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While growing up in Bangladesh during the 1970s, I used to dream about having access to well‑designed learning resources that were only available to students in industrial countries.  In the 70s it was unthinkable that we might have equal access to those resources.  In the 90s, it has become a reality.  Now, we are blessed with the emergence of the World Wide Web (WWW), common known as the Web, as one of the most important economic and democratic mediums of learning and teaching at a distance.  As the Internet is fast emerging, the Web as one of the most important information and communication technologies (ICTs) has become increasingly powerful, global, interactive and dynamic medium for sharing information. The Internet facilitates the flow of information and knowledge and made it globally accessible to people at reasonable cost. The Internet provides an open, dynamic and flexible learning environment with implications for countless applications with respect to education and training. Internet technologies provide an opportunity to develop new learning experiences for students which have not been possible before. As a result, students from around the globe can enjoy equal access to the many learning resources available on the Web.  

The Web, as a medium of learning and instruction, has the potential to support the creation of well-designed learning resources at a distance. In information society, there is a tremendous demand for open learning environment that is affordable, efficient, easily accessible, well-designed and learner-centered. Like other developed and some developing countries, Bangladesh should take advantage of ICT‑based open learning opportunities to enhance 
There are numerous names for open learning activities, including e-Learning, Virtual Education, Open Learning, Flexible Learning, Distributed Learning (DL), Advanced Distributed Learning (ADL), Distance Learning, Online Learning (OL), Web-Based Learning (WBL), Web-Based Instruction (WBI), Web-Based Training (WBT), Internet-Based Training (IBT), Mobile Learning (or m-Learning) or Nomadic Learning, Remote Learning, Off-site Learning, etc. In this column, I am using the term e-learning or virtual education to represent open and flexible learning.
I view e-learning as an innovative approach for delivering well-designed, learner‑centered, interactive, and facilitated learning environment to anyone, anyplace, anytime by utilizing the attributes and resources of the Internet and digital technologies along with other forms of learning materials suited for open, flexible and distributed learning environment. 
In addition to virtual education, Information and communication technologies (ICTs) can be used to support classroom-based learning as well. ICTs can also be used for blended learning (combination of traditional classroom with e‑learning). According to the Virtual Colombo Plan notes, “Emerging applications of ICTs will have a profound impact on the evolution of virtual education by enabling more access to educational opportunities, enhancing the quality of teaching and reducing costs. ICTs can improve the delivery of education and broaden the range of options available for distance education, noting that policy and strategy must be tailored to local circumstances, and locally appropriate technologies found, to maximise the benefits and minimise the costs.”
Application of ICT in the education systems of developing countries including Bangladesh will continue to lag behind developments in other parts of the world unless there are interventions that increase the capacity to participate more actively.
To meet the needs of education and training market today, more and more educational institutions in developing countries are likely to take advantage of ICTs to offer virtual education. In addition, educational institutions from abroad may offer courses and degrees to education market in developing countries. These institutions need policies and standards to participate in virtual education in developing countries. To exploit the full potential of virtual education, a sound National Virtual Education Plan (NVEP) benefiting all strata of population, including persons with disabilities (PWDs), should be in place in each developing country. In Bangladesh, we need Bangladesh National Virtual Education Plan.
What does it take to develop a sound National Virtual Education Plan for Bangladesh? Well, I would say the answer to this question depends on a comprehensive understanding of “What does it take to create a successful e‑learning system that meets the needs of all stakeholders groups?”  I believe a broad understanding of all important issues of open e‑learning is critical to the planning of NVEP. In this column, I would first describe various important issues encompassing various dimensions of e‑learning environment and then provide an outline for the development of NVEP.
With the advent of the Internet and online learning methodologies and technologies, providers of education and training are creating e‑learning materials to fulfill the demand. Online learning is becoming more and more accepted in workplace. Institutions are investing heavily in the development and deployment of online programs. Academic institutions, corporations, and government agencies worldwide are increasingly using the Internet and digital technologies to deliver instruction and training.


What does it take to create a successful e-learning environment for diverse learners? Well, a successful e-learning system involves a systematic process of planning, design, development, evaluation, and implementation to create an online environment where learning is actively fostered and supported. In order for an e‑learning system to be successful, it must be meaningful to all stakeholder groups including learners, instructors, support services staff, and the institution. 

Let’s see what these stakeholders groups expect from an open, flexible and distributed learning environment. Since 1996, I have been communicating with learners, instructors, administrators, and technical and other support services staff involved in e‑learning (in both academic and corporate settings) all over the world. Each stakeholder group has its own set of issues and concerns about e‑learning. And they are critical! We must pay attentions to these issues if we want to be successful in e‑learning. If you cluster these issues, they fall into eight categories: institutional, pedagogical, technological, interface design, evaluation, management, resource support and ethical in e‑learning. With these eight categories or dimensions, I developed A Framework for E‑Learning (http://BooksToRead.com/framework).
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Within the scope of this guest column, I would like to discuss several important issues related to each dimension of the e‑learning environment. Please note that there are myriad of important items or questions encompassing the various dimensions of e‑learning environment that need to be explored. As you know each e‑learning project is unique. I encourage you to identify as many issues as possible for your own e‑learning project by using the framework. One way to identify critical issues is by putting each stakeholder group (such as learner, instructor, support staff, etc.) at the center of the framework and raising issues along the eight dimensions of the e‑learning environment. This way you can identify many critical issues that can help create meaningful e‑learning environment for that particular group. By repeating the same process for other stakeholder groups, you can generate a comprehensive list of issues for your e‑learning project. 
Let me present some important e‑learning issues (as questions) that might be raised by different stakeholders groups:
Would I be awarded the same credit for the development of an e‑learning course as I would receive for the publication of an article in a professional journal or magazine?
Developing a well-designed online course requires a great deal of time and effort. Non-tenured faculty would probably be more interested in publishing than developing an online course if the course development does not provide any impetus toward tenure and promotion. This is a type of question a faculty member would ask when focusing on issues relevant to academic affairs section of institutional category.

Does the course make an effort to reduce or avoid the use of jargon, idioms, ambiguous or cute humor, and acronyms?
To improve cross-cultural verbal communication and avoid misunderstanding, we should refrain from icons, symbols, jokes, or comments that might be misinterpreted by others. In Bangladesh, thumbs-up sign means to disregard someone, but in other cultures it means "excellent or job well done." A pointing hand icon to indicate direction would violate a cultural taboo in certain African cultures because it represents a dismembered body part (this is also true for a pointing finger that indicates a hyperlink). A right arrow for the next page may instruct Arabic and Hebrew language speakers, as they read from left to right, to return to the previous page. This is a concern for learners with different cultural backgrounds. This is an issue relevant to the page and site design section of the interface design category.

How often is dynamic course content updated?
In designing e‑learning, we need to consider the stability of course content. Content that does not need to be updated can be categorized as static (e.g., historical events, grammar rules, and the like). Content that has the potential to change over time can be considered dynamic (e.g., laws, policies, and so forth). Because dynamic content needs to be revised from time to time, it is necessary to identify such content in a course and establish an ongoing method for timely updating as needed. It would be very frustrating for learners if they would find outdated or obsolete information. This is a concern that a student might have. This is an example of an issue relevant to the content analysis section of the pedagogical category.

Are all learning objects created for the course reusable and shareable? 
If your institution creates learning objects by following the international interoperability standards (such as IMS, OKI, IEEE, or SCORM), they can be reused and shared by various courses within your institution and beyond. Reusable and shareable learning objects not only save money but also promote collaborations among eLearning partner institutions. This is a type of issue that an administrator would be interested in seeing included in the infrastructure planning section of the technological category.

Are students actually doing the work? How do we know we are assessing fairly and accurately?
These are the types of questions that will always be in the minds of online instructors and administrators. Assessment of learners at a distance can be a challenge. Issues related cheating are of major concern and an institution offering eLearning should have a mechanism in which a learner can be truly measured and not cheat. This is an issue relevant to the assessment of learners section in the evaluation category.

Does the course have encryption (i.e., a secure coding system) available for students to send confidential information over the Internet?
No institution is immune from hackers. Academic networks can be targets of hackers if they lack security. This is a concern for network managers, which falls under the security measures section of the management category. 

Do technical and other support staff receive training on how to communicate with remote learners in difficult situations?
When students encounter repeated technical difficulties, they become very frustrated. It is not easy for technical support staff to deal with learners in such situations. Technical staff needs training to improve their communication skills. This is a concern for technical or help line staff. This is an issue relevant to the online support section of the resource support category.

Is the course sensitive to students from different time zones (e.g., are synchronous communications such as chat discussions scheduled at reasonable times for all time zones represented)? 
This is an example of a question that a learner can ask in the geographical diversity section of the ethical dimension. As we know, scheduled chat discussions may not work for learners coming from different time zones. In the U.S., there are the six time zones. Therefore, you should be sensitive to diversity in geographical time zones (i.e., all courses where students can reasonably be expected to live in different time zones).

Are e‑learning materials accessible to everyone? In designing e‑learning activities, digital divide issues should be considered to include the learners who are affected by this division. E‑learning providers should make equal access to e‑learning resources and materials to wider population. Since the loading speed on the Internet may vary with users' Internet connection speeds, e‑learning designers should use multimedia elements that are essential to content. E‑learning designers need to respect differences in bandwidth. Individuals with slow and unreliable Internet connections have to wait longer time to download large files which is very frustrating. Since images and videos without text alternatives are inaccessible to learners who are visually impaired for any reason, the use of alternate text for all non-text elements is essential in this regard. This is an ethical concern for administrators and institution when it comes to issues relevant to digital divide section of ethical dimension. 

As you can see there are numerous issues that might be of concern to your stakeholder groups, most specifically—the learners—your e‑learning customers. You may be thinking--how many issues do I have to address? how many issues are necessary? It depends on the goals and scope of your project”? The more e‑learning issues you explore and address, the more meaningful and supportive a learning environment you help to create for your target population. If you want your e‑learning programs to be marketable beyond your campus to the world. As you venture into global market, your scope of operation is extended. With this extended market, you have more issues to address for geographically diverse customers (i.e., learners).
Designing e-learning systems for diverse learners is challenging; however, as more and more institutions offer e‑learning to learners worldwide, we will become more knowledgeable about what works and what does not work. We should try our best to accommodate the needs of stakeholder groups by asking as many critical questions as possible along the eight dimensions of e‑learning environment. The number and types of questions may vary based on each unique e‑learning system. Given our specific e‑learning contexts, we may not be able to address all the critical issues within the eight dimensions of e‑learning. We should find ways to address them with the best possible means that we can afford. It is important to ask many questions as possible during the planning period of e‑learning design. 
I hope that several examples of issues encompassing the eight dimensions of the E‑Learning Framework discussed above provide a snapshot of what an e‑learning environment looks like. I believe that countries around the globe including Bangladesh can benefit from the E‑Learning Framework when developing their National Virtual Education Plans. The framework can provide guidance for countries to create their virtual education plans with specific focus on local circumstances and locally available technologies. Countries should think globally and act locally for preparing their virtual education materials. As examples of graphical representation of national virtual education models, I have created the following image for Bangladesh based on my E‑Learning Framework, 
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Finally, in this column, I outline major elements of a virtual education plan which can be used by Bangladesh for her National Virtual Education Plan. Important issues within the eight dimensions of the E‑Learning Framework should be considered in planning for each element of NVEP.  
1. Vision

2. Needs Assessment

3. Virtual Education Policy 

3.1. Technology

3.2. Disability

3.3. Copyright and Legal Issues

4. Virtual Education Guidelines

4.1. Faculty

4.2. Students

4.3. Partnership with Others

4.4. Credit Transfers

4.5. Compliance with Virtual Education Policy

5. Resources and Finance

5.1. Budget

5.2. Human Resources

5.3. Content Available

5.4. Equipment

5.5. Existing Infrastructure

5.6. Time

5.7. Potential Participants

5.8. Administration

5.9. Funding Sources

6. Content Development 

6.1. Instructional Design and Methodology

6.2. Technology for Development of Content

7. Content Delivery

7.1. Technology for Delivery

7.2. Human Support Systems

7.3. Technology Support Systems

8. Evaluation

8.1. Dashboard of Success Indicators (what will success look like?)

8.2. Formative Evaluation

8.2.1. Evaluation of Content Development

8.2.2. Pilot Testing

8.3. Summative Evaluation

8.3.1. External Measurement

8.3.2. Accreditation

8.4. Assessment of Learners

8.5. Instructor Evaluation

8.6. Technology and Support Services Evaluation

8.7. Administrative Support Services Evaluation

In conclusion, I hope that Bangladesh will consider creating its own virtual education plan, and enhance its education by appropriately utilizing learning methodologies and technologies that best suit the national educational goals. As more and more institutions across the globe are increasingly adopting e‑learning as a viable delivery medium for quality education, Bangladesh should not lag behind. I am very interested in assisting Bangladesh to develop its National Virtual Education Plan; and implementing e‑learning in education and training sectors.
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