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Abstract

The ME-Learning Manifesto repre-
sents a redefinition of both the theory
and practice of learning technology
solutions. E-learning lacked the neces-
sary philosophic framework to success-
ful exploit emerging technology and
thus suffered limited adoption.

ME-Learning is an attempt to make
learning solutions a critical part of every
organization by using it to facilitate in-
tegration and by making learning rele-
vant to everyone in the enterprise. ME-
Learning represents a collection of com-
mon sense approaches to education.

Presented by, Stephen Lahanas

“Learning without thought is labor lost;
thought without learning is perilous.”

— Confucius

“Education is what survives when what
has been learned has been forgotten..”

— B. F. Skinner

At Semantech, we have devoted many
years of practice to the development of
Learning Solutions that work for the
learner. We believe that every organiza-
tion can have the best of both worlds;
learning content that users actually en-
joy and use as well as an enterprise-
wide knowledge capture and dissemi-
nation.

We also believe that Learning is not just
good for personal development; itis a
way to streamline processes, systems
and better manage your business.

To find out more about our learning
solutions contact us today...

Technology is a wonderful thing, when properly applied. Proper appli-
cation is a subjective exercise, though, unless there is an underlying phi-
losophy that frames it within a meaningful context What E-learning has
lacked since its first introduction in the late 1990’s is a comprehensive phi-
losophy, one built upon a fundamentally new set of premises.

It is time that we empowered E-learning with a philosophy that fully
leverages emerging technology and harnesses an agile set of conceptual
breakthroughs; breakthroughs both in the perception and application of
learning. It is time for ME-Learning and what follows is a manifesto for
transforming the production, delivery and management of learning solu-
tions.

“ME-Learning” is what E-learning always should have been; the ‘M’
expresses the key areas where “E”-learning fell short:

e M-1: Multi-dimensional

M-2: Mobile

M-3: Modular

M-4: Mission Specific / Contextual

M-5: Meaningful / Relevant

M-6: Mutable

M-7: The ‘ME factor,’ i.e. Learner Centric education

Background

Why did E-learning fail to catch on? There is no doubt that the E-
learning industry as it defines itself came nowhere close to meeting its
original expectations regarding market penetration. It is hard to determine
exactly how much of market E-learning actually does possess because the
industry never properly defined its parameters. Quite a lot of work that
should be included as elements of e-learning are not considered as such.
This is something that can easily be remedied. We can correct this by
modifying many of the assumptions that went into the original definitions;
those modified assumptions include:

e E-learning is defined by practice and not by vendor categories. In
other words E-learning is not a product or even product-oriented, it
is a solutions practice. The vendor categories are not logically tied
to the actual practice and must be put aside in order for the prac-
tice area to be properly understood by the marketplace. The ven-
dors can later reorganize within the practice sub-categories.
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E-learning is primarily concerned with content. Delivery of content is and always was a secondary con-
sideration. In fact, the entire notion of e-learning was to a large extent predicated upon the protocols and
infrastructure inherent within the Internet (de facto delivery). Building secondary and tertiary delivery en-
vironments with divergent and idiosyncratic standards took away the primary advantage originally asso-
ciated with the promise and potential of e-learning - universally accessible, inexpensive content.

E-learning never developed its own philosophy, opting rather to graft traditional approaches to instruc-
tional design and assessment based outcomes onto the emerging technologies. This led to a fundamen-
tal discontinuity between the medium and message. Web-based content and the emergence of social
publishing have been rapidly pushing towards an open content model, one built on democratized pro-
duction and review rather than top-down or bureaucratic micro-management. The assumption that ex-
perts know better than we do how we will learn best is anachronistic, and worst of all, expensive.

Traditional educational providers have demonstrated an unreasoning fear of the potential related to E-
learning; this fear derives from an unwarranted assumption that if the true potential were adopted that
their role would be marginalized. Nothing could be further from the truth — traditional education is under
fire from every direction, budgets being cut, options being limited and the one tool that could help
change that and actually expand opportunities is being ignored or sub-optimized. E-learning should lead
the way to that new reality; not cater to the fear by perpetuating traditional solutions that were marginally
effective before and less so now using learning technology.

ME-Learning: Content Quantity by Type
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Formal Learning content is a limited subset of the potential universe of content available
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What is ME-Learning?

ME-Learning is E-learning with its primary assumptions corrected, it is a Learning Solutions framework. That
framework is also built upon a number of core philosophical premises; those premises are designed to leverage the
recent advances in technology but in many ways can stand on their own pedagogical merits as well.

e Premise 1 — Knowledge Management is Learning, and cannot be viewed separately from learning solutions.
If knowledge and discovery aren’t directed towards learning and assimilation; what purpose do they serve?

e Premise 2 — Informal Learning Content is the future of learning; it is contextual, it is targeted, it is less expen-
sive to produce and it already exists in massive quantities.

e Premise 3 — Assessment based learning is only part of the instructional design spectrum, not all of it; real
learning is driven by perceived capability, not management of standardized assessments.

e Premise 4 — Learning should be relevant to the Learner first and foremost. Learning that is not relevant is
time & money wasted both by the learner and the institution teaching them.

e Premise 5 — The Learner can and often times should develop their own curriculum — much of learning is dis-
covery; overzealous management or ‘controlled discovery’ inhibits the ability for learners to develop their
own critical heuristic skills.

ME-Learning is meant to be flexible and can necessarily include within it examples of reference architectures,
development and integration methodologies and instructional design techniques that adhere to the principles laid out
in its core philosophy. How- .
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us the only valid proof is
found in adoption. To understand how implementations might be derived from this philosophy; let’'s take a closer look

at the core premises.
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Premise 1 - Knowledge, Information & Content are Learning

There is an odd process of specialization at play in most enterprises that takes what essentially is the same set
of resources and divides them across separate delivery and storage mechanisms and then associates them with
different workflow processes. The simplicity of our alternative is staggering in its implication — ALL of the systems
now referred to as: knowledge management, collaboration, content management, document management, knowl-
edge bases, help systems, learning systems and courses, discovery portals are all essentially extensions to one
core process — enterprise knowledge assimilation, i.e. Learning.

Knowledge without the ability to assimilate it is like pouring water into a desert. The purpose for all of the infor-
mation is clear yet usually ignored — it must be accessible and integrated into the living fabric of the organization
through the only mechanism that can accomplish such a feat, learning. Once the premise is accepted at the concep-
tual level, a number of obvious possibilities begin to emerge:

Redundant systems can be eliminated

Nearly a dozen or enterprise processes can be merged, greatly simplifying both the day to day opera-
tions of most organizations and their information infrastructures as well.

Discovery of information becomes greatly simplified as the unnecessary tangle of conflicting workflows,
methodologies and philosophies are replaced by a single Learning-based paradigm.

Learning and information management becomes interactive; the enterprise is no longer the elephant
graveyard for long-lost bytes never utilized or assimilated. A living culture emerges where learning con-
tent is created as regularly as it is consumed — the organization finally discovers its collective memory
and builds a collective consciousness.

A sense of context is imbued to both the learning content and the process that finally grounds education
in everyday reality, rather than perceived reality. Learning becomes a routine aspect of everyone’s job in
the organization; allowing for more agile organizational evolution while reducing risk and backlash
against new technologies and techniques.
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Premise 2 —Informal Learning Content is the future of learning

There is no official definition for either formal or informal learning. These terms represent constructs to help illus-
trate the differences between instructional design and content production techniques or paradigms. It is also a basic
rubric for helping to classify learning content at a very high level. At the most basic level, formal content tends to rep-
resent traditional materials, regardless of the medium, which utilizes some sort of design methodology associated
with assessment-based outcomes. Nearly all formal education in this country and across most of the world is as-
sessment-based.

So what is Assessment-Based content? Assessments are nothing more than attempts to predict immediate out-
comes in reaction to the course materials; in other words how well the material was understood. Assessments are
generally not concerned with long-term assimilation as it is not something that is easily demonstrated using stan-
dardized approaches in the brief amount of time available for measurement. Assessment-based content consists of
learning materials built to fit within a paradigm of assessments that span the unit, course and curriculum levels. In a
perfect world, each level of assessment builds upon the previous, culminating in a comprehensive view of short-term
knowledge retention across various subject areas.

If anything, in recent years the push to build more assessment into education has been growing. The most obvi-
ous manifestation of that is “‘The No Child Left Behind Act,” which has now tied rigorous assessment performance
expectations at the K-12 level to the availability of Federal education dollars. Not surprisingly, the focus at most
schools dependent on those dollars has become more or less totally obsessed with test scores. Few are asking
whether the quality of education is improving or deteriorating with this approach, all demonstrations of quality are
now assessment-based. But ‘quality’ is a tricky term to be throwing around, perhaps a better word is ‘value.” Will to-
day’s student consider that their education has provided them anything of worth, will they be able to use it to get
jobs, to live their lives better, can those considerations be assessed?

ME-Learning: What is Informal Learning Content?
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Informal content can still be utilized in assessment based paradigms
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So what does assessment-based or formal content give us? Perhaps the greatest perceived value is the ability
to apply it objectively across a heterogeneous audience in such a way as to be able to classify and measure the
relative progress of individuals with that group. This helps schools determine who is meeting the minimum standards
for progression into higher levels and eventually into society. A couple of obvious concerns can be clearly plotted
against this scenario:

While it may have value in classifying people, assessment based learning does so by applying the low-
est common denominator as the bar. This has the effect of limiting the progress of many and arbitrarily
placing inappropriate tests to others (those who speak other primary languages for example). Standardi-
zation here also implies conformity.

The assessments themselves are seldom accurate portraits of true capability. How many times have
you or someone you’ve known studied the “test” and improved grades? Even intelligence tests can be
beaten — most focus on logical problems and any detailed study of formal logic gives one a definite
bump in scores. Intelligence tests are testing many things, knowledge, culture, basic education and a
little reasoning, but not intelligence.

Most importantly though, the adoption of an assessment-based paradigm necessarily leads to the aban-
donment of any other Learning philosophy. All efforts in such education become subservient to the as-
sessment goals rather than to the personal needs or desires of learners. It is the opposite of learner-
centric education and in fact pretty much dehumanizes students in a never-ending struggle to perfection
through conformity. Individual learning, critical thought and the ability make education relevant to one’s
life are all casualties of this approach.

ME-Learning: Assessment-Based vs. Capability Based Outcomes

The Learning Uncertainty Principle: “The act of measuring or assessing learming
content leads to a transformation of that content to suit the nature of the
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The philosophical battle that will determine the future of Learning Solutions...
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Informal Content represents the opposite of assessment-based content. Informal learning is loosely structured
and focused on long-term knowledge assimilation through capability development. Informal Learning is meant to act
as mechanism to capture the practical knowledge of man and share it. From that perspective; format and technique
are relatively unimportant; what matters is accessibility / availability, discoverability, flexibility and pertinence. And
relevance here is determined on a learner level; i.e. bottom up not, top down.

The locus of control moves entirely to the end-user / learner. No one is building indoctrination of any sort into this
type of content; it can’t support it — the learner builds it from different sources and derives their own conclusions,
which is exactly as it should be. This is the Open Content Model for Learning. This model allows for the utilization of
ANY information or content within dynamically constructed curriculums. The learner becomes the owner of Value
judgments and Quality as defined by experts becomes incidental (not unlike the value placed on movie critiques by
reviewers, most critics don'’t like blockbusters yet somehow they manage to make all of the money).

Premise 3 — The Design Spectrum is Unlimited

We live in world of endless possibilities; the restrictions that do exist tend to be self-imposed. Recent discussions
in the e-learning community have focused on what was ‘Good’ learning content or not. That is the wrong question to
be asking at this point. Right now we should be looking at new forms of content and development techniques that
can be added to our repertoire. It is also important for us to consider how our content design and development fits
into a larger world of dynamically accessible content. Assessment based learning content still has a role within this
spectrum of possibilities, but that role must be matched to the appropriate scenarios for the content to be utilized
properly. The design spectrum implies a variety of methodologies and approaches as well; each suited towards pro-
ducing different types of content with varying levels of structure.
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The debate surrounding content quality ultimately misses the point: the producers should be judging it anyway
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Design Patterns — This is a concept used in object oriented programming but it lends itself to content development
as well. Think of patterns as complex templates, complete with metadata framework and ontology classification. This
is merely an extension of common sense practice to produce elements of content that are reused in such a way as
to reduce development time. Patterns exist or could be developed for the following types of informal learning con-
tent:

Interview — HTML

Interview — audio

Interview — video

Simple (3 step) demonstration — audio

Simple (3 step) demonstration — screen recorded
Simple (3 step) demonstration — HTML

Simple Conceptual Presentation — HTML (or variant from common presentation development tools;
PowerPoint, Encore, etc.)

The list of possible design patterns is basically unlimited and could be shared much the same way code, art and
other open source resources are shared on the Internet today. The option to have them integrated with one or more
development tools is entirely up to the discretion of those producing the patterns, however the patterns which exhibit
the greatest utility are likely to be those that exploit commonly available tools or technology. Setting the entry cost for
production too high is the surest way to restrict growth and potential.

ME-Learning: Learner-Centric Discovery
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All design need's to take into consideration the possible contexts for Learning...
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Design Methodologies — Anyone familiar with information technology has probably seen one or more design or de-

velopment methodology charts showing the various steps involved. These are very similar to those developed to
illustrate instructional design methodologies; in fact just about every methodology ever developed tends to follow
some variation of approximately four basic steps:

1. Design
2. Build
3. Test
4. Deploy

As you might have ascertained, the high level process steps are not as important as the philosophy, detailed
support information or resources associated with any particular methodology. The difference in philosophy between
CMMi and Agile Development such as SCRUM for example places each one at opposites sides of spectrum in terms
of how intrusive the methodology is within the development process. CMMi is heavy, Agile as might be imagined is
light and dedicated to continual reevaluation. Methodologies that can be applied to instructional design might in-
clude:

e Learning Object Oriented — focus mostly on modular design

e Dynamic Curriculum Based — focus on free form association and aggregation of content; thus most de-
velopment centers around minimal conformance to shared ontologies

e Demonstration Based — lllustration of concepts w/o assessment expectations

How-to Based — More pragmatic approach concerned with the ability to present logical labs

Simulation Based — Self explanatory

Thought Problem Based — Content specifically designed to elicit critical thought through problem solving

Decision Tree Based — The focus here is on development of decision tree logic to support personal heu-
ristics / discovery through unstructured content.

Premise 4 — Making it Real

If any of you are fans of Paul Simon, you might remember a memorable line from one of his songs: “...with all
the crap | learned in High School, it's a wonder | can think at all...” Now, he seems like a fairly intelligent man, but
with one sentence he made a sweeping condemnation of the entire educational process he had been exposed to.
How many of the folks who pass through our educational system are similarly disaffected by it? More importantly,
what would lead someone to this type of sentiment ?

There are quite a number of factors we could point to that might explain why a significant portion of all those who
pass through our education system feel as though their time in it was wasted. The primary reason though is fairly
obvious — for most of us a great deal of what we’re being taught through traditional education appears to be com-
pletely irrelevant; irrelevant to what it is we wish to do, what interests us, and what we actually need to learn to func-
tion in society.

We teach K-12 students Algebra and Geometry but seldom bother to instruct teenagers about accounting or
managing checking or credit card accounts. Moreover, there are likely opportunities for contextual teaching of higher
math concepts within these types of everyday scenarios. Traditional education is still steeped in the tradition of the
ancient liberal arts curriculum which was never concerned with the need to impart any vocational knowledge.

This is why languages are still taught as examinations of grammar rather than through instruction of language
usage focused on fluency. What possible value is there in teaching syntax without use for the 99% of students who
will never move on to linguistics — it is beyond counterintuitive; it is destructive.
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Making learning real means that at all times, whatever techniques, tools or methodologies are being employed,
there should be a conscious attempt to structure learning to make it contextual and relevant to the learner. This in-
volves common sense, the elimination of quite a number of assumptions regarding what learning should be and an
open mind. The simplest question one should begin with before developing any learning content is — “is this mean-
ingful to me; would anyone else find it meaningful and if not how can | make it that way?”

Premise 5 - Dynamic Curriculums

Traditional curriculums are for lack of a better description, predetermined discovery paths. They provide the
shared parameters for group and individual learning in standardized assessment-based programs. Learners seldom
if ever have any influence over the curriculums they are compelled to follow. Viewed another way, a curriculum is the
structural framework upon which all content elements, learning activities and assessments are developed. Just as a
lesson plan may provide the guide to one class session, the curriculum provides the path through entire courses and
programs of study.

A dynamic curriculum is something that simply doesn’t exist today in formal education settings; however it is
something that is practiced by most people unconsciously throughout their lives. The practice is entirely ad hoc
though, and one person’s dynamic curriculum may be thoroughly documented while most merely exist in a logical
sense. This closely parallels the discovery process most people use now both personally and for their work. Discov-
ery is facilitated by search engine technology with minimal tracking capability usually in the form of “favorites” or
“bookmarks” saved directly in the web browsers. The world’s largest technology firms have recognized that this is
the single most significant target of opportunity for software exploitation. As we speak, new desktop search engines
are being deployed by Google, Microsoft and others furiously working to begin taking control of the myriad data
sources both on one’s computer and collected from the Internet.

ME-Learning: Curriculum Mapping
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Dynamic Curriculums are visualizations of Learner generated, self-directed discovery Paths
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This same technology is now enabling the most powerful transformation in the history of education; dynamic cur-
riculum construction and mapping. In the last century, only those who had reached graduate level education were
bestowed the great honor of being allowed to develop at least a small part of their own curriculum either in the form
of a thesis or dissertation. So, after 16 to 20 years of continuous education the remaining 5% of the population who
have actually reached this level of education are given the opportunity to think for themselves.

That is a truly frightening realization — and one that is painfully obvious if you think about it even for a little while
— our education while expounding the virtues of critical thought generally does everything it can to drill such capabil-
ity out of the vast majority of the population. Our traditional system is backwards and may actually be doing greater
harm than good.

Learning must be democratized to be valued, to achieve relevance and to lend itself to long-term knowledge as-
similation. The easiest way to accomplish this is through the implementation of dynamic curriculum building all the
way down to the K-12 level. This can start as a limited percentage of the total learning program but gradually build
up to completely learner defined curriculums at the post-secondary level. Content to support the potential paths must
be discoverable based upon shared ontologies that allow content to be grouped. Institutions can insist on certain
quantities of study across specified topic areas and allow for demonstrations of assimilation. This is freedom. This is
the great incubator for creativity that our society says it needs — it's time we allowed ourselves the luxury of self-
determination.

Conclusion

ME-Learning is more than an examination of how technology facilitates learning; it is an evolutionary path illus-
trating that the progress of thought and technology must proceed together for both to be fully appreciated.
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