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Interviewed persons Professor Morten Flate Paulsen, Director of
Development of Online Learning
Professor Torstein Rekkedal, Director R&D

The NKI group is a nongovernmental education institution located in Norway and comprises
NKI Distance Education (NKI DE), the Norwegian School of Information Technology
(NITH) and the NKI Publishing House. The NKI group as awhole operates on a non-profit
basis. Financial surplusis kept within the organisation for future development. NKI DE is
recognised by the Ministry of Education and receives government grants covering less than
10% of operating costs. Consequently, NKI DE islargely dependent on student fees for its
operations.

Thisinterview focuses on NKI Distance Education (NKI DE). NKI DE provides courses and
study programmes at higher education level, upper secondary level and within the vocational
training field. In 2005, 470 courses were offered and the number of course enrolments was
12 217. Generaly, NKI DE does not employ full-time academic staff for tutoring. Rather,
courses are based on part-time employment of academics from other education institutions,
research ingtitutions, public administration, business and industry. Therefore, the number of
part-time employees (400) is rather high compared with the number of full-time employees
(65). Full-time employees are for the most part administrative personnel and academic staff
involved in development and research on various aspects of distance education. Thus, at NKI
DE competence in the subjects being taught are bought from academics based at other
institutions, whereas competence devel oped in-house is focused on the devel opment,
marketing, operation, research and quality assurance of distance education, i.e. how to be an
efficient provider of high quality distance education. The research and development focus on
distance education at NKI DE is broad and includes pedagogical, administrative and technical
issues.

Contextual factors

Market size
NKI DE focuses on Norway as the market for online education. The total population of
Norway is 4.6 million with a common language — Norwegian.

Market readinessto use online technology

Norway is together with the other Scandinavian countries in the forefront concerning use of
technology in the schools, working life and in the homes. Broadband availability is well
distributed and the technological infrastructure well devel oped.



http://www.nki.no/

According to statistics, already in 2001 80 percent of all organisations with more than 10
employees had access to Internet.

In 2000 25 percent of the population over 15 years would have use home PC on an average
random day. About the same percentage would have used the Internet on an average day. In
2005 75 percent of homes had PC, 60 percent access to the Internet from home, 40 percent of
homes had broadband access and the PC was used daily by 58 percent of the population. In
the main target groups for distance education (Age 20-44) over 50 percent had broadband at
home.

Target group acceptance of e-learning

It is assumed that the Norwegian population to alarge degree accepts online learning as an
acceptable and efficient means for competence development. Distance education has
generally had good reputation in Norway and has been largely formally supported by the
government. Norway was the first country in the world to regulate distance by law from 1949.
The law opened for control and accreditation of distance education and distance education
courses. This has resulted in the development of high quality distance education. Since 1990
the government has also through the governmental body “Norwegian Opening Universities”
emphasised the development of online and flexible learning at higher education institutions
and also emphasised online distance learning as a suitable form of learning for adults. All in
all it isgood reason to believe that online learning is well accepted in Norway relative to most
other European countries.

Digital literacy in population

It is assumed that digital literacy in the Norwegian population is relatively high. The use of
ICT is emphasised in the schools, and the mgjority of the adult population uses PCs and the
Internet on adaily basis.

National policy

The Norwegian government has stimulated the devel opment and support of quality distance
and online learning all the way since the reconstruction period after the war in 1945 by
specific laws and specific funding for distance education. Development of distance education
programmes has been stimulated both by policy and financial support to institutions and
students. distance and online students receive loans and grants for their studies with the same
rights as ordinary full-time students.

History

1. How would you describe the history of distance education in your institution?

NKI was established in Norway in 1959. It was originally a Norwegian branch of aleading
Swedish correspondence school. Very different from the development in most other
ingtitutions the other units of the NK| group were established as offspring from distance
education. E.g. the origin of the present School of Information Technology was the NKI
College of Engineering that based its teaching and pedagogy on distance education
philosophy and distance learning materials. To begin with, and before any online technology
was available, distance education at NK| was delivered through traditional correspondence
courses. Correspondence courses are important still today, but a gradual development that
started around 1985 has made online delivery increasingly more important. During the last
years the numbers of correspondence students have declined steadily while the numbers of
online students have increased (with total number of students being fairly constant, figure 1).
In 2006 online students for the first time outnumbered correspondence students. In the future,



NKI expects that market expectations will lead to afull stop of NKI DE providing
correspondence courses and base all courses and programmes on online teaching.
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Figure 1. Monthly variation in active NK1 students

2. How has competence in distance education developed in your institution, and how
would you describe this competence today?

As distance education was the basis for NKI when it was established in Norway and always
has been an important part of the organisation as a whole management has had focus on
competence development in the field. E.g. NKI employees, specifically on management level
have been active engaged in national and international organisationsin the field. As examples
concerning competence development NKI took early initiatives concerning research and
development work in the field. The research focused on practice related areas, such as student
support, follow up, personal tutoring and organisational issues. It was emphasised that expert
staff on al levels should be involved in research projects. Further, NKI introduced aready in
1978 the obligatory “ Course for tutors’ to spread distance education educational competence
throughout the organisation. This course is after many updates and revisions offered online
today to secure that all NK1 online tutors both have practical experience as online learners and
theoretical background for their work. It was also amajor step forward in competence
development when the management around 1995 understood that competence and
understanding of online teaching and learning was not something that could be left to afew
selected peopl e in the development department, but that it was necessary that all staff of NKI
DE (course devel opers, sales and marketing personnel, tutor and student service personnel
and office staff) had a basic understanding of what a gradual change from correspondence to
online education meant for their work.

3. Hasthis development been abrupt or would you describe it more as a gradual step-by-
step process?

Both competence development and the development of distance education and specifically
online education has clearly been a step-by-step process. In the beginning both competence
and systems devel opment involved only some few dedicated persons, mainly employees



involved in research and development. In fact, seen historically we see the gradual and
continuous development as one important factor for what we today see as successful
development and transition of NKI DE from a correspondence based to an online learning
based distance education institution.

The technical system for administration and delivery of online education at NKI DE hasto a
large extent been developed by NKI DE itself. This has been possible because of a close
cooperation with NITH. As described above, NITH is another branch of the NKI group. The
institution offers courses and degrees within information technology, and unlike at NKI DE,
academic staff is employed in full time positions. Thus, high competence in information
technology is available in-house.

This also alowed NKI DE to start with online education early, already around 1985, when
Internet connection through simple modems became available. In addition, having its own
systems has made it possible to | et the systems undergo a gradual evolution, because
improvements have been based on changing existing systems rather than introducing entirely
new ones. Thisis different from a situation one might have had if systems were bought from
commercia developers, in which case one might have to replace systemsif the manufacturer
could not provide a desired improvement.

4. How has online education been followed up by evaluation and resear ch through the
years and what isthe situation today?

One factor that has characterised the development of distance education at NKI DE, is that
courses, tutoring and other teaching support activities have been subject to thorough
evaluation since the start in 1959. This has, of course, been done to improve course delivery,
administrative routines and so on. More thorough research has also been carried out since the
NKI DE Research and Development Department as established in the early 70’ies. During the
last two decades the research has mainly focussed on online education. The research has
partly been financed and carried out by NKI DE alone. However, NKI has also been involved
in projects financed by Norwegian state grants and by the European Commission. In our view,
there is no doubt that participation in externally funded projects has been an important factor
for success. Research directly related to the devel opment challenges appears to have been
important for the build up of high competence in how to organise and deliver online
education.

Technical issues

5. How would you describe competence in infor mation and communication technology
in your institution?

There is no doubt that the fact that the institution had internal competence in information and
communication technology has been a major reason for the solutions and strategies for the
development of systems for online education. In fact, the idea of developing distance
education solutions based on computer conferencing came from the staff of the NITH. The
initial developments were aresult of the driving force coming from key academics of the
NITH, that the first conferencing system was developed mainly as aresult of academic
motivation, and that the decision makers within NKI DE believed in the idea and that a close
cooperation between the two NKI departments was established for using the conferencing
system for distributing the first online courses. However, there is little doubt that it was
necessary for future success that the necessary competence in information and communication
technology for development of systems for online education was built up within NKI DE and
integrated with the internal distance education competence. Today NKI DE has within its



research and development department a systems development group with competence for
internal continuous development of the learning management system, SESAM (Scalable
Educationa System for Administration and Maintenance), according to specified pedagogical
and organisational needs.

6. To which extent are distance education coursesin your institution based on widely
used technologies that can be taken into use by students without requiring them to buy
additional hardware or software? (in addition to what they have from befor e)

Courses are generaly based on widely used technology that can be taken into use by students
without requiring them to buy additional hardware or software. In principle, NKI DE has a
potential for using fairly advanced technology, but has chosen not do so because one wants
their courses to be broadly available. For example, materials based on complicated
multimedia may exclude students with old computers unable to run them.

7. How would you describe the integration between different | T-systemsthat are
involved in distance education in your institution?

The high competence in information technology at NKI DE is used to develop and integrate
different systems. NKI has a number of self-developed and commercial applications that
together make up a system for student support services and administration (figure 2).

A central component is *student administrative system”, STAS. This has been developed at
NKI DE over many years to satisfy a number of needs, including registration of assignments,
monitoring student progression, distributing new learning materials and paying tutors. STAS
isNKI DE’s master system and it is integrated with all other essential systems such as
accounting, logistic, prospective and partner systems.

STASwasinitially developed for correspondence courses and bar code registration of
assignments. Initially it was not suited to serving online students, as there were no
connections between the Internet systems and the administrative systems. It was necessary to
develop STAS further to handle online students efficiently. The integrated devel opment of
STAS and the LM S system for online learning, SESAM (a so self-developed), is taking place
continuously. Both systems are designed to handle continuous student enrolment and
individual progression schedules.
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Figure 2. NKI'sintegrated systemsfor online student support

Agresso (www.agresso.com) isacommercia accounting system that handles tuition fees,
invoices, wages, etc. SY SA isasystem for presentation of information about local partners
that organize face-to-face classes as support for NKI DE’s courses. Onyx and Multi-Case are
commercia purchased systems. Onyx handles marketing activities and requests from
prospective students, while Multi-Case is a commercial logistics system for administration
and shipments of textbooks and miscellaneous physical learning materials. When course
enrolments are registered in STAS, Multi-Case automatically initiates shipment of the
corresponding physical course materials. FEB is a self-devel oped business portal where all
courses and programmes offered by NKI are presented. Prospective students may register or
apply to courses directly via FEB. In addition to course information, FEB aso includes a
comprehensive database of articles with news, frequently asked questions, and more general
information on distance and online education.

8. What arethe strengths and weaknesses of technical systemsfor administration of
distance education, in terms of being effective?

We find that the integration of the systemsis vitally important for the total functionality,
efficiency, and quality of student support services and for cost-efficiency of online education.
The fact that the critical systems can be developed together and continuously is very
important, and, of course, also that these devel opments take place as aresult of actual
pedagogical, organisational and market related needs.

Courses



9. Which subjects are covered by online education in your institution and what isthe
relative importance of different subjects (in termsof student “production”)?

The courses provided by NKI DE covers arange of subjects. For example, among the ten
most sold courses, one finds interior design, psychology (a one year unit) and accounting. The
courses can be classified into three categories, higher education (mainly introductory (1% year)
courses), at higher education level, upper secondary level and vocational training. Because
academic competence in the subjects being taught are not kept in-house but bought from
academics at other ingtitutions, NKI DE can be more flexible in choice of subjects than can
traditional education institutions.

10. How would you describe the “ onlineability” of the subjectsyour institution has
chosen for distance education?

Thisisadifficult question to answer. In general, most subjects on secondary school level and
university/college level seemsto be suited for online education. It differs between courses to
which extent the study is suited for individual theoretical study or online discussion in forums.
There is no doubt that the majority of NKI online students are adults with additional
responsibilities for job and family and wish to study with a great deal of flexibility. This fact
seems to result in most students emphasising reading and doing exercises for preparing for
exams more than taking part in discussions. Also vocational study programmes emphasise
theory more than practice based on the assumption that practice is experienced at work or in
other contexts. We have also found that in subjects such as mathematics and interior design
there are assignments that are more easily submitted by post than by the Internet.

Market considerations determine whether a course or programme is developed or not. Courses
may be 100% online or based on blended learning. Because blended |earning makes courses
more expensive for students (because they have to travel and also pay for face-to-face
classes), it requires more from a market to devel op such courses. Consequently, thereisa
tendency for developing courses within subjects that can be fitted easily to an online format.
Still, a considerable number of the courses are based on blended learning.

11. Do the online cour ses provided by your institution have flexible start-up and
progression?

Most courses have flexible start-up and progression. As a part of this model, students are
asked to make a plan for study progress. Students register their plan in a standardised format
inthe LMS. The LM S automatically gives teachers information on progress of each student,
and they can thus use this to stimulate progressiif it fails. Courses must be finished within 2
years of start up (although if the courseis still being offered in the same format, students will
be granted extensions without extra costs). Courses based on blended learning typically have
fixed progression. In fact, during the first years of offering online education at NKI we
introduced fixed enrolment dates (per semester) and fixed progression schedules based on an
idea of online learning being more similar to a distributed classroom. It seems that adult part-
time learners, that are NKI DE’s main target group appreciate flexibility and freedom.
Enrolments increased after changing to flexible start-up and progressions solutions and
pedagogy more related to distance education philosophies.

12. What istherelative importance of synchronous and asynchronous communication
between students and teachers (and among students if they communicate with each
other)?



Teaching is largely based on asynchronous communication. Because progression is flexible,
synchronous communication between students would be hard to arrange. Therefore, video and
telephone conferences are not used. Chat is available in some courses for communication
between students, but participation in thisis strictly voluntary.

Management, strategy and attitudes

13. How would you describe involvement from the leader ship in terms of being
supportive?
The management of NKI DE is, of course, clearly supportive towards online education. Also
important is that the top management has supported the strategy of developing online
education, also at times were the future was seen as less clear concerning technological
developments and the activities were more on a pilot level with little immediate economic
value. Although parts of organisation can be described as still living in the era of
correspondence teaching, the management has through the strategic plans for the years 2005-
2007 clearly stated that the future of NKI1 DE will be based on online teaching and dependent
on success concerning ability to combine cost-efficiency and quality online education. NKI
DE has developed the following philosophy for online students:

NKI DE shall provide opportunities for students to reach their learning goals through optimal
individual flexibility in a community of learners where students are resources for each other
without being dependent on each other.

14. How would you describe the attitudes of the different groups of staff towards online
teaching?

Employees are generally loyal to the strategy and decisions taken by the leadership, also those
employees with strong ties to the fading correspondence model. Thisis probably different
from an ordinary university or college, where academic staff members typically have ahigh
degree of autonomy and where resistance to change is often strong.

15. Does your institution have a strategy for online education? If yes, what is (briefly)
the content of the strategy and how isit followed up by employeesin your organisation?
Some years ago NK|I DE had separate strategic plans for distance education in general and for
research and development of online education. When it was accepted that online learning
would constitute a main focus for future developments, online learning was naturally
integrated in all aspects of the general strategic plan of the organisation. NKI DE isa
competence based organisation but administered more according to business than university
academic management principles. It is seen as natural that all employees are loyal to
management decisions. As mentioned before, employees are largely loyal to decisions and
strategies. This does not mean that employees are not involved in the decision process.

16. How doesyour institution deal with quality issuesrelated to online education (e.g. in
terms of strategy, control and management)?

Quality assuranceis followed up through a handbook where routines for this are described. In
addition, a part of the integrated computer systems registers the time from a student submits
an assignment till it is returned with comments from the teacher. If this response time gets
long, students easily get dissatisfied. Keeping turn-around time for assignments short is
therefore important. To stimulate teachers to handle assignments quickly, the system gives
continuous information on his’her response time, how it has devel oped recently and how
he/she is doing compared with other teachers. NKI DE aso performs regular evaluation
surveys among students based on web questionnaires connected with the course materials. It



isaproblem that only about 10% of the students take part in these surveys. NKI DE aso
regularly carries out more extensive research based evaluations of selected courses and
programmes.

17. How would you describe the administrative routinesrelated to online education in

terms of effectiveness?

All administrative routines are clearly laid out in detail of all aspects from the marketing of

courses and programmes, through follow-up and advise to students in the prospective phase
and during study until graduation (or cancellation of studies). It is emphasised that services

that can be automated should be automated to increase efficiency and cut costs to be ableto
allocate necessary resources to support activities that need personal involvement.

18. To which extent may work related to online education be said to be “industrialised”
(meaning strong division of labour between groups, high degree of automation, etc)?
At NKI DE, staff members typically have highly specialised tasks, meaning that thereisa
clear division of labour. With a high number of courses, thisis viewed by the organisation as
akey factor for success as mega provider.

19. To which extent do teachersinvolved in online education have predictable and
manageable wor kloads?

This has been amajor concern in the transition from correspondence based distance education
to online education. While investment in pre-produced and self-instructional learning
materialsin the earlier distance education systems both in theory and practice should result in
less input of teaching resources in the learning phase, it is arisk that online students with the
ease of communication can occupy alot of atutor’stime. NKI teachers are paid for the
number of student assignment they receive. Workload per student can therefore be predicted,
because number of assignmentsis given from the study plan. If the number of students
increases markedly on a course, additional teachers can normally be hired easily to deal with
the increased workload. Consequently, teachers generally feel that they have both predictable
and manageable workloads. Teachers are not paid to participate in discussion group, because
this may generate unpredictable costs and work loads for the institution. Basing remuneration
of tutors in submitted assignments and not on other aspects of communication is probably not
an ideal solution as seen from the student side, but seen as necessary to control costs.

20. To which extent does your institution collaborate with other educational institutions?
NKI DE collaborates with anumber of institutions. For example, al courses within higher
education are formally offered in collaboration with auniversity or university college as
academically responsible. Here NKI DE isresponsible for and runs everything related to
distance education itself whereas the curricula are developed at the cooperating institution that
also arranges exams. In addition, NK| DE cooperates with providers of education outside
higher education, in particular concerning the arrangement of local face-to-face classes or
seminars in courses based on blended learning.

21. How would you describe the credibility of your institution (both formal and
informal) with the gover nment and public administration?

The ingtitution describes its credibility with government and public administration as
satisfactory. The interviewed persons underline that it is especially important for a non-
governmental institution to answer correctly to legislations and public regulations. Otherwise
one might easily get a negative reputation. NKI DE has always emphasised close contact and



communication with the government and been active in governmental initiatives concerning
distance education.

Economy

22. How would you describe the cost-effectiveness of online education in your
institution?

Around 95 percent of the revenue of NKI DE comes from student fees. This means that the
institution has to be run with a high degree of cost-effectiveness. It is therefore important to
develop courses with a high potential for income. In addition, the fact that teachers are paid
per student, rather than per course, means that expenses to alarge extent are balanced against
incomes.

23. To which extent isincome from operation of online education stable and
predictable?

Recruitment to NKI distance education programmes has been quite predictable over time. As
mentioned before, while recruitment to the correspondence based courses has decreased,
recruitment to online courses has increased. One main factor in stable recruitment has been
that NKI offers alarge variety of courses. When market needs change, some courses and
programmes become more popular in the market, while others loose recruitment. It seems that
the great number of coursesis one main reason for stability in income. A main challenge to
the economy is public regulations. For example, vocational training programmes are now
required to be approved by public authorities. This process may take up to two years per
programme and drains considerable resources from NKI DE.

24. To which extent does your institution experience a pressureto beflexible to be able
to adapt to a changing market?

With continuous uptake, changes in the market may also be detected early, allowing swift
adjustmentsin activities. Adapting to a changing market is both dependent on the ability to
develop new courses and programmes quickly. This is perhaps the most important challenge.
The ability of the NKI DE to adapt to a changing market is vital for the institution’s ability to
survive as a mega provider.

25. Towhich extent does your institution apply a strategy of flexible employment and
use staff to adapt to changesin markets?

Adapting to change is also related to flexible employment. As mentioned before, most NKI
DE tutors are working on part-time engagement. That does not at all mean that thereis not a
stable group of teachers. The mgjority of online teachersin NKI has been teching at a distance
or online for very many years. However, when number of studentsis reduced in a programme,
the number of teachers tutoring that programme is scaled down, and when a programme
becomes more popular, it is normally possible to scale up the number of tutors relatively
quickly.

Conclusions

We have previoudly given the following factors as vital for NKI DE’ s success in developing
and providing online education —most of which have been covered above:

1. NKI isaninstitution with high competence in both distance education and information
technology. Both competencies have been pivotal for the development of online education.



2. Some NKI enthusiasts have always believed in online education and over many years made
invaluable contributions to the Internet College.

3. NKI has been careful to only adopt standard and widely used technology. This practice
enables students to apply the software and hardware they have at their disposal with little need
to buy additional equipment.

4. Students’ time flexibility has always been afocal point for NKI. It has been committed to
asynchronous communication and deliberately avoided synchronous communication
technol ogies. Communication should take place when it suits the student, not the institution.

5. After some years experience with paced courses starting twice a year, NKI made a strategic
choiceto focus on individual start-up and progression. The choice was based on student
surveys, much internal discussion, and pilot courses that showed increasing enrolment. Hence,
NKI students may start a course whenever they want and follow their individual pace of
progression.

6. Tuition fees pay for devel opment and operation of NKI courses, so NK|1 hasto provide
cost-effective courses. The focus is on much learning for the money.

7. The Department of Research and Development has conducted continuous research and
evaluation of online education, and has accumulated knowledge and competence in online
education. In addition, the Department has conducted or participated in a number of R&D
projects financed externally by Norwegian and European governmental sources.

8. NKI isflexible, with little rigidity compared to public colleges. It has a number of times
shown that it is capable of rapid adjustment. The employees have shown the ability to detect
new trends and adapt to the changing market. This may be due to the fact that NKI has
continuous enrolment and therefore experiences changes in market demands earlier than
ingtitutions that offer enrolment only once or twice ayear.

9. NKI covers awide range of subjects and levels. It is not dependent on having in-house
competence in all subject areas; it has along tradition of collaboration with other educational
institutions and engaging faculty from other institutions to participate in the devel opment and
teaching of courses.

10.NKI has over many years developed high credibility with the government and public
administration. It has been committed to achieving approval for public credits, certificates,
and student loans.

11.NKI has chosen not to separate the Internet College from the Department of Distance
Education. It has deliberately chosen to gradually enhance the online education competence
for all employees in the Distance Education Department.

12.NKI has continuously focused on evolutionary development of the Internet College and the
administrative systems that support it. Consequently, NKI has had more effective
administrative systems than its competitors and at the same time people with high competence
on these systems.



Concerning surviving as a mega provider of online learning, we find that the following factors
have been most important:

* Flexible employment which makesit possible to adapt to a changing market — NKI|
DE is not tied to providing courses within specific subjects, because academic
competence is not kept in house but is bought on an open and flexible market from
academics elsewhere

* Flexible employment which balances expenses with incomes — that teachers are paid
per student rather than per course or hours ensures this

» Highly specialised (loyal and enthusiastic) staff for different functions within the
organisation — this contributes to cost-effectiveness

* A large number of courses/programmes — gives stability over time as market interest
changes between course and programme areas

» Highly integrated computer systems that provides effective flow of and easy access to
information



