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2 A. Wieland: Evaluation of the use of electronic learning environments: Perceptions of lecturers and students

3. Results

3.1 Actual usage of the electronic learning environment

The majority (67%) of the lecturers uses the electronic learning environment in 75-100% of their
courses. On the other hand, almost a quarter (21%) uses the electronic learning environment in only 0-
25% of their courses. Most lecturers (62%) spend an average of 0-2 hours per week on working with the
electronic learning environment. Most students (84%) spend on average 0-2 hours per week on working
with the electronic learning environment using a PC at the university and 79% of the students spends an
additional 0-5 hours per week using a PC at home.

3.2 Output of the electronic learning environment

Both students and lecturers think that an electronic learning environment makes collaboration amongst
students themselves and between lecturer and students easier. Students also express that the quality of
education increases with the use of an electronic learning environment. Lecturers on the other hand, are
of the opinion that using an electronic learning environment doesn’t have an effect on the quality of
education. They do however feel that the use of an electronic learning environment increases the effi-
ciency of learning and teaching, as do students.

This efficiency, defined as a combination of the fact that the learning environment can be visited re-
gardless of time or place as well as having all necessary documents and information in one central place,
is seen as one of the most enjoyable aspects of working with an electronic learning environment by both
students and lecturers. Students no longer have to go to the university to collect study materials, hand-in
assignments or to find out what grade they have for a course. By personalising the electronic learning
environment to their wishes, they can filter information so that they only see information and courses,
which are relevant to them. Lecturers can easily distribute information and materials amongst all their
students and reuse materials in other courses without much effort. Lecturers also state that they have less
administrative and paper fuss when using an electronic learning environment in their course.

Both students and lecturers experience using an electronic learning environment as impersonal. They
regard this as an unpleasant aspect of working with an electronic learning environment. Before the ICTE
era, students would visit the lecturer’s office in case of questions about a course. If the lecturer had the
time, he would make a small conversation with the student. Now, most of the communication between
lecturer and students has become more business like. No more than the necessary information is asked
for or provided. Furthermore the lack of non-verbal signs increases the impersonality of communication.

Another aspect that both students and lectures find very unpleasant is that they have to download and
print large amounts of materials. For students, this can be very time consuming and expensive.

There are some contrasts in how students and lecturers experience working with an electronic learning
environment. Lecturers for instance, enjoy the possibilities of presenting information and materials in a
structured way. However, because every lecturer comes up with his own structure there is no consistency
in the way information and materials are organized. Students regard this as one of the most unpleasant
aspects of using an electronic learning environment. In each course they have to find out for instance,
where the lecturer placed assignments or sheets and because there is overlap in functionalities within
different ICT systems, they also have to find out in which system they can find certain information. Fur-
thermore, while students enjoy the fact that the electronic learning environment provides them with up-
to-date information about their schedule and courses without having to check the message boards at the
university, they don’t appreciate lecturers who, according to students, expect them to check the elec-
tronic learning environment daily for new announcements and information.

Another difference in perception is that students enjoy the accessibility the electronic learning envi-
ronment brings about when asking questions to lecturers. They just write an email or place a question on
the electronic discussion board. Lecturers however identify their accessibility as one of the most un-
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pleasant aspects of working with an electronic learning environment. They feel that students become too
easygoing in the sense that they bother less to find the answer to questions themselves.

3.3 Applications of the electronic learning environments

The Erasmus University Rotterdam has stated in her strategic plan for 2004-2008 [2] that she wants to be
a precursor in the area of ICTE. Specifically the Erasmus University wants ICT to be used to innovate
her educational programmes and to realize student centred education. Student centred education is gener-
ally regarded as education in which there is frequent contact between lecturer and students, extensive
possibilities for collaborative learning, direct feedback on learning activities and a varied supply of learn-
ing activities [3].

The evaluation results show however, that lectures hardly use the electronic learning environment for
student centred purposes such as supporting student collaboration, online discussions, chat sessions,
online polls or online assessment (Fig. 1). If they do use it for these kinds of purposes, it is not very of-
ten.

The fact that lecturers don’t fully utilize the possibilities that are being offered by an electronic learn-
ing environment is regarded by students as one of the most unpleasant aspects of working with an elec-
tronic learning environment. Lecturers use the electronic learning environment mostly for administrative
functions, such as student registrations, distribution of information and materials and distribution of
grades. These results correspond with the results of a nation wide study on the use of ICT in higher edu-
cation that has been conducted in the Netherlands in 2002/2003 [4].
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Fig. 1 Applications of the electronic learning environment by lecturers (in %).

3.4 Explanation of the results

The positive and negative aspects of working with an electronic learning environment, according to stu-
dents and lecturers, and as discussed in paragraphs 3.2 and 3.3, are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1 Most enjoyable versus most unpleasant aspects of working with an electronic learning environment

According to students According to lecturers

++ Increases efficiency Increases efficiency
Makes collaboration easier Makes collaboration easier
Up-to-date information Structuring information

Increases quality of education
Easy access to lecturers
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—— Impersonal Impersonal
Printing large amounts of materials Printing large amounts of materials
No consistency in information structure Students become too easygoing

Lecturers expect them to check information every day
Lecturers make limited use of student centred functionalities

When Table 1 is studied from an educational point of view the most striking aspect is the fact that
students experience it as negative that lecturers don’t fully utilize the many functionalities of an elec-
tronic learning environment. So why do lecturers make so little use of the many student centred possibili-
ties an electronic learning environment has to offer? The results of this evaluation provide some explana-
tions.

The faculties of the Erasmus University have the autonomy to formulate their own policies regarding
ICTE. According to the lecturers who participated in the evaluation, faculties have a limited vision on
ICTE. If faculties have an ICTE policy at all, it is unknown to the lecturers. Furthermore, lecturers don’t
feel stimulated by the faculty management to experiment with ICTE and ICTE is not evaluated on a
regular bases, for instance as a standard subject in course evaluations. Some lecturers state that this is
due to the fact that scientific research is more important than educational quality. This explanation is
consistent with the results of a study on the status of education versus research that has been conducted
in 2003 at the Erasmus University Rotterdam [5].

The limited educational usage of the electronic learning environment may also be due to a lack of
innovative capacity amongst lecturers. In the last four years, the Erasmus University Rotterdam has
launched a variety of initiatives to provide lecturers with examples of innovative applications of elec-
tronic learning environments. In 2001 and 2002 the university organized for instance a meeting every
two months for lecturers in which lecturers could share ideas and learn from each others ICTE
experiences. The Erasmus University also started the project Digit@] Did@ctics [6], in which several
universities collaborate to gather innovative examples of the use of ICT in higher education. These
examples are made online available to lecturers. Furthermore, the Educational Expertise Centre Rotter-
dam (OECR) of the Erasmus University provides training for lecturers on several issues regarding ICTE
such as online collaboration, online discussions and online assessment. Despite these efforts, innovative
ideas don’t seem to catch on to lecturers.

One not so surprising explanation for this is that most lecturers lack the time to really get to know the
ins and outs of ICTE. For most lecturers, using the more advanced applications of an electronic learning
environment, such as online quizzes or chat, is not a routine activity. Therefore, they keep forgetting how
these functionalities work. Finding out the wheel again and again is just too time-consuming. Many lec-
turers who have experimented with more student centred applications of the electronic learning environ-
ment such as discussion boards experienced that they put in a lot of effort, but gave up on it because
interaction just wouldn’t get into stride. Indeed online student centred education can be very time con-
suming [7], but lecturers also have to learn how to organize interactions in such a way that there’s maxi-
mum output with minimum effort. Didactic support is therefore indispensable. Unfortunately another
result of the evaluation shows that most lecturers find the didactical support within their own faculty
limited. Again, this can be brought back to whether or not faculty management sets store by educational
quality and the implementation of an ICTE policy.

4. Conclusion

Despite the obstacles still to overcome, the results of the survey are positive. Compared with the results
on the ICTE evaluation that was conducted in 2002 at the Erasmus University Rotterdam, ICT has be-
come more integrated in the daily educational activities of both students and lecturers. The benefits of
using an electronic learning environment are definitely clear. Whilst efficiency is being regarded as the
most important benefit by both students and lecturers, educational benefits might also be gained, as long
as the university and her faculties keep investing in ICTE by formulating a clear ICTE policy and putting
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this policy into practice by providing sufficient support in terms of time allocated to lecturers for educa-
tional and didactical support.

The Erasmus University Rotterdam doesn’t stand alone in the challenge of getting lecturers equipped
to fully utilize all the benefits an electronic learning environment has to offer. The evaluation results
presented in this paper are not only consistent with a national study on ICTE in higher education in the
Netherlands as was mentioned before, but also with a European study on current and potential use of ICT
in European Universities [8]. Perhaps the real challenge lies in working together in making ICT a truly
powerful educational means.
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