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This editorial is the second in a three-part series on the state of e-

learning.  Last month, a discussion about the relationship between e-

learning and organizational culture and structure was presented in an 

editorial entitled “The Significance of E-Learning and Organizational 

Transformation.”  This month, a description of the impact of e-learning on diversity/globalization 

issues is offered.  For March, a third editorial on the commonalities between e-learning and 

organizational learning systems will be given.  It is believed that these three discussions on the state 

of e-learning are important as organizations attempt to implement e-learning, but find it more difficult 

to do than expected.  Because of the unique attributes of e-learning, organizational initiatives for 

diversity and globalization can be delivered through e-learning venues when similar understandings of 

organizational learning exist.  As organizations seek competitive advantages in the knowledge 

economy, understanding e-learning well and implementing it accordingly can be powerful.  

 

Understanding E-Learning for Organizational Learning 

E-learning is considered both effective and efficient for adult learners according to Hannay 

&Newvine.1 This makes it an appealing option for globalization and diversity development in 
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organizations.  When e-learning is properly contextualized within an organization through commonly 

shared theoretical groundings of its potential and strengths, then it can be fully developed 

strategically.    

 

E-learning as related to organizational learning in matters of globalization and diversity is different 

from e-learning for training in such matters.  This is so because when implementing globalization and 

diversity initiatives, organizations are typically concerned with more than content delivery, they are 

also concerned with the “mental scaffolding” as defined by Bruner2 of globalization and diversity.  

Training in an organization typically focuses on content mastery as an outcome.  However, when 

more than training is needed, when engaging in organizational learning is needed, then both content 

mastery and development of learner dispositions surrounding the content are important.  This is an 

important theoretical distinction for organizations using e-learning for organizational learning. 

   

The preferred definition of e-learning, then,  is clearly aligned with the notion of “learning” or 

contextual, flexible learning versus “educating” or productivist education as traditionally understood for 

adult training.  For example, Teghe and Knight highlight the need for “learning” in Australia‟s adult 

vocational training system using e-learning.  They favor “learning” over “educating or training” 

approaches and state, 

 

Education (in its established productivist tradition) refers to teaching according to pre-

determined notions and rules of what learners should do in order to become 

knowledgeable about (and, often, to have the „right‟ attitude towards) something 

(McClintock, 1999). In Australia, this is exemplified by the competency-based 

approach currently adopted by the national agency regulating vocational education 

and training (VET) and adult training, the Australian National Training Authority 

(ANTA). Central to this approach is an assessment methodology that is primarily 

concerned with making a difference to the workplace productivity of learners, but that 



has scant regard for the qualitative dimensions of learning, including the experience of 

learning, satisfaction levels and the fulfilment [sic] of personal goals.3 

  

This distinction of e-learning as “learning” versus e-learning as “educating or training” is a critical 

pedagogical issue when understanding what is possible in terms of organizational learning. When 

organizations strive for learning versus training, the processes and the results are different.  Under a 

learning initiative, there is concern for qualitative issues of participant dispositions about the content 

and the learning process itself.  Learning, therefore, is more collaborative and interactive than 

training is. 

 

There is advocacy for this pedagogical switch from training to learning as more is understood 

about how adults learn and about how adults learn in organizational settings.  For instance, e-

learning is now considered much more than a tool for training, but rather it is considered a venue 

whereby adult learning can be facilitated, such as with communities of practice (COPs), as 

described in January‟s editorial.4  COPs are good examples of the degree of social constructivism 

that is possible through e-learning.  The attributes of e-learning in COPs are well-matched with 

the theory of social constructivism as described by Swan, “Social constructivism reminds us that 

learning is essentially a social activity, that meaning is constructed through communication, 

collaborative activity, and interactions with others.” 5  E-learning and social constructivism do align 

well.  The Association for the Study of Higher Education‟s review of the research indicates that 

the theoretical constructs of constructivism, multiple intelligences and cognitive theory are useful 

in understanding adult learning in multimedia settings, including e-learning approaches. 6  

Edwards and Hodge compared learning experiences in different disciplines and report on the 

importance of providing social support and creating a community of learners for adult e-learning 

students.7  Neblosky, Yee, Petrushin and Gershman report that in relation to leadership training 

for adults, that “goal-oriented virtual social environments are especially suited for leadership 

training.” 8  Kanvosky and Or-bach present an argument for the use of e-learning in order to 

facilitate the interactive needs of the adult learner. 9  In other words, when learning is desired 



based on the tenets of social constructivism, then e-learning is a good choice for facilitating those 

processes. 

 

Because of the advantages to participants, namely the collaborative and interactive nature of 

learning and the use of social constructivist pedagogy, e-learning methods can powerfully affect 

the organizational learning culture of institutions.  This is because the experience of learning 

under social constructivism is different from traditional modes of training (Pelz, 2004; Shea, 2006; 

Liu, Bonk, Magjuka, Lee & Su, 2005; Al-Bataineh, 2005; Lao, 2005; Baskin, 2005). 10-15 Hence, 

the effectiveness of the methodology of e-learning has been of interest to researchers and is 

under intense study. 

  

Social constructivism is a tenet for organizational learning.  On the most basic level, researchers have 

long believed learning is a process and not a single act, but rather involves multiple elements.  

Grabove states, “No longer do we view learning simply as behavioral change, or as acquiring 

knowledge and skills . . .” 16  Daley‟s research showed that “. . .  knowledge is viewed as a social 

construction of information that occurs through a process of constructivist and transformative 

learning.” 17  On an organizational level, Karp‟s work on organizational learning describes how learning 

processes occur systemically, on several levels and in different ways.  18  Interestingly, organizational 

learning is believed by some to be the initiating point for learning.  Lattuca describes this,  

 

. . . . sociological and anthropological theories focus intently on contexts and cultures: 

they are more apt to assume that analytic strategies should begin with an account of 

social phenomena and then, on the basis of these, develop analyses of individual 

mental functioning (see Kirshner & Whitson, 1997; Wertsch, 1998; for an extended 

discussion of these points). Today, theorists from various fields have begun to think 

about how to repair the mind-body duality, to argue that learning has been 

conceptualized where sociological and anthropological theories focus intently on 

contexts and cultures: they are more apt to assume that analytic strategies should 



begin with an account of social phenomena and then, on the basis of these, develop 

analyses of individual mental functioning.19  

 

In other words, many theorists believe that learning is social constructivism and some believe that 

organizational learning is what initiates social constructivism.   Smith, diSessa and Roschelle explain 

this well, “They [modern researchers] conceptualize knowledge, not in terms of the presence or 

absence of single elements, 

  

. . . but as knowledge systems composed of many interrelated elements that can change in complex 

ways.”20  When the distinction between learning and training is understood on a theoretical level, then 

the attributes of e-learning, such as fostering self-directedness and collaboration, align well with the 

needs of organizational transformation for globalization and diversity.  Koehle cites Burnett who 

states, “When I hear people talking about e-learning, I hear it discussed as another training delivery 

vehicle. I don't think people understand that e-learning is going to fundamentally transform the way 

learning is conceived of, developed, and delivered.”21    Understanding the power of e-learning as 

social constructivism, then, provides strategic value for organizations in organizational learning.  

 

Globalization, Diversity and E-Learning 

Globalization and diversity are organizational strategies, typically related to workforce development in 

terms of training, but also related to organizational culture in terms of learning.  T & D reports that 

using learning processes by establishing an interactive process between educational functions and 

business leaders is the best way to do develop globalization.22  Gupta and Wang describe four ways 

for organizations to globalize with different outcomes, namely, convergence and divergence, two 

dichotomous approaches, and cross-vergenance and trans-vergence, two hybrid approaches.23  The 

first two options, convergence and divergence, match more closely with the training and educating 

models described above as they involve aligning to a standard either within or without the given 

setting or culture.  The next two options, cross-vergence and trans-vergence, match more closely with 

the learning models described above as they involve interactive processes for identifying and 



developing innovative and distinct ideas that will work in the designated setting or culture.  It appears, 

then, that more complex approaches to globalization, ones involving organizational learning 

approaches, may be the most useful in current times.  The Education Alliance of Michigan confirms 

this, “Globalization‟s increasing complexity requires a new paradigm for teaching and learning.”24  

  

The use of e-learning to advance organizational globalization is worth considering.  Czinkota and 

Ronkainen describe globalization as organizational transformation and state, “Globalization causes 

dramatic changes in business environments both in terms of their [sic] degree and swiftness.”25   

Globalization requires intensive organizational learning whereby common metrics and syntax is 

developed and understood collectively.  When embarking on globalization, therefore, organizations 

can utilize e-learning strategies based on social constructivism to facilitate such processes.  Because 

of global access to resources and subject area experts, e-learning venues can provide learner 

participants with culturally diverse experiences as well.  Noe states, “Today the Internet expands that 

[e-learning communities] internationally so users around the world can access and share their own 

best practices. The benefit of worldwide access will be impressive.”26  The potential for deep inquiry 

based on global and cultural perspectives is facilitated by e-learning approaches designed for 

organizational learning. 

 

The issues of diversity for organizations are similar to those of globalization in terms of the learning 

strategies selected.  Gay, a multi-cultural advocate, describes diversity learning as an organizational 

endeavor requiring descriptive, prescriptive and critical theorizing and thinking.27   In assessing the 

state of e-learning beyond the added value it brings to organizations and individuals in organizations, 

well-designed e-learning applications have societal implications for diversity as well.  Beyond 

organizational life, the need for effective e-learning pedagogy and practice is desirable because of its 

capacity for serving underrepresented populations and for the promotion of multi-cultural 

perspectives.  There are some examples of the use of e-learning to promote minority access to 

training and education.  For instance, Geer, Mills, Moran, Weinbeck, Porter, Harris and Bery report on 

the use of a National Science Foundation-funded online weather studies course in higher education to 



increase minority participation in the geosciences.  The course increases minority undergraduates in 

higher education “. . . to the geosciences by bringing this course to more institutions serving large 

numbers of minority students.”28   Shaw describes on the success of a technology, science magnet 

high school for minorities in Seattle where all of its graduates attend college.29   More schools using 

this model are slated to open in the future. 

 

Societal use of technology in communities around the world is inequitable; there is an economically-

based digital divide.  Neven states, there is a “digital divide that may be perpetuating economic 

disparities, class advantage and racial bias.”30  For instance, Carnevale reports that due to limited 

budgets, up-to-date access to technology is a growing concern for institutions of higher education that 

serve minorities.31  Yet, while recognizing this problem, Servon believes that the information economy 

provides a positive outlook for under-represented populations.32  On a basic level, workforce 

development using information technology-based training and career preparation for the 

disadvantaged into entry-level information technology jobs is a viable strategic approach.  In other 

words, using e-learning to train minorities for professional entry-level technology positions no longer 

represents social workfare, but rather an economic development strategy. Fiorna (2007) describes the 

hope of the future for e-learning as “e-clusion” and describes the goal of technology access for all 

populations in terms of the advancement of civilization.33 

 

As organizations address globalization and diversity issues related to 

organizational intelligence and learning, e-learning can help to 

facilitate that.  Most organizations understand the potential of e-

learning, but often struggle with effective implementation.  E-learning 

can, in fact, provide organizations with benefits conducive to 

transformational dynamics needed for globalization and diversity.    
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