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Although still in its early stages, e-learning is a fast growing area in Mexico.

Furthermore, the changes that have taken place in the country in the last

twenty years, make it a most promising educational tool and one of the

fastest expanding business sectors in the future of Mexico.

Many plans have been developed over the last thirty years to promote,

develop and coordinate the efforts on lifelong learning, distance education

and on computer and internet usage.  The majority of them have remained as

a call-for-action to prevent the digital and knowledge divide separating our

country from the rest of the OECD member countries to grow.

Emphasis so far has been mostly on connectivity, that is, on the

deployment of the required Information and Communication Technology

(ICT) infrastructures.  In some instances advances have been achieved in

course content development, but in most cases these efforts represent

isolated actions rather than part of a coordinated strategic plan.  Thus, e-

learning is still seen more as a marketing tool that conveys a modern image

of the education offered, rather than being a central educational issue of the

institutions.
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In the past few years, concern for quality in e-learning has come to the

forefront, sometimes as guidelines or best practices in information and

knowledge networks; on occasions indicating the standards to be applied on

the educational material and the delivery methods used, while on even fewer

occasions it refers to the assessment of the impact of ICT on teaching and

learning.

The purpose of my presentation is to provide an e-learning

developmental experience from the perspective of an educator in a

developing country.
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Mexico has significantly improved its educational provision over the last

half century.  While in 1970 only 4% of the age group attended HE, the

corresponding figure is now closer to 20%.  This change was achieved while

the total population doubled to reach a 100 million inhabitants.  Thus, in 30

years HE enrolments grew 10 times.

Mexico still needs to expand its HE provision if it wishes to reach

educational figures similar to those of its closest trading partners.

Furthermore, demographically, the post secondary age group is still the

largest growing population group and near to 800,000 places have to be

created over the next 6 years.  E-learning can contribute to attain this goal.
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Mexico has also changed its economic structure.  From being an

agricultural and oil producer country, with a closed economy and limited

trade, it has transformed into one of the main exporting countries in the

world, it is now the second US trading partner, after Canada but ahead of

Japan and the UK, and has free trade agreements with Canada, the United

States and the European Union, among other nations.

This is pushing the country to seek new and higher levels of skills,

training and education. This is particularly important, since for the first time

in its history, Mexico has a relatively small dependency ratio.  Thus an

increment of the knowledge and skill base of the workforce can bring an

overall improvement of the Mexican economy in addition to the social and

personal benefits it brings.  It should be noted that the recent levels of SE

and HE provision do not erase the large population which in the past did not

complete these education cycles.  A population estimated to be in the order

of 30 million, requires lifelong learning, continuing and post secondary

education.  This represents an extraordinary opportunity to put into practice

the many possibilities e-learning has, and the new administration has created

an organisation to undertake such a task.

But many barriers have to be overcome before e-learning becomes an

effective instrument for the development of Mexico.
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The start of the Open University System (SUA) of the National University

of Mexico (UNAM) in 1972 marks the beginning of HE programmes not
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requiring classroom attendance and allowing students to proceed at their

own pace.  In 1999 there were 57 HE institutions offering “open”

undergraduate and graduate programmes.

A further break in Mexico’s HE structure came in the early 80’s,

when continuing and further education courses addressed to college

graduates multiplied.  Not being part of a degree programme, offering only a

diploma (certificate), these courses do not need to conform to any regulating

agency or accreditation board criteria; they depend only on their market

value.  They are open to almost anyone, blurring the distinction between

training, further and continuing education courses.

When ICT appeared the distinction between open and distance

education became almost irrelevant. In fact, open and distance education

courses that do not use ICT in one way or another are now rare, and will

surely disappear in the near future.  On the other hand, most open and

distance education courses now rely on videoconference, satellite, e-mail

and interactive facilities or some other forms of e-learning.

Fully on-line courses are offered only by a few institutions, most of

them leading to an undergraduate or higher degree in the Business

Administration and Education related areas.   The largest of these systems –

the Monterrey Tech Virtual University-, enrolled 52,771 students in 1998.

While the popularity of short courses, and e-learning programmes is

high, judging by the number of announcements and advertisements

appearing everyday, it is difficult to state if they are successful since the
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information available is very limited. Most institutions prefer not to separate

and assess figures and data pertaining to virtual education, and the absence

of legislation and accreditation mechanisms regarding many of the courses

offered by e-learning enables the institutions not to have to collect and

provide such information.
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Once only the province of research, during the 90’s most HE

institutions became deeply involved in providing their campuses with

information and computing networks for all.

Computers first appeared in Mexico back in 1958, as research tools in

physics, mathematics, engineering and astronomy.  Ten years later they were

already extensively used in banking, business and management outside

universities and research institutions.  By the early eighties they began to be

widely used in teaching and learning.

The use of telecommunications in education had also an early start,

when television was used to provide basic high school education to children

in remote areas of the country.  The success of this experience was

influential in later efforts being undertaken by government and institutions

to build satellite-based networks for the delivery of courses and teaching

materials. Even now, most distance education courses offered are

transmitted and delivered by satellite.

But the transformation of the HE environment really began when

Internet appeared.  Examples of this change are:
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1. UNAM -where the first Internet link was established in 1989- had in

1990 only a few hundred telephone lines and a similar number of

interconnected computers.  Now it has more than 15,000 telephone

lines and more than 30,000 computers with Internet access.

2. Monterrey Tech has now an extended satellite and internet connected

network which in 1998 served 1,240 different sites in Mexico and

Latin America.

3. In 1999, the Mexican University Corporation for Internet

Development was established to have Mexico participate and benefit

from Internet 2.

Limited resources, lack of vision and inexperience have made trial

and error the standard method used in the development of most of the

information and computing infrastructures.
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But e-learning is much more than the number of computers an institution

has, or the reach and bandwidth of its information network.  It is about how

the ICT technologies help the institutional goals and mission.  Thus, e-

learning in HE has to do with how ICT contributes to the way information

and knowledge flows into, within, and out of the institutions; with the

changes it brings to teaching and learning; and with the impact it has on

what students learn, know and do.



7

It is still too early to assess the value of e-learning in Mexico.  There

is very little of it and what there is has been there only a short time. But a

description of some aspects it has brought about may contribute to give a

flavour of the way it is currently being used.

As I said before, Mexican scientists have been regular users of digital

networks since the early days of Bitnet.  Today, scholars and graduate

students regularly consult the most important research periodicals in the

world through their computers or workstations in the laboratories.

Furthermore, the advance of broad bandwidth networks similar to Internet 2

provides new ways to improve research activities. For example, astronomers

at UNAM now manipulate a telescope located in the north-western

mountains of Baja California, through remote control at the main campus in

Mexico City; in the School of Medicine, faculty has direct access to medical

information, and to research databases such as the Human Genome Project;

while in the School of Psychology, faculty conducts on-line surveys and

gathers statistical data when giving counsel and guidance to the general

population.

Digital technologies not only benefit research staff and graduate

students, they are transforming the communication facilities and practices of

most institutions.  Most well reputed HE institutions now have organisation

areas or departments entirely related to ICT and e-learning.  Technical

support divisions, computer labs, videoconference rooms, multimedia

facilities are now frequent, and e-mail and internet access are becoming

generally demanded by students and university personnel; very few
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institutions however, do provide universal access or can be said to have an

information and knowledge rich environment.
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But teaching and learning are not just delivery and receiving systems,

in that sense, faculty at Mexican institutions are only beginning to be aware

of the opportunities and challenges ICT present for their educational roles,

their relations to students and their working conditions.

Most institutions approach to e-learning has been through their

distance education areas.  A circumstance not conducive to the convergence

of e-learning and traditional education. Rather than attempting to have all

faculty participate in e-learning development, most universities work hard at

coordinating the separate departments that provide distance education.  In

some cases to develop collaborative efforts with other institutions to jointly

offer e-learning programmes.

The production of e-learning material is encouraged by a constant

offer of short courses in education package programming, use of

multimedia, and commercial education software, basic computer tools for

teaching and telecommunication programming. There are also several efforts

currently going on to produce ad hoc computer-assisted instruction

programmes or to generate integrated e-learning teaching environments.

Examples of the former are several packages developed by the

Department of Biochemistry.  They provide teachers and students with an
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additional tool to review the basic topics in the field.  These packages

contain analysis sections, laboratory simulation practices, interactive

exercises and a student self-evaluation procedure.

The National Polytechnic Institute is following a different approach

for the generation of teaching and instruction packages by local faculty.

Through their Centre for Computer Research, they are constructing what

they call a learning virtual space.  A space where teaching contents are

continuously been produced and delivered to students through Internet, thus

not only enabling the student to proceed at his own pace but giving him the

chance of an individually designed course.
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The market has been, so far, the only test of the quality and success of e-

learning.  It is true that quality criteria and standards on e-learning were

generally introduced through the teaching and training courses on ICT

provided by a reduced number of institutions.   But in addition to those

criteria being based on the tools rather than on learning and teaching

processes, as the market expanded and the number of players increased,

competition came to the forefront: previous rules and practices became

disregarded and collaboration less frequent.

Some institutions have issued guidelines and criteria for their distance

education courses and materials, or have made agreements with international

organisations to introduce further quality assurance mechanisms into the

country, but assessment and accreditation procedures specifically designed
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for e-learning have yet to come to the forefront.  Currently, digitally

delivered courses not leading to a degree are not assessed by any

independent body external to the institution offering it, and the accreditation

of degree granting programmes delivered by electronic means is the same as

that for traditional programmes.

After undertaking a national survey on open and distance education

programmes in the country, the National Association of Universities issued

last year a Master Plan for its future development.  This Plan highlights the

lack of perception and understanding of e-learning that exists in my country.

By limiting its scope to open and distance education, the Plan fails to show

how e-learning can contribute to traditional education.

Not withstanding this, the development Plan does recommend the

establishment of a set of criteria and guidelines for distance education that if

followed will certainly have an effect on e-learning quality.

  Finally, I should point out that the government has recently began a

revision of the accreditation procedures in HE as well as a process to certify

accrediting organizations. I expect this will lead to the establishment of

benchmarks to ensure quality of internet-based HE and to the convergence

of distance and conventional education.


