
	
		
			WALK THE TALK

			CARL HOLMBERG “We are a guarantee of education for all”

			BY LALI SANDIUMENGE

			Carl Holmberg (Sweden, 1942) has been the Secretary General for the Oslo-based International Council of Open and Distance Education (ICDE) since 2008. After an extensive career in academia, he worked for the Swedish government supporting the transformation of the education system towards increased openness and flexibility for the students. He has served on the boards of international organisations and has been involved in European Commission projects and expert groups. Interaction, adult learning, distance education and education systems development have been core concepts in his research. In 2007, he was appointed a Senior Fellow of EDEN (European Distance and eLearning Network). Holmberg participated in the ICDE Standing Conference of Presidents (SCOP) organized by the UOC in Barcelona in November 2009.
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			ICDE was established back in 1938. How has open and distance education (ODE) developed since then? The history of distance education dates from long before 1938. In some parts of the world, they already had institutions and organisations working with it in the 19th century. So it has quite a long history, more than 130 years. What has been a core mission for ICDE during its lifetime is supporting the development of open and distance education, the institutions working with it and ODE policy developments. The main reason ICDE does this is because the analysis of the present status of education in the world proves that it is necessary. Distance education could probably be a good solution to some of the problems involving access to and support for education for many people.

			ODE used to be a marginal option in teaching and learning. Could we say that now it is at a turning point? I think there are differences in different parts of the world. We know that universities like the Open University in Britain or the UOC, for example, are highly respected. In their countries their work is positively regarded, but that is not the case everywhere. There are still pockets of resistance to transforming towards distance education, and this is one of the core issues that organisations like ICDE are working with. It is extremely important for us to support policy-makers in states where our members are working to develop policies which are more open to distance education. Recently, we came across a situation in South America where one of the countries was going to enact a law which was rather negative for open and distance education. We wrote to the president of that country to explain the possibilities afforded by this kind of education and how it can support reaching goals like Education for All. It is one of the few ways you really can have mass education. 

			You said recently that ODE has never been so popular… Sure, it is more popular now than ever. Millions of students all over the world are studying with distance education. In some countries, one of the few ways of expanding the education system is to do it through open and distance education. A National Knowledge Commission worked in India for three years to determine how this country should move in the knowledge society. One issue was how to develop an education system which could measure up to the Western world. One of the conclusions was that if India is to reach the same level in terms of the number of students in higher education, they needed to open up a new university campus each week. That, of course, is not manageable for financial and organisational reasons. What they can do instead is promote institutions which are working with quality open and distance education, allowing mass education.

			“At least 20 million are following distance education. It has a vast potential and it will grow”

			How important is ODE in the world? What is the proportion of students enrolled in distance education and on physical campuses? It depends on how you measure it. We tried to estimate the number of students who are studying at ICDE member institutions. A very conservative estimate would be something like 20 million. Of course, it would be much higher worldwide. It has a vast potential, and it will grow. We need more statistics on ODE, but it has not been the focus of international organisations, so this is one of the things ICDE is working on. 

			What is the value of e-learning in times of crisis? The UOC is getting more students looking for education and professional retraining. Is this the trend around the world? I’m not quite sure what is happening worldwide. It varies a lot, but I think there are cases like the UOC, which is a very smoothly functioning and attractive institution for online students. In some countries, when the financial crisis came, they started moving back towards old solutions instead of promoting new ones. Open and distance education is, so to speak, threatening the traditional institutions; when there are scarce resources the traditionalists argue about choosing “a safe way” and try to get the politicians on their side. So I’m not quite sure if the development you see at the UOC is typical. I wish it were!

			What are the main challenges open and distance education is facing? The complexity of a question like that is that there is no general answer. We are a global organisation and we can see that the situation varies enormously in different parts of the world. Quality of education is a burning topic worldwide, and another one is how to reach and cater to huge groups of students, and access to technology. We recently asked our members if they needed us to support their work with quality developments. We got positive feedback, but in the Unites States, Canada and Europe the majority answered that their needs were being met. In the rest of the world, in Asia, in South America, in Africa, the responses were totally different. These institutions are in need of international organisations supporting them with quality benchmarking and their quality development. The Indonesian Open University, Universitas Terbuka, for example, has more than 700,000 students scattered around a country consisting of more than 17,000 islands. You can easily imagine the problems related to technology infrastructure. An advanced use of the Internet can be quite challenging. What ICDE would like to start is finding ways of exploring what the ODE world looks like: statistics, figures, the use of technologies, policies supporting distance education, etc. Also what the legislative framework is like in different parts of the world. When we have more information, ICDE will be able to work more actively. 

			“The majority of traditional institutions are moving into distance education”

			Distance education and e-learning are not exactly the same thing. Will ICDE have to change its name to make room for ‘virtual’ or ‘online’ education? The organisation has changed its name during its lifespan to adapt to changes of the field. A long time ago, the organisation had the word ‘correspondence’ in its name. I don’t know what a new name should be. I don’t think it is a good idea to use words linked to technology for international organisations like ours because it changes so rapidly. Open and distance education still works. 

			So ‘distance’ is a concept that includes online or virtual? You are perfectly right that distance has sort of become obsolete, as in our case now: you are in Barcelona and I am in Oslo and we are talking with each other via Skype. There are so many concepts used when education is in transformation, often related to technology. Some of them are connected to politics, like open (lowering the fence around higher education, lifelong learning), some to pedagogical theory (edutainment, cooperative learning), some to organisational issues (borderless education, flexible learning, online learning) and some to technology (net-based learning, computer-supported learning). Being online is a way of overcoming distance, and the virtual world is where you are as a student and a teacher in distance education. The core element in all learning processes is interaction. So you could choose a concept focusing on the forms of dialogue or the use of technology or how education is organised or what political aims it is fulfilling. The concept of ‘distance’ education has historical roots, and we can still live with it for some time. 

			Do you think distance education is using all the potential of the Internet? To the extent possible, many institutions are. Universities like the UOC, the Open University in the United Kingdom, the Athabasca University in Canada, University College of Maryland, etc., are using technologies in very interesting ways and are using them to put pedagogic theory into practice. But then there are distance educational institutions that don’t have the same infrastructure. The oldest open university in the world, UNISA (University of South Africa), has lots of knowledgeable staff that knows how to use the technology and is up-to-date on research. They know it all, they could do it all, but due the surrounding situation they cannot use advanced Internet-based technology. So what they are developing more and more is mobile learning. That is also the case in areas in Asia where you find lots of mobile phones but not strong Internet technology. We are in a period of transformation, and it will take time to implement and use technology. 

			“In some countries we are one of the few ways you really can have mass education”

			The UOC was born online 15 years ago. Could we say that it was a pioneer? It certainly was. From day one, the UOC was in the world of technologies we are still using. The Open University in Britain, for example, started with TV, audio and written material the way it was done 60 or 70 years ago. I remember when the UOC came into the market, how impressed I was to see how the UOC was developing and solving different issues related to technology use. It is definitely an advantage to have been born into the era of technologies, not carrying the baggage of “we used to do it this way”. 

			In your opinion, what will ODE’s role be in ten years’ time? One of the things that has been obvious in the last 20 years is that the way traditional campus-based universities and open and distance learning institutions work is merging. They are working more and more the same way and we have what could be called flexible learning. This process is moving the majority of traditional institutions into the field of distance education. And that is definitely a trend that you can see worldwide. 

			Will e-learning help to overcome the digital divide and be available for everyone? Yes, I think so; we are on the threshold of a dramatic change. But remember, e-learning is a part of the digital divide. A large part of the world population still has no access to the prerequisites for e-learning – the technologies. If technologies are not available, how can it close the gaps between the haves and the have nots? ICDE is in formal consultations with Unesco. One of Unesco’s goals is Education for All, and ICDE shares that goal. To make it come true, it we have to fight the digital divide. We have to support the developments of educational organisations and access to technology for education

			+INFO

			ICDE www.icde.org

			EDEN www.eden-online.org/eden.php

			Unesco: E- Learning online www.eden-online.org/eden.php

			Carl Holmberg, A European and Swedish perspective on ICT – Policies and strategies in education tinyurl.com/66tkvzq

			Carl Holmerg interview, Youtube in education tinyurl.com/6fsw6nq
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