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‘What’s ethics got to do with it?’ has been a regular response
from e-learning colleagues hearing I was planning this piece.
Enter ‘ethics’ and ‘e-learning’ for a Google search and you
get a succession of references to e-learning courses about
professional ethics or protocols for e-learning etiquette for
students. But the work of development educators is rooted in
values. Bringing ethics and e-learning together is a natural
link between the last issue of the Development Education
Journal, on values in development education (DE), and this
issue on ICT for global learning. It is an attempt to link the
explicit discussion of values common in DE with the usually
more instrumental approach of e-learning. 

I am here using the term ‘ethics’ in its generally
understood sense: ‘Ethics’ means thinking and theorising
about what is good and bad, and how people should live’
(Grayling, 2003). E-learning cannot be exempt from wider
education debates about ethical issues, and I shall explore
briefly reasons why it so often is. I then focus on one central
aspect of e-learning – the issue of
power in relation to the learner,
using Foucault’s concepts of
discourse and knowledge-power as
a framework. Finally I offer case
study examples of e-learning from
sustainability learning projects.

E-learning is a convenient, topical term, but also a
slippery one. In its broadest sense it can mean all forms of
learning using ICT, online or offline; however in this first
sense it may not have a communications element. Or it may
be used as a synonym for online learning, meaning learning
accessed through a web-browser, involving access to the
Internet (or possibly an intranet); in this second sense e-
learning is definitely a communications technology. In both
senses e-learning offers a spectrum of learning ranging from
a solitary learner working alone with learning resources to a
group working collaboratively via the Internet. A number of
different disciplines converge in e-learning, bringing different
assumptions about learning: software development, web
design, computer-based training (CBT), print and graphics,
knowledge management, instructional design, distance
learning expertise, as well as traditional teaching and subject
matter specialisms. In all these areas except the last two,
research and thinking are largely practical, with the emphasis
on what works, without exploration of wider issues or
educational ends. Some developments may be led by
technical enthusiasts rather than educationalists. To take one
example, traditional distance learning has produced much
practical, descriptive and evaluatory research, taking for

granted the givens of distance learning and its practices. It is
a relatively under-theorised field, though there are critical
exceptions (see for example, Evans et al (1993) or Sumner
(2000) ). It is this focus on the practical and the technical that
means ethics does not figure large as a topic in professional
courses on distance learning or e-learning. 

So ethics are elsewhere. The mainstream e-learning
literature is not going to help on the question ‘Is e-learning
ethical?’ In pursuing this question I have chosen to focus on
the issue of ethics and e-learning at the level of the learner.
Here I find Foucault’s ideas helpful as a framework. For
Foucault, technologies are not value-free but disciplinary. He
examines the techniques by which power is exercised,
particularly though the disciplinary effects of discourse, a
configuration of ideas and practices structured by the social,
political and economic processes that produce meaning. A
discourse both defines and creates an area of activity (or a
practice or a discipline). The techniques by which power can

be exercised form much of the
subject matter of Discipline and
Punish (Foucault, 1979). Though it
is about prisons, much of it could
apply to education too: ‘The success
of disciplinary power derives no

doubt from the use of simple instruments; hierarchical
observation, normalising judgement and their combination in
a procedure that is specific to it, the examination.’(op cit, p
170). 

In the discussion which follows I shall consider the ethical
issues at the micro level of the individual learner. For me,
these are illuminated by Foucault’s ideas and his exploration
of the disciplinary micro-technologies of power. I consider
three aspects. First the nature of the instructional design of
much e-learning, developing from the CBT route and so
tending to a transmissive model of learning. The quiver of e-
learning techniques (such as multiple choice, quizzes or
votes) and the structures for presenting information (linear,
branching, chunked) may suggest a closed view of
knowledge. The concept of ‘reusable learning objects’ can
imply bite-sized chunks of data which are fixed and
interchangeable – rather than the idea of constructing
knowledge and understanding. This approach to learning
constitutes, I would argue, a disciplinary discourse in
Foucault’s sense, which while purporting to be interactive –
there’s certainly lots to do – can make the learner a relatively
passive follower of defined steps. The second aspect is the
delivery of e-learning at the level of the learner. The intimate
interactions of instruction, developing from the tutor-learner
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dialogue which is the accepted discourse of distance learning,
can also be seen as constituting a discourse in Foucault’s
sense – a system or code of what can be said or thought in a
particular context. The ‘user-friendly’ instructions which are
the predominant tone again suggest a ‘microtechnology’ of
power using characteristic techniques (the learner addressed
as ‘you’, veiled commands like ‘you might like to’, gentle
guidance down pathways). The overall effect can be seen as
powerfully normative and serves to make learners conform to
an expected way of learning in the guise of making them
independent learners. This could make it hard to see that
knowledge is contested and subject to critical scrutiny.
Thirdly one cannot but feel some unease at the learner being
potentially an object of perpetual scrutiny and monitoring.
Online learning systems offer the possibility of constant
surveillance. If supermarkets’ loyalty cards allow stores to
monitor customers’ spending and lifestyles, learning
management systems mean the learner’s every action is
recorded and analysed – the early morning risers, the late
birds, the dabblers, the lurkers. This statistical monitoring is a
new variant of the Panopticon (first
devised by Bentham), the all-seeing
eye Foucault identifies as the key tool
of surveillance and discipline in a
prison – a tower at the centre from
which all prisoners can be seen
without knowing whether they are
being watched or not. These three
examples illustrate the ethical issue of
the exercise of power over the learner
– concerns usually masked under the
practical traditions of accepted instructional design.

I turn now to the more positive question, ‘In what ways
might e-learning be ethical?’. Within Foucault’s account of
power there are spaces for resistance. As Said argues,
‘Foucault’s emphasis, for example, upon the productivity of
power, its provocative inventiveness and generative ingenuity,
invigorated his analyses of how disciplines and discourses get
things done, accomplish real tasks, gather authority’ (Said,
1986). So within e-learning there can also be great potential
for empowering learners. Here I am not talking about the
broader potential for access, wider provision and so on, but
again at the level of the learner. This is where the
communicative power of e-learning comes into its own,
offering opportunities for dialogue, social learning and
communicative action beyond individualised learning or the
transmissive approach of some e-learning described above.
This potential has been widely recognised by a range of
educators.

Thus for example Palloff and Pratt (1999) on
‘Transformative learning’ explore in some detail a process of
transformative learning via online learning, through reflection
and the interpretation of experience, ideas and assumptions.
They offer (p. 143) a list of ‘Guiding questions to promote
transformative learning’. ‘When students are empowered to
become experts at their own learning, they cannot help but be
transformed as people’ (p. 142). 

The work of Gilly Salmon at the UK Open University
offers a model of teaching and learning online through
computer conferencing which step-by-step leads learners to
the point where highly productive collaborative learning can
take place, with knowledge construction, not just information
dissemination. The process then moves to the stage where
participants are responsible for their own learning, using a
constructivist approach, and explore their own thinking and
knowledge building processes (Salmon, 2000 and 2002).

What is interesting about these approaches is that they are
not drawn, as might be expected, from radical areas. In
Palloff transformative learning comes about through ‘learning
about technology by using it’, and Gilly Salmon developed
her model while working at the OU Business School. Thus
there is scope for e-learning to be ethical not just in areas
such as DE. Stephen Sterling offers a list of descriptive
keywords for an ecological education paradigm (Sterling,
2001 p. 24): ‘participative, democratic, co-evolutionary,
collaborative, reflexive, process-oriented, dialogic, systemic,
integrative, connective, adaptive, creative, holistic, synergetic,

transformative, purposeful,
epistemic’. These qualities seem to
me to be reflected in the two
examples given above.
I move on now to three examples of
online learning from projects on
which I have worked. These have
attempted to offer ethical e-learning,
in the sense of learning which, in the
processes of its delivery and in the

relations with and between learners, aspires to the qualities
listed above. 

WWF-UK has run Education for Sustainable
Development: A participatory online course for educators
since 2002 The fifth cohort has just completed the
programme. A key aim of the programme was to experiment
with an approach to online learning which matched the ethos
of ESD. It adopts Gilly Salmon’s five-step model of online
learning, and combines individual learning, collaborative
learning and a wide variety of approaches for different
learning styles and interests. But the key learning arena is the
discussion groups – both smaller, more intimate tutor groups
and ‘plenaries’ for wider sharing of learning. The programme
offers a loose framework for learning and selected key
resources, but there is no highly structured content. It is the
communication between participants which produces the
learning. The final course evaluation asks participants, ‘How
did the course change things for you?’ Responses suggest
significant changes: ‘Raised personal awareness and changed
purchasing habits’, ‘Values and attitudes changed for life.
Has precipitated a change in me with life-lasting effects.’
‘Broader view of ESD, more confidence, more opportunities,
more aware of teaching methods which promote ESD not just
content, more aware of global dimension.’ (WWF-UK, 2003). 

London South Bank University has been running its
distance learning Education for Sustainability programme for

... at the level of the learner
... is where the communicative
power of e-learning comes into
its own, offering opportunities
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ten years. This started as a paper-based course and has more
recently extended to include online elements developed with
explicit criteria. These relate not just to awareness of
learners’ unequal access to online learning (ranging from
people who can just manage the occasional email to those
who have constant easy access) and the implications of this,
and recognition of diversity and equality issues by
challenging the ethnocentricity of concepts (Whose
knowledge? Whose perspectives?). They also relate to the
‘microtechnologies’ of course detail – not hiding the course
team behind an academic ‘we’, stating the values of the
course and the online elements upfront, and putting principles
into practice in the way the course is delivered and
relationships with learners. For example, for online
discussions the learners have to develop their own protocols
for their own online community, and consciously reflect on
how they work as an online community. 

Forum for the Future has run a UK Masters Programme in
Leadership for Sustainable Development for a number of
years. This combines work-based learning on placements and
a programme of face-to-face study. In 2004 Forum developed
an international version, recruiting participants from Europe,
Africa, China and Japan. The international participants study
and do work placements partly in the UK and partly in their
home countries. The aim is to use online learning to enable
the same kind of reflection, experiential and group learning
throughout the programme that the UK scholars experience.
The programme is still in the early stages at time of writing
(February 2005). Online learning was used to brief students
before their arrival in the UK in October 2004 and to provide
a social meeting place. The participants have just returned to
their home countries. What is interesting here is the way the
international students very quickly took control of their own
online learning, stepping outside the format provided
(traditional threaded discussion software). They shared their
own expertise to develop their own ad hoc websites, weblogs
and e-mail groups to keep in touch and share information. 

This discussion has aimed to bring to the fore the issues of
ethics and e-learning, considering the possibilities e-learning
offers for both constraining and empowering the learner. It
has focused on the micro level – the local – and has not
tackled the global issues which also surround e-learning.
Such global questions as: Whose interests are served by such
dependency on technology? What about the further
entrenching of western curricula through trade agreements
(such as GATTs) and the development of education as a
market? Questions about the hegemony of the English
(American) language and American netiquette. It has not
introduced the three dimensions of sustainability – economic,
environment, social – as possible measures. For example: Can
e-learning play a part in reducing environmental impacts?
What is its role in a new sustainable digital economy? Does it
increase social capital? (See for example Wilsdon, 2001.) No
doubt DE practitioners will be as concerned about these
global issues as about the local.

But one final question is to consider what DE practitioners
can do to shape the possibilities of e-learning. Will they be
willing to move beyond a focus on practice and effectiveness
to the broader social, political and ethical context? In terms
of e-learning will they ask not just ‘How shall we do this?’
but ‘Why are we doing this?’ and ‘Are we doing the right
thing?’ Of course identifying the ethical issues won’t give
easy answers. There will have to be trade offs and
compromises – an analysis of what can realistically be
achieved, a weighing of the costs and benefits. But one
practical and constructive approach for practitioners in this
field embarking on e-learning would be to develop a
checklist of questions at each stage of the development
process to address the ethical issues. What are the ethical
implications of any decision? And one concrete resolution.
Try being on the receiving end of e-learning if you haven’t
already done so. Regard this as a transformative experience,
to enable better understanding of what it means to be an e-
learner.

References
Evans, T, King, B and Nunan, T (1993) ‘Teaching towards critical
research, reflection and practice in distance education’ Ch 3 in Evans, T
and Nation, D (eds) (1993) Reforming Open and Distance Education
Kogan Page
Foucault, M (1979) Discipline and Punish: The birth of the prison
Penguin Books
Grayling, A C (2003) What is Good? The Search for the Best Way to
Live Weidenfeld and Nicolson
Palloff, R M and Pratt, K (1999) Building Learning Communities in
Cyberspace: Effective Strategies for the Online Classroom Jossey-Bass
Publishers: San Francisco
Said, E (1986) ‘Foucault and the Imagination of Power’ in Hoy, D C (ed)
(1986) Foucault: A Critical Reader Blackwell pp 152-3
Salmon, G (2000) E-moderating: The key to teaching and learning
online Kogan Page
Salmon, G (2002) E-tivities: The key to active online learning Kogan
Page
Sterling, S (2001) Sustainable Education: Re-visioning Learning and
Change Green Books
Sumner, J (2000) ‘Serving the System: A Critical History of Distance
Education’ Open Learning Vol 15 no 3
Wilsdon, J (ed) (2001) Digital Futures: Living in a dot-com world
Earthscan
WWF-UK (2003) Education for Sustainable Development: A
Participatory Online Course 2003 Evaluation Report, unpublished 

This paper has benefited from discussions with Dr Jenneth Parker. I
would also like to thank colleagues from WWF-UK, London South Bank
University and Forum for the Future with whom I worked on the projects
described. Further information on the projects can be found at
www.wwflearning.co.uk, www.lsbu.ac.uk/efs and
www.forumforthefuture.org.uk

Catherine Atthill is an independent learning
consultant specialising in distance learning, including
online learning. She works mainly with voluntary
organisations particularly in the area of sustainability.
catherine@calearn.co.uk


