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Some of my current work

• EDEN President’s Blog
– Profiling Online Students
– Embedding rich media in online articles

– Transparency in Cooperative Online Education
– Barred from the Internet

– Crystal-clear reflections on European e-learning trends

• Forthcoming articles
– Cooperative Online Education, Seminar.net, Vol. 4 - Issue 2 2008
– European megaproviders of online education

– Resting in e-learning peace, IJNVO

– Successful e-learning in small and medium-sized enterprises
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”In my view, the most interesting and challenging 
pedagogical challenge in our lifetime is how we can 
provide online education that combines individual 
freedom with meaningful cooperation. I have 
struggled with this challenge since I first introduced 
my Theory of Cooperative Freedom in 1992”.

www.ednews.org/articles/10626/1/An-Interview-with-Morten-Flate-Paulsen-Focusing-on-
His-Theory-of-Cooperative-Freedom-in-Online-Education/Page1.html
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Learning could be Individual, 
Cooperative or Collaborative

• Individual learningprovides much individual 
flexibility, but little learning community

• Cooperative learningprovides much individual 
flexibility and access to a learning community

• Collaborative learningrequires participation in 
a learning community, but limits individual 
flexibility
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One may say that:

Individual learning is conducted alone

Collaborative learning depends on groups

Cooperative learning takes place in networks
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Cooperative Freedom

7Read more: www.seminar.net/current-issue/cooperative-online-education
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An Analysis of the E-learning Experiences in European Small and 
Medium-Sized Enterprises

Preface
Introduction
Distance Learning and E-learning Quality for 
SMEs - State of the Art
Analysis of the Case Descriptions

Small Enterprises
A-punkt
Elektro-Biergans
Infocut - UPC
Medilabor - SAF
Tuca Informática
Librería Álvarez
Kometter-Kasca

Medium-sized Enterprises
Balti Investeeringute Grupi Pank - BIG
Associação Nacional de Farmácias
Interpolis
Rabobank
Golff Supermarkets

Large Enterprises
KPMG Norway
York Refrigeration
Roche Diagnostics

E-learning Providers
NKI AS
ETraining OÜ
CINEL

Conclusions: Success and Quality in E-learning 
for SMEs
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The Megatrends project:
A study of European Megaproviders in e-learning

Book 4. “Analyses of European megaproviders of e-learning” includes 34 
recommendations for large-scale and robust e-learning.
www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/Book4.pdf

Book 3. “E-learning initiatives that did not reach targeted goals” provides 
ten case study articles and analyses of nine prestigious European e-
learning initiatives that did not reach their targeted goals.
www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/Book3.pdf

Book 2. “Megaproviders of e-learning in Europe” is a major, new book 
which includes 26 case study articles of European megaproviders of e-
learning. www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/Book2.pdf

Book 1. “The Provision of e-learning in the European Union” presents 
data gathered from Norway and the 25 members of the European Union as 
an introductory overview of the provision of e-learning in Europe. 
www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/Book1.pdf
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Project assumptions
• The most evident mega trend in online education today is 

the development from small-scale experiments to large-
scale operations.

• Successful online education should be sustainable. It is 
therefore of great concern that much of the online 
education that has been offered so far has been transient, 
unsuccessful and far from sustainable. A lot of it has been 
supported by external funding and ended when the external 
funding stopped. Enormous amounts of money have more 
or less been wasted. It is therefore important to study 
initiatives that lack sustainability and understand some of 
the reasons for this.
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Project Partners and Country Reports
www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/workpackage3.html

• NKI : Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Germany, Netherlands
• DEI : Ireland, United Kingdom, France, Belgium, Luxembourg
• E-University: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czech Republic
• UOC: Spain, Portugal, Italy, Malta, Greece
• EDEN: Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia
• Norgesuniversitetet: Norway
• BUTE: Austria, Cyprus 
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The Research Methodology
• Starting with success factors presented in 

the book: Online education and Learning 
Management Systems 
(www.studymentor.com)

• The project set out to identify the European Mega-Providers 
of e-learning using strict criteria for qualification.

• The project has analyzed 26 megaproviders on the causes of 
their robustness, sustainability and achievement of critical 
mass.
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Nomination Criteria

· It concentrates on e-learning situations with more 
than 5000 course enrolments per year or more than 
100 courses on offer on any one time.

· It focuses on distance education and does not 
include the use of e-learning for on-campus 
students. At least 51% of a program must be 
online to qualify.

· It does not include corporate e-learning from a 
base outside Europe.
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How the institutions were identified

• Country reports

• Nomination form at the project’s website

• The researchers’ personal and institutional 
networks

• Newsletters and conferences

• EDEN

• EADL

• EADTU
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Institutions that were not included

• Two private DE institutions not willing to provide 
data
– Leidse onderwijsinstellingen www.loi.nl
– Markkinointi www.markinst.fi

• Distinguished members of EADTU not meeting 
the criteria?
– France: Centre National d'Enseignement à Distance (CNED)
– Germany: FernUniversität in Hagen
– Italy: Network per l'Universita Ovunque (Nettuno / UniNettuno)
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Categories of Megaproviders

• Distance Education Institutions (8)
• Corporate Training Providers (5)
• Universities and Colleges – including two 

Consortia (13)
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Matrix Model for Text Analyses
Distance 
Education Inst.

Universities and 
Colleges

Corporate 
Training 
Providers

Historical factors

Technical factors

Course factors

Management 
factors

Economical 
factors

Additional factors
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Distance education institutions

22

Rank Institution name Country
Course 

enrolments
Online 
courses

E-learning 
since

Years with 
e-learning

Public or 
Private

3 UNED Spain 100000 500 2000 7 Public

4
Universitat Oberta 
de Catalunya

Spain 94000 950 1995 12 Public

5
Open Universiteit 
Nederland

Netherlands 44432 270 1987 20 Public

12 NKI Norway 12217 470 1985 22 Private

14 The Open University UK 11000 375 1988 19 Public

21
Dennis Gabor 
College

Hungary 4860 76 2004 3 Private

24 NKS Norway 2200 104 1987 20 Private

25 Universidade Aberta Portugal 1400 60 2001 6 Public
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NKI Internet College: 
www.nettskolen.com

• Operated by NKI Distance Education (www.nki.no)
• One of Europe’s largest providers of online distance education
• More than 100 000 enrolments in online courses since 1987
• Broad spectrum of subjects from secondary to master level
• About 430 distance education courses online
• About 9200 online students in at least 35 countries
• About 70 % women
• Revenue of 14 M Euros in 2007, 

9.5 M of them from online education
• Always room for more students
• Exams at local schools and embassies
• Online students get better grades

October 2008
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NKI’s Philosophy on Online 
Learning

NKI Distance Education facilitates individual freedom within 
a learning community in which online students serve as 
mutual resources without being dependent on each other.

We build on adult education principles and seek to foster 
benefits from both individual freedom and cooperation in 
online learning communities.

Cooperative learning is based on voluntary 
participation in a learning community
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Some unique NKI features

• Students may start whenever they like
• Individual progress plans

• Learning partners

• Automatic tracking of turnaround time
• Global student catalogue

25
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Global Student Catalogue
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Corporate training providers

28

Rank Institution name Country
Course 

enrolments
Online 
courses

E-learning 
since

Years with 
e-learning

Public or 
Private

1 Learn Direct UK 400000 500 1999 8 Public

2 CrossKnowledge France 250000 300 2000 7 Private

6 ÉLOGOS Spain 22700 605 2000 7 Private

17 Hungarian Telecom Hungary 8000 150 1996 11 Private

22
EDHEC Business 
School

France 4157 903 2000 7 Private
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Learn Direct

• Brand name of the University for Industry (UfI) in the UK set up by 
the government in 1998.

• Largest provider of e-Learning in Europe with 500.000 students per 
year. One of the largest e-learning networks in the world.

• Businesses, voluntary organisations, colleges and community centres 
run centres on behalf of Ufi. There are centres in shopping malls, 
schools, colleges, football clubs and prisons.

• In 2003, Learn Direct took on responsibility for co-ordinating the 
network of 6,000 UK online centres located across the country in
libraries, internet cafes, community centres and village halls. 

• Around 90% of the population in England live within 40 minutes’
walk of a Learn Direct or UK online centre.

Universities including  two consortia

30

# Institution name Country
Course 

enrolments
Online 
courses

E-learning 
since

Years with 
e-learning

Public or 
Private

7 Virtuelle Hochschule Bayern Germany 20000 150 2000 7 Public

8 University of Liège Belgium 20000 130 2000 7 Public

9 Manchester Metropolitan Univ. UK 15000 1000 1995 12 Public

10 Univ.Politécnica de Madrid Spain 14000 110 2000 7 Public

11
Univ. de Las Palmas de Gran 
Canaria

Spain 12237 450 2002 5 Public

13 Staffordshire University UK 12000 350 1997 10 Public

15 Oncampus Germany 9386 119 1997 10 Public

16 BI Norway 8500 54 1990 17 Private

18 The University of Leicester UK 7000 1000 2000 7 Public

19 Scuola IaD Italy 5000 120 1998 9 Public

20 University of Tartu Estonia 5000 135 1995 12 Public

23 Sør-trøndelag Univ. College Norway 2500 148 1986 21 Public

26 The University of Ulster UK 1300 222 1997 10 Public
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Hypothesis: Robust and sustainable online 
education is based on 25:

• Historical factors
• Technical factors
• Course factors
• Management and strategy factors
• Economic factors

www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/Factors.pdf
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Findings from Ratings

• Three independent researchers rated each of 
the 25 factors on a scale from

• 5 = very much true to 1 = very little true
• Conclusions:

– The analyzes confirm that the factors are important
– All factors are not important for all institutions
– The variations in ratings are relatively small



All Categories

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Long history in online /distance/f lexible education

2. High competence in online education

3. Evolutionary development

4. Continuing research

5. High competence in ICT

6. Based on standard technologies
7. Well integrated ICT systems

8. Ef fective administrative systems

9 Wide range of  subjects and levels

10. Wise choice of  topics

11. Flexible student start-up and progression

12. Focus on asynchronous communication

13. Support f rom top management

14. Enthusiastic employees

15. Strategies that support online education

16. Focus on quality

17. Ef fective administrative routines

18. Predictable and manageable teacher w orkload

19. Collaboration w ith other institutions
20. High credibility w ith the government

21. Some sort of  industrialization

22. Cost-ef fectiveness

23. Stable and predictable sources of  income f rom operation

24. Pressure on the necessity to change

25. Contracts w ith part-time tutors & course developers

Universities and Colleges Distance Education Institutions Corporate Training Providers

5 = very much true to 1 = very little true
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The analyses resulted in 27 recommendations 
for robustness and sustainability related to:

• Historical factors
• Technical factors
• Course factors
• Management, strategy and attitude factors
• Economical factors
• Additional factors
• Factors from discontinued initiatives

34
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Recommendations:
Historical factors

1. Learn from institutions with a long history and 
tradition of dealing with distance education;

2. Build high competence and tradition in online 
education;

3. Focus on evolutionary step-by-step development 
and scalability;

4. Promote continuing research and evaluation 
related to online education;

35
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Recommendations:
Technical factors

1. Develop high competence in information and 
communication technology (ICT);

2. Use standard and widely-used technologies; widely-used 
technologies enable students to apply the software and 
hardware they have at their disposal with little need to 
buy and install additional equipment;

3. Acquire well integrated ICT systems that support online 
education;

4. Develop effective administrative systems;
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Recommendations:
Course factors

1. Provide a wide range of subjects and levels that are 
attractive to students and lead to employment;

2. Select a wise choice of topics, courses, and programs that 
are onlineable;

3. Weigh the potential benefits of flexible start-up and 
progression against the advantages of being able to work 
with stable groups in virtual classrooms;

4. Focus on asynchronous communication. Students' time 
flexibility leads to asynchronous communication and little 
focus on synchronous communication technologies;
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Recommendations:
Management, strategy and attitude factors

1. Make sure to receive support from top management;

2. Attract enthusiastic employees who believe in online education;

3. Develop strategies that support online education and make sure that the 
employees are loyal to the strategy;

4. Focus on quality;
5. Develop effective administrative routines;

6. Focus on predictable and manageable teacher workload;

7. Consider collaboration with other educational institutions;

8. Strive for high formal and informal credibility with the government and public 
administration;

9. Establish some sort of industrialization such as division of labour, 
systemization, automation, rationalization, and work flow management;

38
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Recommendations:
Economical factors

1. Focus on cost-effective courses that give much learning 
for the money;

2. Secure stable and predictable sources of income from 
operation of online education;

3. Utilize the pressure on the necessity to change as a means 
to be flexible, to stay in business and to adapt to the 
changing market;

4. Prefer contracts with part-time tutors and course 
developers that allow flexible employment and use of 
staff to adapt to changes in markets;

39
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Recommendations:
Additional factors

1. Develop high competence and good 
practice in marketing;

2. Treasure well known brand names;

40
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e-learning initiatives that did not reach 
their targeted goals

• The project also studies important e-learning 
initiatives that did not reach targeted goals.

• It is concerned about e-learning initiatives which 
collapsed and faded away when the initial project 
funding was withdrawn, and initiatives that were 
launched with much political hype but failed and 
were closed, often with the loss of much 
taxpayers’ money.
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My reflections in EDEN President’s blog

The Megatrends project identified and analysed 26 successful European megaproviders of e-
learning and ten conspicuous e-learning initiatives, which did not reach targeted goals. 
Fortunately, we experienced that it was much easier to find examples of successful e-
learning initiatives that are robust and sustainable, than it was to find examples of failures.

We focused on distance education provision and did not include on-campus e-learning. The 
analysed megaproviders had more than 100 courses or 5000 course enrolments in 2005. 
They represented 11 European countries and included 8 distance education institutions, 
13 universities and university consortia, and 5 corporate training providers. From a 
sustainability perspective, it is worth while noting that some megaproviders have offered 
online education for more than 20 years. Five of them started e-learning in the 
eighties and ten in the nineties. The largest provider, Learn Direct, claimed to have 400 000 
course enrolments in 2005. It is also interesting to realize that among the six top ranked 
institutions there are no universities, only corporate training providers and distance 
education institutions.

42
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Discontinued initiatives

• The initial resource for this work was Online Education Obituaries,
www.studymentor.com/studymentor/Obituaries.pdf

1. Many governmental initiatives have not been available
2. Consortia are often not sustainable
3. Many commercial and investor driven initiatives have failed
4. Boardroom initiatives often fail
5. Several high profile international ventures have been discontinued 

because of unhealthy economy.

• An updated list of resources and links to further information:
www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/workpackage6.html
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Institution and relevant web 
address 

Country Years in 
operation 

Number 
of years 
in 
operation 

Total 
amount 
spent 

Educational 
level 

Type of 
initiative 

UK e-University 
www.archive.org 

UK 2000-
2004 

4 £50M University Political 

United States Open University 
www.archive.org 

USA&UK 1998-
2002 

4 USD 
27M 

University Institutional 

Alliance for Lifelong 
Learning www.allearn.org 

USA&UK 2000-
2006 

6 USD 
12M 

Further 
education 

Consortium 

NKN www.archive.org Norway 2000-
2002 

2 €7-14M All levels Political 

IT Fornebu www.archive.org Norway 1998-
2001 

3 €9M Further 
education 

Political 

Scottish Knowledge 
www.archive.org 

UK 1997-
2002 

5 £5.75M University Consortium 

California Virtual 
University 
www.callifornia.edu 

USA 1997-
1999 

2 USD 6M Further 
education 

Consortium 

The Scottish Interactive 
University www.archive.org 

UK 2002-
2007 

5 £2.3M University Political 

Bedriftsuniversitetet 
www.bedriftsuniversitetet.no 

Norway 2000-
2003 

3 €2M Further 
education 

Consortium 

SWI www.freeweb.org Hungary 1999-
2005 

6 ??? All levels Institutional 
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The discontinued initiatives
www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/workpackage6.html

• A lot of mostly public funding wasted
• Dot com babies
• New enterprises with limited history and experience 

in e-learning
• Several consortia, partly competing with its member 

institutions
• Some dependant on external course providers

www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends

Recommendations:
Factors from discontinued initiatives
1. Be sceptical about top-down political and boardroom initiatives.

2. Be sceptical about consortia of institutions that 
compete with each other and the consortium.

3. Hard-nosed market research is essential for the success of any e-learning 
initiative.

4. E-learning initiatives should plan carefully for and control carefully their 
revenue and expenses. Seed funding dries up quickly.

5. Choice of courses and their accreditation is crucial.

6. E-learning initiatives should define precisely the relationships of their 
initiative to existing providers and define precisely the institutional model 
they will adopt.

7. E-learning initiatives should plan carefully to manage both their 
educational and business activities.

46



www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends

My reflections in EDEN President’s blog

During the project, I realized that educational research rarely focuses on failure or on the lessons that can be 
learnt from failure. We found that data on discontinued initiatives was difficult to collect. Some key individuals 
refused to be interviewed and others would not be referred to. Important documentation is not made available, and websites 
are quietly closed down. It was, however useful to learn that some of the content was still available via the Internet 
Archive.

Identification of characteristics and trends of e-learning initiatives that failed to reach targeted goals should be vital for the 
progress and development of the field. It was disturbing to find that the ten initiatives we analysed spent €150M 
of primarily public money before they were closed down after an average of four years in operation. As tax payers, 
we should be concerned about how public educational initiatives have wasted money on dubious initiatives and how hard it 
could be to reveal details about them.

So, the project analysed the ten discontinued initiatives and found that political initiatives 
and consortia dominate the discontinued initiativesin this study. Several of the 
consortia were actually perceived as competitors of their mother institutions. Many 
governmental and political online education initiatives have not been sustainable. These 
initiatives are often very visible and expensive. One reason for the problems might be 
inconsistent policy due to changing governments and political disagreements. Compromises 
and lack of market knowledge may also contribute to sub-optimal decisions.

47
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Consortia:
Megaproviders Discontinued initiatives

• Bavarian Virtual 
University

• Oncampus

• The Alliance for 
Lifelong Learning

• California Virtual 
University

• Bedriftsuniversitetet

• Scottish Knowledge

48
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Virtuelle Hochschule Bayern 
www.vhb.org

• Institute set up by all nine state universities and all 
17 state universities of applied sciences in Bavaria

• Founded 2000
• Courses in LMS systems at individual universities
• Central course catalogue and course registration
• 16-full-time and 250 part-time employees
• 20000 course enrollments and 150 courses

Read article www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/VHB_Article.pdf
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Oncampus www.oncampus.de

• All e-learning activities of Lübeck University of Applied 
Sciences (LUAS), the German project Virtuelle 
Fachhochschole (VFH), and the European project Baltic 
Sea Virtual Campus.

• Online courses since 1997
• 80% online and 20% face-to-face courses in each program
• Blackboard, Luvit, implemented SAKAI open source LMS 

in 2006
• 38 full-time, 150 part-time employees
• 9386 course enrollments and 119 online courses
Read article www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends/oncampus_Article.pdf
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The Alliance for 
Lifelong Learning
• The Alliance for Lifelong Learning was founded in 2000 

by:
– Stanford University from California, USA,
– Oxford University from Oxford, England,
– Yale University of New Haven, Connecticut, USA
– Princeton University of New Jersey, USA.

• It commenced with a 12 M $ budget
• It ceased activities in late 2005 and was officially closed in 

March 2006.
• The official reason was that the cost of offering top-quality 

enrichment courses at affordable prices was not sustainable 
over time.
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California Virtual 
University (1)
• California Virtual University (CVU) was a 

high profile venture with a dismal history. It 
was launched in April 1997 as a joint 
project of:
– the University of California,
– California State University,
– California Community Colleges
– the Association of Independent California 

Colleges and Universities.



www.nettskolen.com/in_english/megatrends53

California Virtual University (2)

In April 1999, Stephen Downes wrote an analysis 
claiming that the CVU dream lay in ruins. In his 
analysis, he stated:
"While on the one hand this is just another story of 
an unprofitable enterprise biting the dust, on the 
other hand it is a story of wider impact because CVU 
was seen in some quarters as a model for the future. 
The failure will affect online learning in general, and 
the reasons for the collapse attributed to weaknesses 
in the medium as a whole".
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Bedriftsuniversitetet

Bedriftsuniversitetet (The Business University) was a consortium
established as a company in 2000 by four large, prestigious Norwegian 
institutions: the University of Oslo, the Norwegian University of Science 
and Technology, The Norwegian School of Management (BI), and the
SINTEF research institute. The aim was to offer both traditional education 
and e-learning to corporations and organizations. In April 2003, the 
general assembly decided to shut down the operation. A message posted at 
the company’s homepage referred to a decreasing market for tailor-made 
competency building at the college and university level, and stated that 
there was no basis for continuation of a company at the costs a consortium 
requires.

54
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Scottish Knowledge

Scottish Knowledge (Bristow 2005) was a short-
lived partnership between Scotland’s 21 higher 
education colleges and universities which offered 
online courses and distance education courses to 
students around the world. It was founded in August 
1997 and closed in 2002. It had offices in the United 
Arab Emirates, Malaysia, Scotland, and in the USA.

55
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Conclusions

• The Megatrends project has shown that there are 
examples of successful consortia that are 
megaproviders of e-learning and that there are 
conspicuous examples of discontinued consortia.

• Two of the 26 megaproviders (8 percent) and four 
of the ten (40 percent) discontinued initiatives 
were consortia. Hence, the numbers indicate that 
e-learning consortia are venturous initiatives and 
many consortia have not been sustainable.

• 56
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Conclusions

• It is easy to find good reasons for collaboration between 
educational institutions, but often individuals and institutions
usually are more committed to themselves than to the 
consortium.

• In general, one may suspect that a consortium of prestigious 
institutions hardly can be whole-hearted. A relatively weak 
external consortium secretariat could easily be overlooked or 
opposed by powerful factions within the institutions.

• There is also a chance that individual institutes, departments, 
and even institutions could compete with the consortium in bids 
for external contracts.
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