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Abstract

The overt curriculum of the industrial era, the “3 Rs” was reading, ‘riting and ‘rithmatic. The covert curriculum, inculcated by industrial era schooling was punctuality, tolerance of repetition and subordination: compliance with which was important for the functioning of capital intensive mass production manufacturing. Overt curricula are presented as being beneficial for all. Covert curricula benefit dominant elites. In light of the current consultation on the DfES document, Towards a Unified e-learning Strategy (DfES 2003), the aim of this paper is to problematise the key affordances of e-learning: 

· flexible sequencing, time and location shifting: 

· distributed real and virtual communities and accelerated communication

· enhanced individualised learning and access to resources 

As Postman and Weingartner (1969) asserted, "... we are serious professional educators, which mean that we are simple, romantic[s] who risk contributing to the mental health problem by maintaining a belief in the improvability of the human condition through education." They went on to propose a school system that, "... has the potential for becoming one of the most useful social-political instruments possible for dealing fruitfully with the problems of the city..." While their language is located in their place and time (urban America, the 60s), their student-centred, problem-posing methodology (cf. Freire, 1970) remains, I will argue, widely effective.

Against the benefits of flexibility we might set insecurity, piecework and a reduction of social security. Against the benefits of community we might set conformity, normalisation and collaboration with unconstituted authority. And, against the benefits of individualisation we might set surrender of privacy, categorisation and tolerance of continuous monitoring or surveillance. The paper argues that, as with all situated social practice, e-learning participates in the on-going discourses of emancipation and subordination.

Learning technologists acknowledge that they are working from multiple positions. It is also recognised that these positions are implicitly or explicitly theorised, and that the theoretical positions are related somehow. Helen Beetham (Beetham et al 2001) provides a useful "metatheoretical overview". With some examination of the questions, "What is missing from the map, (or redundant on the map) and why?", this overview becomes a paradigm within which learning technology theory evolves and through which e-Learning policy is developed.

I have maintained previously (Roberts 2001 & 2000) that both positivist, behaviourist approaches and relativist, constructivist approaches can be applied to the same ends. And, that those ends might occupy very different points on an ideological spectrum. That is, positivist, behaviourist approaches might be used to profess, e.g. a social democratic civil society, while relativist, constructivist approaches might be used to profess e.g. neo-liberal elitist managerialism, and vice versa. Ingraham (2001a) and Boyle (2001) note that what is really interesting is not so much defending the purity of any one position within the paradigm, but how the various loci are related. An analogy might be made with language paradigms, where with simple transformations, you can "say the same thing" in a different voice: that is, similar (same?) utterances can use different forms (different codes or positions within a paradigm). If the analogy holds, within the LT paradigm, similar ideologies might be propagated from different positions. Bates (1995) recognises the difficulty in positing ideological neutrality for any educational use of technology: "... there is a direct link between the use of technology and different ideologies of teaching and learning." But, as Beetham says, we have moved beyond the simplistic behaviourist: bad. constructivist: good arguments. However, are we left in either a theoretical vacuum or a similarly valueless state of absolute relativism? 

The theoretical challenge of this paper is first to understand, value and encourage a problematising methodology and then to discover how to implement it in LT practice. In that such practice involves the production of artefacts (LOs, Repositories, CAA, CBT, CALL, CMC, VLEs, etc), this paper asks, "to what extent are learning technology artefacts hardwired to social aims and ideologies?",  and seeks to propose ways of embedding student-centred, problem-posing methodologies in those artefacts.
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