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ABSTRACT

In common with many other higher education providers, Bournemouth University is engaging with the challenges offered by e-learning to enhance the flexibility of its provision and to enter new markets with distance learning programmes.  But what change strategies will facilitate lecturers teaching in a campus-based, vocationally oriented, university to move from face-to-face to online teaching?   This paper seeks to explain the nature of the diffusion of innovation within an academic community, identifies concerns held by lecturers about moving to online teaching and examines strategies that might address these and sustain innovation.   

The research is being undertaken in a University in which funding has been made available to support e-learning in a number of ways for several years, however, the impact of these initiatives has been mainly local to the academic School rather than university-wide.  Although the number of lecturers using e-learning learning is growing, they are still mainly the innovators and early adopters.  Bourner and Flowers (1999) suggested that the way for UK higher education to meet the new challenges was to combine ‘high tech with ‘high touch’ but research suggests that successful and widespread implementation of e-learning learning depends on a number of complex factors, including easy to use technology and supportive professional development (Collis et al. 2000; Somekh 1998).  It has also been recognised that lecturers’ conceptions of teaching and learning play an important part in its acceptance (Thompson and Holt, 1996).   However, given the devolved nature of universities as organisations (Kezar, 2001) it is important to consider what aspects of diffusion theory might be applicable to explaining the pattern of adoption of e-learning within them.  One aspect under consideration is the nature of the social networks influencing adoption (Abramson and Rosenkopf, 1997).  In addition to inquiring into the factors influencing lecturers’ use of learning technologies, the research is also investigating their conceptions of teaching and learning with a view to evaluating the impact these may have on their perception of e-learning. The findings will be used to inform university strategies and policies for implementing e-learning. 

The overall approach is based within an action research framework and uses semi-structured interviews, with questions prompted by conceptions of teaching (Prosser and Trigwell 1999).  Some early analysis indicates that a ‘sense of loss’ is an important concept underpinning lecturers’ concerns.  The paper will examine this and its implications in greater detail and also provide an opportunity to discuss the research methodology.  Action research is an accepted approach where the purpose is to understand situations with a view to making helpful interventions, however, the fact that the researcher is based within the organisation in which the research is being carried out, and is also in a senior position in a central support service, leads to a range of further considerations which will be explored in the paper (Coghlan and Brannick, 2001; Holian, 1999). 
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