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A Message from the Advisory
Committee for Online Learning
The Advisory Committee for Online Learning has found that knowl-
edge and innovation are increasingly critical to sustaining the economic,
social and cultural development of Canada. It is now more important
than ever that Canada ensure equitable, affordable and expanded
access to quality post-secondary learning. 

In this report, we discuss the opportunities that information and 
communications technologies, particularly the Internet, present to our
post-secondary institutions. The development of online learning, and
learners’ rapid adoption of it, has sparked massive investments by
institutions and corporations worldwide in this emerging market.

Our institutions must respond to these changing circumstances. 
Some will perceive online learning as a threat to their established role and
practices. Others will seize it as a means of extending their reach and 
service to learners. We hope our report identifies and elaborates on the
issues that are becoming critical to enabling Canadian post-secondary
institutions and faculties to move forward with online learning. 

We are convinced that Canadians are among those who will gain the
most from the effective use of information and telecommunication tech-
nologies in building a creative and knowledge-based society. The extent
to which Canada benefits will to a considerable degree be determined 
by how quickly and effectively our institutions embrace online learning. 

Finally, we would like to thank Minister Glenn Hagel, Minister Brian
Tobin and former Minister of Industry, John Manley, for providing this
unique opportunity to come together and present our ideas and offer 
our advice for the greater utilization and adoption of online learning.
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Preface
In a global society based on expanding knowledge, Canada’s health 
as a civil society and its economic competitiveness, as well as the success
of individual Canadians, will hinge on having the best possible educa-
tion and access to lifelong learning opportunities. Around the world,
online learning — the use of digital networks to deliver and support
learning opportunities — has emerged as a powerful and transformative
means to meet these learning needs, as well as to extend and enrich 
traditional modes of instruction, at the post-secondary level. 

This report sets out an action plan for expanding online learning 
in Canadian post-secondary education to meet the learning needs 
of individual Canadians, improve our economic competitiveness and
sustain the health of our civil society in this new knowledge-intensive
era. It is the work of the Advisory Committee for Online Learning,
composed of Canadian university presidents, college presidents and
senior business executives. 

The Advisory Committee was jointly created in June 2000 by the
Consortium on Public Expectations for Postsecondary Education of
the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC) and Industry
Canada. This shared sponsorship bodes well for action on the Advisory
Committee’s recommendations and has its foundation in a convergence
of concern, unprecedented in the Canadian learning field, between 
the two orders of government.

Converging Provincial, Territorial and Federal Concerns
In the last five years, provincial, territorial and federal governments 
and their agencies, as well as universities and colleges, have repeatedly
recognized the importance of lifelong learning to success in a knowledge-
based society and the potential of new learning tools both to enrich 
traditional teaching and to extend lifelong learning opportunities 
to Canadians in all walks of life.

Many provincial governments and institutions have set in motion 
serious efforts to mount online learning programs as a means of meeting
the growing demand for lifelong learning opportunities and responding
to the interests of a new Internet-savvy college generation. Since 1993
TeleEducation New Brunswick has been providing courses from provin-
cially funded universities, colleges and secondary schools to 40 commu-
nities across New Brunswick. The Government of Alberta, through its
Learning Enhancement Envelope, has also been a long-time supporter
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of online learning and in June 2000 announced significant new technology
funding to redevelop post-secondary courses for distance and multimedia
delivery. In July 2000 the Ontario government launched a $5 million
TVOntario Lifelong Learning Challenge to create new and innovative
opportunities for Ontarians to learn critical job skills through the
Internet.1 In Quebec, the ministry of education announced in May 2000
that it will invest $35 million in a $56 million-dollar fibre-optics network
connecting institutions of higher learning.2

Federal, provincial and territorial governments and the education and
business sectors have already connected every school and every public
library in Canada to the Internet through SchoolNet. Through other
SchoolNet programs such as NoteMakers, Canada’s Campus Connection,
and the Multimedia Learnware and Public Access Applications Program,
post-secondary institutions receive assistance in building learning lanes
on the Information Highway that connect them to new opportunities
to reach learners. Human Resources Development Canada, through its
CanLearn Information Products Group, provides national and inter-
national online portals to support access to traditional and online learning
opportunities. These are: CanLearn Interactive, a bilingual one-stop
Internet resource for learning information products and services; and
EduCanada, a multilingual online resource aimed at promoting Canadian
learning opportunities to foreign students. As well, CANARIE, Canada’s
advanced Internet development organization, already links about half 
of our urban institutions of higher learning with CA*net 3, the fastest
Internet backbone in the world. In May 2000, CANARIE announced
support through its Learning Program of 10 projects worth some 
$10 million to enhance the education and training sector and improve
learning outcomes for Canadian citizens.3

This federal effort partly occurred because the Information Highway
Advisory Council reporting to the federal Minister of Industry in 1995
and 1997 made more than 30 recommendations on learning and train-
ing and saw “lifelong learning as a key design element of Canada’s
Information Highway” and a fundamental operating principle in its 
mandate. In response, the Minister of Human Resources Development

1. Government of Ontario, “TVOntario challenge fund to create learning and job creation
opportunities.”

2. Government of Quebec, “Contribution de 35 millions pour le déploiement d’une
inforoute qui servira aux réseaux de l’enseignement supérieur.”

3. CANARIE, “Industry Minister John Manley Announces CANARIE Funding of
Advanced Internet Learning Projects.”
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Canada in 1997 promised to facilitate and foster close collaboration on
building a lifelong learning culture in partnership with provinces, terri-
tories and key federal departments and agencies.4 This concern continues. 

Our Creation
On the foundation provided by this strong confluence of concern, 
the CMEC Consortium on Public Expectations for Postsecondary
Education, together with Industry Canada, appointed the Advisory
Committee for Online Learning in June 2000. The Advisory Committee
has now submitted its report to Glenn Hagel, Chair of the CMEC
Postsecondary Education Expectations Project and Saskatchewan’s
Minister of Post-Secondary Education and Skills Training, and federal
Minister of Industry Brian Tobin. 

The Advisory Committee’s work is particularly relevant to the work of
the CMEC Consortium.5 Online learning can contribute to the quality,
accessibility, mobility or portability, and relevance or responsiveness, 
of post-secondary education — four of the six overarching themes of
the public expectations identified by the consortium in its 1999 Report
on Public Expectations of Postsecondary Education in Canada. As Minister
Hagel stated in his July 2000 announcement of the Advisory Committee’s
creation, “Properly designed and delivered, online learning benefits both
young and mature students. Online learning allows anytime, anyplace
and any-pace delivery. Online learning can be applied on its own, 
or it can enrich traditional face-to-face learning on campus.” A primary
reason for Industry Canada’s sponsorship of the Advisory Committee
was the fear that the competitive challenge from global online learning
players would result in the weakening or loss of Canadian post-secondary
institutions, thereby damaging one of the key foundations for local and 
regional economic development.

Our Mandate
The committee’s primary mandate is to provide independent advice 
to the CMEC Consortium and Industry Canada on means to optimize
online educational opportunities, as well as on investments required to
build a world-class Canadian presence in online learning. The Advisory
Committee was asked to address the following issues.

4. Government of Canada, Building the Information Society: Moving Canada into the 
21st Century, p. 22.

5. The consortium includes all CMEC members except Quebec and the Yukon Territory,
both of which have observer status.
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• Building on existing studies, what are the main benefits, disadvantages
and obstacles to learners, faculty members and institutions to the accel-
erated incorporation of online learning into post-secondary education?

• What are the internal management options that could best accelerate
the adoption of online learning by individual colleges and universities?

• What are the structural options and the value-added benefits of each
option, including, in particular, online consortia at the provincial/
territorial, regional or national levels? What strategic and developmental
plans would be appropriate?

• What are the main administrative challenges and infrastructure 
challenges facing institutions, including those working in consortia?
How would consensus and collaboration on key issues, such as 
residency requirements and accreditation, be fostered? If additional
resources are needed, what are the top priorities that should be 
targeted? Are there in-kind services that should be sought? Are there
existing governmental programs and instruments that can be used?

• What are the priority actions that need to be taken to accelerate 
the use of online learning? What can institutions do within existing
financial resources? What can be achieved through re-allocation of
existing resources?

The committee was also expected to reach agreement on the urgency 
for online learning, priorities to be addressed, the time line for next
steps and the responsibilities of stakeholders for the identified priorities.

Our Process
To tackle our task we divided into five working groups with these 
mandates: the pros and cons of online learning; institutional manage-
ment options; structural options and strategic development plans; 
the main administrative and infrastructure challenges; and priorities 
and required resources.

With a mandate only five months long, it has been impossible to engage
in systematic consultations. However, we have received comments from
many interested parties, and these are reflected in our report.
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Executive Summary
Profound change faces Canada’s post-secondary institutions. This
report is about how we can preserve and build upon the best of the past
while seizing the opportunities and overcoming the challenges of the
future. The prism through which we view this change is online learn-
ing — the use of digital networks to deliver post-secondary education
and training — because this new mode of delivery will prove strategic
to Canadians as both individuals and a society.

The Consortium on Public Expectations for Postsecondary Education
of the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC), and
Industry Canada created the Advisory Committee for Online Learning
and gave it five months to deliberate. This shared sense of urgency
bodes well for action on our recommendations and has its foundation
in a convergence of concern, unprecedented in the learning field,
between the two orders of government.

The New Paradigm 
The global knowledge-based society promised in the 1970s, hyped in
the 1980s and regarded with a mix of awe and disbelief in the 1990s
is now an inescapable reality in the 21st century. Information — its 
creation, acquisition, adaptation and dissemination — has become 
the currency of our time. The intellectual and knowledge resources of
our post-secondary institutions have become even more fundamental
to our success as an economy and a civil society at the local, regional
and national levels. The knowledge they can impart has become 
crucial to the employability of our young adults, to the future careers
of the many Canadians facing a continuing need to learn throughout
their lives, to our competitiveness in the global economy, to our 
culture and to our ability to participate fully as individual citizens 
in Canadian society. 

This new reality poses both new opportunities and fundamental 
challenges to these post-secondary institutions. Never before have
these institutions’ knowledge and intellectual resources been so much
in demand. Yet the very information and communications technol-
ogies that have created this knowledge-based society are enabling 
new global approaches to learning that will allow large corporations
and off-shore institutions to compete with our own institutions for
Canadian learners. 
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Growing numbers of young Canadian learners have been immersed
for years in the global culture of the Internet and expect the same
convenience, speed and easy accessibility in their post-secondary edu-
cation. A recent survey by Ipsos-Reid places Canada a close second
after Sweden in terms of K-12 students’ exposure to the Internet.1

Some 2.5 million Canadian learners at the K-12 level have taken part
in the roughly 10 000 collaborative learning projects provided through
SchoolNet’s GrassRoots Program with the support of every province
and territory. With a new generation of online learners emerging from
the K-12 system, Canadian institutions must provide online learning
opportunities or risk being left behind by global players less responsive
to our local, regional and national interests, concerns and priorities.
We believe that a pan-Canadian approach will be critical to meeting
this challenge.

In light of these considerations, three overriding preoccupations have
shaped and guided our deliberations. These are:

• fostering a culture of lifelong learning as an essential foundation to
building a civil and prosperous society in Canada in a knowledge- and
innovation-based environment; 

• harnessing the transformative power of new learning tools to make
sure all Canadians can get improved access to the best possible
education and lifelong learning opportunities; and

• ensuring that Canada’s post-secondary institutions and learnware
industry are in the best position possible to secure the benefits and
avoid the pitfalls of the move to online learning. 

Online learning represents a way of meeting these demands. But 
what is it? Online learning can be defined as what occurs when educa-
tion and training (typically credit but also non-credit) are delivered
and supported by networks such as the Internet or intranets. Learners
are able to learn any time and any place. In this report, we use the
terms “online learning” and “e-learning” interchangeably. In either
case, we mean both distance learning and the provision of technology-
enhanced learning within a traditional classroom, lecture hall or lab. 
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1. Ipsos-Reid, “Internet Invaluable to Students Worldwide: Many Schools Provide Access
to Internet, But Far Fewer Offer Web Courses.”
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For most traditional on-campus students in their late teens and early
20s, we believe that, used effectively, technology-enhanced learning
can provide a useful and enriching complement to traditional classroom
teaching. E-mail, discussion forums and multimedia exchanges among
instructors, learners and mentors can encourage the emergence of virtual
learning communities, personalize the campus learning experience and
enrich it by allowing students to reach beyond their physical environs.
E-learning can also prepare students for a work world where employers
will expect them to learn continuously, often at a distance.

For many lifelong learners, especially adults with family and job 
commitments, online learning may be their only chance to obtain 
the higher education they need to compete and survive in a labour
market driven by rapidly changing demands for new knowledge and
skills. Online learning, properly implemented, should allow them 
to take courses at home, work or a public access site. Ideally, it should
let them find a mix of courses from several different Canadian institu-
tions to meet their particular accreditation and competency needs.
Online learning can potentially even make it easier to customize the
pacing of courses to the needs of individual students. 

It is our conviction that online learning should be deployed and used
in such a fashion as to support and enrich both technology-enhanced
learning in campus classrooms, lecture halls and laboratories, and
learning at a distance from home or work (see Rec. 1.1). 

We are fortunate to live in an era when new tools based on informa-
tion and communications technologies have the potential to advance
learning and make it more accessible. Yet, as is the case with all new
and powerful tools, these must be used with care and understanding.
E-learning must not diminish quality and it must be introduced in 
a manner that gains public acceptance and support from faculty mem-
bers in our institutions of higher learning. A concerted research effort
is needed to determine how online learning can best ensure the high-
est-quality learning experiences for different kinds of learners. Thus,
the first focus of any e-learning initiative — including our own action
plan — must be this question of quality. 
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The Price of Inaction
If we do nothing, online learning will still come to post-secondary
education in Canada. But it will increasingly be provided to Canadian
learners by off-shore institutions and corporations that will be respon-
sive only to global market forces and their own domestic exigencies.

The issue is much more than markets gained or lost. It is a question of
the continued health of our post-secondary institutions. Some analysts
believe post-secondary institutions that do not adapt to this e-learning
challenge could lead to declining enrolments, smaller grants from 
government and thus less capacity for institutions to fulfil their role as
an intellectual resource and educator for provinces, territories 
and communities. According to Richard Katz, Vice-President of 
EDUCAUSE, a Colorado-based association focussing on the intersection
between higher education and information technology, “Some colleges
and universities might disappear. Some might actually acquire other
institutions. One might even imagine a Darwinian process emerging,
with some institutions devouring their competition in ‘hostile takeovers.’ ”2

In the new digital age, many established institutions in Canada and
elsewhere may find their positions eroded or expanded by online
learning. Few will remain unaffected. 

Now some might argue that such losses would be acceptable as long 
as market forces in the form of foreign institutions and corporations
could fill the gaps. We do not believe these gaps can be so easily filled.
Canada’s institutions have evolved over the years in response to local,
regional and national needs and the priorities of Canadian governments.
Our social and economic prospects at all levels are intimately dependent
on the health of these institutions. Foreign institutions and corpora-
tions respond to the needs of their own domestic communities and
only secondarily to global markets. The requirements of Canadian
learners, communities and employers will not be of much concern 
in most cases. 

To meet the competitive challenge of the new learning environment,
provincial/territorial and federal governments should revalue, reinvest
in, and expand access to, initial and continuing post-secondary educa-
tion as an agent of change and social and economic development in
the knowledge-based society (see Rec. 2.1).
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2. Richard Katz, Dancing with the Devil, p. 15.



A Pan-Canadian Action Plan
The task facing us is fairly analogous to nation-building efforts under-
taken by Canadians during the last three decades of the 19th century
and the early 20th century. In that era of growing migration, manu-
facturing growth and resource extraction, the challenge was to build 
an infrastructure that would move people, manufactured goods and 
primary products across the vast expanse of this country. The result was
two transcontinental railroads. Our job today involves nothing less than
moving to the next stage in building the infrastructure for a knowledge-
based society. In an age governed by the rapid creation, acquisition,
analysis and dissemination of information, it will be critical to ensure
that Canadians are in a position to acquire knowledge and possess the
capacity and the opportunity to learn throughout their lives.

Here in Canada the foundation for this knowledge infrastructure 
is already in place in the form of post-secondary institutions with 
a worldwide reputation for quality and an innovative multimedia
industry. Online learning represents a means to build on that founda-
tion by enriching the quality of post-secondary learning, extending 
it beyond the campus to where Canadians live and work, and creating
new synergies and greater critical mass within post-secondary education. 

We propose a pan-Canadian action plan to accelerate the use of online
learning in post-secondary education and in lifelong learning. 

The major responsibilities for carrying this plan forward will inevitably
rest with provincial/territorial and federal governments, and post-secondary
institutions themselves. But it will not succeed unless a special effort is
made by them to involve our most important educational stakeholders —
faculty members, support staff, learners, the larger community and the
private sector — in the implementation of e-learning (see Rec. 3.1).

Some may object to the federal government playing any role in this
area. But the national interest is clear. The health of our post-secondary
institutions and the potential of e-learning to make new lifelong 
learning opportunities available to all Canadians are crucial to regional
economic development and diversification and the economic health 
of communities across the country. The federal government is also
concerned that our post-secondary institutions and learnware industry
be able to capture a significant portion of the burgeoning global 
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market for e-learning services and material. In pursuing these concerns,
the federal government can bring important assets to the table — 
its authority over telecommunications and its major investments in
national communications infrastructure through Canada’s advanced
Internet development organization (CANARIE), the SchoolNet 
program, the Community Access Program and other programs. There
is also the possibility of future investment to meet the demands for 
a skilled and knowledgeable work force. Federal government depart-
ments such as Industry Canada, the Department of Foreign Affairs
and International Trade, Human Resources Development Canada and
Canadian Heritage have considerable expertise in learning, marketing,
and information and communications technology applications, as well
as access to many contacts in, and assessments of, foreign markets.

While taking a necessarily pan-Canadian perspective on many issues,
we fully respect in our recommendations provincial and territorial
jurisdiction over education. Yet many of our recommendations call 
for new forms of collaboration among institutions and provincial, 
territorial and federal governments. We hope that the trust and will-
ingness to cooperate on creative solutions shown in our joint establish-
ment by the CMEC Postsecondary Expectations Project and Industry
Canada can be sustained and strengthened in the implementation 
of our action plan. The challenge is so great it requires the effective
use of all our assets as a country. 

Themes of inclusiveness pervade this action plan — the need to 
support both colleges and universities, the importance of meeting the
needs of both French- and English-language learners, the imperative 
of responding to regional differences, the necessity of ensuring that both
urban and rural learners can benefit from e-learning, and the importance
of involving institutions, faculty members, support staff and learners in
implementation. Our action plan focusses on the need for more online
learning content (provincial/territorial responsibility) and the telecommu-
nications infrastructure required to deliver it (where the federal govern-
ment has the lead), as well as the need for incentives and every Canadian’s
entitlement to learning opportunities (a concern of all governments). 

Implementation of this plan is urgent. If we do nothing, our position
among the world leaders in online learning will quickly disappear, 
our own institutions will face stiff and perhaps damaging competition,
and Canadians both as individuals and as members of communities
will find themselves trailing the people of other G-8 countries in the
race for jobs and economic growth.
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A Vision for the Future
We have a vision of what can be achieved within five years. 

By 2005 the virtual classroom will offer a high-quality learning experi-
ence, using technology easy for anyone to use. These improvements will
stem from the ever-expanding depth and breadth of knowledge in our
colleges and universities, the innovation unleashed by online learning,
the passion and skill of online instructors, our serious commitment 
to learning research and learnware product development, our setting 
of quality standards for e-learning, the dynamism of virtual learning
communities, and the evolution of the technology. These will bear fruit
in an online learning experience that is enriching, deep and varied, 
and capable of passing on the most basic skills and a capacity for critical
judgment and reasoning.

Learners will find the learning opportunity most suited to their indi-
vidual needs, situation, income, language and learning styles, whether
online at home, at work or at a public access site, or face-to-face in 
a traditional campus classroom. Lifelong learning will be an accepted
fact of life. Even if job and family commitments prevent Canadians
from attending a campus, they will find online the learning opportu-
nities they need as a basis for personal fulfilment, not to mention
keeping their job, finding a new one, seeking a promotion or creating
their own business. E-learning will allow learners to choose among an
unprecedented range of courses and programs from different colleges
and universities to find the precise mix that meets their needs. Improved
arrangements for credit transfer will enable them to receive appropriate
credits toward a degree, certificate or diploma.

New alliances and forms of cooperation among Canada’s colleges 
and universities and the private sector will have created new synergies
and critical mass within Canadian post-secondary education. The
result will be a system that not only responds to the social and economic
needs of Canadians but also wins a sizable portion of the vast market
for learning around the world. 

A Framework for Action
In this action plan, markets remain secondary to our overriding 
concern for ensuring that e-learning is expanded in such a fashion as
to extend lifelong learning to all Canadians and improve the quality 
of post-secondary education. We believe that online learning has 
the potential to improve access to lifelong learning and contribute to
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equality of opportunity without sacrificing quality. This plan is about
realizing that promise. It aims at expanding online learning in such a
fashion as to:

• enhance the quality of the post-secondary learning experience
through institutional strategies, expanding the amount of high-
quality online learning materials, and supporting learning research
and learnware product development;

• improve the accessibility and flexibility of post-secondary learning
opportunities; and

• create synergies and greater critical mass within post-secondary 
education in Canada. 

These three goals are interdependent: progress in realizing one will
reinforce efforts to achieve the others. Conversely, none can be safely
ignored without hampering efforts to fulfil the others.

The direct responsibility for delivering online learning will fall upon
institutions. If they have not done so already, it will be critical for
them at the outset to set up a multi-stage integrated strategic planning
process to ensure that they make the right decisions about the sizable
investments required for a move into online learning (see Rec. 3.2).

1. Enhancing Quality
The potential for a high-quality learning experience from e-learning 
is clear. Many learners, particularly those with extensive Internet expe-
rience, should enjoy the collaborative and self-directed approaches 
to learning enabled by the online experience. Online learning has the
potential to complement and enrich traditional on-campus instruction.
In addition to increasing the excitement of knowledge exploration 
by offering a vista on the world, e-learning should allow learners to
develop specific applied skills now in great demand. 

The reality is that this promise will not be realized without initiatives
to remove significant obstacles to the flourishing of online learning.

Institutional Strategies
Though Canadian institutions have been pioneers in developing con-
tent for distance education and e-learning, they have only scratched
the surface of what will be required in the next few years. There are a
number of strategies that might make meeting this challenge easier.
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To provide learners with a high-quality e-learning experience that
meets their needs, post-secondary institutions should commit them-
selves to systematically supporting the development of online mod-
ules, courses and programs (see Rec. 4.1). It will also be critical to take
a systematic approach to overcoming the many obstacles to greater
utilization of the new learning tools by faculty members (see Rec. 4.2).
For faculty members, developing online modules, courses and pro-
grams, in addition to providing the labour-intensive coaching most
online learners require, can be very time-consuming. For this reason,
faculty members cannot be expected to sustain a commitment to 
e-learning while continuing to carry their traditional teaching, research
and community-engagement responsibilities. If e-learning is to flour-
ish, it will be important for institutions to release faculty members
from some of their duties so that they will have more time to devote
to online learning. However, the provision of such release time will
commit institutions to very sizable expenditures they can ill afford —
especially at a time of swelling enrolment when faculty members 
from the baby boom are reaching retirement age. 

Expanding Online Learning Materials and Skills 
Critical to fostering a lifelong learning culture will be use of the new
learning tools to increase the accessibility of lifelong learning opportunities
to Canadians. Yet if online learning is to contribute to the achievement of
this objective, then there must be a vastly greater quantity of high-quality
e-learning materials than exists at present.

The challenge is considerable and beyond the capacity of any individual
institution. 

Estimates vary enormously as to the cost of developing a single online
course. The average cost of a course developed under SchoolNet’s pilot
NoteMakers program was $47 000. An initiative under the Canada
Youth Employment Strategy, NoteMakers combined the Internet skills
of young Canadians with the knowledge and experience of post-secondary
educators to produce high-quality online academic materials. By way
of contrast, Moe and Blodget, in their study for Merrill Lynch, have
estimated that the cost of an “effective, engaging online course” could
be as high as US$1 million.3
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Many observers believe human resources are the most significant 
cost in online course development. As well, the more streaming video,
copyrighted material and elaborate simulations are used, the higher
the costs will be. At the same time, new course-authoring systems can
reduce the cost of developing a course. Despite such advances, there
can be little doubt that intensifying global competition will drive costs
upward as institutions begin to compete by raising the ante with
respect to the production values of their course material.

If Canadian institutions are to make a significant commitment to online
learning, then they will have to share the costs and take advantage of the
synergies and economies of scale available through the kind of coopera-
tion we recommend in Chapter 6. There will also have to be a substantial
infusion of new resources.

Canadian institutions of higher learning face enormous challenges in
producing and maintaining an adequate volume of high-quality online
learning. Governments need to work together to provide substantial
funding in such a way as to stimulate new online education and renew
existing material both at the course and program levels (see Rec. 4.3).

The resulting expansion of e-learning will significantly increase the
demand for people with the skills to implement, manage and evolve 
e-learning environments. The private sector, post-secondary institu-
tions and governments should invest in educational programs to foster
these skills (see Rec. 4.4).

Learning Research and Learnware Product Development
Given the critical importance of learning to the competitiveness of
countries and the success of both individuals and companies, research
on learning and development work based on that research should be 
a top priority for nations around the world.

There is a need for research not only on how to help people learn more
effectively, but also on how to prepare them to learn throughout their
lives as means of both ensuring their own individual success and meeting
the demand for a skilled and flexible work force. In the case of online
learning, the rationale for a serious commitment to research and learn-
ware product development is even more compelling. The country that
first learns how to harness fully the potential of this new medium, and
transforms this understanding into products, will have a competitive
advantage over other nations in its capacity to develop human capital.
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If the goal is world leadership in learning as a key condition for com-
petitive success, then the Canadian commitment to learning research
and development does not measure up. Though faculties of education
have taken a major responsibility for pedagogical research, there is a
serious need now for research at the level of the individual discipline
on how to teach it in the online environment. The research and devel-
opment required are wide-ranging and comprise at least two broad
categories of activity.

First, there is a serious need for more theoretical and applied research
on learning, both traditional and online. Such research should focus
on how people learn, how different people learn differently, how people
engage in learning and continue it throughout their lives, and how
learning is most effectively imparted. The effort to explore and under-
stand the process of learning throughout life will require serious 
reflection and investment.

The advent of a new medium inevitably highlights the features of
more traditional media, creating an opportunity to explore in greater
depth the strengths and weaknesses of both. Thus, there will be a need
to examine how learning and teaching at all levels can be remodelled
to harness and augment the strengths of both media. There is also a 
real need for in-depth research focussing on the learning requirements
of different disciplines in relation to all of these issues. For example, is
there an effective way to provide online the kind of learning experience
offered by a traditional chemical laboratory?

This research should be broadly multidisciplinary and issue-oriented
as well as problem- and results-oriented. It will require significant new
research investments managed in non-traditional ways. 

Second, there is a need for a far greater commitment to the develop-
ment of learnware products — the electronic learning tools required
to make e-learning effective and exciting to learners. Such tools include
course-authoring systems, course management systems, learning objects
and modules, various kinds of learning aids, digitized learning resources,
multimedia learning environments, and so on. Given the ingenuity
and commitment already in evidence within Canada’s learnware
industry and post-secondary institutions, the payoff from an invest-
ment in learnware product development will likely be sizable in 
terms of exports and jobs.
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Neither Canada’s young learnware industry nor its post-secondary
institutions can sustain by themselves such an extensive research and
development effort. Additional investment will be needed from govern-
ments. For such investment to be meaningful, it will have to be sub-
stantial and provided over the long term. The funding made available
for this purpose should also be new (see Rec. 4.5).

After a decade of restraint, and at a time of rising enrolment and
growing competition for qualified faculty and staff, institutions cannot
undertake this effort at the expense of their other vital duties. Nor
should the funding come from a re-allocation of existing funds available
for research and development in other areas, given that the level of
research and development in Canada is well below that of most of its
major industrialized trading partners.

At present, learning research and learnware product development are
scattered across many jurisdictions, agencies and institutions, resulting
in duplication and a lack of both synergy and critical mass. Research
on teaching and learning in most post-secondary disciplines is very
limited, to the degree it exists at all. The disbursers of such funding
should have a pan-Canadian, multidisciplinary focus and build critical
mass and take advantage of synergies across the country. Because research
into learning and learnware product development are profoundly different
activities, the same funding mechanisms should not be used for both. 

Mechanisms for investing in learning research
Every effort should be made to ensure that learning research informs
and leads to the development of online modules, courses and programs,
as well as to more effective lifelong learning. For this reason, the research
should be conducted within post-secondary institutions where the
capacity to conduct such research already exists and where much of it
will find its initial application. Priority for such funding should be placed
on publicly funded Canadian institutions, their faculty, and consortia
of such institutions. Such funding should be available to both universities
and colleges (see Rec. 4.6).

Given the importance of academic freedom and institutional autonomy,
the investment mechanism used should not be government itself, but
a body at arm’s length from government. The organization should also
be a body that is familiar to the academic community and makes use
of academic juries. This approach would have the welcome effect of
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placing teaching and research, from the academic’s viewpoint, on an
equal footing in terms of availability of external funds, peer recognition,
freedom of expression and opportunities for creativity. One result
would be a renewed commitment to teaching.

In Canada, only the federal granting councils meet all these criteria,
but they tend naturally to be focussed on supporting and stimulating
research in their mandated areas. There is a definite risk that in such
an environment learning research, even in specific disciplinary areas,
might get lost in the shuffle. As well, colleges rarely receive funding
support from the councils.

The ideal solution would be to establish a fourth granting council
with a mandate focussed on broad, results-oriented, multidisciplinary
research into traditional and online learning at both colleges and uni-
versities. Its very existence would be a powerful acknowledgment of
the reality that learning is now critical to Canada’s success in a global
knowledge-based society. Online learning will be a key instrument in
bringing that learning to Canadians throughout their lives. We recognize,
however, that it is no easy task to create a new body or institution.

Thus, to address the nation’s need for applied and theoretical research
on learning (both traditional and online) at every level and in every
discipline, we can only present the federal government with options.
One is to provide additional resources for a separate program to the
existing granting councils to facilitate this research, contingent on the
creation of a central, tri-council, coordination committee to oversee
such research. The other is to create a fourth granting council to facilitate
this research at arm’s length from government (see Rec. 4.7). Under
either of these options it will be important to ensure that the granting
councils consult in an appropriate fashion with the CMEC, the
Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC) and the
Association of Canadian Community Colleges (ACCC).

As well, to create pan-Canadian synergies, prevent duplicated effort
and generate critical mass, the body funding learning research should
ascertain the initiatives under way in the area, investigate existing
research, coordinate efforts by Canadian leaders and others in the
field, determine where further investment is needed, and target its
resources accordingly (see Rec. 4.8). 
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Mechanisms for investing in learnware product development
The organization investing in development of learnware products
should be fairly independent of any particular government, aware 
of the play of market forces, and comfortable with the boundaries
between the public and private sectors in education. 

One option would be CANARIE, a private, not-for-profit corporation
created and supported by the federal government. CANARIE has
been very successful through its own funding program in bringing
together institutions and the private sector in online learning projects
of strategic importance. As well, CANARIE administers for Industry
Canada the SchoolNet Multimedia Learnware and Public Access
Applications Program that finances, in conjunction with private sector
partners, production of high-quality online learning products and
public access on the Information Highway. Other possibilities for dis-
bursing product development could be the CMEC or Industry Canada.
Whatever instrument is chosen, it will be necessary to take specific
steps to create pan-Canadian synergies, prevent duplicated effort and
generate critical mass (see Rec. 4.9).

Evaluating impacts and ensuring feedback
In light of this substantial commitment of new funding, it will be 
very important to evaluate the effectiveness of this research and devel-
opment effort. A collaborative effort will be needed to develop the
necessary measurement tools and metrics (see Rec. 4.10). It will also 
be important to examine systematically the economic and industrial
activity surrounding learnware products (see Rec. 4.11). An effort
should also be made to track the long-term effects of supporting
learnware product development (see Rec. 4.12). 

Copyright and Intellectual Property
Neither federal copyright legislation nor the intellectual property 
policies of many institutions have kept pace with developments in the
digital world or the emergence of e-learning. Changes will be needed
to ensure that learners can seize the opportunities created by this new
learning environment. 

The Advisory Committee urges the federal government to act on a
recent AUCC recommendation to revise federal copyright laws so that
they do not obstruct, but facilitate, the development of online learning
(see Rec. 4.13). We also recommend that post-secondary institutions
should have in place intellectual property policies for e-learning 
(see Rec. 4.14).
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2. Improving Accessibility and Flexibility
Online learning can expand learners’ access to post-secondary education
and a wide range of information. As well, this new learning environment
promises to be extremely flexible, allowing learners to choose where they
learn (at home, at work or on campus), when they learn (24 hours a day,
365 days a year), what they learn (from possibly a number of different
institutions at the same time) and the pace at which they learn in accord-
ance with ever more customizable online courses and programs. Yet 
a number of significant obstacles exist to ensuring such flexibility and
accessibility in Canada, and our plan calls for measures to overcome them. 

Making Connections
High-speed broadband connections are critical to having a minimally
satisfactory learning experience with online learning. If Canada is to
build the lifelong learning culture so critical to competitiveness in the
global knowledge-based economy, then all Canadian post-secondary 
institutions and learners must have access to a high-speed infra-
structure. Through CANARIE’s CA*net 3 and SchoolNet, governments
and the private sector have already laid the foundations for meeting
this ambitious goal. 

In the Advisory Committee’s view, provincial/territorial and federal 
governments should work together to build on the CANARIE and
SchoolNet foundations, with a view to establishing a fully integrated,
high-bandwidth learning network. This high-bandwidth network
should:

• link all publicly funded post-secondary institutions by 2001;
• provide anywhere, anytime high-bandwidth access to on-campus

learners by 2002; 
• ensure high-bandwidth connections are available to all K-12 

classrooms, libraries and public access sites throughout Canada 
by 2003; and

• be maintained at a “state-of-the-art” level into the future (see Rec. 5.1).

Post-secondary institutions should establish as a goal the construction
of their own robust network infrastructures with high-speed connec-
tivity (see Rec. 5.2).

Ensuring Affordability
Though e-learning has enormous potential to improve the accessibility 
of post-secondary educational opportunities, it does not come cheap. Its
overall impact must not be to raise the cost of higher learning for learners.
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Thus, just as people now receive a tax incentive under the Registered
Education Savings Plan (RESP) and a grant to support their children’s
post-secondary education, Canadians in the labour force should receive 
a tax incentive to save for their future learning needs through a regis-
tered learning savings plan. They should also be able to use RESP 
savings to meet their own learning needs (see Rec. 5.3). Similarly, the
federal government should replace the Part-time Canada Student Loan
Program with a broader and more flexible Canada learner loan program
to provide lifelong learners with loans to meet their learning needs 
(see Rec. 5.4). Within the needs assessment process for the Canada
Student Loan Program, the proposed Canada Learner Loan Program
and provincial/territorial student loan programs, governments should
recognize the legitimate cost of computing hardware, software,
Internet services, laptops and other appropriate learnware technologies
and tools (see Rec. 5.5). Finally, governments should offer incentives to
private sector corporations that encourage e-learning for their employees 
(see Rec. 5.6).

Supporting Learners
Post-secondary institutions should provide a full range of technical
and other supports to learners to ensure they can take full advantage
of e-learning opportunities (see Rec. 5.7). The varied needs of persons
with disabilities should also be met. Post-secondary institutions, the
private sector and governments should ensure that all hardware, soft-
ware, systems, online courses and learning tools used in online learning
are designed so that they meet the varied needs of persons with 
disabilities (see Rec. 5.8).

Achieving Portability
One main advantage of online learning is that it gives learners
unprecedented flexibility — enabling them to take online courses
from several institutions and thus find the mix that meets their needs.
Learners naturally expect full credit toward a degree or certificate for
passing these courses. The present accreditation system does not guar-
antee such a result. To encourage institutions to arrange credit trans-
fers and make learning truly portable across the country, negotiations
on credit transfers should be conducted to reach agreements among
post-secondary institutions within each province/territory, as well 
as among provincial and territorial governments at the pan-Canadian
level (see Rec. 5.9).
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3. Creating Pan-Canadian Synergies and Critical Mass
Our vision is to develop, in a relatively short period, the Pan-Canadian
Online Learning Service that would provide a comprehensive suite of
facilities, services and infrastructure to participating, publicly funded,
Canadian post-secondary institutions, their learners and their faculty
members. In performing these functions, this service could capture
economies of scale, build critical mass and create important synergies
that will facilitate and encourage these institutions to offer a signifi-
cant portion of their programs and courses online. Central to the service’s
mandate would be a commitment to complement and collaborate with
provincial/territorial organizations working in the same broad area 
(see Rec. 6.1).

The service’s activities would fall into three broad categories:

• Helping learners: The service would offer learners an opportunity
for one-stop shopping on a pan-Canadian basis for, and thus easy
access to, a wide variety of information, services and learning resources.
Though all learners would benefit, the value added for off-campus
lifelong learners unable to visit campuses would likely be greatest
(see Rec. 6.2).

• Empowering faculty and institutions in online course and program
development: To build critical mass in course and program develop-
ment in every region of the country, the service would provide partici-
pating institutions and their faculty members by the end of 2001
with ready access to support for instructional design, knowledge
about successful pedagogies, learning technologies, libraries of learn-
ing objects and discipline-specific resources (see Rec. 6.3 and Rec. 6.4).

• Marketing support: The service would assist participating institu-
tions by creating critical mass and taking advantage of pan-Canadian
synergies to help market Canadian online courses and programs 
(see Rec. 6.5, Rec. 6.6, Rec. 6.7 and Rec. 6.8).

The service would not itself offer courses, programs, degrees, diplomas
or certificates. It would recognize the need for different solutions in
different regions of the country and encourage, collaborate with and
complement the efforts of provincial/territorial agencies that facilitate
and encourage e-learning at the post-secondary level. The service would
also respect institutional autonomy and be sensitive to the differences
between colleges and universities, and the varied circumstances of post-
secondary institutions across the country. The service would be respon-
sive to the needs of both English- and French-speaking Canadians 
(see Rec. 6.1).
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Ideally, the service should be run by a body responsive to the full
range of publicly funded institutions involved in e-learning and other
stakeholders. In many ways, the best site would be the CMEC, with
its pan-Canadian reach and close relations with provincial/territorial 
education ministers. Another possibility would be CANARIE, a not-
for-profit corporation supported by its members, project partners 
and the federal government. If neither of these bodies can take on 
the service, it will likely be necessary to create a new entity. Whatever
governance model is chosen, the service should be guided in its activi-
ties by a structure that is at arm’s length from any specific government
and broadly representative of stakeholders (see Rec. 6.9). 

Participation in the service should initially be open to all publicly
funded Canadian post-secondary institutions — and any Canadian
consortium to which they belong — that demonstrate a commitment
to high-quality online learning (see Rec. 6.10). In the short term, 
participation should be free for such institutions and consortia. At the
outset, government should provide seed funding for infrastructure,
learner services and marketing, and the service should charge fees for
value-added services as these are developed (see Rec. 6.11).

A Charter for Learning in the 21st Century
The changes now under way have so many ramifications for education
that they have created a need for rethinking the whole learning enter-
prise — both the respective roles of learners, instructors and institu-
tions, and their relationship to the society and the economy as a whole.
If we are to succeed in a global knowledge-based society we must
understand this new learning reality and our respective positions in it.
This understanding cannot be achieved without considering the view-
points of all stakeholders and ordinary Canadians. We would, there-
fore, urge the CMEC to develop a draft charter for learning for the
21st century that provincial and territorial ministers of education
could use in consultations with their stakeholders to raise awareness 
of these new learning realities (see Rec. 7.1). 
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1. A New Paradigm
Profound change faces Canada’s post-secondary institutions. This
report is about how we can preserve and build upon the best of the
past while seizing the opportunities and overcoming the challenges 
of the future. 

The prism through which we view this change is online learning —
the use of digital networks to deliver post-secondary education and
training — because this new mode of delivery may well prove strategic
to Canadians as both individuals and a society. For the global knowledge-
based society that was promised in the 1970s is now an inescapable
reality in the 21st century. Information — its creation, its acquisition,
its adaptation and its dissemination — has become the currency 
of our time. The intellectual and knowledge resources of our post-
secondary institutions have become even more fundamental to our
success as an economy and a civil society at the local, regional and
national levels. The knowledge they can impart has become crucial 
to the employability of our young adults, to the future careers of the
many Canadians facing a continuing need to learn throughout their
lives, to our competitiveness in the global economy, to our ability to
participate fully as individual citizens in Canadian society, and to the
health of our democracy and our culture.

In light of these considerations, three overriding preoccupations have
shaped and guided our deliberations. These are:

• fostering a culture of lifelong learning as an essential foundation to
building a civil and prosperous society in Canada in a knowledge-
and innovation-based environment; 

• harnessing the transformative power of new learning tools to make
sure all Canadians can get improved access to the best possible educa-
tion and lifelong learning opportunities; and

• ensuring that Canada’s post-secondary institutions and learnware
industry are in the best position possible to secure the benefits and
avoid the pitfalls of the move to online learning. 

Many of Canada’s post-secondary institutions are taking up the challenge
of this new environment, but they cannot do so alone and they remain
handicapped by our fragmented jurisdictions while institutions in other
countries are able to take advantage of national strategies. 
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This report lays out how provincial/territorial and federal governments,
as well as institutions, faculty members, learners and the private sector,
can work together on a pan-Canadian action plan to seize the oppor-
tunities of online learning by ensuring it enhances the quality of the
post-secondary learning experience, improves the accessibility and flexi-
bility of that learning, and creates synergies and critical mass within
Canada’s post-secondary education system. A welcome consequence
will be to launch Canada into a lead position in one of the world’s
largest new industries — e-learning or online education.

The Knowledge-Based Society
Most observers agree that a knowledge-based society has emerged in 
the last 25 or 30 years. Many also confirm that a key feature of this
new global society is the primacy associated with the exchange over
computer-communications networks of intangibles such as knowledge,
ideas and intelligence, rather than the tangible goods that have long
been the staple of human interaction. 

Driving this development has been the omnipresent, ever-improving
silicon chip and its many applications in both communications and
computer technology. Moore’s Law — named after Gordon Moore,
the former Chief Executive Officer of chip-maker Intel — has correctly
predicted, at least over the last 30 years, that the speed of computers
would double every 18 months because of the increasing ability to
concentrate computational power on a chip. Because of such techno-
logical developments and others, some argue that the capacity of our
communications systems is also doubling every 18 months or so.

Convergence is also part of this story — first through the melding 
of computer and communications technology to create, among many
other things, the Internet. The Internet’s penetration continues to 
rise dramatically. By the end of 1999, the number of Internet users
worldwide was 196 million and this number is expected to triple 
to 638 million by 2004.4 Some observers liken the Internet to a kind
of “cyber-nervous system on a planetary scale.” In the 1990s, broad-
casting and telecommunications services also began to converge and
many are now migrating to the Internet. 
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An early casualty of this metamorphosis has been distance. The new
technologies are now rapidly reducing the cost of overcoming distance —
and leaping over national borders — as an obstacle to human interaction
in the social, cultural, economic, political and educational spheres.

This technological transformation has also given us new and better
tools for creating, storing, analysing, displaying and distributing infor-
mation rapidly around the world. As a result, the cost of networked
information continues to fall by about 100 fold every decade. Never
before has so much information been almost instantly available in 
so many different forms to so many different people. 

As a consequence, the last few decades represent a watershed in
human affairs. Some liken the change to the reverberations spreading
throughout European society after Gutenberg’s invention of the print-
ing press, which contributed so fundamentally to a rise in literacy, 
the availability of information and the involvement of vast numbers 
of people in the discussion of issues and ideas. Others see a resemblance
to the Industrial Revolution of the late 18th and early 19th centuries,
when steam power replaced human and animal power, setting in motion
successive waves of technological, social, economic and political change.

The scale and scope of today’s metamorphosis are equally bewildering.
Though many have opinions, no one fully understands the larger 
ramifications of growing numbers of people who have become better
informed through the Internet than any previous generation and now
expect institutions to respond rapidly to their concerns and needs.
Global markets have created global consumers who increasingly feel
little loyalty to traditional local brands. Corporations have been quick
to respond to this new breed of consumer and in this environment 
the 21st-century learner is in one sense just another kind of consumer. 

As shown below, the challenge to Canadian governments and post-
secondary institutions is very real. Yet if they have the vision to antic-
ipate the future and act accordingly, their contribution to Canada’s
economic competitiveness and civil health as a society will be monu-
mental. As argued in 1998 by UNESCO’s International Commission
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on Higher Education for the Twenty-First Century, chaired by Jacques
Delors, “Owing to the scope and pace of change, society has become
increasingly knowledge-based so that higher learning and research now
act as essential components of cultural, socio-economic and environmen-
tally sustainable development of individuals, communities and nations.”5

In effect, education has become the primary renewable resource and
the most sustainable contributor to the social and economic health 
of our knowledge-based world.

The Growing Importance of Post-Secondary Education 
In a global knowledge-based society where the requirements for skills
and knowledge are rapidly evolving, learning and the capacity to learn
take on fundamental social and economic importance. According to
the Information Highway Advisory Council (IHAC) that reported to
the federal Minister of Industry in 1995 and 1997, the acquisition of
up-to-date knowledge, skills and education will soon determine the
success of both individuals and democratic societies in economic as
well as social terms.

According to a report by Human Resources Development Canada,
over 70 percent of the new jobs created in Canada over the next few
years will require at least some post-secondary education. The study
points out that “Occupations requiring less than high school completion
are becoming fewer, while occupations requiring post-secondary 
training are growing significantly and will provide more job opportu-
nities.”6 According to a recent Statistics Canada study, “Since 1980
the employment rate of degree holders has been consistently above 
85 percent, compared with less than 75 percent in recent years 
for those with only high school education and less than 50 percent 
for those with up to eight years of education.”7

In this new environment, the capacity to learn may even be more
important than a degree or level of competency acquired from an
institution of higher education. For people already working, the need
to upgrade and update their education and training may recur several
times — five, in the view of the Canadian Labour Market Productivity
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Centre — over the course of their careers. It was because of this reality
that IHAC insisted in 1995 and again in 1997 that “lifelong learning”
must be “a key design element of the Information Highway.” 

Much has been written in the last few years about the brain drain 
and the growing importance of skilled labour and online learning to the
competitiveness of companies and entire societies in a global, knowledge-
based society where anyone can compete in anyone’s backyard. Most
observers agree with U.S. Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers when
he states, “If investments in factories were the most important invest-
ments in the industrial age, the most important investments in the
information age are surely investments in the human brain.”8 One 
of our major themes here is that prospects for a high quality of life in
Canada will depend on having a population that is caring, adaptable,
resilient, educated to the highest possible level and ready to learn
throughout life.

As the Business Council on National Issues noted in April 2000, 
“In the past, money followed resources. Today, it follows people. Canada’s
well educated workforce is a significant competitive advantage, but
despite our intensive spending on education, major challenges remain.
From early childhood development through the school system, post-
secondary institutions and workplace training, Canada can and must 
do better. Greater access to lifelong learning is the key to equality of
opportunity within our society, to the survival of our country and to the
prosperity of our communities.”9 It is also important not to lose sight of
the reality that lifelong learning will be as crucial to social and economic
development in rural and remote areas as it will be in our cities.

The challenge is enormous. Building a lifelong learning culture means
convincing people, whatever their income or cultural background, that
learning is now fundamentally important to their success in life. It
involves making sure that people understand that learning is not just 
a one-time experience but an activity that must continue throughout
life. The key instruments we have to create this attitudinal change and
give people a capacity to learn are early childhood education, K-12
schooling and our post-secondary institutions. We must also look 
to new learning and teaching innovations such as online learning 
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to excite people about the importance of learning and to make high-
quality learning experiences available to all Canadians. Finally, we
must use the online learning technologies to make lifelong learning
accessible to Canadians in every walk of life and in both urban and
rural and remote areas. 

According to Linda Harasim, of Canada’s TeleLearning Network of
Centres of Excellence (TeleLearning NCEs), and a professor in com-
munications at Simon Fraser University, “Canada needs to increase
student access to higher education dramatically and to add more 
leading-edge disciplines — including new models of learning for 
ongoing knowledge building. Canada is not generating enough university
graduates — 17 percent of the population versus 25 percent in the
United States — and not enough of them are graduating . . . in the 
‘critical disciplines’ the economy needs.”10

Less often recognized than these economic imperatives is the reality
that our communities and social and democratic institutions must also
respond to the complex and swiftly changing realities of this new
environment. We believe that the emergence of a universal culture 
of lifelong learning will be critical to their survival in future, as well 
as to Canadians’ meaningful participation in a Canadian democracy
facing similar challenges.

In light of this new reality, education as a one-time initial experience
in life is no longer sufficient. A cultural shift is needed to encourage
lifelong learning and promote increased access to educational oppor-
tunities. Knowledge has become a crucial factor in the economic and
social development of all societies. Universities and colleges must play
a new and expanded role in the ongoing education of citizens. 

The New Shape of Learning
Growing numbers of young people in their late teens and early 20s —
the demographic echo of the postwar baby boom — are causing post-
secondary enrolments to swell in Canada. Many of these young persons
have been shaped by the increasing availability of the Internet in the
1990s. They expect alternatives to large classes and more personalized
and learner-centred forms of learning analogous to the kinds of 
experiences they have had in virtual communities on the Internet.
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At the same time, lifelong learners, mostly adults with job and family
commitments, often find it difficult to attend classes on campus, and
demand flexible learning opportunities at home or work that can be
adapted to their busy schedules.

Online learning represents a way of meeting these demands. But 
what is it? Online learning can be defined as what occurs when education
and training (typically credit but also non-credit) are delivered and 
supported by networks such as the Internet or intranets. Learners are
able to learn any time and any place. In this report, we use the terms
“online learning” and “e-learning” interchangeably. In either case, we
mean both distance learning and the provision of technology-enhanced
learning within a traditional classroom, lecture hall or lab. 

Moe and Blodget in their recent report for Merrill Lynch define nine
features that characterize online learning when the digital medium is
fully exploited. They believe that, for success, online learning must: 

• offer an expert-rich content and curriculum;
• be easy to use;
• be flexible and convenient;
• involve continuous assessment;
• allow real-time feedback, tracking and metrics;
• use multimedia simulations;
• employ rich case studies;
• permit threaded discussions;11 and
• create a dynamic, engaging environment for learning.12

Though this list of features is a little too specific to fit all cases or 
the new kinds of opportunities that may be created by rapidly evolving
learning technologies, it does give a flavour of some of the features
required for a high-quality e-learning experience. 

For most traditional on-campus students in their late teens and early
20s, online learning, used effectively, can provide a useful and enriching
complement to traditional classroom teaching. One of our overarching
themes is that online learning should not replace traditional modes 
of education, but should be used to nourish a more active student-
centred learning on campuses. The use of e-mail, discussion forums
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and multimedia interactions among instructors, learners and mentors
can encourage the emergence of virtual learning communities, personalize
the campus learning experience and enrich it by allowing students to reach
beyond it. In this way, e-learning can prepare students for a work
world where employers will expect them to learn continuously, often
at a distance.

For many lifelong learners, especially adults with family and job 
commitments, online learning may represent their only chance to obtain
the higher education opportunities they need to compete and survive
in a labour market driven by the demand for new knowledge and
skills. Online learning, properly implemented, should allow them 
to take courses at home, at work or at one of the 10 000 community
access sites in rural and remote communities and urban neighbourhoods
across the country. Ideally, e-learning should let them choose among
different Canadian institutions to find the precise mix of courses that
will give them the accreditation and competencies they need. Equally
important, online learning can potentially make it easier to customize
courses in light of the needs of individual students. 

In this way, e-learning has the potential, if properly implemented, 
to address one of our fundamental concerns here — making sure
Canadians can take advantage of learning opportunities throughout
their lives. At present, though Canada’s system of post-secondary 
education is of high quality, it does not reach all citizens. We believe
that online learning can significantly expand access. In short, 
e-learning should help make equality of opportunity a growing
reality for all Canadians.

Yet many faculty members and learners question the efficacy of online
learning. Some wonder whether something will be lost if the electronic
knowledge tools of e-learning dominate in higher education. They
worry that the Internet enables undisciplined searches in a poorly
indexed chaos rather than genuine research. They are concerned that
hypertext documents are too loosely organized to encourage the kind
of rigorous analysis and critical judgment that should be a part of post-
secondary education. They worry about the role of the truly inspiring
teacher in this new environment. They wonder whether students will
turn into electronic hermits and lose all the benefits from socialization
face-to-face with instructors and fellow students.
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Some of these concerns arise from an insufficient understanding of
learning processes. We are convinced that, for the new online tools
and methods to be applied most effectively, we must invest in research
on learning and on new teaching methods. 

Other concerns have some validity. While the virtual learning 
communities of the new environment can advance a certain type of
socialization, face-to-face interaction is critical for some learning expe-
riences. Most students also benefit more from face-to-face interaction
with instructors. But both observations only apply if instructor–learner
ratios do not climb too high, and this possibility is a real danger in the
next few years because of the demographic echo from the baby boom.
In these circumstances, e-learning, particularly technology-enhanced
learning environments, represents an important and necessary way to
sustain and enrich the on-campus learning experience — as well as a
way to meet the learning expectations of a new generation of students
who grew up with the Internet. For many mature lifelong learners,
online learning may represent the only way to gain access to the
knowledge and skills they will need.

Other worries about low-quality e-learning sweeping away everything
valuable and good in post-secondary education do not seem to be well
supported. Because no one is advocating the disappearance of traditional
lecture halls and classrooms, a truly inspiring lecturer will always find
a place in higher education. Though the chaos continues to grow on
the Internet, so too does the robustness of search engines and digital
information resources, as well as the bandwidth available to support
ever more imaginative and creative learning tools. Finally, it is the
intellect, passion and ingenuity that teachers bring to the vocation of
teaching in both a real and virtual classroom that truly makes for
effective learning. It is the purpose of this report to ensure that these
qualities can be exercised as fully in the design of an online course,
and in mentoring through e-mail and multimedia interaction, as in
the traditional classroom. Indeed, the Advisory Committee’s object is
to ensure that each medium of learning can be used to enrich the other.

Recommendation
1.1 Online learning should be deployed and used in such a fashion 

as to support and enrich traditional learning on campuses
and to encourage new forms of technology-mediated 
teaching and learning at a distance from home or work. 
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Directions for the Future
As we emphasize in Chapter 4, a concerted research effort will be needed
to determine how e-learning can ensure the highest-quality learning expe-
riences for many different kinds of learners. We are in a period of history
when new tools based on information and communications technologies
have the potential to advance learning dramatically and make it more
accessible. As is the case with all new and powerful tools, these must be
used with care and understanding. Online learning must not result in a
diminution of quality, and it must be introduced in a manner that gains
public acceptance and supports faculty members at our institutions 
of higher learning. For this reason, the first focus of any online learning
initiative — including our own action plan, described below — must be
the quality of the learning experience.

In the fifth century B.C., Plato predicted that the invention of writing
would weaken the oral tradition that sustained poets such as Homer. 
Yet poetry is still alive and well 2500 years later. Similarly, 500 years ago
many believed that the invention of printing, by making intellectual 
creations easily available, would dry up the springs of intellectual creation
by ending a long-standing tradition of oral debate and expression. As 
we look back over the last five centuries from the vantage point of our
knowledge-based society, a decline in intellectual vitality is more than 
a little difficult to discern, though certainly there may have been changes
in some aspects of intellectual life. In fact, the existence of today’s 
knowledge-based society is in part a testimony to the enormous intellec-
tual energy of the last 500 years. No one would seriously argue today
that the intellectual enterprise or teaching have suffered because of the
invention of writing or printing.

The new knowledge tools represent similarly revolutionary technolo-
gies, and we ignore them at our peril. Their potential is also clear.
Online learning will be central to fostering the lifelong learning cul-
ture that will be essential to sustaining a civil and prosperous society
in 21st-century Canada. But these benefits will only be realized if the
quality and accessibility of the e-learning experience are top priorities.
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2. Opportunities and Challenges
The emergence of online learning creates spectacular opportunities 
for Canada’s post-secondary institutions, many of which are pioneers
in this area and have excellent reputations around the world.
However, new global players — both leading institutions and major
corporations — are now rushing into e-learning, posing a potentially
competitive threat to Canadian institutions that still face many obstacles.
The price of inaction is less a question of lost markets — though 
markets will be lost — than one of ensuring that the provision of 
the higher education and lifelong learning opportunities continues 
to centre on Canadian cultural and social values, and responds to 
the concerns and economic development priorities of local, regional
and national communities. 

Global Opportunities — Canadian Strengths 
The forces giving lifelong learning its new prominence here in Canada
are operating around the world, creating a rapidly expanding market 
for online learning. Canada has significant strengths that, if built upon,
could give us significant advantages in this growing world market.

According to John Chambers, Chief Executive Officer for Cisco
Systems, “The next bigger killer application for the Internet is going
to be education.”13 Moe and Blodget, in their May 2000 report, 
highlight a number of indicators of the size of the world e-learning
market and its dramatic potential for growth.

• At the end of 1999, more than 196 million people were using the
Internet worldwide. The number of global Internet users is expected
to more than triple to 638 million by 2004.

• Knowledge services — education and corporate learning for the new
economy — is a $740-billion industry in the United States and a 
$2-trillion industry globally.

• “At no previous time has human capital been so important, meaning
finding, developing and retaining knowledge workers will be mission-
critical functions — and high growth sectors — in the new economy.”14
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Canada is well placed to take advantage of this opportunity. Our posi-
tion as a bilingual and multicultural country, as a Pacific nation with 
a neighbour’s view of the American experience, makes it easier for our
post-secondary institutions to develop online course offerings with
appeal to learners in the United States, Europe and Asia. Canada also
has an excellent reputation for high-quality, culturally neutral content.

Most Canadian post-secondary institutions are eager to seize the
opportunities presented by e-learning. They are also respected around
the world for their scholarly achievements, innovation and low cost.
As well, because our population is scattered across a vast area and
divided by barriers of geography and climate, our institutions have
been pioneers in distance education. One consequence is that considerable
Canadian learning materials for online learning already exist. Another
is that Canada’s colleges and universities are world leaders in providing
cost-effective accessibility to post-secondary education. They graduate
large numbers of well-educated students at less cost per student than
in most other industrialized countries.

Many of our institutions have also started to make significant use 
of e-learning. A survey, conducted by Campus Computing International
(Canada) between March 1999 and May 2000, but using a less 
stringent definition of online learning than our own, revealed that 
57 percent of Canada’s 134 colleges and universities offer online
courses. The institutions offer almost 3000 such courses altogether,
ranging from one to 340 such courses for each institution.15 

In effect, we are now among the world leaders in online learning, and
several Canadian post-secondary e-learning initiatives are on the cutting
edge. A number of these achievements are described in Appendix A. 

Canada also has a young but rapidly growing industry providing
training opportunities and producing learning materials for new
media. Its members tend to have a high level of technical capability
and operate at the juncture of the software, multimedia and educa-
tional domains. Canadian training companies now provide a wide
range of high-quality training products and services to both domestic
and foreign markets. Software and multimedia companies throughout
Canada have demonstrated the ability to produce creative, effective
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and interactive training applications that they sell nationally and inter-
nationally. Often they have built their businesses up in the competitive
American market and thus have the potential to compete globally. As
well, Canada’s rapidly growing broadband networks have facilitated
cooperation among industry members, creating a kind of virtual critical
mass. These networks have also helped support an early transition to 
the production of online learning materials
and have reduced the cost of access to 
international markets.

In fact, key portions of the high-speed 
networks needed to support even more
ambitious e-learning initiatives by post-
secondary institutions are already in place.
In the last year, CANARIE completed
CA*net 3, the world’s fastest advanced
Internet backbone linking major urban 
centres in all 10 provinces.

Canada’s telecommunications infrastructure as a whole is also generally
regarded as one of the finest anywhere and provides a firm foundation
for online learning initiatives. A larger proportion of Canadians than
residents of most other countries is also in a position to take advantage 
of such initiatives. According to Statistics Canada, 42 percent of
Canadian homes had Internet access in 1999 — up from about 36 per-
cent in 1998.16 An American Express survey released in October 2000
found that 60 percent of Canadians had Internet access at home, work
or school.17 In the view of Omnia Communications and POLLARA,
Canada is way ahead of the United States in the deployment and
adoption of new broadband services. The two companies predicted
that, by the end of 2000, 17 percent of Canadian online homes would
have a broadband connection, compared to around 9 percent in the
United States.18

Through Industry Canada’s SchoolNet program, our country became,
in March 1999, the first in the world to connect all its schools and
libraries to the Internet. Through the Community Access Program,
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the federal government has nearly met its target of placing 
10 000 community access sites in urban neighbourhoods and rural
and remote communities to provide universal accessibility to the
Internet. Through Canada’s Campus Connection, a program delivered
through SchoolNet, a wide range of information on Canadian online
courses and course calenders, as well as access to various kinds of 
advisory services, is made available online to federal public servants.
SchoolNet’s NoteMakers program allowed provincially chartered
Canadian institutions to hire young people to assist with the develop-
ment of online learnware. As a result of such achievements and others,
the Conference Board of Canada, in its first composite index on connec-
tivity, ranked Canada second to the United States in connectedness.

Competitive Challenges — Canadian Obstacles
Though Canadian institutions have taken important strides to seize
the opportunities presented by e-learning, they face significant competitive
challenges. They must also overcome serious obstacles if they are to
move further into the online learning environment.

The Global Playing Field
The very size and growth rate of domestic and global e-learning markets
have attracted the interest of national governments, large transnational
corporations and many of the leading post-secondary institutions in the
world. They have set their sights on markets around the globe, including

that represented by Canadian learners
familiar with the Internet. 

As a consequence, “Educational organiza-
tions are increasingly adopting Distributed
Learning Strategies to support learner needs
across all levels of the educational process,”
state Moe and Blodget in their report for
Merrill Lynch. “This two trillion dollar global
education and training industry is going
through radical changes. Megatrends such 
as demographics, the Internet, globalization,
branding, consolidation, and outsourcing 
all play major roles in this transformation.” 

New organizational forms are emerging to
serve this expanding market. These range
from new virtual post-secondary institu-
tions, domestic and international consortia
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of Phoenix raised $70 million from investors
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Apollo Group, raised the money by issuing
five million shares of a so-called tracking
stock, which are tied directly to the 
performance of the company’s University 
of Phoenix Online division.”

Goldie Blumenstyk
The Chronicle of Higher Education
October 13, 2000



of prestigious post-secondary institutions, innovative ventures with
large transnational corporations, profit-making spinoffs from major
institutions, and so on.

A few of these innovative approaches are described in Appendix B, 
but Universitas 21 may well be a prototypical example. It is an
alliance of 18 major universities — including three Canadian ones
(McGill University, University of Toronto and University of British
Columbia) — from 10 countries. It has just concluded an alliance
with Thomson Learning, a division of the Thomson Corporation.
Collectively, the institutions in the alliance now enrol about 
500 000 students a year, employ around 44 000 academics and have
combined operating budgets of around US$9 billion. According to
the Universitas 21 Web site, “As an incorporated entity, Universitas 21
is in a position to leverage the reputation, resources and experience 
of its members on behalf of corporate partners. Universitas 21 is
therefore uniquely placed to address the cross-jurisdictional branding
requirements of new educational providers.”19

National governments are also starting to
develop major initiatives in this area. 

For example, the British government has
decided to build on the enormous success
of the UK Open University, which now
enrols 21 percent of all part-time post-
secondary students in the country and has
more than 200 000 people studying with it
online. The government has commissioned
a business plan for a major international 
“e-university” involving a collaboration
among leading British universities to offer
online instruction at the bachelor’s degree
level, with a view to improving Britain’s
share of the international student market
and meeting competition from major 
virtual universities being developed in 
the U.S. According to David Walker in the
May 2000 The Chronicle of Higher Education,
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“Universities are autonomous institutions,
and rightly so. But in the knowledge economy,
entrepreneurial universities will be as impor-
tant as entrepreneurial businesses. The ‘do
nothing’ universities will not survive — and
it will not be the job of government to 
bail them out. Universities need to adapt
rapidly to the top-down influences of glob-
alization and the new technologies, as well
as the bottom-up imperatives of serving the
local labour market, innovating with local
companies, and providing professional-
development courses that stimulate economic
and intellectual growth.”

David Blunkett
Education and Employment Secretary
United Kingdom, February 2000
(see Walker, The Chronicle of Higher 
Education)



“The business plan is a key step toward creation of the new online
university, which Labour Party officials hope will help realize a promise
by Prime Minister Tony Blair: to enrol at least half the country’s young
people in higher education by the time they are 30 years old.”

The United States is also moving toward a more systematic national
approach to this whole area. The Web-based Education Commission
was established by Congress in 1999 to develop specific policy recom-
mendations geared toward maximizing the educational promise of 
the Internet for pre-kindergarten, elementary, middle, secondary, and
post-secondary education learners. According to the Commission’s
Web site, “The 16 members of the Commission — appointed by
President Clinton, Education Secretary Richard Riley, and the Democratic
and Republican leadership of Congress — have been meeting with
hundreds of education, business, policy and technology experts. 
Our overarching goal is to establish a ‘policy roadmap’ that will help
education and policy officials at the local, state, and national levels
better address the critical ‘digital age’ challenges brought about by the
Internet and other emerging technologies. The Commission seeks
broad public input on the key issues and potential resolutions affecting
the use of the Internet for learning. The Chair of the Commission is
Sen. Bob Kerrey of Nebraska. The Vice Chair is Rep. Johnny Isakson
of Georgia. Together they are leading a one-year effort that will yield 
a comprehensive — and bold — report to Congress and the President
by the end of November 2000.”20 Meanwhile, large private sector players
in the United States recently formed the Online Learning, Training 
and Research Association to provide a more effective lobbying effort 
in Washington.

Canadian Obstacles
Are Canada’s post-secondary institutions ready to meet these emerging
competitive challenges? Despite their strengths and Canada’s advan-
tages, the answer for now is no — unless something is done. In fact,
43 percent of Canadian colleges and universities still offer no online
courses.21 Many of these are the smaller institutions that will be most
vulnerable to the challenge from abroad. But even those institutions
that have undertaken pioneering initiatives face serious obstacles.
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For example, difficult issues related to the ownership of online courses
and their relevance to tenure and promotion decisions remain unresolved
in Canada. As a consequence, many faculty members and some
administrators are hesitant about getting involved in e-learning and
worry about its larger implications for their institutions. 

As well, the initial investments required to launch competitive online
learning initiatives and build the necessary infrastructures are beyond
what many smaller institutions and even larger ones can afford, acting
alone. The development of high-quality online courses is expensive,
especially in the quantity required to be competitive.

Unfortunately, the Canadian environment in which these institutions
operate tends to discourage the creation of consortia and other forms
of cooperation needed to overcome such obstacles. For example, the
formulae used by many governments to fund post-secondary education
encourage Canadian institutions to compete against each other for
learners — especially when these are from another province or territory —
and provide disincentives to collaboration or cooperation.

Attempts are being made to overcome these difficulties and build 
consortia. For example, the faculties of engineering across Canada have
considered joining forces to develop a core curriculum in engineering,
but lack of funding has inhibited progress. In Quebec, the Conference
of Rectors and Principals of Quebec Universities (CREPUQ) has
developed a proposal for a province-wide consortium of universities 
to produce online courses.22 This proposal is awaiting Quebec 
government funding.

Given the size of some of the international institutions, consortia 
and corporations competing for Canadian learners, only a cooperative
pan-Canadian effort will generate enough critical mass, and economies
of scale and scope, to compete. But in a country with multiple 
educational jurisdictions it is no easy task to achieve such a level 
of collaboration, especially on the myriad of difficult issues facing
online learning. 
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The lack of pan-Canadian approaches to marketing and standards 
has also inhibited the development of Canada’s innovative learnware
industry. Many of the companies in the industry are comparatively
small, without the investment capital for learnware development possessed
by their larger American and European counterparts. In the absence 
of more cooperation or a large industry-wide association such as
recently emerged in the United States, it is also difficult for individual
members of the Canadian industry to lobby government or provide
across-the-board solutions to large companies or ministries of education
seeking solutions for a wide spectrum of educational needs.

In addition, though Canada’s telecommunications system is generally
regarded as one of the world’s finest and provides as solid a foundation
for e-learning initiatives as any, the system does have its limitations.
As in other countries, a considerable “have–have not” split exists.
According to Andrew Reddick in a study prepared for Industry Canada,
“the levels of awareness and the use of these new technologies and
services are highly polarized along social class and generational lines,
creating a digital divide.”23 Though the Community Access Program 
is closing this gap, the existence of this divide constrains the number
of Canadians who can benefit from online learning and provide a
domestic base of learners for Canadian post-secondary institutions.
The constraint becomes even more severe if the criterion becomes not
simple dial-up Internet access, but the new forms of high-speed access
that can provide a higher-quality e-learning experience for students. 

Access can also present difficulties for entire institutions. For example,
CA*net 3 may be the world’s fastest advanced Internet backbone, but
it is still only connected to around a quarter of institutions. In most
provinces, local providers of telecommunications services are responsible
for linking institutions to the network, and institutions must bear 
the considerable cost. Alternate models do exist, as illustrated by the
Quebec Scientific Information Network (RISQ), which provides high-
speed connections at a very low cost to all post-secondary institutions in
Quebec. But these models have yet to be adopted throughout Canada.
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Despite these problems, the foundations for seizing the opportunities,
both globally and domestically, of this new online learning environment
already exist in Canada. The institutions themselves are eager to advance
and many have launched ambitious initiatives. However, only a concerted
pan-Canadian effort can remove the significant remaining obstacles. In
the absence of such an effort, our institutions and our learnware industry
will face a severe competitive challenge — one that will put some institu-
tions at risk and seriously handicap the future development of others.
Those left behind will not be just the institutions but individual
Canadians and Canadian communities, as well as our prospects for
remaining competitive in a global knowledge-based society. 

The Price of Inaction
If we do nothing, online learning will still come to post-secondary
education in Canada. But it will increasingly be provided to Canadian
learners by foreign institutions and corporations that will be responsive
only to global market forces and their own domestic exigencies.

The issue is much more than markets gained or lost. It is a question
of the continued health of our post-secondary institutions. Some 
analysts believe that post-secondary institutions that do not adapt 
to this e-learning challenge could face declining enrolments and 
consequently smaller grants from government and therefore less 
capacity to fulfil their role as an intellectual resource and educator 
for Canadian communities. According to Richard Katz, Vice-President 
of EDUCAUSE, a Colorado-based association focussing on the 
intersection between higher education and information technology,
“Some colleges and universities might disappear. Some might actually
acquire other institutions. One might even imagine a Darwinian
process emerging, with some institutions devouring their competition
in ‘hostile takeovers.’ ”24 In other words, it is conceivable that some
Canadian institutions might disappear or be expatriated or 
seriously weakened.

Now some might argue that such losses would be acceptable as long 
as market forces in the form of foreign institutions and corporations
could fill the gaps. We do not believe that these gaps can be so easily
filled. Canada’s institutions have evolved over the years in response 
to the needs and priorities of Canadian governments, as well as local,

T h e  A d v i s o r y  C o m m i t t e e  f o r  O n l i n e  L e a r n i n g
37

24. Katz, Dancing with the Devil, p. 15.

According to 
Richard Katz, Vice-
President of EDUCAUSE, 
a Colorado-based 
association focussing 
on the intersection between
higher education and
information technology,
“Some colleges and 
universities might 
disappear. Some might
actually acquire other
institutions. One might
even imagine a Darwinian
process emerging, with
some institutions devouring 
their competition in ‘hostile
takeovers.’ ” In other
words, it is conceivable
that some Canadian insti-
tutions might disappear or
be expatriated or seriously
weakened.



regional and national communities. Canadian society, local economies
and the national economy are intimately dependent on the health of these
institutions. Foreign institutions and corporations respond to global 
markets and the needs and concerns of their own domestic communities.
There is no reason to expect them to be nearly as responsive as Canadian
institutions to Canadian values or the evolving priorities and concerns 
of Canadian governments and communities.

Our Expectations of Post-Secondary Institutions
In 1999, after a lengthy consultation, the CMEC Consortium on
Public Expectations for Postsecondary Education set down five key
functions that it expected our post-secondary institutions to perform.
These are:

• to inspire and enable individuals to develop their capabilities to the
highest potential levels throughout their life (for individual growth,
self-sufficiency and fulfilment, and for effective contributions to
society and the economy);

• to advance, preserve and disseminate knowledge and understanding;
• to serve the learning and knowledge needs of an adaptable, sustainable

knowledge-based economy at local, regional and national levels;
• to foster the application of knowledge and understanding to the

benefit of the economy and society; and
• to help shape a healthy, democratic, civil society.25

These functions extend well beyond the imparting of knowledge, and
their successful performance requires close links between the institutions
and Canadian society at all levels.

The Economic Price
Consider the economic dimension of these functions. 

Foreign institutions won’t help individuals develop their capabilities 
to make effective contributions to the Canadian economy. These insti-
tutions won’t serve the learning and knowledge needs of an adaptable,
sustainable, knowledge-based economy at local, regional and national
levels in Canada. Nor will they foster the application of knowledge
and understanding to the benefit of the Canadian economy.
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The performance of these functions
requires close links with local governments
and the private sector. No doubt foreign
institutions will maintain such intimate
connections with their own governments
and private sector, but their bonds with
Canadian governments and Canada’s 
private sector will not likely be anywhere 
as close as those of Canadian institutions. 

If a foreign institution carries out recruit-
ment efforts, it will likely be for the private
sector back home, thereby increasing the
brain drain from Canada. Certainly, such
institutions will not in all probability be 
as responsive to the learning and knowl-
edge needs of Canadian businesses at the
local, regional and national levels as are
Canadian institutions that depend upon
such businesses for support and are con-
strained to be responsive by government policies. As well, foreign 
faculties residing in other countries will not have much interest in
developing applications of knowledge and technologies to address
Canadian needs and build competitive advantages for Canadian 
companies. These are all activities that Canadian institutions now 
perform because they are an integral part of Canada’s economic com-
munity and are subject to the policies of Canadian governments. All
of these activities are critical to our international competitiveness. 

The Social Price
Similar concerns are apparent on the social side.

Foreign institutions will not inspire Canadian learners to develop 
their capabilities for making an effective contribution to a distinctively
Canadian society. Rather, the values, concerns and institutions of their
parent society, or some homogenized global common denominator,
will prevail. Faculty members from other countries are not likely 
to expend much effort outside the classroom advancing, preserving
and disseminating knowledge and understanding within the borders
of Canada, as many Canadian faculty members routinely do. Mostly,
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these foreign faculty members will limit such efforts to their own
country. Nor will these foreign faculty members feel impelled to foster
the application of knowledge and understanding to the benefit of
Canadian society — on everything from Aboriginal affairs to federal–
provincial/territorial relations to Canadian literature to communica-
tions in the North — in the way Canadian faculty members have over
the years. Nor will the faculties of foreign institutions feel the same
urgency as their Canadian counterparts to help shape a healthy, 
democratic and civil society here in Canada. 

It is unrealistic to expect from foreign institutions and faculties the
same kinds of contributions to Canadian society that Canadian insti-
tutions and faculties have made as a matter of course for decades
because of their intimate involvement and immersion in this society. 

Missed Opportunities 
The price of inaction will also be evident, not only in damage to
Canadian institutions and their capacity to contribute to Canada 
economically and socially, but also in missed opportunities.

Canadian institutions are eager to move aggressively into online 
learning, and many have already undertaken bold new initiatives in spite
of insufficient resources. If the present obstacles to further advance-
ment are removed — many of which revolve around lack of resources
and Canada’s multiple educational jurisdictions and fragmented 
educational market — then our institutions will be able to build a life-
long learning culture in Canada and make sure all Canadians have
access to lifelong learning opportunities. Our institutions also have 
a reputation for high-quality content and cultural neutrality that gives
them an important competitive advantage in the burgeoning global
learning market.

These are opportunities that must not be missed. They will be crucial
to our economic competitiveness and health as a civil and democratic
community in the 21st century.

The time for action is now.
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The First Step
As the pre-eminent centres of knowledge in our society, our post-
secondary institutions represent key strategic resources for Canada.
Their contributions extend far beyond the simple transmission of
knowledge to students, and they are more important now than they
have ever been to our economic competitiveness as a nation and 
our health as a civil and democratic society. Foreign institutions and
corporations simply cannot make the same level of contribution,
essentially because they are much less subject to the policies of
Canadian governments, lack our own institutions’ close ties and 
commitments to the Canadian social and economic community, and
will inevitably be more responsive to their home countries’ concerns
and priorities at Canadian expense. For all these reasons, it would 
be folly to weaken through inaction Canadian institutions in the frail
hope that market forces will persuade foreign institutions and corpo-
rations to serve Canadian social, economic and government objectives.

Canadian institutions must become more competitive as the educa-
tional market grows more flexible and students acquire far greater
access to education and choice. To this end, support for post-secondary
education should be commensurate with the crucial role it will play in
sustaining economic growth and a civil society in Canada. The need
exists not only for a new and greater appreciation by governments of
the importance of higher learning in this new environment, but also
for a re-investment by them in post-secondary education. Finally, if
learning is the key to individual success in this new knowledge-based
society, then governments must make sure many more Canadians
have access to post-secondary education. 

Recommendation
2.1 Provincial/territorial and federal governments should re-affirm

the fundamental importance of initial and continuing post-
secondary education as an agent of change and social and economic
development in the knowledge-based society by augmenting
investment in such education and expanding access to it. 
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3. A Framework for Action 
The task facing us is in some ways analogous to the nation-building
efforts undertaken by Canadians during the last three decades of the
19th century and the early 20th century. In that era of growing mass
migration, manufacturing expansion and resource extraction, the challenge
was to build an infrastructure that would move people, manufactured
goods and primary products across the vast expanse of this country.
The result was two transcontinental railroads.

The Infrastructure for the Knowledge-Based Society
Now our job is to move to the next stage in building the infrastructure
for a knowledge-based society. In an age governed by the rapid creation,
acquisition, analysis and dissemination of information, it will be critical
to ensure Canadians are in a position to acquire knowledge and possess
both the capacity and the opportunity to learn throughout their lives.

We must develop a culture that supports lifelong learning, where 
post-secondary institutions provide an intellectual context for living,
the skills needed for success in the present knowledge-based society,
and the capacity to learn throughout life. The role of post-secondary
institutions must not be simply the transmission of information; they
must also teach us how to learn. As Peter F. Drucker has noted, the
reason is simple: “Today knowledge has power. It controls access to
opportunity and advancement.”26 We might add that this observation
is true not just for individuals but for communities, regions, societies,
public institutions and companies. 

Here in Canada, the foundation for this knowledge infrastructure 
is already in place in the form of post-secondary institutions with 
a worldwide reputation for quality and an innovative multimedia industry.
E-learning represents a means to build upon that foundation by
enriching the quality of post-secondary learning, extending it beyond
the campus to where Canadians live and work, and creating new 
synergies and greater critical mass within post-secondary education. 

Post-secondary institutions, in partnership with industry where 
appropriate, must assume a role as key agents of regional and national
economic development by enabling continuous skill improvement by
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Canadians. They must be sustained in their roles as vital contributors
to the health of our civil society, the energy of Canadian culture and
innovation in communities across the country. 

To meet these ends, we are putting forward a pan-Canadian action
plan to accelerate the use of online learning in post-secondary education
and in lifelong learning. The major responsibilities for carrying this
plan forward will inevitably rest with provincial/territorial and federal
governments and post-secondary institutions themselves. But it will
not succeed unless a special effort is made by them to involve our
most important educational stakeholders — faculty members, support
staff, learners, the larger community and the private sector — in the
implementation of e-learning.

Recommendation
3.1 To enhance the development and evolution of higher learning,

provincial/territorial governments, the federal government and
post-secondary institutions should collaborate to:

a. accelerate the use of online learning in post-secondary education
and for lifelong learning; and 

b. encourage the participation of faculty members, support
staff, learners, the larger community and the private sector
in the implementation of online learning. 

Some may object to the federal government playing any role at all 
in this arena. But the national interest is clear. The health of our post-
secondary institutions and the potential of e-learning to make new
lifelong learning opportunities available to all Canadians are crucial 
to regional economic development and diversification as well as to 
the economic health of communities across the country. The federal
government is also concerned that our post-secondary institutions 
and learnware industry be able to capture a significant portion of the
burgeoning global market for learning.

In pursuing these concerns, the federal government can bring important
assets to the table — its authority over telecommunications and its
major investments in national communications infrastructure through
CANARIE, the SchoolNet program, the Community Access Program
and other programs. There is also the possibility of future investment
to meet the demands for a skilled and knowledgeable work force.
Federal government departments such as Industry Canada, the
Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, Human
Resources Development Canada and Canadian Heritage have 
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considerable expertise in learning, marketing, and information and
communications technology applications, as well as access to many
contacts in, and assessments of, foreign markets.

In fact, the matter is so urgent, and so important to our future health
as a society and economy, that this shared involvement is the only
realistic approach.

A Vision for the Future
We have a vision of what could be achieved within five years.

By 2005, the learning infrastructure for a knowledge-based society
will be built in this country, providing the strongest possible founda-
tion for our prosperity and our health as a democratic society. The
engine of innovation and economic growth and the source of our
social vitality will be the informed and creative minds of Canadians
who in their youth and in their maturity have equitable and afford-
able access to the high-quality post-secondary learning opportunities
they need.

The virtual classroom will provide a learning experience of high quality,
using technology that is easy for anyone to use. These improvements will
stem from the ever-expanding depth and breadth of knowledge in our
colleges and universities, the innovation unleashed by online learning,
the passion and skill of our online instructors and mentors, our serious
commitment to learning research and development, our setting of
quality standards for e-learning, the dynamism of virtual learning
communities, and the continuing evolution of the technology. These
will bear fruit in an online learning experience that is enriching, deep
and varied, and capable of passing on both the most basic skills and 
a capacity for critical judgment and reasoning.

Learners, whatever their incomes and cultural backgrounds, will find
the post-secondary learning opportunity most suited to their individual
needs, situation, income, language and learning styles, whether online
at home or work, or face-to-face in a traditional campus classroom, 
or at a public Internet access site via an integrated nation-wide broad-
band telecommunications infrastructure. 

Lifelong learning will be an accepted fact of life. Even if job and family
commitments prevent Canadians from attending a campus, they will
find online the learning opportunities they need as a basis for personal
fulfilment, not to mention keeping their job, finding a new one, 
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seeking a promotion or creating their own business. As a result,
Canada’s flexible, knowledgeable and highly skilled work force will 
be the envy of the world.

E-learning will allow learners young and old to choose among an
unprecedented range of courses and programs from different colleges
and universities to find the precise mix that meets their needs. And,
even though they have taken courses from many different institutions,
improved arrangements for credit transfer will enable them to receive
appropriate credits toward a degree, certificate or diploma. 

A fully bilingual online learning infrastructure will ensure that French-
and English-speaking minorities anywhere in the country have access to
a range of learning opportunities comparable to that of the majority. 

New alliances and forms of cooperation among Canada’s colleges 
and universities and the private sector will have created new synergies
and critical mass within Canadian post-secondary education. The result
will be a system that not only responds to the social and economic
needs of Canadians but also wins a sizable portion of the exploding
market for learning around the world. 

A Strategic Framework
We believe fulfilment of this vision demands rapid implementation 
of a pan-Canadian action plan by provincial/territorial and federal
governments, Canadian post-secondary institutions, their faculty
members and learners across the country. This action plan is laid out
in the next three chapters.

It is an ambitious plan — in keeping with the scale and significance 
of the challenges facing us as we build here in Canada the learning
infrastructure for the next several decades of local, regional and
national socio-economic development.

Implementation of this plan is a matter of utmost urgency. If we 
do nothing, our world leadership position in e-learning will quickly
disappear, our own institutions will face stiff and perhaps damaging
competition, and Canadians both as individuals and a society will 
find themselves trailing behind people in G-8 countries in the race 
for jobs and economic growth.

Yet this plan will only succeed if it engages the trust of both orders 
of governments, as well as learners, faculty members and institutions.
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While taking a necessarily pan-Canadian perspective on many issues,
we fully respect in our recommendations provincial and territorial
jurisdiction over education. At the same time, many of our recommen-
dations call for new forms of collaboration among institutions and
provincial, territorial and federal governments — such as the inter-
governmental cooperation that allowed SchoolNet to succeed. We hope
that the trust and willingness to cooperate on creative solutions shown
in our joint establishment by the CMEC Postsecondary Expectations
Project and Industry Canada can be sustained and strengthened in 
the implementation of our action plan.

In formulating this plan, we sought an appropriate balance between 
a number of fundamental principles. We have weighed the imperative
of collaboration against the need for innovation, the necessity 
of flexibility against the requirement of accountability, the drive for
excellence against the value of inclusiveness. 

Themes of inclusiveness pervade this action plan — the need to 
support both colleges and universities, the importance of meeting the
needs of both French- and English-language learners, the imperative
of responding to regional differences, the importance of involving
institutions, faculty, learners, support staff and others in the imple-
mentation of e-learning, and the necessity of ensuring both urban and
rural learners benefit from online learning. Our action plan focusses
on the need for more e-learning content (a provincial/territorial
responsibility) and the telecommunications infrastructure required 
to deliver it (where the federal government has the lead), as well as the
need for incentives, and every Canadian’s entitlement to learning
opportunities.

In this action plan, markets remain secondary to our overriding 
concern for ensuring that online learning is expanded in such a fashion
as to extend lifelong learning to all Canadians and improve the quality
of post-secondary education. We believe that e-learning has the poten-
tial to improve access to lifelong learning and contribute to equality of
opportunity without sacrificing quality. This plan is about realizing that
promise. It aims at expanding online learning in such a fashion as to:

• Enhance the quality of the post-secondary learning experience
through institutional strategies, expanding the amount of high-
quality online learning materials and supporting learning research
and learnware product development. Initiatives for meeting this
goal are described in Chapter 4.
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• Improve the accessibility and flexibility of post-secondary learning
opportunities. To improve accessibility and flexibility, Chapter 5
calls for measures to extend high-speed telecommunications infra-
structures to both institutions and learners, wherever they are located.
To make such access meaningful to learners, the chapter also calls for
measures to ensure learners can take advantage of that infrastructure.
As a means of improving flexibility, our plan also calls for action to
enhance the portability of post-secondary education by encouraging
greater recognition of credits across jurisdictional boundaries. 

• Create synergies and greater critical mass within post-secondary 
education in Canada. Chapter 6 sets out a pan-Canadian approach
to supporting learners, assisting institutions and faculty members,
and marketing Canadian online learning materials domestically and
around the world. 

These three goals are interdependent: progress in realizing one will
reinforce efforts to achieve the others. Conversely, none can be safely
ignored without hampering efforts to fulfil the others.

The direct responsibility for delivering online learning will fall upon
institutions. If they have not done so already, it will be critical for
them at the outset to set up a multi-stage integrated strategic planning
process to ensure that they make the right decisions about the sizable
investments required for a move into e-learning.

Recommendation
3.2 Universities and colleges should establish an integrated strategic

planning process for online learning.

Appendix C provides more detail on what this process should entail.

However, as the next three chapters show, excellent strategic planning
and resource re-allocation by institutions alone will not be sufficient
to meet the challenges and seize the opportunities of online learning.
Provincial, territorial and federal governments also have a crucial role
to play, as do faculty members and learners themselves.
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4. Enhancing Quality 
The first goal of our action plan is to ensure that online learning is
used to enhance the quality of the post-secondary learning experience
in Canada. We believe that quality deserves this emphasis because 
neither learners nor their families nor faculty members nor our insti-
tutions nor employers nor Canadian governments should be satisfied
with second-rate learning experiences.

The potential for a high-quality learning experience from e-learning 
is clear. Many learners, particularly those with extensive experience 
of the Internet, should enjoy the active, collaborative and self-directed
approaches to learning enabled by the online experience. Online
learning should complement and enrich traditional on-campus
instruction. In addition to increasing the excitement of knowledge
exploration by offering a vista on the world, online learning should
allow learners to develop specific applied skills now in great demand. 

The reality is, however, that this promise will not be realized without
initiatives to remove significant obstacles to the flourishing of e-learning.
Quite simply, there are far from enough online courses and programs,
and their development and delivery will involve a significant structural
adjustment by most institutions and a commitment of resources
beyond the capacity of any institution. Research and development 
will also be needed to discover the best ways of exploiting the potential
of this new medium. As well, copyright and intellectual property
issues arising from this new digital environment may inhibit the
development of online learning. 

In light of this fact, we have suggested a number of strategies that
institutions should adopt to ensure the creation and delivery of high-
quality online modules, courses and programs. Our action plan also
calls on governments to play a key role in expanding high-quality
online learning materials and skills and in supporting learning
research and learnware product development. Finally, it will be neces-
sary for both institutions and the federal government to address the
intellectual property and copyright issues raised by online learning. 
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Institutional Strategies 
Though Canadian institutions have been pioneers in developing con-
tent for distance education and e-learning, they have only scratched
the surface of what will be required in the next few years. There are 
a number of strategies that might make this task easier. The first is to
take a very systematic approach to the development of online courses
and programs. The second is to take measures that will encourage 
faculty members to become involved in online learning. Other related
measures that institutions should take are discussed in Appendix C.

Online Course and Program Development 
While e-learning in its initial phases within an institution depends
largely on the work of individual instructors acting alone or with a
few others, a serious commitment involves a more systematic approach
to online course and program development. Otherwise, it is difficult
to mobilize the energies of the institution behind e-learning and meet
the challenge of harnessing this new medium. 

Recommendation
4.1 To provide learners with a high-quality online learning experience

that meets their needs, post-secondary institutions should commit
themselves to systematically supporting the development of online
modules, courses and programs.

The steps that could be taken are presented in detail in Appendix C,
but some are fairly obvious. Institutions should set standards with
respect to the quality of online courses and programs. They should
provide significant support to those engaged in multimedia design 
and the development of online curricula. In an environment where
institutions may join consortia and learners may be taking courses
from several colleges and universities at once, institutions may have 
to devote considerable resources to ensuring, through meta tagging
and a range of other approaches, that online courses, programs and
learning objects can be shared with other institutions and that credits can
be transferred between institutions. In an environment characterized by
students using different platforms and by a range of consortia and strate-
gic partnerships, it can be important for institutions to make sure their
online courses are technology independent. Online courses and programs
can also be designed to scale and to be responsive to learners’ career and
other needs and demands in a rapidly changing environment. 
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Supporting Faculty Members
In the Statement on Technology Enhanced Learning released this year,
the AUCC emphasized, “Technology is not a substitute for a strong
relationship between teacher and learner. Rather, it can and should be
used to nourish, transform and enrich these relationships and promote
a more active and student-centred learning.”27 In other words, though
roles may change, faculty members remain as crucial to the quality of
the e-learning experience as they have been in a traditional classroom
or laboratory setting.

Yet there remain many obstacles to greater use of the new learning tools
by faculty members. If online learning is to succeed, institutions must
take a systematic approach to overcoming these obstacles and making it
easier for faculty members to become involved in e-learning.

Recommendation
4.2 To ensure greater use of online learning by faculty members, 

post-secondary institutions should systematically support faculty
involvement in online learning. 

The forms such support could take appear in Appendix C to this
report. Obvious steps include encouragement and support for early
adopters of e-learning among the faculty and ensuring all faculty
members have access to the necessary hardware, software and commu-
nications links. Support on technical and instructional design issues will
also be helpful. There is also a real need for measures to help faculty
members acquire the skills needed to use this new medium effectively. 
As well, rewards and incentives for faculty members will likely require 
re-alignment to take these teaching innovations into account.

It is very important to keep in mind that, for faculty members,
developing online modules, courses and programs, in addition to
providing the labour-intensive coaching most online learners
require, can be very time-consuming. Faculty members cannot be
expected to sustain a commitment to online learning while continuing
to carry their traditional teaching, research and engagement respon-
sibilities. If e-learning is to flourish, it will be important for institu-
tions to release faculty members from some of their duties so that
they will have the time to devote to online learning. However, it is

T h e  A d v i s o r y  C o m m i t t e e  f o r  O n l i n e  L e a r n i n g
51

27. Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, Draft AUCC Statement on
Technology Enhanced Learning, p. 2.



important to keep in mind that providing such release time will 
commit institutions to very sizable expenditures they can ill afford —
especially at a time of swelling enrolment when faculty members 
from the baby boom are reaching retirement age.

Expanding Online Learning Materials and Skills 
It is a central precept of this report that the fostering of a lifelong
learning culture will be an essential foundation for a civil and prosperous
society in 21st-century Canada. Critical to achieving this goal will be
use of the new learning tools to ensure all Canadians can take advan-
tage of lifelong learning opportunities. Yet if online learning is to 
contribute to the achievement of this objective, then there must be 
a significantly greater quantity of high-quality e-learning materials
than exists at present. Those materials must be provided by Canadian
institutions — if the provision of lifelong learning is to be responsive
to the interests, concerns and priorities of Canadian communities 
and if these institutions are to continue to play their important role 
in local, regional and national socio-economic development. 

The development of online courses and programs can be quite costly
because it is not enough simply to put a faculty member’s course notes
online. In the present competitive international environment, few
learners will accept such a paper-based, non-interactive approach that
fails so completely to take advantage of this new highly interactive and
visual medium for learning. Creating online courses involves, first of
all, a serious commitment to understanding the very different features
of this medium and the ways it can be used most advantageously to
impart learning. Then it is necessary to undertake a development effort
involving a sweeping deconstruction of the content for traditional courses
and its imaginative reconstruction to exploit the unique features of 
the online medium.

Estimates vary enormously as to the cost of developing a single online
course. The average cost of a course developed under SchoolNet’s pilot
NoteMakers program was $47 000. An initiative under the Canada
Youth Employment Strategy, the program combined the Internet skills
of young Canadians with the knowledge and experience of post-
secondary educators to produce high-quality online academic materials.
By way of contrast, Moe and Blodget in their study for Merrill Lynch
have estimated that the cost of an “effective, engaging online course”
could run as high as US$1 million.28
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Many observers believe human resources 
are the most significant cost in online
course development. As well, the more
streaming video, copyrighted material and
elaborate simulations are used, the higher
the costs will be. At the same time, new
course-authoring systems can reduce the
cost of developing a course. Despite such
advances, there can be little doubt that
intensifying global competition will drive
costs upward as institutions begin to com-
pete by raising the ante with respect to the
production values of their course material.

Such an effort demands a serious commit-
ment of faculty members’ time — time that
will be unavailable for other activities. After
more than a decade of restraint, in an era
when enrolments are rising and the large
number of faculty members from the baby
boom are starting to reach the age of retire-
ment, institutions cannot afford the luxury
of giving large numbers of faculty members
release time to develop online learning
materials or run online courses. Nor do
institutions have the resources to under-
write the development of the large number
of online learning materials required to 
support lifelong learning in a meaningful
way or satisfy the expectations of the 
present generation of learners. In fact, the
move to e-learning will involve a significant
and expensive structural adjustment 
by institutions.

If Canadian institutions are to make a 
significant commitment to online learning,
then they will have to share the costs 
and take advantage of the synergies and
economies of scale available through the
kinds of cooperation we recommend 
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in Chapter 6. There will also have to be an infusion of new resources.
For such support to be meaningful, it will have to be substantial and
made available over the long term. Otherwise, institutions will not be
in a position to make the significant structural adjustments required
to provide an adequate number of online courses and programs. 

Given this resource situation, the only alternative is for Canadian 
governments to work together in the provision of substantial new
funding for the stimulation of e-learning and the renewal of existing
learning materials at both the course and program levels. The matter
is urgent enough that provincial/territorial and federal governments
should work together to find a fair and equitable way of providing
substantial funding to make online learning a vibrant reality in the
local, regional and national communities of this country. 

Recommendation
4.3 Because Canadian institutions of higher learning face enormous

challenges in producing and maintaining an adequate volume of
high-quality online learning, governments need to work together 
to provide substantial funding in such a way as to stimulate new
online education and renew existing material both at the course
and program levels. 

The resulting expansion of online learning will significantly increase
demand for people with the skills to implement, manage and evolve 
e-learning environments. Already, such people are in short supply and
this shortage will only intensify unless there is a significant increase in the
number and capacity of the educational programs to impart these skills.
There is, in short, a real need for serious investments in these programs,
not just by governments, but also by the private sector and institutions.

Recommendation
4.4 The private sector, post-secondary institutions and governments

should invest in the establishment and expansion of educational
programs to teach and foster the required e-learning skills in the
Canadian labour force.
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Learning Research and Learnware Product Development 
Given the critical importance of learning to the competitiveness of
countries and the success of both individuals and companies, research
on learning and learnware product development should be a top priority
for nations around the world. In the case of online learning, a new
learning medium with enormous potential, the case for a serious commit-
ment to research and development is even more compelling. The
country that first learns how to exploit fully the potential of this new
medium, and transforms this understanding into products, will have 
a significant competitive advantage over other nations in its capacity
to develop human capital. Conversely, the post-secondary institutions
of countries that are runners-up or also-rans in this research and
development effort may well face a severe competitive challenge that
will erode their capacity to respond to local, regional and national
needs for a skilled and knowledgeable labour force.

We must ensure that Canada, its post-secondary institutions and its
learnware industry can meet this challenge. 

A Requirement for Substantial New Funding
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, Canada spends more per capita on education than almost
any country in the world. In 1998–1999, Canadians put an estimated
$60.5 billion into education29 — second only to health. Research 
and development on learning are critical to ensuring that these large
sums are spent wisely. Such an effort is also crucial to ensuring that
educators at the post-secondary levels are in a position to take advan-
tage of this new medium of e-learning and make sure it provides quality
learning opportunities to Canadians.

If the goal is world leadership in learning as a key condition for com-
petitive success, then the Canadian commitment to learning research
and development does not measure up. Though faculties of education
have taken a major responsibility for pedagogical research, there is a
serious need now for research at the level of the individual discipline
on how to teach it in the online environment. Provincial/territorial
governments also have not moved aggressively to support research and
development through either faculties or boards of education. In fact,
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the only large-scale investments in learning research and development
have been made via research grants from the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) and the
TeleLearning NCEs.

The corporate commitment of Nortel Networks to research and develop-
ment to make most effective use of ongoing expenditures provides an
approximate indication of what would be required to attain world leader-
ship — some 13 percent of revenues.30 If this benchmark were applied to
the federal contribution of some $4.7 billion to post-secondary education
in 2000–2001, then institutions of higher learning would have some 
$580 million a year to spend on learning research and development.
Though it is almost impossible to come up with precise numbers on how
much is actually spent across the country on learning research and devel-
opment at the post-secondary level, it is clear even from the meagre data
available that the figure comes nowhere near that amount. 

The research and development required are wide ranging and comprise
at least two broad categories of activity.

First, there is a serious need for more theoretical and applied research
on learning, both traditional and online. Here are a few of the impor-
tant areas that demand attention. 

• The advent of a new medium of learning inevitably highlights the
features of more traditional media, creating an opportunity to explore
in greater depth the strengths and weaknesses of both.

• Theoretical and applied research can focus on how both learning
and teaching at all levels can be remodelled to take advantage of
both kinds of media. In this way, such research can provide a basis 
for, and practical ways of, improving the effectiveness of both, as
well as defining what should be the most appropriate roles for each
medium in relation to different kinds of learners and content.

• Such research should also focus on how people learn, how different
people learn differently, how people engage in learning and continue it
throughout their lives, and how learning is most effectively imparted. 

• Quite apart from the “online” nature of learning, broader efforts to
explore and understand the process of learning throughout life
will require serious reflection and investment.
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• There is a real need for in-depth research
focussing on the learning requirements 
of different disciplines in relation to 
all of these issues. For example, is there an
effective way to provide online the kind of
learning experience offered by a traditional
chemical laboratory?

This research should be broadly multi-
disciplinary and issue-oriented as well as
problem- and results-oriented. The initia-
tion of a new research effort into how people
learn and how learning can best be dissemi-
nated will require significant new research
investments managed in non-traditional ways. 

Second, there is a need for a far greater commitment to the development
of learnware products — the wide range of electronic learning tools
required to make online learning effective and exciting to learners. Such
tools include everything from course-authoring systems, course manage-
ment systems, learning objects and modules, through various kinds of
learning aids, digitized learning resources, multimedia learning environ-
ments, and so on. Given the ingenuity and commitment already in 
evidence within Canada’s learnware industry and post-secondary institu-
tions, the payoff from an investment in learnware product development
will likely be very sizable.

Neither Canada’s young learnware industry nor its post-secondary
institutions can sustain by themselves such a research and development
effort. After a decade of restraint, institutions cannot undertake this
effort at the expense of their other vital duties.

Additional investment will be needed from government. For such
investment to be meaningful, it will have to be substantial and provided
over the long term. Such funding should not come from a re-allocation
of existing funds available for research and development in other
areas, given that the level of research and development in Canada is
well below that of most of its major industrialized trading partners.
Put simply, there is a need for new funding in this area of high strategic
priority for our entire economy and society. 
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Recommendation
4.5 To meet the challenge of the new learning environment and

improve the effectiveness of traditional and online learning, 
substantial, new, long-term funding should be provided for: 

a. applied and theoretical research into learning, both 
traditional and online; and 

b. learnware product development. 

An important question is what body or bodies should dispense 
such funding.

One deficiency of the present regime for learning research and learnware
product development is that efforts are scattered and lack a pan-Canadian
focus. Multimedia companies and firms providing learning products and
services carry out some research and considerable product development.
Post-secondary institutions themselves, particularly their faculties of 
education, also perform research and development in the learning area.
Research and development are also conducted under the aegis of a range
of provincial agencies that do not always work closely with each other.
The SSHRC, a federal granting council, is currently the major disburser
of research grants on learning, though most of its grants focus on primary
and secondary education or pedagogical issues, and are aimed at faculties
of education.

What pan-Canadian focus emerges in online learning research and 
development under the present arrangements is a result of CANARIE’s
Learning Program, the SchoolNet Multimedia Learnware and Public
Access Applications Program, and the TeleLearning NCEs, which 
stimulates and tracks advances in telelearning research in collaboration
with university and industry partners throughout the world. Such 
modestly funded efforts, no matter how well managed, do not have the
mandate or resources to impart a sufficiently broad focus — that is, both
online and traditional — to learning research and development across
the country. As well, none of these agencies, as currently funded, is able
to bring to bear the kind of multidisciplinary perspective on how to
teach particular disciplines in the new learning environment. 
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We submit that the disbursers of such funding should be able to bring 
to bear a pan-Canadian, multidisciplinary perspective to build critical
mass and take advantage of synergies across the country. As well,
because applied and theoretical research into learning and learnware
product development are profoundly different activities, different
funding mechanisms should be used in each area.

Mechanisms to Support Learning Research
It will be critical for the theoretical and applied research on traditional
and e-learning to address the specific needs of different disciplines at
all levels of the educational system. In other words, the research must
be results-oriented and managed in a non-traditional way. Every effort
should be made to ensure that funded research leads to the timely
development of online learning objects, modules, courses and programs.

For this reason, the research should be conducted within post-secondary
institutions where the capacity to conduct such research already exists
and where much of it will find its initial application. More specifically,
such funding should only be provided to publicly funded universities
and colleges, their faculty and consortia of such institutions.

Recommendation
4.6 To ensure that learning research is relevant to the instructional

responsibilities of post-secondary institutions, only publicly 
funded Canadian institutions, their faculty and consortia of such
institutions should be eligible for funding support. 

Given the powerful traditions of academic freedom and institutional
autonomy in the post-secondary community, the investment mechanism
used should not be government itself, but some body independent 
of, or at arm’s length from, government. The organization should 
be a body that is familiar to the academic community and makes 
use of academic juries. This approach would have the welcome effect 
of placing teaching and research, from the academic’s viewpoint, 
on an equal footing in terms of availability of external funds, peer
recognition, freedom of expression and opportunities for creativity.
One result would be a renewed commitment to teaching.
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In Canada, only the federal granting councils are capable of fulfilling
such a role. However, they tend naturally to be focussed on supporting
and stimulating research in their mandated areas, and there is a 
definite risk that in such an environment e-learning research might get
lost in the shuffle. The mandates of neither the Natural Sciences and
Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) nor the Canadian
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) address the pedagogical issues
associated with the learning research agenda described here. The man-
date of the SSHRC, though it does address learning research and focus
upon pedagogical issues, does not really address the technological issues
associated with online learning. Though we applaud the announcement
of a special allocation of $100 million over five years to SSHRC for
research on the knowledge economy — including management skills,
educational requirements and lifelong learning — we are concerned
that such policy research may fail to address the learning research
agenda we are recommending. As well, the mandates of the councils
are such that currently most of their funding goes to universities
rather than colleges. It would seem that the existing granting councils
do not constitute an appropriate home for the research into traditional
and online learning that we have in mind. 

One possibility, of course, would be to provide new funding for all
three councils to underwrite their support for the wide range of topics
associated with the research agenda we are proposing. The councils
could be mandated to create a tri-council steering committee to coor-
dinate this multidisciplinary research agenda. While this approach 
has the virtue of not involving the creation of a new body, none of 
the councils has much experience with the kinds of results-oriented
learning research that would provide the basis for developing new
online courses and programs. 

For this reason, the ideal solution would be to establish a fourth
granting council with a mandate focussed on a broad, results-oriented
multidisciplinary agenda of research into traditional and online learning
to be carried out within both colleges and universities. Its very existence
would be a powerful acknowledgment that learning is now critical 
to Canada’s success in a global knowledge-based society and e-learning
will be key to bringing learning to Canadians throughout their lives.
We recognize, however, that it is no easy task to create a new body 
or institution.
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Recommendation
4.7 To address the nation’s need for applied and theoretical research

in the area of learning (both traditional and online) at every
level and in every discipline, the federal government should:

a. provide additional resources to the existing granting 
councils (SSHRC, NSERC and CIHR) to facilitate 
this research, contingent on the creation of a central, tri-
council coordination committee to oversee this research; or

b. create a fourth granting council or a separate program to 
facilitate this research at arm’s length from government. 

Under either of these options, it will be important to ensure that the
council or councils consult in an appropriate fashion with the CMEC,
the ACCC and the AUCC.

This new body should play a complementary role vis-à-vis other 
provincial/territorial and federal initiatives to encourage learning research.
For example, the funding body should gather information on precisely
what initiatives have been undertaken in this area by all orders of 
government. It should investigate learning research across the country 
to determine where further investment is needed. Finally, the funding
body should help coordinate efforts by Canadian leaders in the field and
ensure research results are made widely available to institutions and to
the Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service (described in Chapter 6). 
In these ways, the funding body can help prevent duplication of effort,
create critical mass and encourage institutions to take advantage of 
pan-Canadian synergies in learning research. 

Recommendation
4.8 To create pan-Canadian synergies, prevent duplicated effort and

generate critical mass, the body funding learning research should: 

a. gather information on initiatives in learning research; 
b. investigate existing learning research to determine where 

further investment in research is needed; and
c. coordinate efforts by Canadian leaders and others in 

the field. 
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Mechanisms for Supporting Learnware Product Development
For online learners to have a high-quality learning experience, there
must be a profusion of software and electronic learning and authoring
tools, resources and environments available to support both the learners
themselves, and the faculty members and others who develop and deliver
online courses. Most of these learnware products are developed by the
private sector, though some emerge on university and college campuses.

The organization chosen for funding the development of these learnware
products should be fairly independent of any particular government, aware
of the play of market forces in this area and comfortable with the
boundaries between the public and private sectors in education. 

One option for funding learnware product development would be
CANARIE, a private, not-for-profit corporation created and supported
by the federal government. CANARIE has been successful through 
its Learning Program in bringing together institutions and the private
sector in online learning projects of considerable strategic importance.
As well, CANARIE administers for Industry Canada the SchoolNet
Multimedia Learnware and Public Access Applications Program that
provides financing, in conjunction with private sector partners, for 
the production of high-quality products for learning and public access
on the Information Highway.

A second option for funding learnware product development is the
CMEC. A third would be Industry Canada. 

Whichever organization serves as the funding mechanism, it will 
have to make a special effort to create pan-Canadian synergies, prevent
duplicated effort and generate critical mass in learnware product
development. As was the case with the research funding body, the
organization will have to gather information on what initiatives in
learnware product development are now under way, assess existing
product development to determine areas for future investment, 
and coordinate efforts by Canadian leaders and others in the field.
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Recommendation
4.9 To create pan-Canadian synergies, prevent duplicated effort 

and generate critical mass, the organization funding learnware
product development should: 

a. gather information on initiatives in learnware product 
development; 

b. investigate existing learnware product development 
to determine where further investment in research is 
needed; and

c. coordinate efforts by Canadian leaders and others in 
the field. 

It will also be very important for this organization to work closely
with the research funding body and the Pan-Canadian Online
Learning Service described in Chapter 6.

Evaluating Impacts and Ensuring Feedback
It will be necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of this research 
and development effort and provide feedback both to institutions and
funding bodies as a basis for future improvements. Institutions 
and the research and development funding bodies should collaborate 
on creating measurement tools and metrics for assessing the effectiveness
of learning research and learnware product development. For reasons 
of accountability, provincial/territorial and federal governments may also
wish to be involved in developing these evaluation instruments.

Recommendation
4.10 Measurement tools and metrics for assessing the effectiveness 

of learning research and learnware product development should
be developed.

One important measure of the success of these research and develop-
ment initiatives will be the amount of economic and industrial activity
surrounding learnware products. At present, there is no way to track
this activity. One solution would be for Statistics Canada to establish a
North American Industry Classification Code for the learnware industry
so that data could be gathered on the industry in Statistics Canada 
surveys. In developing such a code, Statistics Canada should work closely
with the CMEC, Industry Canada, provincial and territorial governments,
CANARIE and the private sector.
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Recommendation
4.11 The North American Industry Classification Code for the

learnware industry should be established by Statistics Canada
in collaboration with other stakeholders.

In the same vein, it would also be useful to examine the long-term
effects of supporting learnware product development. It would not 
be difficult to track financial investment in the area, its successes and
failures, and the use of learnware technology and products.

Recommendation
4.12 The long-term economic effects of the learnware industry

should be analysed by tracking:

a. financial investment in the industry;
b. its successes and failures; and
c. the usage of learnware technologies and products.

This analysis could be conducted by the CMEC or the education or
industry departments of provincial and territorial governments. Other
possibilities include Industry Canada or Human Resources Development
Canada, both of which have responsibilities relating to learning tech-
nologies. Another option would be the Pan-Canadian Online Learning
Service (described in Chapter 6), which would be very well positioned 
to collect data in all these areas.

Copyright and Intellectual Property
Neither copyright legislation nor the intellectual property policies 
of many of our institutions have kept pace with developments in the
digital world or the emergence of e-learning. Changes will be needed
to ensure that learners can seize the opportunities created by the new
learning environment. 

The issues surrounding these changes, however, are complex and 
difficult. With only five months to cover a very extensive terrain, the
Advisory Committee did not have time to delve into the intricacies 
of copyright and intellectual property in a digital era. 

Copyright Legislation 
In 2001 the Government of Canada is expected to revise its copyright
legislation to reflect the realities of the digital environment.
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The AUCC has taken a clear position on some of the key learning-
related issues that should be addressed in this copyright revision. For
example, the amendments should make it clear that fair dealing and
other statutory exceptions for educational and library uses apply in 
the digital environment. To facilitate online learning, the scope of the
fair dealing exception should be expanded and other new exceptions
should be included. An efficient copyright clearance mechanism
should be established, and the federal government should ensure 
the widest possible access to its own digital works. The Advisory
Committee endorses this AUCC position.

Recommendation
4.13 The Advisory Committee urges the federal government to act

on the public policy priority of the Association of Universities
and Colleges of Canada to the effect that “Federal copyright
laws must:

a. clarify that fair dealing and other statutory exceptions for
educational and library uses apply in the digital environment;

b. expand the scope of the fair dealing exception and include
new exceptions to facilitate technology-enhanced learning;

c. establish an efficient copyright clearance mechanism for
works created by third parties in any format, especially 
multimedia works and digital works on the Internet; and

d. ensure the widest possible access to digital government
works.”31

Intellectual Property Policies
Because online courses have at least the potential to reach large 
numbers of students and thus become important sources of revenue
for institutions, the issue of who owns the material in such courses
can become quite important. Should they belong to the institution
that likely made a major investment to develop the course? What
rights should belong to the individual academic who developed the
course? What about the faculty, discipline or department to which 
the academic belonged? What about the technical and instructional
design people who assisted in the creation of the course? Do the rules
for third-party copyrighted materials change in the digital world?
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These questions are difficult and far reaching, and can affect most of
the stakeholders in an institution. In fact, institutions here in Canada
and in other countries have been involved in disputes with their own
academics over intellectual property rights. 

We have observed that lack of a clear institutional policy on intellectual
property, as well as ambiguities in an existing policy, can lead to disputes
that can frustrate the move to e-learning and prevent the development 
of high-quality courses and programs. Such policies should apply consis-
tently across the institution. They should also be fair, taking into account
the respective positions of institutions, academics, departments, disciplines
and instructional design personnel. Moreover, a clear understanding of
who owns courses will be necessary for consortia on shared courseware 
to function effectively.

Recommendation
4.14 Post-secondary institutions should have in place intellectual

property policies for online learning, and these should be 
characterized by clarity, consistency and fairness.

Summary
Our action plan sets out a variety of institutional strategies to ensure 
a high-quality online learning experience for Canadians. Yet the 
challenge is so great, involving a significant structural adjustment by
our institutions, that we believe a large-scale move into high-quality 
e-learning will only occur if there is a substantial infusion of new 
funding to stimulate an expansion in high-quality online learning 
materials and substantially more learning research and learnware product
development. However, neither this investment nor the institutional
strategies described here will necessarily deliver a high-quality e-learning
experience to Canadians unless infrastructure and support systems are 
in place to provide access on an affordable basis of online course and
program offerings. The next chapter addresses this question. 
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5. Improving Accessibility 
and Flexibility 

Online learning can greatly expand learners’ access to post-secondary
education and a wide range of information. As well, this new learning
environment promises to be extremely flexible, allowing learners to
choose where they learn (at home, at work or on campus), when they
learn (24 hours a day, 365 days a year), what they learn (from possibly
a number of different institutions at the same time) and the pace at
which they learn. This flexibility is especially critical to adult learners
with job and family commitments, as well as members of English- 
or French-language minorities who can use e-learning to increase 
significantly the range of choice, in their own language, to which 
they have access.

Yet a number of significant obstacles exist to ensuring such flexibility
and accessibility in Canada, and our plan calls for measures to overcome
them. It recommends steps to ensure that all Canadian institutions and
learners are connected by the kind of high-speed infrastructure that
allows for a high-quality learning experience. We call for measures 
to help ensure that online learning is provided on an affordable basis.
Our action plan suggests initiatives by institutions to support learners
in this online environment and enable them to have a meaningful 
e-learning experience. Finally, we set out a process to reduce existing
barriers to the recognition of course credits across institutional and
jurisdictional boundaries. 

Making Connections
As Chapter 2 indicated, Canada has made enormous progress in 
creating an Internet infrastructure capable of reaching post-secondary
institutions and learners. This country leads the world in terms of
providing broadband access by its citizens to the Internet, and we are
among the world leaders in terms of our levels of Internet access.
Many Canadian universities are now connected to CA*net 3, the
high-speed, nation-wide Internet backbone operated by CANARIE.
Canada was the first country in the world to connect all our schools
and libraries to the Internet. Through the Community Access
Program, jointly funded by federal and provincial/territorial governments,
10 000 public access sites where people can access the Internet will
have been established across the country in rural, remote and urban
communities by March 31, 2001. 
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Yet much remains to be done. Many Canadian institutions have only
rudimentary networks in place to serve learners on campus and there
remain many urban institutions and most rural ones that still need 
to be connected to CA*net 3. Though Canada may lead the world 
in the proportion of people with high-speed broadband access to 
the Internet, the simple fact is that by the end of 2000 only about 
17 percent of Canadians expect to have such access.32

Creating a Pan-Canadian High-Speed Learning Network 
High-speed broadband connections are critical to having a minimally
satisfactory learning experience with online learning. If Canada is to build
the lifelong learning culture so critical to competitiveness in the global
knowledge-based economy, then all Canadian learning institutions 
and learners must have access to a high-speed infrastructure. The highest
priority must be attached by governments and the private sector to
this goal. 

How high-speed should this broadband infrastructure be? Given the
rapid pace of technological change, it would be imprudent to come up
with a hard figure. We will thus not define high-speed in quantitative
terms that will quickly become obsolete, but instead argue that Canadians
deserve the kind of high-speed connections that the “state-of-the-art” 
can deliver.

As an advisory committee, we applaud the announcement in October
2000 by the federal industry minister that a National Broadband Task
Force will be established to advise the Government of Canada on 
how best to make high-speed broadband Internet services available to
businesses and residents by 2004. We expect that such services will be
available by then — at least to most businesses and public access sites.
We believe that these same high-speed connections must be available
to all on-campus learners much earlier — by 2002.

Further, CANARIE’s high-speed Internet backbone, CA*net 3, already
has points of access in every Canadian province and many urban areas,
though only 57 universities and no colleges are linked to it. We believe
that CA*net 3 provides the foundation for linking every publicly funded
post-secondary institution in the country to a fully integrated high-speed
learning network by the end of 2001. This network should be continually
upgraded thereafter. 
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As a not-for-profit corporation with a mission to accelerate Canada’s
advanced Internet development and use, CANARIE’s activity should
complement that of provincially funded research networks and firms 
providing telecommunications services in bringing high-speed connec-
tions to post-secondary campuses. CANARIE, provincial and territorial
governments, provincial research networks, and firms providing
telecommunications services should collaborate closely on shared 
solutions that connect CA*net 3 to every university and college 
campus in the country by 2001.

Providing network connections should ideally involve close collabora-
tion in a locality among post-secondary institutions, private businesses
and other public sector institutions under the responsibility of federal,
provincial/territorial and municipal governments. For example, a col-
lege or university could form a partnership with a municipal govern-
ment, local health facilities, school boards, some local firms and the
district offices of provincial/territorial and federal departments to
share the cost of bringing in high-speed links. Together, the partners
could approach providers of telecommunications services or private
network services for engineering studies and bids for providing the
necessary high-speed links. The more partners involved, the less 
the costs for each one.

In our view, provincial/territorial, federal and municipal governments
should encourage their departments, agencies and private sector partners 
to enter into such collaborative arrangements with universities and colleges
to share the cost of high-speed links. In this way, both institutions and
learners will soon be able to have broadband connections at a lower cost.

The RISQ network in Quebec provides one model for such collaboration
in the development of a provincial high-speed infrastructure to connect 
all institutions. The RISQ corporation is fully owned by the institutions, 
as is the fibre-optics network that was developed in partnership with 
telephone companies. 

Increasingly, such local consortia of public and private sector partners
are approaching private contractors to build fibre-optic networks all
across Canada. The availability of low-cost fibre-optic cable is driving
this revolution. CANARIE President and Chief Executive Officer
Andrew Bjerring and Bill St. Arnaud, Senior Director of Advanced
Networks, have compiled a brief list of some of these initiatives. 
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• More than 26 Quebec school boards representing more than 1000
schools are planning to deploy or have already deployed dark-fibre
networks interconnecting their schools.

• Edmonton-based EPCOR (formerly Edmonton’s electrical utility) is
leasing its dark-fibre cable plant to the Northern Alberta Institute of
Technology (NAIT) to link four campuses in Edmonton.

• The Ottawa-Carleton Research Institute network (OCRInet) has
issued a research funding initiative for the building of an Ottawa-
area dark-fibre condominium to connect businesses, schools, 
universities and community colleges.33

Many of these initiatives result from provincial and territorial programs
that have been supportive of high-speed connections to post-secondary
institutions, other public sector institutions and private businesses in
localities across the country. Quebec’s support for RISQ and Ontario’s
backing of ONet and its Telecommunications Access Partnership
Program represent important initiatives. Also noteworthy is British
Columbia’s commitment of $123 million over six years to its Provincial
Learning Network, which will serve 1700 schools, 22 post-secondary
institutions and 20 community skills centres.34 The Alberta government
awarded a contract in 2000 to a consortium of companies to build a
condominium fibre network throughout the province. This will open up
telecom competition to over 420 communities in Alberta and provide
for very low cost 10 and 100 Mbps Internet service to all schools, 
hospitals and other public sector institutions.35

The federal government’s Connecting Canadians initiative, which 
is carried forward in partnership with provinces, territories and the
private sector, also provides a foundation on which to build. One of
its components, SchoolNet, has already made Canada a world leader
in educational connectedness, while the Community Access Program
will meets its target of 10 000 public access sites across the country in
a matter of months. Governments and the private sector should sustain
and build on these programs to extend a high-speed infrastructure to all
learners through public access sites by 2003. This infrastructure should
be maintained at a “state-of-the-art” level into the future.
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Recommendation
5.1 To ensure access across the country to high-quality learning

opportunities and lay the basis for Canada’s international 
competitiveness in a knowledge-based society, provincial/
territorial and federal governments should work together 
and with the private sector to establish — building on the
CANARIE and SchoolNet foundations — a fully integrated, 
high-bandwidth learning network that will: 

a. link all publicly funded post-secondary institutions 
by 2001;

b. provide anywhere, anytime high-bandwidth access to 
on-campus learners by 2002;

c. ensure high-bandwidth connections are available to all 
K-12 classrooms, libraries and public access sites through-
out Canada by 2003; and

d. be maintained at a “state-of-the-art” level into the future. 

The Wired Campus
If institutions intend to offer significant online learning opportunities,
they should set as a goal for themselves the construction of a robust
network infrastructure with high-speed connectivity. 

This infrastructure should be progressively enhanced and extended 
to meet both learners’ educational needs and the needs of researchers
for access to a high-speed connection. It should provide learners and
faculty members with consistent, reliable high-speed network access
both on and off campus. It should be available in all learning areas 
on campus and allow convenient and affordable access to computing.
It should use open information technology standards so that it will 
be compatible with other systems and network infrastructures, as well
as users’ varied platforms. Its operation should be governed by well-
supported and open information technology and information man-
agement system standards. It should employ standard software appro-
priate to users’ requirements. Technical support should be available.
Finally, it will be important to renew this infrastructure both in whole
and in part as technology changes. 
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Recommendation 
5.2 To make online learning accessible to learners, post-secondary

institutions should establish as a goal the construction of a robust
network infrastructure with high-speed connectivity that is:

a. progressively enhanced to meet the educational needs 
of learners and the access needs of researchers;

b. consistently and reliably accessible from within the 
institution and from off campus via the Internet;

c. ubiquitous, offering convenient and affordable access 
to computing;

d. based on open information technology standards and 
standard software appropriate to the user base;

e. characterized by effective support for users; and
f. continually renewed as technology advances.

We recognize that some institutions are closer to achieving this goal
than others. The intent of our recommendation is to provide a rough
benchmark against which institutions can measure their progress. 

Ensuring Affordability 
Though online learning has enormous potential to improve the 
accessibility of post-secondary education opportunities, the cost can
be considerable. Its overall impact must not be to raise the cost of
higher learning for learners. 

The affordability of those learning opportunities will be a key factor 
in our competitiveness as local, regional and national communities in the
21st century, since affordability will determine in part our capacity to
build a culture for lifelong learning and ensure post-secondary learning
opportunities are available to all Canadians throughout their lives. 

While participation rates in post-secondary education are on the 
rise for all socio-economic groups in Canada, the disparities between
different socio-economic groups is growing. In 1986, for example,
there was no difference in university enrolments between those with
low and middle socio-economic status. By 1994, a gap of 7 percent
had grown between these two groups.36 As well, according to the 
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1999 joint CMEC–Statistics Canada report on educational indicators,
“Approximately 27 percent of people between the ages of 25 and 
54 pursued some form of job-related adult education and training in
1997, down slightly from 29 percent in 1991.”37 This statistic bodes
ill for Canada’s future competitiveness because it was during this 
period that the impact of the knowledge-based economy became
apparent, and a rise in participation rates might have been expected 
as people tried to upgrade their knowledge and skills.

Affordability is clearly not the only factor in declining participation 
in adult education and training and in the lower participation rates in
post-secondary education by people with lower socio-economic status.
But at a time when many families need two incomes to sustain them-
selves, affordability should not be discounted. Indeed, between 1987
and 1997, tuition fees for post-secondary education rose 95 percent
while average family incomes only increased by 0.4 percent.38 In the
21st century, no one should have to choose between having to sustain
themselves and getting a post-secondary education or pursuing life-
long learning opportunities. Such forced choices injure not just the
individuals involved but our society and economy as a whole.

Helping Lifelong Learners Help Themselves
Just as people receive a tax incentive under the Registered Education
Savings Plan and a Canadian Education Savings Grant to support
their children’s post-secondary education, adult Canadians in the
labour force should receive a tax incentive to save for their future
learning needs through a registered learning savings plan. Similarly, it
should be possible for people to use their savings under the Registered
Education Savings Plan to finance lifelong learning. Such an incentive
would benefit not just individuals but the economy as a whole because
the new knowledge and skills acquired through lifelong learning would
enhance Canada’s competitiveness at the local, regional and national
levels. This kind of incentive to learning would in the long run also
reduce unemployment with all its social costs and associated drain 
on the public purse.
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Recommendation
5.3 The Government of Canada should develop and implement 

a Registered Learning Savings Plan that would provide work-
ing Canadians with a tax incentive to save money to meet
future learning needs.

For more than 30 years, the federal government has operated the
Canada Student Loan Program to provide full-time students with
loans. Its long survival is testimony to Canadians’ belief that our
entire economy and society benefit if young people can pursue their
education ambitions.

In a knowledge-based society where the skill and educational 
requirements are constantly changing, the same argument applies just
as forcefully to part-time learners wishing to upgrade their skills or
knowledge to keep their present job or find a new one. This reality
was recognized when the government established the Part-time
Canada Student Loan Program. However, the program is restricted 
to students in considerable need and does not really meet the needs 
of the majority of lifelong learners who may have adequate incomes
but may still need a loan to cover the increased requirements for
learning opportunities in a knowledge-based society. 

Recommendation
5.4 The Government of Canada should replace the Part-time 

Canada Student Loan Program with a broader and more flexible
Canada Learner Loan Program to provide lifelong learners with
loans to meet their learning needs in a knowledge-based society. 

Defraying Learners’ Information Technology Expenses
Learners, even when they are taking courses in a traditional classroom
at the elementary or secondary level — let alone at a post-secondary
institution — must increasingly have access to a computer with the
appropriate software to write essays and other assignments. With 
the arrival of e-learning, these information technology requirements
will become more onerous and will often include high-speed Internet
access as well as possibly laptops and other appropriate learnware 
technologies and tools. For the growing numbers of adult learners
with family and job commitments, this electronic gear and software
may well constitute their main window of access to learning.
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The promise of improved accessibility from online learning should
not be frustrated by the growing information technology expenses
faced by either young or adult learners. Government should take steps
to defray the cost of these learning tools because they are increasingly
an integral part of learning at all levels, especially at the post-secondary
level. Government action is particularly imperative in the case of
learners in financial need — whether these be young learners or adult
students with family and job commitments.

Recommendation
5.5 Within the needs assessment process for the Canada Student 

Loan Program, the proposed Canada Learner Loan Program 
and provincial/territorial student loan programs, Canadian 
governments should recognize the legitimate cost of computing
hardware, software, Internet services, laptops and other 
appropriate learnware technologies and tools.

Assisting Employees
The flat or declining participation rates of adults in post-secondary
education are in part a reflection of the fact that many small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) lack the resources in a competitive
environment to make online opportunities available to their employees.
These enterprises are among the most important generators of jobs in
the economy. Using e-learning to upgrade their employees’ skills and
knowledge can mean greater productivity and improved competitive-
ness, not to mention benefiting the employees themselves. The process
of creating a more skilled and flexible work force through e-learning
will also have the effect of increasing the domestic market for learnware
and the online offerings of post-secondary institutions. For all these
reasons, governments should provide incentives to private sector 
corporations that encourage e-learning for their employees.

Recommendation
5.6 To enhance productivity in Canada and develop a stronger

learnware industry, governments should provide incentives 
to private sector corporations that encourage e-learning for 
their employees.
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Supporting Learners
Achieving access to meaningful online learning experiences involves
considerably more than providing a high-speed connection and ensuring
the affordability of needed equipment and software. Measures should
be taken to make sure that students are aware of e-learning opportunities
and that these respond to students’ expectations. For the learning
experience to be meaningful, it will also be necessary to ensure it is
not frustrated by technical obstacles, undernourished by a lack of
guidance or learning resources, or out of step with learners’ individual
learning styles. It will be particularly important to ensure that the
needs of learners with disabilities are met.

Most of the responsibility for supporting learners in these ways should
fall on post-secondary institutions. Appendix C contains considerably
more detail on what those supports should be. 

Recommendation
5.7 Post-secondary institutions should provide a full range of tech-

nical and other supports to learners to ensure that they can
take full advantage of online learning opportunities.

It would also be highly desirable for institutions to provide a full suite
of educational services and alternate learning resources for learners
with disabilities. Achieving such an objective may not be easy because,
even now, not all hardware, software, systems, learning tools and
online courses and programs are designed so that they meet the varied
needs of people with disabilities. As a consequence, it can sometimes
be a costly and time-consuming process to adapt this technology 
so that it does meet these needs. It is therefore crucial that all online
learning materials and information technology used in learning be
designed so that they can be used by people with disabilities.

Recommendation
5.8 Post-secondary institutions, the private sector and governments

should ensure that all hardware, software, systems, online
courses and learning tools used in online learning are designed
so that they meet the varied needs of persons with disabilities.
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It will be very important, for example, to ensure that Web pages and
online course materials are designed in a way that is consistent with
the provisions of the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) Guidelines 
of the World Wide Web Consortium. Among the many sponsors of 
the WAI is the Government of Canada.

Achieving Portability 
The vast majority of learners, young and old, when they take a course
or program at a post-secondary institution, are not just seeking skills
or knowledge but recognition in the form of a credit, degree or certificate
that they have in fact learned those skills and acquired that knowledge.
For many, access to a course is meaningless unless they also receive 
a worthwhile credit for taking that course. Unfortunately, present 
systems of accreditation emerged in a paper-based world and are not
very well adapted to the e-learning environment.

As professors and administrators from TeleEducation New Brunswick
and the Telelearning Policy Initiative of Simon Fraser University have
pointed out, “Many traditional universities have residency requirements
for degree completion. Does e-learning make these obsolete?”39

Dr. Mark Lowes, a communications professor at the University of
Ottawa, puts forward another example of how present approaches 
to accreditation can frustrate the online learner: “A student is enrolled
in one post-secondary institution and enrols in an online course 
produced and delivered by another institution and successfully completes
the requirements for the award of course credit. Can this student be
awarded course credit at their ‘home’ institution? If the answer to this
question is ‘no,’ then the speed at which new online approaches for post-
secondary education are adopted is likely to be hampered, and pedagogi-
cal innovations are going to be driven instead by the private sector.”40 At
the same time, there is growing concern among learners and educators
about privately owned “digital diploma mills” offering inferior courses
and valueless credits and diplomas to unsuspecting students.

In Canada, provincial/territorial legislation bestows accreditation rights 
on institutions and specifies the roles of its internal bodies such as boards,
senates, etc. Each institution then drafts and ratifies its own by-laws, 
which govern its academic and other practices, including accreditation.
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Professional associations also play a role in providing accreditation for their
members. In addition, most provinces or territories produce transfer credit
guides listing courses offered by domestic and foreign universities and 
colleges. Generally, only courses listed in the transfer credit guides are
accepted as accredited courses. Taken together, these various accreditation
arrangements help to preserve the quality of post-secondary education. 

However, they can pose formidable barriers to the accreditation of
online courses across institutional and provincial/territorial boundaries.
According to Dr. Lowes, “What we have now for accreditation in the
area of online TML (technology-mediated learning) is inadequate to
non-existent. The reality of this state of affairs is that if you don’t step
in and lead the way, then private sector interests will be more than
happy to do so. In fact, until accreditors get involved, some observers
say, private enterprise should fill the information void and rate the
quality of courses on their own.”41

We do not agree that the private sector should fill this void, especially
in a global environment where accreditors could be owned by
providers of learning services and market forces can be unresponsive
to local, regional and national interests. Our provincial and territorial
governments and post-secondary institutions have safeguarded quality
and allowed learners a limited portability for decades. Our institutions
and provincial and territorial governments can and should work
together to develop new credit transfer agreements applicable in each
province and territory and across the entire country to facilitate both
true portability for learners and the removal of barriers to online
learning, while continuing the commitment to quality in accreditation
decisions. Further, conclusion of such agreements is a matter of urgent
priority. Without them, the advance of e-learning within Canadian
public-sector institutions will be gravely handicapped.

Recommendation
5.9 To encourage institutions to arrange credit transfers and make

learning truly portable across the country, negotiations on credit
transfers should be conducted to reach:

a. agreements among the post-secondary institutions within 
each province/territory; and

b. agreements among provincial and territorial governments 
at the pan-Canadian level.
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Because the responsibility for most transfer credit guides rests with
provincial/territorial governments, negotiations within each province
and territory should likely be facilitated by the provincial or territorial
minister responsible for post-secondary institutions. At the pan-Canadian
level, the facilitation role in negotiations could be taken by the 
most important multi-governmental, pan-Canadian organization in
the educational sphere — the CMEC — or by national associations
such as the AUCC and the ACCC. 

Summary
There are many dimensions to improving the accessibility and flexibility
of online learning in Canada. Measures are needed to extend a high-
speed infrastructure as quickly as possible to every institution and
learner in the country. Steps should be taken to ensure that lifelong
learning will be affordable to Canadians and information technology
expenses do not become an obstacle to learning. It will also be crucial
to put in place a range of support measures for learners to ensure that
the e-learning experience is convenient, meaningful, nourishing and
available on an equitable basis. Finally, the goal of flexibility involves
ensuring the portability of learning across the country through agree-
ments that enable institutions increasingly to recognize learners’ 
credits from other Canadian institutions. In the final analysis, this goal
can only be achieved by action at the pan-Canadian level, where we
believe the success of Canadian publicly funded institutions in online
learning will ultimately be decided, as shall be seen in the next chapter. 
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6. Creating Pan-Canadian
Synergies and Critical Mass 

The large investments required to mount high-quality online learning
programs are prohibitive for institutions on their own. Yet real obstacles
exist to sharing these costs through cooperation — such as the competi-
tiveness among institutions created by funding formulae, multiple
educational jurisdictions and the fragmented Canadian marketplace.
High-quality online post-secondary learning will only become available
to Canadian learners if new forms of collaboration emerge to create
synergies and greater critical mass within the Canadian post-secondary
community. 

A number of our recommendations — especially those dealing with
the development of more learning materials, as well as investment 
in learning research and learnware product development — will go 
a significant way toward creating greater critical mass. In this chapter,
we look at how a pan-Canadian online learning service can achieve
economies of scale and new synergies in the provision of one-stop
shopping for learners, instructional design services to faculty members,
and marketing support to institutions.

A Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service: Mandate
Our vision is to develop by 2003, the Pan-Canadian Online Learning
Service that would provide a comprehensive suite of facilities, services
and infrastructure to participating, publicly funded Canadian post-
secondary institutions, their learners and their faculty members. 
In performing these functions, this service could capture economies 
of scale, build critical mass and create important synergies that will
facilitate and encourage these institutions to put a significant portion
of their programs and courses into online form. The service’s activities
would fall into three broad categories.

First, the service would offer learners an opportunity for one-stop
shopping for, and thus easy access to, a variety of information, services
and learning resources. It would give learners access to the online 
programs and courses of participating universities and colleges, as well
as information about those offerings, transfer of credit, course equiva-
lencies and prior learning assessment. The service would also offer
access to services such as electronic application, registration, confirmation
and payment. Through the service, learners would also be able to gain
access to a variety of digital resources, student services and online 
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facilities. Though all learners would benefit from this array of information,
services and sources, the value added for off-campus lifelong learners 
would likely be greatest.

Second, the service would build critical mass by providing participating
institutions and their faculty members with ready access to support 
for instructional design, knowledge about successful pedagogies, learning
technologies, libraries of learning objects and discipline-specific resources.

Third, the service would help institutions by creating critical mass 
and allowing them to take advantage of pan-Canadian synergies in 
the marketing of Canadian online courses and programs.

The service would not itself offer courses, programs, degrees, diplomas
or certificates. It would recognize the need for different solutions in 
different regions of the country and encourage, collaborate with, 
and complement the efforts of provincial/territorial agencies and 
consortia — such as the Quebec university proposed this year by the
Conference of Rectors and Principals of Quebec Universities — that
facilitate and encourage e-learning at the post-secondary level.

The service would also respect institutional autonomy and be sensitive 
to the differences between colleges and universities and the varied 
circumstances of post-secondary institutions across the country. 
The service would be responsive to the needs of both English- and
French-speaking Canadians.

Recommendation
6.1 A Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service should be created to

facilitate, by 2003, the development — by participating, publicly
funded, Canadian post-secondary institutions — of a significant
number of online courses and programs by encouraging: 

a. learners via one-stop shopping with a wide range of informa-
tion, resources and services;

b. participating institutions and their faculty members with 
an opportunity to take advantage of economics of scale by
making available a wide range of services, knowledge and
resources to support the development of online courses 
and programs; and

c. participating institutions with an opportunity to take advan-
tage of pan-Canadian synergies and economies of scale in 
the marketing of their online courses and programs at home
and abroad.
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The service should fully recognize the need for different solutions 
in different regions of the country and the importance of encouraging,
collaborating with and complementing the efforts of other organ-
izations performing similar functions at the provincial and territorial
levels. The service should also fully recognize and respect institutional
autonomy, the varied circumstances of universities and colleges and
inter-institutional consortia and the imperative of responding to the
needs of both French-speaking and English-speaking Canadians. 

Service Area 1: Helping Learners Across the Country
Right now, any learner seeking post-secondary education faces 
a bewildering series of choices as to programs and courses. For the 
traditional high school graduate planning to attend a local post-
secondary institution, the decisions can be quite difficult. For 
the adult learner who wishes to take a course or program online, 
the challenge can be even greater. 

As well, how do online learners discover how to register with an institu-
tion or receive guidance as to what course or program meets their specific
needs for knowledge or skills without travelling to visit the institution 
or running up enormous phone bills? How do they find out whether an
institution will recognize the educational value of their work experience 
or credits from another institution? How do they make sure their
transcript is available? If they’re not on campus, what library and other
resources do they use for research and other assignments? How do they
know whether they are eligible for financial aid?

The Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service proposed here represents
a key means of helping students resolve all of these difficulties. Since
more and more Canadians are taking advantage of this new medium
of learning, it is urgent to provide pan-Canadian learner support. 
By 2003 learners of all ages should be empowered by the provision,
on a one-stop shopping basis, of a broad range of online information,
services and resources.

Links to almost all these services would be provided through the 
service’s portal. The simple course information and advisory services
would be in the public domain, but only learners at participating
institutions would be eligible to use the other services.
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Information on Courses and Credit Recognition
To help learners with their course and program decisions, the 
service would provide them with links to information on participating
institutions’ online courses and programs, as well as to the kinds of
qualifications and credits that would be accepted and offered by those
institutions. All of this information would be available to the public. 

Course information and guidance
The portal would provide links to information on online learning
opportunities in the form of searchable data on courses, programs and
modules suited to particular learning styles. In this area, the service
would work closely with, and build on, the work of programs such as
Canada’s Campus Connection program under the SchoolNet umbrella,
and New Brunswick’s TeleEducation, which already provide extensive
course and program information. The service would also coordinate
with Human Resources Development Canada, which plans to make
TeleEducation’s searchable data base of e-learning opportunities avail-
able through CanLearn Interactive and EduCanada, portals aimed at
the Canadian and foreign markets, respectively. 

In collaboration with participating institutions, this service should 
also include an advisory service available online and by telephone, 
and coordinate it closely with organizations, such as British
Columbia’s Open Learning Agency, that already provide such services. 

Credit recognition
The portal would also offer links to information on the kinds of 
qualifications and credits accepted and offered by different participating
institutions, so that learners would have a clear idea as to their likelihood
of being admitted and the number of additional credits they might
need for a diploma. Such information could help learners make 
decisions on course transfers and identify online learning opportunities
across the country. The information would be made available in an
easily searchable manner and kept current. Athabasca University, for
example, now acts as a credit coordinating body in Alberta. 

Serving Learners
To render easier the administrative and financial side of post-secondary
education — especially when carried out online from a remote loca-
tion — the service would, in cooperation with participating institutions,
assist online learners in the areas of registration, credential assessment
assistance and personal support.
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Access to electronic registration
The service, through its portal, would provide links to participating
institutions’ and provincial/territorial agencies’ electronic registration
and enrolment services. The aim here would be to facilitate the processes
that connect lifelong learners with an institution after they have been
accepted into a course or program. Such facilitation would be particularly
helpful to adult learners with job and family responsibilities that prevent
them from travelling to an institution for registration. Athabasca
University, the Post-Secondary Application Service of British Columbia,
the Ontario Universities’ Application Centre (OUAC) and the Ontario
College Application Service all provide electronic registration services. 

Credential assessment assistance
To speed the assessment of learners’ credentials, the service would
offer or provide links to provincial/territorial services that facilitate
decisions by participating institutions on the recognition of credits for
attaining a series of specified learning outcomes. For example, once
the necessary security and privacy arrangements are in place, the 
service could coordinate with provincial/territorial agencies — such 
as, for example, the OUAC42 — to improve the capacity to transmit
transcripts between institutions or to potential employers upon
request by the learner.

The service could also establish and maintain an inventory of generic
prior learning assessment cases. It could also provide links to prior
learning assessment services such as those offered by the Manitoba
Prior Learning Assessment Centre, British Columbia’s Open Learning
Agency, Human Resources Development Canada and the Canadian
Labour Force Development Board. At present, Human Resources
Development Canada’s CanLearn Information Products Group makes
available a variety of prior learning assessment information resources
and links to prior learning assessment services.

Personal support
For online and lifelong learners remote from the campus environment,
it can often be difficult to find or receive the kinds of fellowship, 
support or services that are readily available to on-campus students. The
service would facilitate and coordinate the provision of such services,
with a view to enhancing the quality of the e-learning experience and
promoting the culture of online learning communities.
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It could provide, for example, one-stop shopping for online links to
supplies, information sources, useful software, etc. It could offer access
to networks of other learners and peer support in the context of collabo-
rative learning. The service could offer or coordinate the provision 
of advice to learners involving information exchanges with experts 
and facilitators. Finally, the service could offer links to, and perhaps
eventually provide itself, need assessment tests for loans, financial aid
information and counselling on personal finance.

The provision of these links and services would be carefully coordinated
with the activities of the providers of similar services, such as British
Columbia’s Open Learning Agency, New Brunswick’s TeleCampus 
and Human Resources Development Canada through its CanLearn
Interactive site. The last now provides access to a variety of student
financial planning tools, including loan information and assessment
tools and scholarship search utilities.

Library and Resource Centre
Online learners from participating institutions would find a wide
range of library and learning resources through the service’s portal. The
aim would be to offer easy-to-use links to a universe of knowledge and
to resources relevant to learners’ and faculty members’ needs.

There would be links to participating institutions’ libraries, digital
archives and library networks across the country, and links between
these learning resources. The service would also participate in partnerships
with participating institutions’ libraries to provide learners with greater
access to printed materials in library holdings.

The service would also provide increased access by learners to a range
of digital and interactive applications and learning objects, including
materials available through repositories.

The service would offer links to the digitized collections of heritage
institutions, news media and other private sector institutions. Ultimately,
the service might well support or participate in projects to digitize
materials in great demand by learners.
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Empowering Learners
To empower learners, the service should provide on a pan-Canadian
basis the full range of information, services and learning resources
described above.

Recommendation
6.2 To empower learners, a Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service

should promote one-stop shopping for:

a. information, including
i. course information and guidance, and
ii. institutional credit recognition policies;

b. services, including
i. access to electronic registration and enrolment services,
ii. credit assessment assistance, and
iii. personal support; and

c. an electronic library and learning resource centre.

Service Area 2: Empowering Faculty and Institutions in
Module, Course and Program Development

As noted in Chapter 4 and Appendix C, there remain many obstacles 
to greater utilization of the new learning tools by faculty members. Early
adopters often do not receive support from either their peers or the
institution. Other faculty members worry that it may be difficult for
them to master these new technologies and modes of instruction. 
In many institutions, technical and instructional design staff are over-
worked because they are simply not numerous enough to provide faculty
members with the support they need to develop high-quality courses.

These difficulties can be eased by providing faculty members and
technical and instruction staff at institutions with access to a wide
range of tools to help in the creation of online courses and programs.
Offering access to these support tools on a pan-Canadian basis could
encourage the development of a critical mass of e-learning resources 
in institutions and regions where online learning, for one reason or
another, has been slow to develop at the post-secondary level.

Given the rapid growth of the global e-learning industry, it is urgent
that these support tools become available to faculty members and
institutional staff, not only so that Canadian institutions can seize this
opportunity, but also so that they can meet the growing competitive
challenge from abroad and continue to contribute strongly to social,
economic and cultural development in their regions. 
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Recommendation
6.3 To empower faculty members in the creation of online courses

and programs, faculty members should be given access on 
a pan-Canadian basis to a wide range of instructional design 
and technical support tools by the end of 2001. 

To this end, we propose creating within the Pan-Canadian Online
Learning Service an instructional design and delivery centre to provide
such support to faculty members and technical support staff at partici-
pating institutions. It should be emphasized that the role of the centre
would not involve the creation of knowledge or content for courses,
but rather would focus on supporting the delivery of that knowledge
or content through the new medium of online learning. The ultimate
objective of the centre would be to generate critical mass for the devel-
opment of online courses and programs in every region of the country. 
Its development would be phased, involving a modest beginning and then
a graduated expansion into new service areas in response to demand.

We envisage that the centre would provide access to a wide range of infor-
mation, resources and services, work directly with people at participating
institutions and foster partnerships with the private sector to develop 
e-learning materials requiring significant economies of scale to be feasible.

The centre would also partner with the private sector to deliver 
much of its other information, resources and services to faculty members
and institutions. 

Providing Access to Information, Resources and Services
The centre would provide access to two kinds of information,
resources and services that would assist participating institutions’ 
faculty members and instruction design and technical support staff 
in the development of online courses and programs. 

First, through the service’s portal and other methods, the centre would
showcase best practices and provide access to templates for online courses
in specific content areas, learning objects for use in courses, a wide
variety of instructional materials and services such as training in e-learning,
as well as copyright clearance services or support for the licensing of
digital works. In implementing this service, the centre would coordinate
closely with other providers of similar services, such as New Brunswick’s
TeleEducation, and Prof&Tic launched in September 2000 by the
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Conference of Rectors and Principals of Quebec Universities to provide
Quebec university professors with a full complement of pedagogical,
technological and documentary resources for integrating information
technology into their courses.

Second, the centre would act as an umbrella, bringing participating
institutions and their faculty members together with local experts and
service providers in the areas of instructional design and technical 
support for online learning, including the private sector. However, 
the centre would retain overall management control and responsibility
for quality control with respect to standards met by the providers of
these services.

In ensuring the provision of this support, the centre might, where
appropriate, provide access to course management systems and centre
servers as a temporary measure to help faculty members get online
courses up and running. 

Working Directly with People at Participating Institutions 
The centre would have its own staff to work directly with people
from participating institutions and their provincial consortia —
both faculty members and the people providing technical and other
support services to them. The centre’s staff would include people
with expertise in learning technology and instructional design, as
well as specialists in the learning and technological issues associated
with particular disciplines. Though much of this staff support would
be provided online, staff would also be expected on occasion to
make “house calls” at particular institutions.

When working directly with faculty and support units at participating
institutions, centre staff would use tools, standards and methodologies
endorsed by those institutions. As a matter of course, centre personnel
would work directly with institutional experts and technical and
instructional design staff to ensure that the specific e-learning needs
and concerns of the institution are met.

Partnering for Large Projects
In the case of such large online projects requiring significant economies
of scale, the centre could enter into partnerships with institutions and
the private sector. Such projects could include the development of new
learning materials, methodologies, tools or delivery mechanisms. 
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Building the Instructional Design and Delivery Centre
The Instructional Design and Delivery Centre will play a key role 
in generating critical mass for the development of online courses and
programs in every region of the country. Its in-house staff would be
distributed across Canada so as to be responsive to particular regional
and provincial/territorial circumstances. As well, many of its services
would be provided in coordination with regional consortia and
provincial/territorial consortia, and through partnering with the private
sector, where appropriate. 

Recommendation
6.4 To generate critical mass for the development of online courses

and programs in every region of the country, a distributed instruc-
tional design and delivery centre, with a structure responsive to
particular regional and provincial/territorial circumstances, should
be established within the Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service
to offer support, in coordination with regional consortia and
provincial/territorial agencies, on the technical and pedagogical
aspects of online course design, development and delivery by:

a. facilitating access by participating institutions’ faculty mem-
bers and technical support and instructional design units 
to information, resources, tools and services, including
i. access to learning objects, templates for online courses 

in specific content areas, best practices, instructional 
materials and services such as copyright clearance, and
support for licensing, and

ii. brokering course development assistance in partnership
with local experts, including the private sector, while
retaining overall management and responsibility for 
quality control;

b. working directly with people at participating institutions
such as
i. faculty members, using tools, standards and methodologies

endorsed by participating institutions, and
ii. institutional experts and instructional design and support

staff to ensure that institution-specific needs and concerns
are met; and

c. fostering partnerships with institutions and software firms to
develop materials and methodologies — such as new learning
materials or teaching and learning methods, or delivery 
mechanisms — requiring significant economies of scale 
to be feasible. 
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Service Area 3: Marketing Support 
Though the service should play a role in the marketing of online 
post-secondary courses within Canada and abroad, it should not lead
or dominate this effort. In addition to institutions, there are many
government departments and agencies at both the provincial/territorial
and federal levels that play important roles now and should continue
to do so. 

The marketing support role of the service should build on its primary
functions with respect to learners, faculty members and participating
institutions. More specifically, it should take advantage of the synergies
and economies of scale available from having a large number of institu-
tional participants to support the marketing of participating institutions’
online courses, programs and modules. To this end, the service should
work closely with participating institutions and provincial/territorial 
and federal agencies involved in supporting the marketing of Canadian
post-secondary online courses to help coordinate an effective strategy 
for branding participating institutions’ learning material in domestic 
and foreign markets.

Recommendation
6.5 The Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service should work 

closely with its participating institutions — and provincial/
territorial and federal organizations involved in supporting 
the marketing of Canadian post-secondary learning mate-
rials — to help coordinate an effective branding strategy
domestically and internationally. 

Building on Learner Services
As called for in Recommendation 6.2, the service will provide a wide
range of course information to learners through its portal. 

For marketing purposes, course information
should be as targeted as possible. Institutions
should be encouraged, both individually and 
collectively, to expand user-friendly inventories 
of accredited online courses. There should also 
be basic minimum standards for course listings
and indicators to help learners identify the 
offerings most appropriate to their needs.
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Recommendation
6.6 Institutions should work collectively and individually to expand

user-friendly inventories of accredited online courses and related
information, employing minimum standards for course and 
information listings and indicators to help learners identify 
offerings most appropriate to their needs. 

New Brunswick’s TeleEducation represents one modality for facilitating
such a development. Also, Canada’s Campus Connection, administered
by Industry Canada, is an equally viable approach that makes Canadian
courseware available to lifelong learners through public access sites. 

If the full range of learner services described above are lodged with 
the service, and many institutions join it, we believe that it will be
well positioned to take advantage of pan-Canadian synergies and
economies of scale in facilitating this level of institutional cooperation.
Through its portal, the service could both carry forward an effective
pan-Canadian branding strategy and provide links to the full range 
of institutional course information. 

Ideally, there would also be a common front end for information at every
institution and the material would be easily and automatically updated.
Basic course information could also be supplemented with details on
learning outcomes, types of assignments and other information to help
learners compare courses and reach decisions.

Building on Instructional Design and Delivery Services
The service could also support the marketing of Canadian online
courses and programs by building on the expertise and relationships 
it would develop as it helped faculty members and institutions with
instructional design and delivery.

For example, quality is one of the major selling points for an online
course or program. Without in any way usurping the responsibility 
of participating institutions to monitor and evaluate the quality of
course content, the service could work with them to develop and
reach agreement on methods for assessing the quality of pedagogies
and technologies used in online learning. Such agreements could take
the form of a standard or code of good practice. It could be supple-
mented by fostering relationships with groups involved in cutting-
edge research and development in e-learning.
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Recommendation
6.7 The Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service should work with 

participating institutions and provincial/territorial authorities 
to develop and agree on methods for assessing the quality of 
pedagogies and technologies used in online learning, with a view 
ultimately to developing a code of good practice for online learning.

There are other kinds of standards that are equally critical to the 
marketing of online courses and programs. Systems, protocols and
facilities supporting online courses and programs employ interoperable
standards — that is, standards that will allow them to work with the
different kinds of hardware, operating systems, etc., used by learners
and other institutions. For example, cataloguing systems for learning
objects should be compatible so that users can follow familiar paths 
to find what they need. Similarly, it will be important for the hardware,
software and systems supporting these online courses and programs 
to meet standards for scalability and adaptability — that is, be capable
of serving the larger number of online learners who might be attracted
by an effective marketing campaign.

Recommendation
6.8 A pan-Canadian effort should be made to promote and encourage

the adoption by institutions of:

a. interoperable operating protocols, systems and facilities 
to support online courses and programs; and

b. high standards with respect to the scalability and adap-
tability of the technology supporting online courses 
and programs.

The service, because of its close relations with its participating institutions
on standards-related issues, is a logical site to lodge this activity, especially
if it is operating an instructional design and delivery centre. CANARIE,
in the course of its work on and support for the development of educa-
tional applications, has focussed considerable energy on interoperability
and scalability too. In 1999 the Prime Minister’s Advisory Council 
on Science and Technology recommended that CANARIE undertake the
task of developing interoperability standards for learnware.43
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Service Governance, Participation and Funding
There are no precedents that offer guidance in establishing an entity
such as the Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service described above.
For this reason, we are hesitant to prescribe specific approaches to its
governance, participation and funding, but instead present some
options in all these areas for consideration by the CMEC, Industry
Canada and stakeholders.

Operations and Governance Options 
By and large, the service would seek to coordinate or build on existing
services provided by consortia and other organizations at the provincial
and territorial level. To the degree possible, and where appropriate, the
centre for instructional design and delivery would partner or contract
with the private sector to promote the development of learnware and
facilities. The service would also work in as online a manner as possible
and operate a powerful front-end Web site. 

Despite this approach, there would still be a requirement for staff,
space and a regular operating budget. Staff would be needed to manage
the service, deliver and coordinate guidance and support to learners and
faculty members, provide access to the library and learning resource
centre and administer contracts and links with providers.

Ideally, the service should be run by a body that is sensitive to the full
range of publicly funded institutions involved in e-learning and many
other features of the pan-Canadian learning landscape (see Rec. 6.1).
Given the difficulties associated with creating a new body, it would likely
be best if the service could be housed within an existing organization.

In many ways, an ideal site for the service would be the CMEC, with
its pan-Canadian reach and full participation by the provincial/territorial
education ministers who are responsible for post-secondary education
in Canada. The CMEC has an impressive record for promoting coop-
eration and collaboration among provincial/territorial governments
and institutions of higher learning. 

Another possibility would be CANARIE, a not-for-profit corporation
supported by its members, project partners and the federal government.
Its board members come equally from the public and private sectors.
Through its support for online educational applications and its Learning
Program, CANARIE has an excellent reputation for promoting creative
collaboration in the area of online learning.
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If none of these organizations can take on the service, then it will 
likely be necessary to create a new entity. Whatever governance model
is chosen, we believe the service should be guided in its activities by 
a structure that is at arm’s length from any specific government and
broadly representative of stakeholders. 

Recommendation
6.9 The Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service should be 

governed by a structure that is at arm’s length from specific 
governments and broadly representative of stakeholders.

Participation
Any publicly funded Canadian post-secondary institution — and any
Canadian consortium to which it belongs — should be able to join
the service and benefit from its services, both in terms of support for
its faculty members and its potential and actual learners.

To be eligible for participation, institutions should initially commit
themselves to providing high-quality online learning opportunities.
This commitment could take the form of a statement endorsing service
principles on the quality of e-learning provided through the service, and
the importance of a continuing determination to improving quality.
This commitment would not in any way be intended to limit or 
constrain any institution’s control over the content of its courses.

Recommendation
6.10 Participation in the Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service

should initially be open to all publicly funded Canadian post-
secondary institutions — and any Canadian consortium to 
which they belong — that demonstrate a commitment 
to high-quality online learning.

If the service is to act as a catalyst for online learning, then there is 
a certain logic to having its participation requirements grow more stringent
as its services evolve. Eventually, it is possible that, rather than just
asking prospective participants for a general statement of commitment
to high-quality e-learning, the service could ask them for a specific
commitment to provide a certain portion of their courses or programs
online by a given date. In considering what such quantitative commit-
ments should be, it will be important to recognize that institutions
may have a heavy concentration of courses that do not lend themselves
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to online delivery. For example, nursing, education, science, fine arts
and engineering programs contain a significant number of courses and
practical course components that may best be taught through hands-
on and face-to-face interaction.

Funding
In the short term, participation in the service should be free for publicly
funded Canadian institutions and consortia that meet the participation
criteria. Initially, government should provide seed funding for infra-
structure, learner services and marketing, and the service should charge
fees for value-added services as these are developed.

Recommendation
6.11 In the short term, the Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service

should be financed via:

a. seed funding from governments for infrastructure, learner
services and marketing; and 

b. fees for value-added services as these are developed. 

In the longer run, a number of options are available to ensure that 
the services’s activities are sustainable. For example, the service could ulti-
mately charge participation fees. It could also start charging institutions
for services where demand warrants. Another possible approach would
be to charge service fees to fund the maintenance of its facilities and 
services. The service could also start charging fees to participants and
others for showcasing and providing recognition for their learning appli-
cations and programs. Finally, as e-commerce advances, it might also
prove feasible for the service to charge online to recover service costs. 
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7. Conclusion
The previous six chapters present an action plan to expand significantly
online learning in Canadian post-secondary education. In framing
measures to this end, we have kept in mind that e-learning is not an
end but a means — a way of strengthening post-secondary education
to the benefit of learners in every walk of Canadian life.

Our action plan proposes initiatives intended to encourage innovation
in post-secondary education and place learners at the centre of their
own education. We have recommended a number of measures intended
to enhance the quality of the post-secondary learning experience
through new institutional strategies, support for the creation of more
high-quality online learning materials, and investments in learning
research and learnware product development. We have urged several
initiatives to improve the accessibility of post-secondary learning
opportunities by extending and upgrading network infrastructures,
contributing toward the affordability of post-secondary education,
providing an array of supports for online learners, and setting in motion
a process to ensure the portability of learning across the country. Finally,
to create critical mass and take advantage of coast-to-coast, pan-Canadian
synergies, we have proposed the establishment of the Pan-Canadian
Online Learning Service to assist learners, empower faculty members
in online course and program development, and help institutions 
market the results.

This action plan is a clear response to the 21st-century reality of 
a global society where people’s skills and knowledge largely determine
their success as individuals, and the social and economic health of
their communities and countries. The challenge is, of course, to deal
with the reality that the skill and knowledge requirements of such a
society shift and evolve rapidly. For this reason, one of our overriding
preoccupations in our deliberations has been to foster a lifelong learning
culture in Canada as an essential foundation to building a civil and
prosperous society. We believe that it is possible to use the transformative
power of these new learning tools to make sure all Canadians can take
advantage of lifelong learning opportunities. Though global players
are emerging to meet these needs, they will be responsive only to their
own domestic bases and global market forces. If we want to ensure
that post-secondary education remains responsive to Canadian social
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and economic interests, concerns and priorities at the local, regional
and national levels, then we must build the capabilities of our own
post-secondary institutions and learnware industry to provide 
e-learning opportunities to Canadians and the world.

In our view, changes now under way have so many ramifications that
they have created a need to rethink the whole learning enterprise —
both the respective roles of learners, instructors and institutions and
their relationship to the society and the economy as a whole. If we are
to succeed in a global knowledge-based society we must understand
this new learning reality and our respective positions in it. This 
understanding cannot be achieved without considering the viewpoints
of all stakeholders, as well as the views of ordinary Canadians. It could
be embodied in a charter laying out the principles governing this new
learning reality. In the case of post-secondary education, precedents
for such an exercise exist in the form of UNESCO’s 1998 International
Commission on Higher Education in the 21st Century.

We would, therefore, urge the CMEC to develop a draft charter for
learning in the 21st century that provincial and territorial ministers 
of education could use in consultations with their stakeholders to 
raise awareness of these new learning realities. 

Recommendation
7.1 In light of the new and crucial role of learning as a social and

economic infrastructure for the knowledge-based society, 
and the far-reaching potential impact of new learning tech-
nologies on the learning enterprise, the Council of Ministers of
Education, Canada should develop a draft charter for learning 
in the 21st century that provincial and territorial ministers 
of education could use in consultations with their stakeholders
to raise awareness of the new learning environment. 
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Glossary
Articulation agreement: “Articulation” refers to the process for 
facilitating the movement of a student from one type of educational
institution to another.

Asynchronous training: Refers to training where interaction between
teachers and students takes place intermittently, such as through links
to HTML content, or e-mail, news or discussion groups. 

Authoring systems: Software specially designed to facilitate the creation
of online courses and learning modules. 

Bandwidth: The transmission capacity of an electronic line such 
as a communications network, computer bus or computer channel. 
It is expressed in bits per second, bytes per second or in Hertz (cycles
per second).

BPS: Bits per second.

Broadband: High-speed transmission. The term is commonly used 
to refer to communications lines or services at T1 rates (1.544 Mbps)
and above.

Courseware: Any type of instructional or educational software programs.

Digital subscriber line (DSL): A technology that dramatically increases
the digital capacity of ordinary telephone lines (the local loops) into
the home or office.

Distance learning: Any type of educational situation in which the
instructor and students are separated by time, location or both.

E-learning: What occurs when education and training (typically credit
but also non-credit) are delivered and supported by networks such as
the Internet or intranets. Learners are able to learn any time and any
place. In this report, we use the terms “online learning” and “e-learning”
interchangeably.

Fibre optics: The use of specially manufactured, hair-thin glass fibre
for the transmission of communications in the form of light.
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Instructional design: Systematically translating general principles 
of learning and instruction into plans for instructional materials 
and learning.

Internet service provider (ISP): An organization that provides access
to the Internet.

Interoperability: The ability of two or more hardware devices, or two
or more software routines, to work together.

Learning object: Any entity, digital or non-digital, that can be used,
re-used or referenced during technology-supported learning. Examples
of learning objects include multimedia content, instructional content,
instructional software and software tools that are referenced during
technology-supported learning.

Learning management systems: Software that tracks student progress
in a course and indicates completions. At the least, learning management
systems track individual student progress, record scores of quizzes and
tests within an online learning program, and register course completions. 

Learnware: New media learning tools consisting of computer software
and courseware, including multimedia and interactive programs used
in online learning. 

Meta tag: An HTML tag that identifies the contents of a Web page.
Using a format, meta tags contain such things as a general description
of the page, keywords for search engines and copyright information.

Module: A self-contained hardware or software component that 
interacts with a larger system. 

Optical fibre: A thin glass wire designed for light transmission. 
A single hair-thin fibre is capable of supporting 100 trillion bits per
second. In addition to their huge transmission capacity, optical fibres
offer many advantages over electricity and copper wire. 

Online learning: What occurs when education and training (typically
credit but also non-credit) are delivered and supported by networks
such as the Internet or intranets. Learners are able to learn any time
and any place. In this report, we use the terms “on-line learning” and
“e-learning” interchangeably.
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Portal: A Web site that acts as a “doorway” to the Internet or a portion
of the Internet, matching a person’s needs to available offerings.
click2learn.com is the Web’s pre-eminent e-learning portal (now
renamed e-learning marketplace).

Prior learning assessment: A process involving the identification, 
documentation, assessment and recognition of learning acquired
through formal and informal study as well as work experience.

Scalability: Refers to how much a system can be expanded. The term
by itself implies a positive capability. For example, “The device is
known for its scalability,” means that it can be made to serve a larger
number of users without breaking down or requiring major changes 
in procedure.

Synchronous training: Synchronous training refers to training that
permits teachers and students to interact simultaneously in real time
through methods such as live chats, whiteboards or video conferences. 

Threaded discussion: A running log of remarks and opinions about 
a subject. Threaded discussions are used in chat rooms on the Internet
and on online services.

T h e  A d v i s o r y  C o m m i t t e e  f o r  O n l i n e  L e a r n i n g
101





Appendix A: Canadian Examples 
of Online Learning
A number of Canadian post-secondary institutions have already
undertaken important online learning initiatives, including the following,
among others.

• The University of British Columbia (UBC) operates an online learning
program that provides online course material to Mexico and Latin
America. UBC was the first institution in the world to make use of
WebCT, the best-selling online course-authoring tool, which was
developed on its campus.

• Athabasca University, “Canada’s Open University,” had 435 online
courses up and running in March 1999. A number of these
employed the University’s ViTAL (virtual teaching and learning)
environment. Others offered online communication with a course
tutor. The university’s three graduate programs — MBA, Master 
of Health Studies and Master in Distance Education — are entirely
online. Nearly all of Athabasca University’s 23 000 students are online.

• Téle-université du Québec was established in 1992 to provide distance
learning services for the Université du Québec, and now has more
than 17 000 students. With some 120 online courses, it offers online
diploma programs in corporate finance and information technology, as
well as an online master’s degree in information technology. The insti-
tution also offers online training courses in multimedia, pedagogical
design of technological learning environments, core systems of
knowledge in organizations, and engineering for distributed systems
to 16 African countries in the Francophonie.

• British Columbia’s Open Learning Agency is recognized provincially,
nationally and internationally as a developer and provider of flexible
and accessible learning opportunities. It includes a college, a university,
an educational TV station and many other innovative services.
Through its BC Open University, it served 6500 students in 1999,
offering 20 degree programs in arts and science, business, health 
science and technology — all of which are recognized within British
Columbia’s public post-secondary system and beyond. The agency
also helped 3000 college-level learners in 1999, with widely recog-
nized credit programs in business, general studies, health and human
services, and information technology. Both the university and col-
lege programs involve e-learning as well as cooperative arrangements
with other institutions, professional associations and employers.
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• Collège Boréal is a four-year-old, publicly funded college serving
Francophones scattered across the vast expanse of Northern Ontario.
It relies on distance education technologies such as audio conferencing,
audiographics and video conferencing for the delivery of 32 programs
to six remote campuses. Remote learners complete half of their first-
year courses in this way, while the other half is done face-to-face. 
A telecommunications network links the seven college campuses
through a wide area network that supports computer, video-conference
and telephone systems. In many programs, faculty members and
learners use IBM ThinkPadRM computers.44 The centre for informatics
and communications technology at the college provides technical
support to both students and faculty. 

• Acadia University is a fully wired institution where all students, 
faculty members and staff have access to network resources anytime,
anywhere on campus. The Acadia Advantage program, started in
1996, today provides all students and faculty members with notebook
computers. The mobile computing environment and technology access
that everyone shares have fundamentally changed teaching practices
and the way technological tools are used to accomplish learning
objectives. Students at Acadia participate in virtual work placements,
create music digitally, practise French online, search the Internet 
in class to analyse presentations, write in partnership with students
across North America and perform digital science experiments. They
created the first online university radio station in Canada, elected
their student leaders electronically, wrote a Web-based course evalua-
tion system, and continue, in their capacity to apply technology to
learning, to drive innovation on campus.

• The Technical University of British Columbia (TechBC) is Canada’s
newest public university with initial undergraduate and graduate
programs in information technology, interactive arts, and manage-
ment and technology. To meet the goals of effective pedagogy and
enhanced access and flexibility, courses are offered online to the
greatest extent possible. Currently, more than 50 percent of all delivery
is online and this proportion is expected to grow as new tools
become available. The program is delivered using the component-
based course management system developed at TechBC.
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• The University of New Brunswick Library now operates a digital
library for traditional and online learners. The library provides access
to an increasing number of data bases such as Medline and PsychInfo
and has also purchased a number of full text files to support students
and faculty. Access is also available to more than 4500 full text journal
titles from a variety of suppliers and publishers. Downloads from the
library have been exponentially rising, from some 10 000 articles in
1997 to over 225 000 in 1999. The library’s E-Text Centre publishes
some 15 academic serials and provides a platform to publish a variety
of materials and build a “digital object repository,” including learning
objects. The digital library serves learners and faculty at all New
Brunswick universities and the University of Prince Edward Island. 

• The Virtual Campus of Collège de Bois-de-Boulogne in Montréal aims
to help students achieve their learning objectives by providing them
with a large set of pedagogical resources, mostly works by college
faculty members. The material is intended to complement a text-
book and is usually taken from MSWord documents and converted
to HTML, facilitating their editing by the teacher on the Internet 
to allow immediate updating. Teachers and students stay in contact
with each other via e-mail and a range of online news groups and
discussion forums. 

• The Canadian Virtual University (CVU) is a consortium founded by
Athabasca University, the BC Open University, the University of
Manitoba, Brandon University, the University of Victoria, Laurentian
University and Royal Roads University. Each offers at least one 
program in the consortium’s joint data base and will eventually 
provide additional student support services linked to a common 
catalogue of courses.

• The Consortium of Higher Education Research Universities (COHERE),
led by the universities of Waterloo, Alberta, Guelph and York, seeks
to generate innovation by marrying their research cultures with
shared online courseware.

• Contact North, a non-profit organization with its headquarters in
Sudbury, Ontario, has for 13 years provided student services in more
than 145 community learning centres, many of them in remote
locations. Its telecommunications network supports audio and video
conferencing as well as computer-communications tools. In 1999,
the International Council for Distance Education gave Contact
North its Award of Excellence for Institutional Achievement in
Distance Education.
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• TeleEducation New Brunswick has since 1993 provided courses 
from provincially funded universities, colleges and secondary schools
to 40 communities across New Brunswick. According to Terry
Anderson and Stephen Downes, in Models and Strategies Towards 
a Canadian On-line Education Infrastructure, “This regional network
is unique in that it has explicitly focussed on the creation of a
knowledge-based economy by combining economic development
goals with education and training goals. TeleEducation, through its
Program Development Fund, has supported 37 on-line education
development projects . . . . Unlike similar funds in other provinces,
TeleEducation’s funding has been awarded to both public sector
institutions and private sector firms. The support of TeleEducation
for both development and delivery of on-line programming has been
a key impetus to a local educational software industry and has resulted
in New Brunswick producing the highest per capita offering of on-
line courses in Canada.”45

• The Cultural Management Institute of the University of Waterloo 
is a virtual, online professional development “school” for cultural
managers. Its skill/competency training courses are available 
24 hours a day, seven days a week, in the workplace, in the studio,
at home and on the road, wherever an Internet connection is avail-
able. This recent innovation in delivering professional development
services to the working cultural manager has been developed in
response to a long-established need in the cultural community.
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Appendix B: Global Players
Global players emerging to take advantage of the new online learning
environment include the following.

• Columbia University in New York has formed a wholly owned, 
profit-making enterprise, Columbia Media Enterprises, whose goal 
is to “create and implement a coordinated strategy that maximizes
productive use of intellectual capital of the university in the new
media marketplace.”

• Top American universities such as Harvard, Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, Stanford, Cornell, Pennsylvania State and Berkeley, to
mention only a few, have mounted large-scale efforts and made
major investments to address the structural changes in post-secondary
education and set in motion new initiatives in Internet-based learning
and training.

• The University of Phoenix, the largest accredited private university in
the United States, has made large investments in the latest e-learning
technologies to reach out to adult students around the world —
including Canada — and offers bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral
degrees in many subjects.

• In Germany, the state of Baden-Württemberg has provided funding
of 8.8 million marks (about C$6 million) over five years from 1998
for the establishment of Germany’s first virtual university, run by 
the universities of Freiburg, Karlsruhe, Mannheim and Heidelberg.
The aim of the initiative is to provide individual distance learning
via e-mail, Integrated Services Digital Network (ISDN) or digital
television.

• In Italy, the International Multimedia University (IMU) is currently
being established in Umbria. IMU is a commercial entity that plans
to serve “as a clearing house for the electronic delivery of courses
taught by experts from all over the world to learners all over the
world.” The aim is to complement rather than supplant traditional
universities, with “highly specialised” courses aimed at local or
transnational companies. Major shareholders in IMU are the Region
of Umbria, two public sector corporations, the Italian National
Electricity Corporation, Italian National Broadcasting Corporation
and some small and medium-sized enterprises. The University of
California, Los Angeles, has also given the venture its support and
“will be an important partner in developing, shaping and validating
structure and content of distance education offered through IMU
and for verifying standards of instruction and teaching quality.” 
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Appendix C: An Online Learning
Primer for Post-Secondary
Institutions
If online learning is not just a technology but a new medium for
teaching and learning, then its use by a post-secondary institution
should be viewed, not on an ad hoc basis, but strategically.

Crucial to such an approach is an integrated and multi-stage strategic
planning process. Here we will describe such a process, point to some
of the elements of a strategic plan, suggest some important strategies
with respect to content and infrastructure, and delineate some of the
key considerations related to implementation and evaluation. It goes
without saying that institutions should adapt these suggestions to their
own particular circumstances. 

An Integrated Strategic Planning Process 
The AUCC, in its Statement on Technology Enhanced Learning, 
underscored this year the importance of integrating technology into an
institutional strategic plan as a “framework for action.” The Task Force on
Learning Technologies in its report for the Council of Ontario Universities
called for strategic planning by institutions and stated: “Evidence suggests
that the successful integration of LTs (learning technologies) into the 
learning environment builds on a strong vision of the strategic objectives 
of the institution and on the planning of all aspects of the implementation
of LTs. Moreover, a clear strategic plan will allow universities to respond
much more quickly to opportunities as they arise. It is important to
emphasize that in the university context any planning process is, to a cer-
tain extent, iterative, that the process must balance bottom-up initiatives
and the development of a top-down framework, and that ultimate success
depends on stakeholder involvement, including that of students.”46

Here is a checklist for what, depending on an institution’s circumstances,
such a process could involve: 

• assembly of a change management team;
• articulation of a vision in relation to the overall mission of the institution;
• incorporation of technology into the institution’s strategic plan;
• selection of appropriate strategies and resource requirements;
• modification of organizational and administrative strategies;
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• design of an implementation plan; and
• evaluation of performance and effectiveness. 

Initial Steps 
The first step in developing a strategic plan for online learning should
be assembly of a team to lay the groundwork for a strategic vision of
what the institution hopes to achieve with e-learning. Only then will
it be possible to take the necessary systematic approach to developing
a strategic plan for taking advantage of this new medium for learning.

This team could be led by a senior leader in the institution prepared
to act as a champion for online learning. The team should gather input
from all stakeholders and examine e-learning pilot projects conducted
by the institution itself and others. In some cases, it may be necessary
to augment existing data with one or more new pilot projects. If so, 
it will be important to invest sufficient resources for the projects 
to be meaningful, and carry out an extensive review of the lessons to 
be learned.

The second step in preparing an institution for a commitment to
online learning is to lay out a strategic vision for e-learning. The move
to online learning can involve a substantial change in the relationship
between an institution, its faculty members and its learners, especially
when e-learning involves distance education as opposed to on-campus.
But even when online learning is used as an enriching complement 
to traditional classroom instruction, the required infrastructure investment
can be considerable and subtle transformations can occur. For these
reasons, the strategic vision for online learning should be articulated
in relation to the overall mission of the institution.

The third step should be to develop an overall strategic plan incorpo-
rating learning technologies and focussed on teaching and learning.
According to Tony Bates, in Managing Technological Change: Strategies
for College and University Leaders, such a vision can help mobilize 
senior management behind technological change. It is also a simple
recognition that the technology can change the whole nature of the
context for teaching and learning.47 
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What are some of the basic elements of such a plan? It could include a
vision of teaching and learning that is learner-centred and augmented
by technology. It could take into account the institution’s culture and
strengths, as well as where it hopes to be positioned in the future. It
could build technology into a business plan tailored to the institution’s
emphases and priorities. It could clearly define the respective roles 
of technology and face-to-face teaching and how these should 
complement each other.

Finally, the plan could focus on how to maximize the flexibility, 
reliability and usability of the technology over the short, medium and
long time frames. To this end, it will also be necessary to have a plan
for ensuring the hardware, software, courseware and systems used are
interoperable, scalable, reusable and sustainable.

Strategies to Enhance Quality 
A number of strategies should be used to ensure that online learning
enhances the quality of the post-secondary learning experience. The
first is to take a very systematic approach to the development of online
modules, courses and programs. The second is to take measures that
will encourage faculty members to become involved in e-learning.

Creating Online Modules, Courses and Programs 
Though online learning in its initial phases within an institution
depends very much on the work of individual instructors acting 
alone or with a few others, a serious commitment to online learning
requires a systematic approach to course and program development
(see Rec. 4.1). Otherwise, it will be difficult to mobilize the energies 
of the institution behind e-learning. 

Institutions should set standards with respect to the quality of online
courses and programs. Such standards could address the uniqueness 
or value of the content of the learning materials. Standards could also
apply to the instructional design of courses — the clarity of their
learning objectives, and their likelihood of resulting in desired learning
outcomes. It may also be desirable to have standards relating to the
production values of the course materials, as well as their usability by
students without learning new skills or significant outlays for equipment
or better connectivity.48
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To achieve the desired level of quality, it will be important for the
institution to provide significant support to those engaged in multi-
media design and the development of online curricula. Instructors
involved in the creation or provision of online courses could have
access to centralized services that provide expert support in instruction
design and the technology. Research and development work on 
technology applications for learning and teaching could also require
considerable attention as a means of improving the quality of online
course offerings.

In an environment where institutions will increasingly belong to 
consortia and learners may be taking courses from several colleges and
universities at once, institutions may have to devote considerable
resources to ensuring content can be shared with other institutions
and credits can be transferred between institutions. Such an effort can
require review of accreditation and admissions policies. Colleges and
universities may also have to re-examine their policies for prior learning
assessments to take into account work experience as well as credits
from other institutions in making decisions on admissions. 

In an environment characterized by students using different platforms,
and by a range of consortia and strategic partnerships, it will be important
for institutions to make sure online courses are technology-independent
— that is, capable of being run on a variety of different hardware and
software platforms and downloaded via a wide range of different kinds
of connections.

Online courses should also be designed to scale — that is, keeping in
mind the number of learners, their level of understanding of the course
materials, their technological skills and the equipment to which they
have access. Otherwise, the online course may be neither economically
sustainable nor useful to learners.

Courses and programs should be responsive in a timely way to learners’
career and other needs, and demands in a rapidly changing environment.
To this end, development times should not be extended unduly.

Supporting Faculty Members 
Though roles may change, faculty members remain as crucial to the
quality of the online learning experience as they have been in a traditional
classroom or laboratory setting. Yet there remain many obstacles to
greater use of the new learning tools by faculty members.
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Early adopters often do not receive support from either their peers or
the institution. Not a few faculty members lack a computer or Internet
access. Others worry that it may be difficult for them to master these
new technologies and modes of instruction. Some are concerned that
the time they spend and the contributions they make through these
innovations in teaching remain unrewarded either in the form of
remuneration or decisions on tenure and promotion. Other faculty
members, uncertain as to what implementation of e-learning will
mean for their institution, fear the technology may displace instructors,
degrade the quality of education or demand so much time they will
have little left for research. Many simply don’t have the time to invest
in preparing online courses, and need release time from other duties
to get started and acquire the necessary skills.

To overcome these obstacles, post-secondary institutions should 
systematically support faculty involvement in e-learning (see Rec. 4.2).
There are several forms this support can take. 

Institutions should encourage and support early adopters of online
learning among the faculty. Institutions should also be very clear as 
to what faculty members should expect from a move to e-learning.
Institutions should think seriously, too, about re-allocating their
resources to ensure all faculty members have access to the hardware,
software and communications links needed to perform their role in
providing online learning.

Institutions should provide faculty members with continuing support
on technical and instructional design matters. Possibly, there could 
be a help desk that can be contacted online or by telephone. Another
useful approach could be an institutional Web portal with online
resources and teaching tips. This portal could contain an institutional
repository of learning objects, modules, courses and programs that
could be meta tagged49 for easy access.

It will be important, too, for institutions to provide faculty members
on a systematic basis with ample opportunities to develop their skills
in, and understanding of, e-learning. Peers could play a key role as
mentors in providing these opportunities. Staff development sessions
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could occur on a regular basis and use the same online learning 
technologies and pedagogical approaches as the institution and its
component faculties employ in actual online teaching. Support 
should also be available for faculty members who wish to undertake 
a research project involving the new learning tools.

Institutions should provide faculty members with clear incentives 
and rewards for work on online courses and programs. For example,
institutions could consider innovations in teaching as possible criteria
in decisions on tenure and promotions. Institutions could also put 
in place mechanisms for exchanging best practices among faculty
members and recognizing online teaching innovations.

An important incentive for faculty members would be the re-allocation
of workloads so that they would have the time to devote to developing
or providing an online course or program, as well as carrying out the
research that can be such a factor in tenure and promotion decisions.
However, as noted in Chapter 4, institutions will require additional
resources in order to provide commensurate release time for all faculty
members engaged in e-learning.

Strategies for Improving Access
Institutions committed to online learning should also develop strategies
to ensure that all members of their communities — on-campus learners,
off-campus learners, faculty members, and so on — have access to a
robust network infrastructure and are in a position to take full advantage
of it.

Recommendation 5.2 calls on post-secondary institutions, if they 
contemplate a serious commitment to e-learning, to establish as a goal
the construction of a robust network infrastructure with high-speed
connectivity, if they have not already done so. The discussion in
Chapter 5 surrounding this recommendation proposes key features 
of such an infrastructure that institutions should consider putting 
in place, depending on their circumstances. 

However, achieving access to meaningful online learning experiences
involves considerably more than providing a high-speed connection.
Recommendation 5.7 calls on institutions to provide a full range 
of technical and other supports to learners so that they can take full
advantage of online learning opportunities.

T h e  A d v i s o r y  C o m m i t t e e  f o r  O n l i n e  L e a r n i n g
114



One obvious step is simply to make students aware of online learning
opportunities. Among other steps, institutions can inform learners
online about them and actively market their online courses and programs.
Institutions can also involve student associations in facilitating greater
use of technology by learners.

All learners have expectations about what constitutes a meaningful
learning experience. For the growing numbers of learners familiar with
the online world, these expectations may extend to matters such as
interactivity, ease of use, the quality of the multimedia, and so on.
Institutions launching e-learning courses and programs should make 
a serious effort to understand these expectations and respond to them.

Technical glitches and unfamiliarity with the technology can pose an
unnecessary and sometimes insuperable obstacle to online learning.
Institutions should consider providing technical support — possibly
24 hours a day, seven days a week — to meet learners’ needs.

Institutions should also consider offering a range of Web-based services
to make the e-learning experience as meaningful and nourishing as
possible. Orientation services can be made available to learners online,
as can flexible one-on-one tutoring and guidance and counselling 
services online. Electronic library and other digitized learning resources
could also be provided online to learners — ideally in the same 
quantity and quality as they would be for a traditional course.

Post-secondary institutions should aim to support different learning
styles in their e-learning offerings. On-campus university or college
undergraduates will need online learning modules and services that
enrich and complement instruction provided in a traditional classroom
or laboratory. For many adult and part-time learners with family and
job commitments, the only avenue to learning will be online courses
and programs, and ideally these should be flexible in their delivery,
fully interactive and, to the degree possible, customized in terms of
pacing and content to the personal needs of learners.

Finally, institutions should consider providing a full suite of educational
services and learning resources for learners with disabilities. It would
also be helpful if workstations with assistive devices could be made
available to learners with disabilities.
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Implementation and Organization 
A number of factors contribute to a successful implementation of 
e-learning in institutions. 

Resources should be focussed, for example, on just a few unique or
particularly outstanding online learning initiatives that can be delivered
globally, rather than frittered away on projects with significantly less
chance of success or of making an impact.

Institutions should make e-learning an integral part of budget making
across the institution. Otherwise, online learning may languish at the
periphery of institutional activities. For institutions with a serious
commitment to e-learning, information technology expenditures
should be built into the their base operating budgets. Budget decisions
should reflect the costs over the life-cycle of the technology for training,
user support, maintenance and replacement, as well as a probable
increased demand for technical communications and information
technology support. 

Online learning should not be the responsibility of some isolated
department but should be fully integrated with the other responsibilities
of all faculties and departments across the institution. To this end, 
the implementation plan should reflect the views of multiple users
and allow for new forms of collaboration, and partnership across 
the institution may be needed.

One should also keep in mind that both e-learning requirements and 
the technology will continue to change rapidly. For this reason, it will be
important to re-evaluate the technologies used every three to five years. 

Institutions should consider centralizing support services such as 
specialized multimedia and online learning facilities, as well as bookstores
and administrative services, to mention only a few. Without such 
centralization, it may be difficult to establish the kind of strategic
planning and integrated decision making required for a successful
implementation of e-learning. As well, too decentralized an approach
can lead to a costly duplication of services. Such centralization could
also facilitate the meta tagging of learning objects so that faculty can
share them.
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Finally, in developing an implementation plan, institutions should
consider entering into partnerships, strategic alliances and/or consortia 
to improve their competitiveness and share the considerable up-front
costs of implementing online learning. 

Evaluating Success and Failure
To provide feedback as a basis for improvement in online learning,
post-secondary institutions should develop mechanisms for evaluating
the integration and management of new teaching and learning tech-
nologies.

To this end, they should consider defining anticipated outcomes 
from e-learning initiatives and measurement tools for assessing them.
The real costs of such initiatives certainly deserve examination, as does
their contribution to the institution’s effectiveness in meeting goals
such as providing a quality education, responding to learners and
other stakeholders, undertaking innovation, and making full use of
staff talents and expertise. It will also be important to examine such
initiatives in relation to pedagogical standards (effectiveness of online
learning and teaching), technological standards (effectiveness of online
learning technology) and the processes used for course approval. An
expert group or other unit equipped to evaluate systems can assist by
developing measures of learning effectiveness — retention of content,
rates of course completion and other learning outcomes.

Assessments can also focus on questions of efficiency, such as whether
duplication exists or resources are properly allocated in light of strategic
priorities. In the case of many post-secondary institutions, it may be
important to examine how the online learning initiative affects its
research mission.

In addition to providing input into the institution’s evaluation of 
its own initiatives, such information should be fed to organizations
providing funding for e-learning research and development, as well 
as the Pan-Canadian Online Learning Service. There the information
can provide the basis for the development of best practices, a data base
of experiences with e-learning, and ongoing research and development
work on online learning.
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