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listing of criteria, the checklist is clearly for the protection of consumers from 
commercial courses, now available from anywhere in the world. 

International perspectives on quality 
The UK Dearing report stated that: “Powerful forces – technological and political 
– are driving the economies of the world towards greater integration. Competition 
is increasing from developing economies that have a strong commitment to 
education and training” (Dearing,1997, p.3). This globalisation, the massive 
expansion of educational development and educational opportunities are creating 
a changed environment for higher education institutions throughout the world. In 
turn, this exerts pressure on both institutions and governments to develop new 
approaches to quality assurance. There is increasing evidence of responses to this 
pressure transcending government jurisdiction and national boundaries. Two 
examples of this are the Universitas 21 alliance and the Global University 
Alliance. Universitas 21 commenced in 2000, with 18 member universities from 
China, Singapore, Australia, the UK and continental Europe, the USA and 
Canada. Soon after, the Hong Kong-based Global University Alliance was 
launched, with nine member universities from New Zealand, Australia, Taiwan, 
the Netherlands, the UK, the USA and Canada. The latter has the stated intent to: 
“penetrate the Asian education market” (Witherspoon & Johnstone, 2001). Its 
first courses came online in 2000. 

Some implications of such alliance initiatives are the need for the development of 
global quality standards for online courses and the assurance of these standards as 
criteria for membership, as well as the means to capture lucrative market share. 
The alliance initiatives are not the only global force impacting on the quality of 
online education. The efforts of groups such as the Global Alliance for 
Transnational Education and the OECD in developing accreditation systems to 
ensure the quality of courses offered in international markets will undoubtedly 
focus increasing attention on online course quality. Such global moves are 
fraught with potential risks, akin to the risks posed by international online 
courses: a widening access gap between rich and poor, cultural imperialism, the 
homogenisation of the curriculum, perhaps even the destruction of public 
education systems by powerful multinational corporations (Bates, 1996).  

Consumer-oriented perspectives: The call for value 
and good pedagogy 
Beyond nations and international perspectives is a universal perspective, 
increasing in significance: that of the individual student/ consumer. It is now also 
a common observation that education is becoming a commodity (Witherspoon & 
Johnstone, 2001, p. 5). A most significant consideration in this is the 
contemporary knowledge that student satisfaction is “the most important key to 
continuing learning” (SLOAN Consortium, c.2002). As students pay a greater 
share of their own educational costs, they expect universities to provide services 
they demand in the market at large: better service, lower prices, higher quality 
and a mix of products that satisfy their own sense of a good education (Zemsky, 
Massy, & Oedel, 1993, p. 56). According to James (2001, p. 8): 

Students are well equipped to judge the quality of higher education and we 
should trust their intuitions on these matters. Generally speaking, students are in a 
reasonable position to judge the more tangible, short-term components of the 
experience and to judge aspects of the process of higher education. 

As individual consumers, students need to know what they are being offered, 
rather than being at the mercy of national and global forces. It is only when their 
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collective and international consumer power is harnessed that they will become a 
potent universal force in the quality assurance of online higher education. 
Marshall Smith, former Deputy Secretary for the US Department of Education, 
believes that the private sector, not government, will establish “consumer-based” 
means of judging quality. Entrepreneurs are expected in time to produce a 
distance education version of Amazon.com, which lets buyers read reviews of 
books the company sells online, or of the auction company eBay, which permits 
buyers to rate sellers of auctioned items (Carnevale, 2000). Online, various 
standards are being developed, such as the “Pedagogical Rating of Online 
Courses” (www.syllabus.com) and the IEEE “Standard for Learning Objects 
Metadata”. These are not of the entrepreneurial model suggested by Smith, but 
they are evidence that online quality standards are emerging where consumers 
would expect to find them: online. The under 20’s are now described as the “net 
generation” (by Tapscott, 1998) and they expect not only to study online but also 
look to the same medium for information about course selection, support, value 
for money and quality assessment. 

Universal attributes of quality online courses 

Through international perspectives and debates on e-learning we are beginning to 
see the emergence of agreed attributes and features of what constitutes a good 
online experience. Alley & Jansak (2001:4 ) state that  “The instructor’s best 
strategy is to arm himself (sic) with a few sturdy principles, to be guided by the 
translation of these principles into practices effective in a web-based 
environment, and to think creatively while using specific application methods as 
a point of reference.”  In support of this view, the educational research literature 
points to clear research directions for learner-centric approaches within e-
learning. The approaches derive from psychological principles in cognition, 
motivation, social factors, and individual differences (American Psychological 
Association, 2001).  These guidelines provide teachers and designers with a 
principled basis for creating  online learning environments, closely aligned with 
instructional goals and utilising the interactive features of online technology 
(Garrison & Anderson, 2003).  From the literature surveyed, there is broad 
agreement as to what constitutes quality in online learning, and these are now 
acknowledged to have the status of ‘universal attributes’ (MacLeod, 2002; Alley 
& Jansak, 2001; NEA, 2001). In summary, these attributes are as follows: 

1. Engage students in active, experiential learning. 

2. Build and sustain motivation by providing prompt and regular feedback. 

3. Make expectations explicit and cultivate self-directed learners. 

4. Provide interaction with others which allows negotiation and construction 
of knowledge. 

5. Provide activities that allow for practice of new skills and foster transfer 
of new knowledge. 

6. Allow time and space for reflection on learning. 

7. Balance individual and collaborative tasks for learning so that 
interpersonal and social elements are well integrated. 

8. Align assessment processes with learning outcomes. 

9. Provide accessible and structured support for student learning.  

10. Ensure that teacher-student and student-student interaction are provided. 
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While these are enduring principles of effective pedagogy, the real challenge that 
remains for educators is to create dynamic and purposeful learning environments 
that ustilise the unique properties of e-learning, by harnessing its interactive and 
reflective potential. While access to online education is growing and may be 
assumed to expand, the value-adding and quality assurance processes must be 
consciously planned for.  
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