decision. Middlehurst
(1999, pp. 312-313) provides a practical distinction for the higher education context:
“In simplistic terms, leadership and governance are concerned with overall
direction and strategy within a framework determined by regulatory
requirements on the one hand and purpose, values, culture, history and
mission on the other. Management and administration involve processes of
implementation, control and co-ordination with particular emphasis on
resource frameworks and structures: human individual and groups),
physical and technological infrastructures, finance, materials and time”.
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Bess & Goodman (2001) review leadership theories regarding their contribution to
explain behavior of educational leaders. Commonly accepted notions on leadership are
as follows:
− Leadership is a social influence process.
− Leadership theories focus on the leader as a person.
− Leadership involves the leader’s concerted modification of goals, motivation, and
behavior of other members of the organization.
Middlehurst (1999) expands this view and refers to leadership as a role, which is
carried out formally by designated holders of positions. Leadership as a function needs
to be performed in different institutional contexts formally and informally. For an
elaborate account on different leadership theories in higher education it is referred to
Chang (2004, pp. 17-43) or to Armstrong & Stephens (2005).
5.2.3.2 Leadership Tasks
Leadership responsibilities may be clustered in four areas, namely setting direction,
empowering people, facilitating collaboration, and developing culture.
a) Setting Direction
According to Gayle (2003, p. 27), it is a leadership task to develop a vision through
extensive and active listening. Middlehurst (1999, p. 237) sees it slightly differently:
“The function of leadership is to assist the institution (and particular parts of the
institution) to identify and evaluate emerging realities, to assess the options available
and to prepare strategies for moving toward one or more scenarios”. In this process
asking the right questions is an important leadership task. Middlehurst (1999, p. 317)
proposes a set of questions leaders ought to ask that reflect a business model thinking
(see chapter II):
− What is the appropriate structure for the university – a holding company with a
collection of satellite businesses, a physical location with a number of virtual
centers, a series of inter-disciplinary networks, a consortium with other businesses?
− Where should we seek our partners – venture capitalists, marketing businesses,
telecommunications businesses – locally, regionally, globally?
− How should we re-configure academic processes – teaching, learning, research and
community service? Should we focus on separation, on integration, do we have
specific strengths and areas of weakness, can we add value to others?
− What kind of curriculum portfolio do we have and how should it be changed? Do
we have niche markets or potential for niche opportunities – do we have the
necessary benchmark information?
− What are the core elements of our business and our core values? Does our current
mission fit?
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− How will we pay for or otherwise acquire the technological infrastructure we need –
and the necessary skills? How will our current staffing profile need to change?
The answers to these questions constitute a clear vision. On this basis leaders “begin
implementing such visions in specific institutional structures by aligning vision and
agreed priorities with a clear operational plan. A good leader is essential for
facilitating the sifting out of contending views, for sharpening focus, and for creating
the conditions for such alignment to take place” (Gayle et al., 2003, p. 27).
b) Empowering People
According to Ramsden (1998, p. 254), effective leadership consists of two elements.
“Can he or she enable average people to do excellent things? Can he or she help these
people address change enthusiastically and energetically?” This is in line with a
leadership understanding of an organized anarchy model. Presidents and other
institutional leaders serve primarily as catalysts. They channel activities in subtle ways
and facilitate an ongoing process (Baldridge, 1983, p. 38).
Leadership in a collegial model is highly distributed (Downey, 2001). Accordingly,
not only the president and senior administration take leadership responsibility but also
deans and department chairs (see 5.1.1.1). Chang (2004, p. 149) identified a significant
relationship between departmental leadership style and the level of faculty e-learning
integration as well as with the level of administrative support.
c) Facilitating Collaboration
Collaboration has been a recurrent topic in an essay collection on “leadership, higher
education, and the information age” (Regenstein & Dewey, 2003, p. 7). Drabier (2003,
pp. 6-8) praises leadership through collaboration as the new style of IT leadership. The
IT department has lost its position as a single campus expert. Today’s campuses
include many “pockets” of technology with their own “experts”. Responsibility on IT
must be shared among all of the constituents. The new IT leader is more collaborative
than authoritative and listens to the campus constituencies and articulates a collective
IT vision for the campus (Drabier, 2003, p. 8). Critical to the success of the IT
organization is the constant dialogue with the user community as well as an ongoing
discussion at the highest levels (Brooks, 2003, p. 48).
d) Cultural Leadership
A cultural approach to leadership complements a dominant understanding of
instrumental leadership and instead of instrumental consequences emphasizes the
leader’s influence of the understandings and networks of meanings that others hold
and express through their actions (Trice & Beyer, 1991, p. 150) (see 5.1.2.5).
According to Kempner, in his study on community college presidents, cultural leaders
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are capable of recognizing cultural differences, hearing the voices of diverse groups,
and promoting institutional dialogue (Kempner, 2001, p. 380).
5.2.3.3 Management for Coordination
Not only IT leadership has become more collaborative, teaching has grown from an
autonomous faculty responsibility into a complex task involving a number of teaching
experts. On the operative level, the need for coordination requires leadership on the
part of the support staff but most of all sound management processes.
In face of the growing complexity of teaching with technology, Spector (2001, p. 29)
illustrates the need for management for coordination:
− The constructivist learning paradigm as well as the technology increases the
complexity of the design enterprise.
− An instructional designer is involved in a variety of tasks. He / she may interact
with managers, with people performing training tasks, with subject experts, with
system specialists, and so on.
− It is rare to find one individual who can perform all of these different activities or
who would have the time to perform them all on a large-scale effort or for several
projects.
− Another aspect of instructional design complexity concerns the ill-structured nature
of goals and requirements. It is rare to find a client who has well-articulated goals
and requirements for a learning environment or instructional system.
Management in this context requires effective communication, coordination, and
control processes.
Often, e-learning integration takes the format of a temporary project not well aligned
with the standard processes (Wirth, 2005a). Schönwald (2005) discussed higher
education specific challenges to the management of e-learning projects: First, she
points to the problem of unclear objectives and recommends the definition of clear
milestones. Second, she highlights the dependency of the project organization from the
hierarchical structures within departments. It is important to involve relatively
powerful constituencies to secure the long term viability of the project. Third, the
interdisciplinary nature of e-learning projects is often not reflected in the project team.
Support workers take an important role in integrating complementary perspectives.
Fourth, although pedagogical objectives are driving most e-learning projects in higher
education, it is critical to emphasize the economic viability of a project. It is critical
that in the long run e-learning projects are integrated into the standard processes and
become part of the daily business.

5.3

Modes of Organizational Development – Optimization and Renewal

As it was illustrated in chapter 3, HEIs are exposed to a fast changing environment. In
this chapter, two different modes of organization development, as suggested by the
St. Gallen Management Model, are discussed.
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Management Processes

Core Processes

Support Processes

Figure IV-25. Modes of Firm Development within the St. Gallen Management Model

It may be stated bluntly that in the current environment change is the only remaining
constant. In this context the term of change management has become popular. Also
HEIs should become more adaptive to change (e.g., Cameron, 1984; National
Research Council of the National Academies, 2002, p. 22; Sporn, 1999). Similarly, the
developments in e-learning challenge HEI leaders and ask for responsive behavior
(Hitt & Hartman, 2002).
In the following, it will be explored how change may be understood and managed in
the higher education environment. The disciplines of strategic management and
organizational behavior meet in studying issues of change.

5.3.1

Why Change in Higher Education is Difficult

Universities are among the most stable organizations in our societies. Today, 10 years
into the e-learning age, educational technology has only made modest inroads in
changing the way of teaching and learning in universities (Zemsky & Massy, 2004).
Before setting out for further elaborations on how to change, it is important to stop and
bring together all threads that help to understand why change in higher education
teaching has been so difficult.
As a consequence of the fast and fundamental change in the external environment (see
chapter 3) many voices demand HEI to be more adaptive to their environment (e.g.,
Sporn, 2001). In fact, HEIs are predominantly inwardly focused and their stability may
be explained through the existing structures, cultures, and strategies.
Hanna (2000, p. 26) referring to Stinchcombe (1965) states that it is difficult to change
social, cultural, and technical features that were imprinted in universities at a founding
time in which the environment was relatively stable. Structures (see also 5.1.1) such as
the loose coupling within HEIs and the shared decision-making structures that make it
difficult to reallocate substantial amounts of resources contribute to an inherent
stability of these institutions (Drabier, 2003, p. 4).
However, HEIs are characterized by a limited number of structures and strong cultures
(see 5.1.2). Young researchers are socialized in well established disciplinary cultures.
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These subcultures are strong but highly fragmented. The predominance of the research
identity leaves teaching in a subordinate role. This is why changes in teaching are
particularly difficult to achieve.
In a corporate environment “strategy” is seen as a major driving force for change. As it
is outlined in chapter 5.1.3, effective strategic planning in a university environment is
difficult to achieve as academic leadership is often of a more symbolic nature and
lacks the necessary resources and power.
As fundamental change in most institutions is not feasible, faculty lack compelling
reasons to buy into a relatively disruptive way of teaching (Geoghegan, 1994) since
they face structural and cultural barriers that stop innovative teaching practice (see
4.5).
Being aware of the enormous challenge to initiate change in higher education teaching,
the question of how planned change might be facilitated is nevertheless pursued.

5.3.2

Methods of Planned Change

At the core of the following considerations is planned change. Extreme views that
perceive change as accidental are not further pursued. More moderate positions that
acknowledge the contextual constraints seem more productive. In this line, various
authors discuss the value and differences of incremental (substitutionalist) versus
fundamental (transformationalist) change strategies (e.g., Grotevant, 1998; Kezar,
2001, pp. 16-17; Müller-Stewens & Lechner, 2001, pp. 387-392; Westera, 2004).
Based on the work of these authors the conceptual ideas are presented in table IV-2
and its relevance for higher education is discussed subsequently.
Table IV-2
Differentiation of Transformationalist and Substitutionalist Change Strategies

Fundamental
Principle
Scope of
change
strategy

Type of
Change
Locus of
control

Transformationalist Change
Strategies
Dramatic jump (discontinuity)

Substitutionalist Change Strategies
Little steps (increments)

Radical and integral strategy of
change, which considers
a) technological change,
b) pedagogical change, and
c) organizational change

Instrumental, incremental and long-term
focused
Moderate strategy of change, which
aims at cautiously substituting common
methods, tools, and technologies by
new ones, without affecting the existing
functions and patterns.

Cultural

Cultural / structural

Top-down approach is found to be
necessary in order to manage and
control the organizational
transition.

Innovation is considered bottom-up and
decentralized,
Relying on the enthusiasm and initiatives of educational staff members
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Transformationalist Change
Strategies
Procedure redesign
Business process redesign
Second-order change:
Transformational change; the
underlying values, mission,
culture, functioning processes,
and structure of the organization
change
Multidimensional (many aspects
of the organization change)
Multilevel (individuals, groups,
and the overall organization
change)
Seems irrational because the
change is based on an unfamiliar
logic or worldview
Involves double-loop learning
(examining and altering
mismatches in governing
variables, which are preferred
states that individuals strive to
satisfy); and to result in a
paradigmatic shift

Substitutionalist Change Strategies
Organizational development, TQM,
Kaizen
First-order change:
Involves minor adjustments and
improvements

Improvements in one or a few
dimensions of the organization
The organization’s core is not changed

Fundamental values remain unchanged

Involves single loop learning
(allows the organization to carry on its
present policies or achieve its present
objectives)

Although the above described differences are fundamental, substitutional change and
transformational change strategies are not to be understood as mutually exclusive
(Grotevant, 1998). The decision on either strategy is dependent on the nature of the
innovation and various contextual factors.
Toffler suggests that significant organizational change only occurs when organizations
are exposed to enormous external pressures, when some people inside the organization
are strongly dissatisfied with the existing order, and when a coherent alternative plan,
model, or vision exists (1985, p. 14). The choice of change strategies as a consequence
of e-learning is dependent on the favored teaching paradigm and the attitudes
regarding technology.
Proponents of transformational change strategies tend to question the primacy of
classroom teaching and represent technology-optimistic attitudes (Westera, 2004,
p. 510). For McCredie (2003, p. 19), for example, it seems certain: “the teaching and
learning dimensions of higher education have yet to be transformed”.
So far, most HEIs seem to adopt substitutional strategies, while preserving existing
pedagogical patterns. Technology is thus considered a mere supplement to conventional teaching (Westera, 2004, p. 504). Westera (2004, p. 504) doubts if in the long
run such an approach can be maintained without fundamentally changing the model as
it causes a substantial increase in workload and costs.
Clark (2003) has been a proponent of incremental change in higher education. The
building of structural capability and cultural climate takes time and is gradually
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fashioned as institutional action requires faculty approval and involvement (Clark,
2003, p. 111). To sustain change, Clark (Clark, 2003, p. 115) further suggests, this
incrementality has to be kept upright and a steady state regarding change needs to be
established.
In this discussion it is wise to keep Kezar’s warning in mind. She is advocating
resistance to change as a healthy response. Universities are important social institutions that maintain timeless values. They should be resistant to change that would
endanger these values. Knowledge on change processes should be used to resist
change as well as to encourage it (Kezar, 2001, p. 8). Such a position may not be
confused with passive behavior. Müller-Stewens & Lechner (2001, p. 377) state that
change management means to influence organizational change processes that take
place anyway.
Next, more specific approaches and methods regarding planned change will be
investigated. Traditionally, this has been the field of organizational development and
more recently the term change management gained popularity. Warren et al. (1999)
explore the relationship between change management and organizational development.
“Organizational development (OD) principles and techniques are experiencing a
renaissance, thanks to the growth of the field of change management” (Quinn as cited
in Worren et al., 1999, p. 274). OD is a planned, systematic process in which tools and
methods of applied social sciences are introduced to improve organizations and shape
them more effectively (French & Bell, 1990, p. 16). OD relies heavily on concepts
from the behavioral sciences, primarily from psychology. It is a long-term and
continuous effort that largely focuses on human relations variables. Typically,
interventions are targeted on the micro level (Worren et al., 1999, p. 276). OD theories
generally focus on individual skills and attitudes with little regard for the role of
structures and systems (Worren et al., 1999, p. 277) and it aims at improving both the
quality of life of individuals as well as organizational functioning and performance
(Schmuck & Runkel, 1994, p. 5).
The field of change management in turn has been influenced by business consulting
practice. Its definition is broader than that of OD in that it includes a wide range of
intervention strategies. Change management is seen as only one component of a larger
organizational change effort in combination with the redesign of strategy, business
processes, and technology (Worren et al., 1999, p. 277). The most fundamental
difference is apparent in the intervention strategies applied. OD focuses on change
motivated from within the organization; it is about the change of individual attitudes
(Cameron, 1984, p. 123). In turn, change management holds the attitude that changes
in both structure and human process are necessary to effect attitude and behavior
change (Worren et al., 1999, p. 274). Change management practice tends more toward
transformationalist strategies whereas OD is closely connected to substitutionalist
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approaches. However, in more recent works OD scholars have focused on
transformationalist methods (French, Bell, & Zawacki, 2005, p. vii).
In both conceptions interventionists play a critical but different role. Whereas the
classical OD practitioner is an individual neutral process consultant, change
management consultants often work in teams consisting of people with complementary
skills from within and from outside to the institution (Worren et al., 1999, p. 278).
Bartunek studied what happens to the identity of change agent groups over time in
educational organizations (2003). She particularly emphasizes the complex relationships between change agents and stakeholders that are recipients of the change effort
(Bartunek, 2003, p. 232).

5.3.3

Experience Based Reports on E-Learning Change

These insights from research on planned change may be complemented with experience based reports in the field of e-learning change.
Laudon & Laudon specify factors that are crucial for creating a successful implementation process (as cited in Keller & Cernerud, 2002, p. 65):
− Management support
− User participation
− Degree of complexity and risk according to the new technology
− Role of project management in the implementation process.
Scott (2003) suggests eight lessons learned on educational improvement and innovation wherefrom the most interesting are reproduced as follows:
− Change does not just happen but must be led. In this process it is important to set
priorities for improvement.
− Change is not an event but a complex learning and unlearning process.
− It is important to include administrative and support staff into the action team as
improvements often include enhancements in the underpinning system.
− Successful change processes involve well-appropriate and best-positioned people as
change agents.
To summarize the elaborations on different modes of organizational development, it
needs to be recognized that depending on the organization theoretical underpinning,
people hold different beliefs on the deliberate change of organizations. Two modes of
fundamental and incremental change strategies are discussed in the literature. HEIs
tend to choose incremental strategies. However, various authors claim that a more
fundamental paradigmatic change is necessary to exploit the potential of e-learning.
For this, methods of organizational development shall be embedded in a larger change
management effort that is integrated with strategic management, business process
redesign, and technology management. Reports from practitioners emphasize the
human element to achieve successful change.
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Summary: Managing E-Learning Support in
the 21st Century

In this final chapter of the literature review a brief review of the most relevant insights
will be presented regarding the underlying research questions. As a consequence of the
findings of the prestudy, the research questions were specified and are taken up as
follows:
4a) What factors influence faculty behavior regarding the integration of e-learning
into their teaching?
Faculty members are the most affected and most influential stakeholders in the
e-learning venture (see 4.5). However, as found in the prestudy, the passivity of a
larger majority of the faculty regarding the opportunities offered by e-learning
hampered the realization of second-order change and the exploitation of the highly
praised premises of the technology. No mono-causal relationships exist that would
explain the behavior of faculty regarding e-learning. Although individual characteristics are relevant and classifications of adopter categories may help to design
initiatives for specific groups, contextual factors need to be considered.
Therefore, the history of American higher education, the current social, economic, and
technological trends, and more specifically the inner working of HEIs has been
presented in this literature review to gain a deeper understanding for the greater
context in which faculty make decisions including the structural aspects of teaching
and learning (see 5.1.1.2) and the specific cultures faculty are immersed in (see 5.1.2).
Much is said about faculty in general, however there is only scarce research on how
faculty at traditional research universities cope with the emerging challenges related to
e-learning. It will be interesting to compare the situation and reaction of faculty across
different institutions.
4b) How can support units contribute to a sustainable integration of e-learning?
The emergence of e-learning support and of faculty support in general is relatively
new and the vast majority of literature stems from case study reports not
systematically tied into the existing body of literature. An increasing number of
professional administrators in the field of IT, faculty development, or e-learning has
substantially changed the scope and role of the administration (e.g., Rhoades & Sporn,
2002). At certain institutions an unbundling of faculty roles has also led to a
professionalization of teaching (Paulson, 2002) in which administrators take an
important role for example in the area of media production (see 5.2.1.2). A number of
publications are available that refer to the activities of e-learning support (see 5.2.2.2).
Only limited insights exist into the inner logic of support and how the work of these
units shall be structured and coordinated (see 5.2.2.3). Whereas academic identity is a
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widely discussed research area, the notion of administrative identity has not been
introduced into the discussion yet.
It is important to investigate what appropriate support initiatives are, who ought to
provide support and how these activities may be coordinated. It is a goal of this
research to gain insights into difficulties and best practice of selected American
research universities. Although the focus is on e-learning support, the investigation of
these questions will shed light to other areas of support, such as research support, and
technology transfer.
4c) How could strategic thinking guide the work of support units regarding a
sustainable integration?
The motivation of this third question is the insight from the prestudy that a coordinated
and strategic approach in regard to e-learning is often lacking. As it has been
demonstrated in this literature review, the notion of strategic planning within a
university context is discussed ambivalently (see 5.1.3.1) and change is difficult to
achieve (see 5.3.1). In many instances strategic plans exist but do not seem to affect
the day-to-day activities. Practitioners mainly provide insights into strategic management regarding IT planning and some also specifically focus on e-learning (see
5.1.3.2). They emphasize the difficulty to reach business alignment where no clear
institutional strategies exist. Bates (2004) and Collis & Van der Wende (2002)
describe implicit approaches of universities regarding ICT integration and conclude
that most research universities are “stretching the mould”.
It is the ultimate goal of this empirical study to identify elements of strategic management regarding e-learning support that contribute to a successful enhancement of
teaching and learning in higher education. Most of all, the empirical study shall unveil
to what questions an e-learning support strategy shall provide answers to. And more
specifically how can strategic thinking provide an environment that enables effective
and efficient support.
In figure IV-26 a model of McNaught (2003) is displayed, which illustrates the
relationship between the three questions under study. The keywords in the model are
exemplary but by no means complete. At the core of the research process is the issue
of e-learning adoption through faculty (research question 4a). Research question 4b
refers to the contribution of support to the sustainable adoption, whereas question 4c is
concerned with strategic planning issues regarding e-learning. As it was outlined in
5.1.2 various cultural dimensions within support but also on the institutional level play
a significant role.
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Figure IV-26. Themes and their Relationships affecting the Adoption of E-Learning (In
accordance to McNaught, 2003, p. 289)

The empirical study will provide an added value to the reader in two ways. First, a
detailed account of three case study institutions will be provided (chapter V). Then
from this data basis the author generates a grounded theory through cross-case analysis
and derives more general insights that might be applicable also to other contexts (see
chapter VI).

V

Findings from the American Context

1

Introduction

This chapter presents the findings from the extensive empirical work collected from
three research universities, namely the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT),
Northeastern University (NEU), and Tufts University (Tufts). As described in the
research strategy chapter (chapter III) and as illustrated in figure V-1, the within case
analysis of all three case studies will first be presented. These data serve as a rich basis
for cross-case analysis and the development of a grounded theory in chapter VI.
Survey at 8
American
Universities

Comparison
Data
collection

Research
questions

Data
analysis

Sampling
Comparison

MIT (Phase I)

Grounded
Theory

Case 3 Tufts University

Case 1 MIT (Phase II)
Data
Data
collection analysis

Data
analysis

Data
collection

Data
collection

Sampling
Comparison
Data
analysis

Case 2 Northeastern Univ.

6-8/2003

9/2003-2/2004

4/2004
1-3/2004
2-3/2004

Figure V-1. Circular Research Design (In accordance to Flick, 2000, p. 61)
The detailed accounts of the three cases presented in this chapter provide value to the
reader by itself. An in-depth description of a case offers material with which to learn
and to derive conclusions for one’s own work.

A central theme of this study is the interplay between conditions influencing the
faculty behavior, e-learning support activities and the mode of strategic management
regarding e-learning. In order to understand the current set-up of a case it is also
important to provide some contextual information. The presentation of the cases in the
chapters 1 to 3 follows a similar structure outlined in figure V-2.
Part 1:
Rationale of the
Case

Part 2:
Characteristics
of the Institution

Part 3:
Teaching and
Learning at the
Institution

Part 4:
Support Organization and
Coordination
Mechanisms

Faculty
Behavior

eLearning
Support

Figure V-2. Organization of Case Study Reports

Part 5:
Emergence of
eLearning

Part 6:
The Role of
Strategic
Planning

Strategic
Planning
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First, this case study will support why the particular institution is an interesting case
for this research. Background information about the university is provided in the
second part. In part 3, the teaching and learning activities and cultures are described in
order to provide insights into the conditions surrounding faculty work at the specific
institution. Fourth, the e-learning support organization and the coordination of the
individual groups are presented. In part 5, the history of e-learning at the institution is
briefly investigated to better understand the activities regarding strategic e-learning
planning that are discussed in part 6.

2

Case Study 1 – Massachusetts Institute of Technology

The author began her empirical work with investigations at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT) with a fairly broad focus. On the basis of these initial insights,
she selected two more cases to expand the initial findings with a more specific
perspective. The report on MIT will follow the structure outlined in figure V-2.

2.1

Rationale of the Case

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology located in Cambridge, Massachusetts is a
university diverging from the average higher education institution due to its elite
character as one of the top research universities worldwide, its nature as an institute of
technology, its private character, and its development as a land-grant university in the
mid-1900s. This university was chosen as a starting case study for several reasons:
− MIT, as an institute of technology, seems to be naturally devoted to the use of
technology in education. The institute faculty, staff, and students hold a high level
of technology competence that led to many interesting e-learning initiatives across
campus.
− The study of the development of MIT’s e-learning support structures is promising
since the first institute-wide e-learning initiative dates back to 1983, when the large
scale Athena project was initiated (Champine, 1990). It is possible to describe
different stages of e-learning development; accordingly, different efforts to establish
adequate support structures for students and faculty can be traced back.
− In 1999/2000 MIT founded a Council for Educational Technology and underwent a
thorough strategic planning process. The result was a number of groundbreaking
initiatives such as OpenCourseWare13 and the iCampus initiative14. It is particularly
interesting to study the process four years later and take stock of how the strategic
planning process affected the uses of educational technology at MIT.

13 OpenCourseWare http://ocw.mit.edu
14 iCampus http://icampus.mit.edu/
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− Finally, the excellent access to the institution was another important criterion. The
author spent a whole year (2003/04) as a visiting student working at the MIT Center
for Educational Computing Initiatives15.

2.2

Characteristics of the Institution

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology is a Research I University16 that was
founded in 1865 with a main emphasis on engineering education.
Table V-1
Characteristics of MIT
Description
Item
Founded
1,865*
Enrollments (2004-2005)
4,136 / 6,184*
undergraduate (UG) / graduate (G)
Faculty body (October 2004)
983 faculty of all ranks*
Ranking. National Universities: Top Schools
7**
UG Tuition and Fees (2005-2006)
32,300 USD*
Endowment (Fiscal Year 2003-2004)
5,865,212,000 USD***
Note. Information retrieved from *(MIT Reference Publications Office, 2005), **(US News &
World Report, 2005), and ***(The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2004)

Today, the institute consists of a large school of engineering (40% of UG enrollment),
the school of science (e.g., biology, chemistry, mathematics, and physics), and the
school of architecture and planning. The school of humanities, arts, and social sciences
was strengthened after the Second World War when the necessity of a more rounded
education was understood. The rapid growth of the Sloan School of Management
(1000 graduate students) is a recent phenomenon. As a consequence, today more than
half (6000) of the 10’000 students are graduate enrollments. In addition to the five
schools illustrated in figure V-3, the Whitaker College of Health Science and
Technology is an MIT - Harv ard joint initiativ e and for 30 years has been promoting
cross-disciplinary research in the health sciences.
v

v

v

v

v

v

v

v

v

v

v

v

v

v

15 Center for Educational Computing Initiatives http://ceci.mit.edu
16 According to the Carnegie Classification extensive research universities are defined as following: “These
institutions typically offer a wide range of baccalaureate programs, and they are committed to graduate
education through the doctorate. During the period studied, they awarded 50 or more doctoral degrees per
year across at least 15 disciplines” (The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2000).
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Figure V-3. MIT Schools

Overall, 41% are female undergraduate enrollments while one third of all graduate
students are women. For the relative small siize of 10’000 students, the MIT faculty
body counts the high number of 983 members. This number expresses the emphasis on
research in an impressive way.
As illustrated in figure V-3, the institute’s chief executive officer is the president. The
provost, chancellor, executive vice president, and the vice president and secretary of
the Corporation report directly to the president. The Institute’s board of trustees,
known as the Corporation, includes approximately 75 distinguished leaders in
education, industry, science, engineering, and other professions.
MIT Cooperation
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Provost

Chancellor

Executive VicePresident (VP)

Dean Graduate
Students

VP Research & Associate Provost Whitaker
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Human Resources

Dean Undergraduate
Education

Associate Provost

Vice President for
Information Services

Dean Student Life

Associate Provost
Arts

Vice President for
Resource Development

Dean‘s of
the six Schools

....

Director Libraries

Figure V-4. MIT Governance Structure (Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2005)

2.3

Teaching and Learning

In the following section, the characteristics of MIT undergraduate and graduate education as well as teaching practices are described.

2.3.1

Undergraduate Education

MIT welcomes around 1000 freshmen every year that are on average 18 years old and
who are required to live on campus. Prior to their arrival on campus, they have passed
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a rigorous admission process, since MIT is one of the most selective universities in the
United States.
In order to graduate from MIT with a bachelor’s degree, students have to fulfill the
General Institute Requirements (GIR), which is a set of mandatory courses applying to
all MIT students independent of the selected program. This core curriculum takes
about half of an undergraduate’s time in college. The GIR consist of 17 courses over
four years of study, wherefrom six are fundamental science courses such as calculus,
physics, math, chemistry, and biology. Eight courses need to be selected from the field
of humanities, arts, and social sciences. Smaller parts of the GIR are a laboratory, a
writing, and a communication requirement to foster basic skills of scientific work
among other things. In comparison to the requirements of comparable institutions, the
number of prescribed courses is relatively high.
The dean for undergraduate education launched a “task force on the undergraduate
educational commons” in 2004 to review the GIR17. Increasing diversity of the student
body, changes in engineering research, and broader student interests have caused MIT
to review its policies, which for a half a century, went unaltered. A major focus is on
teaching methods (Bombardieri, 2004).
Another central element of an MIT education is the student’s involvement in research
projects. The Undergraduate Research Opportunity Program (UROP)18 facilitates the
allocation of students to project openings offered by faculty and in a few cases also
provides funding. On average, about 80% of MIT students work as UROPs at least
once during their time at MIT. Apart from the intellectual enrichment, students benefit
tremendously from the close collaboration with world class faculty members who act
as mentors (Karagianis, 2003). Students can either work for pay or earn credits. The
majority of UROPs choose the first option.
The following quote from a focus group participant provides an insight into how many
freshmen students experience their start at MIT and highlights the importance of the
UROP experience:
(…) “this unhappiness and this killing nature of the first year is still sadly true. I
actually think that in many cases it first is just surviving the first term. Once they
survived the first term then they have kind of reassured themselves and said ‘oh
you know, maybe I can do it.’ But I think in many cases it’s that UROP
opportunity that comes and just opens that door for them and engages them with
individual faculty members and establishes that sense of self-confidence” (MIT
Focus Group 1).19

17 The Task Force on the Undergraduate Educational Commons http://web.mit.edu/committees/edcommons/
18 The Undergraduate Research Opportunity Program http://web.mit.edu/urop/
19 In contrast to direct quotations from the literature, literal exerpts from interviews and focus groups are
presented in itallic font.
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In the past few years, in accordance with the general trend at research universities
(Powell, 2003), MIT has tried to systematically put more emphasis on undergraduate
education as the following quote illustrates:
“I think there is a feeling generally in the higher education community that undergraduate education needs more attention. Whether that’s right or wrong I am not
sure. That because by the time you get into graduate school you tend to be more
focused, students have a better sense of what he or she needs out of the
educational experience, there is more of an apprenticeship relationship. I am sure
there is a lot of work that needs to be done there but that the more telling need the
more important need is to focus on undergraduate education. I wouldn’t say it’s
more broken but there is a potential for greater benefit at that level” (MIT4,
18:5).

Accordingly, MIT’s main focus lies on the redesign of large introductory courses. The
most prominent among these projects is the Technology Enabled Active Learning
project (TEAL)20. MIT spent 6 million dollars to redesign this gateway physics
course21, which now takes place in a newly designed classroom with round tables
assisted by rich visualization material that helps students to better understand the
abstract field of electromagnetism. This investment was also done in response to the
absence of a physics teaching laboratory facility (Dori et al., 2003).

2.3.2

Graduate Education

In order to enter a master or PhD program, all students have to pass an additional
admission hurdle. In contrast to undergraduate admission, which is administered
centrally, admission to graduate programs is almost entirely the responsibility of the
departments. On the graduate level the share of foreign students is relatively high (over
30%). Whereas tuition for undergraduate study is mainly carried by parents or through
various types of need based loans and scholarships, most graduate students are
supported with merit based fellowships (24%), research assistantships (40%), and
teaching assistantships (10%) (MIT Reference Publications Office, 2005). 26% of
students who receive some other form of support or no support are mostly
concentrated in MBA or Masters of Engineering programs who are relatively short and
lead to relatively lucrative job opportunities.
Research assistantships (RA) are generally favored over teaching assistantships (TA)
as students often realize synergies between their research projects and their thesis
work, whereas teaching assistantships are often seen as time consuming and as a
distraction from “real” work.

20 Technology Enabled Active Learning Project (TEAL) http://evangelion.mit.edu/802TEAL3D/
21 Gateway courses are usually referred to as courses that provide participants with basic information and
introduce skills needed for a career in that specific discipline.
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The nature of graduate education at MIT is highly dependent on the individual
programs and subjects of study. Typically, both master and PhD students fulfill
coursework in the first one to two years followed by a master or PhD thesis. A number
of programs allow students with a bachelor’s degree to directly enroll into a PhD
program without completing a master’s degree first. Those students will not write a
master thesis but enroll in a program of advanced study. They will complete the
program with a general examination on average after four semesters of study before
they go on with their doctoral research for an additional three to four years.

2.3.3

Teaching

At MIT as well as at most other US research universities, faculty are expected to
engage in research, service, and teaching. Teaching is a significant activity in the
portfolio of an MIT faculty member as is also illustrated in terms of time commitment.
MIT faculty are working in a highly competitive culture and aim to excel in whatever
they do. Consequently, many faculty are well-known as outstanding teachers. In
addition, MIT is proud that renowned faculty members are involved in undergraduate
teaching:
“I actually distinguish between first year teaching and upper level teaching.
Because when you are upper level teaching you are teaching your own majors
and therefore you are teaching little versions of yourself, which is very different
from teaching freshmen. And you see people in teaching freshmen who are world
renowned. (…) So yeah, I think that’s unique there” (MIT Focus Group 1).

Graduate teaching assistants who are mainly engaged with recitations and assisting
faculty in the preparation of lectures take an important share in teaching at the
undergraduate level. Graduate teaching assistants rarely have primary responsibility
for teaching courses or recitations without significant faculty supervision.
The interviewees disagree on the appropriateness of the overall incentive structure of
the institute regarding teaching. A young faculty, who feels attracted to teaching,
reports that she “at least does not get pulled aside and get encouragement to be a good
teacher” (MIT9, 24:5). On the other hand, a more senior faculty in a leading position
disputes that the incentive structure is wrong and reports that the single most important
impediment for changing teaching practice is time.
Members of the MIT community commonly agree that tenure should not be granted
without proof of outstanding research:
“Look, this is a research institution, research money is what makes the wheels go
around. In my opinion that’s the way it should be. It’s not going to change off of
that very much because you can’t run an institute on educational funds. It’s
always going to be research driven. But within that context I think you can go off
and put a lot of energy into teaching and not have your colleagues disrespect
you” (MIT Focus Group 1).
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As the above quote indicates it is fair to say that MIT is clearly moving into the
direction of increased value for good teaching. This is also strongly suggested by the
presence of the MacVicar fellowship award22. The fellowships have been awarded in
the memory of the much-valued Margaret MacVicar since 1992. Her role was
monumental in regard to initiating educational change as then MIT’s dean for
undergraduate education. The fellowship involves not only institutional honor but also
a substantial financial reward over a period of 10 years. The group of fellows is
consulted regularly by the senior administration in educational matters. Unlike other
teaching awards, the reception of this award is perceived as a great honor with
recognition beyond the MIT community. A shift in culture can also be seen by the fact
that it has recently become possible to award untenured faculty as McVicar fellows.
This is a major step if one considers risking the unfavorable situation of a McVicar
fellow who could not be granted tenure later on.
Regarding the integration of educational technology into teaching, MIT faculty, as a
consequence of the predominance of engineering and science, are naturally attracted to
technical challenges. The use of ICT in teaching is widespread. A faculty member’s
response to a question regarding the kind of educational technology she uses in class,
impressively illustrates this natural association with technology:
“I guess I am a little bit low tech. I mostly use computer animations. I am
fortunate that there is a lot on the web already” (MIT9, 24:12).

If technical competence is not prevalent, most faculty can easily hire students with the
adequate skills. However, because of the absence of mandatory pedagogical training
and the above-described incentive structure, only few faculty readily embrace
pedagogical innovations:
“I got interested in the technology not the pedagogy. Then, when I go outside to
see what people are doing in terms of the technology, I find out there is a lot of
pedagogy out there that I had no idea about” (MIT Focus Group 1).

Similarly, on an institutional level there is a strong discrepancy between technological
competence and the awareness for the importance of pedagogical concepts and ideas
as illustrated in figure V-5 (see IV 3.3.4). The basic assumption of the model presented
in figure V-5 is that today, both technical but also pedagogical innovations are
required to reach the highest standards of learning environments and learning
outcomes. This norm is shared among the members of the MIT community. MIT
began to think about educational innovation from a very technical viewpoint. It was
not until recent years that the actual teaching practice should have a stronger focus.

22 Margaret MacVicar Faculty Fellows Program http://web.mit.edu/provost/macvicar/
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Figure V-5. Technical and Pedagogical Innovation at MIT

To illustrate this tendency at MIT, most of their educational reform projects comprise
a technological component. In addition, the Teaching and Learning Laboratory (see
also 2.4.1) is heavily occupied with assessment tasks for e-learning projects. It seems
as if pedagogical expertise is more likely to be consulted for assessment purposes to
establish credibility for a particular project instead of during the conceptualization
phase of a particular project.
A similar tendency can also be observed with MIT students who use technology very
proficiently but need to be convinced of the value of new teaching formats. MIT faced
some resistance in 2003 when introducing a new physics freshman course that moved
away from a big lecture format to a format heavily based on teamwork and
experiments. An insightful view on the resulting controversy is expressed in an article
of a student newspaper (Laskowski, 2003, p. 12):
“Yet the one thing that cannot change is that TEAL is not to be a lecture,
which is what worries students most of all. Simply put, much of the
concerns and complaints stem from egos. We come from high schools
where we ranked at the top of our classes. And as much as freshman year
humbles us, the glory days of high school have left their mark. As such,
sitting in lecture halls and not always understanding the material, we
constantly reassure ourselves that we are not stupid, even if everyone else is
confused, too. And if they’re not, well, at least we don’t have to hear about
it. (…) In a place where we gain comfort by keeping silent, missing classes,
and keeping to ourselves, TEAL makes some students uncomfortable by
forcing us to ask questions, attend lectures, and work together. Which is not
necessarily a bad thing.”

165

V Findings from the American Context

2.4

Support Organization and Coordination Mechanisms

E-Learning support for faculty is a broad term for the work of a variety of support
groups and initiatives assisting faculty with the use of ICT in the teaching process.
Generally, multiple groups providing e-learning support, pedagogical support, IT
support, and audio / video (AV) support exist within research universities. Furthermore, the libraries also play an important role.
Next, the network supporting MIT faculty will be further detailed by describing
support groups and initiatives along the dimensions focus, nature, permanence, scope,
and funding of their work.
Groups and initiatives are only included if they employ their own staff and contribute
at least to the periphery of the e-learning venture. The support groups located central
to the organization are the main focus, since it would not be as productive to elaborate
on all the individual efforts in each department without mentioning the difficulty just
in collecting all these initiatives. However, the importance of local activities is
acknowledged and taken into account in paragraph 2.4.3 on the scope of support work.

2.4.1

Focus of Support Work
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It would be short-sighted to describe educational and technological foci of support
work as antipodes. However, the degree of attention regarding the former or the latter
can be described on a continuum.

education
focus

Figure V-6. The Focus of MIT Support Work

Various support groups contributing to e-learning support are introduced in the
following section and their focus and mission is described.
Academic Computing23
Focusing on the technology context, a modern infrastructure is partly provided at MIT
by the central information systems group (IS). Interestingly, providing IT resources in
support of faculty research is not considered a necessary responsibility of the
institution and there are only limited resources available to faculty on the central level
(e.g., network, e-mail). Most of the other services are provided on a school or
departmental level:
23 Academic Computing http://web.mit.edu/acs/
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“And I think he (the provost) would say that it is not cost effective to provide a
centralized service for research support (…) because the nature of research is so
specific that there is nothing you could effectively do centrally. That wouldn’t be
cost effective” (MIT2, 16:33).

On the other hand, education has always been an area, which to a certain extent was
regulated centrally, particularly on the undergraduate level. E-Learning raises the
question of what kind of IT resources should be centrally provided by the institution.
Academic Computing was founded within the information systems group in the early
1990s and took over the faculty support responsibility for e-learning. Since then, it has
been torn between time consuming front line support for newly introduced e-learning
products (e.g., learning management system Stellar24 or its predecessor Athena course
lockers25) and more individualized faculty support.
In due time, a new support culture emerged within Academic Computing. Recently,
two faculty liaisons were hired who are not only technology experts but also trained in
one of the disciplines taught at MIT. They incorporate the ideal of an MIT faculty
liaison who are required to be good communicators, IT generalists and knowledgeable
in a particular disciplinary field. The vision is to provide for almost every department a
faculty liaison who has a strong loyalty to the department and keeps an on-going
dialogue with the central organization.
The severe financial crisis that led MIT to layoff 250 administrative employees in
2003, many within the information systems group, hampers the realization of this
vision. At the same time, a new Vice President for Information Systems took office by
December 1, 2003 and a reform of the unit was announced. Since April, 2004 when
the author concluded her data collection, major changes in the organization of IS and
Academic Computing occurred, in which the role of Academic Computing was
strengthened.
Even without these difficult financial circumstances, central support units at MIT face
a challenging task in setting priorities that benefit all constituencies. Some academic
departments dispose over more computing resources than the central organization as
the whole whereas other departments lack the required competence but also the
financial support.
Academic Media Production Services (AMPS)26
Another service provider closely linked to the Academic Computing group is the
Academic Media Production Services group. This unit envisions itself as a multimedia development shop and engages in audio and video productions, web and

24 Learning Management System Stellar http://stellar.mit.edu/
25 Athena Course Lockers http://web.mit.edu/acs/webguide/athena_for_web.html
26 AMPS http://web.mit.edu/amps/
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multimedia projects, streaming and digital technology, or distance education. AMPS
operates on a fee-for-service mode and sees itself in direct competition with
commercial vendors.
MIT contracted with AMPS to further develop and sustain the homegrown learning
management system “Stellar”.
Center for Educational Computing Initiatives (CECI)27
Unlike Academic Computing and AMPS the Center for Educational Computing
Initiatives is not a service unit. It was created after the termination of project Athena
(see 2.5.1) in 1990 as a research entity devoted to educational technology research.
Consequently, CECI employs a number of computer science master students and PhD
students and specialized research staff, who represent a portfolio of specific IT skills
(e.g., visualization specialists, database experts, programmers.) The group hosts and
leverages innovative large-scale e-learning projects such as the TEAL, the iLabs28 or
the Shakespeare project29. CECI differs from Academic Computing and AMPS in that
it relies entirely on external funding by research sponsors rather than a central budget
line or fees charged to units inside MIT. CECI operates similarly to any interdepartmental research lab or center in this regard.
DSpace / Libraries30
At MIT, a large number of e-learning projects of various scope and mission are
conducted. The DSpace project shall serve as an example for these many initiatives.
DSpace, in collaboration with other HEIs and industrial partners, aims at the
installation of an online publishing process for working papers, regular publications,
and also teaching materials. The project responsibility and the support group are
situated within the MIT libraries. Their knowledge on metadata is useful for other
projects such as OpenCourseWare. In contrast, course materials from OpenCourseWare will be archived on DSpace in the long run.
OpenCourseWare (OCW)31
An interesting support model evolved in the context of MIT’s OpenCourseWare
project, which was initiated in 2001. The objective of this initiative has been to make
available all teaching material on a central website to provide high quality teaching
materials to scholars, teachers and individual learners around the world. By June 1,
27
28
29
30
31

CECI http://ceci.mit.edu
iLab Projects http://icampus.mit.edu/projects/iLab.shtml
Shakespeare Video Annotation http://icampus.mit.edu/projects/Shakespeare.shtml
DSpace https://dspace.mit.edu/ and http://www.dspace.org/
OCW http://ocw.mit.edu
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2005, 1100 course sites were published (about two third of all MIT classes) and the
project is an unprecedented success story. Other institutions around the world follow
suit to publish their course materials online for free. The participation of MIT faculty
members has been voluntary. Thus, to manage this operation successfully, it has been
crucial to make the participation for faculty as easy as possible.
OCW operates fairly independently from the above-described support groups since the
project has been politically important and has also been accompanied with a lot of
publicity. Thus, a fast ramp up was crucial for long-term success. That is why a
number of outside staff were hired and a professional support structure was put into
place. A completely new organization was established that consisted of a relatively
small central production staff and a number of department liaisons that are located in
the departments and have a strong background in the specific fields of study (Lerman
& Miyagawa, 2002):
“Well, I think OCW has basically done it right as an example, which is not to
centralize everything. ‘Ok, we have this big office, you could come and get our
help.’ Some of that is fine. You need to take advantage of economies of scale. But
for the most part they put those resources out in the department. They say: ‘here
is a skilled IT person who also knows something about your particular area and
this person is available to help” (MIT7, 16:14).

The production process has been relatively standardized; professors basically hand
over their material (electronic, handwritten, etc.) and review the result at a later stage.
The support culture of this unit is quite distinct in that the leadership is very proactive
in seeking dialogue with the faculty.
Teaching and Learning Lab (TLL)32
MIT is an institute of technology and therefore technology seems ubiquitous. This is
less the case for pedagogical competence. The teaching and learning lab was only
institutionalized in 1997. An engaged network of people provided faculty development
services previous to this date. Since 1997, the TLL accomplished major achievements
and raised the awareness of pedagogically important concepts.
One priority of the group is to establish faculty development programs, which include
the instruction of teaching assistants since they play a major role in many courses.
Another cornerstone of TLL’s work is assessment of educational projects. The group
contributes to various e-learning projects in this area since the majority of educational
innovations at MIT incorporate an e-learning component.
To summarize, there is a broad network of support groups at MIT from technologically
focused over groups taking primarily a pedagogical perspective to various groups
32 TLL http://web.mit.edu/tll/
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combining the two perspectives. In the following section, the units are further
characterized by their nature, scope and funding. The final focus will be on the manner
in which these groups coordinate their work.

2.4.2

Nature of Support Work
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Not only does the focus of the individual groups differ, but also the nature of the work
varies. Some support units and initiatives such as CECI, iCampus33 and the Open
Knowledge Initiative (OKI)34 are clearly research initiatives whereas other units are
primarily devoted to service (OCW, AMPS). Most of these groups combine their
services work with some kind of research activity in the respective field (Academic
Computing, DSpace, TLL).

service
focus

Figure V-7. The Nature of MIT Support Work

2.4.3

Scope of Support Work
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All the described initiatives are of central scope, which means they offer services for
the whole MIT community. As described earlier, MIT faculty often do not rely on
central services but take initiative in their local environments. Consequently, a lot of
decentralized support resources exist. Since it is difficult to oversee the wealth of local
activities, two representative examples of decentralized initiatives will be outlined
next.

decentral
focus

Figure V-8. The Scope of MIT Support Work

33 iCampus incubates innovations for labs, classrooms, and campus communities at MIT and promotes their
dissemination Further information on http://icampus.mit.edu/
34 OKI develops specifications that describe how the components of an educational software environment
communicate with each other and with other enterprise systems. Further information on
http://www.okiproject.org
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MetaMedia is a project that grew out of activities in the foreign languages and
literatures department.35 The framework applied in the German language course
“Berliner sehen”, in which students compile individual collections from an archive of
media (e.g., video clips, pictures) and share it with other students, raised interest
among faculty. The initiators secured three years’ funding from the Alex and Brit
d’Arbeloff Fund for Excellence in Education36 and since 2001 have been leading a
team that is developing MetaMedia’s overarching structure. The team members are
creating software tools that will allow users to navigate the databases and sharing
materials, and they are also helping other faculty in the School of Humanities, Arts and
Social Sciences with new archives (Vandre, 2003). To date, MetaMedia involves 10
projects with 16 faculty participating. Over time, the project has grown in scope,
importance, and visibility.
Another interesting example illustrating various entrepreneurial and less publicized
activities is the work growing out of the MIT Course 6.171 Software Engineering for
Internet Applications.37 Students are required to develop an online community project
in teams of two, which is responsible for 60% of the final grade. In this context
students supported various faculty with e-learning project such as the development of
the MITUPV platform facilitating the culture and language exchange between MIT
students and students in Valencia, Spain.38

2.4.4

Permanence and Funding of Support Work

The various support groups and initiatives face different conditions in terms of their
long-term perspective. Some support groups are integrated in the permanent
organization such as Academic Computing or the Teaching and Learning Lab. This
integration results in lump sum budgets and clear reporting structures. Other groups
built for long-term existence operate more like academic research groups such as
CECI or like profit centers such as AMPS. These latter units are dependent on the
acquisition of third party money (revenues). OCW and DSpace however, rely on
grants from foundations and corporations. Although the projects are announced as
permanent, and it is the intention of the institute to maintain and further develop these
activities, the temporary and often external funding base is relevant to understanding
the behavior of these support groups.

35 Metamedia http://metaphor.mit.edu/
36 The Alex and Brit d’Arbeloff Fund for Excellence in Education has been created by a major gift from two
alumni. The money given (as well as income from the endowment’s yield on that money) is provided to
support educational initiatives at MIT.
37 OCW Website of Course 6.172 http://ocw.mit.edu/OcwWeb/Electrical-Engineering-and-Computer-Science/
6-71 Fall2003/ CourseHome/index.htm
38 MITUPV project http://mitupv.mit.edu/
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temporary
support

Figure V-9. Permanence and Funding of MIT Support

2.4.5

Coordination of Support Work

In the previous paragraphs the specificities of the individual MIT support groups were
analyzed along various dimensions. The effectiveness of their efforts from a faculty
perspective is dependent on how the work of the many units is coordinated and the
interfaces are cultivated. The analysis of the interviewees’ statements lead to three
important levels of coordination, which will be developed and elaborated in the
following section.
a) Coordination of the Missions / Responsibilities
The areas of responsibilities of each unit deserve clarification and help to align the
missions with the overall goals of the university. At MIT there is no formal structure
or responsibility that guarantees this alignment. However, most of the support units
have an advisory board in which some of the directors of other support units are
represented. This guarantees a frequent informal exchange of information and plans:
“My model of this is what in industry would be overlapping boards of directors.
So there is no formal responsibility from one organization to another. Yet all of
the people talk and all of the people feel that like they headed into the same
direction – most of the time. And I think that is a very effective way to run things”
(MIT8, 23:11).

b) Mode of Collaboration
In certain instances, support groups do not coexist independently but collaborate in
various forms. Interdependence exists between OCW and the libraries (DSpace). The
libraries contribute important knowledge on metadata to facilitate data retrieval from
the OCW database. Alternatively, OCW will archive course material on the newly
developed library source DSpace. Members of the group meet regularly and work on
joint projects.
Another close link exists between Academic Computing and AMPS. Whereas AMPS
developed the learning management system Stellar from scratch, Academic Computing provides first level user support. Generally, the services and clientele of the two
groups are congruent.
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c) Awareness on Related Activities
It is not only important to align missions on a top level but also to share knowledge on
current activities on an operative level. At MIT formal and informal mechanisms can
be detected.
The EdTech Partners Group39 consists of representatives of most central and some
local e-learning support groups. The group gathers regularly to exchange updates on
current projects and to discuss joint initiatives such as the design of the “teaching with
technology” website40. Other formal exchange mechanisms are the EdTech Times web
publication41, crosstalk seminars on educational technology42 or committee work
exploring specific cross cutting themes. The Academic Computing group promotes
most of these initiatives. Informal exchange mechanisms are often tied to the personal
network of the individual support worker.
The following quote indicates the coordination and integration of services as
particularly important from a faculty perspective:
“We have good communication back and forth with passing faculty members back
and forth to the different departments because of the different things we support”
(MIT11, 27:16).

The author assumes, although a number of coordination mechanisms are in place, the
individual support groups are not well enough informed about the activities of other
e-learning groups. She questioned a focus group with this critique and received the
following response:
“Many of these groups have defined their scope and their audience sufficiently
narrowly so that it’s hard for them to see why there would be value in talking to
somebody else. There has to be a little bit of rescoping on the service provider
perspective about what is appropriate for them to pay attention to. And I think
that has to precede. I mean you can have communication but if people that are in
group 1 don’t see a particular reason to talk to people in group 2, engaging in
more cross-meetings or e-mails back and forth doesn’t fix that” (MIT Focus
Group 1).

As the quote illustrates, coordination is not only a matter of frequent exchange but
should be understood in a broader context.

2.5

Emergence of E-Learning

As early as in the 1980s, the institution took an active role in systematically promoting
the use of educational technology across campus in context of project Athena. Twenty
years later, a systematic strategic planning process again gave an important impulse
39
40
41
42

The EdTech Partners Group http://web.mit.edu/teachtech/about.html
Teaching with Technology Website http://web.mit.edu/teachtech/index.html
EdTech Times http://edtech.mit.edu/times/
Crosstalk Seminars http://web.mit.edu/acs/Crosstalk/
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for further developments. In the following, MIT’s approach is described in three
distinct phases exploring these key events.

2.5.1

Project Athena

A study from the school of engineering in the early 1980s observed that there was
little, if any, computer usage for educational purposes on the undergraduate level,
compared to wide dissemination in graduate education and research (Arfman &
Roden, 1992). Subsequently in 1983, and supported by the two largest computing
companies at the time, IBM and DEC, project Athena was launched with the aim to
develop an operating system supporting networked computing and discipline-specific
courseware to run through the system (Mihalik, 1999). The goals were to create a
computing environment that would scale up to 10’000 workstations and accommodate
heterogeneous hardware, but yet be “coherent”. Athena eventually achieved major
innovations in the area of operating systems and networked computing, which were of
revolutionary format at the time (Champine, 1990).
Today, Athena has evolved from concentrating on custom-grown courseware in the
late 1980s and early 1990s to be more concentrated on commercial application
offerings such as Matlab or AutoCad. Athena is still a crucial and ubiquitously
employed infrastructure for MIT students.
However impressive the project’s achievement, its development faced many
roadblocks. Parallel to the infrastructure development, faculty members were
encouraged and (financially) supported to leverage the potential of the Athena
infrastructure and develop technology based teaching materials. Subsequently, many
visionary projects were built. As the infrastructure development delayed and the
innovation cycle of technologies required the course material to be ported to new
versions of the operating system and to incorporate software updates, all but the most
determined faculty were deterred from continuing to use the “home-grown” system
(Livingston Vale, 2004). Consequently, some faculty resistance formed as the
following quotes from an internal report illustrate (Turkle, Schon, Nielsen, Orsini, &
Overmeer, 1988):
a) “The culture of departments, and in some cases, subdepartments, are very
different. This makes their computer culture very different, too. Athena was
not set up to exploit the creative potential of this diversity. It was set up to
impose its own rules for how things should be done” (p. 9).
b) “In spite of Athena’s intention to emphasize educational priorities, in
practice, its emphasis on technically sophisticated workstations and
software tended to subordinate educational considerations to technical
ones” (p. 10).
c) “Implicit in Athena’s strategy was an assumption that MIT faculty would
be able and willing to devise new educational software in addition to doing
their usual jobs as something of ‘an exercise for the left hand’. (...) It is
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almost impossible to remain a research leader within one’s field and, at the
same time, to devote the requisite effort to developing a serious innovation
in educational computing. To succeed, one has to make educational
computing one’s “business”, at least for a while. But faculty members who
try to do so get caught in a trap” (p. 11).
The three quotes reveal issues still prevalent at MIT, today. a) Cultural differences and
local needs vary greatly from department to department. MIT struggles to balance
central and local support taking into account this cultural variety. b) The tension
between the technological and educational requirements poses further challenges to
MIT. This tension partially stems from the desire to carry out cutting edge technology
research and at the same time fulfill support tasks for faculty. c) Finally, at the
beginning of Athena, the project faced difficulties in resolving the questions of how to
treat faculty who invested a lot of energy into e-learning initiatives at the expense of
research. For young faculty it is a continuing challenge to balance their teaching
obligation with the advancement of their career in research.

2.5.2

Post Athena Era

In 1991, the Athena system was taken over by the Information Systems group and
incorporated in the present MIT academic computing infrastructure. Some research
activities were continued within the then newly founded Center for Educational
Computing Initiatives (CECI).
At MIT in the 1990s many support groups and initiatives were launched. In 1992, the
Margret McVicar Fellowships were awarded for the first time. In 1995, the Center for
Advanced Educational Services, as an umbrella organization for central e-learning
services, was created hosting CECI as its research arm. The center aim was “to create
and distribute educational services world-wide” (Larson, 1996). In 1997, the Teaching
and Learning Lab was institutionalized under the auspices of the Provost for
Undergraduate Education.
During these years, the increasing availability of commercial software and the growing
popularity of the Internet was the source of new opportunities and needs regarding
e-learning. It was also a time of intense experimentation and grass roots initiatives.

2.5.3

Reorientation of MIT’s E-Learning Activities

In the late 1990s, MIT was pressured from inside and outside the institute not to miss
the opportunities offered through distance learning and to follow the example of peer
organizations initiating online programs.
The institution engaged in developing a strategic plan and explicitly decided not to
become involved with distance learning. Instead it was determined to focus on the
enhancement of the “on-campus experience” and serve the MIT community through
emphasizing four major areas: active learning, collaboration, sharing resources over
the web, extended MIT community.
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a) Active Learning
Active learning is a buzzword at MIT, which stands for a number of projects that try to
move away from a standard lecture format to a more interactive teaching style,
including collaborative learning and more hands on exercises. The basis for this
paradigmatic change is the conviction that the active learning format is superior in
fostering conceptual learning than the root memorizing of lectures.
The flagship project is the TEAL (technology enabled active learning) project43. MIT
invested substantial funds in the design of technology rich classrooms that support the
new teaching and learning format (Anthony, 2004; Dori et al., 2003).
b) Collaboration
MIT sustains major collaborations with Cambridge University44 and top universities in
Singapore45. From an e-learning point of view, the latter initiative is particularly
interesting since it provides opportunities to experiment with long distance learning
formats. Both MIT and Singaporean faculty teach the MIT-Singapore graduate courses
via videoconference technology. Depending on the program, students receive their
degree either solely from a Singaporean university or, provided that the students are
admitted to both universities independently, a dual masters degree from both
institutions.
c) Sharing Resources Over The Web
The largest initiatives, stemming from the strategy process, are in the topic of resource
sharing. The iLab projects46 have developed the technical infrastructure for worldwide
remote access to exclusive laboratory experiments. Project DSpace is an open source
solution for the storage and retrieval of library resources (see 2.4.1). MIT endeavors to
convince faculty and other institutions to utilize DSpace for providing online access
not only to working papers and recent publications but also using multimedia content.
The basic idea is revolutionary and could very well change the publishing paradigm.
The most influential initiative in the area of teaching with technology is the
OpenCourseWare project (see 2.4.1). Of particular interest for this study is not just the
impressive impact of the project around the world but the internal changes as well. As
the executive director of OpenCourseWare expressed, OCW is not only about the
worldwide impact but also about indirectly provoking faculty to rethink the way of
their teaching. The availability of teaching material online leads to a until present
unbeknown transparency. It motivates and stimulates the reflection of new teaching
43
44
45
46

Technology Enabled Active Learning Project (TEAL) http://evangelion.mit.edu/802TEAL3D/
The Cambridge-MIT Institute http://www.cambridge-mit.org
The MIT-Singapore Alliance http://web.mit.edu/sma/
The iLab projects http://icampus.mit.edu/ilabs/
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approaches. Furthermore, OCWs new model of faculty support might have a long
lasting impact on the MIT support culture (Zellweger, 2004).
d) Extended MIT Community
The idea is to link industry, alumni and the campus community more closely together
on the one hand to provide services to industry and alumni but also to have these
stakeholders become involved in the educational enterprise to enhance the student’s
learning experience. There are many links from MIT with industry and alumni but
usually they are not related to education.
In 2003, one of the chairs of the “strategy council” summarized this strategic framework and described the present state as follows:
“I will say what the three are (in which MIT made good progress): So one of them
is all the active learning material. Another one is collaboration with other places
like Singapore and Cambridge, a third one which is the big one is sharing
resources over the World Wide Web. So you know the OpenCourseWare, you
know the iLabs, you know the DSpace. And the fourth one is really drawing on the
extended MIT community to improve what is going on on campus. On that one we
haven’t made very much progress” (MIT8).

2.6

The Role of Strategic Planning

After providing background information about teaching and learning at MIT, an
overview on the support network and a historical review on e-learning activities, it is
possible to approach MIT’s mode of strategic planning regarding e-learning. First of
all, a general description about how planning occurs at the institution is presented
before the process and content of strategic planning on e-learning is analyzed.

2.6.1

Strategic Planning Culture, Tradition

As the following quote illustrates, strategic planning is a common activity at MIT:
“I mean in some sense I think MIT is good at doing strategic planning, just in
general. That is something we are accustomed to. If you look for example at all
these review committees we have, internal and external. We review ourselves to
death. Compared to any other place I know and I must admit, when I first came
here I was somewhat appalled by this because a lot of effort and time goes into it.
I think in the end it is a source of great strength. We are always asking the
question: ‘How can we do this better? How can we think about this differently?’ It
is sort of in the culture to do that, whether we announce big strategic plans all the
time, at some level it is going on in the background or even in the foreground
more or less all the time” (MIT7, 22:3).

Whereas the senior administration is heavily involved in preparing new initiatives and
policies, the faculty makes final decisions on many academic issues. Unlike at other
HEIs where an elected, representative group of faculty serves on a faculty senate, all
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MIT faculty members can participate in the open town like meetings. The faculty
members of the institute meet every month to decide on new programs, and issues
brought up by the administration or faculty committees. Attendance at faculty
meetings can be fairly low as the important work of faculty governance is done
through committees:
“We certainly have a lot of committees. I think standing committees. But I think it
works best, and again that does happen pretty frequently, when people say look
we need to step back and get out of our normal roles a little bit and think about
what we are doing is this consistent with our long term goals. Is there a better
way to do it? And again, I think that happens pretty frequently” (MIT7, 22:4).

Furthermore, MIT holds regular reviews with external visiting committees appointed
by the corporation that assist departments and large offices with improving processes
and setting priorities.
A lot of strategic planning happens at the school and most importantly at the
department level. At MIT, deans and department heads have relatively powerful
positions since they are not recruited from the faculty on a rotation principle but as a
department head with far reaching competences. However, it needs to be
acknowledged that the faculty are in a powerful position, and governance only works
in a consensus oriented collegial manner.

2.6.2

Overall Strategic Goals

MIT does not promote a widely fixed set of strategic goals. The brief mission
statement remains very general.
“The mission of MIT is to advance knowledge and educate students in
science, technology, and other areas of scholarship that will best serve the
nation and the world in the 21st century” (Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, 2001).
It does not mean that MIT does not follow specific strategic goals. On the contrary, the
collected essays of former President Vest are a collection of the visions and dominant
topics in the past years (Vest, 2005). In 1997, President Vest outlined a set of defining
goals (2005, pp. 159-183). The list includes the need to attract the best students and
faculty, the commitment to excellence and change, the belief in fundamental scientific
inquiry and new integrative modes of scholarship, learning, and action, a close link to
industry, a commitment to strong programs in the arts, humanities, and social sciences,
and finally, the emphasis on global engagement and cooperation as well as competition.
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Strategic E-Learning Planning Process

Two reports from faculty committees led to the constitution of the MIT Council for
Educational Technology47 in 1999.
The first committee was initiated in 1994 after a faculty member observed the
e-learning behavior of his children and started to ask if MIT was prepared for this new
generation of college students. He got the attention of his department head and dean of
the school and a one-day meeting with educational technology leaders of the
institution was organized. From that organic process the EVAT report evolved (MIT
Ad Hoc Committee on Education Via Advanced Technologies, 1995). The report is
predominantly concerned with the opportunities offered by the Internet. It was
recommended for example to explore the potential of distance learning and improve
accessibility to information on the Internet (e.g., course websites). This report was
followed by a report of a faculty committee in 1997, which suggested the launch of an
ambitious five-year project, the formulation of an experimental framework, and an
adequate infrastructure (Mitchell & Dertouzos, 1997).
The impact of this latter report was described as follows:
“But the problem with that report when it was done was that it didn’t have
immediate obvious action consequences. So then the provost followed up
immediately with his provost council on educational technology, and he set up a
very good tight structure, it had a broad base of faculty involvement, there were
more faculty, it was structured, it had several different charges with date, that he
promised he would implement and that’s how the whole process went. It’s kind of
a spiraling, a story of spiraling. Spiraling, escalation in visibility and importance
in strategic planning” (MIT13, 29:9).

The council of educational technology (CET) consisted of more than 20 top
administrative representatives and faculty leaders involved with e-learning. This
council was chaired by the provost and a senior faculty member from the department
for electrical engineering and computer science. Later, the dean for undergraduate
education was added as a co-chair, due to his central role.
MIT sought advice from outside consultants. This led to a workshop in February 2000
in which the consultants suggested opportunity packages as a basis for the discussion
of the future direction. The unexpected but consistent message from that workshop
was that MIT should focus on enhancing the on-campus experience to assure MIT’s
continued excellence in providing education, conducting research, and attracting talent
(MIT Council on Educational Technology, 2001). In the summer of 2000, two teams
were assigned to explore the feasibility of “Alumni Engagement” and “Life long
learning”. The spectacular outcome of the work of the life long learning team was the
idea of OpenCourseWare.

47 MIT Council on Educational Technology http://web.mit.edu/cet
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The council set further priorities and made significant funding available to foster the
development of the prioritized areas (see 2.5.3). The result of the councils work was a
framework of broad ideas and resources that provide room for faculty to realize their
ideas.

2.6.4

The Role of Leadership

The process of strategic planning was initiated and heavily influenced by the faculty.
The following quote illustrates the importance of this involvement for MIT:
“I think the reason for these committees was that in its organically evolving way,
MIT was trying to devise strategic plans in this area from the people who have the
power here and that’s the faculty. Because you have heard the phrase ‘trying to
control and direct the faculty is like hurting a thousand cats?’ You just can’t do it.
So these were faculty committees with the blessing of the provost” (MIT13, 29:6).

However important faculty involvement was, the above quote also refers to the
affirmation of the provost. The MIT leaders took an active role in supporting the
process and promoting the resulting strategy. It is characteristic that president Vest,
reviewing his MIT presidency, mentions among his major achievements the creation
of the OpenCourseWare initiative, the MacVicar Faculty Fellows program, the
Singapore-MIT alliance, and the development of new teaching methods (MIT News
Office, 2004).

2.6.5

Impact of Strategic Planning

The strategic planning process resulted in two major outcomes. MIT reached
agreement among its constituencies on some “real initiatives” and created the
environment to have them flourish. The broad involvement of the faculty further raised
the awareness on the importance of e-learning.
The council ceased to meet after 2002 and a “phase of execution” followed. The
dialogue also fell silent due to the severe budget problems occupying the capacity of
high-level administrators. After the leadership change in Information Services and the
advent of a new CIO in the fall 2003 the dialogue was resumed.

3

Case Study 2 – Northeastern University

3.1

Rationale of the Case

After a thorough study of MIT’s specific approach to e-learning, it was necessary to
contrast those findings with the experience from other institutions to determine what
may be the general trends and useful insights for other institutions and what are merely
context specific developments that seem not relevant for further study. For this
purpose, Northeastern University is an interesting case for a variety of reasons:
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− Northeastern University is among the top 150 research universities. The institution
operates under more comparable circumstances to Swiss universities than the elitist
MIT in terms of funding, student / faculty ratio, curriculum, and infrastructure.
− Whereas MIT is a very decentralized institution, Northeastern clearly has more
centralized support and decision-making structures (Although they perceive
themselves like most universities as being decentralized, too).
− Whereas technology is prevalent at MIT, the approach of Northeastern University is
in many instances clearly driven by pedagogical needs. So far, the primary focus
has been the redesign of large gateway courses, in which technology plays a
facilitating role.
− An additional interesting aspect is the long-standing tradition in distance learning,
which is currently in revision. The interplay with the on-campus efforts is worthy of
further study.

3.2

Characteristics of the Institution

Northeastern University was founded in 1898 by the YMCA as an “Evening Institute
for Young Men” and since then gradually expanded its academic programs. Cooperative education remains the hallmark of a Northeastern education until now.
Table V-2
Characteristics of Northeastern
Item
Description
Founded
1898*
Enrollments (2003) full-time (FT), part-time (PT)
14,492 FT, 4’,84 PT* /
undergraduate (UG) / graduate (G)
2,232 FT, 1,443 PT*
Faculty body
830 full-time, 316 part-time *
Ranking 2006 National Universities: Top Schools
115**
Average annual UG tuition and fees (2005/06:
28,972 USD**
Endowment (June 30, 2004)
498,481,000 USD***
Note. Information retrieved from *(Northeastern Undergraduate Admissions, 2005), **(US News
& World Report, 2005), and ***(The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2004)

Northeastern offers about 80 majors and concentrations in six undergraduate colleges:
the Bouvé College of Health Sciences, the College of Arts and Sciences, the College
of Business Administration, the College of Computer and Information Science, the
College of Criminal Justice, and the College of Engineering (Northeastern University
Planning and Research, 2004, p. 11).
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Northeastern Schools and Colleges

Bouvé College of
Health Sciences

College of Arts
and Sciences

School of General
Studies

College of
Business
Administration

School of Law

College of Computer
and Information
Science

School of
Professional and
Continuing Studies

College of
Criminal Justice

College of
Engineering

School of
Technological
Entrepreneurship
(since 2004)

Figure V-10. Northeastern Schools and Colleges48

The major concentration of graduate education stems from the same subjects including
law, engineering, and health sciences. Although Northeastern does not operate a
medical school, a strong portfolio of health sciences programs is maintained through
the school of health professions, the school of nursing, and the school of physiotherapy
under the umbrella of the Bouvé College. Northeastern runs several top ranked
graduate programs such as in the field of criminal justice or high tech MBA.
Northeastern Cooperation
Board of Trustees

President
Directors of
- Diversity and Affermative Action
- University Planning and Research
- Athletics

Provost and Senior
VP for Academic Affairs
Vice-Provost
- Faculty and Budget
- for Graduate Education
- for Undergraduate
Education
- for Research

Senior VP for
Institutional Advancement
- ...
- ...
- ...
- ...

- VP for Public Affairs
- VP of Marketing and Communications
- VP and University Counsel

Senior VP for
Administration and Finance
- ...
- ...
- ...
- ...

Senior VP for
Enrollment Management
- ...
- ...
- ...
- ...

Vice-President
- for Cooperative Education
- for Adult and Continuing
Education
-Deans of the eight schools/
colleges

Figure V-11. Northeastern Governance Structure (Northeastern University Planning and
Research, 2004, p. 7) VP= vice president

48 The terms “college” or “school” do not reflect a specific school character but are the outcome of grown
structures.
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The rather complex government structure reflects the relatively high degree of
centralization (see figure V-11). At Northeastern members of the Board of Trustees are
elected from a 270 member Corporation.
Northeastern’s students have traditionally been working men and women who
commuted to class and paid their tuition by working co-op jobs at local companies.
Northeastern, with its relatively low cost and largely open-enrollment policy, operated
as a de facto public institution. The institution retained its character even after the
emergence of public universities throughout the state of Massachusetts in the 1960s
(foundation of the multi-campus University of Massachusetts) and attracted mainly
students from the New England area. In the early 1990s, due to an economic recession
and a nation-wide drop in student enrollments, the tuition driven institution faced
severe economic difficulties, which required drastic measures. Northeastern managed
to turn the institution around by drastically reducing the number of enrolled students,
faculty, and staff, significantly raising tuition, and upgrading campus facilities. These
measures now allow the institution able competing in a new market for students
nation-wide. These developments were by and large very successful as applications
rose and the visionary goal of becoming one of the nation’s top 100 research
universities seems feasible (Williams June, 2004).

3.3

Teaching and Learning

3.3.1

Undergraduate Education

In recent developments, three core values were consistently promoted, which are key
to the undergraduate learning experience at Northeastern:
a) Practice-Oriented
One of the major assets of the institution is its strong focus on cooperative education.
In general, undergraduate education at Northeastern lasts five instead of the normal
four years since students spend at least six months “on co-op” working as full-time
interns at a workplace related to the subject of study. Apart from the pedagogically
sound concept, students with a Northeastern degree have an advantage in the job
searching process, which seems to be an important asset particularly in tighter
economic times. Apart from well-established administrative processes49 and rich
contacts with industry, Northeastern consciously cultivates this asset through research
in the field through the Center for Work and Learning, which also involves faculty
from the different colleges50. E-Learning has become an increasing important part in
this process.

49 Department of Cooperative Education http://www.coop.neu.edu/coopcontact.html
50 Center for Work and Learning http://www.poe.neu.edu/
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b) Student-Centered
The meaning of student-centered education is less clearly articulated and implemented.
The 1998 self-assessment report documents the current activities and future plans
regarding the improvement of the student experience at Northeastern (Northeastern
University, 1998). It is a clear commitment to undergraduate education parallel to a
movement toward being a more research-oriented institution. This commitment and
the many initiatives to lower the students’ retention rate is emphasized by an associate
dean for undergraduate programs:
“Everything we do, be it the gateway faculty, be it the student services, be it this
one credit course, the idea is set them up to be successful. Now, some will fail,
that’s life, some fail, some don’t want to work hard, some decide that engineering
isn’t for them, and that’s ok. We will try to facilitate their transfer to another
college BUT the underlying notion is that I think we all share in this operation
that if a student is not successful we really don’t want it to be our fault” (NEU7,
44:7).

c) Urban
By emphasizing the urban character of the institution, which is located in the city of
Boston, Northeastern would like to build on this competitive factor by facilitating a
meaningful exchange between the university community and the diverse community
residents, organizations, government, and businesses of Boston.
Whereas these three core values are emphasized across all undergraduate programs it
is not possible to characterize the curriculum in a general way. Most students decide
on a major early on and follow the individual program requirements. The Educational
Technology Center in collaboration with the School of Arts and Sciences, one of the
largest colleges, created a cyber advising website for incoming freshmen to inform
them about the core curriculum and other things important to freshmen students.51

3.3.2

Graduate Education

Graduate education in Northeastern’s natural sciences might be somewhat comparable
to MIT; however, the overall situation is different. The predominately regional
graduate student population is relatively small and distributed across many different
subjects. The large constituency of part time students is characteristic for the
institution and interesting models developed to serve the needs of working students.
Since the 1980s, the school of engineering offered various modes of distance learning.
Although many graduate students work as teaching assistants, in view of the large
undergraduate student population, they play a minor role in the education process.

51 Cyber Advising for Incoming Freshmen http://www.cyberadvising.neu.edu/
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Teaching

The author expected a lower ranked institution such as Northeastern’s tenure criteria to
look different than from MIT’s. However, the faculty members seem to be exposed to
similar pressures. A Northeastern faculty developer, who is intimately familiar with
MIT, responded to the question about how teaching was measured in the tenure
process as follows:
“Northeastern is a lot like MIT in that every department is its own little kingdom.
So many departments have very robust ways in measuring teaching. But across
the university it was historically just the student course evaluations. (…) Northeastern is different from MIT in a number of ways. Number 1, we don’t have the
reputation that MIT has. So we have to fight for students. We are also much more
tuition driven than MIT. We don’t have the endowments. So, keeping our students
is important. So while we are a research institution, while our thrust is really to
develop that part, we realize the importance of students, keeping students in the
institution. So there has been some movement across the campus on the
importance of teaching” (NEU4, 41:7).

The institution endeavors to strengthen the research activities as a means of becoming
a top 100 ranked research university. This development and recent leadership change
left young faculty members in particular insecure about the interpretation of tenure
criteria and the value of teaching.
Regarding the use of e-learning, the learning management system Blackboard is the
main tool employed by about 30% of all faculty. However, the student government
association proposed a resolution obligating faculty to provide an updated online
version of the syllabus (Ellis, 2003). This resolution was accepted by the faculty senate
in December 2003.

3.4

Support Organization and Coordination Mechanisms

The network supporting faculty at Northeastern University will be further detailed in
the following section. Similarly to the MIT case study, the primary focus will be on
the central support groups contributing to e-learning integration in a broader sense.
Since Northeastern has taken a very interesting approach from a pedagogical point of
view, the involvement of the center for work and learning or the libraries operating at
the “e-learning periphery” are studied in more detail.

3.4.1

Focus of Support Work

The focuses of the various central e-learning support units at Northeastern are
described in the next section.
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Figure V-12. Focus of Northeastern Support Work

Academic Technology Services52
Academic Technology Services is one of the subgroups of the central information
services, which provides the basic IT infrastructure at Northeastern. With the advent of
a new CIO in 1998, Northeastern has chosen a relatively centralized approach in which
not only the network, but basically everything from user support over software
licensing to running mail servers is centrally conducted. Three schools adhere to the
previously localized IT units that provide their own services to a different extent.
Within this organization, Academic Technology Services takes a similar role as the
Academic Computing group at MIT. This group is not only involved in a variety of
technology issues in teaching but also has an awareness for the broader needs of
faculty regarding technology. The group operates the university portal, the Blackboard
infrastructure, supports the IT help desk in case non standard questions arise, and takes
on new tasks as they emerge. Pressing issues are the role of central IT in supporting
research computing or the development of concepts regarding wireless computing.
A person with an academic background in higher education studies heads the unit with
profound technology expertise. The group plays an important role in translating faculty
needs to IT support and, also expresses the potential and limitation of the technologies:
“So my job has been to really try and convince the techies that we can’t
standardize, we have to listen to what faculty are saying, doesn’t mean we always
have to do it but we have to listen to it first” (NEU2).

Northeastern Online and Distance Learning (NUOL)53
For some time, Northeastern University has been offering distance learning programs
in the form of satellite transmitted video courses. Increasing difficulties with the aging
technology led to experimentation with online formats of distance learning in the
1990s. In the following, a number of online degrees and certificates were offered at
this time. However, for a long time, it was unclear who would take the responsibility

52 Academic Technology Services http://www.help.neu.edu/
53 Northeastern Online and Distance Learning http://www.nuol.edu/
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for the distance learning operation. Finally in 2003, NUOL was anchored within the
University College, the university’s arm of continuing education.
In the process of the substantial reorientation and changes, it has been unclear what the
role of distance learning and continuing education is supposed to be as a whole. Since
the advent of a new dean for the University College in 2003, a drastic reorientation of
the activities occurred (Selingo, 2006). The unit was renamed into School of
Professional and Continuing Studies and was given the right to grant degrees.
Subsequently, 46 degree, certificate, and non-credit programs were added within two
years responding to market needs. These changes also influence the distance learning
operations. A significant number of graduate certificates and undergraduate degrees
are offered on a newly designed website. This strategic reorientation also cleared the
way for the introduction of new technologies such as streaming media.
In 2005, NUOL operated with a relatively small staff of four people (2 instructional
designers, 1 technical specialist for student/faculty support, and 1 administrative
person) being in charge of supporting 288 courses delivered to over 2000 students.
Faculty who are teaching online courses are required to participate in a two-week
asynchronous training module.
EdTech Center54
The emergence of the Educational Technology Center (EdTech Center) dates back to
what was created as a multimedia studio by an individual faculty in the early 1990s as
a small operation before the advent of the Internet. Through the steady acquisition of
initially smaller to then bigger grants, the initiator managed “to sort of bootstrap the
operation to a next level” to what is known as the EdTech Center since 1998.
EdTech Center’s eight full- and part-time professional staff come from diverse
educational backgrounds. Their professional experience includes programming,
instructional design, writing, project management and quite prominently graphic
design.
In addition to the execution of a wide variety of educational technology projects, either
funded externally or by faculty, the EdTech Center took on the promotion, instruction,
and consulting part of the university-wide used learning management system Blackboard. With the help of co-op students, working 3-6 months as interns at the center,
they established a well-rounded service. Today, it is unclear what effect the requirement of all faculty members to put their syllabi online will have on the work of the
EdTech Center. Certainly an increased demand for Blackboard sites is expected.
Through leadership change, the EdTech Center, similar to NUOL, was moved around
in the university organization scheme three times in period of two-years and is finally

54 EdTech Center http://www.edtech.neu.edu/
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located on the academic side of the organization and reports to the vice provost for
undergraduate teaching.
Center for Innovative Course Design55
The EdTech Center staff would also like to be perceived as a group that has the
capability to manage large scale educational technology course redesign projects. A
new unit, the Center for Innovative Course Design, was recently created to emphasize
this capability and to promote services offered in collaboration with various other units
on campus such as the Center for Effective University Teaching or the libraries.
More recent projects included the design and programming of an electronic portfolio
application56 or the design of the Boston Modernism website. The latter showcases the
work of Northeastern Cinema Studies majors as they respond to the historic modernist
movements within the context of Boston’s urban environment.57
Libraries58
The central library at Northeastern is not only physically located at the heart of the
campus but also hosts InfoCommons, a student-centered computing facility offering
computer amenities, training, and services for faculty, staff and students (DiCesare,
2000). The library staff are heavily involved with teaching library skills to all students
in context of the core curriculum:
“We are now reaching all of the freshmen English classes. That’s a new initiative
(…) that was a long term goal to reach all of the freshmen and teach them some
basic library skills. So that’s been in place now for the second semester and there
is also a major writing project that all students are required to do. It’s called the
advanced writing for the disciplines59 where they do a major paper related to
their major field. We have done for a number of years library instruction for those
students so having the freshmen piece in place now has given us a nice chance to
coordinate and kind of help the students along the road toward information
literacy” (NEU10).

The above described course “advanced writing for the disciplines” was also subject for
major experimenting with distance learning formats for students in their cooperative
education year working off campus.
The libraries have been involved in a frequent exchange with other support units on
issues such as plagiarism, linking from Blackboard sites to library resources, or in

55
56
57
58
59

Center for Innovative Course Design http://www.cicd.neu.edu/
Physical Therapy Portfolios http://www.ptportfolio.neu.edu
Boston Modernism http://www.bostonmodernism.neu.edu/
Northeastern University Libraries http://www.lib.neu.edu/
Advanced Writing for the Disciplines http://www.awd.neu.edu/
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organizing joint events for faculty such as “the Beyond Books and Whiteboard60”
conference, a symposium on integrating teaching, technology and library resources.
Center for Work and Learning61
Northeastern formulated the strong vision (mantra) of practice-oriented, studentcentered, and urban education. Consequently, central units such as the EdTech Center,
the Center for Effective University Teaching, and the Center for Work and Learning
were gradually strengthened to support these values.
An interesting element, not directly related to e-learning, but critical to the overall
support structure, is the Center for Work and Learning, which conducts research on
methods of learning that integrate practical experience with classroom knowledge.
Therefore, the center runs a practice-oriented education (POE) faculty fellowship
program, which supports faculty research on POE, nurtures a community interested in
POE questions, and secures the institution a leading research position on POE related
questions.
Center for Effective University Teaching (CEUT)
The Center for Effective University Teaching takes the equivalent role to the MIT’s
Teaching and Learning Lab regarding promoting good teaching practice on campus
through faculty training. The center was founded in the early 1990 to “strictly do
student evaluations of courses” (NEU4). Today’s involvement is described as the
following:
“I think the center has become critical to a number of educational movements at
the institution out of the provost office. We are a very important part of our
practice-oriented education movement. We trained faculty, we worked with the
learning centers, we sit on committees, we do research. So we have actually
become I would say not only the teaching center but in many ways the educational
center” (NEU4, 41:2).

The Center’s involvement with e-learning is through the collaboration with the
previously introduced support units under the umbrella of the Center of Innovative
Course Design and through the involvement in respective committees and projects
centrally and within the individual schools.

60 Beyond Books & Whiteboards: Teaching, Technology & Library Resources Conference
http://www.edtech.neu.edu/beyondbooks/
61 Center for Work and Learning http://www.poe.neu.edu/
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Figure V-13. Nature of Support Work

The various support units’ predominately provide services to the broader faculty
community on campus. Compared to MIT, the work of these units is more driven by
the faculty needs and less frequently by the existence of an independent agenda.
It is interesting to observe that the leaders of the academic technology services group,
the EdTech Center as well as of the CEUT are academics and have a background in
education. In their work, they seek the proximity to the current research. They publish,
and present at conferences although the nature of their research is less independent but
primarily reflects the priorities of their support work.

3.4.3

Scope of Support Work

The activities of the above mentioned support units, apart from NUOL, are all clearly
of central scope and open to the whole faculty community. The author is less aware of
decentralized support activities. It may be due to the limited scope of the research,
although 6 out of 13 interviewees are faculty or administrators of the individual
departments. It is also assumed that reasons lie in the relatively visible central support
operations, in the limited financial resources of schools and departments and the
limited involvement of some disciplines with technology.
Generally, each college or school designates an associate dean for undergraduate
education, who is a spokesperson of matters related to undergraduate concerns. From
this capacity, many initiatives concerning the quality of the educational experiences, in
some cases e-learning is involved, are launched and accordingly goals set and
measures implemented. At Northeastern, central support staff often assist these efforts
such as in the case of the “GE Master Teachers Project62”, a General Electric
sponsored initiative focusing on the improvement of the freshmen experience of
engineering students. This project tackled the issue of unsatisfactory teaching of
science and math subjects in the freshmen’s year dissuading students from pursuing
engineering majors. Through a variety of measures, such as designated “gateway”
faculty teaching exclusively freshmen students or the enhancement of counseling
services, the quality of undergraduate teaching was enhanced. An interesting award-

62 The GE master teacher project for freshmen engineering http://gemasterteachers.neu.edu/
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winning outcome of the project was a column created by a dedicated group of faculty,
supported by the CEUT and the EdTech Center, suggesting solutions to common
teaching dilemmas (Qualters & Diamond, 2004). This regularly published column
initiated a broader dialogue on teaching quality not only among the core group of
column writers but it also reached out to many other constituencies such as teaching
assistants, junior as well as senior faculty in various awareness stages regarding
teaching quality.
Another interesting college based support service is provided for faculty and students
in the college of business administration. This college recommends its students and
faculty to obtain Tablet PCs. Whereas local IT support assists with technological
issues, a faculty member of the college promotes the innovative use of the technology
for instruction (Northeastern College of Business Administration, n.d.). In some
instances, new technologies such as tablet PCs or wireless computing are introduced
first on a small scale in the individual colleges and the experiences are then collected
for large scale application throughout the whole university.

3.4.4

Permanence and Funding of Support Work
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All of the support groups studied are anchored centrally to the organization and are set
up as permanent units. However, they face different funding conditions influencing
their specific activities.
The four groups on the left hand side of figure V-14 execute a service important to the
university such as securing the technological infrastructure, teaching support, the
support of Blackboard services, or research on practice-oriented education. The clear
mandates to various degrees are compensated with lump sum funding. However, these
groups try to diversify their funding base predominantly through external research
grants or fee-for-service contracts with faculty or external customers.
The Center for Innovative Course Design mainly relies on the latter two funding
sources. They contract with faculty who have acquired external funding or received
internal funds such as faculty development grants from the provost’s office63.

temporary
support

Figure V-14. Funding of Support Work

From a financial perspective, NUOL is an outlier in the support landscape as distance
and continuing education not only serves an important educational purpose but also
63 Northeastern Faculty Development Funds http://www.provost.neu.edu/facultydevelopment.html
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generates substantial revenues for the university. Many colleges refuse to release
revenue figures on their adult programs due to the competitive nature of the market but
it is a general trend that for many HEIs it is easier to grow their continuing education
programs than raising money or being dependent on federal grants (Selingo, 2006).

3.4.5

Coordination of Support Work

a) Coordination of the Missions / Responsibilities
At Northeastern the clear strategy of the university and the commitment to cooperative
education provides a joint direction for all support units. Furthermore, the CEUT, the
EdTech Center as well as the Center for Work and Learning all report to the provost
who determines the responsibilities of the units and takes a regulative role.
In addition, a Teaching and Learning with Technology Roundtable according to the
suggestions of the TLT Group64 was initiated to bring together people “from all over
the university concerned with e-learning” to discuss critical issues and formulate
recommendations to bring to the attention of the provost.
b) Awareness on Related Activities
Unlike some support groups at MIT, the strategic dialogue at Northeastern is less
detached from the operative discussion. An important difference stems from the
position of the heads of the support groups who are in most cases not part of the
faculty. They lead smaller groups and therefore are heavily involved in operative
activities themselves.
Apart from the TLTR, not many specific forums for knowledge exchange among
e-learning support units exist. Rather the people sit on similar committees or take
personal efforts to stay involved with the activities of each other:
“And I personally make it my job to go out and create those links. Number 1,
number 2 I am a firm believer that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts”
(NEU4, 41:34)

c) Mode of Collaboration
Consequently, the support units collaborate on many occasions:
“There is a Center for Innovative Course Design that we are developing right
now. That means anytime there is a large course that is being developed, we bring
together all these different units under the auspices of the EdTech Center.
Whoever we think needs to be brought in for planning courses so the distance
courses or the graduate level courses, certificate programs” (NEU4, 41:13).

64 Teaching with Technology Roundtable Movement http://www.tltgroup.org/programs/TLTR/home.htm
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Another interesting joint effort is the “Beyond Books and Whiteboard Conference”65
through which the groups bundled their resources and reached out to the faculty
through a coordinated event.

3.5

Emergence of E-Learning

3.5.1

Distance Learning

Efforts to make use of e-learning for distance learning have been underway since 1972
when lectures were broadcasted to the students at a small Northeastern campus in the
suburbs of Boston. Since the mid 1980s, the school of engineering has been mainly
delivering courses to as many as 70 companies in the Boston metropolitan area via
what was called Network Northeastern. In addition, Northeastern University was also
one of the charter members of the National Technological University (NTU)66, which
since 1984 provided degrees to students world-wide. Courses were offered by a
number of participating universities such as Northeastern.
The technological developments of the 1990s brought fundamental challenges to the
distance learning model of that time. Faced with an aging technology, the closing
down of NTU’s satellite business, and the advent of the Internet, the described model
no longer served its purpose well.
After some reorganization and change in leadership, Northeastern University in
2003/2004 redefined its strategy regarding technology mediated distance learning (see
also 3.4.1 NUOL).

3.5.2

Campus Technology

In 1990, Northeastern committed itself to a new model of an information technologysupported learning environment that it termed “connected campus”, meaning that
students have “finger-tip access to a variety of network resources that significantly
enrich their education” (Northeastern University, 1998).
Subsequent years afforded major infrastructure investments and the physical network
NUnet was installed. In 1997, an educational technology working-group gathered to
assess the needs of all the colleges and formulate recommendations regarding further
educational technology investments. In the budget period 98/99, substantial funds were
allocated for the continuing implementation of NUnet. The funds for the second major
priority, educational technology, were increased by almost 30% in order to strengthen
the technological infrastructure such as computer labs, hardware, and software. A
65 Beyond Books & Whiteboards: Teaching, Technology & Library Resources Conference
http://www.edtech.neu.edu/beyondbooks/
66 NTU was founded in 1984 as the first accredited “virtual” university. With the support of major technology
companies such as IBM, Motorola, and Hewlett-Packard, NTU was formed to deliver academic courses via
unique satellite network directly to corporations’ training facilities. In 1984, NTU began offering degree
programs using courses supplied by seven universities. (source: http://www.universities.com/Distance_
Learning/National_Technological_University.html)
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smaller part of the budget allowed the support units to expand their staff (Academic
technology services, EdTech Center, distance learning, libraries) (Keegan, 1998).
The university hired a new CIO in 1998 who was given the responsibility of building
the institutional IS infrastructure into a robust and reliable system. Subsequently, he
chose a more centralized approach to IT management. The resulting transformation
was a largely successful mammoth undertaking requiring substantial resources (Northeastern Committee on Institutional Management Practices, 2003).
As the report from a faculty committee indicates, there are still major issues to be
resolved regarding academic computing today. In 2002, faculty concerns were the
level of classroom technology, the state of hardware, the availability of academic
software, and support for research computing. These issues beckon for more faculty
involvement in IS planning.
In the fall 2004, the faculty senate made major decisions regarding implementing a
standing IT Policy Committee, and regarding a faculty committee to work on policy
recommendations regarding IT decisions. Furthermore, a central research computing
facility has been realized and the issue of classroom technology tackled (Northeastern
Faculty Senate, 2005).

3.6

Role of Strategic Planning

The focus in this section addresses strategic planning methods and the dialogue about
goals and future activities at Northeastern.

3.6.1

Strategic Planning Culture, Tradition

Looking back on Northeastern’s past 15 years, the period can be characterized by
many unpopular and brave decisions taken by leadership (e.g., layoff of over 150
people) that resulted in a turn-around and repositioning of the institution. In this
climate, the senior administration takes a relatively powerful role and has a tendency
for top-down decisions.
An important partner in preparing and taking decisions regarding academic issues is
the faculty senate67. Unlike at MIT where the respective body consists of all faculty, at
Northeastern the colleges elect senate representatives. On total the senate consists of
31 college representatives and 10 administrators (all deans, the provost, and vice
provosts) appointed by the president. The senate meets weekly and pursues issues on a
relatively operational level. Much time is devoted to discussion and decision-making.
For example, within this body the level of IT infrastructure and classroom technology
has been intensively debated. The senate also appoints faculty to a number of standing
committees and decides on the necessity of ad hoc committees to explore specific
questions.

67 Northeastern Faculty Senate http://www.facultysenate.neu.edu/
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Overall Strategic Goals

Unlike at MIT or Tufts, at Northeastern university-wide strategic goals are very
visible. Since his second annual fall address in 1997, president Freeland keeps
repeating his vision for the university in terms of a five word mantra. Northeastern
ought to become a “national”, “research”, “student-centered”, “practice-oriented”, and
“urban” university (Feldscher, 1997). The Northeastern community is also aware of
the institution’s goal to become a top 100 ranked research university (Gornstein,
2001).
Freeland formulated his vision on the basis of a strategic plan developed in 1994
before his taking office. In this process the larger university community was involved
(Northeastern University, 1998). Today, the plan is included in the faculty handbook
(Northeastern Faculty Senate, 2004).

3.6.3

Strategic E-Learning Planning Process

As already outlined, Northeastern has a clearly stated vision to become one of the top
100 research universities. Consequently, the ranking criteria seem to guide many of the
activities (e.g. such as an increase of the retention rate, size of research grants). The
mantra of national, research, practice-oriented, student-centered and urban is widely
communicated and helps set priorities as a support worker illustrates:
“So we try to look at the goals of the university and align what educational
technology was doing with those goals, to support those goals” (NEU9, 37:6).

But also critical voices concerning the function of the mantra are expressed since it
seems to limit efforts that lie outside of the core vision. In addition, people seem to
repeat the words of the mantra but the commitment did not lead to a culture change:
“And I think another thing that limits the university is this mantra. The national,
urban, research, everybody tries to fit whatever it is… if it’s a technology savvy
university, cutting edge or something, that was in the forefront of everybody’s
mind, every time they had to develop sort of policy or documents or merit report
or something like that … but right now it is not considered part of the culture”
(NEU Focus Group).

Although the university-wide strategy gives some concrete guidance as to what the
priorities in undergraduate education should be, it basically contains no hints on
priorities in the area of E-Learning. To fill this gap, the Teaching and Learning with
Technology Roundtable has tried to unite all E-Learning constituencies to discuss
critical issues and formulate recommendations for the attention of the provost. The
Roundtable was initiated under the previous provost. After leadership change the
Roundtable could not count on the same level of top level support any more and has
ceased to meet in 2004. An interesting push, however, comes from the student senate
that requires faculty to have all course syllabi online.
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Recently, in the faculty senate in-depth discussion on the appropriate level of IT
infrastructure took place (Northeastern Committee on Institutional Management
Practices, 2003). In 2004, a standing faculty committee on IT policy has been installed
to serve as the primary body charged with making university-wide recommendations
on IT related issues (Northeastern University, 2004).
From the perspective of the support units, the lack of continuity has been an issue that
has made it difficult to set a clear focus for their work. Leadership changes as well as
the increasing and conservative involvement of the faculty senate led to various
changes in priorities and increased uncertainty about the future direction.
Although an explicit and specific e-learning strategy does not exist to guide the
behavior of support units, the following goals became apparent:
In terms of IT infrastructure it is important to the institution to expose students to upto-date technology and train their IT competence as well as to provide a solid
infrastructure to support research. By the introduction of e-learning into the teaching
and learning process, students are supported through their practical year and are kept
in close contact with the university. Furthermore, the quality of large introductory
gateway courses shall be improved through technology.

3.6.4

The Role of Leadership

Compared to other institutions, Northeastern seems to have strong leaders with clear
visions who choose drastic actions to change many practices for the better.
Increasing rank position from a regional school to a nationally renowned research
university requires costly investments into infrastructures (e.g. dorms, new library
building, IT infrastructure). Even more costly is investment of additional faculty.
Northeastern recently announced the hiring of additional 100 faculty with the goal “to
sharpen the intellectual quality of its education and to bring the school’s studentfaculty ratio in line with the top 100 national universities in the US News & World
Report rankings” (e.g., Russell, 2002).
Not surprisingly, the fast change process also caused some growing pains. Consequently, some considerations such as the articulation of IT needs, the availability of
funding to pursue those, and the role of distance learning have not been treated as top
priorities until recently. This lack of vision has noticeably hampered progress in these
areas.
Leadership support is strongly needed on the local level in order to promote high
quality e-learning as illustrated in the following quote:
“It’s very different on where they are and a lot of it is reflective on either the
department chair or the dean” (NEU4, 30:8).
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Impact of Strategic Planning

Since no clear strategic planning process regarding e-learning can be identified, it is
impossible to estimate the educational impact of technology on campus. However, the
activities described keep “lines of communication open” (NEU9, 46:4) and foster the
awareness of the importance of these activities.

4

Case Study 3 – Tufts University

4.1

Rationale of the Case

Like MIT and Northeastern University, Tufts University is an extensive research
university according to the Carnegie Classification. Working conditions of faculty at
all three institutions are relatively similar. However, Tufts has some distinct qualities
that warrant further study:
− Tufts is a decentralized institution with interesting coordination mechanisms in
place that result in an exceptional collaboration among schools regarding IT
infrastructure decisions. The Tufts community thinks in terms of their institution as
being almost as complex and decentralized as Harvard, but without the analogous
funding in place.
− Like Northeastern, Tufts established a centrally organized interdisciplinary academic technology unit, which promotes the sensible use of e-learning in close
collaboration with the individual schools. Although some of the Tufts academic
technology activities are similar, the self-conception of the unit, its goals, and work
is distinct from the EdTech Center at Northeastern. A comparison of these two
institutions is interesting for their similar traits.
− Some well-known e-learning initiatives such as TUSK68 and the Perseus project69,
which are similar in scope and impact as some of the renowned MIT initiatives,
grew out of Tufts. It is interesting to compare the institutional context enabling the
emergence and growth of such initiatives.

4.2

Characteristics of the Institution

The Universalist Church founded Tufts University in 1852. Then and today, Tufts has
followed a liberal arts tradition. Tufts also trained students in engineering and in
medical professions early on. In the 1960s, Tufts heavily expanded the graduate
education program and as a consequence changed its name from Tufts College to Tufts
University. Under the presidency of Jean Mayer (1976-1992) the institution radically
transformed from a severely under funded regional college into a top research
university (Gittleman, 2004, p. 160-175).

68 TUSK http://tusk.tufts.edu/
69 Perseus Project http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/
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Table V-3
Characteristics of Tufts

Item
Description
Founded
1852*
Enrollments (Fall 2003)
4,800 / 3,555*
Undergraduate (UG) / graduate (G)
Faculty Body
438 faculty of all ranks*
Ranking. 2006 National Universities: Top Schools
27**
UG tuition and fees:
32,621 USD**
Endowment (June 30, 2004)
752,428,000 USD***
Note. Information retrieved from *(Smalley, 2003), **(US News & World Report, 2005), and
***(The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2004)

Today, the largest schools are the school of arts and science and the school of
engineering, which educate the majority of Tufts 4800 undergraduate students. In
addition, the Tufts portfolio contains several internationally renowned graduate
schools (Smalley, 2003). The nine schools (see figure V-15) are spread over three
campuses: In downtown Boston the health sciences schools (School of Medicine,
School of Dental Medicine, The Sackler School of Graduate Biomedical Science,
Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy) are located in proximity to the New
England Medical Center. The veterinary school is located outside of Boston in
Grafton, whereas the central administration, the Fletcher School, and the School of
Arts, Science and Engineering with its large body of undergraduate students are
concentrated on the Somerville / Medford campus in the suburbs of Boston.
Tufts Schools

School
of Arts and Sciences
G/ UG Programs
Medford/Somerville

School of
Engineering
G/ UG Programs
Medford/Somerville

The Fletcher School
of Law and
Diplomacy
Medford/Somerville

Friedmann School
of Nutrition Science
and Policy
Downtown Boston

School of Dental
Medicine

School of
Medicine

Downtown Boston

Downtown Boston

Cummings School
of Veterinary
Medicine
Grafton

Sackler School of
Graduate BioMedical Science
Downtown Boston

University College
of Citizenship and
Public Service
Medford/Somerville

Figure V-15. Tufts Schools

The Tufts governance structure is relatively lean at the central level therefore a large
share of responsibilities is allocated onto the individual schools (see figure V-16). This
reflects the decentralized nature of the organization.
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Tufts Board of Trustees

President
- Chief of Staff and Asst.
Secretary of the Corporation
- Chaplain
- Corporate Secretary

Executive Vice President
- ...
- ...
- ...
- ...

University Provost
Senior Vice President
Boards of
Overseers

- Director, Digital
Collections & Archives
- Director, University
Library Tech. Serv.

Cross-School
Centers &
Institutes

Vice President
University Advancement
- ...
- ...
- ...
- ...

Vice President
University Relations
- ...
- ...
- ...
- ...

Deans of the nine Schools

Figure V-16. Tufts Governance Structure

In recent years, Tufts managed to significantly improve the quality of the incoming
student body. The number of undergraduate applications rose by 70% since 1995. As a
consequence, the university operates in a very competitive market. No longer does the
institution compete for students with New England Small Liberal Arts Colleges but
with national research universities such as Dartmouth, Brown, Penn, Cornell,
Georgetown, and Washington University (Bacow, 2004b). Within this latter group,
Tufts is the smallest institution with a significant lower endowment and operating
budget. As a result, Tufts is now in a challenging position of reorientation and
adjustment.

4.3

Teaching and Learning

Teaching and learning at Tufts cannot be described in a general manner since each
school operates in relative independence. It is important to distinguish between the two
large Schools of Arts, Science, and Engineering, which offer graduate training but
predominantly engage in undergraduate education, and the professional schools such
as the health sciences schools or the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy. This
distinction will be noted in the following sections.

4.3.1

Undergraduate Education

Most undergraduate education at Tufts is done within the Schools of Art, Science and
Engineering at the Somerville campus. According to the liberal arts tradition, the
curriculum is very open. An excerpt of the matriculation address of Tufts president
Bacow mirrors this spirit (2004a):
“If I were to give you any advice about what to study while at Tufts, it
would be to play to your weakness, not to your strength. Go out of your
way to challenge yourself by exploring subjects and disciplines that you
have not yet encountered. Sample broadly from what this extraordinary
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faculty has to offer. You may surprise yourself by discovering your passion
in a place that you did not expect to find it. If so, have the courage to pursue
your passion wherever it leads you. I guarantee you that you will not be
disappointed.”
The Tufts curriculum consists of foundation courses, distribution courses to explore
the breadth human knowledge, and a concentration or major to pursue the study in a
specific field (Tufts University Office of Undergraduate Admissions, 2005):
“The foundation of a Tufts liberal arts education rests on the ability to write well and
the ability to use a foreign language.” The distribution part requires students to choose
two courses from the humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, the arts, and the
mathematical sciences. The students decide on their major before the end of the second
year. The Tufts curriculum offers a wide variety of majors in liberal arts and
engineering subjects. In addition, students can decide to enroll in a premedical
program or select from a growing number of interdisciplinary majors.

4.3.2

Graduate Education (Professional Schools)

Similarly to MIT and Northeastern, the Tufts School of Engineering and the Graduate
School of Arts and Science offer graduate degrees in a variety of subjects. In addition,
a number of professional schools (the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy and the
health sciences schools) train their students for a specific profession. Education in a
professional school is structured differently than a traditional graduate program. Often,
the core curriculum is clearly set to develop the required skills of the profession.
Professional associations assume an important role in supervising the programs and
maintaining regulations and standard tests. Depending on the profession, practical
training and internships play a major role.
Professional education at Tufts is of high quality but the programs are among the most
expensive in the country due to the comparably low financial strength (Smalley, 2003).

4.3.3

Teaching

Not until in the 1980s was the structure at Tufts changed in such a way that all faculty
are expected to engage in research. Undergraduate teaching traditionally received the
most attention of the faculty (Gittleman, 2004, p. 72). Today, teaching is still regarded
as an important task:
“What’s been a hallmark of the Tufts education (…) is the time and the personal
contact dimension. The new dean was shocked, pleasantly shocked, but shocked at
just literally the amount of student traffic that there was in and out of faculty
offices (…) it was just an accepted part of what was going on” (Tufts14, 69:17).

In recent years, Tufts increased the quality of its student body and currently competes
for students with other major research universities. At the same time, Tufts scholarly
reputation has not improved at the same pace. As a reaction, there is a central push for
more emphasis on research. Maintaining the teaching ethos in this process is a big
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challenge. However, the Tufts leadership is convinced that Tufts is one of the few
institutions that manages to maintain high standards in both research and teaching and
will further develop as a student-centered research university (Doheney, 2004b, p. 7).

4.4

Support Organization and Coordination Mechanisms

4.4.1

Focus of Support Work

Tufts is a decentralized organization even as compared to MIT. Until recently, almost
no central support infrastructure existed. Rather, the support process is defined through
local activities and the various collaboration models between school-based resources:
“From a big picture point of view there is centers, local organization units, and
there are central units but when it comes to actually performing some activity it
involves a cross section of people from all of the areas” (Tufts1).

The above statement of a Tufts IT manager cautions institutions to firmly establish
e-learning activities along the organizational structure since most initiatives are located
at the interface of different groups. This is true for all three case studies, however, due
to its extremely decentralized nature of Tufts, it is particularly important to keep this
advice in mind when organizational structures are described. Still, figure V-17 pictures
the support landscape to better localize the activities in the different schools.
The basic IT infrastructure support is illustrated in the first row of figure V-17. IT
services are primarily provided by the Information Technology Services group (ITS)
in Somerville, the Medical School’s Office of Information Technology in Boston for
the health sciences schools (without the Dental School) and the Information
Technology Services in Grafton for the Veterinary School. Furthermore, the health
sciences schools run a joint educational media services group.
Concerning education, only the medical school runs a larger office of educational
affairs. Other schools employ an academic dean who is in charge of all education
related matters. Of further interest is how libraries are also organized locally.
School of Arts
and Sciences,
School of
Engineering

The Fletcher
School

Information and
Technology
Services (ITS)

IT support
provided
by ITS

School of
Dental
Medicine

Own IT
operations

School of
Medicine

Sackler School
of Graduate
Biomedical
Science

School of
Nutrition
Science
and Policy

Office of
Information
Technology (OIT)

IT support
provided
by OIT

IT support
provided
by OIT

Educational Media Center
Academic Dean

Academic Dean

Tisch library

Edwin Ginn
Library

Academic Dean

Figure V-17. School Based Support

Office of
Educational
Affairs

Academic Dean

Tufts University Health Sciences Library
TUSK

School of
Veterinary
Medicine

Grafton
Information
Technology
Services
Media Services

Academic Dean
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Veterinary
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The following section considers a selection of support units contributing to the
e-learning activities at Tufts. The author primarily draws upon data collected at the
Schools of Arts, Science, and Engineering and the Medical School. This selection of
groups does not provide a comprehensive overview. This well-rounded selection,
however, admits partial insights in how Tufts manages to integrate the diversity of
liberal arts undergraduate education with professional education in order to leverage
the potential of e-learning resources.
The focus and area of responsibility of each of these groups is illustrated next.

education
focus

Figure V-18. Focus of Support

Tufts Computing and Communication Services (TCCS)70
TCCS is the central information services unit at Tufts providing basic computing and
communication infrastructure services such as the data network, e-mail, and Internet
services as well as telephone support and software licensing.
First level support is provided through local contacts at the department or school.
TCCS trains these local “front-line support providers (FSPs)” and provides second
level support. In addition, TCCS offers a wide variety of training opportunities for
standard applications.
Traditionally, TCCS was predominantly involved in administrative computing. Only
in the late 1990s did TCCS begin a major initiative in academic computing through the
foundation of the Academic Technology unit.
Information and Technology Services (ITS)71
ITS is the local IT support group at the Somerville campus operated by the School of
Arts, Science, and Engineering. This group also provides support for the Fletcher
school. Primarily, this group provides desktop support, maintains various computer
labs, runs a web server for departmental websites, and engages in training.

70 TCCS http://www.tufts.edu/tccs/
71 ITS http://ase.tufts.edu/its/
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Within ITS, an individual person is assigned to operate the Blackboard Learning
Management System for the entire university. He not only administers the courses but
also offers workshops on the use of the Blackboard system.
In spring 2004, the group consisted of seven full time staff and 70+ student workers
whereas many of the students are involved with operating the computer labs.
Educational Media Center72
The Educational Media Center is a joint resource of the health sciences schools located
at the Boston campus as well as of the New England Medical center. The group
provides video and audio recording devices and services for all digital formats. In
addition, media equipment, teleconferencing services, media conversions and
duplication services can be obtained.
Tufts University Sciences Knowledgebase (TUSK)73
TUSK today is an open source web-based database hosting curricular materials from
all the health sciences schools. The medical school in close collaboration with the
Tufts University Health Sciences Library initiated the project in 1995. The original
idea emerged from sharing images. The thought of sharing material is still a
fundamental principle of TUSK. Allowing faculty and students access to data across
courses, schools, and years (Tufts Health Sciences Library, 2005), TUSK fosters
integration on different levels. In addition, students can create and annotate folders and
content from the more than 150’000 objects stored in the database. TUSK developed
from a grant-funded project into a large initiative conducted by the 5 health sciences
schools:
“I think again the most successful element from an administrative point of view is
the fact that we are able to get 5 schools to agree to fund a project that was
started on grant funding” (Tufts11, 64:27).

In 2001, TUSK was awarded the prestigious CIO Enterprise Value Award.
In 2005 Tufts made specific parts of TUSK and further course material from various
schools available to the open public as part of the MIT OpenCourseWare initiative74.
The Tufts president, as a former MIT chancellor, was a major promoter of this
development.

72 Educational Media Center http://www.tufts.edu/orgs/edmedia/
73 TUSK http://tusk.tufts.edu/about/vision
74 Tufts OpenCourseWare http://ocw.tufts.edu/

V Findings from the American Context

203

Academic Technology (AT)75
Academic Technology, a subgroup of TCCS describes itself as a “university-wide
resource that provides consultations, collaborative partnerships, and faculty development focusing on the use of technology to support teaching, and research initiatives”
(Tufts University Academic Technology, 2005a).
To a certain extent, the group is comparable to the Northeastern EdTech Center in that
it employs staff members from the breadth of educational, technological, and
management backgrounds assuming a translation role at the campus. A local
e-learning support person perceived the unit similar to an internal consulting service to
Tufts:
“I guess I look at academic technology as kind of a consulting agency and that
makes them very dynamic and that’s really what’s most useful. To me, I know if I
go to them with a question about something like creating a wireless environment
here they have experience somewhere in doing this because they are constantly
working on many different projects. They are kind of a warehouse of information
also” (Tufts5, 60:5).

As it was observed in previous case studies, academic computing underwent a
significant change from technical support to engaging with faculty and researchers on
how to enhance teaching and research with technology. In the past few years, the
group redefined its area of responsibility and accordingly expanded to 15 people. In
April 2005, the group was expanded again and thus, reorganized. Several positions of
associate directors were introduced. Three major areas of activity are emphasized:
a) Faculty Development
The group stepped in to fill the vacuum on pedagogical faculty support. Each school
provides local technological assistance on how to use specific tools but often does not
have the resources to assist in questions from an education point of view.
In collaboration with local support units, academic technology organizes lecture series,
focus seminars, mini-institutes on all three campuses, a weeklong faculty development
institute in the summer, and edits a newsletter among other things.
b) Design and Course Development
The curricular technology group within the Academic Technology group provides
assistance in the areas of instructional design, interactive media design, graphic design,
and project development and management.

75 Academic Technology http://at.tccs.tufts.edu/
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Apart from individual consulting, AT offers “partnerships in technology” grants which
are awarded on a competition basis. The selected projects are not primarily supported
through financial compensation but in working hours of AT staff members.
c) Research Computing
Similarly to Northeastern and MIT, support for research computing is an increasingly
important topic. The group employs a statistical and research computing specialist and
two GIS (geographic information system) specialists. The latter maintain, in concert
with students and the libraries, the GIS lab. In addition, the group organizes seminars
for special research tools relevant to a cross section of faculty. In 2005, the group was
strengthened with its addition of an associate director for research computing.
Center for Academic Excellence
Tufts emphasizes the importance of teaching. Astonishingly, there is no equivalent
voice for pedagogical concerns similar to the MIT Teaching and Learning Lab or the
Northeastern Center for Effective University Teaching.
A Center for Academic Excellence sponsored by the university vice president used to
exist, however, after the employee left the university no replacement was hired. This
person tied together all the central faculty development resources, in particular on the
Somerville campus, such as writing resources, critical thinking and ethics, or library
research offers through a still existing common website76. Today, the only remaining
university-wide resource for faculty development is the University Committee on
Teaching and Faculty Development77 in which senior administrators, faculty, and
support staff from all schools are represented. Since 1994, the Committee has been
organizing an annual university-wide teaching conference in an effort to bring faculty
together to discuss typical teaching problems. In the past year, the committee has
relied on the expertise and support of Academic Technology in order to organize this
event.
Medical School Office of Educational Affairs78
In order to illustrate how the educational process is managed at Tufts, the activities of
the office of educational affairs are presented. The work of the group is seen as
particularly interesting since it illustrates how the 12 person unit assumes responsibilities such as course evaluations, faculty development, or teaching awards that are
located within university-wide offices in other institutions. Furthermore, professional
schools have a more structured and standardized curriculum so that they initiate
76 Tufts University Faculty Development Calendar http://ase.tufts.edu/facultydevelopment/
77 University Committee on Teaching and Faculty Development http://ase.tufts.edu/uctfd/default.htm
78 Office of Educational Affairs http://www.tufts.edu/med/curriculum/learning.htm
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curriculum design and development tasks for the premedical years that are, in
traditional graduate schools, delegated to the department or the individual faculty
level. The group also significantly contributed to the development of TUSK and is
involved in a series of campus-wide activities due to the double role of the group’s
head being the vice provost of the university as well as the medical school’s dean of
educational affairs.

4.4.2

Nature of Support Work
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Since most of the support groups at Tufts are located in the individual schools, the
support units tend to be smaller and less specialized on solely e-learning tasks. As a
consequence, these units primarily take on a service focus and are involved to a lesser
degree in particular communities of research and practice.
TUSK is insofar an exception as it started out on grant funds to explore new terrain.
The creators consistently focused on maximizing the benefit and usability for internal
faculty but in parallel aimed at an open source solution to be shared with other HEIs.
The project was widely received at research conferences and won several awards.

service
focus

Figure V-19. Nature of Support Work

Academic Technology is primarily a service group but it is clearly involved in more
research than most of the other units. As a group of specialists in their respective field,
they attentively follow the latest research developments. Furthermore, they are involved in a number of large-scale projects such as TUSK and other digital library
initiatives, in which cutting edge technology plays an important role. The group also
promotes development project implementing the standards developed within MIT’s
Open Knowledge Initiative.

4.4.3

Scope of Support Work

Unlike at the other institutions, where the central groups dominated the picture, only
the TCCS and its Academic Technology subgroup are obvious central resources.
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focus

Figure V-20. Scope of Support Work

Tufts University is familiar with a number of joint support models most of them either
spanning the schools located in Somerville (ITS) or at the Boston campus (TUSK,
Educational Media Center). Boundaries are often set through the subjects taught as in
the case of TUSK supporting all health sciences schools.
Representing many other local support groups, the Office of Educational Affairs
primarily serves its faculty from the medical school. However, through the group’s
involvement with cross-school projects such as TUSK or the organization of “miniinstitutes” its work becomes visible to other schools, too.

4.4.4

Permanence and Funding of Support Work
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Some of the groups studied are funded through the regular university budget or
through the individual schools as in the case of the support units grouped on the left
hand side of figure V-21. Whereas the EdTech Center at Northeastern is sponsored by
the provost, the Tufts academic technology group receives its funding from the
individual schools. Through this funding model, the group is obliged to provide an
added value to all schools equally. Their existence is dependent upon the individual
school’s judgment of this value. Similarly, TUSK is funded through an agreement
between the different health sciences schools. On the far right side, the Educational
Media Center, similarly to AMPS at MIT, is run in a fee-for-service mode.

temporary
support

Figure V-21. Funding of Support Work

4.4.5

Coordination of Support Work

Asked about what activities are best organized at the local level and where a
university-wide solution serves is the superior solution, the CIO of Tufts referred to
the value of coordination:
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“There isn’t an optimal picture. It’s on a case by case basis of what works the
best and no matter how you do it, whether something is located more centrally or
more locally the biggest issue is how do you coordinate it. So we spend a lot of
time on just making sure whatever is it we do centrally and then therefore locally
we have effective means of coordination because if it’s disconnected it’s not going
to work” (Tufts 1).

a) Coordination of the Missions / Responsibilities
At Tufts, coordination on the “macro” level happens through committees involving
representatives of all schools. The most influential committee has been the Information
Technology Council (ITC). Chaired by the CIO and head of TCCS, the council
encompasses a number of representatives of each school depending on the school size.
It has paid attention to involving people with financial responsibility, with an adequate
academic representation as well as to secure participation of holders of major
administrative positions. Over the years, this fairly stable committee has agreed upon
major strategic IT investments taking into account local needs as well as focusing on
the realization of university-wide synergies. The council also decides on the budget for
TCCS.
The group installed a number of subcommittees such as the Academic Affairs
Committee, which oversees and advises the activities of the academic technology
group.
Educationally, the University Committee on Faculty Development coordinates faculty
development activities and as a main result organizes the annual university-wide
teaching conference.
b) Awareness on Related Activities
On the operative level, Academic Technology takes an important role in reaching out
to the local units and other administrative resources through the many faculty
development activities and joint projects. These efforts have been particularly
productive with those groups and schools where clear responsibilities and contact
persons are defined.
In addition, through much pre-existing collaborations between schools the exchange
seems to be livelier than in other institutions although the geographical distance
between the campuses may be challenging in some instances.
c) Mode of Collaboration
As illustrated above, Tufts has known many successful models of collaboration across
schools.
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Emergence of E-Learning

Consistent with the decentralized culture at Tufts, every school took care of its own IT
operations until the mid 1990s. Only administrative computing was facilitated
centrally as the following quote by a long standing faculty member illustrates:
“I’d say Tufts support for what I call academic computing was never all that
great but it was marginally ok. Obviously, there was not classroom technology at
that time or anything like that. The Internet hardly existed, but it wasn’t all that
bad but then in the 1990s it really became very poor. It was really all
administrative support. Computing became very much more an administrative
operation funded out of administrative sources and its relation to teaching and
research was relatively weak” (Tufts14).

With the advent of the Internet and the need for classroom technology in 1996, Tufts
took an important step in regard to answering critical questions regarding e-learning
through a taskforce on information technology. On the recommendation of this
taskforce, a vice president for information technology was hired, a strategic council on
information technology with representation of all schools was institutionalized, further
priorities, and a funding model for the activities were proposed (Tufts University,
1996).
“So the university finally, I would say, took it seriously and decided that they
needed a more professional IT organization, and also for the first time, which was
different for Tufts, that they had to think about IT at various levels including at the
University level because before it was always in pockets but never integrated.
Two major things happened: one was that a position was created of a Vice
President for Information Technology. I guess you would view him as the CIO of
the university. The second thing that was created was a university council the first
of its kind where all the schools of the university plus the central administration
sat around the same table and dealt with issues at that level” (Tufts14).

Since 1996, the IT council came to many important decisions concerning building up
the infrastructure for the university. However, in that time little attention was paid to
academic needs; the faculty needs in the classroom and their needs in managing
research data. In 2000, when a new head for academic technology was hired, the
mission of the unit was refocused:
“When we changed the focus, what we did, we made that unit exclusively
responsible for the integration of technology into teaching, learning, and
research. That’s all they do. So there is no other service that they need to get
involved with. There is no direct IT support function they get involved with. All,
when I say “all” in quotes, they focus on exclusively is ‘How do you raise the
quality of teaching, learning, and research through technology?’ and that’s to me
what the essence of academic technology should be” (Tufts 1).

Independent from the central infrastructure at different departments and campuses, oncampus e-learning projects were developed on the initiative of individual faculty. The
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Fletcher school of Law and Diplomacy established a (master’s) program, which
combined residency with Internet mediated distance learning elements.79
A comparative strength not mentioned so far is Tufts competency in digital library
projects. The most prominent and longest standing project is the Perseus digital
library. The project started in the mid 1980s in the classics department as a collection
of texts and pictures of the Greco-Roman antiquity. In the meantime, the digital library
contains seven humanities collections. The project team invested a lot of energy in
research and development to improve the technological foundation supporting the
optimal access to a wide range of materials to as large an audience as possible (Crane
et al., 2003). Many other units over the time have been involved with establishing
infrastructures and applications leveraging digital library projects. Fedora has been
established as an open source digital library repository management system80 and the
Visual Understanding Environment application is a concept-mapping tool that integrates the digital resources into the teaching and learning process.81
Locally started projects such as TUSK or the Perseus project have created important
knowledge and resources for the further development of e-learning at Tufts as a whole.

4.6

Role of Strategic Planning

4.6.1

Strategic Planning Culture, Tradition

Unlike at MIT or Northeastern, a university-wide faculty senate or faculty handbook
does not exist. Coordination and strategic planning at the central level happens within
the academic council, which consists of the president, all vice presidents, and the
deans of the individual schools.
Significant strategic planning at Tufts happens within the individual schools and
departments. Each school has a faculty senate where faculty members are involved
with school governance. Most schools are now in the process or recently concluded the
development of strategic plans. The central leadership takes an effort to identify and
communicate possibilities on how to integrate the strengths of the individual schools
also regarding the new capital campaign to be started (Doheney, 2004b).
The starting point of strategic planning at the central level includes questions about the
strengths of Tufts University and its distinctiveness. What are the great opportunities
for Tufts as a university over and above the individual schools? (Doheney, 2004b).

4.6.2

Overall Strategic Goals

The provost introduced the aim to strengthen the university and its individual schools
academically and aims at the further development of its academic reputation as an
79 The Global Masters of Arts Program http://fletcher.tufts.edu/gmap/default.asp
80 Fedora http://www.fedora.info/
81 The Visual Understanding Environment http://vue.tccs.tufts.edu/index.cfm
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overarching goal. Therefore, the university should build on three distinctive strengths
to be fostered across the university. The first strength is the institution’s international
orientation; second the high quality portfolio of health sciences schools, and third
Tufts’ involvement in promoting active citizenship.
To maintain and further the development of these areas, a number of strategies shall be
employed such as supporting and recruiting the best possible faculty and students,
fostering diversity, and facilitate cross-school collaboration.
The Tufts community tends to see itself not only as a research university or a studentcentered liberal arts institution but manages to combine both foci and perceives itself
as a research university that is student-centered (Doheney, 2004b).

4.6.3

Strategic E-Learning Planning Process and Outcome

As illustrated in chapter 4.5, Tufts University in 1996 reorganized its IT organization.
Since that time, strategic planning happened predominantly within the Information
Technology Council and was focused around infrastructure issues. In 2004, the council
has been expanded and the focus is shifting from an exclusive focus on infrastructure
issues toward a heightened consideration of application issues in research and
education.
Until now, priorities have been set on the basis of discussion in the council but no
explicit central strategic plan was formulated regarding the role of technology in the
education process. Yet there are some clear strategic directions in some of the schools:
“It is a strategy to say that there is not going to be a top-down hierarchical
university-wide strategy. I mean there is in some areas” (Tufts Focus Group).

In recent years, the academic technology group put a lot of thought into the priorities
regarding e-learning for Tufts and pursues an interesting agenda encompassing both
substantial faculty development outreach activities as well as highly sophisticated
educational technology projects.
Although the Information Technology Council may have predominantly dealt with
infrastructure questions, the coordination mechanism in place proved to be very
effective for various reasons:
− All important and “powerful” representatives have been involved.
− The ITC represented a stable and constructive group of people who liked working
together.
− A productive discussion culture was maintained in which room was given to the
discussion of fundamental issues and the “education” of the group.
− The group met monthly and engaged in an ongoing dialogue.
The following quote emphasizes the importance of bringing together constructive
personalities, which was one of the success factors of the IT council:
“So it’s really important with these structures to make sure people can set aside
their own personal sort of agenda and really look at what are the constituents in
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general we need to be thinking about, and then how can they be served. It works
very well but it’s just, if this for ever is going to be the model replicated I would
emphasize that it’s really important that people think carefully about who is on
that committee, are they really representing all of the community” (Tufts Focus
Group).

After this period of catch-up regarding the level of technology infrastructure, the next
focus will address academic needs in the broad sense such as assistance in the
integration of technology into the teaching and research process.

4.6.4

The Role of Leadership

In the case of Tufts, the role of local leaders and individual personalities has been
particularly important to this process. Through the involvement of the Vice President
of Information Technology and the Associate Provost of Academic Affairs, the ITC
furthermore disposed over a close link to both the provost and the president. This way,
the group was always cognitive of the current developments in other important areas
and could respond with its activities accordingly.

4.6.5

Impact of Strategic Planning

This mechanism of ongoing planning allowed for real progress in the area of
infrastructure development. However, it is clear through the combination of people
involved that other questions such as the application side of the infrastructure was not
tackled in a sufficient manner as the associate provost for academic affairs stated in a
faculty meeting in 2004 (Doheney, 2004a):
“It became very clear that the IT counsel for the last several years has done
tremendous work in building up the infrastructure for the university, but it
was a necessary step. (..) What was clear was that there was really very
little attention paid to academic needs.”

5

Comparative Summary

This chapter described the approaches of three case study institutions to e-learning
integration in detail. Before a thorough cross-case analysis targeting at the development of a grounded theory on the strategic management of e-learning support is
presented, a comparative summary of the approaches will be introduced.
As illustrated in table V-4, the three research universities have some commonalities
that make their comparison interesting in regards to their different approaches to
e-learning. Not only are they all located in the Boston metropolitan area, the origin of
all three institutions dates back to the late nineteen hundreds, and they all are private
research universities that compete in a “high price” sector. But the institutions differ in
some important areas. They hold places 7, 27, and 115 in the national ranking (US
News & World Report, 2005) and the focus of their programs is very different. They
enroll between 9’000 and 17’000 full time students whereas Northeastern University
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enrolls 85% of their students in undergraduate programs while this rate at MIT is as
low as 40%.
Table V-4
Case Study Characteristics
Item
Founded
Enrollments (Fall 2003)
Undergraduate (UG) /
graduate (G)
Faculty Body
Ranking. 2005 National
Universities: Top Schools
UG tuition and fees:
Endowment in USD
(June 30, ‘04)

MIT
1865
4,136 / 6,184

Northeastern
1898
14,492 FT, 4,184 PT
2,232 FT, 1,443 PT

Tufts
1852
4,800 /
3,555

983 faculty of all
ranks
7

830 full-time,
316 part-time
115

438 faculty of
all ranks*
27

32,300 USD
5,865,212,000

28,972 USD
498,481,000

32,621 USD
752,428,000

MIT is the highest ranked institution with a large international graduate student body.
The comparably high number of faculty illustrates a research heavy environment in the
area of science and technology. Whereas MIT was founded as a land-grant institution,
Tufts has a denominational heritage and still preserves a liberal arts character.
Transition in the last 20 years established Tufts University among the most
distinguished research universities in the country with a special focus on the health
sciences, law and diplomacy. This institution enrolls the smallest numbers of students
of all three. Tufts University operates with significantly fewer resources than MIT (see
number of faculty, endowment, high tuition). Similarly to Tufts, Northeastern
drastically transformed its focus in the early 1990s from a regional college into a
nationally oriented research university. This institution is the most tuition driven of all
with a large undergraduate student body and a relatively small number of graduate
students who pursue a research career. The large share of part-time faculty and the
relatively small number of teaching assistants at Northeastern leaves the individual
faculty with little teaching support.
These three institutions took different but insightful approaches to e-learning. MIT was
concerned about aggressive steps of peer institutions entering the high profiled
distance learning market. After two faculty committees explored potential strategies,
the provost initiated a council on educational technology and facilitated an institution
wide dialogue. As a result, a clear strategy and successful implementation of a number
of projects materialized from this effort. There is no single group responsible for
e-learning support. At the central level a network of different units (e.g., Academic
Computing, Teaching and Learning Center) collaborate with representatives of the
various local groups and faculty.
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Northeastern can refer to a rather successful history of distance learning projects
rooted in their individual schools. Since the early 1990s, a central unit in collaboration
with the libraries and other faculty development units has supported faculty interested
in using e-learning. Due to many leadership changes and shifting priorities no clear
strategy in regard to e-learning is apparent today, but engaged individuals carry on
many more or less coordinated efforts.
The individual schools of Tufts University are distributed over three locations. They
are very different in terms of their reputation, students, facilities, and needs regarding
e-learning. Instead of a one-time effort to formulate an e-learning strategy like MIT,
Tufts upholds a constant dialogue through monthly meetings under the leadership of
the CIO with influential representatives of all schools who carry budgetary responsibilities. In addition, a central e-learning unit was installed to leverage the e-learning
activities in each school.
All three institutions offer their faculty a wide range of support services. In accordance
with institutional priorities and needs, the support organizations take different shapes
(see figure V-22).
Tufts

MIT

technology
focus

NEU

education
focus
Tufts

MIT

NEU

service
focus

research
focus
NEU

central
focus

Tufts

MIT

decentral
focus
NEU

Tufts

MIT

permanent
support

temporary
support

Figure V-22. Comparison of Support Organization

At MIT, a university of science and technology, it is not surprising that e-learning has
a strong technology and research focus. Not only does almost every teaching
innovation project contain a technology component, research on e-learning seems to
align well with the other institutional priorities. The approach of Northeastern seems
more focused on solving pressing educational issues through technology. Although a
number of development projects are executed at Northeastern, the focus is on
providing central solutions that allow the average faculty to achieve a maximal
improvement of its teaching practice without sophisticated technology. The difficult
balancing act of Tufts between high quality liberal arts education and leading edge
research also becomes apparent in the support approach. The central academic
technology unit takes the role of a clearing house and leverages the activities of the
local units to serve the diverse needs of the institution. Its portfolio consists of leading
edge technology projects as well as more scaleable faculty development offerings.

214

V Findings from the American Context

MIT was thought to be a particularly interesting case due to its explicit e-learning
strategy approach as well due to leading edge initiatives such as the OpenCourseWare
initiative. Since MIT can operate under exceptional financial conditions that are not
commonplace, it was interesting to study the approach of Northeastern. The fairly
centralized approach of Northeastern reached many faculty and gained relatively high
visibility although an explicit strategy process was lacking. Tufts alternately is a
fascinating case, as the most decentralized institution engaged in an effective dialogue
on technology management. Similarly to Northeastern, Tufts founded a central
e-learning group. These two support groups are quite comparable but offer some
interesting differences.

VI

Cross-Case Analysis and Discussion

1

Introduction

4.3 Conditions

4.2. Actions

3.1. Conditions

2.2 Conditions

3.2. Actions

eLearning Support

Faculty Behavior

Strategic Management

Following the detailed description of the individual case studies, this chapter will
describe the development of a substantial theory on the role of strategic management
for successful e-learning support. This analysis follows a grounded theory approach
(see chapter III). In this chapter more abstract concepts and structured knowledge is
developed to answer the research questions. In this abstracting format the findings can
be more easily transferred to similar contexts.
The structure of this cross-case analysis is displayed in figure VI-1. The three main
categories are taken up and identified in the analysis process, namely faculty behavior,
e-learning support, and strategic management. This figure also makes use of the
coding paradigm, namely conditions, actions, and consequences, to structure the
display of this analysis (see III 4.2.2). Consequences are not explicitly pointed out in
the illustration but are implicitly included as the link between actions and conditions
(grey rectangles and dashed arrows).

2.1. Actions

Figure VI-1. Organization of the Cross-Case Analysis

Within each chapter, first conditions are examined in order to understand the activities
in the specific area. When exploring faculty behavior, the starting point is the specific
behavior (actions) from which it is linked to certain conditions. This inconsistency is
accepted because the starting point of this research is faculty behavior that seems from
the perspective of e-learning promoters inappropriate.
Each of the three chapters is concluded by the display of a partial grounded theory
model and by a reflection on the strengths and weaknesses of this model on the basis
of the available literature.
The summary (see chapter 5) highlights the connections between the three partial
models concerned with faculty behavior, e-learning support, and strategic manage-
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ment. A substantial theory on strategic management of e-learning support is presented.
Furthermore, some critique expressed in the literature is discussed.
The following quote from an interview, conducted with a faculty heavily involved in
e-learning management, summarizes core issues taken up in this study:
“The two areas are to figure out the faculty reward system so that it becomes
central to their careers not something that you do in your spare time like bowling
or windsurfing or whatever, and the second is to develop structures so that the
faculty can do it without having to take on a new career in learning how to
program or learn how to be a technician in one kind or the other. If we can solve
those two problems, then I think the rest of it will come much more naturally”
(NEU5, 42:24).

2

Faculty Behavior

This section on faculty behavior is the first of three areas to be analyzed in-depth from
the data collected across all three case studies. Following the structure “conditions”,
“activities”, “consequences”, this first section takes as a starting point the observed
“activities” or behavior of the faculty. When a university wants faculty to integrate
e-learning into their teaching practice, it seems productive to first analyze what faculty
do and then ask for conditional factors influencing their behavior.

2.1

Activities

In the course of this research, the author was keen on learning from the perspectives of
as many faculty as possible due to their central role in the e-learning endeavor. She
scheduled interviews with faculty on the basis of e-learning project information
available on the Internet or more often followed recommendations. This way she
talked in total to 17 lecturers, tenure track faculty, and full professors, most of them
actively engaged in teaching with technology. In the following, four profiles will be
presented to illustrate the variety of possible e-learning “careers”.

2.1.1

Very Early Movers

On each campus, the author talked to full professors who engaged very early in
e-learning. Their motivation, however, was very different. Whereas one person saw
much value in exposing students to real world data and tools, another one became very
active in improving the below standard IT infrastructure for academic computing in
the 1990s. A third person, observing his own children’s handling of IT, was driven by
the insight that today’s campus is unprepared for future generations of students. They
all ran large scale e-learning experiments in their teaching and have become heavily
involved in the e-learning strategic management process of their university.
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Tenure Track E-Learning Professionals

Another small but visible group of faculty are relatively young tenure track faculty
who capitalize their e-learning projects through publishing widely about their
experiences as postulated in the discussion on scholarship of teaching (Boyer, 1990)
(see IV 4.5.2). These are people holding unique positions in the institution at the
interface of education, technology, and a scientific discipline (e.g., teacher education,
research on cooperative education).

2.1.3

Innovative Lecturers

A lot of activities are driven by lecturers who are not diverted by research but primarily focus on teaching. Lecturers in research universities are often employed in small
“peripheral” departments, such as language departments, that have limited resources
and are forced to be innovative in order to attract a sufficient number of students.
These faculty often take an important role in supporting interested peers as well.

2.1.4

Second Wave Faculty

The first three categories are examples of small groups of faculty involved with
e-learning in relatively visible ways. It was more difficult to gain access to what is
often referred as the “second wave faculty” or to even talk to faculty resisting the
adoption of e-learning. From the 17 interview partners only three fit the definition of
second wave faculty. All of them became active upon outside impulses. Some of these
faculty reported that the department head urged them to employ the learning
management system (LMS) for their course; others were exposed to outreach activities
of support units.
At this point it is referred to the results from the prestudy (chapter II) preceding this
case study research where the difficulty to spread the use of e-learning among the
larger majority of faculty was identified as a common issue. At the three case study
institutions, three observations were made that may provide insights into reasons for
the slow adoption of second wave faculty:
a) Slow Adoption
Faculty members are slow in adopting new technologies. As the following quote
expresses, one reason lies in the fundamental change in behavior that is necessary to
beneficially employ most of the new technologies:
“It’s the technologies that actually change practice that are slow to adopt not
because the technology is necessarily hard but because it also has to be
accompanied by a change of practice. And that’s hard. And I guess that’s why the
second wave never comes” (MIT3, 17:6).
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b) Low Tech Use
Often the LMS is used as a “web presence” (NEU12, 49:5) and the interactive
capability of the tools is not applied. The following quote summarizes the results of a
survey on the LMS use in 2002 at Tufts:
“I think the most surprising thing was how little it (the LMS) was used. (…) I
would say about 10% of the people use Blackboard extensively. Their students are
required to go to the site every other day or so, they post a lot of material, a lot of
the interaction with the class is done online. Then there is probably another 20%
that use it occasionally but there is a huge number of people that just use it for email. They simply use it to be able to communicate with their classes and they post
a syllabus” (Tufts 3, 58:2).

c) Ignorance of New Learning Technologies
Faculty tend not to take their time to become familiar with new classroom technologies or tools offered online. The following quote is from a dedicated student worker
assisting faculty with LMS use explaining why students are sometimes resisting to the
widespread use of LMS:
“But I think a lot of it is due to the ignorance of the faculty members that they
don’t realize all the support that they really can get for these programs and how
... technology is only going to ... be incorporated more and more in the classroom
in the future so they might have taken an hour of their day and learn how to use
this program” (NEU3, 40:4).

It is unproductive and inappropriate to blame faculty for their behavior as there are
many reasons that need to be investigated in detail to understand the underlying
rationale of their actions. Thus, in the following chapter, conditions under which
faculty decide and plan their e-learning involvement are closely analyzed.

2.2

Conditions

An adjusted incentive structure, resources in a broader sense (e.g., financial, time),
technical and pedagogical competence, a reliable infrastructure, as well as feedback
from students and peers have been identified as major aspects influencing faculty
behavior. These areas will be investigated in this chapter in order to understand how to
best support faculty to productively integrate e-learning into their teaching.

2.2.1

Incentive and Reward Structure

Many faculty are idealist and passionate about their work, and the environment within
a university provides faculty room to pursue what seems most productive to them.
However, faculty members are also exposed to many claims, which require to clearly
decide on where to invest the limited amount of time and energy. In particular for
second wave faculty, incentives and rewards are important factors guiding that choice.
In the following, different means to incentivize and reward faculty will be examined.
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a) Tenure and Promotion Strategies
Tenure and promotion strategies are important drivers of faculty behavior. Tenure is
connected to high status, job security, financial and other benefits, such as a larger
staff or office space. The studied universities as well as most other research
universities in the US require their faculty to engage in research, teaching, and service.
However, the current practice often neglects achievements in teaching and service, and
tenure is most often granted on the basis of research excellence. It varies from
institution to institution how much teaching counts, but the agreed on formula across
the three institutions is that “bad” teaching is not tolerated and might cost you tenure,
but a faculty will not get tenure without outstanding research. Teaching is predominantly evaluated on the basis of the standardized student evaluations and possible
teaching awards.
Many faculty claim that if the university changes goals and asks faculty to engage in
new activities (e.g., adoption of e-learning) it also has to adjust the promotion criteria.
However, another faculty stated that the institution has limited options to do so since
faculty mobility on the job market almost exclusively is dependent on their research
account. Achievements in teaching are seldom noted nor relevant beyond the home
institution.
Two of the three studied institutions look back to leadership changes and are in the
process of redirecting the focus and putting more emphasis on research. For tenure
track faculty this situation causes a lot of insecurity as it is unclear how the judgment
criteria will be applied when their case comes up for tenure.
Over all, it does not seem likely and maybe not even desirable that in the near future
these policies are going to notably change and therefore present a limiting factor for
promoting e-learning that needs to be taken into account.
b) Appraisal Strategies
Although it appears unlikely to fundamentally alter the situation for all faculty, there
exists a variety of strategies to positively reinforce “desired” e-learning behavior. As
described in the three case studies, a common strategy are teaching awards. However,
as all other appraisal strategies teaching awards need to be actively supported and
promoted by the leadership in order to establish credibility and value. Publicity
through the publication in college newspaper or the reference of best practice might
provide satisfaction and motivate for further investments.
c) Easement Strategies
Other incentives ease the burden related to the involvement with e-learning. Grants in
the form of financial resources, infrastructure, or support working hours lower the
barrier of entry for faculty. This strategy was applied successfully by the OpenCourse-
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Ware initiative at MIT (see V 2.4.1). Another common strategy is to offer faculty
release time from teaching to develop e-learning projects.
d) Informal Incentive Structure
Faculty can only be guided to a certain extent through formal incentives. The informal
incentive structure, often incongruent with the formal public incentives, is critical, too.
At MIT, although the formal incentives did not change significantly, a clear shift
toward valuing education occurred in which being recognized as an outstanding
teacher is seen as an honor. Being knowledgeable on these hidden mechanisms, there
exists an array of measures to influence faculty behavior. The transparency generated
through the OpenCourseWare website for example caused faculty to compare its
teaching material with that of peers. In a competitive environment, for example at
MIT, such effects are not to be underestimated.

2.2.2

Time

The single most often raised complaint of faculty is that they lack time to get involved
with e-learning. However, time allocation is directly related to the incentive structure
and the policies on what time investment is most rewarded:
“But at the end of the day since in my mind the most important factor is time,
investment has to reflect the fact that we recognize people’s time and if we ask
people to participate or to go to this pedagogical seminar or to sign up for this or
that I think we need to see what else is happening. Are they going to be removed
from all the duties, to say you know this semester you teach less because we want
you to do that? If you look at the pie, is the pie fixed and we repartion what the
pie looks like or we say ‘oh there is this going on, you should also do that? You
should ALSO do that!’ Is the pie getting bigger and bigger? So in my mind I have
seen very few places that were able to manage time” (Tufts10, 65:21).

Faculty are afraid of the time commitment to e-learning as it is often unclear what
immediate tasks are involved and how the process evolves over time as the following
quote of a faculty teaching a distance learning course illustrates:
“And I think part of the problem is not just the regular maintenance or upgrade
but it’s also knowing when you start and when you are done” (Tufts10: 65.9).

2.2.3

Competence

For second wave faculty, the lack of competence often is a significant barrier to get involved with e-learning. It is a novel situation that faculty need to turn to support units
for help as traditional teaching was perceived as an independent activity.
The maturity of educational technologies allows faculty to master the technology with
limited time commitment. However, it is increasingly observed that the potential of
standardized tools, such as learning management systems, can only be exploited with
adequate pedagogical training as the underlying didactic model suggests a more
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interactive teaching style. The promises of the technology often are not fulfilled due to
inadequate use of the tools. The negative experiences discourage faculty to continue
using the technology and prevent others to become involved.

2.2.4

Financial Resources

Seed funding is crucial to start some real initiatives. Also, low level use of e-learning
might be significantly eased through financial reimbursement. As the following quote
suggests, also the long term support of online content, software, and infrastructure
requires adequate financial mechanisms:
“They still see it as an experiment where it is no longer an experiment. It’s going
to be 9 or 10 years in a year or two and I think it should be seen in the same
delivery importance as having a microphone in the classroom or having a
blackboard that works, or having classrooms where the walls don’t fall down. So
the server doesn’t crash, the walls don’t fall down in the classroom. So it’s still
seen in a way ‘oh you can have soft money for that!’. That’s the main challenge. I
think the web has to be seen in the same way as you see the rest of the
infrastructure” (MIT5, 19:13).

2.2.5

Infrastructure

As it was also pointed out in the previous quotation, reliable infrastructure for teaching
is absolutely critical due to the immediacy of the situation. This awareness is an
important characteristic of support units:
“When you are presenting something it may seem perfectly reasonable for a 30
second lag to occur as a developer for this particular thing. In the classroom it is
dead land. If you don’t have a good sense for that you shouldn’t be in business.
Those should be experiences that you have had and you should have had that
sinking feeling of all the students looking at you like ’why the hell am I wasting
my time with you?’ ” (MIT2, 16:35).

The following quote is an example of the devastating effects of infrastructure
deficiencies.
“There were some issues with the network being able to handle a lot of faculty
coming online. So we had some growing pains. And as a result of that experience
I actually stopped using Blackboard for a while because my teaching evaluations
went down and I needed it to get tenure before I started doing more off the beaten
track stuff” (NEU12, 49:7).

The above quote stems from a young and innovative faculty (tenure track e-learning
professional). Unreliable technology will have an even greater discouraging effect on
second wave faculty and they are likely to abandon e-learning and reduce the time
commitment for innovative practice.
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Students and Colleagues

Negative experiences with unreliable technology travel fast and lead to more wide
spread resistance among faculty. As influential as peer feedback are student
comments. In several instances, situations were encountered in which students who
experienced unsuccessful e-learning application discourage the faculty to make use of
e-learning. If a successful model is realized, students and peers can also initiate a
positive spiraling effect.
It has also been proven a successful strategy to involve faculty (as peers) as
spokesperson for a particular e-learning request. Often, peers turn out to be a more
credible source of information for faculty than administrators. This peer effect is
particularly strong in team teaching situations as described in the following:
“But what’s unique about it in terms of implementing new ideas is the team
teaching aspect. And I tend to find that whenever you have more than two or three
people doing something together there is peer pressure and competitiveness and
there is a sort of group accountability so that you sit down as a group, you decide
as a group ‘hey, what’s the best way to do it and we all are going to do it. Right?’
If it’s just you and your office you might say I have just a lot of other things to do
but when you have that peer group and you all agree to do it and hold each other
accountable for it. It’s a very different dynamic” (MIT14, 30:4).

In this chapter a number of conditions have been identified that influence the faculty
behavior and provide hints of why a large share of faculty is not willing to invest a
substantial amount of time in e-learning. In the next chapter, the observed activities
and conditions are brought together in a model to more fully explain faculty behavior
regarding e-learning.

2.3

A Grounded Theory of Faculty Behavior

In the following, the findings from chapter 2.1 and 2.2 are summarized in a model.
Furthermore, how this model aligns with the discussed literature on faculty innovation
adoption behavior will be reflected.

2.3.1

A Model on Faculty Behavior Developed from Empirical Data

The faculty behavior regarding e-learning is summarized in figure VI-2.
In the center, a circuit of faculty behavior activities (bold) is depicted, which is
influenced by several outside factors and conditions (italic). The amount of time
faculty commit to the integration of e-learning is at the core of the model. Time
commitment is not a problem in itself but it is an expression of the value and
importance assigned to an activity as faculty time is a scarce resource and many other
activities compete for the attention of faculty. Time commitment is dependent on the
organizational incentive structures (extrinsic motivation) and individual variables
(intrinsic motivation).
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Individual Variables

Incentive Structure

(personal values, innovativeness,
experiences, teaching goals )

+
+
Time Commitment
+/-

Peer
Experiences

+ Reflection
+ +

+
Competence
Development

Resources/
Support

+
+
E-Learning +
Course Design
+

Student
Feedback

+

+

+
Teaching/ Learning
Experience
+
Trustworthy
Infrastructure

Figure VI-2. Faculty E-Learning Behavior Cycle
Note. italic=conditions, bold=activities

As illustrated in the proposed model, there is a positive causal relationship between
time commitment and competence development (see arrow). Time commitment is the
prerequisite for an involvement in competence development and an engagement in
course (re-)design activities. Competence development is seen as conducive for the
quality of the course design. The effectiveness of both competence development and
course design is influenced by the availability of support services and other resources
(e.g., course release time).
The quality of the course design is a major determinant of the teaching and learning
experience. Apart from the personality of the teacher and the group of students, which
can hardly be influenced, a reliable technology facilitates the learning progress.
The learning experience is made transparent by the institutionalized student feedback
process. Also, reports on faculty experiences travel fast and influence the opinion of
the larger community.
The individual experiences of the teacher, student feedback, as well as the input from
peers is critical to the reflection process. The result of this assessment of the situation
will be an increased or diminished time commitment that leads to another cycle of
design activity and experience.
The described faculty e-learning behavior cycle is a self-reinforcing mechanism. An
example of a positive cycle was observed at Northeastern. Several winners of
“Effective Or Innovative Use Of Technology In Teaching Awards” were first time
users of the LMS:
“I was a strong pusher for Blackboard you know to get it here, is that it gives
people with a very low level of technological understanding to be able to put
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courses online in one quarter, in one semester and get students nominating them
for a good use of technology award. So that really tells you something” (NEU9,
46:23).

However, not in all cases is the cycle of a self-reinforcing nature, as the connection
between reflection on experiences and time commitment is not clearly determined. The
author observed in her work with faculty at a Swiss institution that faculty are eager to
invest time if a course design turned out to be dissatisfying (a clearly negative
relationship between the experiences and the time commitment). On the other hand, if
technology is involved, faculty are quick to blame the failure on the technology and
abandon newly acquired teaching practice and technology use (a clearly positive
relationship).
This partial model of faculty behavior provides evidence for support needs. However,
there are other variables that need to be reflected on a more strategic level, such as the
shape of an adequate incentive structure.

2.3.2

Reflection of the Model on the Basis of Literature

It is critical for models developed through a grounded theory approach to be
confronted with the state of knowledge available through the literature. In this chapter
the kinds of contradictions and congruence existing between the proposed model and
the literature, the issues brought up that have not been touched on in the literature, and
the aspects missing in the model that have been discussed in the literature are
investigated. In this comparison it is primarily referred to the literature reviewed in
chapter IV 4.5 and IV 5.3.
In comparison to Rogers’ innov ation adoption process (Rogers, 1995, p. 222), the proposed model of a faculty e-learning behavior cycle does not as explicitly provide
insights into how faculty become aware of e-learning and are persuaded.
Rogers’ Innovation Adoption Process

Knowledge

Persuasion

Decision

Implementation

Confirmation

Faculty E-Learning Behavior Process
Time
Comittment

Competence
Development

Course
Design

Teaching with
Technology

Reflection

Figure VI-3. Comparison of Rogers Innovation Process with the Proposed Model

For example, the influence of the communication channels has been neglected.
However, the model emphasizes a circular process and provides more detailed
information on the processes in confirmation stage. The difference between action and
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insight emphasized by Prochaska (1992) is informative. The proposed model is actionfocused and the question of “why change” is probably not integrated as prominently as
it should be. The observed pattern of technology resistance after “bad” experiences is
evidence for a limited understanding of the potential of the technology. This is why
proactive information in the phases of knowledge and persuasion is important. As a
consequence, the two phases of knowledge and persuasion are taken up for the final
model.
Fitchman (1992) investigated the adequacy of Rogers classical diffusion theory to
explain IT diffusion and identified cases in which the theory needs to be expanded
through a differentiation of the class of technology and the locus for adoption:
− Class of Technology: It may be questioned whether the model is valid for both type
1 and type 2 technologies. The adoption of the LMS for the display of course
materials and to facilitate organizational issues is perceived at first sight as a type 1
technology (lack of user interdependencies and a lack of a substantial knowledge
burden). In this case, technology adoption requires overcoming first-order barriers,
which consist primarily of extrinsic factors (Ertmer, 1999). The proposed model
takes organizational barriers such as unreliable technology, insufficient support, and
scarce resources sufficiently into account. However, as it is claimed by many
authors (e.g., Seufert & Euler, 2005), the full potential of the technology is only to
be achieved through a change of behavior that is more fundamental (see also
chapter IV 3.3.4). It is not the technology that causes a significant knowledge
burden but the skilled application in practice. This fact is also taken up by Celsi &
Wolfinbarger (2002) who suggest a three-stage model of technology adoption.
From such a perspective, the presence of type 2 technology needs to be assumed.
However, no real adopter interdependencies exist. Although e-learning touches a
number of core (organizational) processes that have potential for standardization,
the autonomy of faculty remains in most cases untouched, and they cannot be
forced to comply. The proposed model is suited to explain the need for secondorder change in that successful practice is needed for continued adaptation. It also
takes the influence of peers and other organizational members into account as will
be elaborated in more detail next.
− Locus of Adoption: The description of second-order barriers (beliefs, mental
models) seems not to fully explain the complex situation of the adaptation of
e-learning practice. The transformation is not only an individual process as the role
of student feedback and peer reports emphasize in the model. This is in line with the
network studies of Mergel (2005), who investigated the role of peer networks on
e-learning adoption. Sustainable transformation involves not only an individual
adjustment of mental models but also the development of a new culture
accompanied by structural changes (e.g., incentive structures). This call for
organizational change cannot be sufficiently explained by innovation adoption
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theories but will be taken up in chapter 4 on the strategic management of e-learning
(support).
The model provides an activity-based heuristic that helps to identify points of
interventions for strategic management. It is also an interesting tool to understand how
different types of faculty respond to different interventions. This latter aspect is
explored in more detail in the recommendation chapter VII 2.

3

E-Learning Support

In the following, the focus lies on the conditions and actions of e-learning support. In
the narrower sense e-learning support refers to the work of dedicated e-learning
support units such as the EdTech Center at Northeastern, Academic Technology at
Tufts, or Academic Computing at MIT. However, there exist a number of support units
that in the broader sense support teaching with technology such as IT support, AV
support, pedagogical support, or the libraries. In this chapter, e-learning support is
investigated in this broad sense.
The underlying hypothesis of the further elaborations is that the quality of e-learning
support activities has a significant influence on the behavior of faculty concerning the
adoption of technology for their own teaching practice.

3.1

Conditions

Before specific activities of support groups are discussed, structural and then cultural
conditions of e-learning support are investigated.

3.1.1

Structural Conditions

As illustrated in the case study descriptions (chapter V), each university has its own
particular set of groups and individuals supporting the e-learning venture on campus.
However, those groups meet different “structural” conditions, such as different areas
of responsibility, funding, and support staff that influence the outcome of their work.
3.1.1.1 Area of Responsibility
No matter whether a unit is called educational technology support, academic
computing, or carries another title, it is important to gain a better understanding of the
area of responsibility of the groups involved with e-learning support through
comparison of the existing services, the nature of a support mission, the specificity of
goals, the scope of support services, as well as accountability issues.
a) Mission Content
On a general level it is fairly well codified what libraries or IT services ought to
contribute to the well being of a university as the following quote from an IT
representative illustrates:
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“We try to make it as ubiquitous as possible and as transparent as possible, so
when they flip that switch or hit that button it’s going to work. Then we stand back
and get out of their way” (NEU6, 43:19).

This is much less the case for the newly created e-learning units. They are still heavily
occupied with figuring out, which from the many needs on campus they might serve
best and ought to prioritize. This struggle becomes visible in the following quote:
“But at least we have identified what the key areas of focus should be for this
university and we are pretty much there as far as staffing at a central level. So I
am proud of that. I am proud of being able to say here is what we need the focus
on” (Tufts2, 57:2).

However, as the following quote indicates the once set priorities are not carved out of
stone but are highly dependent on changes in the social, technological, but also
political environment of the support unit:
“Then when that provost left, the new provost didn’t have the same level of
interest in the teaching and learning with technology roundtable and sometimes
it’s just a matter of educating people so that his goals can help to be met by a
group like this. So we are really trying to find things that he is particularly
interested in that are also things that we are interested in” (NEU9, 46:3).

On all three campuses e-learning staff are also drawn to leverage support for research
technologies applied in many disciplines on campus:
“Mostly right now our focus has been more on teaching with technology, because
you have to start somewhere. We started to branch out even the faculty
development area into research. We have brought in training for specific research
tools” (Tufts2, 57:5).

However different e-learning units interpret their mission, some commonalities can be
described:
1. They focus on faculty not on student support although the needs and the impact on
students are considered.
2. Spreading the use of a learning management system is in most cases an important
activity.
3. E-Learning units generally act as a clearing house for e-learning related questions
and facilitate a network of e-learning promoters.
b) Specificity of Goals
It is interesting to see the variety of ways in which goals are written out. On one
extreme, OpenCourseWare defined the number of courses to be added to the website
until a specific date and aligned all activities to these hard deadlines. On the other
hand, as described above, many groups are still in the phase of defining their mission
and follow rather general objectives such as the following:
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“As a consequence, their role is not to directly support every single individual
faculty but look to leveraging the existing resources that I already pointed out
since many departments have technologists in their department” (MIT7, 22:14).

It can be observed that different degrees of goal specificity lead to a different behavior
of support units. Where clear and measurable objectives are determined, support
activities tend to be organized through detailed project plans with clear milestones. In
situations with less specified guidelines support workers are more tentative and tend to
stay alert to the needs of faculty. However, in the latter case there is a danger of
getting lost in the complexity of the undertaking. Furthermore, it is much more
difficult to communicate to outside persons what the mission of the unit is. Goal
specifity may be dependent on the support mission, the university culture, as well as
on the maturity of the service to be supported.
c) Accountability
The difficulty of some support units to clearly define its area of responsibility can also
be related to the often unclear sponsor. Central lump sum budgets frequently come
along without clearly expressed needs of the faculty and other e-learning support
“customers”. This is different for the academic technology center at Tufts, which is
sponsored by the individual schools. They feel accountable to provide value to all
schools equally. In other cases an advisory board was installed, in which a variety of
constituencies are involved and help to set directions.
Unlike other support units, e-learning support is in the process of defining and
constantly adapting its mission to the institutional needs. This process is particularly
difficult for centralized units as they are not close to individual faculty and they cannot
follow specific goals set by a clear sponsor. The consideration of “what to do” is an
important but energy absorbing activity.
d) Central versus Decentralized Anchorage / Scope
Many institutions installed a central e-learning support unit. It consolidates the many
local activities that evolved bottom-up. In the course of this research it became
obvious that the debate on where to settle e-learning support and how to coordinate
departmental, school-wide, and central activities is one of the most pressing questions
on all three campuses. All acknowledge the requirement to secure economies of scale
through a set of central activities whereas it is even more important to be close to the
faculty to better understand and serve the individual needs. Key to the solution is the
way all those activities are coordinated as the following quote from Tufts expresses:
“(…) I would do something called centrally coordinated local support. We see a
couple of things happening at Tufts. One, you run the risk when you centralize
everything of having people just disengaged and unaware what’s going on on the
local level and have no investment in the community, local community, in the
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departments, groups of faculty and groups of researchers. The other danger is you
get a lot of money somehow, you are a rich department, grants are great you hire
somebody and you squirrel that person away. So that person is isolated from the
rest of the university at large and isolated from colleagues and nobody else can
benefit from that persons expertise because they are a resource sort of for that
particular department. And it doesn’t work very well. One of the things we know
is that things change very quickly in technology, things change administratively
occasionally. We have a new president and provost here and it’s really difficult to
change the direction of that ship if nobody is connected or coordinated it’s a lot”
(Tufts, 57:16).

Similarly to Tufts, MIT has a highly decentralized structure and culture in which the
locus for change lies to a large extent within the scope of the departments. However,
there are huge differences in the economic resources among the departments. This
leads to a mismatch on different levels. The central organization should not hinder
large departments with regulations that prove to be helpful for smaller ones.
Furthermore, the tight central budget does not allow providing appropriate services for
the technologically weakest academic units:
“MIT is a place where some departments are very strong where the departments
in fact have many more resources than the central organization. So partly it’s IS82
getting out of the way of those departments. Partly it’s doing things that really
clearly are central” (MIT8, 23:10).

Being aware of this situation, MIT is searching for a new paradigm for e-learning
support. Several initiatives lead to a new philosophy. One attempt to increase
“customer orientation” is the establishment of “fee-for-service” operational models.
Another interesting model evolved in the context of MIT’s OpenCourseWare project.
As the participation of MIT faculty is voluntary, it is crucial to make participation for
faculty as easy as possible. Therefore, a completely new organization was established
that consists of a relatively small central production staff and a number of department
liaisons that are located in the departments and have a strong background in the
specific fields of study (Lerman & Miyagawa, 2002).
The model of an organization with a small, central staff and dispersed support within
the academic departments is powerful since it overcomes the resource and incentive
problems cited above and better accommodates the needs of the faculty. The
department liaisons have a dual loyalty and therefore promote an information
exchange between the central and distributed staff. This model provides a perspective
to cope with the weakness of highly decentralized organizations.
However, the model requires substantial resources. This is why the sustainability of
the approach is questioned by some. OpenCourseWare benefits from generous outside
funding to maintain such an expensive support approach. But the long term success of
82 Information Services is the central computing support unit at MIT.
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department liaisons depends heavily on the capability and willingness of the involved
parties to establish a joint funding model. A representative of MIT Academic Computing expresses the following opinion:
“I think it’s an extraordinarily viable and useful change model that makes a
transition happen but the sustainability down the road is a whole other question”
(MIT Focus Group1).

Although the realization of such a support model and its long term sustainability does
not remain unquestioned. Already today it clearly initiated a culture change from a
reactive support model toward a mindset that recognizes the need of proactive steps
out into the departments.
To sum up, the following two key questions for the anchorage / scope of e-learning
support can be identified:
Where shall a certain group or service be installed and whom shall it serve?
How is the group tied into the bigger picture of the e-learning support structure?
The area of responsibility not only refers to the broad mission and tasks of a group, but
also points to the specifity of goals, the accountability question, as well as to the
difficult organizational issues on how to coordinate the responsibilities of the different
support units.
3.1.1.2 Funding
Apart from the definition of the area of responsibility, the source and mode of funding
is another critical condition for the operations and behavior of the respective support
unit. In table VI-1 the various options of funding sources, sponsors, modes, and
permanence are illustrated.
Table VI-1
Characteristics of E-Learning Funding Models
Source
Central
Decentral
External

Sponsor
Academic
Administrative

Mode
Lump Sum
Fee-for-service

Permanence
Regular budget
Temporary

Established support units, such as central IT support or the libraries, often dispose over
centrally funded lump sum budgets that are defined in the regular budget process. IT is
mostly sponsored by administrative funds whereas libraries traditionally rely on
academic funding (provided by the provost). In table VI-2 a frequently chosen funding
model of central IT support is highlighted (grey shading).
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Table VI-2
Funding Model of Central IT Support
Source
Central
Decentral
External

Sponsor
Academic
Administrative

Mode
Lump Sum
Fee-for-service

Permanence
Regular budget
Temporary

E-Learning units often dispose over a mixed portfolio of funding sources with
different characteristics. The EdTech Center at Northeastern is funded centrally from
the provost’s office (academic sponsor) but also relies on external grants and decentral
funds of individual faculty. Academic Technology at Tufts is funded through administrative money from the individual schools (decentral). Academic media production
services (AMPS) at MIT in turn operates on a fee-for-service mode, similarly to AV
services on other campuses. Its services are in direct competition with external
providers. As a consequence, the unit has only limited possibilities to help explore
issues that lay beyond classical media production services. Finally, there exist various
e-learning projects that were started on temporary seed funding. As it was pointed out
in 2.2.4, it is critical to convey established initiatives into a regular budget cycle.
The funding source of a support unit is directly related to its area of responsibility. In
an optimal environment in which maximal credibility for e-learning activities is
ensured, support units rely on decentral academic sponsors that support e-learning
activities in a regular budget cycle.
3.1.1.3 Support Staff
A third important prerequisite to the behavior of support units is the selection of staff
to initiate and carry on the e-learning support venture. Various characteristics need to
be considered.
a) Background of Support Staff
The individual background in terms of education, experience, and attitude is most
important for the actual outcome of e-learning support activities in particular in view
of the often fuzzy definition of missions and goals and the resulting high degree of
freedom.
Most leaders of the studied e-learning groups followed an academic career. They
entered the field of e-learning for different reasons. This academic background might
be the reason for the fairly “academic” culture of e-learning support units and the
complementary research activity executed within service groups.
In the US, the new profession of instructional designer has emerged and
correspondingly a real job market has developed. In all three institutions, instructional
designers take a prominent role in e-learning support.
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E-Learning groups consist not only of instructional designers and academic heads, but
the portfolio is complemented with technology specialists with knowledge in related
fields, such as multimedia and web design, software engineering, databases, or audio /
video production. Often, additional competences in the field of copyright law or
evaluation and assessment are included.
b) Permanence of Staff
Most e-learning units consist of a core group of permanent staff. Beyond that, they
collaborate on a project basis with internal and external partners. Students are often
employed on a need basis for technology related tasks. As an example, the
involvement of graphic design co-op students at Northeastern, who among other things
support faculty with Blackboard questions, is exceptional but not unchallenged.
The permanence of e-learning staff is closely related to the funding model of the
support unit. As long as e-learning is treated as a project rather than as a serious
operation it will be challenging to establish a highly skilled team that is pursuing long
term visions. However, a certain degree of flexibility and agility might be critical in
this fast evolving field.
c) Recruiting Process
The various groups took different strategies in staffing. Most staffs were hired from
within the institution who were previously working in related fields as many e-learning
groups were the result of the reorganization of previous structures. To complement the
broad set of skills required, individual staff members were hired externally. This
process conserved a lot of the institutional knowledge as the following quote emphasizes:
“I have already been in a position before I took this one because I actually had an
opportunity obviously going around on various computers and got to meet a lot of
people. I got to meet a lot of faculty and know them personally. It would be hard
to set myself up on this position without that background because (…) they all
seem to be pretty individualistic. And you can’t apply a formula to establish a
relationship with any of them” (MIT1, 15:45).

OpenCourseWare took a different path. The heads of the initiative and most central
faculty liaisons were hired externally for several reasons. One benefit was the fast
ramp up due to external hires. This procedure avoided the usually time consuming
reorganization within the institution. It also enabled the committed group to establish a
new support culture that served the purpose of the project well. To secure access to the
MIT social network, recent graduates were hired from the individual departments as
department liaisons:
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“We tried to get graduates from the different departments. (…) So generally we
were trying to get people who did have connections and relationships already
with the people in the departments” (MIT11, 27:3).

To further complement the lack of institutional knowledge, the OpenCourseWare
advisory board consists of faculty leaders who assist in promoting the initiative.
The particular educational background, the level of internal knowledge, as well as the
permanence of support positions heavily influence the overall direction of a support
unit as well as the daily behavior in the faculty support work.
To sum up, three major areas were identified that shape the structural conditions of
e-learning support work. These structures significantly influence the behavior of
support staff in terms of services offered and the way it is provided.
Area of
Responsibility

Funding

Support Staff

Structural Working
Environment

Support Activities

Figure VI-4. Structural Conditions of E-Learning Support Work

3.1.2

Cultural Conditions

In the empirical study it became obvious that the support behavior of e-learning groups
does not only reflect the structural environment they are working in. Therefore,
“cultural conditions” need to be explored. At academic institutions many things are not
codified in clear structures but are directed through a set of shared values. Therefore,
in this chapter it is reflected on the academic teaching culture and the role of the
university culture for support. Then, the different academic support cultures are
contrasted and potential conflicts described.
3.1.2.1 Academic Teaching Culture
The three studied institutions share some commonalities but vary in size, program
focus, financial strenght, and organizational culture (see V 5). Despite these differences, the situation of faculty at all three institutions is somewhat comparable. It is
expected that they perform in the three areas of research, teaching, and service while
tenure is provided almost exclusively on the basis of their research achievements. In
this situation, the time commitment to teaching is often optimized and kept to a
minimum. These expectations affect primarily tenure track faculty who are not
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encouraged to invest a lot of time into teaching. In all three institutions, however, there
exist senior faculty who almost exclusively devote their time to teaching.
In this environment, many faculty take a reactive behavior regarding e-learning. An
initial contact with e-learning often takes place if a faculty has a specific need. On all
three campuses, faculty clearly expect e-learning support to engage in service that
contributes to the quality of academic work. In the following quote this expectation is
stated clearly:
“They exist usually for the faculty to ask them rather than as a standard routine
for them to ask the faculty how they can help them” (MIT13, 92:13).

It was maintained that the teaching cultures at all three institutions seem to be
somewhat comparable. However, one would expect to find some clear differences as a
result of institution specific characteristics. There exist some obvious differences
regarding the organizational culture of universities. The most articulate shared values
were found at MIT where the “driven” climate and the entrepreneurial spirit is
emphasized on all levels:
“I think another characteristic that is both positive and negative is the
entrepreneurial nature of this institution. And that is all faculty, staff and students
have that sense that I can make opportunities myself” (MIT Focus Group 1).

At Tufts and Northeastern some clear values are promoted, too, but due to the
turbulences in the past it cannot be said that a clear set of shared values across all
schools have been established that gains critical relevance to the behavior of support
units. Even at MIT, where support units more frequently follow their own
entrepreneurial research agenda parallel to their support work, the variance from the
support cultures of the other two institutions is amazingly low.
3.1.2.2 Comparison of Academic Support Cultures
E-Learning is not the domain of an individual group. On the contrary, the topic creates
interfaces between many groups such as IT infrastructure, libraries, academic
computing, faculty development, and specific e-learning groups. It soon became
obvious that those groups speak different languages and maintain different values
guiding their behavior.
Even if the support groups operate in the distinct context of the individual university, it
is striking how similarly the different support subcultures developed. In the following,
these differences will be illustrated by approximating three different support subcultures namely the e-learning culture, the library culture, and the IT culture:
a) E-Learning Support Culture
On many campuses dedicated e-learning groups have evolved, such as the EdTech
Center at Northeastern or Academic Technology at Tufts, since the mid 1990s. They
are in the process of establishing their identity from scratch without a long history and
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without a clear role model group to adopt guidelines or concepts. This identity is
heavily influenced by the personalities leading the units who in both instances have a
background in academia. Both e-learning groups at Tufts and at Northeastern cover the
whole spectrum of pedagogical and technological competences, such as IT, web
design, or instructional design and work in a highly interdisciplinary mode. These
groups stand for values such as creativity, innovation, and flexibility. The following
two quotes describe the culture of these units:
“So there is a lot of going back and forth and we have brainstorming meetings all
the time. So if there is a new project then you are the project manager we would
all gather, we would all brainstorm and then you can take it and go. You don’t
understand the pieces, so you chose your team that you need and so it works
really well” (NEU 11, 48:16).
“And I think sometimes it also depends on the individuals. In this environment you
need people that are very proactive. They are people that ... you can’t have some,
you really can’t have people who need to be closely managed and told this is what
you need to do from A to Z” (Tufts12, 61:23).

E-Learning support workers spend much of their time reaching out to faculty „selling“
e-learning concepts and ideas. Consequently, a very responsive support culture has
been developed. It will be interesting to see how this culture develops once educational
technology has mastered the pioneering phase and the presence of e-learning support
has become a matter of course on university campuses.
b) IT Support Culture
In this context, the term IT support culture refers to the attitude of IT support people
mainly dealing with desktop and classroom technology support for the academic
community. They differ from academic technology groups. The latter often resemble
e-learning groups in task and attitude.
IT support looks back to a short history with immense advances in technology
dramatically altering the role of IT support several times. Adapting to these transitions
has been challenging and many faculty tend not to be at ease with the role of IT as the
following quote emphasizes:
“So they have a culture historically of being in charge of computation. I think the
IS83 culture has not adapted to the fact that we now have local control. That
everybody has a computer on their desk” (MIT13, 29:17).

In particular at MIT, due to the early efforts with Athena, IT groups had a hard time to
abandon outdated systems and focus on actual faculty needs. Many IT support workers
felt emotionally tied to the home-grown system that in early phases had been of
83 Information Services is the central computing support unit at MIT.
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groundbreaking nature. Additionally, IT support often only becomes visible for faculty
if a problem occurs. IT professionals also have difficulties in communicating the
complexities involved with technology support:
“They (the faculty) see technology as a drain on resources and it is. That stuff is
changing on a regular basis. So one of the things that goes on here is pointing to
information services as having so many people but they don’t see what we are
doing. It’s all behind the scenes” (NEU2, 39:8).

Furthermore, it has been difficult for universities to hire qualified IT support staff
committed to stay in the position for several years in times of fast transitions: the job
market has been tight and university salaries have often not been competitive. As a
result, Tufts reported difficulties with fast turnovers.
However, IT support across all three institutions has managed to establish strong
values. Above all, they care about the stability, security of the network, and the
scalability of applications.
In particular at Northeastern, differences have been observed between central and local
IT support. Local IT support professionals are close to the faculty needs and would
like to flexibly respond to the local requirements. On the other hand, central IT is
concerned with the scalability of solutions and is hesitant to support leading edge
solutions for individual departments.
c) Library Support Culture
The libraries have become an important partner in e-learning as libraries are rapidly
embracing online services. Over a long period of time, the libraries developed a
service ethos that could be instructional for the efforts of other support units.
Librarians at all three institutions have a background in library science and typically
also have special knowledge in the subject field they are in charge of. The core value
of the library culture is adequately expressed in the following quote of a librarian. He
was asked what his advice would be for a potential successor:
“It always comes back to direct service, you know, to patrons. I think to keep in
touch I think with students, with faculty, with your colleagues, ask for help,
collaborate. The single core value is serving to its patrons” (NEU10, 47:11).

It is interesting to note that on all three campuses only librarians talk of faculty as
patrons.
Table VI-3 presents a comparative analysis of the above described university subcultures. To systematize this comparison, the categories that emerged from the data are
displayed in the first column and match with the three levels of culture by Schein,
which were introduced in IV 5.1.2.1. The support tradition, the background of support
people, as well as internalized values are conditions that may explain the observable
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behavior such as the perception of the support relationship, a proactive versus a
reactive attitude, and the mode of interaction with faculty.
The variation in the specific support culture may be explained along these categories
presented in table VI-3. The potential conflicts emerging from the different support
cultures are explored in the next section.
Table VI-3
Diverse Support Cultures
Systematization
Categories
Emerging
from the
Data
Support
tradition,
experiences

Systematization
along Schein’s
Levels of Culture
Factors influencing
the development of
deep tacit
assumptions

Background
of support
people

Values

Internalized values

Understanding of support
relationship

Observable
behavior, artifacts

Support
Attitude
Interaction
with faculty
(support)

Customer
View
Academic
Culture

Support Perspectives
e-learning
Support
Culture

IT Support
Culture

Library
Support
Culture

Long established tradition

Young culture, in the
process of
identity
search

Long
established
tradition

Traditional
academic
career, socialized in
specific disciplines
Disciplinary
based,
academic
freedom,
autonomy,
research
identity
Support is
expected to
contribute to
the quality of
academic
work
Reactive

Often
academics
with
university
degree

Relatively
young
culture,
exposed to
drastic environmental
changes
IT specific
career

Creativity,
flexibility,
innovation,
pedagogic
al value

Security,
stability,
scalability,
tools

Service,
access to
information

Client –
vendor

Relatively
fixed set of
services
offered to
internal
community
Reactive

Patron –
servant

Proactive

When
problem
occurs

From physical to virtual
interaction

If need
occurs

Proactive
Ongoing

Library
background
Often subject specific
knowledge

3.1.2.3 Areas of Cultural Conflict
This paragraph illustrates the potential for cultural conflict between support units and
between the academic and the support culture. Faculty as well as support groups often
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complain about the behavior of IT support staff. The following considerations claim
not to follow the frequent behavior of treating IT as a scapegoat but to search for more
fundamental reasons.
a) Potential for Cultural Conflict between the Academic and the Support Culture
As described in 3.1.2.1, the academic environment expects outstanding achievements
in various domains of faculty although ultimately the research accomplishments
remain in the foreground. The majority of faculty sees the preoccupation with
eLearning as an activity of secondary importance (nice to have), which requires an
unclear time commitment. E-Learning centers as well as libraries take enormous
efforts to reach out to faculty and offer their services. However, from the support
groups perspective they remain underutilized.
The relationship between IT and the faculty is of a more conflicting nature. Most
contacts only occur if a problem has already arisen. In many instances, this situation
causes a lot of inconvenience for both sides as the issue needs to be resolved under
time pressure. In addition, communication problems frequently happen. Faculty have
little knowledge of the complexities of today’s IT infrastructure, and they lack the
understanding for the huge costs of a modern infrastructure. Furthermore, they have
difficulties in following commonplace decisions of IT, such as why which software is
available and supported or not. All this together leads to frequent prejudices regarding
IT. At the same time, IT support professionals usually have little insights into the
everyday life of faculty and the pressures raised to their role. They insufficiently
understand that technology poses a real threat to many faculty and they tend to
“overengineer” tools. For IT support it remains inapprehensible why faculty would not
take their time to learn with a certain tool. From their perspective, this disinterest
results in emergencies, which could have been avoided with minimal effort.
b) Cultural Conflict Potential between the Different Support Cultures
Another conflict potential exists between IT and e-learning support due to the groups
incompatible inherent values. The search of e-learning support professionals for
creative and flexible solutions taking into consideration a faculty’s learning goals may
threaten the IT system’s security. The departure of standardized solutions requires the
acceptance of an inherent risk, which IT support would rather avoid. In addition,
innovative e-learning approaches will soon raise the question of scalability as the head
of a central IT unit explains:
“(...) here is an example: They are starting to experiment with more streaming
media. There are issues around streaming media that we have to be careful of
because it affects bandwidth and I am looking at things from that perspective as
opposed to well, isn’t this a great idea for teaching? Yes it’s a great idea for
teaching but where is it going to impact over here?” (NEU2, 39:8).
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A similar tension can be observed between IT and the libraries. Furthermore, the two
groups perceive the potential of new educational media differently. Whereas librarians
put the term “information literacy” to the fore, which they specify as the endeavor to
foster students’ competence to access and process quality information, IT professionals emphasize the importance of computer literacy and the ability to adequately
employ tools. A further conflict potential lies in the general interpretation of support
responsibility and the actual style and behavior concerning clients and partners
(proactive vs. reactive). Finally, several conflicts have their roots in misunderstandings
due to insufficient or incomprehensible information.
To summarize, both the structural conditions as well as cultural conditions influence
the actual behavior of support units. In table VI-3, namely the support tradition and the
background of support people have been identified as important conditions for the
development of deep tacit assumptions regarding support.
As illustrated in figure VI-5, the tradition of the support group as well as the personal
background of the support staff account for most variance in the values represented by
the support group. In most cases, no strong shared values across one institution could
be identified that lead to a significantly different behavior of support groups across the
different institutions. Therefore, in figure VI-5, the influence of the university-wide
culture on the values of support groups is illustrated by a dotted line. Similarly, some
relevant variance in the academic teaching cultures across the three cultures exists,
however it does not seem to account for significant differences in the cultural
conditions for support.
University Culture
Background of
Support Staff

Support Tradition

&

Academic Teaching
Culture

Internalized Values

Support Activities

Figure VI-5. Cultural Conditions of Support Activities

The resulting values (see figure VI-5) together with the structural working
environment (see figure VI-6) influence the behavior and specific actions taken by the
individual support units. Figure VI-6 further illustrates that in particular the university
culture as well as traditional ways of doing things also influence the structural working
environment. Culture and structure are understood as being mutually influenced by
each other (Rüegg-Stürm, 2002).

240

VI Cross-Case Analysis
University Culture

Area of
Responsibility

Funding

Support Staff

Structural Working
Environment

Support Tradition

&

Academic Teaching
Culture

Values

Support Activities

Figure VI-6. Structural and Cultural Condition influencing E-Learning Support Behavior

3.2

Activities

Being knowledgable on the support conditions, now the resulting support activities
will be further elaborated. The main focus will lie on the support approach and the
range of services offered as well as on partnering and outreach activities.

3.2.1

E-Learning Support Services

3.2.1.1 Range of E-Learning Support Services
In figure VI-7 the support areas of all three case studies were aggregated to illustrate
the range of areas covered by e-learning support.
Education

Technology
Educational Technology

Education Support

Academic Computing

Information Technology

Course Design/ Conception

IT Support

Online Information, Resources

Faculty Development
Learning Management System

E-Mail

Evaluation
Desktop Support
Web Design

Teaching Award

Lab Facilities
Grant Assistance

Distance Learning Support
Classroom Technology
Educational Software
(e.g., GIS)

Libraries

Research Computing

Digital Libraries

A/V Support
Digital Archiving

Figure VI-7. Range of Service Areas
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To the left, right, and bottom periphery, related activities, mostly executed by
neighboring support groups, are displayed.
In between, a range of e-learning areas is listed on a continuum between education and
technology. As the following quote illustrates, a clear definition of the often
interchangeably used terms e-learning, academic computing, academic technology, or
educational technology does not exist:
“If you, at least in American higher education,…it’s a little more similar now, but
a couple of years ago it wasn’t necessarily. If you asked people to define
academic technology you get very different answers. In some places people in
Academic Technology dealt with electronic mail, they dealt with end user support,
so they dealt with a number of things that one wouldn’t ordinarily think of as what
academic technology is really about. When we changed the focus what we did we
made that unit exclusively responsible for the integration of technology into
teaching, learning, and research. That’s all they do. So there is no other service
that they need to get involved with. There is no direct IT support function they get
involved with” (Tufts1, 56:2).

The specific portfolio of activities is a reflection of the strategic approach of a
university. Whereas at Northeastern the EdTech Center tends to engage with activities
displayed in figure VI-7 on the left hand side (e.g., Course design, LMS, Webdesign),
academic computing at MIT is much more involved in the technology heavy activities
(e.g., educational software, multimedia production, lab facilities). The academic
technology unit at Tufts cultivates specific strengths across the whole spectrum (e.g.,
course design, online resources, distance learning projects, educational software,
research computing).
3.2.1.2 Core Support Activities
With a different emphasis, the three case study institutions follow four basic objectives
through their e-learning activities. a) Most fundamentally, they are involved in the
development of an e-learning infrastructure. b) A significant share of resources is
devoted to outreach and motivation of faculty to become involved with e-learning. c)
Major efforts flow into the development of the necessary faculty competence to enable
faculty members to make use of the technology independently. d) Finally, they assist,
help, and consult with faculty in various ways to facilitate the appropriate use of
e-learning in their teaching.
In figure VI-8 the involvement of the individual support units is illustrated along both,
the Rogers’ innovation adoption process (Rogers, 1995, p. 922) and the faculty
e-learning behavior cycle developed in figure VI-2. E-Learning support, IT support,
pedagogical support, the libraries, and audio / video services are involved in various
degrees in the different stages of the faculty e-learning behavior cycle.
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Rogers‘ Innovation Adoption Process

Knowledge

Persuasion

Decision

Implementation

Confirmation

Faculty E-Learning Behavior Process
Time
Committment

Competence
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Course
Design
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IT Support

Pedagogical Support

IT Support

Teaching with
Technology

Reflection

E-Learning Support Activities

IT Support

Ped. S.
E-Learning S.

E-Learning Support
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Ped. S.
E-Learning S.

E-Learning S.
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E-Learning
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Outreach

Competence
Development

AV Support

Ped. S.

Ped. S.

Course
Preparation
Support

Teaching
Support

Reflection
Support

Figure VI-8. The E-Learning Support Process Responding to Faculty Behavior

Each phase of the e-learning support process is described in the following:
a) E-Learning Infrastructure Development
Infrastructures mainly provided by IT services are classroom technology, computer
labs for instruction or independent student work. The more narrowly defined
e-learning infrastructure is mainly software such as some sort of learning management
system facilitating administrative processes (e.g., enrollment, grading), the distribution
of electronic content, as well as the asynchronous and maybe synchronous
communication. In addition, a number of general and subject specific software is
provided. Often infrastructure development is dominated by IT experts. Pedagogical
support is seldom involved in the development process.
b) Outreach
For support groups a major issue is to raise the attention of faculty due to the
“difficult” conditions faculty are exposed to as mentioned in 2.2.
In that regard, e-learning support groups as well as libraries or teaching centers face a
different situation than IT groups. IT is delivering a fundamental infrastructure and
faculty will approach this support whenever a problem occurs that interferes with their
work. Bringing in new e-learning services is comparably more difficult as faculty
members not necessarily need it and therefore have first to be convinced of the added
value. Due to the limited demand and involvement with e-learning services, e-learning

VI Cross-Case Analysis

243

groups invest significant efforts in outreach. Often they partner with other support
groups to gain more weight in the eyes of faculty.
Across the various groups and institutions, different conceptions and believes on
outreach were met although in most instances a blend of three approaches is applied:
1. Classical Marketing Task
Launching a new e-learning service is perceived as a classical marketing task and an
internal marketing specialist may be consulted for advice. A librarian at MIT reported
the belief that faculty need to be exposed to a message at least five times before it is
considered as a possibility. According to this belief, the strategy is to widely distribute
the message through different channels, such as university publications, E-mail, talks,
personal communications. This multi-channel thought is also emphasized at Northeastern:
“And when we had the beyond books and whiteboards expo the fact that it can
live on the webpage is perhaps more valuable than the event itself” (NEU Focus
Group).

2. Word of Mouth
One leader of an MIT support group, however, is convinced that too overt marketing
would be counterproductive. Furthermore, faculty do not notice the classical channels,
they do not read brochures. The most successful way to reach out to faculty is through
excellent work with individual professors and then to rely on word of mouth.
3. Programming
A third approach is getting involved with “local” projects. A faculty developer at
Northeastern does not rely on courses and workshops but suggested investing energy
in programming:
“I hate workshops, I do them, I do them very well by the way but I hate them.
Because they don’t create change. Somebody comes ‘isn’t that nice?’ They go
back to their department and nothing happens” (NEU4).

With programming it is referred to local initiatives aiming at specific goals and
outcomes. Integral to this approach is the engagement in numerous committees and
discussions relevant to the community and by this involvement raising visibility.
Common outreach elements found at all three institutions are the following:
− The importance of strategic communication with deans, department heads and
opinion leaders is emphasized through regular visits and personal meetings.
− A faculty advisory board assists a specific group not only with advice on faculty
needs but also through the communication in their environment and network.
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− A well structured website on the range of services offered is critical.
− All participate in events involving the various support groups and through such
means create synergies (e.g. the MIT EdTech Fair (Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, 2004)).
− The level of visibility a group gains across the university is seen as a first indicator
regarding the success of outreach activities.
c) Competence Development
It is generally accepted that many faculty lack the technical and pedagogical
competence to successfully integrate e-learning into their teaching. Many support units
therefore offer formal and informal formats of competence development.
The approaches to formal competence development vary across the three studied
institutions. At MIT only few trainings and workshops on software application or
teaching specific issues are offered. Most training activity is concentrated in the
independent study period, a three week independent activities period in January.84 In
contrast, the support groups at Northeastern offer a fairly wide range of short trainings
on a variety of e-learning subjects (1-2 hour), whereas Academic Technology at Tufts
offers a week-long summer institute, one day institutes adjusted to the individual
school’s needs, and lecture series (Tufts University Academic Technology, 2005b).
Only at Tufts University, due to the central role of academic technology, competence
development activities are actively coordinated with other support groups and local
units.
More informal mechanisms of competence development are personal exchanges of
faculty with support group members or other faculty, e-learning newsletters, or
conference stipends.
d) Support
The area of support primarily refers to individual faculty assistance rather than to
qualify faculty for executing an activity independently. This direct support is mainly
provided in the phases of course preparation, execution, and post reflection.
1. Course Preparation Support
A number of interesting models in how faculty are supported during course
preparation exist. Different approaches are taken to large scale projects as opposed to
more standard lower level approaches. For the lower level approaches, documentation
for self-study in combination with a telephone hotline or e-mail support is frequently
offered by various support units.

84 Independent Activities Period http://web.mit.edu/iap/
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Large scale projects are often funded through grants and involve not only the
development of a new course design but also significant media production. Specialists
from the various support groups contribute.
The degree and nature of assistance by support units varies. In some instances, a
faculty receives funding out of grant programs and takes responsibility for the project
management him- or herself. In the other extreme, OpenCourseWare, after an initial
meeting, basically produces the website and only checks back with the faculty for
quality control.
2. Teaching Support
Very often the close collaboration stops after the course preparation phase is
terminated and the faculty is left alone during the execution and reflection phase.
Support during the teaching phase is often confined to technology support, if needed.
3. Reflection Support
Standard course evaluations that provide faculty with quantitative feedback are
available in most cases. Often more comprehensive evaluation services are provided
by the pedagogical support unit although they have limited capacity. So far, most
faculty are not well supported in the drawing of conclusions on past teaching
experiences with technology. Negative experiences with e-learning not seldom lead to
the abandonment of the started innovation process.

3.2.2

E-Learning Support Process

In the previous chapter 3.2.1, a broad range of activities of e-learning support workers
was discussed. In this chapter the internal logic of the e-learning support work will be
investigated along different phases of the support process.
The head of the faculty development unit (pedagogical support) at Northeastern
outlined the logic of their approach as follows:
“You have to be seen as part of a larger group to have an impact. How do we do
it? We do a lot of needs assessments. What do you want? We do it by offering a
wide variety of programs so that I get a little of everything for everybody, which is
very stressful here because we don’t have a big staff. We do it through a lot of
communication mechanisms and we do it mostly through some of our longitudinal
programming” (NEU4, 41:34).

The mentioned elements, need analysis, standard services, integrated projects but also
individual consulting, or evaluation are reoccurring activities across the different
institutions and the individual support units. They will be explored in the following
and the inner logic of support retrieved.
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3.2.2.1 Need Analysis
In chapter 3.1.1, it was elaborated on the difficulties of e-learning support units to
define a clear mission and area of responsibility. As a consequence, a lot of energy is
invested into the analysis of faculty needs. As central support units are working
removed from the individual faculty, they apply various procedures to gain a better
understanding for faculty needs.
At MIT the academic computing unit “makes rounds” in which they visit the different
department leadership teams, listen to the needs, and present their current services:
“In terms of the process we do outreach visits to all of the departments that we
can over the course of a year. We call them rounds and in fact tomorrow we have
our first of this academic year’s series of rounds meetings beginning. In this case
tomorrow it will be with the school for humanities and social sciences. We will be
visiting their council, which will involve department chairs, course chairs, and we
will be going to them and do three things: Giving them an update in the current
technology landscape, what happened since we last met? What services are out
there that they might not know about, etc.? We will be asking them what their
technology needs are by departments and what their priorities are and we will be
finally asking them how they want to interact with us” (MIT 6, 16:8).

Another strategy applied by all three schools is the creation of advisory boards for a
specific support group.
3.2.2.2 Standard Services
From these needs analyses, e-learning support groups derive a number of standard
services such as course offerings, tools, or infrastructures, which they market on their
website and through a variety of other channels. Through publishing standard offers
the group creates a public identity, a skills profile that might attract faculty with
specific questions. Often, individual support workers are in charge of these standard
services. They bring in a specific expertise to provide offerings, such as a course on
instructional design issues, the functionality of the learning management system, or
more specifically training for geographical information system. At this stage of the
support process, support initiatives follow within the channels of the individual
support groups.
The effect of a clear reference of what support units do serves an important function as
the following quote from a Northeastern faculty illustrates:
“So they had these classes and the EdTech center would send out e-mails and say
come to our class we teach you how to use these things. Well, they were a couple
of hours long. And the problem was I wanted my adjuncts to take the class, too,
and they are all working so I couldn’t really expect them to go to a three hour
class. (…) What I did I called over and I asked a few questions and I got on
Blackboard and I just played around a little bit. And then I went over there with a
couple of adjuncts for just a private session” (NEU8, 45:9).
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The offering of this standard course allowed this faculty to know where she could get
what kind of support. Similarly, Academic Technology at Tufts advertised events to
create a public identity and provide people a low level starting point. A faculty
developer at Tufts emphasizes the importance of this low level engagement with
faculty as a basis to build a more significant working relationship:
“We had an open house which also takes a lot of work but… and that brought in a
whole bunch of new people and from that this is how these connections get made.
(…) There was one person who had a personal project and got some help with,
then we did a department presentation, and from that I came back for two
instructional design conversations, and they are interested in using e-portfolios
now with their students. This is how you build, you have different kinds of events
and opportunities for people to come and then you have the support system
underneath that”(Tufts 12).
“Most of my work has been actually around faculty development and I guess what
I want to say that you have to get the faculty in the door before you can begin to
do instructional design” (Tufts12, 67:14).

This way, standard services are an important means for reaching out to faculty.
3.2.2.3 Individual Consulting
It is interesting to observe that at MIT the range of standardized services, such as
standard course offerings, is relatively small. Unlike at the other two institutions, there
exists no single entry point but a network of various support groups. To provide an
overview of the existing support services a joint “Teaching with Technology”
website85 was created. At MIT, support workers tend to support faculty primarily
through individual consulting as a representative from academic computing illustrates:
“And we are trying to get a feel for how we can help people. We just have to take
every individual case. Sometimes it’s a faculty member for instance who has for
instance some old software he has been using for his classes that needs to be
rewritten” (MIT6, 21:23).

A very individual approach was also taken by OpenCourseWare. The experience of
the following faculty might be representative for faculty who had course materials
available in a digital format:
“They just literally took this website that one of my students had done. So they just
went to my student and said we wanted to take all that material. I think in the end
I gave them a CD with all the pdf files and sent it to them. (…) So and then they
just put it up. That was it basically” (MIT9, 24:21).

85 Teaching with Technology Website http://web.mit.edu/teachtech/
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At Northeastern and Tufts, individual consulting absorbs substantial resources, too.
Also in the libraries one-on-one consulting is becoming a popular service as the
following quote suggests:
“That generates a lot of follow up request for one-on-one consultation and we
have rooms just for that and often that’s what would you say half an hour to an
hour per person where we will either by telephone or e-mail understand what the
person’s needs are, research needs are. And then maybe they will look at their
own research and then we will meet and steer them into the direction. That’s
become a bigger, larger and larger component of what we do” (NEU10).

The practice of one-on-one consulting requires increased interaction among support
units as faculty needs span over the boarders of an individual unit. In most cases, it is
referred to other services that might be of interest to faculty.
At both institutions, MIT and Tufts, centralized support people raised concerns about
not being able to live up to the expectations due to limited resources in case they
become too successful.
3.2.2.4 Integrated Projects
In all three institutions, e-learning support is involved with large scale e-learning
projects. The projects in most instances ask for a high level of interdisciplinary and
inter-group collaboration and involved various local partners. In each project, the
collaboration partners and collaboration format vary according to the projects goals
and needs.
Many of these integrated projects are supported by institutional funds. In other cases
support units assisted faculty in grant writing to acquire external funding. In table VI4, an overview of the institutional e-learning funding programs is provided. These
funding programs reflect institutional priorities. Not surprisingly, the MIT iCampus
projects are all technology heavy. An interesting model is practiced at Tufts where
grant applicants do not receive discretionary funds but 600 working hours from
academic technology staff.
Table VI-4
E-Learning Project Funding Program
Sponsor

MIT
iCampus (Microsoft
supported)86
Alex and Britt d’Arbeloff
Fund for Teaching
Excellence87

Northeastern
Provost’s Teaching
with Technology fund
(stopped)

Tufts
Partnership in Technology Program (APT) 88
supported through AT
budget (which is provided by the individual

86 iCampus Website http://icampus.mit.edu
87 Website of the d’Arbeloff Fund for Excellence in Education http://web.mit.edu/darbeloff/
88 Website of the Academic Technology Internal Grant Program http://at.tccs.tufts.edu/services/grantassistance/internal-grants/
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MIT

Northeastern

Purpose of
Funding
Program

To incubate innovations
for labs, classrooms, and
campus communities and
to promote their dissemination around the world.

Number of
Projects
Nature of
Funding
Examples

>45 iCampus projects,
since 1999
Discretionary Funds

Provide support to
faculty teams proposing effective strategies
for incorporating learning-related technology
into curricula
More than 30 in a
period of 3 years
Discretionary Funds

Technology Enabled Active Learning (TEAL)89

The Hybrid Writing
Project90

Tufts
schools)
Provide support to
faculty projects with
curricular focus

4 projects a year, about
16 projects on total
600 working hours from
e-learning support staff
Constats91

3.2.2.5 Evaluation
A fourth field of activity connected emerged around evaluation and assessment of
e-learning initiatives.
For example, all MIT iCampus projects included an evaluation requirement. Many of
these projects have been evaluated by MIT’s teaching and learning lab (Breslow,
2004):
“And we decided that we would be looking at three major areas: One was the
impact of educational technology on conceptual learning. The second was on
student ... broadly called student engagement and interaction and then the third
was on resource allocation. So how ... even if you had an e-learning initiative that
seemed to be working very well in other areas was it so resource intensive that it
was not going to be sustainable” (MIT 4, 18:20).

At MIT, in certain projects solid and positive evaluation results proved to be
particularly critical for the project continuation when students started to resist to
imposed changes. OpenCourseWare, too, engaged in significant evaluation activities
and actively promoted the positive results. The value of evaluation has also been taken
up at Northeastern:
“I would like to see us much more involved in the assessment because it’s a very
powerful tool for attracting the faculty, attracting the student, to getting dollars
here, for attracting the president’s interest, things like that. We do tend to have
surveys. Any kinds of numbers, people seem to respond to. 80% of the people said
this…’ you know and the instructional designers who work here have some
background in assessment” (NEU11, 48:25).
89 Website Technology Enabled Active Learning Project (TEAL)
http://web.mit.edu/8.02t/www/802TEAL3D/teal_tour.htm
90 Website with information on the Hybrid Writing Project http://www.edtech.neu.edu/aboutedtech/portfolio/
hybrid/
91 Constats Website http://constats.atech.tufts.edu/, for more APT projects see
http://at.tccs.tufts.edu/projects/overview/
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A separate but equally important issue for promoting teaching excellence are standard
teaching evaluations (STEs). These effects are illustrated by the following two quotes:
“One of the tricks in doing this that we had on the course evaluation forms
students fill out questions related to Blackboard. And as it turns out students want
them to use Blackboard and when they weren’t using Blackboard it was affecting
course evaluations and the faculty care about that. So this was pressure play”
(Tufts4, 59.4).
“And I think it keeps us honest with faculty. You know, knowing that your students
are going to rate you. That it’s important. I think it keeps us honest and makes us
work harder at teaching which can be diverted because of the service commitment
or research commitments” (NEU4, 41:21).

These two quotations clearly illustrate the strong effects related to STEs. For one it
creates an open dialogue on teaching quality but parallel it can also be used for
pressure play, which in instances may also be problematic.
E-Learning support as practiced in the three case studies is not simply stringing
together a number of standard services. Much more it is a dynamic interplay between
the creation of a public support identity connected to a variety of scaleable standard
services, involving faculty through one-on-one consulting and the building of closeknit communities around a number of core projects. This way e-learning support tries
to gain visibility and heightens its influence regarding university teaching.

3.2.3

Partnering

The development of sound support services and process is resources and knowledge
intense. Thus, on various occasions, support units at all three institutions established
internal and external collaborations. In table VI-5, a selection of collaboration
activities are listed along the faculty behavior process.
Table VI-5
E-Learning Partnering
Activities Along
the Faculty
E-Learning
Behavior Cycle
Infrastructure
Development

Examples of
Collaborations

Partnering Groups
(Form of Collaboration)

Goal of Collaboration

TUSK (Tufts)

Tufts Health Sciences
Schools

Sakai Project
(MIT)

MIT Academic Computing
and external HEIs,
community of practice

Unified platform to
access the health
sciences curriculum
Unify open source tools
into a unified LMS

VI Cross-Case Analysis
Activities Along
the Faculty
E-Learning
Behavior Cycle

Outreach

Competence
Development

Course
Development
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Examples of
Collaborations

Partnering Groups
(Form of Collaboration)

Goal of Collaboration

dotlrn92
(MIT)

Sloan School Information
Systems and External
HEIs
MIT e-learning support
groups

Spread and further develop an open source
LMS
Outreach to faculty, information on services and
projects
Outreach to faculty, information on services and
concepts

MIT EdTech
Fair
NEU Beyond
Books and
Whiteboards
Conference
Tufts MiniInstitutes

Northeastern’s e-learning
support groups

Tufts Faculty
Summer
Institutes

Various e-learning experts
on campus participate as
lecturers in a week long
training program
Selected e-learning support groups (e-learning, IT,
libraries, AV, faculty
development)
OCW, local support units,
libraries and other HEIs
(e.g., Tufts)
MIT faculty, SMA faculty
liaisons, National University of Singapore (NUS),
Nanyang Technological
University (NTU)

More extensive course
redesign
projects
OpenCourseWare

Teaching Delivery

Singapore MIT Alliance
(SMA)

Reflection
Support

Inexistent

Academic Technology with
school-wide coordinators

Competence development close to the faculty’s disciplinary interests
“Interdisciplinary”
competence development
activity
One-stop-shop from
faculty perspective
Advance the mission of
open access to course
materials
Reaching Singaporean
students, research
collaboration

The most substantial external collaborations can be found in the area of technology
infrastructure development. Partnering activities for outreach are more of coordinative
nature whereas in competence and particularly in course development internal support
groups engage in meaningful interdisciplinary collaborations. The final phases of the
actual teaching and reflection have so far not been widely adopted as meaningful areas
of support and even less for partnering.

3.3

A Grounded Theory of E-Learning Support

3.3.1

A Model for E-Learning Support Developed from Empirical Data

E-Learning support is a complex phenomenon. The basis of the model presented in
figure VI-9 is the “faculty e-learning behavior cycle” as shown in figure VI-2.
92 dotlearn http://dotlrn.mit.edu/
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Figure VI-9. A Model for E-Learning Support

The model generated from the empirical data illustrates support activities and how
they are influenced by cultural and structural conditions. Furthermore, in this chapter,
it is discussed which support groups provide what kind of support activities and how
they collaborate with each other (see figure VI-8).
In chapter 3.1 and 3.2, cultural and structural conditions as well as the specific
activities of e-learning support have been described. The interesting question for the
management of e-learning integration is how structural and cultural conditions relate
to specific support activities. It is assumed that structural activities primarily determine
the portfolio of support activities whereas the cultural conditions have influence on the
mode of interaction with faculty. However, it has not been possible in the context of
this research to substantiate unique connections between specific conditions and
support activities. Therefore, hypotheses based on the data are formulated here:
− A clear area of responsibility (clear mission area from which specific goals are
derived, adequate scope, and clear accountability) leads to a more organizationally
integrated and effective portfolio of support activities.
− Favorable support conditions might foster the collaboration among support units.
− The funding source of a support unit is directly related to its area of responsibility.
Decentralized funding mechanisms that are incorporated in the regular budget
cycles contribute to the credibility and hence the effectiveness of e-learning
activities.
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− The skills, background, and attitudes of support staff most directly influence the
portfolio of service activities.
− The tradition of a support group is particularly relevant regarding the established
relationship with faculty concerning the degree of service ethos.
− In a university culture that is for example technology driven, such as at MIT,
naturally the teaching innovation activities are technology heavy as the average
faculty is relatively fluent in technology. Similarly, other cultural characteristics
might influence the content or mode of support activity. However, in many
institutions only few university-wide shared cultural values exist that become
directly relevant for the work of support units.

3.3.2

Reflection of the Model on the Basis of Literature

The literature in the area of administrative support in universities is comparably weak
and consists predominantly of case studies and experience based reports from
e-learning support practitioners. Consequently, some evidence for the activities of
e-learning support units exist, but the structural conditions are only rarely considered
systematically and cultural conditions have not been touched at all. Hence, it is
difficult to substantiate the proposed theory in view of the existing body of literature.
Practitioners in the field would be in a better position to judge the practicability of the
suggested interrelations.
In this reflection, it is predominantly referred to the literature reviewed in chapter IV
5.1.1.3, IV 5.1.2.5, IV 5.1.3.2, and IV 5.2.2.
It can be said that the support activities found at the three institutions are
representative for other HEIs (see IV 5.2.2.2). In contrast to the core process identified
in chapter IV 5.2.1.2, the proposed model discusses media production only at the side
although the case study institutions are involved with media production services. MIT
offers broad services through a central unit (AMPS) on a fee-for-service model, at
Tufts the health sciences schools run an educational media center. Still, media
production did not emerge as a major theme, maybe because these media production
units are seen in competition with outside vendors and are not perceived as core of the
institutional e-learning support mission. Furthermore, the portfolio of support activities
suggested in the proposed model seems rather narrowly occupied with course level
support. The cross-case analysis does not report prominently on support activities
beyond the individual faculty level, such as support for curriculum development or
other department / school level activities although attempts in this direction can be
identified in the studied institutions.
The proposed model does not provide insights into a systematic integration of an
innovation process. It is assumed that most innovative approaches stem from entrepreneurial faculty and students. Grants programs contribute to the stimulation of bottomup initiatives.
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It may also be questioned how well the model reflects the need for flexible adaptation
of e-learning support activities to changes imposed by the environment. In 3.2.2 it is
illustrated how most support processes start and maintain extensive need analysis and
end with evaluation activities. In this fast changing environment one might expect
more systematic and rigorous structures and processes. The literature, as presented in
chapter IV 5.2.2.3, claims for flexible adaptation but does not provide further insights.
The reference of Brooks (2003, p. 48) toward close collaboration with local support
and faculty is sufficiently considered in this model.
Finally, it is widely discussed in the literature how support units are embedded in the
organization (chapter IV 5.1.1.3). The dilemma between providing scaleable services
at the central level and the locally determined faculty needs is difficult to resolve. In
the above suggested model this aspect is touched within the “scope / anchorage of the
support unit’s mission”. It is suggested that organizational questions need to be tackled
within the broad discussion on what structural and cultural conditions are desirable.
The author is convinced that all three institutions provide systemic support, as
demanded by Hartman & Truman-Davis (2001), in the sense that they respond to
faculty needs and parallel pursue administrative direction to provide scaleable service
to accommodate an increasing number of faculty. The case studies provide process
oriented insights into the inner logic of e-learning support and extend the understanding beyond the mere listing of support activities.
Structural conditions, such as adequate areas of responsibility, funding, and staffing,
are hardly ever considered systematically in the literature. The proposed model
provides a basis for more solid reflection. In addition, the author is not aware that the
importance of cultural conditions for support work has been discussed earlier in the
context of e-learning support. The feedback on a presentation given by the author at
the 2005 annual meeting of the “Gesellschaft für Medienwissenschaft” in Rostock,
Germany, indicated that cultural issues raised in this work are indeed in line with the
experiences of many support workers.

4

Strategic E-Learning Support Management

After the faculty behavior, the e-learning support conditions, and the resulting
activities have been explored, the main attention will now be directed to the core
question underlying this study. How can strategic management govern e-learning
support in a way that positively influences faculty behavior? In this section, the
conditions for strategic management as well as the specific activities are explored.
Although the literature on the effectiveness of strategic management in a university
context is contradictory, substantial planning activities are executed in all three case
studies on the various institutional levels focusing on a wide variety of questions.
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In the process of data analysis it has been much more challenging to substantiate codes
and elements of a grounded theory on strategic management than in the previous
sections for a number of reasons:
− It has been demanding to collect data on decision-making processes regarding
e-learning because of the many informal and hidden processes and mechanisms,
which are difficult to approach. To understand these often political processes it is
necessary to have a deep understanding of the constellation within an organization.
It is difficult to develop such an understanding as an outside researcher (Kemmis &
McTaggart, 2000).
− Furthermore, it is challenging to delimit a unit of analysis. Decision-making
happens on different levels. The nature of a university-wide decision-making
process is immensely complex and not easy to grasp.
Consequently, to substantiate the findings on strategic management of e-learning
support, descriptive cross-case illustrations are used in a more extensive way.

4.1

Conditions

Before specific management activities regarding e-learning in general and e-learning
support in specific are investigated, the conditions for management in the three case
study universities are reflected on.
Strategic management for e-learning support needs to be understood in the context of a
long established planning tradition as well as confined by an overall institutional
strategy.

4.1.1

Decision-Making and Strategic Management Traditions

The planning “traditions” differ widely across the three case studies. These wellrehearsed patterns of planning had an impact on how the institutions approached
e-learning planning. In table VI-6 planning traditions of all three case studies are
summarized.
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Table VI-6
Planning Traditions
Role of University
Leadership
Role of the Central
Faculty Senate
Dominant Level of
Power and
Planning
Examples of
Strategic Planning
Activities

MIT
Visioning, facilitation
of initiatives
Town hall meetings,
votes on significant
issues such as new
programs.
Department

Task Force on the
Undergraduate Educational Commons93;
Taskforce on Student
Life and Learning94

Northeastern
Visioning, active
steering of the
organization’s
direction
Involved in detailed
discussions on specific policy issues
University, School

Community Task
Force95

Tufts
Visioning, coordination of school plans
No centralized
senate, but faculty
senates in the
individual schools.
School, Department

Task Force on the
Undergraduate
Experience96

The planning traditions of the three schools are fundamentally different. At MIT,
rooted in a strong organizational culture, leadership generally tries to leverage the
initiatives emerging from the faculty. It endorses the formation of faculty committees
to explore specific questions through adequate resources and visibility. The following
quote gives insights in the planning efforts on a departmental basis:
“Typical of how things work you pose a question to a small group, you let them
go off and study it and bring it to the whole faculty and they make a
recommendation. Usually you do not allow the faculty to vote on very many things
at all and the votes are typically only advisory to the leadership of the
department. The reason being is that if you required consensus for everything
nothing would get done. So quite often you take the decision out of the faculties
hands. Majority votes can still leave half of the people practically upset. You can’t
really get consensus so you are trying to get advice and guidance from faculty in
an open forum and then explain them your decision and why you made it”
(MIT14, 30:11).

After the institutional reorientation and times of leadership change it must have been
more difficult for Tufts and Northeastern to establish clear planning traditions.
At Tufts, the central leadership took a defensive approach. While at many schools
planning processes are underway, it tries to emphasize the commonalities across the
diverse schools and provides a common vision. Discussions on new policies take place

93
94
95
96

MIT Task Force on the Undergraduate Educational Commons http://web.mit.edu/committees/edcommons/
MIT Task Force on Student Life and Learning http://web.mit.edu/committees/sll/
Northeastern Community Task Force http://www.community.neu.edu/ctf.shtml
Tufts Task Force on the Undergraduate Experience http://ugtaskforce.tufts.edu/
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in the school-wide faculty senates as well as centrally in the academic council, a body
in which all school interests are represented.
The most visible element of Northeastern’s planning approach is the central faculty
senate. In the weekly meetings a large number of policy issues are discussed on a
fairly detailed level. Although the process is time consuming and although it involves
all deans and the provost, it seems as if “real” initiatives do not emerge from this body.
The overall direction is determined to a big part by the top leadership.

4.1.2

Existing Organization and School Wide Strategies

An important prerequisite for the strategic management regarding e-learning are the
existing organization wide strategies. None of the institutions fundamentally reworked
their organizational strategies but fit e-learning initiatives within the existing
framework. These strategies have different characteristics as it is illustrated in table
VI-7.
Table VI-7
Institutional Strategies
Format of
Strategies

Content of
Strategies

Dissemination of
Knowledge
About Strategic
Priorities
Commitment to
Strategic
Direction
Degree of Centralized Planning

Nature of Planning Regarding
Teaching

MIT
Not clearly confined and
operationalized but
repeatedly articulated.
Shared values /
priorities
Attract the best students
and faculty;
Commitment to excellence and change;
Belief in fundamental
scientific inquiry and
new integrative modes
of scholarship, learning,
and action; etc.
Unclear, informal

Northeastern
Five word mantra

Tufts
The senior
leadership prioritizes
three major areas of
focus

Become a “national”,
“research”, “studentcentered”, “practiceoriented”, and “urban”
university

Build on the institution’s international
orientation; the high
quality portfolio of
health sciences
schools, and Tufts’
involvement in promoting active citizenship.
The leadership starts
to spread the word

Widespread, implicit
adoption of values

Some aspects are not
truly internalized

Unclear

Visioning on the central
level and facilitation of a
strategic management
process throughout the
institution
Recent planning efforts
on undergraduate
education.

Relatively centralized
planning activities

Minimal, strong
alignment with school
based activities

Clear commitment to
cooperative
education

Recent planning
efforts on undergraduate education.

Ubiquitous
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At first, it was surprising to see that MIT did not formulate a concise vision, mission
statement, or strategy document. However, faculty, staff, and students have a shared
understanding of what MIT stands for and where it is heading. On a more operative
level, explicit strategic considerations are formulated for example regarding undergraduate education.
At Northeastern, the five word mantra is commonplace and in instances it is clearly
operationlized what the individual aspects stand for. Although the mantra bears some
conflicting tensions the Northeastern community is strongly committed to cooperative
education.
The new Tufts leadership emphasizes in its strategic priorities the commonalities of
the institution. The three aspects emphasized give Tufts a distinct profile without
restricting the priorities of the individual schools.
Whereas in other institutions the new technologies led to a fundamental redefinition of
the institutions mission and priorities, in the investigated institutions e-learning is seen
as a tool through which institutional goals may be better achieved. This is an important
precondition to what may be the outcome of a strategic planning process regarding
e-learning.

4.2

Activities

At the core of this chapter stands the question how the institutions tackled the strategic
management of e-learning support. To find answers to this question, the general
approach to strategic e-learning management needs to be studied. Support is a partial
aspect to this question. Consequently, in this chapter, it is explored how e-learning
became an important objective, how the strategic planning process regarding
e-learning was set up, and what steps to implementation were initiated.

4.2.1

Process of Strategic E-Learning Planning

4.2.1.1 Overview
At all three institutions, a body was in charge of some sort of e-learning planning. An
overview of the characteristics of the planning processes of these “councils” is
illustrated in table VI-8. In the subsequent chapter, elements of the planning process
namely of initiation, working mode, and outcome are discussed in more detail.
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Table VI-8
E-Learning Planning Process
Phase

Element

MIT EdTech
Council

Initiation

Who initiated the
council?

Preparation by two
faculty committees
(1995,1997), provost
initiated council in
99
Secure competitive
position regarding
e-learning, strategy
formulation

What was
the initial
goal?

Working
Mode

Who
participates in the
council?

Who is
chairing the
council?

Outcome

Current
State
Challenges

How does
the council
operate?
Major outcomes of
the councils work?

How was
the outcome
communicated?
How was
the long
term impact
secured?
What is the
current
state?
What are
challenges
faced?

Strategic sub-committee: 10-15 faculty
leaders, senior
administrators,
outside consultants;
Total of 30 people
Co-chaired by the
provost, dean for
undergraduate education, and a faculty
leader from the dep.
for comp. science.
Temporary effort,
sub-committees

NEU Teaching and
Learning with Technology Roundtable
Head of the EdTech
Center with the
blessing of the provost

Tufts IT Council

Bringing together
people concerned with
e-learning to exchange
knowledge, discuss
issues and formulate
recommendations for
academic leaders.
Broad administrative
representation and
early adopting faculty

Decisions on and
financing of strategic IT investments
in the interest of all
schools.

Faculty Committee, Strong role
of the CIO since
1996

Chair: vice provost for
undergraduate education
Associate chair: head
of the EdTech Center

15 representatives
of all schools with
budget responsibility, academic representation, and
key administrators
Co-chaired by the
head of TCCS and
the Medical
School’s Dean of
Educational Affairs

Monthly meetings, subcommittees

Monthly meetings,
sub-committees

Strategic decisions
not to enter distance
learning, e-learning
priorities (e.g.,
OCW); Significant
funding sources
Council members
took enormous efforts to gain buy-in
for OCW from other
faculty.
Evaluation of
resulting projects

Open communication
lines, initiatives on specific issues (e.g.,
plagiarism)

Reliable central IT
infrastructure services

Council members are
expected to carry out
insights to their department, annual report to
the provost

No specific communication strategy, via the representatives of the
schools
Ongoing activity
and monitoring of
development

Resuming activities
in a different form
upon the arrival of a
new CIO (fall 2003)
Other priorities of
the provost due to
difficult budgetary
situation

Lost dynamic and
commitment, ceased to
meet in 2004

Active, monthly
meetings,
rethinking of participation
Diverse needs of
the different school

Reduced interest of the
new provost
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4.2.1.2 Initiation
The three councils where initiated by different people with different intentions. It can
be observed that where a need is raised or legitimized by the faculty it might be less
likely that leadership changes endanger the pursuit of the initiative. However, the more
influential and credible the position of the initiator the more likely it is that an
e-learning undertaking is pursued. At MIT, the endorsement of the provost finally
provided enough resources and visibility to get innovations going. In the end, it seems
to work best if needs of the faculty (bottom-up) are met by an engaged senior
administration. Obviously, the way projects are initiated reflects the planning tradition
of a university.
The nature of the initiation of the process is strongly linked to the motivation for
action. MIT experienced a clear threat from the activities of competing institutions,
which was finally taken up by the senior administration. At Tufts, the state of the IT
infrastructure led to an increasing dissatisfaction by its internal academic
constituencies. At Northeastern, administrative people felt a need for more
coordination across the various e-learning related initiatives on campus.
4.2.1.3 Working Mode
Both the MIT EdTech Council as well as the Tufts IT Council are perceived by its
members as highly successful. At MIT, the involvement of a broad range of credible
and trusted faculty and administrators paired with an efficient working process, that
was assisted by outside consultants, were key to the success. At Tufts, the members
emphasized the good relations among the council’s participants. This was a critical
element in keeping a stable group of important school representatives working
together over several years. Unlike at MIT, where a phase of strategizing was followed
by a phase of implementation, the dialogue was continued parallel to implementing
decisions at Tufts.
The process at Northeastern followed a similar structure to the one at Tufts. An array
of administrative units as well as some faculty leaders contributed to the process. The
significance of the activities was emphasized through involvement of the vice provost
as the chair. A regular meeting structure and the formation of sub-committees allowed
the exchange on important topics and secured open communication lines.
4.2.1.4 Outcome
The outcomes of the strategic planning processes can be classified in three broad
groups:
a) Vision / Strategic Direction
In particular at MIT, some fundamental strategic decisions were made regarding
e-learning and a three pillar vision was formulated. A quote from Tufts is referring to
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the role of visions and broad guidelines developed in the general strategic plan for the
individual departments in the School of Engineering:
“The strategic plan was basically an outline and not a lot of specifics there but it
was used as a guiding set of principles, individual departments then came up with
their own plans before those and what we did with those plans is that we invited
blue ribbon panels to come in and go through the plans and visit the departments
and give us some feedback positive or negative on what the department plans
were” (Tufts 14).

b) Resources
Many strategic planning efforts seem to fail due to the lack of resources. At MIT as
well as at Tufts, significant amounts of funding were collected to realize the agreed on
projects. The Tufts IT council within the regular budget process sets important
strategic directions:
“The ITC does control funding for a piece of the central computing budget and
that gives them a lot of saying into what direction we are going and making sure
the goals of the central computing organization are aligned with the goals of the
schools” (Tufts 9).

c) Project Commitment / Rhetoric
A third outcome of strategic planning process is a certain commitment to ideas and
publicity on what was decided. In all three councils, the role of the individual council
member in communicating the discussion in their environment was emphasized:
“I think it’s a communication venue and so if you keep lines of communication
open there can be some impact as people are discussing issues and policies.
Plagiarism has been one issue that’s come up and so if we know if different
people on the committee can bring their different views then when the individuals,
and we try to get very talkative people to be ... people who like to go back and talk
to a lot of people then they will go back and make comments and let the rest of the
group know. For example, a couple of them are on the faculty senate” (NEU9).

The three highlighted outcomes (strategic direction, resources, project commitment /
rhetoric) have also been highly relevant to the success of the MIT OpenCourseWare
initiative. From the very beginning, there was a clear and shared vision that was
operationalized through strict milestones. Significant resources were provided for a
fast start up of the project and a huge internal and communication effort was carried
out by the council members and the project team.

4.2.2

Resulting E-Learning Strategy

To understand how strategic planning regarding e-learning support is best executed, it
is critical to review the institutional objectives to be reached through e-learning.
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In the prestudy (chapter II), an understanding of elements of an e-learning strategy on
the basis of the business model approach has been developed. These elements help to
identify the e-learning strategy of the case study institutions as displayed in table
VI-9.
This structure applied in table VI-9 seems only partially significant and practical in describing the e-learning strategies of the three institutions as e-learning has not altered
the core of the institutional strategy, but it is instrumental in reaching existing goals.
An alignment strategy leaves many elements unchanged (product-market combination,
revenue model, growth concept).
Table VI-9
E-Learning Strategies of the Case Study Institutions
Strategy
Elements
Product-Market
Combination

MIT

Northeastern

Tufts

Enhanced learning experience for on-campus students;
Online course
materials offered to
the public (OCW);
Leadership position in
educational
technology, offering
open source products
to the greater public

Enhanced learning experience for oncampus students;
Distance learning programs in selected
schools

Competence
Configuration
Cooperation
Concept

Traditional value chain

Enhanced learning
experience for oncampus and co-op
students;
Online continuing
education (extension
school);
Hybrid/online certificate/ BA/ MA programs
offered by individual
schools (e.g.,
engineering)
Traditional value chain

Predominantly in the
technical area (e.g.,
Sakai), selected large
scale cooperation’s
(e.g., Singapore-MIT
Alliance)

Limited institutiona-lized
cooperation efforts
regarding e-learning;
Generally strong
industry relations as
part of the cooperative
education program

Growth
Concept

No aim to grow quantitatively

Revenue Model

E-Learning initiatives
are predominately
financed through
funding of alumni /
foundations and the
regular university
budget
Network approach

Raise selectivity
through attractiveness
for on-campus students
Continuing education
as cash cow
Regular activities
(Blackboard) are
funded through the
university budget.
Limited amount of third
party money, tuition
driven
Separate central
e-learning unit

Organization

Traditional value chain
Various cooperation
efforts in the technical
area (e.g., partner of
Sakai-project) as well
as in other areas such
as with OCW, or with
partner universities for
the digital library
projects
No aim to grow
quantitatively

Large initiatives benefit
from third party grants;
Regular operations are
supported through the
individual school
budgets
Separate central
e-learning unit
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Strategy
MIT
Elements
Communication Systematic communication and PR of OCW
Concept
achievements.
Generally project
based efforts.

Northeastern

Tufts

Marketing efforts of
distance learning offerings through the
extension school,
systematic internal
communication of the
Blackboard related
activities.

No coordinated
external communication on e-learning
activities, some
internal efforts (project
based)

In contrast to what was found in many institutions investigated in the prestudy, there is
explicit strategic management regarding e-learning in the three case study institutions.
It is interesting to explore how suitable the case study institutions e-learning strategies
prove for the work of e-learning support units, next.

4.2.3

Deriving the E-Learning Support Strategy

In this study the strategic alignment and management of e-learning support activities is
investigated. None of the studied institutions developed an explicit e-learning support
strategy. Rather, that some specific support related questions are discussed within the
e-learning strategy process. However, there exists a gap between strategic planning
regarding e-learning and the mandate of the support organizations. For example, at
MIT, the transfer from the agreed on project like initiatives into the standard service
organization has not been considered:
“Most of the council’s EdTech initiatives have been in some sense research
oriented initiatives. In the spirit of MIT’s culture, which makes some sense. But
from the service central organization’s perspective there remains a significant
gap between how to take the outcomes of these things, the fruits of these
processes, and first assess which, if any, make sense to take part in the ongoing
systemic structure of the institution. And secondly, how to deliver it if that’s the
decision. So there is lots of interesting projects that develop lots of interesting
technologies and activities but the transition of those technologies and activities
from projects to services has not received attention and continues by and large
from the council’s perspective to be not worthy of funding” (MIT Focugroup 1).

Whereas in the strategic planning process it is decided on clear visions and projects, it
is seldom specified in a strategic way how the support units ought to align their
activities. As a consequence, e-learning support units are highly occupied to adjust
their priorities within an existing environment. In instances, this may be problematic
and beneficial at the same time:
“A lot of this strategic planning document comes from whoever is the boss in
charge at a given time. So, since I have worked here, our unit has had 3 different
bosses and so sometimes the challenging part is casting the strategic management
in the way the high ups want BUT what we usually try to keep in mind is that we
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have our own agenda that we are trying to keep moving forward regardless what
elsewhere is going on” (NEU11, 48:19).

This vacuum of planning in the previous quote has been filled by initiative support
workers. This situation also holds the danger that it may be filled through biased
preferences of people in a position of power as it is reported in the next quote:
“And you have to understand often what happens here it’s because somebody in a
position of power decides this is what’s going to happen and this is the issue
that’s going to be pushed. Quite honestly that’s what happens with a lot of
technology stuff I think” (Tufts6, 61:17).

Although the current situation seems not to close the gap between the e-learning
strategy and the activities of support units adequately; within the three case studies
there can be found manifold attempts and strategies to align support activities with
more general visions regarding e-learning:
− In all three institutions, the heads of the e-learning units are involved and / or
consulted in the strategy process. This brings them into a situation in which they are
able to align their activities with institutional priorities.
− Some support units have advisory committees that help to align the work of the
support units with the strategic priorities and needs of the faculty. The following
quote of a head of a support unit provides reasoning on the importance of advisory
boards.
“There were a number of reasons why I put together an advisory board. The first
one is truly as an advisory, this is a large institution; we have 64 departments. I
probably know a significant number of the faculty but I will never know every
faculty in every department. So one of the reasons was to have a needs assessment
group. (…) Their role also, there is a marketing piece in it. Their role is also to
market the institution. I mean to market the center in their schools, in their
departments, because it was a rather small office when I came here with visibility
but not nearly as high as it needed to be” (NEU4, 41:12).

Finally, it also needs to be stated that a certain degree of freedom is absolutely
necessary for support units to align their activities flexibly to emerging needs and new
(technological) opportunities. It is not possible to prescribe support activities in a
detailed manner. However, degrees of freedom should not be assigned in an accidental
manner but be the result of a conscious process.

4.2.4

The Direct Impact of an E-Learning Strategy on Faculty

Although the primary focus of this study is on the role of strategic management for
e-learning support, it needs to be recognized that support is an important but by far not
the only factor influencing the adoption behavior of faculty. There are other issues to
be tackled in a more systematic way to provide optimal conditions for faculty.
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One of the major barriers to e-learning adoption is the formal incentive structure as described in chapter VI 2.2.1 and chapter VI 3.1.2.1. At research universities, tenure is
provided largely on the basis of excellence in research.
The formal incentive structure is an issue that in the view of many interviewees needs
to be more systematically approached by top leadership. However, there is limited
room for action. Release time from teaching and grants for teaching innovations are
among the most common strategies to tackle the difficult incentive structure.
There also exist legal issues related to e-learning that need to be taken up at the policy
level. An ownership and copyright policy should determine the ownership of teaching
material. As universities invested substantial amounts of money into the development
of interactive multimedia, a joint ownership model becomes more and more common.
At the studied institutions, the sole ownership by faculty is still the normal case. An
exception is the regulation of Northeastern’s Continuing Education program where the
university is the owner of the teaching material. Ownership of the university is
common in distance education in particular where the unbundling of faculty roles is
practiced (Paulson, 2002, p. 224).
A more systematic exploration of strategic issues directly related to the faculty needs
to be subject to further research.

4.2.5

The Role of Leadership

Not only seem formal processes of strategic management to be important, but many
interviewees emphasized the role of leadership behavior.
However important at MIT the initiative of faculty regarding the implementation of
e-learning was, the first two faculty committees did not result in any form of initiative
or activity. Only after the provost attended to the subject, the outcome of the EdTech
council had substantial impact.
The following quotes of an influential and engaged faculty emphasize the importance
of leadership endorsement:
“And my biggest regret is that there is nobody who is in a position of authority
and decision-making who agrees with that vision. There is no action of that
vision” (MIT13, 29:11).

Similarly, the next quote stresses the role of authority and power for e-learning
initiatives to become important:
“I think it’s what it took to get to this point, is just to have a vice president that
had some authority and some power. In the past we didn’t have that champion at
that level to really promote and foster distance learning here at Northeastern”
(NEU 38,6).

There are different levels of academic leadership to be considered. Central activities
are mostly dependent on the provost or president. However, to have e-learning really
penetrate teaching and learning at the basis, the support of school and department
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leadership is critical. It was observed that initiative department heads or deans were
able to lead the most substantial change initiatives.
The following quote states that power and authority of senior leadership is based on
organizational structures but also on their influence in the budgeting process:
“There are issues around the way faculties are organized. (…) you know nobody
manages a faculty, not here, they are not manageable. But you do have
opportunities to influence them. You can influence them via the organizational
structure. Certainly having the support of the dean and the academic dean are
essential it seems to me for promoting the use of technology. Both in terms of the
influence they have on faculty but also the influence they have on a budgeting
process that says this is the kind of money that we can spend on technology”
(Tufts4, 59:5).

The endorsement of leadership is particularly important in the process of e-learning
strategy development as leaders have the potential to influence the effectiveness of the
process predominantly through the quality of committee members they can attract. If it
becomes clear that there is leadership endorsement, influential and skilled faculty are
more willing to invest their time.
Finally, it needs to be noticed that leadership is even more important in the
implementing process than in the planning stage. Leadership support is critical in
communicating the outcome of a strategic planning process:
“Making sure that it remains a top priority so that deans, department heads, and
the provost can all tell the faculty that they consider it critical. Getting the top
level support I think is critical and probably the biggest challenge getting them to
communicate to the faculty that they think it’s important” (NEU9, 37:17).

4.3

A Grounded Theory of Strategic E-Learning Management

4.3.1

A Model Developed from Empirical Data

In figure VI-10 a model on the conditions, the activities, and the consequences of
strategic e-learning management is suggested. As illustrated in this model, the
planning tradition of a HEI as well as existing overarching strategies (e.g., university
mission) are important conditions that influence the initiation, the effective working
process, and hence the outcome of a strategy development process, which manifests
itself in some clear statements on the future orientation of e-learning at the institution.
Usually, intense communication efforts accompany this process. An important
influence in all these steps is the behavior of leadership.
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Initiation
- Who?
- Reason/ Goals?

Organization Wide
Strategy

Working Mode
Process

Content

- Mission
- Chair?
- Business Model
- Participation?
- Meeting Structure? - E-Learning Specifcs

Outcome

Leadership

Planning
Tradition

- E-Learning Strategy
- Communication

eL Support Strategy
- Cultural Conditions
- Structural Conditions
-.

Figure VI-10. A Model on Strategic E-Learning Planning

Different levels of strategic planning in research universities have been identified:
− Organization wide strategies, such as university missions, are existent in a more or
less explicit format in all three case study institutions.
− Strategic e-learning planning occured within the boundaries of this mission. The
empirical study focused first of all on the process of strategic e-learning planning
and provides detailed insights in the initiation, the working mode, as well as into the
outcome of these processes. Regarding the content of the strategies, it is referred to
the Prestudy chapter II as well as to the findings from chapter VI 3 on e-learning
support. The proposed model suggests that the outcome of the strategy process
should positively shape both the cultural and structural conditions for e-learning
support.
− The studied institutions did not engage in a clearly recognizable process to
determine the strategic priorities of e-learning support. These issues are touched in
the development of an overall e-learning strategy. However, this work identified a
gap between general strategic priorities and the requirements of support units to
adequately align their activities.

4.3.2

Reflection of the Model on the Basis of Literature

The author is not in a position to judge the adequacy of the general planning
approaches within the three institutions. Still, it can be said that the impact of a sound
planning culture is reflected in the quality of the specific approach regarding strategic
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e-learning management. If strategic management approaches ought to improve, the
role of the leadership and the faculty senates need to be considered critically.
The proposed model follows a rather traditional understanding of strategic planning as
introduced by the design school (Ansoff, 1991). It is described as a top-down process
resulting in a strategy document that needs in a second step to be implemented (see
chapter IV 5.1.1.3). In chapter IV 5.1.3.2, it was emphasized that many institutions do
have strategic plans but they do not touch the core issues and do not reflect the reality
of an institutions activities. But how are emergent strategies taken up in such a
process? It can be said that the model of Tufts and Northeastern, where strategic
bodies meet regularly, is more responsive to emerging opportunities than a one time
strategic effort such as at MIT. However, only the transparency and outspokenness of
the strategic planning process at MIT meets the recommendation of Stockley (2002)
regarding a successful strategic planning including the accessibility of the plan in the
public domain, clear timelines, or cooperation across the campus in developing the
plan.
Referring to Bates stages model (Bates, 2004), the studied institutions are in the fourth
stage and start to think about e-learning strategically. However, they are far from
reaching stage 5 yet where high quality use of e-learning in selected areas or for
specific target groups is reached. The current approaches are still rather tentative. The
scope of strategic management for e-learning is restricted by the university mission.
E-Learning is not taken as a starting point to rethink fundamental issues and therefore
does not result in surprising solutions regarding customer groups, funding models, or
partnering approaches.
On the basis of the literature and the empirical study, strategic management of
e-learning support seems to be an important activity regarding the design of structural
conditions for support. A more coordinated approach in defining the area of
responsibility of the varying e-learning support units, the explicit consideration of
funding models, as well as the selection of skilled support workers is important. Apart
from structural conditions in chapter 3.1.2, the role of cultural conditions is
emphasized. The support culture seems to remain largely unchanged by a pure
strategic management approach. Strategic planning will lead to techno-structural
change, however second-order change might also need a change in the social system
(values) (Bushe & Shani, 2005, p. 198).
A clear role of leadership has been identified in empowering individual support
workers as well as in shaping an organizational culture. Still, it is debated if leaders
should steer processes toward specific outcomes or rather take a facilitator role. The
empirical data does not provide a definite answer to a favored leadership style. The
interviewees expected of leaders to take an active role through formal authority lines
and the budgeting process regarding e-learning. But also the facilitation role is much
emphasized. However, the need to empower people, to facilitate collaboration, or for
cultural leadership has not been explicitly taken up by the interviewees.
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It needs to be recognized that in the literature leadership is only one possible and
rather diffuse strategy on how to influence a social system. In particular, the extensive
work on organizational development might be interesting to be included in this model
as it provides a wide range of strategies and tools to influence the social system of an
organization (French et al., 2005). The proposed model on strategic management of
e-learning support primarily suggests the adjustment of structural conditions. Change
in structure can lead to changes in how people behave at work (Bushe & Shani, 2005,
p. 198). However, second-order change can only be achieved through adjustments in
the social system. Leadership and organizational development techniques play an
important role.

5

Summary – A Grounded Theory on the Strategic
Management of E-Learning Support

In this cross-case analysis it was investigated how strategic management might
improve the activities of e-learning support units in order to provide optimal assistance
to faculty regarding their integration of e-learning in higher education teaching and
learning.
Whereas partial models were developed from the case study data through grounded
theory procedures (see chapters 2.3.2, 3.3.2, 4.3.2), in this summary model the
argumentation from the reflection of the respective literature is taken up and some
extensions are added to the model (elements framed with a dotted line).
The previous elaborations were structured “bottom-up” starting with the description of
faculty activities (see 2.1) followed by the search for conditions influencing these
activities (see 2.2). In this summarizing chapter a “top-down” argumentation of the
model is provided, as displayed in figure VI-11, starting with the strategic management of e-learning support.
The model suggests that an explicit strategic planning process leads to an e-learning
support strategy that specifies predominantly structural conditions that are conducive
for the work of support units. It is also important to actively consider the cultural
conditions under which support units operate. These might be influenced by proactive
leadership as well as techniques known from organizational development.
Furthermore, within a strategic planning process, other aspects besides support, such
as the formal incentive structures or the legal framework, need to be considered
regarding the development of a convincing environment for faculty to become
involved with e-learning. This influence is illustrated by the grey arrow leading from
the strategy outcome to the faculty behavior section.
Adequate structural and cultural conditions allow support units to offer an optimal
portfolio of support activities that secures assistance for faculty in all phases of their
e-learning adoption process.
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Figure VI-11. Comprehensive Model on Strategic E-Learning Management

The described model has been developed through a grounded theory procedure
drawing from the empirical collected at the three case studies. It has been reflected and
extended on the basis of the current literature. Many issues remain underexplored and
the relationships between the elements need to be substantiated in further research.
However, the model captures the complex issue and shall serve as a heuristic in
chapter VII for developing recommendations regarding the strategic management of
e-learning support.

VII Recommendations for the American Context
1

Introduction

In this recommendation chapter the author will discuss the findings from the previous
cross-case analysis on the basis of her normative premises revealed in the methodology chapter (see III 5), which were the following:
− The author holds the opinion that pedagogical knowledge is often neglected in
higher education. Faculty training would be helpful in improving the quality of
higher education teaching.
− Strategic management is not only seen as a useful methodology in business
management but also in higher education if contextual factors are considered
accordingly.
− She takes a moderate stance regarding the usefulness of e-learning. She acknowledges the many failures of technology integration but is convinced that, if
pedagogical knowledge is considered appropriately, educational technology holds a
so far underutilized potential.
It has not been the goal in this work to provide knowledge on “good” e-learning
support strategies as the requirements are changing fast and institutional characteristics
are very different. Much more it is the objective to illuminate possibilities on how to
cope with the topic more strategically. Therefore, in this chapter, recommendations are
formulated for policy makers and leaders involved with e-learning (support) on how to
approach the sensitive topic in a more coordinated way.
First, the author will make a case for why strategic management for e-learning support
is important, then she suggests a number of key questions to be addressed in the
process of developing a university mission, an e-learning strategy, and on this basis an
e-learning support strategy.

2

The Importance of a Strategic Management of E-Learning
Support

Strategic management is a difficult concept in higher education. However, it is
proposed in this work that HEIs must develop an approach that enables leadership on
all levels to discuss e-learning issues more systematically. Once again, it is referred to
the quote from Drabier (2003, p. 6), which provides an understanding of strategic
planning that is consistent with the traditional values of higher education:
“Strategic planning and visioning is essentially about communicating and
building consensus among people, departments, and the many constituencies of the institutions.”
The danger is too overt that unsystematic e-learning activities such as is described by
Bates stage 3 (Bates, 2004) initiates a self-reinforcing negative dynamic (see figure
VII-1).
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Figure VII-1. Faculty E-Learning Behavior Cycle

In certain institutions, it could be observed that, similarly to the phase 1 of Bates fivestage adoption model, innovators develop on the basis of their intrinsic motivation
interesting projects that illustrate the potential of e-learning in higher education. Soon,
some imitators become interested and it is argued for institutional support. Without
solid competence development and a considerable effort into e-learning course design,
these early adopters may reach only mediocre quality. A critical barrier in particular
regarding student perception is the usability and reliability of the e-learning infrastructure.
If early adopters experience too many set backs, their negative reporting may lead to a
skeptical and tentative adoption behavior of the early majority (see figure VII-2).
These are not favorable conditions for reaching a good quality course design and
negative experiences are predesigned. Despite the awareness of the weak empirical
basis of Rogers’ adopter classification, to illustrate this negative scenario it is taken as
a heuristic in figure VII-2.
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Figure VII-2. Self-Reinforcing Negative E-Learning Adoption Scenario

Strategic management might prevent this negative dynamic. One important dimension
is the development of adequate expectations on what is required from faculty and how
much effort and competence is necessary to incorporate e-learning successfully. If it is
the agreed on strategy of an institution to promote the use of e-learning, it needs to
provide an adequate framework for faculty to do so. This includes not only the
reflection of formal incentive structures but also the development of a sufficient
e-learning infrastructure as well as a satisfactory framework for e-learning support
work. Positive impulses might also result from activities such as support in the
reflection phase or in facilitating the communication of successful faculty experiences.
In the subsequent sections, recommendations are formulated regarding a strategic
approach to e-learning (support) on three different levels, namely the level of a
university-wide strategy, the level of an e-learning strategy and the level of an
e-learning support strategy.

3

Recommendations for the Development of an E-Learning
Support Strategy

These recommendations take the shape of guiding questions that may be answered in
the process of e-learning (support) strategy development. Of course, the individual
questions need to be adapted to the specific cultural and institutional context and
should trigger broad thinking rather than prescribe one best way of doing it.
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3.1

Approaches to Strategic Planning for E-Learning Support in Higher
Education

3.1.1

Three Levels of Strategic Management for E-Learning Support
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Figure VII-3. Three Levels of Strategic Planning

In figure VII-3, three levels of strategic planning explored in this research are
displayed. In a university strategy, it is decided on most fundamental directions and
guidelines. The e-learning strategy builds on the university strategy and specifies
objectives and activities regarding e-learning (see chapter II). The e-learning support
strategy is even more specific and gives direction to the work of support units (see VI
4.2.3).
In table VII-1, the process and content dimension of strategic management on all three
levels is illustrated.
Table VII-1
Process and Content Dimension of Strategic Management
Process
Initiation
Working Mode
Outcome

Content
Mission

E-Learning
Strategy

Initiation
Working Mode
Outcome

Business Model
e-learning specific
Issues

E-Learning
Support Strategy

Initiation
Working Mode
Outcome

Business Model
e-learning support
specific Issues

University
Strategy

The process differs from level to level. However, on each level it needs to be
questioned how the process ought to be initiated, what an optimal working mode looks
like, and what the process outcome is supposed to look like? The outcome of this
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process shall reflect adequate contents and strategies. Whereas on the university level,
a fundamental mission ought to be developed in a widely shared process, on the two
subsequent levels the classical determinants of a business model as well as more
eLearning (support) specific aspects need to be considered.
In chapter 3.2, critical aspects to be considered on each level will be emphasized.
Before, in chapter 3.1.2, two different modes of strategic management as observed in
the empirical study will be discussed.

3.1.2

Strategic Management Approaches

a) The Disruption Mode
The author started her research on e-learning strategies as a consequence of the
disruptive forces many predicted e-learning will have. E-Learning became core to the
institutional strategies of a considerable number of American HEIs. As it was
described by the e-business literature (see II 2), existing models of strategic
management could not fully explain the disruptive changes in the market logic.
E-Learning made these institutions fundamentally rethink their university strategy. As
a consequence, these institutions considered the e-learning strategy as being the
university strategy.
b) The Alignment Mode
However, none of the three case study institutions considered e-learning to be a
disruptive force. In their planning process, they started from existing university-wide
strategies and questioned whether e-learning can provide an added value in the
existing strategic framework. It has been an important goal to align the e-learning
activities to the overall direction of the institution.
However important the alignment of e-learning strategies with institutional priorities
is, a more realistic approach in universities is to delegate the responsibility of the
development of an e-learning strategy to the local level. Only if schools and
departments take ownership in these topics, some real initiatives will emerge.

3.2

Strategic Management at University Level

In this work, the general process of university-wide planning has not been investigated
empirically. For this reason chapter 3.2 it is heavily drawn from the work of Campbell
&Yeung (1991), Lipton (1996), and Bates (2000).
A mission is concerned with the purpose, strategy, behavior standards, and values of
an organization that provide a rational for action (Campbell & Yeung, 1991). With
broad participation it is discussed what the university’s fundamental purpose or reason
of being ought to be.
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Figure VII-4. The University Strategy

3.2.1

Process of Mission Development

In order to formulate recommendations for higher education administrators and policy
makers a table format has been chosen in which questions are formulated that guide
the process of mission development. Each set of questions is substantiated by detected
problems and the relevance of clear answers regarding the effective outcome of the
mission development process. In the column ‘substantiation’ it is referred to the
previous analysis of the issue in the literature or empirical study.
Table VII-2
Process of Mission Development
Critical
Aspect
I-1 Initiation

Substantiation
Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.1

Problem

Questions to Ask

Relevance

In an environment of dominant subcultures it is difficult to agree on
a common
purpose and
values.

• Is the process initiated at the central
or departmental level?
• Has senior leadership initiated the
process?
• If not, how is secured that the process is taken seriously?
• What has been the reason for taking
up the process?
• Are all critical internal stakeholders
involved? Is broad participation
secured?
• Is the committee chaired by a
credible person?
• What are the critical questions to be
decided on in the process?
• How is sufficient information
generated to allow informed
decision-making?
• How is transparency of the process
secured?
• How is the long term impact of the
mission statement secured?
• Does the mission take an explicit
format?
• How is the process outcome communicated?

The process needs
to be allocated at
the adequate level
and gain credibility
to have the mission
become an
effective means.

I-2
Working
Mode

Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.1

It is difficult to
achieve broad
participation in
such a process
and to keep all
community
members
informed.

I-3
Outcome

Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.1

It is often difficult to translate
a mission into
concrete behavior and

Broad partici-pation
and a transparent
process in which
the critical questions are discussed
is important to
develop a powerful
mission statement.

To have an impact,
as much energy
needs to be
devoted into the
communication of
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Critical
Aspect

Substantiation

Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.1

I-4
Leadership

3.2.2

Problem

Questions to Ask

Relevance

action.

• How is secured that the mission
document has an impact on the
activities and behavior of university
members?
• What role does senior leadership
play in initiating the process, facilitating the collaboration, and
communicating the outcome of the
process?

the mission as into
its development.

Half-hearted
leadership
cannot turn
mission
development
into a credible
process.

In all phases of the
mission
development
processes senior
leadership need to
play a trust-worthy
role.

Content of a University Mission

In the following, guiding questions are formulated regarding the content of a
university mission.
Table VII-3
Content of a University Mission
Critical
Aspect
II-1
Purpose

Substantiation
Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.1

II-2
Strategy

Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.1

II-3
Values

Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.1
and 6.1.2

II-4
Behavioral
Statements

Problem

Questions to Ask

Relevance

The purpose of
universities is
manifold and HEIs
need to cope with
con-flicting
interests.
Often, there is a
lack of explicit
consideration of an
institution’s
purpose

• What business(es) is the
university in?
• What is the university’s fundamental purpose or reason of
being?
• How do we define the student
(customer) we serve?
• What unique value do we bring
to our customers?
• For whose benefits are all our
efforts?
• What is the basic approach to
achieving this mission?
• What is the distinct competence
or competitive advantage that
will characterize the institution’s
success?

To reach a shared
under-standing of
the institutions purpose.

• What are the hallmarks of the
university’s culture?
• What do we believe about
ourselves?
• What do we stand for?
• What characterizes an effective
university member?
• In what ways is the university a
great place to work?
• How do we treat each other and
how should we work together?

A strategic cultural
management regarding teaching is
critical to overcome the dominance of research
and achieve successful teaching
initiatives

Research universities tend to naturally stick to the
historical model of
a research university, which is not
necessarily adequate in times of
mass education.
Universities of-ten
do not have a
shared organization culture. A
multitude of subcultures provides a
sense of purpose.

There needs to be
a clear
understanding of
how a university
aims at achieving
its purpose.
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In this chapter VII, recommendations regarding the process of e-learning strategy
development as well as regarding the content of an e-learning strategy are provided.

Figure VII-5. E-Learning Strategy

3.3.1

Process of E-Learning Strategy Development

First a set of questions is suggested to approach the process of the development of an
e-learning strategy.
Table VII-4
Process of E-Learning Strategy Development
Critical
Aspect
III-1
Initiation

Substantiation
Crosscase Analysis
Chapt. VI
4.2.1.2

III-2
Working
Mode

Crosscase
analysis
Chapt. VI
4.2.1.3

Problem

Questions to Ask

Relevance

It is observed that if
the process is not
carried by both the
senior leadership
and the faculty it is
difficult to achieve
long-term results.
Leadership change
is an issue.

• Does the initiator of the e-learning
strategy development process
have an adequate position within
the institution?
• Are faculty interested in the topic?
• If not, how is secured that the
process is taken seriously?
• Is the motivation for the process
initiation in line with the overall vision and direction of the
institution?
• Are all critical internal
stakeholders involved?
• Is the committee chaired by a
credible person?

The “right” motivation to initiate
strategic
planning endorsed by the
“right” people is
critical for the
successful proceeding.

Nice strategies
suggested by “nonimportant” people
are difficult to
implement.
Often strategy
committees do not
discuss the broad
complexity of issues
regarding e-learning.
There is a tendency
to treat e-learning as
a technology issue.

• What are the critical questions to
be decided on in the process?
• How is sufficient information
generated to allow informed
decision-making?
• How is transparency of the
process secured?

The selection of
committee members is critical in
communicating
to the rest of the
organization.
The important
issues are discussed in an
adequate
manner
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Critical
Aspect

Substantiation

III-3
Outcome

Crosscase
analysis
Chapt. VI
4.2.1.3 &
Literature
Review
Chapt. IV
6.1.3.4

III-4
Leadership

Crosscase
Analysis
Chapt. VI
4.2.5

Problem

Questions to Ask

Relevance

The fast developments in the environment require
HEIs to be alert. A
one time strategy
effort is not enough
to cope with the
complexities of the
issue.
Many strategies
exist but do not
impact the actual
e-learning practice.

• How are emergent strategies tied
into the process?
• How is ongoing strategic planning
secured?

It is critical to
uphold a constant dialogue
among the major
e-learning constituencies.

• Does the e-learning strategy take
an explicit format?
• How is the process outcome
communicated?
• What resources and
responsibilities are defined to
tackle the resulting strategic
priorities?

Without top
leadership in the
various stages of the
process it is difficult
to advance the
e-learning agenda.

• What role does senior leadership
play in initiating the process,
facilitating the collaboration and
communicating the outcome of
the process?

A plan for action
is required in
how to proceed
with the strategy
document. A
clear and well
communicated
document is the
basis for implementation.
The involvement
of university and
departmental
leadership
provides
motivation and
credibility to the
process.

Whereas in table VII-4 recommendations for the process for developing an e-learning
strategy are pronounced, in chapter 3.3.2 the questions are specified that need to be
tackled during this process.

3.3.2

Content of an E-Learning Strategy

The following set of questions shall frame the discussion on the content of an
e-learning strategy within research universities. These questions are divided into three
parts:
1. In part one, the critical elements of an e-learning business model are resumed (see
prestudy chapter II). Being interested in e-learning support issues some of these
elements need to be specified in more detail in section 2 and 3.
2. In part two, policy questions that are directly relevant for the behavior of faculty are
outlined.
3. The final part three is dedicated to strategic questions regarding support that need to
be answered on the level of the e-learning strategy discussion.

IV-8
Organization

IV-7
Revenue
model

IV-5
Cooperation
and coordination concept
IV-6
Growth
concept

IV-3
E-Learning
products and
services
IV-4
Competence
configuration

E-Learning requires new
organization structures and new
processes.

Research universities have difficulties in how to cope with mass
education and consider this as a
negative phenomenon.
Research universities lack the
discussion of alternative revenue
models.

Research universities tend to be
involved in activities that are not
core to their mission. They lack a
deep understanding of their value
chain.
A lack of consideration of strategic
partnerships and coordination of
activities with partners exist.

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.1 and
3.2

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.2 and
3.3
Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.3 and
3.4
Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.4 and
3.5
Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.5/6

groups.
Research universities tend not to
think systematically about how they
can provide added value to their
students.

3.1
Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.2.2 and
3.1

SubstanProblem
tiation
Part 1 – E-Learning Business Model
Literature
An e-learning strategy must not be
IV-1
Review
disconnected from the strategic
Existing
Chapter
IV
priorities of the institution.
university
6.1.3.3
strategies
Prestudy
Research universities need to
IV-2
Chapter III
expand their view from traditional
Customer
2.2.2.1 and
students to other potential customer
needs

Critical Aspect

Table VII-5
Content of an E-Learning Strategy

Thorough rethinking of future
markets and customer needs.

• Who are the customers in which markets?

adapted due to e-learning activities?

• How do organization structures need to be

• Who is paying for what value and when?

regarding expanding its activities to new
services and customer groups?

• What stance does the institution take

institution?
• What activities of the value chain are provided
in house and what activities may be
outsourced?
• What kind of cooperation with which partners
seems adequate?
• How are the activities coordinated?

• What are the core competences of the

be provided for the customers?

• What are e-learning services and products to

Adjust the organization to the
needs through e-learning.

Strengthen the business thinking
to secure the sustai-nability of the
e-learning activities.

Gain a clear stance regarding the
growth of the customer base.

Rethinking current activities and
establishing useful configurations
of the value chain that builds on
existing and to be developed
strengths.
Rethinking current activities and
exploring the potential through
cooperation.

Provide an added value to
customers through an adequate
configuration of products and
services.

Alignment of e-learning activities
with overall strategy.

• What are existing strategies? Do they need to
be rethought due to e-learning?
• How is business alignment secured?

Relevance

Questions to Ask?
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Substantiation

Problem

Questions to Ask?

However, some services need to be
centralized to realize economies of
scale.

It is difficult for central support units
to reach out to local faculty.

institutional anchorage adequate?

Are economies of scale realized?

• How is the proximity to faculty needs secured?

• Regarding the scope of support work is the

Prestudy
A clear stance regarding e-learning
• How are the new strategic priorities
Chapter III
and the expectations from the
communicated inside the institution, to the
2.2.3.6 and
actors is internally seldom
greater public, and to the current and potential
3.7
communicated extensively enough.
customers?
Part 2 – Direct Strategic Guidelines Regarding E-Learning Implementation (not related to support)
Cross-case
An unreliable infrastructure is a
IV-10
Does an adequate infrastructure exist?
analysis
major barrier for the adoption
IT
• How do e-learning activities relate to the IT
Chapter VI
behavior of second wave faculty.
Infrastructure
strategy?
2.2.5
Cross-case
The best support is useless if the
IV-11
• Are the incentive structure and the promoted
analysis
formal and informal incentive
Policy Issues
strategy well aligned? (Tenure and promotion
Chapter VI
structure does not value
strategy, appraisal strategy, easement
2.2.1 and
achievements in teaching.
strategy, informal incentive structure)
4.2.4
Cross-case
Not clarified copyright regulation is a • Are ownership rights and copyright issues
analysis
major barrier for faculty to publish
clarified?
Chapter VI
their material online.
4.2.4
Part 3 – Strategic Guidelines Regarding E-Learning Support
Cross-case
Often the e-learning strategy is not
IV-12
• Does an explicit, communicable mission exist
analysis
specific enough to guide the
Clear efor support units that ties into the overall eChapter VI
activities of e-learning support units.
learning direction of the institution?
learning
4.2.14/3
strategy
Cross-case
Often the task of support units is not
IV-13
Is the specifity of goals adequate?
analysis
specific enough.
Structural
Chapter VI
In many cases the sponsor and
Conditions:
• Is it clear to whom support units are
3.1.1.1
customer are different people and
Area of Reaccountable?
hence unclear accountability
sponsibility
• Is the scope of support work clearly defined?
structures are in place.

IV-9
Communication concept

Critical Aspect

Enough freedom for individual
units for the realization of their
own way of doing.
Optimal coordination of missions.

Secure the alignment of support
activities with overall goals
feasible for faculty.

Remove barriers for faculty
through unclear or unfavorable
regulations.

Alignment of the formal incentive
structure with e-learning
objectives.

Provide an infrastructure that
reflects the goals to be reached
with e-learning.

Take notice of the importance of
strategic communication and
realize well adjusted concepts.

Relevance
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Substantiation

Cross-case
analysis
Chapter VI
4.2.14 and
4.2.3

Cross-case
analysis
Chapter VI
3.1.1.3

Critical Aspect

IV-14
Structural
Conditions:
Funding

IV-15
Structural
Conditions:
Support Staff

Often support tasks are distributed
among existing staff without taking
into consideration the necessary
skills and attitudes. Inadequate
internal staff must be prevented
from being promoted into e-learning
positions.

• How is dispersed knowledge of local support

The tension between local requirements and central offerings
cannot be completely resolved.
However, it is critical to facilitate
knowledge exchange.
The funding model often does not
reflect the strategic aim and
priorities.

of the support activities?
• Does a balance exist between skilled
permanent staff and flexibly employable
outside experts and students?
• When new e-learning support positions and
units are created, is a person with relevant
skills and attitude hired?

• Are skilled and experienced people in charge

learning support?
• Does the funding model reflect the strategic
priorities?
• Does the funding model create inadequate
behavior?
• Compared across all e-learning support units
are the funding models adequate?

• Are adequate resources provided for e-

workers shared across the institution?

Questions to Ask?

Problem

There needs to be a balance
between deep knowledge on
institutional culture and processes to fulfill support tasks.
External hires, however, provide
relevant experience from other
institutions and a fresh look at the
current activities.

It is critical to reflect the im-pact of
a specific funding model and
differences among support groups
on the behavior of individual staff.

A gap between expectations and
funding is detrimental to the
standing of support units.

Relevance
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3.4

Strategic Management for E-Learning Support

Finally, on the third level, an e-learning support strategy is derived. In the following,
recommendations regarding the process and content of an e-learning support strategy
are formulated.
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Figure VII-6. E-Learning Support Strategy

3.4.1

Process of E-Learning Support Strategy Development

A set of questions is suggested to approach the process of e-learning support strategy
development.
Table VII-6
Process of E-Learning Support Strategy Development
Critical
Aspect
V-1
Initiation

Substantiation
Crosscase
Analysis
Chapter
VI 4.2.3

Problem

Questions to Ask?

Relevance

The support tasks
are distributed
across various
units. Often it is
unclear who is
responsible for the
coordination of the
support work.

The determination
of clearly assigned
responsibilities
allows the initiation
of a strategic
dialogue when
adequate.

V-2
Working
Mode

Crosscase
Analysis
Chapter
VI 4.2.3

Not often enough it
is thought from a
faculty or student’s perspective
on what constitutes
comprehensive
support

• Who is responsible for the
facilitation of the e-learning
support strategy process?
• Does the initiator of the
process have adequate resources and "power" within the
institution?
• Is the motivation for the process initiation in line with the
overall vision of the institution?
• Are all critical support stakeholders involved?
• How is the view of students
and faculty integrated?
• Is the committee chaired by a
credible person?

All critical e-learning
support units are
tied into the
process.
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V-2
Working
Mode
(cont.)

Crosscase
Analysis
Chapter
VI 4.2.3

At none of the
three studied
universities clear
procedures have
been in place to
strategically
coordinate support
activities.

V-3
Outcome

Crosscase
Analysis
Chapter
VI 4.2.3

Strategic planning
regarding
e-learning support
should not be
mere talk but have
some real
outcomes.

V-4
Leadership

Crosscase
Analysis
Chapter
VI 3.1.2.3

The cultural differences between
the individual
support is difficult
to overcome as
long as local
leadership does
not collaborate
across support
units.

3.4.2

• What are the critical questions
to be decided on in the
process?
• How is sufficient information
generated to allow informed
decision-making on e-learning
support?
• How is transparency of the
process secured?
• How are emergent strategies
tied into the process?
• How is ongoing strategic
planning secured?
• Does the e-learning support
strategy take an explicit
format?
• How is the process outcome
communicated?
• What resources and responsibilities are defined to tackle
the resulting strategic priorities?
• What role does senior leadership as well as local leadership
play in initiating the process,
facilitating collaboration, and
communicating the outcome of
the process?

Clear procedures
allow a systematic
and ongoing
strategy process in
order to flexibly
cope with changing
needs and technologies across all
support units.

Although the strategic dialogue ought
to be of an ongoing
nature clear
outcomes need to
be stated and
transformed into
specific tasks.
Top level leadership
endorsement
provides credibility
and visibility to the
process. However, it
is the local leadership that must take
the responsibility to
jointly move
forward.

Content of an E-Learning Support Strategy

As outlined in table VII-1, it is also necessary to specify a business model on the level
of the support units. Furthermore, e-learning support specific questions need to be
answered as outlined in table VII-7.

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.2.2 and
3.1
Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.1 and
3.2

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.2

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.3

VI-3
e-learning
products and
services
VI-4
Competence
configuration

VI-5
Cooperation
& coordination concept

VI-6
Growth
concept

The often boutique-style e-learning
support is not well scaleable.

E-Learning support units fight for
faculty attention parallel to many
other service groups.

faculty customers, such as departments, are not considered.
Often support offerings seem to
consist of a colorful number of
activities. They not necessarily
follow a coherent logic.
Support activities primarily reflect
the competences of support units.

Critical
SubstanProblem
Aspect
tiation
Part 1 – E-Learning Support Business Model
Literature
Often support units do not have
VI-1
Review
specific enough guidelines for their
Existing uniChapter
IV
work and hence business
versity stra6.1.3.3
alignment is difficult.
tegies resp.
strategic
guidelines for
e-learning
support
Prestudy
Support activities often do not
VI-2
Chapter III
respond to customer needs.
(Internal)
2.2.2.1
Furthermore, support primarily
Customer
follows a course logic why nonneeds

Table VII-7
Content of an E-Learning Support Strategy

to be provided?

•
•

•

•

within the university?
Who are critical external partners in e-learning
support (peer university, technology provider)?
What collaboration format seems adequate for the
cooperation?
What are scaleable support models?
Do the current activities and customer basis need
to be expanded?

• What services may be outsourced?
• Who are critical partners in e-learning support

provided by the support team?

• What services along the value chain ought to be

team?

• What are the core competences of the support

• What is the inner logic of the service portfolio?

• What e-learning support products and services are

customers and what are their needs?

• Regarding the support task who in specific are the

responsibility, funding, support staff?

It is critical to consider the
requirements of qualitative and
quantitative growth and be
prepared for expansion.

Strategic partnerships internally
and externally move e-learning
support in a better position
through better services and
coordinated activities.

Optimal orientation along
faculty needs. Sponsors and
recipients of e-learning support
are often disconnected
therefore it is critical to clearly
identify relevant customers.
Single activities prove not to be
very effective. Therefore a
coherent set of support
activities needs to be compiled.
A more strategic approach to
competence configuration is
critical to compile a coherent
set of support activities.

It is critical to consider the
guidelines for e-learning
support in order to align support
activities with overall direction.

The following questions refer back to the e-learning
specific question to be outlined in the e-learning
strategy (see table VII-5)

• What are existing strategies in regards to area of

Relevance

Questions to Ask?
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Support units often do not
systematically communicate with
their customers, partners,
university constituencies
support units?

(Website, events etc.)?

• What are adequate means of communication

• Who are the addressees of information from

•

•

•

•

•

situation?
Are support customers and the sponsors
congruent?
In the long run, is the funding for support part of the
regular budget cycle?
Is the funding base diversified (support, research,
external service)?
Is the organization model aligned with the scope of
the support mission?
Does the organization model secure the proximity
to its customers of e-learning support?

• Is the funding model adequate in the current

Questions to Ask?

VI-10
Cultural
Conditions:
Support Staff

Cross-case
Analysis
Chapter VI
3.2.2

• Do the heads of the support units reflect an

The impact of a support unit’s head
behavior, attitude, and
expectations is critical for the
support groups work.

adequate culture and attitude regarding faculty elearning support?

• Are support workers aware of the difficulties that

The academic culture is a culture
in which the necessity of teaching
support is a strange thought. Many
support workers are not aware of
the novelty of the support idea.

may emerge from the teaching and learning culture
at research universities?
• Are support workers aware how its values are
different from the academic culture and from the
culture of other support units?

Part 2 – Further Implementation Guidelines for an E-Learning Support Strategy

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.6

VI-9
Communication concept

The tension between local requirements and central service
offerings is difficult to resolve.

The funding model does not seem
to reflect the rhetorical importance
assigned. As a consequence,
inadequate incentives influence
support behavior in addition to
exaggerated expectations of
faculty.

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.4

Prestudy
Chapter III
2.2.3.5

Problem

Substantiation

VI-8
Organization
(see also IV13)

Critical
Aspect
VI-7
Revenue
model
(see also IV14)

The selection of the head of an
e-learning support unit is critical
regarding the focus and
approach of faculty support. A
high level of service attitude is
required.

It is critical that support workers
deal with these cultural
premises in a considerate
manner to gain the trust of
faculty.

Working in close proximity to
faculty allows to better
understand faculty needs and to
support their work. It should be
aimed at a "centrally
coordinated local support
model".
A clear and coordinated
communication concept
enhances the impact of support
visibility and level of
information.

Adequate funding models are
one of the most important
prerequisites for the quality of
support.

Relevance
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Cross-case
Analysis
Chapter VI
3.2.1.2

Support during the teaching
process is most often limited to
emergency technology support and
maybe evaluation activities.
Support units often do not know
what the experiences of faculty
are.

During a more complex course
design activity, faculty often deal
with a number of different support
groups.

Cross-case
Analysis
Chapter VI
3.2.1.2

VI-15
Support
Activities:
Teaching
Support

Competence development
offerings are generally not well
attended. The course offering
usually reflects the skills of support
workers.

Cross-case
Analysis
Chapter VI
3.2.1.2

VI-13
Support
Activities:
Competence
Development
VI-14
Support
Activities:
Course
Design

For support units it is very difficult
"to get the ear" of faculty as their
service is not critical to what they
do. Similarly, it is not easy to
assess faculty needs.

E-Learning software such as LMS
are often developed in a
technology driven manner.

Cross-case
Analysis
Chapter VI
3.2.1.2

Cross-case
Analysis
Chapter VI
3.2.1.2

Problem

Substantiation

VI-12
Support
Activities:
Outreach
(see also VI9)

Critical
Aspect
VI-11
Support
Activities:
Infrastructure

the implementation of a new course design?
• Are support people involved in the teaching
process themselves?

• How may the support unit assist faculty and track

faculty are supported involving the various support
groups?
• How is the work of the different support groups
coordinated?

• Is an adequate working process in place on how

support units in communicating with faculty?
• Does a communication concept exist that
maximizes the effect of outreach activities?
• Do support units take a proactive stance to
understand faculty needs and to facilitate the
mutual relationship?
• Is an adequate course program compiled that
reflects the faculty needs as well as the capabilities
of the support group?

• How are synergies realized among the individual

the development of the e-learning infrastructure?
• Are faculty and students consulted?

• Is pedagogical and e-learning support involved in

Questions to Ask?

Support workers should be
knowledgeable about the
teaching reality of faculty and
their assistance might prevent
negative experiences.

Larger projects are a big
chance for support units to get
to know each other and
establish a productive working
relationship.

A coherent set of competence
development offerings allow a
support unit to display an external identity that might attract
customers in different ways.

A clear and coordinated
communication concept enhances the impact of faculty
information.

It is critical to involve many
different perspectives already in
the phase of infrastructure
development.

Relevance
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VI-17
Support Collaboration
(see also VI5)

Critical
Aspect
VI-16
Support
Activities:
Evaluation
and
Reflection

Closely connected to the lack of
teaching support is the lack of
assistance during the reflection
phase. Faculty are fast in
abandoning the technology if they
live through difficult situations.
Negative reports from peers
influence their attitude.

Cross-case
Analysis
Chapter VI
3.2.1.2

Librarians for various reasons take
an interesting role. However, they
are not as strongly involved with
teaching as it might be.

The lack of collaboration among
support groups is often the result
of different cultures and languages
barriers.
A particularly critical relationship is
among IT and e-learning support.

Problem

Substantiation

• How are librarians tied into the support process?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

during the teaching and reflection phase?
Do mechanisms exist to exchange best practice
among faculty?
Are students involved in providing informal
feedback?
How are projects evaluated? What is the policy
regarding evaluation?
What is the role of Standard Student Evaluations in
promoting e-learning?
How do the different support units become
acquainted with each others culture and work?
Do support groups understand each others
language? Who translates and how?
How is IT supportive of e-learning activities?

• Is some sort of pedagogical support provided

Questions to Ask?

The support units need to more
consciously try to understand
other support units’ culture and
language.
It is important to more specifically define how the two units
may benefit from each other
and assist each others work.
It is critical to thoroughly reflect
on the potential of a more
intensified integration of
libraries in the e-learning
support venture.

To overcome the apparent lack
of e-learning support,
mechanisms shall be installed
through which faculty can
exchange their experiences
with peers and through which
they can draw on assistance in
reflecting the past experiences
and in finding new perspectives.

Relevance
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Conclusions

This recommendation chapter aims at promoting the following thoughts:
Strategic management regarding e-learning is critical in order to avoid a negative selfreinforcing faculty behavior cycle.
It is not enough to develop a strategic plan for e-learning, strategic management
activities need to consider all three levels described in figure I-1. The institution
should have a clear sense of purpose in order to develop a powerful e-learning strategy. Such an e-learning strategy only becomes effective if solid planning processes
regarding e-learning support are in place.
Whereas for effective mission development a broad participatory process is necessary,
planning for e-learning support requires the involvement of specific stakeholders, such
as faculty and student representatives, as well as all involved support groups.
An e-learning strategy is more than clear decisions on target groups and services. It is
necessary to discuss all critical elements of a business model as well as e-learning
specific aspects, such as the level of resources for support, as well as structural
conditions.
Similarly, on the level of e-learning support strategy development, a sound business
model needs to be developed and specific implementation guidelines considered. Most
important are the management of support interfaces and cultural issue related to these
collaborations.

VIII Swiss Higher Education – An Outlook
1

Introduction

The initial interest of this study stems from the difficulties Swiss universities have
faced integrating e-learning into the university curriculum (see chapter I). Studying the
strategic management of e-learning support of selected American higher institutions
was productive because of their early adoption and diversity of approaches and it may
well be that the findings of this study gain relevance to other national contexts such as
the Swiss higher education system. A critical consideration of the different cultural
and systemic premises is necessary for a systematic transfer of the findings from the
American context. Such a transfer cannot be provided in this study. It is the aim of this
chapter to describe some of the major differences between the Swiss and American
higher education system and to suggest research questions to form the basis for such a
transfer.The author is also positive that this chapter provides valuable insights for
American scholars and practitioners regarding the role of the national system in
affecting the behavior of faculty and support workers.
This chapter is structured in 2 parts. First, fundamental differences between the Swiss
and the American higher education system on the levels of the entire system,
individual institutions, basic units and individual faculty are shown (chapter 2). Then,
some thoughts on the requirement and further research needs for a systematic transfer
from the American to the Swiss context are presented (chapter 3).

2

Differences between the American and Swiss Higher
Education System

In the following, the characteristics of the Swiss system on different levels are
investigated as they become relevant conditions for faculty behavior, e-learning
support activities, and strategic management. These levels are specified in figure VIII1 and the relation to the proposed theory is illustrated.
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Figure VIII-1. A Systematic Description of the Relevant Influences of the Swiss Higher
Education System Regarding the Question under Study.

In chapter IV the literature from the American context was discussed. Here, Swiss
peculiarities are presented as they gain relevance for a comparison regarding a
strategic e-learning support management. This chapter is structured following the four
levels suggested by Becher and Kogan (1992) namely system level, institution level,
level of the basic unit, and the individual level.
It needs to be stated at the very beginning that the Swiss higher education system is in
a state of flux as all institutions are obliged to comply with new regulations that result
from the Bologna process. This harmonization of all higher education systems in
Europe lead to an approximation to the US higher education system and it will be
interesting to follow the developments of the two national systems with a long-term
perspective.

2.1

System Level

This chapter focuses on the Swiss higher education on the system level and specifically focuses on the government mechanism and the role of external stakeholders.
Furthermore, background information is provided on the conditions that individual
institutions face regarding governance and strategic planning.
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Characterization of the Swiss Higher Education System

Swiss universities are non-profit organizations, demand oriented, hold a public
mandate, and operate in ordinary of the society (Projektgruppe Bund-Kantone
Hochschullandschaft 2008, 2004, p. 10).
The Swiss system of higher education is almost exclusively public and consists of 10
university level institutions97 run by the cantons (states) as well as the two federal
institutes of technology (ETH Zürich, EPF Lausanne) (see figure VIII-2).

Figure VIII-2. Cantonal and Federal Research Universities in Switzerland

The cantonal universities share more or less similar mandates and structures. They
encompass faculties of law, science, business and social sciences, and humanities.
There are some variations regarding medicine, architecture, and theology. Only the
University of St. Gallen and the recently founded University of Southern Switzerland
(1996) as well as the University of Lucerne (2000) focus on a more specialized area of
research and teaching.
In addition, there are seven universities of applied science who are the outcome of a
drastic restructuring process of the upper vocational education system in 1995. The
universities of applied science differ from universities in regards to its mandate, the
admission criteria requiring practical experience, the qualification of faculty
(professional experience), a more applied research mandate, and an intense
collaboration with the business world (Projektgruppe Bund-Kantone Hochschullandschaft 2008, 2004, p. 10). Although universities of applied science share similar
concerns regarding the integration of e-learning in teaching and contribute to the
knowledge exchange on e-learning in higher education, they are not explicitly
considered in this chapter as the focus of this study is on research universities.
97 Universities of Basel, Bern, Freiburg, Geneva, Ticino, Lausanne, Lucerne, Neuenburg, St. Gallen, Zürich
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Due to the strong role of vocational education in Switzerland, the enrollment of
students at HEIs at the university level is stabilizing around 20% of an age-group,
which is low compared with the OECD average (Bundesamt für Statistik, 2005).
In Swiss higher education there is no selective admission process as all students with a
Swiss high school degree (Matura) qualify for enrollment to any program at all Swiss
universities. Few exceptions exist in the area of medical training. In most programs
selection occurs by means of examinations during or at the end of the basic studies
(after 1 or 2 years) (Sporn & Aeberli, 2004, p. 41).
As in most European higher education systems, the effects of the Bologna declaration,
which aims at the foundation of a harmonized European higher education area (Van
der Wende, 2000), determine the reform agenda of Swiss universities (Wirz, 2005).
All faculties are concerned with a redefinition of a two tier curriculum (3 year
Bachelor / 1-2 year Master) and the introduction of the European Credit Transfer
System (ECTS) to reach the goals outlined in the Bologna declaration. These are to
enhance the mobility, employability, and attractiveness of the respective national
higher education systems (Haug & Tauch, 2001).
The development of future student enrollments is difficult to predict at the current state
as the impact of various reform projects is uncertain. It is expected that the student
numbers will continue to grow slightly until 2012 (Babel, 2005, p. 65). Due to a
demographic stagnation and a stronger position of universities of applied sciences a
more intense competition for students is predicted (Bundesamt für Statistik, 2003).
Like US universities, Swiss institutions have faced a situation of massive increasing
student numbers along with rising claims concerning the quality of higher education as
an important national competitive factor. In this demanding situation also in
Switzerland finances have not been expanded systematically and a massive increase of
tuition is discussed to ease this situation (e.g., Gomez & Rapp, 2002; Petrin, 2003).

2.1.2

Government Influence in Higher Education

Switzerland disposes of a highly decentralized education system. Education on all
levels has primarily been the area of responsibility of the 26 cantons (states) (Sporn &
Aeberli, 2004, p. 38) Clear exceptions are the consequent national regulations on
vocational education as well as the responsibility of the two federal institutes of
technology in Zurich and Lausanne. Although also the American system is highly
decentralized, there are clear differences in the relationship between the government
and HEIs in Switzerland and the United States. Pelinka (2000, p. 240) describes the
American university “as a dictatorship within a democracy” whereas continental
European universities resemble much more “democracies within a dictatorial state.”
This statement explains the resulting governance structure of the respective higher
education systems. In Switzerland all higher education activities are regulated by state
but also federal law. As a consequence, academic standards throughout the country are
to a certain degree comparable in terms of curriculum and quality. However, the actual
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situation is criticized because the state regulation averts a competitive environment
within the country. Critics fear the loss of international competitiveness of higher
education with regard to scientific achievements (Reichwald, 2000, pp. 317-321).
Hence, governance structures in Switzerland are subject to change. Traditionally, the
federal government used to contribute financially to the university budgets without a
major influence on spending decisions. This relationship changed in the 1990s when a
new legal framework transformed existing bodies and introduced new governance
structures, new funding methodologies, and a system of quality management and
accreditation processes (Perellon, 2001). These changes are in line with a general trend
in Europe toward a different management of public service known as New Public
Management (NPM). New Public Management promotes the development of quasimarkets in the public sector and emphasizes a differentiation between strategic and
operative leadership through service agreements, decentralization of goal setting and
independent choice of method for goal achievement, output orientation, and a high
service ethos (Dubs, 2001; Rhoades & Sporn, 2002, p. 6). The result of this process is
a heightened autonomy of Swiss universities.
Although government policy clearly differs across countries, there are certain points of
convergence. According to Middlehurst (1999, p. 319), these include (…) “efforts by
governments to make universities more accountable for the public funds they use and
the public services they perform (visible in quality regimes in most countries) and
efforts to enhance the universities’ role in relation to economic growth and in a
continuum of learning throughout life (visible in policy statements from governments
and relevant agencies)”.

2.1.3

Comparison of External Stakeholders and their Stakes

In the following, the stakes of the external stakeholders, as discussed for the American
context in chapter IV 4.2, are investigated in the Swiss context to better understand the
differing dynamics Swiss institutions are exposed to today.
Similar to the activities of the US government, the Swiss federal government supports
the idea of e-learning in education. However, the impact of a relatively powerful
government in a small country like Switzerland is difficult to compare with the
situation in the United States. In 1999, with few exceptions, e-learning was nonexistent in Swiss higher education. As the Swiss government supports university
projects of national importance, the Swiss parliament decided in 1999 on a four-year
impulse program (2000-2003) to initiate and foster the use of ICT for higher and
continuing education. Until 2003, a total of 50 projects was funded with more than $30
Mio. All projects involved at least three academic partner institutions. The impulse
program was succeeded by a consolidation program (2004-2007) (Gertsch et al., 2004,
p. 2). Within the consolidation program additional projects are supported and substantial funding is provided to all Swiss HEIs to establish “competence, service, and
production centers” to support the sustainable anchorage of e-learning in higher
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education (Swiss Virtual Campus, 2002). Although the program may be criticized in
many respects, it definitely led to a high visibility of e-learning in Swiss higher
education.
Companies in Switzerland take a similar role as in the United States as many of them
are global players. In recent years companies have been more active in education
either by establishing corporate universities or by public-private partnerships with
HEIs.
The involvement of alumni is a major difference between the American and Swiss
higher education system. Swiss institutions have only slowly made inroads in
developing strong alumni communities and private donorship is not significant.
As a consequence of Bologna and the social and demographic trends, Swiss HEIs now
operate in an increasingly competitive environment. There is also an increasing degree
of collaboration among HEIs due to the economic pressure on expensive (e.g., medical
education) or small programs (e.g., Slawistic studies, theology) and due to “enforced”
collaboration within the Swiss Virtual Campus program.
The entrance of global e-learning players in particular from the Anglo-Saxon countries
is a reality today (e.g., Open University Business School98) although its impact is still
minor.
In the future, important impulses will come from primary and secondary schools as the
IT infrastructure at high schools is of good quality and national e-learning initiatives
facilitate the spread of technology on that level. Furthermore, continuing education,
which traditionally has not been a core activity of HEIs becomes increasingly
important and competitive (OECD, 2003, p. 179). The continuing education programs
provided by HEIs is accessible through the swissuni portal99. Today, 80% of the
demand of continuing education is still met by the private sector. E-Learning plays a
certain role here.
The adoption of e-learning has been slow even though Switzerland is among the
countries with the highest density of broadband access. One reason for this slow
response lies in the costs for the development of an e-learning program and the
potential market for it. Swiss citizens are not used to pay significant amounts of money
for their own education as many programs are funded through the government and
only low tuition is charged. In addition, the fact that most inhabitants live relatively
close to HEIs might be a reason why distance learning is only in its beginnings.

2.2

Institution Level

The role of the (federal) state involvement could not be more different in the two
systems, yet, the conditions that influence faculty behavior and administrators’

98 OpenUniversity Website http://www.open.ac.uk/switzerland/
99 swissuni http://www.swissuni.ch/
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activities regarding e-learning at private research universities in the United States bear
resemblances with the observed behavior of public higher education in Switzerland.
In this chapter, first the stakes of Swiss students, faculty, and administrators are
discussed, then the institutional governance procedures in Swiss universities, and the
nature of strategic management practice are investigated.

2.2.1

Internal Stakeholders

2.2.1.1 Swiss Students
The OECD report on Tertiary Education published in 2003 states that “little is known
in Switzerland about the students’ view of learning, their expectations of tertiary
studies, or the student experience”(OECD, 2003, pp. 178-179).
Swiss university education puts a strong emphasis on research. Compared to other
educational systems, German-language universities expect more choices to be made by
students, more independence, less control of regular presence of students in classes,
and less emphasis on examinations before the final ones. This tradition explains why
there have been only few efforts to improve educational methods or to foster a more
student-centered attitude (OECD, 2003, p. 178). Based on the author’s observations at
specific Swiss and US institutions, Swiss students attend more courses in a term and
courses of a less comprehensive nature than their American counterparts. They are not
required to hand in as many assignments as part of their final grades. Instructor-student
interaction seems to be less intense as oral participation is generally not graded in
Swiss universities. The degree and nature of interaction may also be a cultural
phenomenon.
The modularization of the curriculum and the introduction of the European Credit
Transfer System (ECTS) as a consequence of the Bologna process challenges this
teaching culture. The OECD report sees the rapid penetration of ICT in higher
education as another impetus for changing the learning culture (OECD, 2003, p. 179).
The so-called “college experience” at Swiss research universities is also different from
the experience in the United States. Swiss students tend to be 2-3 years older when
they start university education. As many Swiss universities do not have strong profiles
and are of comparable quality, a majority of students (65%) choose to attend the
institution closest to their homes (Sporn & Aeberli, 2004, p. 42). Swiss universities are
normally located in the town centers but have expanded all over the city. The idea of a
“physical” university campus is pursued in only a few cases (e.g., EPF Lausanne, ETH
Zurich).
2.2.1.2 Faculty in Switzerland
Professors in the Swiss system face a relatively privileged situation in terms of
remuneration, support staff, and facilities. In contrast to their situation, intermediate
rank academic staff face unfavorable working conditions such as modest payment,
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part-time employment for most, and unclear and hence risky career paths (OECD,
2003, p. 179). Faculty are expected to be engaged in teaching, research, and service
but are primarily evaluated on the basis of their performance in research. For junior
faculty this pressure is not well codified. The general barriers to the adoption of
teaching innovation as described in chapter IV 4.5.3 seem equally valid in a Swiss
context.
Because Swiss institutions do not have an admission process, the number of first year
students is not easily predictable and comparably high (up to 900 students in popular
subjects at particular universities). Intermediate rank academic staff and teaching
assistants carry a considerable share of this teaching load and thus, take an important
role in promoting and implementing e-learning.
2.2.1.3 Administrators at Swiss Universities
This chapter shows how administrative staff at Swiss universities are affected by
e-learning. The focus is on the existing support units (faculty development, IT support,
libraries) (see IV 4.4). In the final section, the nature of specialized e-learning support
is described.
Faculty development as a systematic activity is a recent development. Today, most
institutions have a unit in place that is in charge of promoting teaching excellence. The
fact that the Swiss Faculty Development Network100 only became a formal
organization in 2004 or that ETH Zurich installed its center for teaching and learning
in 1992101 reflects the short history of these activities in Switzerland. However, some
important steps have been made. For example at University of Basel, today all junior
faculty are obliged to attend pedagogical training (Dittler & Bachmann, 2004).
Regarding their IT services, Swiss universities can count on significant support from
Switch, the Swiss Academic and Research Network. This non-profit organization was
established by the Swiss confederation and eight university cantons in 1987 “to create,
promote, and offer the necessary basis for the effective use of modern methods of
telecomputing in teaching and research in Switzerland, to be involved in and to
support such methods”102. Today, Switch not only runs a pioneering high performance
network connection for all Swiss universities and research institutions, but provides
important services for the support of virtual communities such as videoconferencing. It
is planned that from 2008 Switch will provide a national LMS service supporting both
a commercial and an open source platform103. Still, each university runs its own IT
infrastructure and defines its own policy regarding e-learning. It can be said that all
Swiss universities dispose of a high quality IT infrastructure. The IT workers in Swiss
100 Swiss Faculty Development Network http://www.sfdn.unige.ch
101 Center for Teaching and Learning, ETH Zurich http://www.diz.ethz.ch/about/geschichte
102 Switch http://www.switch.ch/about/foundation.html
103 News from the Swiss Virtual Campus Website
http://www.virtualcampus.ch/display.php?lang=1&zname=news
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institutions were exposed to similar developments as their US colleagues (fast
changing technology, tight job market in the 1990s). Cultural integration has been a
similar issue, too.
Most Swiss university libraries provide a service not only for the university
community but also serve as public libraries of the specific city or county (Barth,
1997). Projects of connecting the library systems of Swiss universities proved to be
difficult because of the decentralized structures (Hug & Koestler, 1995; Barth, 1996).
Swiss university libraries generally consist of a central library and numerous (50-150)
local institute libraries (Harris, 1995, p. 217). These structures might partly explain
why the average Swiss library seems less involved with teaching than its American
counterpart. However, at the University of Basel, the university library is formally
integrated into the LearnTechNet (Bachmann, Dittler, & Glatz, 2003, pp. 16-17).
Today, all Swiss universities feature a dedicated e-learning unit as a result of the
government funding program. In many institutions (EPFL, ETHZ, Fribourg, Lausanne,
Zurich, Geneva) central support centers for e-learning have been created, which
depend directly on the university’s governing body. At the University of Basel, instead
of a central unit, a position to coordinate the activities of a network of e-learning
support units (LearnTechNet.) was created. In two institutions (St. Gallen, Lucerne) a
decentralized research institute takes a dominant e-learning support role. The
University of Southern Switzerland even established a regional support center, which
is co-funded and used by the neighboring university of applied sciences (Lepori &
Succi, 2003, p. 29). It is the task of these centers and units to support faculty in
e-learning related matters. However, their specific missions vary. In the following,
three examples are provided:
The eLab, the joint support unit of University of Southern Switzerland (USI) and the
University of Applied Sciences of Southern Switzerland (SUPSI) aims at “promoting
and supporting the development of e-learning applications at USI and SUPSI as well
as in the whole Italian speaking Switzerland” (University of Southern Switzerland &
University of Applied Sciences of Southern Switzerland, 2005). For this purpose, eLab
offers a wide variety of facilities and support tools to faculties, departments, institutes,
laboratories, professors and collaborators of both USI and SUPSI.
Second, the e-learning support center (CEL) of the University of Geneva states its
mission as follows (University of Geneva, 2005):
− To support teaching projects making use of ITC regarding pedagogical and
technological questions.
− To be a dynamic, ambitious, and professional place that offers services to teaching
staff to support the integration of ICT in their courses promoting successful and
sustainable solutions.
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− To identify different educational uses of ICT taking into account the different needs
of faculty and students and to specify the vision of University of Geneva regarding
e-learning.
Third, the Network for Educational Technology (NET) of the Swiss Federal Institute
of Technology (ETH) Zürich, one of the largest support groups, states its purpose as
follows (Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zürich, 2005):
The NET is the center of competence for e-learning at ETH Zurich. NET offers out of
one unit all processes contributing to successful e-learning integration starting from
pedagogical and technical project consulting and support to the hosting support.
Through intense collaboration with faculty the NET contributes to innovative higher
teaching and learning.
Consequently, the scope and portfolio of services varies considerably across the
individual e-learning support centers.
Although administrators take an important role in Swiss higher education it is
interesting to contrast the development with the extreme growth of administrative
professional in US institutions. Rhoades & Sporn (2002) state that no extreme growth
in numbers of managerial professionals can be observed in German speaking Europe
as is the case in the US. The number of administrative personnel remains stable,
whereas the number of expensive full professors declined and the number of junior
and associate academic positions increased. This development implies that many
administrative tasks are taken by faculty with specific skills.

2.2.2

Institutional Governance

“Historically, most countries have been characterized by a collegial model
of authority and management, with strong top (the state) and bottom
(academic units) layers. However, the recent push has been to strengthen
the middle level, institutional management. New Public Management has
emerged as a theory and a basis for government practice” (Rhoades &
Sporn, 2002, p. 15).
The autonomy of research universities in Switzerland is largely ensured. Within this
framework different bodies take important roles.
− Rectorate: The Swiss rectorate takes similar responsibilities as the provost’s office
in the American institution. The rector also fulfills some of the responsibilities of
the American university president in terms of representation of the university. In
recent years, the area of responsibility of the rectorate has been expanded. For
example in the case of ETH, university leadership is now in charge of regulation on
admission, curricula, or examination (Fulda, 1998, p. 123).
The understanding of rector’s role in the two systems remains quite different. The
Swiss rectorate consists of multiple members that usually are recruited from within
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the institution (Sporn & Aeberli, 2004, p. 43). Representatives from the universities
emphasize the scientific legitimation of the rector. They often restrict the potential
candidates to stem from within the institution although the development of a market
for university managers is acknowledged (Sporn & Aeberli, 2004, p. 50).
− Faculty Senate: The senate secures faculty participation in decision-making (e.g.,
decisions on personnel) (Sporn & Aeberli, 2004, p. 44).
− University Board: The members of the university board in cantonal universities are
elected by the cantonal government. It is involved in the strategic development
process (Sporn & Aeberli, 2004, p. 44).
Governance and decision-making structures at European universities are a subject to
change. The initiated reforms lead to a redefinition of the role of rectors, senates,
heads of research institutes, and faculties. Generally, it is observed that increased
responsibility is concentrated around university leadership. This diminishes the degree
of codetermination of the other levels (Sporn & Aeberli, 2004, p. 22).

2.2.3

Strategic Management in Swiss HEIs

In the context of increased autonomy of universities, together with a strengthening of
university leadership, the topic of strategic management at Swiss universities has been
widely discussed. The demand for the development of stronger institutional profiles
and differentiation as for example expressed by Neyses (1998, p. 187) is an important
driving force of strategic management activities in higher education. Referring to the
German context, Müller-Böling et al. mention two reasons for the increasing
popularity of strategic planning in the university context: a) the cost pressure requires
universities to set strategic priorities and b) new methods of reporting in context of
shifting relations between the state and HEIs require universities to make use of a
more systematic planning approach (Müller-Böling et al., 1998, p. 13).
Kerres, referring to the lack of sustainability of e-learning projects in German higher
education, states that a sustainable change management requires top-down elements.
An institution should specify its strategy and identify basic conditions for the alignment of e-learning activities with strategic goals both on the level of the top leadership
and on the departmental level. Universities installed planning processes long ago in a
relatively stable environment. The basic conditions for planning now need to be
adjusted to the current challenges (Kerres, 2001a). Although the specific approaches of
Swiss Universities regarding strategic management are not well documented in the
literature it can be presumed that this situation also applies to Swiss HEIs.

2.3

Level of the Basic Unit

It is difficult to make clear statements on the level of the basic unit as for example
ETH Zurich in many respects is more similar to MIT than to the University of Zürich.
Still, some “national” trends can be identified.
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The largest organizational units such as schools and colleges in the American system
are known as faculties (dt. Fakultäten) in most Swiss institutions. These units are
headed by a dean (dt. Dekan) who has similar responsibilities as his or her American
counterpart. However, in the Swiss system the dean is often elected by faculty for a
short period of 2-3 years. As a consequence the position is less powerful as for
example at MIT.
Subunits of faculties (dt. Fakultäten) are either departments, institutes, or seminars. In
some cases each faculty has a number of departments that consists of an array of
institutes and seminars (e.g., University of Bern). In other cases institutes are directly
affiliated to the faculty (e.g., University of Zurich). Whereas in some American
institutions (e.g., MIT) research is organized differently than teaching, the two
organization structures are congruent in Switzerland.
The implementation of the guidelines of the Bologna declaration is an interesting case
to trace the roles of the individual organizational units regarding teaching. The general
implementation framework and timeline has been coordinated within one faculty (dt.
Fakultät). Accordingly, the deans (dt. Dekan) took an important role in facilitating the
discussion across the professoriate on how to proceed. The design of the individual
programs has happened in close collaboration with the individual professors.
The relatively low number of full professors at Swiss institutions corresponds with the
relatively large size of chairs (dt. Lehrstuhl) built around individual professors. A
multitude of lower ranked academics is involved in mass education and research. As a
consequence, European universities are in general less symbolically integrated because
the autonomy of the individual chair is much higher. This leads to strong subcultures
(Pellert, 1999, p. 121).

2.4

Individual Level

It is important to investigate differences not only on the systemic or institutional level
but also on the individual faculty level to finally approach the faculty behavior
regarding e-learning. For that the self-perception of faculty or its academic identity
need to be understood. Välimaa (1998, p. 126) emphasized the meaning of
“environmental factors” like institutional and local traditions, as well as national
cultures to explain the self-perception of faculty and the resulting dynamic of
academic communities. In this study, considerations in this area can only take a
fragmentary format (see 2.2.1.2).
First of all, it is important to note that individual professors at Swiss HEIs generally
head larger groups of staff than at the American research institutions considered in this
study. As they work at public institutions with open enrollment policies many of them
face the phenomenon of mass education immediately. The considerable teaching load
is often carried by lower level ranked faculty and a high number of teaching assistants
whereas professors interact with students in large lectures. Therefore the “operative”
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issue of e-learning is often in the hands of teaching assistants with relatively short
contract periods.
Partly due to these organizational structures but also as a result of local cultural
conventions, cultural differences can be observed between Swiss and American
faculty. Martin, Massy, & Clarke (2003, p. 229) explain in their study on absorptive
capacity of business organizations regarding e-learning that the supportive context in
the United States differs in many points from Europe. Some of these American
characteristics may also be relevant in academia such as the short-term time
perspective, long commuting times, highly connected electronic and information
infrastructure, vertical individualist culture, high value on hard work and self
discipline, large-scale and expository approaches to teaching.
Peters explains the negative attitude of German faculty regarding non-traditional ways
of teaching and learning format through their self-conception as professors. They
internalized the primacy of science in a way that true university education builds on
research (Peters, 2002). This attitude may also be found in certain disciplines in
Switzerland but seems less pronounced.
To sum up, on the four levels of the system, the institution, the basic unit, and the
individual faculty, characteristics of Swiss higher education have been outlined. In this
chapter, a static comparison of actors and conditions has been presented. However, the
main difficulty is to predict the dynamic correlation of these elements as the Swiss
system is currently in a state of flux. In addition, there is a lack of systematic research
on the functioning of Swiss higher education in general and regarding the impact of
e-learning in particular. However, solid comparative research requires a clear
specification of the variables to be compared as well as a deep understanding of the
system’s functioning in order to provide solid comparative insights and a higher
degree of validity of the findings.

3

Requirements for a Systematic Transfer

In the following, further research questions are identified that need to be investigated
to allow a systematic transfer of the proposed dynamics illustrated in the study
findings.

3.1

Further Research Requirements Regarding Faculty Behavior

Regarding a better comparison of faculty behavior, it needs to be understood how
academic identity (individual variables) differs as a result from differing national and
systemic contexts (see also 2.4). Thus, it would be interesting to compare the nature of
student training as well as the socialization in the academic profession in the two
systems (see also 2.2.1.1/2).
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In Switzerland, lower ranked academics as well as teaching assistants take an
important role in teaching. Therefore it needs to be investigated if the proposed cycle
of faculty behavior requires adaptations, for example regarding the impact of incentive
structures on time commitment (see chapter 2).
Expectations regarding the role of faculty in the teaching area also need to be better
understood. Different students, different interaction with peer faculty, different
curricula as well as variations in the higher education system may result in a different
teaching ethos and specific behavior affecting the adoption of e-learning (see also 2.1).
It is expected that the outlined differences mainly affect the incentive structures and
individual variables as well as the interaction with peers and students. However, it is
expected that these effects are not strong enough to initiate a completely different
dynamics of the faculty e-learning behavior cycle.

3.2

Further Research Requirements Regarding E-Learning Support

The functioning of the administrative support system is expected to account for more
variance across the two national systems than the faculty behavior cycle. Structural
conditions such as the area of responsibility of the different administrative units varies
considerably across the two national systems (see chapter 2.2.1.3 and IV 4.3). Most
notably, due to its public mandate, the Swiss libraries take a different role from its
American counterparts. In the area of e-learning support the specific activities match
relatively well. However, it is critical to find out more about the position and scope of
the Swiss support groups in the overall university structure.
Regarding the funding situation of e-learning support, it would be interesting to
investigate the potential and effect of coordinated approaches as practiced in a small
country like Switzerland (e.g., Switch, Swiss Virtual Campus) to strengthen the
relative competitiveness of a national system in comparison to the free market model
in the US system.
A most interesting aspect for comparison might be the effect of the relatively high
involvement of faculty in administrative functions for e-learning compared to a system
of an extensive professional administration and managerial professionals. Administrative identity might vary across the two systems.
It also needs to be substantiated whether and how cultural conditions for support units
vary across the different national contexts. It is assumed that cultural conflict potentials between support units and academics have a universal character to a certain
extent.
In sum, there is a large number of open questions regarding the support conditions and
thus, the concrete activities resulting from the various support groups.
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Further Research Requirements Regarding Strategic Management

The research requirements regarding strategic management practice in Swiss higher
education are discussed next.
In past and current reforms substantial autonomy has been granted to Swiss HEIs,
which is a necessary condition for effective strategic management. It would be
interesting to study in more detail how far the institutions internalized the practice of
strategic management and how far this mode of thinking has diffused into the
organization since the change of the policy framework. It is assumed that Swiss and
American institutions face unequal planning traditions that need to be taken into
account. Meaningful organizational strategies do not seem available in many Swiss
HEIs.
The motivation and initiation of a dialogue for e-learning across the two national
systems seems very different at first sight. Whereas many American institutions built
on an extensive distance learning tradition and untapped new markets and / or
experienced high pressure from peer institutions, the main driver for e-learning
developments in Switzerland has been federal funding. Quality improvement of oncampus education through e-learning is the declared objective of most Swiss HEIs. It
would be interesting to investigate the effect of this different motivation on the nature
of strategic management regarding e-learning and the resulting support modalities.
In addition, further insights into the working mode of strategic planning councils need
to be studied for Swiss institutions.

IX

Conclusions

In this conclusion chapter, the initial research questions will be resumed and the major
results displayed in order to discuss the adequacy of the research strategy and the
quality of the results achieved in this study.

1

Research Questions and Major Conclusions

In the following, the research question as stated in the introduction chapter I 3 are
resumed and each one is briefly answered. The project started with the relatively broad
questions 1-3, which were refined and specified in questions 4a-c as a consequence of
the findings of the prestudy.
1.

What are the elements of an adequate e-learning business model for a higher
education institution?
Elements of an e-learning business model were explored in the prestudy chapter II 2.2
and an e-learning business model framework was suggested (see figure IX-1).
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Figure IX-1. E-Learning Business Model Framework
One observation is that many “traditional” research institutions have not
fundamentally rethought their business model and have not perceived e-learning as
being disruptive. Rather they have favored an alignment mode. Planning activities
regarding e-learning were initiated on the basis of existing university-wide strategies,
and it was questioned whether e-learning can provide an added value in the existing
strategic framework. Therefore, it is difficult to gain further insights into possibly
disruptive revenue models or explicit growth concepts as these dimensions of a
business model had to be neglected.
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2.

What challenges do higher education institutions face in implementing strategic
considerations regarding e-learning?
The original intent of this research question was to understand the main challenges in
implementing pre-formulated e-learning strategies. The prestudy revealed that such
clear and explicit processes of strategy formulation hardly exist (see II 4) and if such
strategies are present, as for example at MIT, it seems difficult to translate relatively
broad guidelines of an e-learning strategy into specific e-learning support activities. In
the recommendations in chapter VII 3.3 and VII 3.4, guiding questions are specified
that may assist this translation process.
As a main challenge to implementing a specific e-learning strategy the issue of faculty
motivation emerged across all institutions studied. In the main parts of this research
study, (see question 4), the focus was put on the particular challenges of faculty
motivation related to e-learning support.

3.

What is the relevance of the findings from the American context for Swiss higher
education institutions?
It is presumed that the findings resulting from this research study are highly relevant
for the Swiss context since motivation for this study stems from difficulties observed
at Swiss higher education institutions. The research focus was chosen to maximize the
relevance for Swiss institutions, for example through the selection of cases that seem
interesting from a Swiss perspective. Furthermore, the description of the American
higher education system in the literature review, the detailed account of the three case
studies (see chapter V), as well as the transparent derivation of theoretical propositions
in chapter VI puts the Swiss reader in a position to judge the relevance of the findings
for his or her own work.
However, a systematic transfer to the Swiss context requires a more explicit
consideration of the systemic and cultural particularities of the Swiss education
system. Only in the course of this research has it become clear that the complexity of
the Swiss higher education system in particular has been underestimated and many
questions about the functioning of the Swiss system are not sufficiently explored and
are in a state of flux. In chapter VIII 3 specific research openings are identified that
need to be examined before a systematic transfer of the study findings are possible.

4.

How can strategic management practices direct e-learning support units at
research universities to effectively and efficiently assist faculty with the
integration of e-learning into their teaching practices?
Questions 4 touches on the three related areas of interest mainly explored in this
research (see figure IX-2). The interest in these areas is specified in the three
subquestions a-c.
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Figure IX-2. Refined Research Focus

4a) What factors influence faculty behavior regarding the integration of e-learning
into their teaching?
In the prestudy (chapter II) it became clear that insufficient faculty motivation is a
major barrier to the sustainable integration of e-learning into university teaching.
Many institutions seem to run the risk of getting caught in a negative self-reinforcing
cycle as illustrated in the recommendations chapter VIII 1. Negative experiences of
early adopters such as unreliable technology, unprofessional support, or inappropriate
course designs may negatively influence the adoption behavior of the large majority of
faculty (see figure VI-2). Therefore, the explicit consideration of basic conditions in
the process of e-learning strategy development is critical (see chapter VII 3.3.1 part 2).
4b) How can support units contribute to a sustainable integration?
The faculty e-learning behavior cycle (figure VI-2) indicates a number of support and
intervention strategies, for example in the area of competence development or
assistance with course design. An apparent lack of support has been detected in the
reflection phase in which faculty assess the quality of the teaching and learning
experience and decide on further initiatives and hence time committed to teaching. A
negative adoption cycle could be prevented if faculty received encouraging advice on
how to improve teaching with technology.
It is also suggested that support units think about a coherent support process that
incorporates substantial collaboration across all involved units. Such a process
includes regular needs analysis, a sound set of standard services, individual consulting,
integrated projects, as well as serious evaluation activities.
Although a course driven logic of e-learning support is predominantly discussed here,
the individual faculty member should not be the only addressee of support services,
but that for more sustainable change entire departments need to be addressed.
4c) How could strategic management practices guide the work of support units
regarding a sustainable e-learning integration of faculty?
Strategic management at research universities is difficult and needs to be adapted to
the specific cultural context. However, the absence of a coordinated approach makes a
sustainable integration very difficult.
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As suggested in the recommendations chapter, an e-learning strategy not only needs to
specify an e-learning business model, but it should also consider the formal and
informal incentive structure for faculty to become involved with e-learning as well as
an adequate policy framework. Furthermore, it ought to make clear statements regarding the structural conditions for e-learning support (see VII 3.3.2).
On the level of strategic management of e-learning support, a support business model
needs to be developed, cultural conditions proactively considered, and activities along
the support process coordinated across the involved support units such as dedicated
e-learning support groups, faculty development, libraries, IT, and AV support.
Whereas a broad participatory process is necessary for effective mission development,
planning for e-learning support requires the involvement of specific stakeholders such
as faculty and student representatives as well as all involved support groups.

2

Reflection on the Developed Theory

In chapter V, these research questions have been discussed through the detailed
display of the strategic management activities regarding e-learning at three case study
institutions. Partial models for the e-learning adoption behavior of faculty, the
e-learning support activities, as well as on the strategic e-learning management have
been developed on this basis and were finally integrated into a comprehensive theory
on e-learning support management (see chapter VI).
In order to evaluate the proposed theory (see VI) criteria such as explanatory power,
internal consistency, predictive power, the heuristic potential, testability, or parsimony
are considered (e.g., Fawcett, 2005; Weick, 1989).
The criterion of explanatory power questions if the theory explains as much of the
studied phenomenon as possible. The developed theory substantiates why faculty
respond to the e-learning phenomenon in research universities the way they do by
investigating the influence of coherent e-learning support and the role of strategic
planning for both, developing desired faculty behavior and the effectiveness of support
activities. The theory meets the criterion of internal consistency as the theoretical
propositions do not contradict each other.
“Predictive power” explores whether the propositions of the theory allow forecasting
future events and outcomes. The theory developed makes a strong case for what
happens if a thorough strategic management process regarding e-learning is omitted
and how a negative self-reinforcing cycle may be the result of a half-hearted approach.
However, the model lacks comprehensive predictive power regarding what conditions
influence e-learning support most strongly. The link between support conditions and
effective behavior could be drawn only partially and needs to be explored in more
detail.
The proposed theory is novel in the sense that it takes a multidisciplinary perspective
and integrates knowledge from education, higher education studies, and business
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management. The model represents a broad perspective and includes a wide variety of
variables to understand the studied phenomenon.
The heuristic potential of a theory points out the necessity that a theory suggests
further hypotheses to be tested through research. The comprehensiveness of the theory
proposed and the collected data do not allow the operationalizing of relationships
between two variables in detail. However, its heuristic potential is enormous and may
guide the conceptualization of more specific studies.
It is highly disputed and also questioned in this study whether a theory developed from
grounded theory needs to be tested in as a rigorous a way as is proposed by
quantitative researchers. Weick (1989, p. 516) mentions that validation is often favored over usefulness and that this aproach might result in trivial theories. However, it
is not suggested that validation is unnecessary. The proposed theory needs to be further substantiated through additional cases and differing national contexts. Then its
variables need to be operationalized in order to allow more rigorous testing. This is
also necessary to fulfill the parsimony criterion, which point to the idea that a theory
should contain as few propositions as possible to explain the phenomenon being studied. The proposed theory consists of a number of hypotheses and relations that need
further exploration. It has not been possible in this study to qualify the strengths of relationships and to determine the contribution of an individual criterion to explain the
phenomenon. Still, the proposed theory is useful as it challenges the dominant approaches to e-learning support, indicates insufficient routines, and suggests alternative
practices.

3

A Concluding Personal Note

There is a great deal of lamenting about the state of management at higher education
institutions in both the American and European systems (e.g., Glotz, 1996; Tierney,
2003). The lack of proactive and coordinated answers to a drastically changing
environment appears to be a major issue regarding the dispersion and utilization of
e-learning. The current e-learning practice in many American and European institutions seems not to be worth the money invested and it may be questioned if a change
in faculty behavior in the near future is realistic (e.g., Zemsky & Massy, 2004). It
might be true that in the long run the existence of some “traditional” institutions will
be endangered if no interventions are taken soon (Collis, 2001b). The development of
the organizational ability to respond more strategically to new trends will be critical to
long-term survival (Sporn, 2001). However, the institutional capacity of universities
and its potential to attract outstanding personalities should not be underestimated. The
many committed people with whom the author interacted in this research and in her
daily work at a Swiss higher education institution give reason to picture a positive
future – with or without e-learning.
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Gesellschaft für Medien in der Wissenschaft (GMW)
Im Kontext des wissenschaftlichen Lehrens und Forschens gewinnen die so genannten Neuen Medien mehr und mehr an Bedeutung. Die GMW hat sich zur Aufgabe
gemacht, diesen Prozess reflektierend, gestaltend und beratend zu begleiten. Die
GMW begreift sich als Netzwerk zur interdisziplinären Kommunikation zwischen
Theorie und Praxis im deutschsprachigen Raum. Anwender und Forschende aus den
verschiedensten Disziplinen kommen durch die GMW miteinander in Kontakt.
Mitte der neunziger Jahre begründete die GMW zusammen mit dem Waxmann
Verlag die Buchreihe „Medien in der Wissenschaft“, aus der Ihnen hier der Band 34
vorliegt. Im Fokus der Buchreihe liegen hochschulspezifische Fragestellungen zum
Einsatz Neuer Medien. Für die GMW stehen dabei die gestalterischen, didaktischen
und evaluativen Aspekte der Neuen Medien sowie deren strategisches Potenzial für
die Hochschulentwicklung im Vordergrund des Interesses, weniger die technische
Seite. Autoren und Herausgeber mit diesen Schwerpunkten sind eingeladen, die
Reihe für ihre Veröffentlichungen zu nutzen. Informationen zu Aufnahmekriterien
und -modalitäten sind auf der GMW-Webseite zu finden.
Jährlicher Höhepunkt der GMW-Aktivitäten ist die europäische Fachtagung im
September. Im Wechsel sind deutsche, österreichische und Schweizer Veranstaltungsorte Gastgeber. Die Konferenz fördert die Entwicklung medienspezifischer
Kompetenzen, unterstützt innovative Prozesse an Hochschulen und Bildungseinrichtungen, verdeutlicht das Innovationspotenzial Neuer Medien für Reformen an den
Hochschulen, stellt strategische Fragen in den Blickpunkt des Interesses und bietet
ein Forum, um neue Mitglieder zu gewinnen. Seit 1997 werden die Beiträge der
Tagungen in der vorliegenden Buchreihe publiziert.
Eng verbunden mit der Tagung ist die jährliche Ausrichtung und Verleihung des
MEDIDA-PRIX durch die GMW für herausragende mediendidaktische Konzepte und
Entwicklungen. Seit dem Jahr 2000 ist es damit gelungen, unter Schirmherrschaft und
mit Förderung der Bundesministerien aus Deutschland, Österreich und der Schweiz
gemeinsame Kriterien für gute Praxis zu entwickeln und zu verbreiten. Der Preis hat
mittlerweile in der E-Learning-Gemeinschaft große Anerkennung gefunden und setzt
richtungsweisende Impulse für Projekt- und Produktentwicklungen. Die jährliche
Preisverleihung lenkt die öffentliche Aufmerksamkeit auf mediendidaktische Innovationen und Entwicklungen, wie dies kaum einer anderen Auszeichnung gelingt.
Die GMW ist offen für Mitglieder aus allen Fachgruppierungen und Berufsfeldern,
die Medien in der Wissenschaft erforschen, entwickeln, herstellen, nutzen und vertreiben. Für diese Zielgruppen bietet die GMW ein gemeinsames Dach, um die Interessen ihrer Mitglieder gegenüber Öffentlichkeit, Politik und Wirtschaft zu bündeln.
GMW-Mitglieder profitieren von folgenden Leistungen:
• Reduzierter Beitrag bei den GMW-Tagungen
• Gratis Tagungsband unabhängig vom Besuch der Tagungen
Informieren Sie sich, fragen Sie nach und bringen Sie Ihre Anregungen und Wünsche
ein. Werden Sie Mitglied in der GMW! [www.gmw-online.de]
Dezember 2006, für den Vorstand
Prof. Dr. Ullrich Dittler

MEDIEN IN DER WISSENSCHAFT
Herausgegeben von der Gesellschaft für
Medien in der Wissenschaft (GMW)
Die didaktische Gestaltung selbst
organisierter kooperativer Lernsituationen und die Leitung und Gestaltung der dafür erforderlichen Kommunikationssituationen in OnlineSeminaren stehen im Mittelpunkt
dieser Arbeit. Sowohl die kooperativen Lernhandlungen als auch die
kommunikativen Interaktionen werden als Sonderform des Handelns
interpretiert, Dimensionen von Kommunikationssituationen in OnlineSeminaren sowie die Diskussion von
Perspektivendivergenzen analysiert
und theoretisch begründet.

■ BAND 33
Marianne Merkt

Die dauerhafte E-Learning-Integration in vorhandene Strukturen sowie
die institutionsübergreifende Bündelung von Kompetenzen und Ressourcen stehen im Mittelpunkt der aktuellen Entwicklungen. Die Beiträge präsentieren verschiedenste Ansätze,
E-Learning erfolgreich in der Hochschule zu etablieren, zeigen aber
zugleich Hindernisse und Herausforderungen, mit denen die Akteure in
diesem Kontext konfrontiert werden.

■ BAND 34
Djamshid Tavangarian,
Kristin Nölting (Hrsg.)

This book contains contributions
about the past, present and future of
e-learning in twelve European countries. The papers are written by experts about their respective countries,
together with one paper that deals
with the subject from a transnational
perspective. The main question
treated and answered here is how
digital media has contributed to
Higher Education Development in
different national contexts.

■ BAND 35

Die Gestaltung kooperativen
Lernens in akademischen
Online-Seminaren
2005, 296 Seiten, br., 29,90 €,
ISBN 978-3-8309-1552-2

Auf zu neuen Ufern!
E-Learning heute und morgen
2005, 308 Seiten, br., 25,50 €
ISBN 978-3-8309-1557-7

Ullrich Dittler, Helge Kahler,
Michael Kindt,
Christine Schwarz (Eds.)

E-Learning in Europe –
Learning Europe
How have new media contributed
to the development of
higher education?
2005, 328 pages, pb., 29,90 €
ISBN 978-3-8309-1558-4

Die Autoren widmen sich der Fragestellung, ob es einer neuen Qualitätssicherung mediengestützter Lernarrangements bedarf – und wie diese
gestaltet sein kann: Mit E-Learning
und Blended Learning sind sehr hohe
Qualitätsansprüche verbunden, die
Erwartungen aus der Perspektive der
Wirtschaft zielen insbesondere auf
effiziente Lernangebote. Effektivität
und Effizienz sind aber auch bei
Hochschulen von großem Interesse,
begleitet von einem bildungsrelevanten Qualitätsbegriff.

■ BAND 36
Alexandra Sindler, Claudia Bremer,
Ulrich Dittler, Petra Hennecke,
Christian Sengstag,
Joachim Wedekind (Hrsg.)

Dieser Band befasst sich mit der detaillierten Analyse der Selbststeuerung von Gruppen und des Partizipationsverhaltens beim computerunterstützten kollaborativem Lernen. Ziel
ist es, Wirkzusammenhänge zwischen
diesen beiden Faktoren aufzudecken
und Ansatzpunkte für die Förderung
selbstgesteuerten Lernens von Gruppen herauszuarbeiten. Die sich daraus
ergebenden Fragen werden am Beispiel eines Online-Seminars untersucht, das abgesehen von einer Auftaktveranstaltung ausschließlich virtuell durchgeführt wurde.

■ BAND 37
Angela Carell

Im Schatten prestigereicher Projekte
des E-Learnings erarbeiteten sich viele Hochschulen unspektakulärere, solide und breitenwirksame Modelle
des Einsatzes von Bildungstechnologien. Meist wurden sie entwickelt,
um den Anforderungen durch Studienreformen, Internationalisierung und
Qualitätsentwicklung wirksam zu
begegnen. Diesen weniger spektakulären, aber für eine Universität sehr
wichtigen Ansätzen soll in diesem
Band mehr Sichtbarkeit verliehen
werden.

■ BAND 38
Eva Seiler Schiedt, Siglinde Kälin,
Christian Sengstag (Hrsg.)

Qualitätssicherung
im E-Learning
2006, 212 Seiten, br., 24,90 €,
ISBN 978-3-8309-1632-1

Selbststeuerung und
Partizipation beim
computergestützten
kollaborativen Lernen
Eine Analyse im Kontext
hochschulischer Lernprozesse
2006, 296 Seiten, br., 29,90 €,
ISBN 978-3-8309-1633-8

E-Learning –
alltagstaugliche Innovation?
2006, 414 S., br., 25,50 €,
ISBN 978-3-8309-1720-5

