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Canada’s Trends, Issues and Policy Challenges
Themes for the two parallel workshops at the

OECD/Japan Seminar on E-Learning in Post-secondary Education

a) Scope and trends of e-learning policies in post-secondary education

In Canada, education, including e-learning, is constitutionally a provincial jurisdiction. Of
Canada’s ten provinces and three territories, the majority have identified e-learning as a priority
for the coming years and many have worked with their post-secondary institutions over the last
several years to encourage development in on-line programs and materials. Provinces and
territories have also invested in online research and development, and have helped establish
advanced computer networks in postsecondary institutions.  Most provinces and territories have
established specific goals for e-learning: Québec, for example, has developed a five-year plan
dealing with all aspects of online education, while Ontario has created the Ontario Knowledge
Network for Learning.

At the same time, Canada’s federal government is well placed to provide telecommunications
infrastructure and legislation to support the growth of connectivity and innovation in this area.
While the infrastructure support for e-learning is some of the best in the world, legislative
support is still inadequate. In fact, it is Canada’s colleges and universities that have led the way
to date in the development of innovative e-learning programs and courses.

Canada’s position as a bilingual and multicultural country, as a nation that forms a bridge
between the Atlantic and Pacific worlds, and one with a close relationship with the nations of the
Americas, makes it easier for our post-secondary institutions to develop on-line course offerings
that appeal to learners in North and South America, Europe, and Asia. Most Canadian post-
secondary institutions are eager to seize the global opportunities presented by e-learning.
Because our population is scattered across a vast area and divided by barriers of geography and
climate, our institutions have been pioneers in distance education. One consequence of this is
that considerable Canadian learning materials for on-line learning already exist. Another is that
Canada’s colleges and universities are world leaders in providing cost-effective accessibility to
post-secondary education. They graduate large numbers of well-educated students at less cost per
student than in most other industrialized countries.

Many of our institutions have also started to make significant use of e-learning. A survey,
conducted between March 1999 and May 2000, revealed that 57 per cent of Canada’s 134
colleges and universities offer on-line courses. The institutions offer almost 3000 such courses
altogether, ranging from one to 340 such courses for each institution.

Canada also has a young but rapidly growing industry providing training opportunities and
producing learning materials for new media.  Canadian training companies now provide a wide
range of high-quality training products and services to both domestic and foreign markets.
Software and multimedia companies throughout Canada have demonstrated the ability to
produce creative, effective, and interactive training applications that they sell nationally and
internationally.

As well, Canada’s rapidly growing broadband networks have facilitated cooperation among
industry members, creating a kind of virtual critical mass. These networks have also helped
support an early transition to the production of on-line learning materials and have reduced the
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cost of access to international markets. In fact, key portions of the high-speed networks needed
to support even more ambitious e-learning initiatives by post-secondary institutions are already
in place. In the last year, CANARIE, Canada’s advanced Internet development organization,
completed  CA*net 3, the world’s fastest Internet backbone, linking major urban centres in all
ten provinces. Canada’s telecommunications infrastructure, generally regarded as one of the
finest anywhere, provides a firm foundation for on-line learning initiatives. The proportion of
Canadian residents who are in a position to take advantage of such initiatives is greater than in
most other countries. According to Statistics Canada, 42 per cent of Canadian homes had Internet
access in 1999 — up from about 36 per cent in 1998. Internet connections are also in place in
every Canadian school and library, ensuring that every Canadian student has access to the wealth
of information available online.

b) The legislative framework for e-learning

Neither copyright legislation nor the intellectual property policies of many of Canada’s institutions
have kept pace with developments in the digital world or the emergence of e-learning. This
situation is expected to change soon. This year, the federal government is scheduled to revise its
copyright legislation to reflect the realities of the digital environment.

Canadian universities have taken a clear position on some of the key learning-related issues that
should be addressed in this copyright revision. For example, the amendments should make it
clear that fair dealing and other statutory exceptions for educational and library uses apply in the
digital environment. To facilitate on-line learning, the scope of the fair dealing exception should
be expanded and other new exceptions should be included. An efficient copyright clearance
mechanism should be established, and the federal government should ensure the widest possible
access to its own digital works.

At the same time, because on-line courses have at least the potential to reach large numbers of
students and thus become important sources of revenue for institutions, the issue of who owns
the material in such courses becomes quite important. Should the courses belong to the
institution that made a major investment to develop them? What rights should belong to the
individual academic who developed each course? What about the faculty, discipline, or
department to which the academic belonged? What about the technical and instructional design
people who assisted in the creation of the course? Do the rules for third-party copyright materials
change in the digital world?

These questions are difficult and far-reaching, and can affect most of the stakeholders in an
institution. In fact, institutions in Canada and in other countries have been involved in disputes
with their own academics over intellectual property rights. We have observed that lack of a clear
institutional policy on intellectual property, as well as ambiguities in an existing policy, can lead
to disputes that frustrate the move to e-learning and prevent the development of high-quality
courses and programs. Such policies should apply consistently across the institution. They should
also be fair, taking into account the respective positions of institutions, academics, departments,
disciplines, and instructional design personnel. Moreover, a clear understanding of who owns the
courses will be necessary for consortia on shared courseware to function effectively.
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c) Quality assurance mechanisms

The potential for a high-quality learning experience from e-learning is clear. Many learners,
particularly those with extensive experience of the Internet, should enjoy the active,
collaborative, and self-directed approaches to learning enabled by the on-line experience. On-
line learning should complement and enrich traditional on-campus instruction. In addition to
increasing the excitement of knowledge exploration by offering a vista on the world, on-line
learning should allow learners to develop the specific skills now in great demand. The reality,
however, is that there is currently no monitoring mechanism or legislation in place to ensure a
high level of quality.

Quite simply, the development and delivery of a substantial number of new on-line courses and
programs in the coming years will involve a significant structural adjustment by most institutions
and a commitment of resources beyond the capacity of any one institution. Research and
development will also be needed to discover the best ways of exploiting the potential of this new
medium. As well, copyright and intellectual property issues arising from this new digital
environment may inhibit the development of on-line learning.

A group of Canadian provinces, represented by the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada
(CMEC), recently commissioned a report entitled the e-learning e-volution in colleges and
universities. The report strongly recommends that steps be taken to create and maintain a high
level of quality in the e-learning environment. One recommendation is that institutions set
standards with respect to the quality of on-line courses and programs, and that they provide
significant support to those engaged in multimedia design and the development of on-line
curricula. In an environment where institutions may join consortia and learners may be taking
courses from several colleges and universities at once, institutions may have to devote
considerable resources to ensuring, through meta-tagging and other approaches, that on-line
courses, programs, and learning objects can be shared with other institutions and that credits can
be transferred between institutions. In an environment characterized by students using different
platforms and by a range of consortia and strategic partnerships, it is important for institutions to
make sure their on-line courses are adaptable to multiple technologies. On-line courses and
programs can also be designed for scalability and to be responsive to learners’ careers and other
needs and demands in a rapidly changing environment.

While CMEC members are studying the e-learning opportunities outlined in the online report,
they are also actively engaged in ongoing projects with a number of Canada’s colleges and
universities. These projects are meant to further enhance the quality of online instruction across
the country. A number of Canada’s provinces and territories are also developing detailed action
plans concerning online learning.  In Québec, for example, a ministerial working group is
preparing new directions for online learning, to be set into motion in Fall 2001.

A working group of CMEC members is also collecting information on online initiatives taking
place across Canada, in order to facilitate a greater exchange of information across jurisdictions.


