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Introduction

Globalisation impacts on many aspects of our lives: on our economy, our workplaces, how we produce and consume, how we interact and communicate and how we develop and deliver education are some examples. The main driving forces behind globalisation are increasingly open global markets and rapid technological developments. Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have facilitated communication around the globe, and made possible instantaneous contact between persons, organisations and businesses situated on different continents to a reasonable price. 

The number of people with access to the Internet in the world approached a world total of 99 per 1000 in 2002, with as many as 450 per 1000 in high-income countries; but only 2.8 persons per 1000 in the least developed countries (HDR, 2004, p. 183, table 12). This elite group has the opportunity of synergic collaboration; has access to goods, services and updated information in all areas, and can work more or less independently of governments and national laws. Those who do not have access are inevitably excluded. 

The dividing line as usual goes between the “industrialised” countries and “developing” countries. Rapid population growth and lack of qualified teachers in developing countries make the need for education, maybe with a focus on training new teachers, ever more urgent. Worst off is Sub-Saharan Africa (HDR 2004, p.183, table 12), with poor infrastructure, lack of expertise, poor bandwidth capacity if any, exorbitant internet connection costs and a rapidly growing population combined with dwindling resources for education. In the rich countries e.g. 650 persons per 1000 have cellular phones, in the LDCs, only 10 in 1000 have such subscriptions. The “digital divide” is real, and accelerating. Leaders in developing countries are aware and are concerned.

” The overwhelming majority of developing countries, despite difficulties, problems and fears, seek as far as possible to take part in the formation of the global educational community”
(UNESCO 2002, p.64).

Unless the international community commits itself to change this development, the poor countries of the world will be left behind. There is an increasingly urgent need for measures that will include, not exclude, and for a gradual closing of the digital divide instead of accelerating it. 

Background and “mega-trends”

Fifty years ago European empires still ruled over half of the world. The empires are now gone. However, the current globally dominating and model-giving “lingua franca” in higher education is the language of the former British empire.  PhD theses and research articles written in countries as different as Norway, Kenya and Japan are increasingly published in English. 

Sixty years ago the world population was less than 3 billion. Today we are over 6,2 billion, and annually adding another 70 million (HDR, 2004, p.155, table 5).

New technologies have led to “hyper-automation” and enormous capacity in industry. The “post-industrialized” or “post-fordist” societies, typical for the OECD countries, have to some extent saturated their markets. Henry Ford once said something like: “You can buy a ford in any colour as long as it is black.” – At that time he was right: the product decided the market. But in a saturated market, anonymous mass products are not in demand. What people ask for are “brands” giving a kind of identity to the buyer. This means that the products must be targeted, perfected and customised to niches in the market.

 “The “winners” design “customised” products and services “on time”, “on demand” faster and more perfectly than their global competition, or they go out of business” (Gee & Lankshear, 1995, p.6). 


In a globalised market it is thus necessary to constantly invest in innovation capability to be able to stay on top. To be able to stay innovative, flexible and lifelong learning are key concepts.


Globalisation and changes in economic and social structures

New technologies and increasing global economic integration have paved way for global markets. According to the State of the World Report (2004), 1.7 billion people belong to the “global consumer class”, with 240 million of these consumers in China alone. These consumers to some extent have adopted the diets, transportation and communication systems and lifestyles that until very recently were for the wealthy in Europe, North America and Japan only. Simultaneously almost 3 billion people live on less than USD 2 a day, while the richest 1% of the world’s people receive as much income as the poorest 57%. (HDR, 2002, p.2) In other words, less than 1/3 of the human population takes part in the globalisation trend, reaping at least some benefits, while half of the human population are excluded. In most Sub-Saharan African countries, it is common that about 30-70% of the population has to survive on less than USD 1 per day (HDR, 2004, p.149, table 3). 

The gap between the world’s richest 20% and the poorest 40-50% is truly frightening. There are no easy ways to close the gap. There are several prerequisites that must be in place for joining the “globalisation club”, and all of them are costly. To be an actor in the globalisation process, basic knowledge of English or Spanish - another colonial language - in some areas of the world, is required.  Literacy is a matter of course, as is the ability to use a computer. Computers, relevant software and online access are usually out of reach for the poorest people. 

“…the growing digital divide is actually leading to greater inequalities in development. This is giving rise to paradoxical situations where those who have the greatest need of them – disadvantaged groups, rural communities, illiterate populations or even entire countries – do not have access to the tools which would enable them to become full-fledged members of the knowledge society”
(UNESCO 2002, p.8).

Reliable electricity, expert maintenance services, bandwidth and access to satellite communication lines are still factors the majority of the world’s population can only dream of if they at all are aware of it. The lack of these factors and capital in general, makes them next to invisible in the global marketplace and to political decision-makers. The consequences can be tragic. “In 1992 less than 10% of global spending on health research addressed 90% of the global disease burden” (HDR, 2002, p.7)

The last 20-30 years have seen a dramatic growth of Multinational Companies (MNCs).  

“Of the 100 largest economies in the world, 51 are corporations; only 49 are countries (based on a comparison of corporate sales and country GDPs)”….”The Top 200 corporations’ combined sales are bigger than the combined economies of all countries minus the biggest 10”…”While the sales of the Top 200 are the equivalent of 27.5 percent of world economic activity, they employ only 0.78 percent of the world’s workforce”… “According to the OECD, over the past two decades the share of total taxes made up by corporate income tax in the industrialized OECD countries has remained about 8 percent, despite strong increases in corporate profits. The organization attributes this decline in tax rates to the use of “tax havens” and intense competition among industrialized countries as they attempt to lure investment by offering lower taxes”…(Big multinational corporations like) “Texaco, Chevron, PepsiCo, Enron and the world’s biggest corporation—General Motors pay less than 0 in income tax” (Anderson & Cavanagh, 2000).

Fortunately MNCs are not the only forces and actors in the globalisation process. During the last 20 years, over 80 countries have taken steps towards democracy, and now more than 140 countries hold multiparty elections (HDR, 2002, p.1). Furthermore, there has been an explosion in non-governmental organisations (NGOs).

 “In 1914 there were 1083 international NGOs. By 2000 there were more than 37000” (HDR, 2002, p.5). 

 NGOs use ICT and global networks, and in cooperation with international political organisations strive to build more inclusive, accountable global governance,

“…particularly in developing mechanisms to change behaviour of private corporations…and increasing participation and accountability in multilateral institutions to give developing countries a larger role” (HDR, 2002, p.7). 

Traditionally people have been living off the land in rural areas. With industrialisation people all over the world have moved from rural areas to the cities.

 “Whereas 30 per cent of the world population lived in urban areas in 1950, the proportion of urban dwellers rose to 47% by 2000 and is projected to attain 60% by 2030”  (WUP, 2001). 

As late as 1975, only 26% of the population in developing countries lived in urban areas. 25 years later this figure had risen to 40%. In OECD countries 75% of the population lived in urban areas in 1975, while it is now close to 80% (HDR, 2002, p.165).

All these factors have contributed to the globalisation process, with impacts on many aspects of life for most people in the world.

 “Globalisation – the driving force behind the demand for free trade and greater freedom in the marketplace and, at the same time is identified as the impetus to replace resource-based economic systems with knowledge-based economies” (Haughey, 2000, p.12).  

According to this author, globalisation promotes capitalism as the dominating economic system, leading to cultural shifts from the local towards a media-based global culture. The national states are weakened through the multinational corporations. People living in urban areas need employment. Hoping to establish at least some job opportunities, many states compete to attract MNCs. 

With blurring borders, and with a common language understood by most or all highly qualified professionals, persons with the right knowledge and skills are increasingly mobile, with less loyalty to employer and even country.  Haughey  (2000, p.18) argues that with weaker states, globalisation threatens stability of financial markets and challenges the relevance of national governments. She thinks that to be competitive in the global market, it is not enough just to increase savings and reduce deficits. It is also necessary to invest more in R&D and  

“…improve the level of skills and training among the workforce at large, through opportunities for retraining. Emphasis on life-long learning is a way to help keep employees, or help employees keep themselves, informed about the changes in their own areas of expertise” (Haughey, 2000, p.22).

Challenges for developed countries are in the short term to stay economically competitive, keep welfare at acceptable levels, unemployment rates down and still being able to invest enough in the basic societal functions to stay on top also on longer term. A crucial factor is seeing to that the population is among the best educated and stays that way.

The challenge for the developing world is to educate the broader masses, avoid isolation and take a part in the globalisation process without being run over by the MNCs.

“In developing countries, human knowledge resource development through initial and continuing education is not only seen as crucial for economic growth and competitiveness, but also has far-reaching social impact, for example in influencing the birth rate, increasing the independence of women, and improving standards of health and the rural environment” (UNESCO 2002, p.17).

 There is an increasing pressure from the developing countries for more fair trade and better deals in international negotiations such as the WTO, and with good reason: 

“International trade rules have also worked against the economic interests of developing countries and failed to restrain protectionism in industrial countries, especially through antidumping rules and other non-tariff barriers. On average, industrial country tariffs on imports from developing countries are four times those on imports from other industrial countries. In addition, countries that belong to the OECD provide about $ 1 billion a day in domestic agricultural subsidies – more than six times what they spend on official development assistance (ODA) for developing countries” (HRD, 2002, p.7).

The developing world not only demands fair deals and fair access to global markets. Their leaders increasingly also demand transfer of modern technology to reasonable prices. To be able to take advantage of these factors, the key issue is education.

Globalisation and impacts on education

The rapid growth of multinational companies, the opening of national borders and competition in local markets increasingly exposed to aggressive international trade, has weakened the position of the national states economically and politically. As states are weakened, most universities and colleges receive less public funding, and are told to find other, additional sources of financing. Higher education institutions in e.g. the UK have found that “Public sector funding per student has fallen by 27% in the past five years and is likely to fall another 10%, in real terms, over the next three years” (King 2000, p.110).

Authorities tend to see especially tertiary education not only as a public good, but as part of the national economy as well. 

“…a well educated and well trained population is important for the social and economic well-being of countries” (OECD,1977, p.33).

This trend compels higher education institutions to seeing themselves as actors in the economic marketplace, exploring not only their possible and potential impact on the national economy, but to some extent also as part of the marketplace, buying and selling products. As a consequence, the cost of higher education is rising. 

“…for an American family the cost of sending a child to college, when you add up tuition, room and board, is about 15% of the median family income. That’s up from 9% of median family income 15 years ago…if you choose a private university the figure is nearly 40% of median family income, up from just 20% in the same fifteen year period. Needless to say, Americans are beginning to ask whether such a large investment is worth it” (Daniels, J. 1997).

Clearly, there are some dilemmas here. The producers in a global market place need creative, highly educated employees with a more or less intrinsic craving for lifelong learning. At the same time there is a crisis of cost of education in the industrialised world and the innovative employees rarely have the time to study at a university campus. One possible solution is more emphasis on flexible, distance learning:

“Two main factors have led to an explosion of interest in distance learning:

the growing need for continual skills upgrading and retraining; and

the technological advances that have made it possible to teach more and more subjects at a distance” (UNESCO 2002, p.3).

Some higher educational institutions as a consequence now consider a flexible, more market-oriented “dual-mode” delivery of education, where an increasingly heterogeneous body of students may choose between full-time on-campus studies, part time studies in combination with distance education, or high-quality flexible distance education as the main option.

Most teachers and professors are disturbed by suddenly finding themselves operating in competitive market-driven environments.  Many feel uncomfortable when students demand the latest in Information and Communication Technology (ICT).  Teachers are not the only ones finding that their education might be seen as obsolete. In fact, most people in the “information age” find that they have to adjust to changes in their workplace and the ways they learn ever more frequently. The need for continuous education is growing, but there is little time available for leaving work to study over longer periods. 

“Due to changes in the socio-economic, demographic and technological environment, and the ever increasing rate at which skills become obsolete in this process, the improvement of lifelong learning is of growing concern” Edith Cresson. EU commissioner (Jakupec & Garrick, 2000, p.1).

The growth of “mega-universities” offering “flexible” open and distance learning (ODL) is a consequence of this concern. Perraton (2000, p.13) defines Open Learning as

“organised educational activity, based on the use of teaching materials, in which constraints on study are minimized either in terms of access, or of time and place, pace, methods of study, or any combination of these”. 

He argues that ODL brings down costs of higher education, and makes lifelong learning possible for adults wherever they live and work. 

The Open University of UK is now the biggest in Europe, approaching 200.000 students, and has opened twin universities e.g. in India. Most tertiary education institutions however, hesitate moving into this market. Several have made lecture notes available on the Internet, maybe even making video-taped lectures available on-line, calling it e-learning. Some of them realize that many students will drop out long before graduating with this type of e-learning. They sooner or later realize that e-learning should be maybe more pedagogy driven than technology driven, and that at least they should be as much concerned about flexibility and customer adaptation as about content and curriculum. They also realize that the personal networks and the social circumstances that students find on campus are of decisive importance.  

An overemphasis on “the delivery” of knowledge as a package of materials “profoundly misunderstands how people learn, where they learn, and when they learn. Not only is this a passive view of learning, it also misses much of the real value of a university education (Brown & Duguid, 1996, p.13).

The globalized world asks for creative, critical thinkers with collaborative skills, the ability to communicate cross-culturally using ICT and an intrinsic motivation for dynamic, life-long learning. 

“Employers and employees recognize that currency is essential in information, so both turn to lifelong learning to enhance their employability and profitability” (Haughey, 2000, p.23).

 Haughey continues stating that companies cannot afford to send workers away on long courses, workers cannot afford to stay away long periods from their jobs. Both look for opportunities that are flexible and cost efficient. 

“The demand for flexible learning is clear. If tertiary institutions do not respond, private sector will” (Haughey, 2000, p.28)

This view is supported by UNESCO (2002,p.8): 

“For the student/learner ODL means increased access and flexibility as well as the combination of work and education. It may also mean a more learner-centred approach, enrichment, higher quality and new ways of interaction…(ODL) allows upgrading of skills, increased productivity and development of a new learning culture.”

Tertiary education institutions entering the market of ODL, find that they can just as well offer their online courses globally. If it is good – why only offer it locally? This means that a student living in Italy can be an active online student in England, Norway, India or South Africa. Like any consumer in the global market, s/he can shop education much the same way s/he is buying a car or a book.  Educational institutions competing on the global market must meet the customer’s demands, or risk losing the customer. Key words in ODL are flexibility, cost efficiency and rapid adaptation to new demands.

This trend will force all higher educational institutions to rethink their structure, pedagogy, and organisational systems. 

Developing countries losing out - again?

Many developing countries do not have the economy, infrastructure and expertise to take part in globalization, except maybe in “pockets” in the bigger cities, accessible to small elites with the money and skills necessary to use ICT.

The digital divide is growing, and 

“without changing the conditions which create disparities in access to knowledge, capital and technology, the benefits of network access will remain within its present limits, thereby marginalizing whole countries and regions, increasing their disparity and removing them further from participation in emerging economic trends”  (Haughey, 2000, p.21).

Many developing countries have difficulties in even catering for the basic universal education for their children, let alone tertiary education.

“Schools in developing countries lack the most basic resource needed for education such as qualified teachers, facilities and textbooks” (Levin&Lockheed,1993).

Another problem is that children in many developing countries, and especially in Africa are taught in their second and often third language. If they learn to read, books may not be available. – Adult illiteracy rates in Sub-Saharan Africa vary from 25% to 87% (HDR, 2004, p.149, table 3).

When distance education was introduced, there were great hopes for cheaper mass education. TV and radio schools in India and especially China were quite successful. However, in China students were paid salaries, and they attended big classrooms. There were some quite successful attempts at reaching marginalized groups by combining radio broadcasts with printed matter, group meetings and “extension teachers”, such as the INADES programs in rural Africa, AMREF in Kenya and FEPRA in Pakistan (Perraton, 2000, pp.17-31). However, with external funding fading and dwindling economies in Africa in general in the 1980s, these programs were too expensive for African authorities to finance.

As a rule, traditional distance education has not managed to live up to expectations. 

“…dropout rates are high, graduation rates relatively low, and… the quality of graduates’ degrees is below that of conventional institutions” (Perraton, 2000, p.100).

The largest distance education institution in Africa, UNISA in South Africa, has until now been run as a correspondence school. UNISA has impressive enrolments, but the dropout rates are high, and there are relatively few graduates. Teachers’ courses have been fairly good with graduation rates approaching 50%. In other courses, the graduation rates have been between 5-12% (Perraton, 2000, p.108). The experience there as elsewhere is that studying degree-giving courses sitting alone is not efficient: Studying is to a large extent a social activity. The World Bank initiative of starting the African Virtual University (AVU), has suffered from the same problems. It has focused much on technology and delivery of content. (Perraton, 2000, p.146). The infrastructure, such as reliable electricity and bandwidth for the Internet, has been too weak and costly until now to make a difference. Instead of “uplifting” the masses, this kind of technology runs the risk of even deepening the gap between the small elite with access, and the others. AVU plans to develop courses more in collaboration with the users, and will use more online collaborative learning methods with increasing bandwidth. (AVU website 2004) However, this will still be some years ahead, and the studies will still be exclusive because of costs.

During the next 50 years global world population is estimated to increase by three billion people - the total world population of 1960. This growth in population outpaces the capacity to give people access to universities. According to the Open University’s vice chancellor, Sir Daniels (Daniels, J. 1997), a “sizeable new university would now be needed every week merely to sustain current participation in higher education.”  The costs of such a scheme are rather daunting. - According to Daniels the USA spends an annual average of USD 12500 per student, the UK roughly USD 10000 per student per year. It seems that “mega-universities” delivering Open and Distance Education  (ODL) are considerably cheaper, about half of the average cost per student compared to traditional on-campus students. (Daniels 1997, p.5).

It can be argued that “there is a crisis of access in the developing world and a crisis of cost in the industrial world…throughout the world there is a crisis of flexibility” (Daniels, 1977, p.2).

To meet these challenges, access to the “global communication highway”, to ICT and capacity building in developing countries must be given priority. In industrialised countries, cost of tertiary education must be kept down to avoid exclusion of large groups of people. To facilitate lifelong learning for employees, adaptation to various workplace needs and flexibility in educational delivery are crucial factors. Flexible delivery of education seriously challenges the traditional pedagogical approaches in higher education.

Traditionally, professors have been using the instructional approach to teaching. Focus has been on curriculum and content, and according to Ross (2000, p.38) the professor’s role “has been to transfer that content from his own mind to those of the students, with little recognition that the content might be changed in the process”. 

ICT has made content transfer easier. Lecture notes and multimedia presentations can be put up on the Internet while the professor can focus more on individual attention, guidance and building up good learning environments in collaboration with colleagues and students. At several universities in developed countries, this has opened up the classroom.

 “Suddenly, faculties are producing materials not just for the select group of own students but for anyone who wants to look, including colleagues” (Ross, 2000, p.38). 

Increasingly, universities in OECD countries focus more on learning than teaching, on lifelong learning more than formalised schooling ending with adulthood, and on customised learning looking at needs, interests and desires of the individual, somewhat in parallel to the development in the “post-Fordist” markets.

Conclusion

 Teachers lacking ICT skills will tend to receive fewer invitations to international conferences, and find that correspondence from the outside world will diminish. Their busy colleagues will tend to prefer communicating with those who at least can read and send e-mail. Professors at universities in developing countries, and especially in Sub-Saharan Africa will increasingly run the risk of finding themselves isolated in the so-called globalised world, with insufficient access to the ICT world, and outdated methods of educational delivery.
The developing countries have small chances of building up an efficient system for online ODL without external assistance. Global efforts in bridging the digital gap are urgently needed, and one of the main target groups to reach with ODL is teachers. 

“Teacher training is an important area where ODL has made a major contribution. This includes initial training for formal qualification, in-service supplementary training for formal upgrading, and continuing in-service training in particular subjects and topics. Many examples, particularly from developing countries, show that teacher training at a distance may reach large groups of teachers and have profound impact on the development of national education systems. The use of ODL for teacher education is therefore a crucial strategy when expansion of quality improvement is needed in the public education system” (UNESCO 2002, p.9)

Continuous education for teachers has proven to be successful in most ODL programs. This group, maybe more than any other group, can reach the great masses of the people in the developing world, inspire to renewed efforts of development and bring hope for a better future.

A crisis may lead to disaster, and if not well handled, the crisis in higher education around the world may end just there. However, crisis always also give new opportunities as well. With an appropriate international effort the digital divide can be bridged, entailing leapfrogging in ICT development and a welcome to the globalised  world to the until now excluded. 
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