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Abstract

This paper describes the introduction and evolution of an e-Learning module
for Information Systems students, from a half-module in 2001 through to its cur-
rent form as a full module within the Information Systems Honours / Fourth
year Programme. The opportunity to use a blended approach to module delivery
has afforded a wealth of pedagogical opportunities for the module facilitator,
and proved to be an exciting learning environment for the learners, while at the
same time taking advantage of the ‘medium is the message’. Whilst few prob-
lems have been experienced with regard to implementing the desired technolo-
gies for the module, it has become evident that the blended or hybrid mode of
module delivery is best suited to a more lengthy delivery time span.

1. Introduction

In accordance with international trends, there is an increased empha-
sis on education and training in commerce and industry in South Af-
rica. It is particularly interesting to note the innovative developments
in the use of technology to facilitate teaching and learning. The e-
Learning module at the Honours Fourth year level in Information Sys-
tems (IS) at Rhodes University (RU) was initiated in 2001 (Informa-
tion Systems Department, 2001} as a response to this trend, and pro-
vides an introduction to and exploration of online learning technolo-
gies that would lead to the impleméntation of a variety of e-Learning
systems and environments. Thé module is designed to equip IS Hon-
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ours graduates with the foundational knowledge, skills and attitudes
necessary to participate in the formulation of e-Learning policies, the
design and implementation of e-Learning systems, the critical analysis
of current e-Leaming technologies, methodologies and practise, and to
enable the learners to conduct further research within this highly topi-
cal and rapidly evolving field.

This elective module has evolved from a half-module in 2001
through to its current form as a full module within the IS Honours /
Fourth year Programme (Information Systems Department, 2004).
The content of the module has grown from an initial view of Online
Educational Systems through to encompassing a wider spectrum of e-
Learning Tools and Technologies (Mallinson, 2004). A feature of the
module has been the blended or hybrid model that was adopted from
the outset, compnising face-to-face meetings, synchronous and asyn-
chronous online conferencing, learner self-study and group project
work. However, many of the decisions made concerning the structure
-and timing of the module have been dictated by constraints within the
“scheduling and context of a regular on-campus environment.

- While few problems have been experienced with regard to imple-
“menting the desired technologies for the module due to the high level
of technical expertise within the Department together with a well sup-
“ported software and hardware environment within the Hamilton Build-
“ing in which the Department is housed, it has become evident that this
-mode of module delivery is best suited to a more lengthy delivery
‘time. That is, the very nature of asynchronous online communication
-and a constructivist learning environment dictates that the learning ex-
_perience should ideally be spread over a longer period than is currently
scheduled for a full module offering in the IS Dept Honours pro-
gramme. The opportunity of the use of a hybrid approach to module
‘delivery has afforded a wealth of pedagogical opportunities for the
‘module facilitator, and proved to be an exciting learning environment
“for the learners, while at the same time taking advantage of the me-
~dium being the message.
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Section 2 describes the current University and Departmental envi-
ronment, Section 3 describes the motivation for mounting an e-
Learning module within the IS Department, and Section 4 describes
the research design. Section 5 describes the evolution of the module
cuwrriculum, Section 6 presents an analysis of leamer evaluations and
facilitator reflections, and Section 7 concludes the paper.

2. Environment

The University is of a traditional, residential nature and hosts a
modem Information and Communication Technology (ICT) infra-
structure that is managed through a variety of ICT-based committees.
Despite this, the current use of any form of e-Learning on campus is
limited, and few, if any, mechanisms exist to promote or support its
implementation within the wider academic community. It should be
noted that while distance education may have exposed the academic
staff to technologies and ideas that could more easily have been ported
to an e-Learning environment, RU has firmly maintained its view of
an on-campus, highly collegial, traditional environment.

The IS Department is officially situated within the Commerce Fac-
ulty of RU, Grahamstown, although academic staff members also sit
on the University’s Board of the Faculty of Science, due to common
interests with the Department of Computer Science (CS) within cer-
tain degree programmes, such as the BSc(IS) (Rhodes University,
2004). Reflecting this synergy, the IS Department is housed together
with the CS Department within the recently completed Hamilton
Building. Thus building, fully occupied in 2002, is a world-class ICT
facility providing cutting-edge technical infrastructure to both the staff
and learners of the two departments, with a rich wired and wireless
networked environment. Consequently, the staffs of the two depart-
ments operate in an extremely well-supported, highly technical and
enabling environment for the exploration of e-Learning technologies.
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3. Motivation for an e-Learning Module

Teles (1999:3) maintains that technologies have always played an
important role in the configuration of the learning environment, from
the advent of writing systems and materials, followed by the introduc-
tion of formal schools and continuing through to the current potential
in the use of current computer-based technological systems.

Harasim, Hiltz, Teles and Turoff (1998:271) believe that one of the
basic requirements for education this century is to prepare learners for
participation in a knowledge-based economy in which knowledge will
be the most critical resource for social and economic development.
They believe that current education models, structures and approaches
will prove to be inadequate. What learners now require is an expanded
domain encompassing the broader society, other educational institu-
tions, and in short, access to a wider range of expertise and environ-
ments than that provided within a local educational institution.

~ According to Harasim (Chapter 4 in Mason & Kaye 1989), the key
-attributes characterising this expanded domain are that it is a largely
“asynchronous, place independent, many-to-many interactive commu-
“nication medium. Figure 1 illustrates this view, with the intersections
~of distance, online and face-to-face clearly demarcated.

Timaplacs
indepandant Marw to mary
Oh-LINE
EDUCATION
Wadi ated interactive

Madaled Interadive

. ey to mery
Tinephos {Ora to many,
independant DISTANCE ’
EDUCATON EDUCATON | *™™ ™
O fo merwy Tirs alplace
{ora 10 one) dependent

Figure 1 On-line Education as a New Domain (Harasim, 1989: §1)
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This view of intersecting relationships within the expanded domain
is contrary to the interpretations with respect to distance and on-
campus learning provided by the National Working Group on Higher
Education (NWGHE) (2001:9-10), in South Africa which prefers to
designate higher education institutions in South Africa to be purely
distance or purely on-campus, with approval for exceptions to this be-
ing considered on application at a programme rather than institutional
level. However, although RU has largely abided by the somewhat lim-
ited interpretation of the NWGHE, a few individual departments have
made some headway in terms of using online education as an adjunct
to face-to-face teaching. In terms of being able to initiate, maintain
and support independent projects for this purpose, the IS Department
has been in a favourable position to adopt an autonomous approach.

Substantiating the shift towards a new educational paradigm that sat-
isfies the learners’ needs for new and different information resources,
skills, roles and relationships, Harasim et a/. (1998:27-30) elaborate on
what they see to be the characteristics of network learning i.e. ex-
panded educational access, collaborative learning and group work, ac-
tive learning, learner-centeredness and fluid roles, and online learning
communities. This view is supported by Kearsley (2000:4-10), who
describes the themes that shape online learning as: collaboration, con-
nectivity, student-centeredness, unboundedness, community, explora-
tion, shared knowledge, multi-sensory experience and authenticity.
These online learning themes are integrated with the characteristics
identified by Harasim er al. (1998:27-30) and are contrasted to tradi-
tional classrooms in Table 1.
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Theme | Characteristic

Online

Traditional

Collaboration

Promoted by easy online
interaction, teamwork and
networking are valued

Classroom is a self-
contained unit, basis of indi-
vidualism and competition.

Connectivity and un-
boundedness

{ Expanded education
access

Fast and unobtrusive con-
tact through email and con-
ferencing — interaction with
peers and experts

Not place and time depend-
ent.

Larger explicit and implicit
barrers between peers and
experts. Bounded geo-
graphically into “one size fits
al” programme.

Student-centeredness

Students largely delermine
direction through participa-
tion. instructors  define
goals, then largely facilitate
or manage.

More structure provided by
instructor, less responsibility
for leamers.

Community

Virtual communities possible

Community  defined
physical location

by

Exploration

Informal: games

Formal:  problem based
learning

Facilitated by access lo re-
sources and expertise

Harder to facilitate in the
closed environment

:iShared knowledge

Via the web - huge resource

Via books, journals -
smaller resource; limited by
what is at hand locally.

| Multi-sensory experience

Interactive media-rich offer-
ings

More stafic media available

Authenticity

Leamning aclivities can be
realistic

Accusation of lack of realism

Table 1: Online leaming; Characteristics and Themes.

- Simpson (2003) contends that e-Learning that is heavily text based
results in poor knowledge retention. She advocates the use of a com-
bmanon of textual components with pictures, audio and video and in-
teractmty in order to move leamners up the Online Learning Contin-
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uum as depicted by Van Dam (2003, in Simpson 2003) in Figure 2.
Simpson (2003) further states that blending self-paced learning with
web-based, instructor-led events promotes interactivity and therefore
knowledge retention.

Online Learning Continuum®

Figure 2: The Online Leaming Continuum, Van Dam (2003, in Simpson 2003).

The case for introducing an online component as a teaching and
leaming mode within the IS Department, despite the University’s
purely on-campus status, is made both in terms of pedagogical sound-
ness and technological expertise and relevance within the discipline.
Given that the current status of the overall environment is unlikely to
change, the question is how to select and design a hybrid or blend of
electronic and traditional methods for module implementation. The
feeling of isolation reported by Czerniewicz (2001:17-18), together
with a lack of sense of audience, and the challenges of creating an
online persona will not play a role in such a blended environment.
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Mantyla (2001:3) states that engaging in blended learning means
taking two or more presentation and distribution methods, and combin-
ing them to enhance both the content and the leamming experience.
This involves using different types of technologies and software appli-
cations, and the resulting blend is a carefully selected and designed
mix of electronic and traditional methods. Brodsky (2003) describes
proactive blended leaming as a well-thought out combination of e-
Leaming and other training methods, and points out that while the no-
tion of blended leaming is not new, its value in the current climate is
significant. This view is endorsed by Gery (in Brodsky 2003), who
emphasizes that the future trend is to use the concept of blended learn-
ing more effectively. Finally, Flanagan (in Brodsky 2003) cautions
that reactive blending may be used as a crutch for a poorly designed e-
Leaming solution, without due regard for consideration of the
strengths and weaknesses of technology-mediated learning.

The discipline of Information Systems is described in the IS De-
partment Handbook (2004: 2) as ‘the effective analysis, design, con-
struction, delivery, management and use of information and informa-
tion technology in organisations and society’. Within this framework,
}e Learmng can be viewed simply as a particular application area for an
‘partment in the same way that e-Business or e-Commerce have re-
cently been included in many IS curricula. Indeed, the underlying
technologies for e-Learning and e-Commerce are not dissimilar.

4 Research Design

- Throughout the period of this study, the curriculum development of
fthc ¢-Leaming module within the IS Department was guided by the re-
search literature available in the evolving field of e-Learing tools,
technologies and methodologies, and their relevance and application to
‘the teaching and learning environment. In addition to this, each of the
subsequent iterations was informed by learner evaluations, facilitator
“reflection and interviews with the participant observer, all pertaining to
“the previous iteration.
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Baskerville (1999:10) categorised the characteristics of IS Action
Research by the process model, the structure, the typical involvement
and the primary goals. In this study, a reflective process model was
used which was iterative in nature. The structure of the research was
fluid, in that activities were defined loosely and in collaboration with
the learner group, as well as the same participant observer who was
constant throughout the four years of study. Although the author as re-
searcher was involved in determining the interventions, a facilitative
rather than expert involvement was aimed for as defined by Basker-
ville and Wood-Harper (1998: 94-95). The primary goal was the con-
tinuous improvement of the e-Learning module curriculum, as well as
the goal of individual learning for all participants including the learn-
ers, the observers and the facilitator. The outcome of the research
cannot necessarily be generalized.

5. The e-Learning Module Curriculum
5.1 Assumptions of Prior Knowledge

The curriculum should be viewed in the context of the assumptions
concermning the learners’ prior knowledge. The IS students have all
had a thorough undergraduate grounding in Information Technology
(IT) Project Management, Corporate Communications, and the Sys-
tems Development Life Cycle incorporating Planning, Analysis, De-
sign, Implementation, and Support. A systems development project
undertaken within their practical groups has afforded the learners some
real project development experience. The timing of the e-Learning
module at honours level is also such that the post-graduate learners
have already been exposed to specialist honours modules in Require-
ments Elicitation (RE), Human Computer Interaction (HCI), and more
recently, Knowledge Management (KM) (Information Systems De-
partment, 2004). From the 2003 iteration of the module, basic HTML
(Hyper Text Markup Language) or knowledge of another web devel-
opment tool such as Microsoft’s FrontPage was also assumed, as these
had been introduced in an undergraduate e-Business module. In short,
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these students are ideally prepared to enter, and make a significant
contribution to the area of e-Learning.

5.2 The Evolving Curriculum

Due to the blended nature of the module delivery mode, a highly de-
tailed schedule is drawn up well ahead of time for each year of imple-
mentation. A sample schedule from 2003 (Mallinson, 2003) provides
an illustration of the planning involved and is illustrated in Appendix
A. This schedule depicts the mode of each learning intervention, the
topic, the presenter or facilitator, a description of each activity (indi-
vidual or group), the assigned follow up task, and finally the suggested
reading or practical work as appropriate. A pack of selected readings
is given to the learners at the start of the module. Participants include
post-graduate students of the IS and CS departments of RU and the
University of Fort Hare (UFH), and guests drawn from the wider aca-
demic staff at Rhodes.

- 5.2.1 First Iteration, 2001

- The module was initiated as a short (half module) offering within the
“Honours course in 2001 (Information Systems Department, 2001), and
“made available to both IS and CS students. At this stage the module
‘was entitled ‘Online Education Systems’ (OLES), and included the
“following topics: Introduction to Online Instructional Technology and
‘Networked Learning, Implementation Platforms, Cost Effectiveness,
‘the Changed Role of the Instructor and Learner, Online Assessment
“and Evaluation, Technical Considerations, the Design of Instructional
-Systems, Multimedia and Interactivity, Challenges to the Adoption of
Online Learning, and Future Trends.

- Software used included WebCT as the base Virtual Learning Envi-
‘ronment (VLE), while other VLEs analysed and evaluated during the
course included Virtual-U and Blackboard. e-Learning portals of the
-time that were investigated included eDegree and Educor, both South
Affrican based online learning providers.
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The initial OLES module had six face-to-face contact sessions
scheduled, with the remaining interactions taking place asynchro-
nously online. Learner activities included seminars and discussion, re-
search and presentation via individual and group work, a group Learn-
ing Management Systems (LMS) report, and individual essay. The
components and features used in WebCT included the email, discus-
sion forums, chat, content and resource management, and course ad-
ministration. Attempted use of the assignment upload feature was un-
successful. The module evaluation was implemented as a Small
Group Interaction Diagnosis (SGID) via a synchronous chat function,
and was conducted by a participant observer (not a student).

5.2.2 Second Iteration, 2002

The second iteration of the module in 2002 saw the inclusion of a
further topic of relevance, namely Learning Objects (Information Sys-
tems Department, 2002). The functionality, components & features of
Integrated Distributed Learning Environments (IDLEs) were discussed
in detail. The module was implemented using PowerTutor, a locally
developed commercial learning management system (LMS), which
was kindly made available to the Department on a trial basis by e-
technik, Port Elizabeth. The learners were also introduced to a Com-
puter Assisted Assessment (CAA) tool, Perception, although they were
not required to undertake formal practical work using the software.
The number of face-to-face contacts remained constant at six, although
the module’s overall duration (elapsed time) was extended by 50% de-
spite retaining its half-module status. This was due to feedback ob-
tained from the learners in the initial iteration where concern was ex-
pressed about the blended nature of the learner interactions taking
longer to implement satisfactorily than traditional module delivery.

5.2.3 Third Iteration, 2003

In 2003, the third iteration of the newly extended (full) and renamed
e-Learning module took place within the relatively constrained time
frame of four weeks (Information Systems Department, 2003). This
was due to scheduling constraints within the overall Honours / Fourth
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year programme. This year also saw the first learner from the UFH CS
Honours class participating in the module. A decision was made to
physically locate this learner together with the IS Honours group in the
Hamilton Building during the period of the module implementation in
order to avoid any feeling of isolation or segregation being developed
by the learner.

The module topics remained largely the same as before with the in-

clusion of new issues concerning a valid theoretical foundation for e-
Learning, Blended e-Learning, Streaming Media via the WWW, and
the Educational applications of Mobile or Wireless computing. All
topics covered in 2003 are depicted within the schedule presented in
Appendix A. The module was implemented using KEWL (Knowledge
Environment for Web-Based Learning), a locally developed open
source VLE, which was piloted at Rhodes by the Educational Tech-
nology Coordinator of the Academic Development Centre (ADC) in
2003.
-~ Participation in an Online Desktop Lecture Series run by Hori-
zonLive.com was included in the module activities. These ‘webinars’
-stream live e-Learning lectures of interest by experts in the field, free
of charge to remote participants using video, audio, slide presentations,
_application sharing and interactive audio and chat facilities.

- The most significant extension within the 2003 curriculum involved
“a new emphasis on the practical component of the module. Learners
were required to undertake group software mini-projects with the aim
of producing an e-Learning web presence on a relevant theme. The
themes chosen were Online Simulations and Intelligent Tutoring Sys-
_tems; a screen shot of the resulting web site for the Intelligent Tutoring
‘Systems group mini-project is illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: The Intelligent Tutoring Systems Mini-Project Web Site.

In order to facilitate the mini-projects, a variety of software was in-
cluded in the 2003 module curriculum, including: Perception (CAA
tool from QuestionMark), Authorware (a media rich authoring tool
from Macromedia), Viewlet Builder (an animated screen capture tool
from Qarbon) and Windows Media for streaming via the web. Basic
HTML or other web development tools such as Microsoft’s FrontPage
were not included in the curriculum, although they were available to
the learners, and knowledge of such a tool was required for mounting
the mini-project.

As the mini-project was a new innovation, the project requirements
specifications as well as the assessment criteria were negotiated with
the learners with due regard to the restricted timeframe of the activity
and the module in general. The project assessment took the place of
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50% of the examination mark, thus reducing the summative assess-
ment considerably.

5.2.4 Fourth Iteration, 2004

The fourth iteration of the e-Learning module took place in August
2004 (Information Systems Department, 2004). New additions to top-
ics include blogs (web logs) within the e-Learning context; e-Learning
standards; open content and its relationship to open source, intellectual
property and copyright; the relationship between Knowledge Man-
agement and Enterprise e-Learning; and to include more explicitly, the
principles of Instructional Design. The full module was again deliv-
ered within a constrained time frame of four weeks.

Feedback from the 2003 learners concerning the practical mini-
project informed the 2004 projects in that the project themes drew
from the theoretical topics already covered in the module, so as to al-
low the learners to build on existing knowledge and concentrate on the
_practical aspect of the project, rather than the content. Selected high
quality projects may be used as learning objects for future iterations of
‘the module.

- With the increased number of UFH learners participating in 2004,
the face-to-face synchronous contact sessions were video-conferenced
‘between the two campuses, rather than brining the learners to Gra-
“hamstown for the duration of the module. The online portion of the
“module was not affected, other than to be enhanced by the presence of
genuine distance learners. The direction of the video-conference
~\"stream varied with the facilitator moving between Grahamstown and
“Alice, a distance of approximately 100 km. The Grahamstown leam-
ers obtained the experience of being at the remote end of the video-
‘conference for the first time, and vice versa, which informed both
groups’ perceptions of video-conferencing as a suitable tool for educa-
tion. This involved four visits to the remote campus by the facilitator,
-and was easily implemented. During these visits, the module facilita-
~tor took the opportunity to spend some time assisting the UFH learners
“with practical work pertaining to the module, and generally providing
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guidance and support to the remote leamers. On one occasion, the
module facilitator was accompanied by a teaching assistant and on an-
other occasion by two RU leamners, which promoted increased interac-
tion between the geographically dispersed module participants.

5.2.5 Overall Curriculum View

In the American Society for Training and Development’s (ASTD)
Learning Circuit Glossary (2001), e-Learning is defined as ‘covering a
wide set of applications and processes, such as Web-based learning,
computer-based learning, virtual classrooms, and digital collaboration.
It includes the delivery of content via Internet, intranet/extranet
(LAN/WAN), audio- and videotape, satellite broadcast, interactive TV,
CD-ROM, and more’. Allen (2003:27) uses the all-inclusive defini-
tion of ‘a structured, purposeful use of electronic systems or computers
in support of the leaming process’.

The IS Department’s e-Leamning module may now be considered to
very nearly encompass a full spectrum of e-Learning tools and tech-
nologies as described in the previous sections and shown in Appendix
A. It should be noted that in this module, the context is important.
The fact that the learners are IS or CS graduates rather than Education
students, informs the curriculum and focus of the module. The impor-
tant contributions that education issues make in the e-Learning disci-
pline are not ignored; they are simply not the focus of the module
within the presented context. Table 2 illustrates the evolution of the e-
Learning module curriculum.
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[
 Year 2001 2002 2003 2004
Extent Half Module | Half Module Full Module Full Module
Time Perlod 2 weeks 3 waeks 4 weeks 4 weeks
Lactures: 3 Lactures. 3 Lectures: 4 Lectures: 4
Learner re- Leamer re- Leamer re- Leamer re-
search & search & search & search &
presenta- presenta- presenta- presenta-
tion: 2 tion: 2 tion: 1 tion: 1
Online discus- | Online discus- | Online discus- | Online discus-
Activities sion; sion; sion; sion:
Reading; Reading; Reading; Reading;
Practicals: 4 | Practicals: 4
Project: 1 Project: 1
mini- mini-
project project
* individual re- | * Group re- * Group re- * Group re-
searched searched searched searched
presenta- presenta- presenta- presenta-
tion; tion; tion; tion;
\ *GroupRe- | * Group Re- | * Individual * Individual
| Assessment: port & port & Essay; Essay,
resenta- resenta-
Formative | rou fon *Individual | * Individual
' Online Online
* Individual * Individual Contribu- Contribu-
Essay; Essay; tion fo Dis- tion to
. o cussion Discussion
* Individual * Individual Forums; Forums:
Online Online
S Contribu- | Contribu- | * Group Prac-_| * Group Prac-
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Contribu- Contribu- |« Group Prac- | * Group Prac-
tionto tion to Dis- | ey pro- tical Pro-
Discussion cussion ject ject
Forums; Forums;
* Individual * Individual
Proj. Re- Proj. Re-
fiect. flect.
Summative * Writte_n E)(- * Writtep E.x- * Writtep E_x- * Writtep E?(—
amination. amination. amination. amination
Blended: 6 Blended: 7 Blended: 10 | Blended: 10
contact contact contact contact
Presentation sessions; sessions; sessions; sessions;
style | the re- the re- the re- the re-
mode maining in- maining in- maining in- maining in-
teractions teractions teractions teractions
online. online. online. online.
WebCT,; PowerTutor;, | KEWL, HTML; | Moodle;
HTML HTML; Author- HTML; Au-
Percep- ware; Per- thorware;
tion, ception; Percep-
Software Viewlet fion; View-
Tools Builder, let Builder,
Windows Windows
Media; Media;
Hon- Hori-
zonlive. zonlive.

Table 2: The Evolution of the E-Leaming module curriculum
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6. Analysis

6.1 Learner Evaluation

Learner evaluations of the module highlighted the following issues:
&

Time period over which the module was delivered. The learners re-
ported problems in terms of accomplishing the required activities
and tasks within the prescribed time frame. They believed that this
was due to the blended mode of the module. For example, discus-
sion threads within an online forum take some time to develop and
involve reading and reflection by the learner prior to making their
own contribution.

Information Systems Context. The learners believed that the mod-
ule was relevant to the discipline of IS. In fact, they felt that as IS
students they should have been exposed earlier to the new mode of
online teaching and leaming.

Areas of specific enjoyment of the course include the online interac-
tion, and the blend of mode and media which affords the learners
added flexibility of their engagement with the module.

Drawing on their prior knowledge of HCI and systems design,
learners were critical of the VLEs used for the module. This oc-
curred in each year, even though a different software solution was
used for each of the four module iterations.

In the 2003 evaluation, dissatisfaction was expressed in terms of the
time pressure for the extended practical work, even though the
learners expressed enjoyment when undertaking the mini-projects.
The learners did not whole-heartedly engage with the negotiated
specifications and assessment exercise for the project. The time
constraints within which they were working meant that they did not
have time to undertake this exercise in as considered and reflective
manner as was desired. The learners also suggested that an inte-
grated approach to the theory and practical components would be
more conducive to efficient time management and retained learning.
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6.2 Facilitator Reflections

The facilitator’s journal and observations over this period have
highlighted the following:

Technical matters. A problem concerning power cuts which coin-
cided with the start of the first iteration of the module in 2001. The
Information Systems Department were not yet situated in the Ham-
ilton Building for this iteration, and were subject to the general
problems relating to external lecture venues that were not necessar-
ily within the Department’s control. At that stage, the Honours’
laboratory was also physically external to the IS Department. The
move to the Hamilton building in 2002 proved to be of immense
value to the network stability and securnity of the technology sup-
porting the module.

Assumptions of prior knowledge. The e-Learning module is also
open to CS graduates who have not necessarily co-majored in IS.
Although these students wert found to be lacking in some of the ar-
eas mentioned in Section 4.1, they were not excluded from any as-
pect of the module. However, no special accommodation was made
for these learners, and they were expected to acquire skills as and
when needed within the e-Learning module. The intrinsic collabo-
rative and supportive environment within the e-Learning module is
of assistance to these learners.

The learners were intrigued by the online interaction, and the notion
of synchronous versus asynchronous communication is hotly de-
bated each year. The variety of media continues to be extended in
order to explore the full range of potential technologies available
within the e-Learning spectrum.

The issue of the extended time period over which the module should
be held is highly important. While this concern was acted upon
when planning the 2002 iteration of the module, a shift which was
appreciated by the learners, the module reverted to a regular time 4-
week frame in 2003 and 2004 which is far from ideal. Renewed ef-
fort was made by the facilitator to insist that the module is sched-
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uled over a longer period of time in order to do justice to the e-
Learning module, resulting in a scheduled 5-week period for the
2005 module. Harasim er al. (1998:223) report that the amount of
time spent in online classes exceed equivalent face-to-face classes.
They attribute this partially to the fact that the depth as well as
scope of online discussion far exceeds what is possible in face-to-
face classroom situations.

The initial theoretical topics were sound, and a good start was made
in terms of initiating learners’ awareness of the issues concerning
OLES. Additions to the evolving e-Learning module curriculum
have reflected trends in the discipline.

The introduction of extended practical work in 2003 required care-
ful revision. In 2004, a framework for the mini-project specifica-
tion was provided to the learners early on in the module, for revi-
sion if they so wished. Clear boundaries on the nature and extent of
the practical work should be set by the learners in collaboration with
the facilitator, in order to contain the volume of the project work.
The VLE used for the 2004 iteration is Moodle, an open source
learning environment. Potential exists for the customisation of the
software by the leamers and post-graduate researchers, with funds
for a development server having been secured for 2005. The exist-
ing stable version housed within the IT Division at Rhodes will host
the module. This software was piloted by the facilitator in an un-
dergraduate IT Project Management module early in 2004 (Mal-
linson, 2004b), and many of the prospective participants in the e-
Learning module have now used Moodle as learners or tutors within
the INF301 course.

Leamer interactions have been good in terms of asynchronous dis-
cussion, with almost all of the learners contributing satisfactorily,
and indeed exceeding the requested output in terms of quality and
quantity. The high level of peer activity and the de-centralizing of
the facilitator’s role for the discussion forums were similar to that
described by Harasim er al. (1998: 74). This interaction was ob-
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served to have been carried over to the Honours laboratory. Learn-
ers assisted each other with mini-project and other work, and the
environment was generally reported to supportive, irrespective of
the facilitator’s presence, on- or off-line.

e The module has been enhanced each year by the presence of guests
who are Rhodes academic staff members from outside the Depart-
ment, and who have requested to attend the entire module as par-
ticipant observers. These observers have added value to the mod-
ule, and acted as role models in terms of academic staff keen to im-
plement e-Learning within their own disciplines.

e The e-Learning research group, established in 2002, and coordi-
nated by the e-Learning module facilitator, has supported the mod-
ule via invited guest presentations where appropriate. These post-
graduate researchers have motivated the learners and acted as role
models for further research and interest in the discipline of e-
Leaming.

7. Concluding Remarks

The e-Leaming module has been an exciting venture for the facilita-
tor concerned. The prior knowledge of the leamers has played an im-
portant role in the feasibility of mounting such a densely packed learn-
ing experience within a restricted time frame as part of the IS Honours
/ Fourth year programme. The skills, knowledge and expertise of an
IS graduate leads one to suggest that they uniquely poised to provide
the link or interface between the Educational Specialist and the Com-
puter Programmer in an e-Learning development team.

e-Learning technologies have been established within the IS De-
partment as an application area worthy of enquiry and examination.
Ideally, the module should take place over an extended period of time
in order to accommodate the blended nature of the module implemen-
tation.

The introduction of new technologies and their relevance with the
pedagogical framework of the module has added to the enjoyment of
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the module for both facilitator and learners alike. Technical support
has been vital to the success of the module implementation; and the
high level of expertise and support available within the Hamilton
Building has been much appreciated.

Further iterations of the e-Learning module will continue to be in-
formed by the technological and pedagogical trends in this rapidly
evolving discipline, while a concerned eye will be focussed on the de-
veloping theoretical foundations underpinning e-Learning methodolo-
gies and practise.
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