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Abstract 

In recent years, eLearning has received 
much publicity, discussion and critique.  In 
this paper we aim to step back from this and 
review the contexts and purposes of 
eLearning.  In so doing we discuss the roles 
and goals of education; particularly 
education to meet the often expressed needs 
to develop skills for lifelong learning and for 
active participation in the workplace and 
society. We take the view that, insofar as 
learning for these purposes is concerned, 
eLearning is not the purpose. Rather the 
focuses should be on context, purpose, and 
usability.   

Learning can have a number of goals 
and ambitions, for example to develop 
lifelong learning skills and strategies and to 
realize people’s ambitions in life and work 
and self-fulfillment. These accord with the 
goals of formal education – although, at the 
macro-societal level, these goals may be 
sidelined in the twin quests of creating ‘good 
citizens’ and socializing individuals into a 
society.  

We begin by setting out the contexts at 
each of the conventional stages of formalized 
learning: nursery, primary, secondary and 
tertiary education. We explore the contexts 
for learning and, especially eLearning and 
discuss how learners’ needs change over 
time.  Finally, we discuss how eLearning 
plays a key role in integrating learning and 
life and learning for life.  

 
eLearning: Contexts and Purposes 

In recent years, the potential benefits of 
eLearning have become increasingly clear. 
eLearning is now widely used in 

organizations to develop workers’ 
knowledge, skills, and competencies 
(Baldwin-Evans, 2004). Technology enables 
educators and learners to extend their 
teaching and learning horizons beyond the 
confines of classroom and library walls and 
access the wider world of knowledge (see, 
for example, Sridhar, 2005). Reported 
empirical data suggest that eLearning is used 
as a developmental tool in organizations in 
both the private and public sectors and in 
hybrid organizations, such as corporate 
universities (Ivergard and Hunt, 2004; 
Macpherson et al, 2005). In these situations 
it is possible to provide learners with a 
specific learning curriculum focused on their 
precise learning needs. eLearning can engage 
a social factor to help prevent a learner’s 
feelings of isolation and loneliness (Frankola, 
2001).  

choose the eLearning course. A further 

While the benefits of eLearning are not 
in dispute, there are a number of 
impediments to successful use by learners. 
Impediments to eLearning can be attributed 
to the learning environment; for example, a 
lack of support from others in the 
environment such as the workplace or the 
home. eLearning can take place in 
environments that are not designated or 
recognized) as a space for learning which 
may lead people to believe they can interrupt 
the learner in the process of learning. 
Impediments may relate to the learners 
themselves. For example, some learners lack 
the necessary intrinsic motivation or self-
discipline to conduct or complete the 
learning course. This may particularly apply 
when others (such as parents or employers) 
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impediment may stem from the technology. 
If learners are unused to the learning 
technology they will be unable to gain 
optimum learning benefit from it (see, for 
example, Perreault et al, 2002). Alternatively, 
the technology may be less than fit-for-
purpose for the learners’ needs in terms of 
usability (see, for example, Hunt et al, 2004).    

The situational context of learning raises 
a number of important issues which need to 
be addressed. According to Homan and 
Macpherson (2005), the issues include: the 
degree of sophistication of the eLearning 
programs for the learning purposes; the 
integration of these programs with the 
organization; the ability of the programs to 
aid learning processes and outcomes at the 
corporate wide level. The learning purpose 
(itself related to the learners’ needs) guides 
the choice of the eLearning programs. These 
programs should be fit-for-purpose in terms 
of suitability for the learning task and the 
technological competencies of the learner. In 
a workplace setting, it is important to 
integrate the eLearning programs with other 
aspects of the organization (such as a 
training strategy). Not to do so is to court 
failure and risk demotivating the employees 
(see the discussion in Frankola, 2001; also 
see Homan and Macpherson 2005).  

It is important to bear in mind that 
eLearning is not an end in itself. Designing 
eLearning technologies and syllabuses and 
implementing eLearning tools for the sole 
purpose of using a nascent technology is the 
educational equivalent to putting the cart 
before the horse. This is a novel approach 
which ignores the purposes of the horse and 
the cart and the conveyance needs of the 
driver. Similarly, we should be wary of 
harnessing learning to technology per se and 
thereby ignoring purpose and needs. When 
seeking to solve problems, Einstein once said, 
“solutions should be simple – but not too 
simple.” Our wide exposure to rapid 
developments in ICT and computer-based 
training (CBT) brings a confidence nurtured 

by over-familiarity. When such technologies 
are part of our everyday consciousness, we 
feel they hold no secrets from us. 
Technological developments tend to have an 
initial novelty value and can attract 
widespread attention and comment. The 
increasingly widespread use of these 
technologies both in the workplace and the 
home environments have helped lower the 
thresholds of perceived difficulty of use.  

We suggest that part of the learning 
process is the ability to see the potential for 
the technology as a learning tool and also to 
see how the learning tool can be optimized 
for the learning purpose(s).  This applies to 
both leaner and teacher. In this process, 
instrumental tasks (learning to use the 
technology and understanding its potential 
for learning) are key initial way stages on the 
route towards terminal goals. The terminal 
goals are the goals for the immediate and for 
the longer term learning (content learning). 
However it is preferable that, as much as 
possible, the inherent instrumental tasks are 
also content learning. Understanding of 
technology for learning is a life skill of its 
own. Armed with this competence, learners 
gain a self-sufficiency for managing and 
directing their own learning agenda.  

 
The stages of formalized education 

Throughout the world formalized 
education is divided into four recognizable 
stages. Conventionally, these stages are 
designated nursery, primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels of education. Each stage has a 
number of common features such as setting, 
process and expected outputs. Conversely, 
each stage is differentiated from the other 
stages by a number of key factors such as 
age of the learners, learning content, learning 
context, and learning purpose. Table 1 shows 
some of the key common features of 
formalized education.  In terms of describing 
learning, we do not find these designations 
overly helpful. The outcomes of teaching and 
learning are surely cumulative: earlier 
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learning outcomes (knowledge, skills and 
competencies) set the foundations for 
subsequent learning. The quality of the 
earlier learning decide the strength or 
weakness of the foundations upon which the 
subsequent learning is built. For both 
teaching and learning there is overlap that 
does not respect linear time. Similarly, the 

development of competence and ability is 
more complex than is suggested by linearity. 
However, to facilitate administration, 
curriculum, and management of formalized 
learning for large numbers of people, the 
processes of teaching and learning tend to be 
allocated and delivered in particular blocks 
of activity. 

  
Table 1: Formalized Education: Common Features and Types of Learning 

Education 
Stage 

Common Features Type of Learning* 

Nursery  Structured learning; age of the learners; heterogeneity of the 
learners’ abilities; modest levels of discipline.  

Learning as play 

Primary  Content; variety of learning activity; age of the learners; 
heterogeneity of the learners’ abilities; modest levels of 
discipline; beginnings of learner independence.   

Learning as 
socialization 

Secondary  Levels of content; range of content; standardization of 
learning activities; age of the learners; greater homogeneity of 
the learners’ abilities; increased levels of discipline; greater 
levels of learner independence. 

Learning as 
discipline. 

Tertiary  High levels of content; wide range of content; standardization 
of learning activities; homogeneity of the learners’ abilities; 
expectation of self-discipline; much learner independence. 

Learning as 
specialization. 

* Of course, there is some overlap  
 
Considering each of these education 

stages, we note a number of common 
features (e.g. setting, process and expected 
outputs). These common features each relate 
to some extent to societal mores (for 
example, segregation of the learners by 
gender, age or ability; some curriculum 
content). There are also differentiating 
factors (age of the learners, learning content, 
learning context, and learning purpose).  
Each of the differentiating factors relates to 
the individual learners at a certain life-stage. 
Three noticeable features emerge from 
considering formalized education in this way. 
Firstly, learners needs change over time. 
Learning (at the earlier stages) is concerned 
with social learning that prepares people to 
take their place in society. The learning 
environments at the primary and nursery 
stages often aim to represent the outside 
world. A close match between external world 
and the classroom world gives an immediate 

payback for the learning. In most learning 
careers this may be the last time when this 
situation occurs.  Secondly, learning at the 
later stages can build upon earlier learning. 
This is noticeable in the content of curricula 
and the existence of learning stages such as 
beginner, intermediate and advanced. 
Thirdly, until the later stages of tertiary 
education, the learning bears, arguably, scant 
relevance to the learners’ ‘real’ world. 
Exceptions are technical and vocational 
education courses which specifically focus 
content (academic and, often, practice) on 
preparation for work. In parts of the world 
where learners leave formal education before 
reaching a tertiary stage of education, this 
aspect of learning and personal development 
is likely to remain unaddressed.  

 
The Roles and Goals of Education 

Nowadays, many governments 
emphasize the need to educate in learners the 

Proceedings of the Second International Conference on eLearning for Knowledge-Based Society, August 4-7, 2005,  
Bangkok, Thailand 
 8.3



Brian Hunt and Toni Ivergard 
 

knowledge and skills for becoming good 
citizens able to play a part in national 
development. Ministries of Education 

(MoEs) publicize mission statements to this 
effect. Figure 1 lists a sample of such 
statements from around the world.

 
The mission of the Education Service is to mould the future of the nation, by moulding the people who 
will determine the future of the nation. The Service will provide our children with a balanced and well-
rounded education, develop them to their full potential, and nurture them into good citizens, conscious 
of their responsibilities to family, society and country. 

(Singapore: http://www.moe.gov.sg/corporate/mission_statement.htm)

The Ministry, on behalf of the Government of Belize, is charged with the responsibility of ensuring that 
all Belizeans are given the opportunity to acquire the knowledge, skills and attitude required for full and 
active participation in the development of the nation and for their own personal development.  In 
carrying out this task, the Ministry in partnership with the churches and other voluntary agencies aims 
to ensure that there exist adequate support systems for the delivery of appropriate and equitable 
educational services.  (Belize: http://www.moes.gov.bz)

The Ministry of Education and Research creates constant and continuous conditions and assumptions 
in order to guarantee an access to life-long learning for all people in Estonia, which would enable them
to achieve new standards of living. The Ministry of Education and Research integrates traditional 
educational values with contemporary development trends. … The system of education should be 
flexible to provide education respecting individual aptitudes and differences of every learner.

(Estonia: http://www.hm.ee/uus/hm/)

The mission statement of the MoE is “to provide relevant education to all Ghanaians at all levels 
irrespective of gender, tribe, religious, and political affiliations.” This statement is based on the human 
development goals of the government's long-term development plan for Ghana, known as Vision 2020.  

(http://www.ghana.edu.gh/home)

The purpose of the British Columbia Schools system is to enable learners to develop their individual 
potential and to acquire the knowledge, skills and attributes needed to contribute to a healthy society 
and a prosperous and sustainable economy. (http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/legislation)

Figure 1: Education Mission Statements From Around the World 
 
Such mission statements show a number 

of common features. Firstly, there is a 
socializing goal, for example: preparing 
people to become members of the state or the 
nation. In some cases, and at some stages of 
learning, socializing goals may take priority 
over other learning goals. Secondly, there is 
a learning content goal. This goal may be 
over-arching, for example the learning goal 
as the development of potential. Or the 
statement may be more specific, for example, 
learning for the acquisition of skills and 
competencies. Thirdly, there may be a 
statement of equity of opportunity. In certain 
multi-racial or multi-cultural societies this 
may be an important statement, especially if 
the country has experienced episodes of 
racial tension. In the light of these 
commendable mission statements, we now 
explore learning purpose and the roles that 
eLearning can play in delivering these stated 
ambitions. 

Learning Purpose and eLearning 
Interestingly, few Ministry of Education 

websites contain any express statement that 
competence in evolving technologies is a 
goal of education. In current-day societies, 
where technology competence could divide 
societies into “haves” and “have nots”, 
educators are duty-bound to educate the 
young in technology use as a component of 
their formalized education. Governments that 
overlook this aspect of modern education are 
failing their citizens. There are notable 
exceptions, such as The Seychelles and New 
Zealand, where official statements address 
this issue. In these countries, the MoE 
mission statements specifically state that 
“communication technology” and “new 
technologies” are a feature of the education 
and learning processes. Figure 2 shows 
details of the statements from these 
countries’ Ministry of Education.
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Education for Learning Society

The mission of the Ministry of Education is to build a coherent and comprehensive 
system of quality education and training, reflecting shared universal and national 
values, which will promote the integrated development of the person and empower 
him/her to participate fully in social and economic development.

Principles
In a world where market forces and advances in communication technology are 
accelerating the trend towards globalisation and the interpenetration of cultures, 
one of the main challenges for young people is to play their part as dynamic agents 
of change while maintaining the equilibrium which comes from a sense of identity 
and continuity.   (http://www.virtualseychelles.sc/gover/mey.htm)

To ensure achievement levels are maintained and improved we need an education 
system which: 
• has a broad view of quality and relentlessly strives to increase the achievement 
and learning of all learners throughout their lives 
• recognises the importance of rapid increases in new knowledge, new 
technologies and the ability to use and apply that knowledge and technology 
• encompasses growing global influences 
• better prepares people to keep investing in their own learning and personal 
development in a society that will change and become more diverse.

(http://www.minedu.govt.nz/index)

Figure 2: New Technologies in a Ministry of Education Mission Statement 
 
These mission statements contain much 

detail concerning learning content, social 
participation, life-long learning skills, 
advances in technology, and personal 
development. However, we note that even 
these finely focused mission statements do 
not feature any statements relating to ICT 
and new technologies as a learning tool.  

Technology increasingly impacts our 
daily lives. The ability to use technology 
facilitates access to education and learning, 
social services, and various forms of 
expertise. It is therefore critical for learners 
to be educated in the use of these 
technologies.  

A central issue and concern for 
eLearning is learning purpose. Learning has 
goals and ambitions, for example to develop 
lifelong learning skills and strategies and to 
realize ambitions in life and work. Ideally, 
these goals and ambitions accord with the 
goals of formal education. This is especially 
so when many statements are made that the 
purpose of education is to “develop lifelong 
learning and learners equipped to play an 
active role in society and the workplace.” It 
is another matter that these goals and 
ambitions (of both learner and education 
provider) may be sidelined in the interests of 
creating ‘good citizens’ and socialization 

into a society according to perceived 
governmental needs.  

 
The Importance of Usability 

Usability is of paramount importance 
and, at least in the initial stages of learning, 
deserves a higher priority of the learners’ 
investment in time and effort. Usability is the 
ability to use new and evolving technologies 
for their intended purposes. In this current 
context this means for the purposes of 
learning. By definition, usability 
encompasses effectiveness, efficiency, and 
satisfaction. Effectiveness is the ability of the 
user to carry out the learning task using the 
technology. In order to make sense of the 
technology for the learning, the learner needs 
a certain level of technology competence. 
Learners whose competence in technology is 
low will need to expend time and effort 
learning the technology and its potential for 
their learning purposes. Without this, the use 
of the technology as a learning tool will not 
be fully achieved. Efficiency is a measure of 
the time needed to carry out the learning task. 
Optimizing the time needed for the task 
involves a leaner who is aware of the 
potential of the technology and how to 
operate the technology to achieve this 
potential. Satisfaction is a measure of how 
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satisfied is the user with the technology for 
its purpose. In essence, this is a combination 
of effectiveness and efficiency of technology 
use. (For a fuller discussion see Hunt et al, 
2004).  

The process of achieving usability has a 
number of instrumental tasks that are key 
way stages en route towards terminal goals. 
It is axiomatic that technologies that are used 
for the purposes of learning need to be 
suitable for the learners’ needs. However, as 
we have stated above, learners needs change 
over time. Looking more closely at the four 
stages of learning (see Table 1) we can 
suggest ways in which eLearning 
technologies can aid the learner at different 
life stages (Table 2). 

The ultimate aim at each stage is 
twofold. Firstly, that the learner is able to 
control the technology for the required 
purpose. Secondly, that the learner is aware 
of the potential of the technology as a tool. 
For example, at the nursery stage, where we 
suggest that learning is part of play, the focus 
of learning can be exploratory of the 
technology and its potentials in the same way 
as at this age children are beginning to 
explore the world around them and its 
potentials. Part of this exploration involves 
becoming familiar with the means of 
controlling the technology in the same 
manner as children learn to control 
mechanical and electronic toys and other 
devices. One key element here is the 
availability of a tracking facility that 
monitors progress (i.e. a basic scorecard 
system). 

 
Table 2: Types of Learning and eLearning Potentials 

Education 
Stage 

Type of Learning eLearning Potentials 

Nursery  Learning as play Using the technology to explore possibilities. Becoming 
familiar with the basic controls of the technology. Being 
able to track learning and to use this as a benchmark for 
further development with the technology. eLearning 
technology focus. Familiar content from everyday sights 
and sounds.  

Primary  Learning as socialization Sharing the technology with others. Collaborative 
learning with the technology as a medium. Competitive 
elements as a way of individual skills development. 
eLearning technology as a self-directed tool for the 
learning. Socialization elements through bringing the 
outside world into the VDU.  

Secondary  Learning as discipline. Personalizing the technology towards learning outputs 
(e.g. study). Technology for learning content and 
relationships between content. Technology use for the 
individual’s specific purposes. 

Tertiary  Learning as 
specialization. 

Technology as a learning tool both to deliver specific 
content and to aid the user in identifying additional 
(related) content. eLearning technology as both process 
and product. 

 
In primary education we suggest 

learning has a socialization dimension. The 
child at primary education level is, in many 
parts of the world, familiar with certain 

technologies (for example those that may be 
found around the house and home). As part 
of the socialization dimension, there are 
opportunities at both primary and secondary 
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levels for learners to engage in collaborative 
learning that emphasizes sharing towards 
mutually beneficial outcomes. This would be 
a counterbalance to the competitive elements 
found in, for example, computer games 
played by children at this age. There is also 
opportunity for children to learn to use 
technology in a self-directed way, for 
example, to personalize the learning and its 
outcomes. At the level of secondary 
education we suggest that learning is 
beginning to become a matter of discipline. 
This is particularly so as the child’s formal 
studies take a clearer structure and 
framework. Against this background the 
child can continue to develop skills that 
enable the personalization of the technology 
to the required learning outcomes.  

At the tertiary education stage, we 
encounter learning as a specialization. For 
those learners who continue their education 
to a tertiary stage, technology becomes an 
invaluable tool both for the delivery of on-
line content and as a tool to help identify and 
locate additional content as needed. 
eLearning technology is available as both a 
process of learning and personal 
development and as a product produced by 
the learner’s expertise with the technology.              

eLearning needs to be sufficiently 
flexible such that it can be adapted to the 
styles of individual learners. Each individual 
learner has their own preferred style of 
learning (e.g.) and a problem with eLearning 
today is that this only provides access to one 
learning style (usually the designers). 
Designers themselves are often locked into a 
particular platform for their designs and this, 
in turn, locks in the eLearning to one style of 
learning.  Indeed, there is evidence to 
suggest that software designers are 
somewhat incestuous when evaluating 
usability and garner feedback from within 
their own community of practitioners (Mirel 
and Olsen, 1998). A conclusion here is that 
one should identify and then emphasize the 
purpose for the learning and select the 
supporting technologies best able to deliver 
to these choices. Thus is the cart and horse 
ordered in the manner best to deliver benefits. 
We reiterate our earlier message: technology 
for its own sake is not the criteria for 
selecting the technology.  

 
Discussion: eLearning and the learner in 
context 

When considering the integration of 
learning towards delivery of life long 
learning competencies, it is useful to assume 
the perspective of the learner using the 
eLearning technology. As we see from the 
mission statements of educators (Figure 1) 
common features of these statements are: 
socialization of the individual into the social 
setting, delivery of stipulated learning 
content (which may relate to socialization), 
development of individual potential, and 
(possibly) equity of opportunity. This is 
education from the perspective of society. 
From the perspective of the individual 
eLearning can deliver the societal agenda 

and provide the individual with transferable 
skills that the individual can adapt to 
throughout their life. The benefits of society 
and the individual converge in that 
individuals who are technology-savvy can 
play a greater role in the development of 
their societies.  

It must be possible for the learner to be 
more intelligent and to be more innovative 
than the circumscribed limitations set by the 
eLearning designer.  The designer has 
created an eLearning context to be used by 
learners in a certain context, for example 
process engineering or financial planning. 
But the user (learner) might see new 
possibilities for learning in another context, 
for example bio-engineering or risk 
management, based on their own needs and 
experience. It must be possible for the 
learner to be more intelligent and to be more 
innovative than the circumscribed limitations 
set by the eLearning designer.  The goal 
would be for an open-ended flexibility to the 
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technology rather than a fixed system as 
created by the designer. An open-ended 
technology would enable the learner to enter 
and leave at will and to be able to access 
needed data on demand from eLearning 
systems. As the learner adjusts to the 
available eLearning technology, s/he 
develops personalized routines and strategies 
for using the learning and seeing the 
evolving processes. These strategies can 
begin with the young learner and be 
developed as the young learner develops 
abilities and  competencies which s/he 
carries forward into more mature learning. 
This cumulative development of learning 
expertise lead to much higher levels of 
competency. 

eLearning systems should integrate 
search engines related to certain forms of 
knowledge and knowledge management 
systems. For example, google.com searches 
widely and broadly while googlescholar.com 
searches specifically and with a focus.  In the 
former the user selects from pages and pages 
of information. In the latter the user is 
presented with pages of information pre-
selected according to certain criteria. 
eLearning systems should adapt its own 
intelligence to the user based on learning 
experience of the learners’ use of the system. 
An eLearning system should have a built-in 
artificial intelligence (AI) facility. 

One other limitation of eLearning is that 
it tends to be uni-dimensional. That is, at 
present, it relies heavily on the use of 
keyboards for information input and visual 
display (VDU) for characters and simple 
graphics for presentation. The human being 
is characterized by an unusual complex and 
comprehensive ability to receive sensory 
information and facilities to deliver 
information.  Our way of learning in non 
eLearning contexts is very much based on 
and facilitated by parallel use of sensory 
information and multi-dimensional output of 
information. Learning is much better when 
we use a combination of, not only visual and 

auditory sense organs, but also in parallel 
using tactile and motor sensory information. 
By the use of this form of parallelism we are 
building a holistic and tacit knowledge 
through which we can develop our learning 
to a much greater extent. And on top of this, 
our factual learning and skill development 
will be in harmony with our emotional 
learning. Traditional, uni-dimensional 
learning might create a gap between actual 
knowledge and emotional development. At 
present, we do not understand what will be 
the consequences of this for future 
generations and their learning needs. 
Seemingly, there is a risk of some kind of 
emotionally handicap or, at least, emotional 
deficiency.  

Future eLearning systems should be 
more closely related to virtual reality (VR) 
type of technologies. Today VR is more 
readily used in entertainment and games than 
in education and training for learning at work. 
But, if we reflect back in our not-too-distant 
past, some of the original computer 
technology was seen as merely suitable for 
games playing. Obviously, eLearning is not a 
panacea for resolving all manner of learning 
issues. Learning in real life and meeting 
other people in complex social contexts will 
no doubt continue to be an important prime 
purpose of learning. At present our 
eLearning technologies fall short of this goal. 
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