(  Chapter 6  (
Summary, conclusion and recommendations

6.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter the progress and results of the empirical research project were discussed. This chapter is a reflection on whether the research question has been answered namely:-

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

A summary will be given to reflect on whether the research objectives have been met and the purpose of the study namely to develop a holistic electronic readiness model in answer to the research question have indeed been done as planned. Conclusions of the research will also be given, limitations discussed and suggestions provided for possible further research opportunities.

6.2. Summary

In answer to the research question the researcher attempted to design an E-readiness model to ensure that e-learning events as applied in the different settings in the work place is a positive experience for both the employee as well as the employer.

Objective one:- explore the research title in a literature review

In order to design the model the various influencing factors that can affect the e-learning event needed to be captured. The influencing factors were identified through exploring the concepts in the research title namely distance education, learning and the meaning thereof in the current Information Age as well as the electronic delivery of training by doing a literature review on each.

The concept “distance education” and the various theories implicating its unique characteristics and the requirements that need to be met in order to have a successful distance education event were discussed in chapter two. Chapter three of the literature study explored Constructivism as learning epistemology of choice in the Information Age whilst in chapter four the various elements to consider when using electronic delivery of the learning event were discussed.

Objective two up to seven: The compilation of an E-readiness model, verification and application thereof in a work place by following the various phases of the research project.

In order to compile and test the usability of an E-readiness model the following steps have been taken:-

· An initial conceptual framework model including all the main identified influencing criteria has been compiled from the literature review.

· The model has been verified through using a questionnaire collecting quantitative as well as qualitative data from participants of and internet instructional technology forum.

· Data analysis was performed and the conceptual framework model has been changed in accordance with findings.

· The model was further developed using into an audit tool incorporating specific elements necessary to comply with the requirements of the E-readiness model.

· Verification of the audit tool with a specific work place was done by using the inputs from a work place trainer focus group.

· Finally the model has been applied in the media centre of a particular work place to determine the E-readiness of the work place in that particular context. 

6.3. Conclusions of the research

6.3.1. The main conclusions of the literature study

· The concept “distance education” is synonymous with the concept electronic delivery of learning and it is widely used as such in the educational and training arena.

· Delivery of a learning event through distance education has unique characteristic that separates it from class room learning events and one should take notice of and plan for these characteristics if one still want to meet the learning outcomes and have a successful learning event.  

· Although there are various distance education theories they all share common trends that needs to be considered when planning for an e-learning event namely:

· transactional distance creates a learning challenge and special arrangements need to be made with the delivery of the learning event in order to overcome the distance;

· separation between the educator and learner creates special circumstances that needs to be addressed as direct mediation is not possible anymore;

· the lack of direct communication with the educator and other learners creates a learning challenge as collaboration and communication is not so easy as in a class room setting;

· The Information Age requires a Constructivist epistemological approach in order for employees and employers to maintain their sustainability as the global business arena is highly competitive and economically challenging. 

· The employees need to learn how to solve problems creatively and efficiently and to do that they need to learn to think differently. To develop this skill a learning event incorporating Constructivist methodologies should be used.

· The attributes of Constructivism namely active participation, the intentional and meaningful  construction of knowledge, authenticity and the cooperative nature in which learning takes place, possess the ability to overcome the challenges of distance education 

· The blanket (general) application of a Constructivist epistemology may not always be appropriate in all work place contexts as each individual and groups within an organisation has specific needs at a given time. Combinations of a Constructivist and Objectivist epistemologies in the same learning event may be necessary at times to ensure learner satisfaction. 

· The Constructivist pedagogical approaches have specific strategies and pedagogical characteristics that separate them from the Objectivist (Behaviourist) epistemologies.

· There is a vast array of electronic delivery systems available to deliver learning events, making this delivery tool versatile and able to accommodate most educational and learning needs.

· Technological delivery of learning has specific disadvantages that need to be planned for or else they will negatively impact on the learning event.

· Delivering of a learning event through electronic means must be carefully considered for the pedagogical value that it will add. It stays a tool for delivery and should not be chosen automatically for the advantages that it possesses.

· The successful electronic delivery of a learning event needs careful and meticulous planning and controlling of a multitude of influencing factors. 

· There are common trends amongst the requirements for distance education, constructivism and electronic delivery of learning events that leans itself to capturing in a E-readiness model e.g. the necessity for collaboration and communication to overcome transactional distance, is compatible with the Constructivist  pedagogy requiring the same. Electronic delivery of courses creates transactional distance but solves it through enabling communication and cooperation.

· There are a multitude of factors influencing the learning event, most of which should be planned for and captured in a conceptual model, so that coordination and managing of the learning event can be ensured. Specific strategies should be implemented before rolling out an e-learning event.

· Capturing the most of the influencing factors in a conceptual framework enables the organisation to ensure a quality learning event.

6.3.2 The main conclusions of the research project

The research project followed four different phases (see page….). The conclusions from phase one has been discussed above. Following are the conclusions of phases two to four of the empirical investigation.

Phase two: - Compiling the E-readiness model’s dimension.

· The various dimensions and all the criteria – except for one namely the need for face-to-face contacts sessions – underneath each dimension have been accepted as necessary by the majority of participants.

· From the four dimensions and the total of 76 criteria, the following were considered as most important as most of the participants either agreed or strongly agreed that it is a requirement:-

· The educator must have the necessary e-learning skills

· The educator must have the correct e-learning behaviours

· Learners must be allowed enough time to change and adapt to the e-learning event.

· Learners must have the necessary e-learning skills.

· The technology infrastructure must be able to carry the load

· There Educationist must be a helpline for technical support

· There must be consistency in the appearance of the navigation bars

· The e-learning event must make use of the most appropriate delivery system 

· The e-learning event must have appropriate activities

· Time online must be appropriate to and supportive of the learning process

· Appropriate time and resources must be allowed for activities

· The course must comply with legal requirements

· The course must have enough support personnel

· There must be a positive organisational culture towards online studying

· There were differences in the choices made amongst the various categories of participants for all the dimensions. The years of experience, role and relationship of the participant towards e-learning as well as the context in which the participant used e-learning had an influence in the choices made. However the effect sizes in all incidences were only small to medium. There were no relationship of practical significance amongst the various categories and choices made.

Phase three – The design of an E-readiness audit instrument
An E-readiness audit instrument was designed and verified using the inputs from a work place trainer focus group. The focus group of occupational trainers agreed with all the elements chosen to be presented as evidence when auditing an e-learning event. Minor changes were made in the compilation of evidence.

Phase Four – Implementation of the E-readiness model 
During this phase two processes were followed namely a physical audit of the e-learning courses by the researcher as well as an evaluation of the courses with questionnaires completed by the learners (employees), facilitator and manager. The interpretation of the audit results was done in combination with or with consideration to the results of the questionnaires.

· Questionnaires were designed and verified with a pilot to be used in conjunction with the E-readiness audit instrument.

· A physical audit was completed on the multimedia center of a work place, whilst the learners using the center completed questionnaires.  The most significant result of the physical audit was the fact that the courses used in the media centre were all following a behaviorist approach. The courses scored very low against the requirements of the Constructivist E-readiness audit tool used.

· The company assessed possessed the technological ability to exploit the current infrastructure to a greater extent. Therefore they scored the highest 65% in this part of the audit. 

· The courses however did not consider the individual needs of the learners, did not use a Constructivist pedagogy and there was no clear strategy to optimize the e-learning event on organisational level. 

·  The expectation was that the learners would also rate the e-learning events low but their score indicated the exact opposite of what was expected. Despite indication that the learners are inexperienced e-learning users and did not have the necessary understanding for computer terminology used in the questionnaires the majority agreed that the requirements as set out by the E-readiness model have been met.

· The learner group indicated the following requirements as most important as most of the individuals either agreed or strongly agreed with it:-

· I approach new learning experiences with an open mind.

· I am good at taking content apart, analyse it and put it together again.

· I was allowed enough privacy to test the course in order to get used to it.

· The navigation buttons look the same
· The course has the ability to assess and allow for feedback

· The hyperlinks indicate where they will lead

· The course fulfilled my need to be efficient at work.

· I was allowed to make use of my own work experiences
· I received relevant and timely feedback.

· The gender, age, race and e-learning experience of the learners did have an effect on some of question choices they made, most of which ranged between a small and a medium effect. The following relationships is of a practical significance because thee Phi coefficient (ø)is above 0,5:-

· Race (ø = 0.60) played a significant role in the importance of the attention received from the course facilitator.

· Age had a significant effect (ø = 0.57) on the importance of the course as technically simple.

· Age also had a significant role (ø = 0.55) to play as regards to the importance of being allowed enough time to work at your own pace.

· Of great practical significance (ø = 0.70) was the importance that enough time and resources to complete activities played as regards to race.  

· The feedback from the facilitator confirmed the results of the physical audit as she agreed on the same shortfall in requirements as stipulated in the E-readiness model.

6.4. Constraints and limitations of the study

The study is conducted in the South African context. It focuses on one form of computer assisted distance education (media centre) utilised in the workplace, namely independent computer assisted training. Due to the specific type of distance education chosen for this research, the findings may not be directly transferable to any other type of distance education used in other workplaces in South Africa. Furthermore the particular company chosen for this study made use of other e-learning delivery systems of which the media center is but one. The results can thus not be transferred to the company’s compliance to E-readiness as a whole.
The study is done in a global chemical corporate industrial environment, which differs from other corporate environments as regards the male domination of employees as well as the most technical and engineering professions found in such an industry. This may affect the transferability of the proposed model to other workplaces.

An international internet participant group verified the initially compiled conceptual framework. This information may not be transferable to the South African context. Furthermore, the participants of this group are not all employees directly involved in workplace e-learning. Some are distance education and information technology specialist whose understanding of training generally and/or specifically may be limited. This may have had a detrimental effect on the important issues that should be included or excluded from the training model, but it can also have a beneficial effect in providing a multi perspective approach to e-learning, which is one of the aims of this study.
Employees included are from various job categories including technical, administrative and the engineering field. They have varied educational and cultural backgrounds and their ages differed. Differences in their respective focus of subject fields, as well as the predominantly male representation and cultural differences may have had a negative impact on the validity and transferability of information gathered. Most of the participants (60%) were African and as the questionnaire was in English (their second language) one can assume that language barriers as well as a lack of computer experience (46% was doing e-learning for the first time) caused misinterpretation of questions asked. 

Lastly the large amount of courses available in the multimedia center made it impractical to evaluate each and every one. Some were not available due to technical problems. This limited the results to only the courses observed and transferral of results to all courses may not be appropriate.

6.5. Recommendations and suggestions for further  research

The following suggestions can improve on the research already done and can serve as opportunities for further research, thus improving the e-learning practices in the work place, particularly in South Africa:-

· 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. The “digital divide” is a well known concept indicating that the needs of third world countries compared to first world countries differ. There may be differences in the way one should approach e-readiness considering that the current workplace consists of a mixture of people having, and not having access to computers (Digital divide network, 2006).

· The e-readiness model designed applied requirements generically irrespective of which e-learning delivery system are used. Further research need to be done to determine which requirements is appropriate to each particular delivery system.

· The model did not weigh each criterion. Further research can determine which criterion is more important than others.

· More research is needed to determine how many of the requirements can be ignored or left out before it will negatively impact on the end result. In other words what is the minimum number of requirements and exactly what are these requirements to ensure a successful e-learning event.

· The study needs to be extended to other work places that is more diverse as the company used are male dominated with workers mostly involved in the technical field. 

· Due to the diverse nature of the work place research needs to be done to determine whether the needs and requirements for e-readiness are the same across all groups or whether there are marked differences that should be planned for when attempting an e-learning event.

· Further research should consider language barriers and use questionnaires in the first language used by the participants to ensure understanding.

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

· There is also lots of room for further refinement of the audit instrument as well as questionnaires which can be done through further research.

6.6. Significance of the study

This study is significant in that the e-readiness model designed and verified can be used on operational level so that the average workplace trainer and manager with limited training knowledge can use it.  The use of the model will limit unnecessary or wasted financial resources as it will 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 as checklist (strategy) to plan for e-learning and determine their readiness for e-learning 

· to evaluate ongoing e-learning in order to determine any shortcomings 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, 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 will 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 will be satisfied considering his need to make meaning of his working world through learning new skills.

Lastly it does provide room for uniqueness in terms of context and type of learner. There is room for flexibility and sensible interpretation of results, based on the level of satisfaction obtained from the learner evaluations. The holistic approach followed prevents a sided approach and allows for various angles to assist the employer to make the best possible decision considering all the circumstances.
6.7. Chapter conclusion

This chapter summerised the most relevant conclusions of the various phases of the research project. A workable e-readiness model with audit instrument and stakeholder questionnaires have been designed and tested. This is a practical and usable departure point for any vocational educationist to use when planning, diagnosing problems of or evaluating an e-learning event.
