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“Accessibly written and timely, this book will be of interest to teachers in Higher
Education charged with developing pedagogically sound online programmes to
serve a wide, diverse and international student body. Interdisciplinary in scope,
the book draws on interesting case studies from the Open University with relevance and application to other HE contexts. With refreshing honesty, the writers present a ‘warts and all’ analysis, acknowledging the difficulties and challenges
as well as the affordances of online teaching and learning. This is very much a
twenty-first-century text, offering great ideas and thoughtful critique of the key
issues—essential reading for anyone currently teaching, or planning to teach, in
a contemporary University.”
—Dr Joan Woodhouse, Associate Professor in Education,
University of Leicester, UK
“This is a book written by practitioners for practitioners. It combines action
research and theoretical analysis with practical tips for virtual practice. The lively
case studies investigate how social networks of students and staff are learning
through technology, and about technology enhanced learning. A diverse range
of disciplinary contexts are set within the Open University’s mission to promote
openness in educational opportunity. The rapid adoption of digital learning in
universities makes this enquiring and informative text both timely and useful.”
—Dr Jane Roberts, Learning and Teaching Innovation,
Open University, UK
“This book is an excellent critical overview of the issues surrounding online
teaching and learning in Higher Education. Using a series of complementary
case studies focusing on the Open University, the book combines critical explorations of theory and research with accessible accounts of practice represented
most clearly by the tips and discussion points to stimulate debate and which end
each chapter. The chapters cover a broad range of issues pertinent to the use of
digital technology in HE, from relatively established approaches such as online
forums and online conferences to more recent developments such as creating
MOOCs or incorporating social media tools into teaching and learning. The three
themes identified in the concluding chapter, relating to digital technology’s use

in promoting student collaboration, building academic communities and redefining academic identities, should help to stimulate the kind of debate and further
research which the book calls for in its conclusion. Most importantly perhaps,
the case studies offer an opportunity for other academics and institutions to learn
from practice in a longstanding pioneer in the field at a time when, like so many
other institutions, it is facing significant threats as a result of the socio-economic
pressures it so keenly explores.”
—Michael Jopling, University of Wolverhampton, UK
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To Open University Associate Lecturers, past and present, whose efforts,
innovation and enthusiasm have made such an enormous contribution to
the lives and study journeys of our students.

Foreword

Clay Shirky suggests that it when a technology becomes so pervasive as to
be invisible, then profound change occurs. In higher education, this
might be the stage we are entering now with online learning. The change
has been rapid, particularly give the glacial rate of change often observed
in higher education. At the end of the 1990s the internet was seen as an
interesting application, but not necessarily relevant to all subjects or
modes of teaching. When creating the Open University’s first elearning
course in 1998, I recall a colleague confidently predicting “you’ll be lucky
to get fifty students who want to study like that.” When we launched in
1999 we had 15,000 students. It seemed students did indeed want to
study via the internet, and for distance education in particular it opened
up a whole realm of possibilities.
For distance education, it was now possible to conduct group work
without disruptive and expensive day schools, students could form communities online, and their sense of isolation greatly reduced. Course
teams could respond to queries, change material without the need to send
out printed addendum. Greater responsiveness and flexibility were now
possible. For campus based students they could now watch lectures on
demand, access notes after a lecture, and communicate with fellow students away from the physical location. In short, the technology made
distance education more like face to face, and vice versa.
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Foreword

Since those early days the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) or
Learning Management System (LMS) has become a commonplace and
essential piece of technology infrastructure in almost every university.
Although the limitations of this technology and its application are often
criticized, this overlooks how much we take its presence for granted.
Online learning, and some form of blended approach is now the normal
experience for nearly all students.
Despite this prevalence online a good deal of misconceptions and
myths around online learning still persist. How, what and who we teach
is affected by a shift online and yet the norms of face to face, or traditional distance education still dominate. A group activity that may take
an afternoon in a face to face workshop may take three weeks when conducted online and require subtle negotiations and careful structuring.
Similarly a printed unit that worked well in distance education may seem
dry and wordy online, and miss opportunities for interaction. Often educators who have developed expertise in one setting get drawn into online
teaching without any subsequent change in perspective.
Into this mix we can also add new developments, such as the use of
social media, and Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). These are
often accompanied by a good deal of hype and rhetoric. There can also be
a tendency for a ‘year zero’ mentality to accompany many of these new
developments. It was with something of a wry smile and weary resignation that many working in higher education greeted claims that MOOCs
represented the first generation of online education, and then proceeded
to encounter many of the issues that distance education had been working with for decades.
Much of the literature in online learning tends to focus on very practical ‘6 steps to successful teaching’ type guides or more critical perspectives on the nature of the internet and the role of higher education. This
book provides a much needed practical approach to online education
while being grounded in pedagogic theory, drawing on the extensive
experience of staff at the UK Open University across a range of disciplines. The coverage addresses many of the different areas associated with
online learning, with an emphasis on its creative use for the benefit of
students.
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These themes – community, identity, scale, pedagogy, creativity – are at
the core of the book, creating online learning that is as engaging as face to
face education, while taking advantage of the benefits the technology
affords. While this work is largely focused on a distance education setting,
as I argued above, the distinction between online and face to face, or distance and campus-based is increasingly blurred. The work covered in this
book provides a useful basis for all educators in successfully implementing
various aspects of online education.
The Institute of Educational Technology
Open University
Milton Keynes, UK

Martin Weller
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