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(  ABSTRACT  (
This research thesis is about developing an electronic-learning readiness (E-readiness) model for the training of employees in distance education. The overall purpose of the model is to improve current computer facilitated educational practices in the workplace by enabling e-learning practitioners to plan better for the e-learning event. 
There are various definitions for e-readiness like the ones mentioned by Budhiraja and Sachdeva (2005:4) and the APEC Readiness Initiative (2005: 1), most of which refer to readiness in the larger sense namely of countries’ readiness for electronic media use. The context in which the concept E-readiness is used in this research is similar to the definition cited by the Online Reporting Specialists (2005) namely “The state or quality of being ready for electronic learning such as the internet.” The context in which it is used is geographically smaller and in line with Hill and Raven’s (2000: par. 3) description, namely it is not limited to physical readiness alone but also includes the non-physical readiness of a business or organisation e.g. mental readiness as well as organisational cultural readiness. 
A literature research explores the inherent characteristics of distance education, Constructivist learning and the use of electronic media for distance education. From the literature research, generic aspects that can influence the readiness for electronic learning in distance education in a workplace, are identified and integrated into an initial workplace e-readiness concept model. 

The concepts of the newly constructed e-readiness (electronic learning readiness) model are verified through a quantitative research process, changed according to the findings and further refined. An e-readiness audit model (evidence required for compliance) is designed through a qualitative research process.  The final model is tested in the workplace by using a combined qualitative and quantitative research process and the results reported. 

Important recommendations as regards to further research are made regarding the application of the model in relevant fields of study:-

· A South African e-learning specialist group should be considered determine the e-readiness requirements and to particularly focus on the e-learning habits and needs in South African context. 

· Further research need to be done to determine which requirements is appropriate to the various e-learning delivery systems.

· Further research can determine which criterion of the E-readiness model is more important than others.

· The study needs to be extended to other work places that are more diverse. 

· More research needs to be done to determine the needs and requirements for e-readiness of each unique group as an entity of a diverse group.

· Further research should consider language barriers by translating questionnaires in the respondents’ home language.

· Explanation of computer terminology before the questionnaire is completed is advisable as not all respondents may be familiar with the concepts.

· Further refinement of the audit instrument as well as questionnaires can be done through further research.
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(  CHAPTER ONE  (
Introduction and problem statement

1.1. INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT

· Challenges of the Information Age  
The development of information technological innovations, that took place concurrent with the arrival of the Information Age, increased the possibility for economic growth. To maintain their competitive edge organisations need to have employees that can keep track of the fast changing and vast amounts of available knowledge. This brings about training challenges as businesses require better skilled employees and must develop them at a faster rate. To be cost effective, training needs to take place amongst employees that is geographically distributed in the workplace and whilst still on the job.  On-the-job training through e-learning in distance education is the obvious solution (The Costa Rican High Technology Advisory Committee Foundation (CAATEC) (a and b), 2002: Reigeluth, 1996: 13; Psycharis, 2005: par 4-6).  It is however essential that careful consideration should be given to e-learning as option to solve this problem because, as mentioned by Broadbent (2004: par.15) and Chapnick (2000: par.5) there might be situations where this is not the best solution.
· Understanding the learning phenomenon.
Jonassen, Peck and Wilson (1999: 2) states, “Formal educational enterprises that rely on the efficient transmission of pre-packaged chunks of information are not natural, yet they are pandemic.” This is a problem as the human being naturally chooses to make meaning out of his environment through his own activities and experiences. Pre-packaging information in the form of training courses in the workplace robs the employee of the opportunity to come to understand the work or his/her world better by not being able to create his/her own new meaning. Meaning making is the heart of the constructivist philosophy. Constructivism supports the efficient transmission of beliefs and should thus be engaged in the application of technology for creating learning opportunities for employees. 
· The necessity for quality assurance.

Quality means the “… degree to which a set of inherent characteristics fulfils requirements” (Quality Strategies International, 2003: 2).  A successful learning event can be predicted if the learning course complies with all the requirements or inherent characteristics of a quality program. To manage the requirements or key elements, so as to ensure that they are present, one needs a quality management system. 

Before one can manage the key requirements or predictors of a successful training event, one should determine what the key elements of successful distance education are. This will allow the training provider to plan for them and assist in improving the ability of the provider to establish a quality management system so as to ensure better learner satisfaction rates (Quality Strategies International, 2003: 2). 
· The need for a comprehensive multidimensional approach.
There are multitudes of factors that influence a learning event.  The Information Age requires customised (according to the users needs) learning, allowing for individualised development of potential and creativity (Cambridge University Press: 2005). The employer demands creative thinking in solving problems. This requires flexible learning programmes, which open the door for many factors that can influence the learning process.  This makes the development of a comprehensive model including all the possible dimensions that can influence the distance education event essential (Reigeluth, 1996: 19; Reeves, 1997:  par.6 ).

Bolman and Deal (1997:12) who advocates a multiframe thinking approach, as research in the human professions is always difficult because it is almost impossible to absolutely exclude all variables and only research one focused area, further supports the need for a comprehensive approach. Approaching a research problem from various levels may bring better insight and new knowledge to the arena. The world is a chaotic phenomenon and cannot be organised, unless one has a mental model with which it can be organised. This is illustrated well by Goran Garstedt’s remark (quoted by Bolman and Deal, 1997:2) “The world simply can’t be made sense of, facts can’t be organised, unless you have a mental model to begin with. That theory does not have to be the right one, because you can alter along the way as information comes in. But you can’t begin to learn without some concept that gives you expectations or hypothesis”. This view is supported by Smith and Dillon (1999a: 36) in their systems approach to examine distance education.

Winn (1997) as well as Jonassen et al. (1997:28) makes it clear that human beings are unpredictable and their needs differ. This in turn promotes the need to identify as many as possible elements that can influence employees’ learning needs. Jonassen et al. (1997:28) specifically argues against isolating specific variables in research as being reductionist, because it is impossible to describe or predict what happens in a learning situation. This trend of thought is supported by the many “no significant difference” findings in research, which further confirms the unpredictable nature of learning. A reductionist approach in distance education research is thus not appropriate. A multi-framed approach is, however, essential (Jonassen, et al. 1997: 28).

 It is therefore the researcher,s opinion that multiframe thinking is essential to fully understand the range of issues (comprehensively) that influence the use of computer technology in distance education. In order to bring order to the chaos of possibilities that can influence e-learning, a comprehensive approach should be followed in order to identify as many as possible predictors of a successful learning event.
· Challenges in determining the predictors of a successful e-learning event 
In order to identify the predictors of a successful e-learning event one can investigate existing tools used to evaluate the success of e-learning and use the results as requirements for the next e-learning event. One can also determine the requirements for distance education and ensure that it is complied with or use existing models to determine the readiness of an organisation for e-learning.  
Knight (1994) illustrates on the internet E-learning Centre library that there are varying approaches towards determining whether an e-learning programme has been successful or not. Most of these approaches consist of evaluating procedures done during or after completion of the event. Different sets of criteria are utilised to predict success of the learning event by different auditors. 

The problem with this is that most of the auditing instruments are after-the -effect instruments. Learning programmes are audited after they have taken place. This means that changing the programmes to adapt immediately to eliminate possible negative influences is not possible until after an event has been completed. Another problem is that there is no uniform single set of criteria used by all auditors for assessing the quality of the learning event. The reason could be that a set of uniform criteria has not yet been defined, or that as Reeves (1997: par.2) motivates the focus is more on computer based education development instead of computer based education efficiency. He summarises their shortcomings as follows:-

·  the technological innovations are believed to be effective because it is advertised and marketed as effective;

·  evaluation efforts have often been reduced to considering numbers as a reflection of the quality of computer-based education. Quantitative data such as the amount of money spent on computer-based education are used to indicate the efficiency of computer-based education; 

·  the inadequate format of reports of the evaluations that did take place. The reports were written for academic use and did not consider the use thereof by employers or the general public. This made them difficult to use for practical everyday purposes; 

·  the use of traditional empirical evaluation methods comparing one innovation with another assuming that the treatments (type of computer-based education) used are holistic cohesive entities with meaningful differences just because they have different names. No attempts are made to discover the pedagogical dimensions of the treatments to verify the so-called differences before comparing them. In other words, you cannot compare apples with pears;

·  lastly, all the key elements that influence distance education have not yet been identified. Without these elements an accurate evaluation of the learning event cannot be done (Reeves, 1997: par. 2 -6).

Although Reeves motivates that existing models come short, the researcher is of the opinion that his own multi perspective pedagogical approach, is still lacking essential dimensions that can influence the training event. He does not consider specific organisational, technological or human learning readiness as factors that can have an effect on the success of the learning event (Reeves, 1997: par.1). 

Alternatively, to determine the predictors for e-learning readiness one can also investigate research already done on what makes distance education successful. However, as research focuses on one or two specific areas of distance education, one finds a division of findings and a non-integration of results on what should be used as predictors of successful distance education. In order to arrive at a comprehensive e-readiness model with most of the requirements necessary to ensure a successful e-learning event, one should consider all the possible factors that can influence distance education.  Similarly, research on the learning theories opens up a minefield of theories and recommended approaches, thereby making choices as to what route to follow in order to ensure success of the e-learning event an unmanageable one for the training employee and the learning employee with respect to decision-making on e-learning (Duchastel, 1998a:1).

There are many examples of failed e-learning events (Hill and Raven, 2000: par.3). A similar experience at the researcher’s workplace brought about the realisation that there is a great need for the development of a holistic (dealing with all the dimensions of something) e-readiness model for the training of the employee in distance education (Cambridge advanced learner’s dictionary: 2004).  Just having all the technological hardware and software available for learning is not enough to start an e-learning course. 
In preparation of this study, thirteen existing e-readiness models (before the e-learning event) have been evaluated as well as two e-learning evaluation models (after the e-learning event).  The evaluation - after the e-learning event - models is useful because the results can be built into the e-readiness models that can assist an organization in better preparing for the event. In the models used, the after the e-learning event evaluation models as well as e-readiness models, reflected the same basic themes.

The fifteen models evaluated are the ones from Chapnick (2000), Minton (2000), Rosenberg (2000), Hill and Raven (2000), Mediapro (2001), Anderson (2002), Hughes and Atwell (2003), Worknowledge (2004), ITPreneurs (2004), Borotis and Poulymenakou (2004), Psycharis (2005), Hall (2005) , Hughes and Atwell (2003), Figueira (2005) as well as Aydin and Tasci (2005). All of these models followed the same basic themes namely a grouping of content that belong to specific areas e.g. technology readiness, human resource readiness, etcetera but the content of the categories of the various models are largely the same. 

Although these models add value in sorting a wide range of information that needs to be determined before one can start with e-learning, several inadequacies still exists namely:-

· application thereof in second and third world countries or conditions is questionable as the approach of these models are that of an user being knowledgeable enough to understand the questions which is definitely not the case in these countries (Aydin and Tasci, 2005: 245). Assumptions that the models will be correctly understood and applied in the whole of an organisation is not realistic, as there may be particular areas inside an organization where e-learning is not understood and will not necessarily be the best choice for training delivery (Broadbent, 2005: par.23);

· the decision to use e-learning as the tool of choice for training delivery is already made and not enough attention is given to whether it is the right one and whether the organizations should not stick with face to face training. Only Chapnick (2000: par.5), Hall (2005: par.3) and Minton (2000: par.2) points out that before e-readiness can be measured, a decision should be made on it being the best choice of training delivery or not;

· a lack of attention to pedagogical requirements and epistemological approach related to adult training needs, as well as requirements to overcome the lack of face to face contact in the training design, is evident

· a blanket approach assuming that the organizational readiness will automatically apply to smaller business units and particular training events within the organization;

· the application thereof is limited, because it is designed to be used before the e-learning event starts and not during or after the event, where a tool for determining of problem areas might be useful;

· the people suppose to answer the questions of these models are either managers or are not specifically indicated, leaving the trainer as specialist in his field and the learner user as important stakeholders out of the picture. The latter can lead to a skew assessment based on the opinions of the managers alone;

· the questions do not require specific evidence and the answers are open for interpretation and thus based on the perception of  managers and might not necessarily be the truth;

· some of the models do not have a specific measuring tool and make use of open questions the answering thereof to be judged by the user himself who may not be that knowledgeable;

· there is no common point of departure or basic training philosophy framing the models, resulting in a lack of congruence between the various models making it difficult for the user to determine which model is the right one.

· some of the models are too simplistic and does not accommodate all the areas that needs to be ready before one can start with e-learning.

What is needed is a model for e-readiness that:-

· is user friendly, accommodating the possible lack of knowledge the users may have about e-learning;

· considers the bigger picture of the organisation e.g. the culture but also accommodates specific areas of training and people where e-learning is not the best choice for learning;

· accommodates enough information so that it assists the user in making an informed decision on whether to make use of e-learning or not;

· accommodates a specific training epistemology and pedagogical requirements necessary for adults and specific techniques to overcome the distance between the trainer and the learner during e-learning;

· accommodates specific smaller training events and does not generalise;

· can be applied anytime before during or after the e-learning event so that it can operate as a model to:-

· determine e-readiness;

· act as a diagnostic model that can pinpoint problem areas in existing e-learning events;

· act as an evaluation model determining the overall success of the event;

· accommodates participation of the most important stakeholders namely learners, trainers and managers;

· requires specific evidence of readiness and is not based on perceptions only;

· makes use of specific tools to be used as readiness auditing instruments;

· uses one point of departure or central training philosophy as framework for the model instead of just organising a wide array of obvious information necessary into a groups;

· look at the e-learning training event holistically accommodating most of not all of the critical areas necessary considering one basic training philosophy to be maintained;

All the abovementioned criteria makes it very difficult for the average employer - who in the vast majority of cases is not an educational specialist in electronic learning - to choose a model that they understand, so as to determine what they need to accomplish when attempting to start with or execute an electronic learning event.

· The changing roles of the learner, the educator and the training provider

Distance education as well as face-to-face education has changed. The move towards outcome based education principles necessitates a different role from the learner and the educator. The learner must have more autonomy and must control his own learning event whilst the educator is no longer a teacher (someone who gives knowledge) but becomes a facilitator (someone who enables or makes something possible) of learning. (Cambridge University Press, 2005; Van der Horst and McDonald, 1997:7). 

A large number of the adults of today, having been passive learners from the traditional classroom setup, did not experience learning environments where they were in control and active. As a result, they tend to struggle when placed in a position where they have to be active and control their own learning. Similarly, the educator, who is used to an instructive role, finds it difficult to stand back and become a facilitator of learning. 
The organisation’s role in training has also changed in the sense that it must adopt a more human approach in delivering distance education. It can no longer be very prescriptive as regards the sequence of events of learning as the learner requires more control over the learning event.

A problem arises if providers and users of the distance education do not understand and plan for these changed roles. It can’t be assumed that the learner or the educator will know how to adopt these roles. 

 It seems necessary to develop a model for distance education that will assist the provider in determining what planning needs to be done in order to prepare the employee, the educator and the organisation for the learning event.
Considering all the arguments mentioned it is evident that a possible solution for providing for the employee’s and the employer’s training needs lies in the comprehensive use of computer technology for distance education. It is a fact that this technology can deliver the training to a large variety of professionals at any time anywhere boosting the economic growth of the company. What is not evident is how to deliver distance education considering the individual learning differences, the need to create an individual learning experience, how to provide learner control as well as setting up an effective system of delivery that will ensure that all variables are managed well so that the employer benefits from the effort.

The research question, therefore, is-

How to ensure a quality distance training event for the various employees and the employer in their different settings?

The researcher is of the opinion that a model is required which will highlight most or - if possible - all the elements that can influence the quality of the employee’s distance education. These elements need to be identified and compiled into a model for distance education for the employee, so that the employer as provider can plan for or manage existing distance education to the best possible benefit of the learner as well as the organisation.
1.2. Aims of the study

· Purpose statement
The purpose of the study is to develop a holistic electronic learning readiness model for the training of employees in distance education that provides for training in the workplace; identifies the influencing factors, and from there establish criteria with which such a training event have to comply in order to ensure success. 

The model is grounded in existing themes identified in the literature review, and new themes identified as part of a quantitative research process done with stakeholders of distance training.

1.3. The research design (Research objectives, methods   and sequence of   events)
The objectives of the study are to:

· explore the research title “An electronic learning readiness model for distance education in the workplace “  by doing a literature review on:-

· distance education as ;

· how meaningful learning takes place;

· the use of computer technology as a tool for delivery of distance education;

Research method: qualitative - literature review of articles, research and books.

· compile an initial integrated multi perspective E-readiness model for distance education of employees based on the literature review as well as the insights of the researcher;

Research method: qualitative – identify common trends amongst literature review, organise and categorise (analysis and synthesis).

· verify the conceptual framework through using a quantitative research method in an online global instructional technology community;  

Research method: quantitative and qualitative – online internet questionnaire (Likert scale and open ended questions to determine possible unidentified elements)

· Sample: - purposive sampling by choosing a specific group of people with the same interests and experience in e-learning in educational environments. A phenomenological approach is applied in determining the population of the study. It includes the experiences of users and providers of computer assisted distance education. It also includes the views of specialists in information technology and instructional design.  The people involved are learners, educators, organisations, distance education specialists, instructional design specialists and information technology specialists.  (Columbia Centre for New Media Teaching and Learning, 2004: par. 33; De Vos, 1998: 198; Polit and. Hungler, 1999: 296 - 300).

· Data analysis method: - Describing univariate data  - central tendencies, spread of data and graphs (Rice Virtual Lab in Statistics, 2004). Working with a group sharing the same interests in e-learning, central tendencies indicate where most of the preferences of choice lie. The open ended data are scrutinised for possible unidentified elements, which will be added to the initial conceptual framework. Describing bivariate data is also used namely cross tabulation. The significance of relationships are determined using  the phi-coefficient (Steyn, 2002: 10 – 15; Huysamen, 1998: 41; Steyn,  Smit, Du Toit, and Strasheim,  2000: 96 -114).
· change, align and refine the model in accordance with the findings of the initial research;  

· expand and refine the model into an e-readiness audit model by compiling specific evidence needed to comply with requirements of the conceptual framework;

Research method: qualitative – based on literature research

· verify the e-readiness audit model within a specific workplace;
Research method: qualitative – data gathering through face to face focus group (Market Navigation Inc., 2005; De Vos, 1998: 313 – 326)

· Sample: Purposive – training officers of the specific workplace where the final model is applied and tested.

· application of the model in the workplace where e-learning is in use through doing an audit (qualitative) and letting participants (learners, facilitators and managers) complete questionnaires (quantitative);  

Research method: qualitative and quantitative.

· Qualitative – face to face interviewing of a specific course’s manager and physical evaluation of e-learning courses used (audit).

· Quantitative – questionnaires to be completed by employees, facilitators and managers of an e-learning event (Likert scale)

· Sample: - Quota sampling is used by getting a representative sample of employees who are using the particular e-learning event (De Vos,  1998: 199)

· Data analysis: - Describing univariate data - central tendencies, spread of data and graphs as well as bivariate data analysis with cross tabulations and determination practical significances of relationships (Rice Virtual Lab in Statistics, 2004. De Vos,  1998: 202 – 223).

· draw conclusions and communicate the results to the relevant parties.
Since the aim of the study is to develop a distance education model that is grounded in theory derived from the literature review and a combination of qualitative and quantitative research, it is difficult to formulate a hypothesis as the research process followed is an evolving one which involves discovering knowledge as it is explored. The most appropriate hypothesis is that there are no acceptable distance education models for employees that will ensure a quality-training event, and the intent is to compile such a model as a framework for the planning of such training events. 

1.4. Significance of the study

The use of the above mentioned model will limit unnecessary or wasted financial resources, as it provide employers with the knowledge required to eliminate the purchase of ineffective computer training programs, and to better plan their in-house computer training system. This can be done in four ways namely using it:-

· as a guideline to decide whether to embark on e-learning or not;
· as a checklist (strategy) to plan for e-learning and determine the stakeholders (learners, facilitators and managers) readiness for e-learning;
· to evaluate ongoing e-learning in order to determine shortfall and remediate it;
· after the e-learning event to determine the success of the event;
· as a tool for the instructional designer as guide when designing new distance education programmes, to ensure that they address all the needs of the learner, the facilitator as well as the organisation providing the training event.

The financial constraints and loss of reputation of training providers due to the ineffective use of technology for distance education will be reduced, as the model assist the provider with clear elements that should be managed to ensure a quality-learning event.

The model will also ensure that the employee’s learning needs are satisfied considering his need to make meaning of his working world through learning new skills.

1.5. Assumptions

In the design of a model for distance education, it is assumed that the learner is the central most important person for which the model is designed, and that learning is the core activity, which the model must support. The training provider and the educator are not central to the learning process but they influence the process directly. 

It is assumed that the concept distance education incorporates training towards a specific skill or job as is specifically the case in workplace environments. 

It is further assumed that the best possible epistemology (“the part of philosophy that is about the study of how we know things.” Cambridge University Press, 2005) to follow in the provision of distance education is a constructivist approach. The former Industrial Age Behaviourist learning approaches (passive learning) does not produce the type of individuals needed in the current Information Age, namely people who can solve problems and bring diverse perspectives to the workplace. In order to do that one should move away from instruction of knowledge to construction of knowledge, thus following a constructivist philosophy in training delivery (Reigeluth, 1997: 14). 

In order to allow the model to be applied in as many e-learning situations as possible the researcher assumes that there are requirements for e-learning that will apply to all of them, irrespective of the type of e-learning delivery system used. Once the generic criteria are established one can always adapt the model according to specific abilities of the delivery system used by a particular workplace. 

1.6. Ethical considerations

All participant information will be guarded with the necessary confidentiality and all procedures for consent will be followed. An ethical problem that may influenced the research results is sensitivity from learners to disclose their true opinions and unhappiness regarding learning programmes due to possible discrimination by the providing workplace of such programmes. Providers may be sensitive to raise their views, fearing the scorn of fellow professionals and of their own employers. In order to avoid the possibility and to ensure participants of confidentiality, research questionnaires will be completed anonymously.
1.7. Structure of the thesis

The thesis is divided in the following Chapters

Chapter 1: Introduction and problems statement, summary of the research topic and design.

Chapter 2: A literature review in distance education 

Chapter 3: A literature review of the Constructivist epistemology

Chapter 4: A literature review on e-learning 

Chapter 5: Implementation and discussion of findings of the research.
Chapter 6: Recommendations and conclusion

1.8. Conclusion

This chapter outlines the problems resulting in the need to establish a holistic e-readiness model for the training of employees in distance education and the method followed to develop a model for distance education in the workplace. It ends with an outlay of the various chapters found in this thesis.
Chapter two will provide a literature review on the various theories on distance education.
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