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SUMMARY OF THESIS:

This thesis sets out to compare and contrast the conception, initiation and
implementation of virtual university policy-making in higher education in the
UK and France between the mid-1990s and the mid-2000s.

This thesis falls into a longstanding tradition of cross-national comparative
education research. The central thrust of the argument presented here is that
the more recent developments in the field cannot be understood as being
solely a matter of implementing digital technology into higher education.
Indeed, the core issues considered here relate less to the forms that this
digital technology may take, and more to how competing models of the virtual
university feed into broader questions of the type of learning-society they
imply. The comparative method adopted is based on a well-established
qualitative research tradition. With this tool, the model of the policy network is
explored and is shown to have shaped the planning and implementation of the
policy initiatives compared. Data consist of semi-structured interviews with
policy actors, as well as a wide range of policy texts.

The discourse on the knowledge-based economy strongly advocates the need
for higher education to ‘modernize’ its structures and its curricula in order to
support the requirement of the information society of tomorrow. Digital
technology has been at the centre of the policy-making of the knowledge-
based economy. Strongly associated with this is a tendency to over
emphasize our powerlessness in the face of globalization. One of the
outcomes of this comparative research is that human agency is as strong as
ever and that far from national characteristics being swept away by global
policy trends, the dominant relevance of local and regional characteristics in
the design and implementation of such policy initiatives remains robust and
enduring. The thesis argues that one of the key dimensions of the discourses
surrounding the initiatives was not primarily about virtual higher education
provision but rather was concerned with purely political agendas.
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Introduction

This thesis is centrally concerned with exploring the relationships between

globalization, the knowledge-based economy and higher education.

The aim is to investigate cross-national policy-making in the area of higher education
and technology — exploring how countries have responded to the perceived policy
imperatives of the knowledge economy and international competitiveness. In
particular, the thesis aims to use a comparative approach to investigate the
development of national ‘virtual universities’ policy programmes in two European

countries, the UK and France, since 2000.

It is assumed that only a comparative research framework will provide the tools
needed to draw out and explore the similarities, convergences and divergences
between these policy initiatives. From this perspective this thesis modestly extends a
well established tradition of academic study in the field of comparative education

research (for example Broadfoot, 2003; Dale, 2005; Green, 1999; Vulliamy, 2004).

Before elaborating on this, it is important to stress that the rationale behind the
decision to focus on higher education rests on the strategic place it has come to
occupy over the last two decades. The sector has always been closely linked to the
state and the history of its universities has been played out, for the best part of a

millennium, alongside and under the protection of central governmental power. More



recently, higher education has been called upon to solve present and future problems,
and the political emphasis on human capital has meant that higher education has
moved to the forefront of governmental agendas (for example, Ball, 2008; Green,
2006; Grubb and Lazerson, 2006). Increasingly, developed countries appear to widely
adopt the discourse of the ‘knowledge-based economy’ and international
competitiveness, and thus, the key question arises as to whether cross-national
challenges lead to similar cross-national policy solutions. It is this fundamental
anchoring in the time line of a state that makes higher education an ideal ‘laboratory’
in which to examine such questions. As such, this thesis connects with and extends
existing academic research on the topic of higher education and globalisation (for

example Brown and Lauder, 2006; Green, 1997; Robertson, 2005; Scott, 1998).

The originality and specificity of this thesis however is drawn from the fact that it
proposes an in-depth comparison of two state funded virtual universities launched in
2000. Research on the subject of cross-national virtual higher education provision has
tended to focus on providing a snapshot of developments at a given time and,
consequently, research projects tend to be based on data gathered via large surveys.
Examples of this are, for instance, the 2004 Observatory on Borderless Higher
Education survey of all Commonwealth universities (Garrett and Jokivirta, 2004); or,
in the same year, the European Commission’s report on ‘Virtual Models of
Universities’ (PLS RAMBOLL, 2004) which studied the 15 European member states
of the time. In contrast to this, the present research involves a detailed qualitative
analysis, which includes textual analysis, of a large number of documentary sources
(policies and reports but also transcripts of oral evidence taken before the Select
Committee of Education and Skills), and interviews with key people involved at
different levels of the two virtual universities and at the different stages of their

development.

A brief word is needed to justify the selection of these two countries. Three reasons
led to this choice. Firstly, since their massification, higher education in these two
countries is under similar political and economic pressure and, as such, shares some
common features; at the same time, some aspects are fundamentally different — for
example the degree of autonomy of institutions. It is the nature of similarities and

dissimilarities such as these which is seen as holding potential meaningful



information on key aspects of governance of higher education. Secondly, it so
happened that both countries launched a publicly funded virtual university project in
the same year (first semester of 2000) and such a chronological parallel undoubtedly
constitutes an index for comparative research on developments closely related to
digital technologies — a fast changing field (Laurillard, 2005). Thirdly, and more
personally, having studied in universities in both countries, and having been an
academic member of staff in a British university for the last fifteen years or so, higher
education is an area of activity in which I have been professionally and personally
immersed. More broadly, being bi-national French-British means that I am able to
decipher and comprehend both cultures without the support of any intermediaries. It
may be helpful to elaborate, at this juncture, on how the researcher came to this

research project.

In the late 1990s, working as a lecturer at the Language Centre of Cardiff University,
I progressively developed an interest in on-line provision and eventually developed a
particular programme of French-into-English translation. At the time, there was
virtually no central support available at the university (ten years later, at national
level, the HEFCW has produced an overarching strategy on new technologies, and,
locally, two teams — partially centrally funded — provide support, organise training
seminars, etc. within the university). Consequently, I gained knowledge and expertise
in this field via personal research and in developing a small network of colleagues in
and outside my institution. It can be said that, originally, my interest in the subject
was that of a practitioner eager to develop her own understanding of her professional
practice with a particular emphasis on how, from an institutional point of view, new
developments such as virtual provision could be / needed to be introduced. I perhaps
ought to say, finally, that my academic background was in Philosophy (first degree)
and Science de I’Information (Masters), both qualifications obtained in France in the
1980s.

Before outlining the shape of this thesis and presenting the broad content of each
chapter, a brief chronology of each virtual university is presented. This was thought
necessary for two reasons. Providing an overview of each initiative’s main stages and
key dates will a) free the researcher from having to follow the rigidity of

chronological order when analysing empirical data (though this would probably be an



easier route) and, thus, enable her to present data in a themed way which better suits
her research project (chapters 5 and 6); and b) familiarise the reader with both
developments before getting into the nitty-gritty of the analysis so that they enter this
cross-national comparison with a good idea of how each virtual university unfolded.
These brief accounts are drawn from chronologies published a few years after the
launch of the virtual universities. On the French side, the lead person of the initiative,
Dr Frangoise Thibault, published an account outlining the main events surrounding
the project (Thibault, 2006). On the UK side, the chronology which follows is mainly
based on documents provided by the HEFCE for the parliamentary enquiry (Select
Committee on Education and Skills, 2004a), the chronology published in the ‘E-
University Compendium’ (Bacsich, 2004) and the overview of UKeU published in
‘The UKeU Reports’ (Bacsich, 2005a).

The UK policy initiative, which throughout this research is referred to as UKeU!, was
launched in February 2000 by David Blunkett, then Secretary of State at the then
Department for Education and Skills (DfES). The project was allocated £62 million
by Government on the basis of a collaborative venture between higher education
institutions and the private sector; the Higher Education Funding Council for England
(HEFCE) had the role of setting up the venture and the responsibility for the funding.
In October, consultants PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) published a business model
based on a structure involving two companies: a holding company whose
shareholders were UK higher education institutions and an operating company whose
Board was composed in equal proportion by representatives of the higher education
sector and companies from the private sector. The role of the operating company was
to get matching private sector investment through the joint venture, oversee the design
of the technology platform and manage the marketing. This model differed from the
original HEFCE idea of running a virtual university with a handful of high profile
universities. During 2001, universities were invited to put forward programmes
suitable for fully on-line teaching which were likely to be attractive to overseas

students; negotiations with the private sector began and Sun Microsystems joined the

! The name of this initiative has actually been source of confusion throughout its short life. Some
commentators even think that this lack of agreement on its name may be partially responsible for its
failure (Bacsich, 2005b). In documents, it is variously referred to as ‘eUniversity’, ‘e-University’, ‘eU’,
‘e-Learning Holding Company Ltd’, ‘e-U Hold-Co Limited’, UK eUniversities Worldwide’, ‘UKeU’
and ‘eUniversities’.



operating company. 2002 saw the appointment of John Beaumont as Chief Executive
Officer; this started the staff build-up (by March 2003, there were 72 FTE staff
housed in a 7000 sq. ft. building on 14 Buckingham Gate, London) and company set-
up, whilst work on the platform was developed; the full launch was announced for
autumn 2003. By the summer of 2003, the HEFCE began to express concern over
student intakes (898 students against a 6,500 target) and appointed independent
advisers PA Consulting to conduct a business review. The report published in
December 2003 suggested that UKeU was in breach of grant conditions and that the
business plan was unlikely to be delivered. In February 2004, having decided to reject
the revised plan offered by UKeU, the HEFCE announced its decision to restructure
the venture. In March 2004, a new Board at UKeU started the wind-down. In the
following weeks, the remuneration for 2002-03 of John Beaumont became public
(£226,373 inclusive of benefits and performance related bonus) and motivated a
parliamentary enquiry conducted by the House of Commons Select Committee of
Education and Skills.

In France, the initiative — the Campus numériques frangais — was officially launched
in June 2000 after several months of discussions and negotiations between the
minister in charge, Claude Allégre, the different institutions already working in the
field of distance learning, representatives of the Présidents d’Université and the
division within the ministry responsible for ICT in universities. Eventually, a month
before the announcement was made, a consensus was reached around the idea of
running three consecutive annual calls for projects with the aim of “developing new
distance learning programmes” (« développer de nouvelles formations a distance »).
In total, 18 million euros were assigned to the three calls. Higher education
institutions had to form consortia with other universities and public or private
institutions to propose programmes in certain areas. To form a ‘campus numérique’,
these programmes had to include a pedagogical rationale for distance learning
provision (either fully on-line or blended learning), the learning resources envisaged,
and details on networked facilities available to support the courses. In addition to the
funding available through these calls, an ensemble of accompanying measures
designed to support higher education institutions in the development of this side of
their activity was organised for the first two years. After the second call, following a

new appointment at the head of the division leading this initiative (from the Ministére



de I’Education nationale (MEN) in 2002), the final call sought projects of a different
nature. Placing a strong emphasis on the production of digital learning material and on
virtual learning environments, the third call marks a radical change of direction for the
policy initiative with funding being re-oriented according to these new priorities.
Consequently, half of the existing campus numériques saw its funding interrupted in
2003. Over the three years, 90 per cent of all universities were involved in at least one
campus numérique. Of the 130 projects put forward, 77 received financial support for
the first two years (32 of them were funded for a third year) and 64 gained the campus
numériques status by 2002. Shortly after the third call, in autumn 2003, the MEN
decided to organise these programmes around five broad academic disciplines
(medicine, management, law, engineering and technology, and science and
environment) and, essentially, create banks of digital learning and teaching materials
which would be accessible by lecturers and students whose higher education
institution belonged to one of these five Universités Numériques Thématiques (UNT).
In brief, for the reasons examined in chapter 6, the UK initiative failed and was
wound-up in 2005, whilst the French initiative continues, albeit in a modified form

(see chapter 6), to this day.

The thesis includes 6 chapters. Chapter 1 consists of a review of existing literature on
issues related to higher education and globalisation — how states respond to new
pressures originating from globalization (and in particular the emphasis on the
‘knowledge-based economy’), and how they have gradually shaped their approach to
the governance of post-compulsory education. Chapter 2 compares the two policy
sectors in which the two policy initiatives studied took place, in order to start teasing
out the main similarities and differences present at the time of the initiatives, i.e. the
first half of the 2000s. Chapter 3 presents the research design of this thesis. Chapters
4, 5 and 6 introduce and consider data obtained, and respectively treat of reports and
policies on the two virtual universities; the models each country opted for and their
relationship with the sector; and lastly an evaluation and fate of each initiative. The
conclusion returns to the research questions and recaps the findings made, before

outlining future research directions.



Chapter 1

Globalization and the Virtual University

“I am leaving from here for the G8 Summit in Cologne. There will be
important problems to discuss there, including one that is high on our
domestic agenda — education. We will discuss how G8 countries should
equip themselves for the knowledge-driven society of the next century.
And how we can share our educational strengths with one another and
with the rest of the world. ... One of the most important contributions we
can make is to ensure that our universities and colleges are open to able
students from around the world. In a world of lifelong learning, British
education is a first class ticket for life. I want to see the benefits of that
education, that ticket, given to as many as possible across the world. It is
in our interests and it is in their interests that we should.” (Blair, 1999)

The above extract is from a speech given by Tony Blair in June 1999 in which he
outlined the annual Prime Minister’s Initiative. It was chosen as an opening quotation
for this first chapter because the UK policy initiative studied here finds its formal
roots in this document but also because it epitomises the ‘prevailing orthodoxy’
(Coffield, 1999) of the time. The rhetoric of this orthodoxy, which can be discerned in
most of the policies on higher education issued by supra-national and national
institutions in the 1990s and early 2000s, unfolds as follows: globalization, supported
by important developments in technology, puts advanced industrialised economies
under new pressures and as international competition intensifies, new social needs are
emerging. Economies of this kind cannot sustain their position against competition
from newer economies where costs for traditional factors of production are much
lower. To compete, advanced industrialised societies need to maximise the use of

human capital; they need to be innovative in the goods and services they produce. To



be innovative, a better general level of education and a highly skilled work force able
to maintain its ‘employability’ by retraining at different stages of its life are needed.
At the heart of this ‘knowledge society’ or, at least, ‘knowledge-based economy’,
education is seen as the key to solving these economic problems of competition and

employment, particularly the higher education sector. So runs the orthodoxy.

This chapter sets out to consider the theoretical and rhetorical origins of education
policies that foster knowledge-based economies. It is proposed to do this in four
steps. Firstly, to uncover these origins requires an understanding of how conceptions
of globalization have influenced the development of cross-national policy
mechanisms and how such conceptions have increased pressures on states to develop
a very specific type of higher education provision — that of the virtual university.
Secondly, with the definition of the virtual university proposed, it becomes evident
that in order to grasp the nature of the two policy initiatives studied here, it is essential
to critically examine notions forming the core of the ‘information society’, i.e. the
‘network society’, the ‘post-industrial society’ and ‘human capital’. Such notions
provide an essential frame of reference for linking these macro notions to the micro
level of policy-making, via the meso level of state governance. Thirdly, the chapter
considers the question of whether states are progressively becoming powerless or, on
the contrary, whether they are adapting and developing new mechanisms in order to
retain national control over national issues. Fourthly and finally, the chapter aims to
define the means by which a comparison of how France and the UK framed their

policies on virtual higher education provision can best be conducted.

1. Globalization and the Virtual University

Some social scientists researching in the area of education and training have traced
the origins of the knowledge-based economy (and associated ideas) to the 1950s when
an increase in the pace of structural change in society began to attract social scientific
attention (for example, Brown et al, 2001; Lauder et al, 2006). The phrase
‘information society’ captured the notion of a movement toward a new information
era. Two theorists in particular, came to be associated with this view: Daniel Bell
(1973) and Manuel Castells (2000). Their conceptions of the coming ‘new society’

are not without problems (some of which are examined below), but when examining



discourses surrounding policies on lifelong learning or ICT infrastructures, the
influence of these theorists is evident. Before this, however, something needs to be

said about globalization per se.

Defining Globalization

The term ‘globalization’ is routinely deployed in social scientific discourses, in
policies, and in the media without any real attempt to discriminate between its
multiple senses. And yet, it is a highly contested concept which has been the subject
of debate among social and political scientists for the last three decades. As Dale and
Robertson (2002) observe: ““Globalization’ is too broad and too ambiguous a term to
be used unproblematically in determining the effects on national education systems of
the structures and processes, institutions and practices, that it connotes.” (p.10). A
preliminary step in any serious attempt to define globalization is to consider some of
the breadth and ambiguity Dale and Robertson (2002) are referring to. For example,
are we to understand globalization as a process leading to an inevitable cultural
standardization? If so, how standard is this standardisation and how inevitable is this
process? Tomlinson (1999), for example, suggests a resistance of national cultures to
this process and even an increase of social movements based around national identity.
Castells (2000) suggests that worldwide markets, supported by global flows and
networks, have succeeded in re-organising economic activity on a global scale and
have created a new global informational capitalism. But what of the ever powerful
and crucial role governments play in managing their national economies and their
welfare systems? Has the increasingly blurred distinctions between external and
internal, international and domestic affairs created by these powerful cross-border
trends, contributed to a progressive loss of state authority and legitimacy? Conversely,
are states re-inventing themselves, giving rise to new forms of governance such as
government networks (Slaughter, 2000)? Such are the (yet to be resolved) macro
questions that theorists of globalization have raised. As can be seen, depending on
where the emphasis in the debate is placed, these approaches are essentially cultural
(Tomlinson), economic (Castells) or political (Slaughter). They also, by and large,
tend to divide between what Held and McGrew (2003) designate as approaches that

are either those of ‘globalists’ or ‘sceptics’ — this latter group occasionally



differentiating two approaches to scepticism, with either an emphasis on continuity
and fradition, or on changes and transformation. Globalists (sometimes called
‘globalizers’ to emphasise the active role played by their discourse and analyses in
strengthening arguments in favour of globalization) tend to argue that globalization is
a reality and an inevitable development. Traditionalists, on the other hand, dispute the
notion and argue that recent changes are not fundamentally different to previous
changes. Moving beyond this polarity, transformationalists tend to suggest that the

key lies in new forms of governance.

Somewhat more dynamically, Held and McGrew (2003) suggest:

“Globalization denotes the expanding scale, growing magnitude,
speeding up and deepening impact of interregional flows and patterns of
social interaction. It refers to a shift or transformation in the scale of
human social organization that links distant communities and expands the
reach of power relations across the world’s major regions and
continents.” (p.4)

In other words, the emphasis has moved from a sense of a priori forces at play to a
more mediated process in which human agency is the central component. It is the
prominence of flows and patterns of social interactions (however driven) which, aided
by twenty first century technology, gives rise to the “expanding scale, growing
magnitude, speeding up and deepening impact of interregional flows and patterns of
social interaction”. This shift of emphasis to the role of human agency has allowed

Lauder et al. (2006) to conclude that:

“[Globalization] is not a force in its own right divorced from the multiple
political and economic decisions that shape contemporary educational
policies and institutions.” (p.31)

In placing to the forefront the notion of agency, this emphasis on ‘human social
organization’ challenges conceptions which stress our powerlessness in front of
‘global forces’ and stresses how this shift, or transformation, is the subject of intense
mediation, be it via politicians, policy-makers or journalists. This position —
essentially sceptical about globalization — merits a closer examination. Some

commentators argue that globalization is an exaggeration on the part of analysts
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(Thompson 2000), or a myth (Hirst and Thompson 2002) or an ideology (Steger
2003).

As Hirst and Thompson (1996) explained, changes to our societies since the 1970s
have been accompanied by a perceived loss of national control. This position, clearly

spelt out in their introductory section, asserts that:

“’Globalization’ is a myth suitable for a world without illusions, but it is
also one that robs us of hope (...) One can only call the political impact
of ‘globalization’ the pathology of over diminished expectations.” (p. 6)

In other words, changes in the economic sphere of our societies are dominantly read
as having developed to such an extent that national political powers have become
unable to regulate forces; and this is reinforced by the lack of expectation and hope in
a world of disillusion. Hirst and Thompson (2002) choose the powerful notion of

myth to introduce their views because, as they explain:

“The old rationalist explanation for primitive myths was that they were a

way of masking and compensating for humanity’s helplessness in the
face of the power of nature. In this case we have a myth that exaggerates
the degree of our helplessness in the face of contemporary economic
forces.” (p.6)

One of the purposes of their book is to demonstrate “... that we are not helpless

before uncontrollable global processes” (Hirst and Thompson, 2002:7).

Another valid analysis is Steger’s, for whom globalization is a largely ideologically

loaded discourse being:

“... Notoriously difficult to resist and repel because it has on its side
powerful social forces that have already pre-selected what counts as
‘real’ and, therefore, shape the world accordingly. The constant
repetition and public recitation of globalism’s central claims and
slogans have the capacity to produce what they name. As more
neoliberal policies are enacted, the claims of globalism become even
more firmly planted in the public mind.” (Steger, 2003:96)

Of Steger’s five key claims two stand out: “globalization is inevitable and

irreversible” and “globalization benefits everyone”. Steger concludes that the
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language used by politicians and analysts to talk about globalization is strongly
politically motivated and “... consists of powerful narratives that sell an overarching
neoliberal worldview, thereby creating collective meanings and shaping people’s
identities” (Steger 2003:112). The idea that the same claims repeated over and over
again via different means of communication impact on social expectations, becomes
pertinent when analysing and comparing the rhetoric of the knowledge-based

economy which surrounded both policy initiatives.

Whilst this concern with globalization-as-activity does not resolve the contested
nature of the concept of globalization, it at least points to the inadequacy of modelling
globalization as the interplay of non-mediated, non-managed monolithic social
structures. For the purpose of this project, therefore, globalization will be understood
as being the result of a specific form of social action. This implies that there is a
need, firstly, to map out global trends and the different lines of power and control that
they emanate from (be they at local, national or regional levels). This will hopefully
enable access to such things as whose priorities are at play and to what purpose.
Clearly, whilst this implies a central concern with political processes, given that
national policies on higher education in the 1990s were mostly concerned with
building the economic future of nations, the so-called ‘knowledge-based economy’, it
is fair to say that the economic dimension of globalization is equally salient. In fact
the two, politics and economy, are interwoven in a complex way as an aspect of the
analysis of the role of the state in this global economy (as is shown in this section).
However, claiming that the present thesis will essentially concern itself with the
political and economic dimensions of globalization does not mean that cultural
processes in higher education are viewed as irrelevant. Indeed, since the focus of this
research is to compare how two European states arrived at the idea of ‘virtual® higher
education provision as a solution to economic problems, the cultural identity of each
country will necessarily be significant. However this is a background consideration

rather than a central concern'.

! For studies focussing on this dimension of higher education and globalization, see for example
Demont-Heinrich (2005) for an analysis of the interaction between language, national identity and
nation state, or Max-Neef (1991) for a study on graduates from developing countries who have to
complete their studies in the US, the UK or Australia in order to gain credibility and recognition.
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What then are the implications of this debate about the nature of a globalized
environment for the structuring and re-structuring of higher education? Do the
‘globalist’ and ‘sceptic’ positions exert any influence on the conceptualisation of
higher education within the literature? On the whole, yes. For ° globalists’?,
globalization has brought changes which have radically reconfigured social life and
world order. Some, for example, stress how global influences have altered the role
and nature of higher education to the point that the university has become a ‘ruined
institution’ (“The Western university is dead”, dramatically claims Barnett (1997)).
Others, on the contrary, see globalization as something positive which will bring the
much needed alterations to universities which otherwise are seen as fundamentally

inadequate and obsolete (Tehranian, 1996).

Conversely, those who doubt the depth of the effects of globalization dispute the fact
that current trends are fundamentally different from past eras, and argue in favour of
historical continuity. Neave (2000), for example, argues that the complexity of
today’s higher education situation is nothing more than a continuation of the long and
complex history of universities. Robins and Webster (2002) argue that change can be
best thought of as an accumulation of new layers of complexities over existing past
layers, and that in this way, “a more sociologi[cally] grounded narrative of change in
higher education [shows] ... continuities, as well as transformations” (p.6). For
others, the survival of ‘élite instincts’ in the mass systems of today’s higher education
is explainable by the wider ambivalence about the development of society (Scott,
1995). Robertson er al. (2006) argue that, with globalization, a more nuanced
understanding of the relationship between states and education is required and suggest
the notion of scale “[which] refers to nested layerings of territories, for example,
territories we might call local, sub-regional, national, supra-regional, or global levels”
(p-228).

In sum, these competing approaches hint at the complexity and somewhat polemical

nature of discussions of globalization. The point to be made for now is that the sceptic

? Terms such as ‘globalists’ and ‘sceptics’ refer to ideal-types and, as Held and McGrew (2003)
explained, they are useful labels to identify the principal areas of contention. However, it should be
stressed that they refer to two groups which are not diametrically opposed, nor internally homogeneous
in their interpretations of globalization.
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and globalist views of globalization have their place in any discussion about the

increasing convergence of higher education models.

Defining the Virtual University

Literature on the ‘virtual university’ has evolved over the last ten years. There seems
to be a ‘before and after’ implementation phenomenon (Chabert, 2006). Until about
2004, the majority of papers were glorifying the project of the ‘virtual university’,
uncritically adhering to the futurological definition of the information society. Voices
denouncing “a seemingly inexorable technology-driven destiny and the seductive
enchantment of technological transcendence” (Noble, 2002:282) were few. After
2004, reflecting on the many failures of projects around the world (which are
unexpected for such commentators), the literature sought to analyse the root causes of
such failures (for example, Guri-Rosenblit, 2005; Lewis et al., 2005), looking for
reasons and solutions (McQuinn Wilson, 2004; Bacsich, 2005; Slater, 2005b; Wilcox
et al., 2005). At the turn of the millennium, claims such as Mac Keogh’s (2001) were

frequent:

“It is now conventional wisdom that those countries which fail to
move from the industrial to the Information Society will not be able
to compete in the globalised market system made possible by the new
technologies. Lifelong learning is called on to prepare adults for the
information society ... While society in general may be changing
rapidly, the conventional education system is still some way from
adopting structures and processes appropriate for meeting the lifelong
learning needs ... There is a powerful societal and economic
rationale for using ICTs to facilitate lifelong learning. They can
enhance pedagogy through providing access to a vast wealth of
information sources and providing new channels of communication
and interaction between students, their peers and tutors, as well as
access to new forms of learning experiences. Another important
rationale is the potential to extend lifelong learning opportunities to
those currently excluded from learning, those residing in remote
areas and disabled and disadvantaged groups.” (p. 223)

The above quote neatly represents the tenor of most academic literature and

educational policies published around the year 2000; its main features are:

o A narrative of ‘decline and fall’ as identified by Robins and Webster (2002),

claiming that those who ‘fail’, will ‘not be able to compete’ (the focus being
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on ‘conventional education systems’ which have to change in order to
survive).

A typical globalist approach to globalization which unconditionally accepts
the ‘conventional wisdom’ that global changes sweep away institutions which
‘fail to move to the information society’.

An uncritical acceptance of the human capital theory to justify changes (and
more generally of the ‘educational gospel’).

A typical futurological and technological account of societal developments, as
identified by Webster (2006).

Last but not least, the belief that technology will solve a wide range of
problems (‘enhance pedagogy’, ‘access new forms of learning experiences’,
provide learning opportunities to ‘those residing in remote areas and disabled
and disadvantaged groups’), implying that ‘conventional education systems’
fail to address these issues. It is relevant to note that this argument has also
been quickly seized upon by policy makers in the hope of overcoming barriers
to people’s participation in learning. However, as argued by Selwyn and
Gorard (2002), if institutional barriers to participation (lack of flexibility, lack
of credit for informal prior learning, poor guidance, etc.) might be alleviated
by the use of technology, ‘traditional’ provision could also diminish these
barriers. Furthermore, provision of hardware and internet access does not
equate with a reduction of inequalities; as Goldsbury (1999) showed, access to
and use of ICT remain unequal even with direct government intervention

(such as the ‘National Grid for Learning”).

It becomes apparent that the ‘virtual university’ tends to be defined in contrast to the

‘conventional university’, also referred to in the literature as the ‘liberal-national

university’ — a pertinent designation as it refers to both the long tradition and history

of the ‘liberal’ institution and its national identity. There are two trends to such

accounts. A minority of commentators focus on the ‘decline and fall’ of the university

(Barnett (1997) reviewed above belongs to this group). For them, as the liberal-

national university is progressively losing its features, it leaves behind an institution

which bears little resemblance to what universities ‘should’ be like. The second group

of commentators, the larger of the two, (for example, Tiffin and Rajasingham, 1995;
Gell and Cochrane, 1996; Field, 1997) advocates the idea of an educational
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technological revolution. For them, the revolution is happening because teachers and
students can interact closely, benefiting from greater time flexibility; broadband
connections enable thousands of students to take the same course, giving the best
tutors the status of “superstar teachers who command high audiences and very high
salaries” (Becker, 2006:294). As observed with Mac Keogh (2001), their argument is
based on the idea that universities are no longer adequate and have become irrelevant
institutions. Technology (and globalization) will be the drivers of the new institution,
the virtual (global) university. Each account brings out the differences between the
liberal-national model and the virtual-global model of the university. And each
overstates the internal coherence of each model whilst overdrawing the contrast

between the two models (Robins and Webster, 2002).

In the context of this research, the term ‘virtual university’ is understood as referring
to the realities of existing universities in transition — as opposed to the ‘self-
mythologization’ described in futurological discourses (Robins and Webster, 2002) —
and these realities are emerging from the dynamics analysed in this review, i.e.
globalization and theories of the information society. The virtual university therefore
covers a variety of developments and a variety of organisational models. It can be a
consortium of universities that offers e-learning courses jointly, internet portals that
direct visitors to courses offered by any of several different universities, or individual

universities holding e-learning courses on a virtual campus instead of a physical one.

Policies on the subject of virtual higher education provision tend to draw on the same
rhetorical structure and place a strong emphasis on the effects of globalization on the
individual state. They presume that the country needs to urgently develop its overall
level of ICT in order to reach the level of development of other, more advanced
nations. These nations ‘ahead’, always perceived as competitors, derive their strength
and supremacy from the fact that they are part of the ‘information society’; thus
nothing less than the future of the country is at stake. This discourse is both
futurological (as it claims to know what the future holds if the present is changed) and
technological (the future of society essentially depends on the advancement of its

technology which in turn determines the transition to a new form of society).
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The actual meaning of the notion ‘information society’ is quite unclear and to some
extent a pattern similar to that of the notion of globalization is found, i.e. a widespread
notion despite its underdeveloped definition. Webster (2006) proposes five possible
definitions of an ‘information society’ (technological, economic, occupational, spatial
and cultural). Each has its own criteria and aims to distinguish the information society
from another type of society. Emphasis on the technological and the spatial tends to

dominate arguments in favour of the virtual university.

The technological definition often compares the provision of networked computers to
the provision of electricity linking every home, office, etc. (for example, in Nora and
Minc (1978) discussed in chapter 4). It is characterised by discourses tending to stress
the urgent need to increase the availability and standard of equipment in a specific
branch of society as a solution to wider societal problems. An example of this
approach can be found in policies promoting the development of ICT to address the
challenges of the ‘learning society’ (for example, in the UK, the ‘University for

Industry’ initiative). But, as Gorard and Selwyn (1999) assert:

“The application of ‘technological fixes’ to underlying socio-economic
determinants of participation will solve some problems, create others,
and leave many unaffected.” (p.523)

This conception is frequently encountered in policies on the role of higher education
in the development of the information society, where the priority is on equipping
institutions and students. For example, the Dearing Report (NCIHE, 1997)
recommended that institutions make necessary arrangements for all students to have
access to networked computers by 2000-01 and that all students were able to connect
to their own laptop by 2005-06. These recommendations were made in connection to
“the global marketplace in which UK higher education competes” (NCIHE, 1997:12)
(for a detailed analysis of ICT measures in the Dearing Report, see Chabert (2001)
and chapter 4). Not only is this a questionable approach, but as the speed of change of
technologies renders any exercise of ICT planning difficult, Trow (2002) is right to

remind policy makers to be cautious in this domain.

The spatial perspective places the emphasis on new options our societies have with

the networks forming electronic ‘highways’. As their rapid connections reduce time
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and space, a whole new way of life is promised. This notion plays a central role in the
discourse on higher education and the virtual university in particular. In theory, as
technology provides the means to learn where and when one wants, the entire
approach to teaching and learning is on the brink of a revolution, and once again, the
threat of being left behind and eventually disappearing is underlined. ICT in education
is one of the elements of the ‘national information infrastructures’ (NII) on which
millions have been spent (Selwyn, 2008). These infrastructures cover all ICT
networks and related components accessed and utilized by citizens in both public and
private sectors (Martinez, 1997). Depending on the approach of individual states, this
infrastructure can differ substantially (for a comparative analysis of seven case-study
countries, see Selwyn and Brown, 2000). Thus, in the context of the. present
comparative research, a detailed analysis of policies in this field is essential. This is

proposed in chapter 4.

These conceptions commonly afford a central position to the notion of network, be it
physically, virtually or symbolically. For this reason, it appears to be essential to
examine Manuel Castells’s approach to the information society, which, for him, is

more adequately called ‘the network society’.

2. The Knowledge-based Economy

The ‘Network Society’

Manuel Castells’s (2000) argument in favour of the coming of an ‘information age’
places the emphasis on economy and asserts that society is currently going through
fundamental changes. For him, the radical alteration of the functioning of economy
throughout the world will lead to a new society, the ‘network society’. His main
argument is that the growth of networks and ‘information flows’, with the support of
the recent ‘information technology revolution’, has been such that it has resulted in a
profound alteration of world economic processes. According to Castells, the
replacement of capitalism (industrialism) by ‘informationalism’, or ‘informational
capitalism’, was an absolute necessity for the survival of the economy (Castells,

2000:100). This new form of capitalism is characterised by a new informational,
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global and networked economy, and has at its core two fundamentally new attributes:

the primacy of networks and the prominence of knowledge.

Castells argues that networks have been central to the shaping of globalization in
many respects. For him, networks have empowered their ‘users’ — states, companies
and/or individuals — but this came at a cost. Firstly, to have access to the network
gives power but it is also almost a matter of life and death, as to play a full part in the
‘network society’ necessarily means being on the network. Secondly, as Castells puts
it “the price to pay for inclusion in the system is to adapt to its logic, to its language,
to its points of entry, to its encoding and decoding” (2000:405). In other words,
accessing the network requires some form of formatting, or shaping, imposed on these
states, companies or individuals by the network. In sum, this logic implies: a) new
disadvantages for states, companies and individuals left out of the network, and b)
some form of standardization as a result of the imposed formatting. This, Castells
summarises as: “the logic of the network is more powerful than the powers in the

network” (2000:208).

In terms of the prominence of knowledge, Castells begins by stressing that, in all
societies, knowledge and information® were critical features of productivity and
growth. What is radically different with ‘informationalism’ or ‘informational society’
is the fact that the main source of productivity and wealth now comes from a specific
form of social organization based on information generation, processing and

transmission (Castells, 2000:21). That is:

“What is specific to the informational mode of development is the
action of knowledge upon knowledge itself as the main source of
productivity.” (Castells, 2000:17)

In other words, just as networks are necessary for the expansion of informational
capitalism, so is ‘informational labour’ (i.e. a range of jobs which generate change,
with workers able to think, conceive, plan and, generally, manage knowledge as

required by the new society (Webster, 2006:113)). This group of ‘knowledge experts’

? Castells borrows Bell’s (1976) definition of ‘knowledge’ (“a set of organized statements of facts and
ideas”) whilst his understanding of ‘information’ is borrowed from Porat (1977) (“data that have been
organized and communicated”).
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— to borrow Drucker’s (1993) phrase — holds the core of informational capitalism
together and is present in all the decisional key points on the network, be it at the level
of the state or the multinational corporation. The notion of ‘policy community’ is
likely to apply to these ‘experts’ who, most likely, share knowledge, interests and
values. Castells underlines the occasional connection between position of power and
personal interests via financial rewards, lucrative appointments and different forms of
corruption. The example given concerns the European Commissioner for the Internal
Market and Industrial Affairs, Martin Bangemann, who, after mixing his political
influence with his personal interests, was forced to resign by the European Parliament
(Castells, 2000:146). This is mentioned here as Bangemann’s (1994) report on
‘Europe and the Global Information Society’ is considered in chapter 4 as it was

central to the development of new technologies in Europe.

Castells’s networks are powerful, globalizing and, one might say, quasi tyrannical.
Before considering whether conceding such importance and power to techniques and
technologies is scientifically valid, the place Castells gives to the states in this
networked society needs to be considered. For him, if states have lost some of their
power, their influence remains. Economically, Castells’s conception of the ‘network
enterprise’ is paired with the idea of a strong state able to support the developmental
stage of the new economy, able to coordinate support between different levels of
‘territoriality’ (local or regional governments), able to impose a liberal trade order
(the construction of the European Union is given as an example of the states’ political
pressure in favour of liberalization of their economy and facilitation of the process of
integration (Castells, 2000:212)). Politically, Castells’s position accords with the
approach presented earlier in which states are called upon to play a new role, as
globalization, however conceived, grows in strength. This is done via new
organisational forms, new procedures of power-making and new principles of

legitimacy (Castells, 2004:303-4).

The transformative capacities Castells assigns to informational labour and
technologies are not without problems. For him, the motor of all economic and social
change is the ‘information technology revolution’. Technological development and
economic re-organisation are at the centre of the theory, whilst cultural, social and

political changes are only implied. In other words, a technologically determinist
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principle underpins societal developments presented in The information Age. Indeed,
as Kumar (2005) and Webster (2006) argue, for Castells, the development of societies
is organised according to successive eras and these eras are defined according to
changes in the media or the emergence of new media (in Castells’s case agricultural to

industrial, industrial to informational).

The line of argument in favour of a fundamental change to what constitutes the core
of society — or what should constitute it — pre-dates the work of Castells. As has been
shown, Castells’s main concern lies with this core notion of the ‘information age’ and
how it has come to alter economies around the world. The idea that the shift of the
economy from one sector to another had wide-reaching repercussions for society has
been at the centre of the work of sociologists like Daniel Bell and, in order to better
understand arguments contained in the rhetoric of the knowledge-based economy
which surrounded both policy initiatives, it is necessary to critically examine how
notions such as knowledge-driven economy and human capital have progressively

gained authority and influence in higher education policies.
The ‘Post-industrial Society’

As Northern American higher education was expanding and rapidly becoming a mass
provider, a reflection on the increasing role of knowledge in advanced societies was
emerging. Sociologist Robert Lane (1966) considered the notion of a ‘knowledgeable
society’, defining ‘knowledge’ as encompassing comprehensive societal change. A
little later, the notion of the ‘knowledge worker’ was developed by the Austrian born
management consultant Peter Drucker (1969), to refer to the rising number of
graduates from technical institutes and universities who bring their skills and
knowledge to their work place to spur economic development (Waks, 2006). But it is
with Daniel Bell’s (1973) The coming of Post-Industrial Society that these notions are
sharpened and developed. For Bell, as the quantity and quality of information and

knowledge* are changing — greater amounts of information being used and increasing

“Throughout this thesis, Bell’s (1979) definitions of the two terms, ‘information’ and ‘knowledge’, are
adopted. Information refers to “data processing in the broadest sense” and knowledge refers to “an
organised set of statements of facts or ideas, presenting a reasoned judgement or an experimental result,
which is transmitted to others through some communication medium in some systematic form” (p.168).
However, occasionally, the two are used interchangeably for the sake of style.
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demand for knowledge of a higher order (‘theoretical knowledge’) — a new epoch is
beginning to emerge, an altogether new type of society: an ‘information society’. Bell
considers the consequences of this emergence from economic and social perspectives.
He predicts a continuing demand for professional and technical workers which will
progressively lead to a significant decrease of low-skilled employment. The core of
the ‘post-industrial society’ is the ‘professional technical services’ as well as “the
expansion of a new intelligentsia — in the universities, research organisations,

professions, and government” (Bell, 1973:15).

In Bell’s post-industrial society, universities have moved to the centre of the society
(Bell, 1974:232), and he provides an analysis of what this means in terms of the rising
cost of public financing. As a growing proportion of the Gross National Product is
devoted to education and training, Bell argues that knowledge should be seen as an
investment of the society in its future’ (Bell, 1974:176). Considering the fundamental
relationship between powers, i.e. the state and the higher education sector, Bell points
to their reciprocal dependency and stresses the need to address some central issues

(‘turning points’):

“Inasmuch as knowledge and technology have become the central
resource of the society, certain political decisions are inescapable.
Insofar as the institutions of knowledge lay claim to public resources,
some public claim on these institutions is unavoidable.” (Bell 1974:263)

The first on his list of issues is the public financing of higher education and the
sensitive problems deriving from it. Bell asks: what type of higher education
institutions should be supported, undergraduate, graduate, professional? If new
institutions were to be created, whose priorities should they serve: those of the states,
the region or the nation®? With regard to his assessment of the problems generated by
his version of the massification of higher education — some of which had already
arisen as the expansion process in the US was already well under way at the time of
his writing — one cannot help but be struck by the relevance of issues raised over three

decades ago to the present situation. Whether it is the recent UK debates on student

3 Bell (1974) compared expenditure figures on education for 1949 and 1969 which doubled from 3.4
per cent of GNP to 7.5 per cent (p.213).

® This enumeration of levels of responsibilities refers to the political structure of the US in which
‘states’ refer to the 51 states, and not the ‘state’ as in ‘nation state’.
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