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E-learning presents a dilemma for educators. The use of
information and communications technology (ICT) in
education clearly makes sense because the technology offers
intriguing opportunities. But technology is a powerful force,
and we risk becoming technology-led, solving the most
tractable rather than the most salient problems in education. On
the other hand, if we put aside the attractions of technology and
focus on educational needs, we risk being blind to the
technological opportunities that could take education to
undreamed-of successes.

The articles in this issue provide some telling material on
being technology-led or education-led. We can see this
dilemma reflected in these, albeit subject-specific,
commentaries on current practice, a dilemma that faces the
whole education system in its use of e-learning – but perhaps
we can also see the means to a resolution.

Why not simply insist that our use of e-learning be
education-led? The sad truth is that this approach does not end
in good use of the technology. In her discussion of the ethics of
e-learning, Catherine Atthill looks beyond the ‘usually
instrumental approach of e-learning’, modelled on the
instructional tutor-learner dialogue, with its subtle forms of
control and guidance that take the learner down a convergent
path, rather than engaging alternative viewpoints. Similarly,
Trine Petersen finds dissatisfaction with the email-based ‘pen-
pal’ links which, while they seem like an obvious benefit of

global communications, have little real educational value. Both
are examples of using the technology to imitate current forms
of teaching, that in a varied mix of teaching strategies play a
useful part, but are hardly in themselves transformational. It is
not enough to take these modest pedagogies and mirror them
in technologies – we simply magnify their inadequacies to
global proportions. 

ICT lends itself, like every new technology, to the
improvement of old formats, and that is, perhaps inevitably,
what happens first in the adoption of a new technology. The
early printed books mimicked the forms of handwritten script;
early photographers emulated portrait painters; the proscenium
arch framed the early silent movie. And when we remain
constrained by what ICT can do for our current educational
forms, we let education stagnate. Technology should persuade
us instead to lift our ambitions.

We will only exploit ICT properly when we start from our
loftiest aims for education. Technology is large-scale, global,
massively expensive, highly complex – so let it solve our
biggest, most intractable, most challenging problems. We keep
using it to make the gentle shift from lecture notes to lecture
notes on the web, or from letter pen-pals to email pen-pals. Not
surprisingly, nothing very transformational happens and e-
learning cannot demonstrate its value. But start from the higher
objective of engaging with an overseas community – not an
approach traditionally available to an educator – and ask how
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technology can contribute, then the answer is impressive.
Petersen describes how a rich mix of software tools creates
multilateral cross-community links that bring much greater
educational returns than traditional pen-pal formats could ever
do.

Many of the articles here describe projects that are
exploring a range of non-traditional pedagogies. For example,
Amanda Jordan shows that teachers equipped with laptops,
online conferencing and web-based resources were able to
improve their literacy, numeracy and professional confidence.
And after the end of the funding the project will continue to
run in every school. Becoming self-sustaining is the best
evidence of success. John Spooner shows how a pedagogy-led
approach, which focuses on improving the educational
experience, evolved from a technology-driven ‘internet debate’
to a richer blend of online and offline learning activities. 

Perhaps because development education is a non-traditional
discipline its academics put more energy into opening up ideas
for new forms of teaching and learning – ‘participatory
learning’, ‘critical thinking’, ‘systems thinking’, ‘action
learning’ – these are important for all disciplines but they need
more attention if we are to understand their pedagogical
implications.

This becomes particularly important when we see how new
approaches to teaching and learning are changing
fundamentally the relation between knowledge and education.
In a world where knowledge is being developed, negotiated and
shared as part of the everyday practice of an increasing number
of professional ‘knowledge workers’, it is inevitable that
‘practitioner knowledge’ becomes as important as expert
knowledge. ICT systems aid and abet this process. Information
systems offer wide access to journals, databases, information
resources and reports articulating explicit expert knowledge.
But communication systems offer facilities for the debate and
exchange of ideas and experience among practitioners,
unmediated by experts, and therefore immediately available to
those who need to know. 

This is what Alan Cawson explores in his article showing
how the nature of internet use in education means going
beyond our current ideas of computer literacy or information
literacy to ‘network literacy’, where practitioners and users
communicate to mutual benefit. His key insight is that the
eBay model of the internet – facilitating millions of valuable
one-to-one or one-to-few transactions, rather than the
traditional commercial market model of one to many – is
applicable to education. The great value of the internet to
education is precisely that it offers freedom from the one-to-
many, the transmission model of education still prevalent in
whole-class teaching and lectures. It is ironic that so much e-
learning, far from being innovative, has ignored the radical new
forms offered by ICT in favour of its simpler uses for imitating
existing formats. A more radical pedagogy would explore the
idea that teachers and learners could work in closer dialogue,
negotiating a curriculum that is more adaptive to learners’
needs, and giving the learner greater opportunity to be creative
and constructive. 

There is an implicit power relation in the traditional
pedagogic forms of whole-class teaching, master to novice,
teacher to learner, expert to apprentice. But the move towards
personalised learning shifts pedagogical forms towards those
which empower the learner, offering more choice on what,
how, where and when to learn. This means less emphasis on
the transmission of expert knowledge, and more on the
development and exchange of practitioner knowledge, opening
out to learners’ contributions to the teaching-learning process.
There is an ICT model here as well. Paul Caplan sees the shift
in power relations brought about by the open source model of
software development as having a potential parallel in
education. Blog technologies offer ways in which teachers and
learners can use an online community of peers to debate and
refine their ideas, just as software developers exchange and
refine their designs for an operating system. 

Do these more dialogic methods count as learning? Or is
this just the inexpert exchange of ideas that happens whenever
humans communicate? On their own, perhaps they do not
count as learning which, in an educational context, tends to
have some validation process by which the learner can check
their progress towards a given end. But as part of a mix of
learning methods, these opportunities to engage in ideas
development take us a long way towards some of the more
ambitious ideals of empowerment and personalisation in
learning.

There is a great mix of ideas and innovation in this issue.
The papers together show that development education as a
discipline is testing the boundaries of the pedagogies of e-
learning – global communities of practice, weblogs, open
source knowledge development, systems thinking, network
literacy, social learning, interactive games – it is a fascinating
range. For these authors, unquestionably, technology has lifted
their ambitions. Rather than use ICT to mirror traditional
forms they have put the focus on the challenges facing
development education and allowed the technology to suggest
solutions to these bigger ambitions. That is a model that will
take us to optimal use of the technology to explore the new, not
leaving us marooned in the cautious replication of the old. It is
a good resolution of the ‘which leads?’ dilemma.

The government has recently published its e-strategy,
Harnessing technology: transforming learning and children’s
services. Its aim is to benefit children and learners –
‘harnessing technology to help us achieve our highest
ambitions for education’. Educational innovators, such as the
academics whose work is represented in this issue, could use
the strategy as ammunition in support of their own e-learning
aims. The point is to raise our sights to what education could
be, and then challenge the technology to take us there.
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