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Over the past decade, thousands of educators, students

and their parents hage embraced ‘varied doctrines of

‘open learning'. 1Its advocates have captured the educa-
’ . \ R -
tional'spbt}ight and monopolized much of the rhetoric of

- A - R .

B 4 S
innovation. Creqtiviny spontaneity, inquisitiveness and

’ ‘ 1nd1¥xdua11ty are the ‘codewords' that characterize open

?‘
LI ' R

1§§rn1ng processes and outcomes Open ents»y and exit in

. hlgher education su;gests second chance opportunitiéé for

-
.

adults who want or need additional -schooling. The opposite :

POy ~ 4

- r
regimentation, routine, boredom and conformity--are the, '

terms often used to describe the 'tféditional classroom.

.
<

Open learning, in whatever manner it is defined, has
both' broad philosophic and visceral appeai.~ Unli}e tech—.
nical improv;menfs in the educational process, innnvaﬁiens
such as open learning appeal to fundamental‘juged by.soﬁgﬁ

t

what different standards. rThe technical innovation--a .
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* The opinions expressed in this paper are those of
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. . reading/pgg;&culum, a computer accounting system, and the

like, are usually évaluateg in terms of their cdst and

) ) |
effectiveness. The'systemic change on the other hand as. . -

one'might term 'open learning'--is wmore typically scrutin-

»

ized in terms of its compatibility with revered educational'

»

and gocial values. This difference explains why initiatives*
. . that ride the crest of populas imagination are capable of

rapedly acquifing adherents, and conversely, having them.

I will argue that the-prbépects for long term dura-

bility and stability in open’ learning will be if such

) [

programs aré enc uraged to abandon their experimental status
qk

and move intq Vhe mainstream of educational institutions.

To do so requirés that open leafning programs be judged -

1

by some of the same standards of quality used to assess .

[y

more traditional offerings. In short éerm, programs Qhoes.‘
appeal‘ié’strictly philosophical, and who are unable to
‘\satisfy.addfkional quality criteria,;pay fall by the“ *
wéysideL. Over the long run, the remaining programs may
'ghed'the partially négative image with which they are

vsuspiciouslyéyiewed by elements in the academic ‘establishment.
[ . o~ o ;

Although various open learning programs are growing,

///"they\are simultaneously encountering stiffer oppositioi‘x..~
’e i Y. ' T ” ‘ . )
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In part, this represents+the natural swing of the educational

péndulum. It normally takes a while for any alterq;tive

approach to find its proper niche in the educational market-
place. However other factors--primarily economic--also
seem to be having an effect on the current status of open

learnihg programs. At a time of tight budgets among educa-
. N : TS
tional institutions, all programs get more carefully scrutin-

ized. With incremental budgeting sgrategies, expenditures

-~ L]
. for recently adopted programs or ones under consideration

recéive the greategst resistance. ' As a. relatively new _
phenomena,. the open learning program benefits least under

such conditions.

-

There also seems to be a change in tastes among students.
Because the job market is tight, students are increasingly
attracted to those courses that provide a 'marketable skill'.

The groWwth areas 4n higher education are business, engineering
" . M » . " ! -

and other technical fields. ‘Open learning advocates offer

. D
£ . -

some programs which involve students in workplace experiences,
» ‘ : .

g e
’

. . \ . B
but these are primarily intended to explore career opportu-

nities gather than acquire skills in preparation férxq

3
. - ]

specific job or career. Lastly, open learning is being

‘
-

\ . . ) .
. challenged by citizens calling for g’ﬁeturn to 'basics'.
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Though as diffuse in its objectives as has been the open

learning emphasis, the 'back to basics' philosophy ms _

attracting adherents, and no doubt, will siphon resources
%1 . that might go .open learning programs. ’ s 4 /
In some ways, these challenges represent a healthy

opportuﬁity for proponents of open learning to reassess

‘their position. Issues of 'quality control' are most

,forcefully raised after periods of initial enthusiaem .

»

give way to constructive questioning of assumptions and claims.

L]

The requir nts to insure the qudlity of open learning--.

0 . )

the aébigned topic’ of this session--cannot Bé:answered any

more easily than one can discuss the determinants of quality

¢

13 (] J .- o ) q
in.any complex educational enterprise. The values and

‘ ~ .
tasteﬁ that comprise gért of an individual's sense of quality

.
-

may j%st as readily be another's mediocrity. The term

| . . . '
'quality', therefore must be congidered from several prespec-
tiVesr with no single one providing a comprehensive view point.
. L% R

..

bp'perhaps the most basic level, educational 'quality’

-

refe:é to the goals of some set of plannedlexpggiences.

{
Although the term ‘open learning' lacks precision, the stated

objectives of such programs seem to cluster into two major

' S ‘
| areas. Some of ﬁ%égrams are postured as '‘better ways' to
teach traditional subjects, at least for some studentq..
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For example, it is argfed that (tHrough open learning

& . A . . /

4 ’

internship in ;feal 1ife' settings,) one can learn gs much

¢ - ,
about social Telations, the organization of work, government
A N

and politics, as one can‘from.reading'books on the subject.
Programs such as these pursue conventional educational
objectives with alternative learhing strategtgs. Another

category of program goals arxe those it is argued, that are
2 ~

nd& at all reflected in the standard curriculun of tradi-

~
¢

tional educational institutions. 'Sucthbjéctgves involve
. those asﬁects of personal development and sclf-awareness,
. ] ’ .
‘which are, at best, an assumed or incidental by-product

y . ..
of completing the sequence of coeurses in a traditional

-

curriculum. Some learnipg programs claim to meet both

—————

'_' sets of objectives simultanezzjly--teaching the standard
subject matter at.igast as we€ll as the,traditional curric- -

ulum, whi e)stimuIéting growth in other areas through the

—

L d

specialfhature of the learning.experience.

. é , il N .
‘ Datermining~the quality of an ¢ducational goal is not §> '

. -
o
N N

something that I can authoritgtive1§ address. Depending

on personal tastes and values, individuals ohserving the

.

game set of phendmena ban,draw quiﬁshdifferent conclusions

‘ regardiné its quality. Iﬁdegd,’this perspective suggesdts

L3
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that the consumer determines the quality/g;/;dubational

goals through his/her individual choice. Adoptibyg g

consumer oriented definition of quality places some 6bliga-

ti¥ons on educatprs however. It requires that goals and

r
megpods be explicitly stated and described with sufficient
' . :

-

detail and accuraix to allow informed consumer choice.
Educators must be analytical about the services thei

actuall§ deliver i%ther than simply state their ‘original

-

/

intent. Requirements for greater depiction of proiggm”éoals )

and methods are not as easily accomplisHed as might initially

secem. During the period of rapid growth in the open ,

»

b

learning concept, one of its strengthls has been its diffuse-

ness. Open learning has appeared to 'be all things to
“ B

» v

all peoplée'. No doubt, #his_héé been an effective

recruiting strategy, but it has al%o tolerated various

*

poorly managgd, under funded.,, and weakly cqncep;dalized

~
Al

programs. A further period of consolidation based on some

-

prinéiples of quality will begih at the least, with much
greater specificity about program claims.

If program goals are quded by consumers alone, this
. L)

N "J . v .
has obvious implications for the professional educator.

" The latter argue that they too have something .to contribute

N
, . b . [
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to the determination of appropriate standards of quality.,

Representing-the interests of various academic disciplines
‘ ”

- . . . ' . ’

the institution that cerxtifies competehce,‘and indirectly, |
. \ ) ,

the employer that hires graduates based on competencies
implied by degree--holding, educators$ aren't likely to

abandoﬁ:thggr trgditional prerogatives in favor of consumers.
- . * o
Ll N —-.‘
Difficulties in %}nding the proper balancefbetween the
/ v . , . s .

A . -8,
authority of consumers and educators toadetquine goals

is a contirfuing tension in educational politics.

4

J

Another bgsis on whidh quality may be more brecisely

E

determined, however, orogram effegtiveness. How do the

a ‘results.of the program oompare with its stated gbals? , .

Does it dellver on what 1t prom;ses,‘and are the benefits

_ equal .or better than those_avallable elsewhere.
t . . s l
g It is, qf course, much easier to talk about evaluatlng
v ‘ . -
' program effects than it 1s to actuall? do so. Measurmng . ‘

”: student effects are partlcularly gifficult w1th.ngograms

of the open learning genre, where goals aré often.yague,

students.are volunteers, the\hughers are typically small,

and where valid and reliable measérEB\of non-traditional :

are hard to ‘find. . : i , .

L <« 5
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Assessing program effectiveness ralises a:prior 1ssue
-" ’ [

.  of whether the program has been adeﬁpafély implemenged. ' \ ‘

Even carefully evaluated laboratory based programs frequently 'f

flounder when efforts are made to duplicate results in -

-

‘real world'tsettings. Evaluation findings are often
/

confounded, when it is impossible to determine if dissap-

pointing results are due to defects in the program models

thepiselves or failure to satisfactorily implement the brOrgam.

e .

The third level of quality has as much to do with ¢ .,

1]

. 8 .
program image as it does with substance. In of@gp>to

-

project 'a sense of legitimacy, opbn learning programs must

N

_deal with.a few dépaging migéonceptions. Notions that

open learning has ‘lewer academic standards and demand less

~ N

effort from students are ‘continuous threats to their
credibility. Such prqQgrams operate oﬂ the periphery of .
the .educational mainstream, .their faculties are viewed with

« suspicion by coibeagueg'in more traditional settings, and

degrees, where they are offered, may hold less v?lue for

N ’

gfaduates*in the eyes of employers.
’ \ ' .

. ( .
Programs Whichgadopt some of the components of the

traditional curricilun will more easily communicate a sénse X

A

of serious educational purpose than will other programs. . |
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One- way in which 'this may be done .is the jformulation of

i |
. = i

objectives. Programs that emphasiée the standards ,gubject
4 | : .
Mat%er students normally study, but let students learn

about them in a variety of ways, are less‘;ikely to raise

‘suspicions than prognaﬁs that‘denigrate/the value of

tradifiona{ areas of academic knowledge. Although opén

learning may explicitly add new 6bjectives in affective

1

dqmainé of personal developméﬁt,:sqéh objectives are’not,
in the eyeé'of critics, sﬁbstitgtes for ééadem;c qhaliﬁy.
: .Another element essential to the image of quélity
involves gsademic'creéit. _Students\must receive full
academic ér;dit and theié‘institutions must .be accredited
if such programs'are not to seem like exFracurricular
activiéie§ or temporary fads.

Although open learning programs are typically portrayed

as an 'alternative', in some circles this evokes the image

-

of a 'fly by'niéht' operation. ~The degired role is one

-education ingtitutions.

-
.

in which open. learning is one of many programs available

to students, but which does not aim to replace the classroom.

. C .. . !
This is a requirement for movement into the mainstream of

-
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