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Coventry University was one of the first higher education institutions in the UK to roll
out a virtual learning environment (WebCT) across its entire campus. The cost was
substantial, but the cost of not doing it was regarded as even higher. The case gives
an example of an institution gaining first mover advantage by striving to improve its
product offering. It is written deliberately in a scholarly style, to give the reader
additional references to follow up as required.

Higher education market:

Various authors (Gunasekaran et al 2002, Armstrong et al 1997, Inglis et al 1999 and
Davies, 1998) elaborate on the current changes in the higher education market.
Higher education institutions operate in a dynamic environment and are expected to
keep up with and accommodate changes in society. Changes in society have an
effect on higher education institutions, in terms of student numbers, methods of
learning, demands for education and convenience in learning (Inglis et al, 1999:16).
Davies (1998:175) explained the need for higher education institutions to become
open systems, which interact with and relate to movements within society. Open
systems require education institutions to be sensitive to new demands in learning.
Open systems allow the learner to cope with a changing society and work life as
people learn at the place, pace and time that satisfy their needs. Tiano, 1996, cited
in Inglis et al (1999:18) explained the change taking place in higher education as a
‘paradigm shift’, contrasting features of the new paradigm with those characterising
the old, as shown in Table 1. These factors in the higher education market affect
institutions in terms of reaching organizational goals and satisfying customer needs.

TABLE 1: OLD AND NEW PARADIGM OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Old Paradigm New Paradigm

Terminal Degree Lifelong learning

Student ages 18-25 Cradle to grave

Delivery in classroom Delivery anywhere

University as ivory tower University as partner in society
Institution-centric Market-centric

Technology as an expense Technology as differentiator

Inglis et al (1999:16)

In the new paradigm (Table 1), technology is perceived as a differentiator, rather than
an expense. Inglis et al (1999:16) states that technology in higher education goes
beyond the mere delivery of information, it needs to be structured in a way to achieve
educational purposes. Electronic learning (e-learning) is defined as Internet-enabled
learning (Gunasekaran et al, 2002:44) that provides institutions with the ability to turn
change into an advantage. E-learning allows people and institutions to keep up with
changes in the global economy that now occur on Internet time.



Coventry University (CU):

Gray (1991:2) explains that education is a service. It can be argued that students
enrol at CU for the core service of gaining an ‘increased knowledge’. Supplementary
services provide additional benefits to enhance the core service or to differentiate it
from other learning institutions. CU uses WebCT as an e-learning tool. At CU,
WebCT is regarded as a supplementary service offering. Newman (2001) explained
that WebCT at CU aims to supplement the traditional classroom instruction and
enrich students’ academic and technological experience.

CU offers courses to full-time and flexible learning students. As WebCT supplements
traditional classroom teaching and learning, it forms part of the cluster of satisfactions
that customers (students and lecturers) evaluate.

WebCT at Coventry University:-

WebCT was fully implemented at CU in September 1999. It was chosen as the
preferred platform, for its flexibility, pedagogical nature and value for money (Orsini-
Jones and Jones, 2002). WebCT’'s Company strategy is to make the best use of an
institution’s intellectual and technical resources in developing technology to support
teaching and learning. It facilitates the building a flexible framework to enable
education institutions to meet the challenges faced. (WebCT, 2002).

CU adopts strategic aims to respond to the dynamics in the market (Inglis, 1999,
Armstrong et al, 1997, Thomas and Beaty, 1998 and Coventry University, 2002).

The teaching and learning strategy at CU is based on their mission, core values and
corporate aims, which are to:

» provide maximum educational opportunities through quality teaching and
research;

» pursue quality, innovation and leadership in educational thinking;

» achieve the highest quality in learning and personal development by a diverse
student population, and

» sustain a high standard of service and reputation.

(Coventry Academic Board, 2002)

Once e-learning had been implemented into the structures of CU, the institution
needed to develop a services marketing mix that reflected its entire service offering.
The services marketing mix is a set of controllable marketing variables that the
institution needs to blend together to produce the response it wants in the target
market (Kotler and Armstrong, 2006:50). As CU understands how variables in the
marketing mix impact upon each other, it can communicate the distinct position it
occupies in the market. A survey of WebCT at CBS was conducted in order to
determine stakeholders’ opinions of WebCT. The survey asked staff and students at
CBS for their opinions of WebCT as a teaching and learning resource. In Table 2,
the properties of WebCT are gathered from the opinions of stakeholders in the
survey (Ellis, 2003) as well as WebCT evaluation reports.



TABLE 2: STAKEHOLDERS OPINIONS OF WEBCT

Properties of WebCT

Opinions of WebCT

WebCT provides easy
access to education

WebCT allows a diverse student population to access CU at a time
and place that is suitable to them.

WebCT assists learning

WebCT assists student in modules studied via discussion fora and
accessing course material, library links and useful websites.

Lecturers perceived WebCT as a method of communication with
students. Newman (2001:3) in his discussion of the impact of
WebCT at CU, explained that web-based communication and
community tools and resources available on WebCT have
strengthened the interchange of class participants and provided
more efficient access to academic materials and support for
students.

WebCT  assists  with
teaching
WebCT assists in

providing an Integrated-
learning platform

Lecturers viewed WebCT as an integrated teaching and learning
resource. Deepwell and Syson (1999) explained that (in keeping
abreast of the dynamic needs of learners) there is an attractive
feature of WebCT at CU, which directs students out of WebCT to
external websites for further learning activity and research

Education can be
provided to more
students

Quality education, possibly even enhanced by WebCT'’s interactive
nature, can be provided to an increased student population online
without requiring additional buildings and staff.

Lack of Consistency of
use of WebCT

Both students and lecturers mentioned the lack of consistency of
usage of WebCT between module leaders. If the teaching group
comprises individual lecturers who do not collaborate on methods of
teaching and learning, this leads to a diverse use of WebCT, which
presents confusion to students in terms of when or how to use
WebCT. Beaty and Deepwell also state that high face-to-face
contact hours for academics remains a disincentive for staff to
invest time into online learning (cited in Bhanot and Fallows, 2003).

Lack of Student Support
on WebCT

The current role of the Computing Services Department is to
provide student support, however students mentioned that they
have turned to school technicians or the Centre for Higher
Education Development (CHED) for help on how to use WebCT.
This may require a redefinition of roles and responsibilities (Beaty
and Deepwell, cited in Bhanot and Fallows, 2003)

Potentially
cost of WebCT

increasing

CU is also pressured to upgrade as newer versions of the WebCT
are released which is costly (Beaty and Deepwell, cited in Bhanot
and Fallows, 2003). It is possible that once expectations have been
created in terms of WebCT being part of the service package for
students, the University could get locked into a strategy that
becomes increasingly expensive to maintain.

Source: Ellis (2003) and (Beaty and Deepwell, cited in Bhanot and Fallows, 2003).

By adopting a proactive approach at CU (Thomas and Beaty, 1998) a culture of

continuous improvement was practiced.

WebCT is still being maintained and

evaluated at CBS in terms of how it meets the institutional needs as well as satisfy

customer goals.




Questions:

1. From the information given in the case, what environmental factors
indicated the need for WebCT?

2. What needs does WebCT satisfy?

3. How does WebCT influence the services marketing mix?

4. How does WebCT assist CU in achieving its teaching and learning goals?

REFERENCES

» Armstrong, S; Thompson, G and Brown, S. (1997) Facing up to radical changes
in Universities and Colleges. Great Britain: Kogan Page

» Beaty, L and Deepwell, F. (2003). (Unpublished Document) ‘Uncertain Terrain:
ensuring quality in implementing online higher education.” Cited in Bhanot, R.
and Fallows, S. (2003) eds. Quality Issues in Information Communication
Technology Based Higher Education. London: Kogan Page.

» CBS Custodians (2002) The Electronic Campus [online] available from.
<http://www.stile.coventry.ac.uk/> [30 July 2003]

» Conant, R. (2003). ‘Relationship Management in Higher Education Information
Technology’. Educause (13) 1-12

» Coventry Academic Board (2002) Learning and Teaching Strategy [online]
available from <http://www.coventry.ac.uk/ched/aboutched/LT Strategy.htm> [30
August 2005]

» Davies, D. (1998) ‘The Learning University: A Learning University’. Journal of
Workplace Learning 10 (4) 175-213

» Deepwell, F. (2002) Evaluation of Online Learning, in Teaching assessment and
learning committee. Document BTA 21/6

» Deepwell, F. and Syson, A. (1999) Online learning at Coventry University: You
can lead a horse to water... [online] available from.
<http://ifets.ieee.org/periodical/vol_4 99/deepwell.html > [30 August 2005]

» Eiffel Corp. (no year) WebCT. [online] available from. < http://www.eiffel-
corp.co.za/product_webct.htm > [30 August 2005]

» Ellis, L. (2003) The marketing and effectiveness of WebCT as a teaching and
learning resource at Coventry University (Business School). Unpublished Masters
Dissertation, Coventry University.

» Fitzgerald, M. (1999) Toward a model of distributed learning: An interview with
Mike Fitzgerald. [online] available from.
<http://www.educause.edu/ir/library/html/erm/erm99/erm9967.html > [30 August
2005]

» Gray, L. (1991) Marketing Education. Buckingham: Open University Press

» Gronroos, C. (1982) ‘An Applied Services Marketing Theory.” European Journal
of Marketing 16 (7) 30

» Gronroos, C. (1994) ‘From marketing mix to relationship marketing: towards a
paradigm shift in marketing.” Management Decision 32 (2) 4-20

» Gunasekaran, A; McNeil, R and Shaul, D. (2002) ‘E-learning: research and
applications’. Industrial and Commercial Training .34 (2) 44-53

» Inglis, A., Ling, P. and Joosten, V. (1999) Delivering Digitally- Managing the
transition to the Knowledge Media. United Kingdom: Kogan Page

» Kasper, H., Van Helsdingen, P. and de Vries, W. (1999) Services Marketing
Management: An International Perspective. England: John Wiley and Sons

> Kotler, P, Amstrong,G. (2006) Principles of Marketing. 11" edition. New Jersey:
Prentice Hall

» Macdonald, R. and Wisdom, J. (2002) Academic and educational development:

research, evaluation and changing practice in higher education. London: Kogan
Page


http://www.stile.coventry.ac.uk/
http://www.coventry.ac.uk/ched/aboutched/LT_Strategy.htm
http://ifets.ieee.org/periodical/vol_4_99/deepwell.html
http://www.eiffel-corp.co.za/product_webct.htm
http://www.eiffel-corp.co.za/product_webct.htm
http://www.educause.edu/ir/library/html/erm/erm99/erm9967.html

McCann, D., Christmass, J., Nicholson, P. and Stuparich, J. (1998) Educational
Technology in Higher Education. [online] available from.
<http://www.dest.gov.au/archive/highered/occpaper/edtechsum.htm > [15 March
2005]

Newman, A. (2001) Coventry University [online] available from.
<http://www.webct.com/service/viewcontentframe?contentlD=7183099 > [30
August 2005]

Orsini-Jones, M and Jones, D. (2002) ‘Rassegna Italiana di linguistica applicata’.
Rassegnaltaliana di Linguistica Applicata 3 (2) 113132

Smith, J.M. (2001) Blended Learning. An old friend gets a new name.[online]
available from.<
http://www.gwsae.org/Executiveupdate/2001/March/blended.htm> [30 August
2005]

Thomas, G and Beaty E. (1998) Teaching and Learning Strategy. [online]
available from <http://www.coventry.ac.uk/structur/tistrat.ntm> [5 December
2002]

Troha, F.J. (2002) ‘Bulletproof instructural design: A model for blended learning.’
USDLA Journal 16 (5). Available from
<http://www.usdla.org/html/journal/MAY02_Issue/article03.html > [30 August
2005]

Van der Westhuizen, D., Murdoch, N.,De Bruin, G.P. (2004) ‘Teaching and
technology: the traits and attitudes of highly rated lecturers.” South African
Journal of Higher Education 18 (2) 336

WebCT (2002) Leveraging technology to transform the educational experience.
WebCT. A WebCT Whitepaper. Massachusetts: WebCT, Inc. [online] available
from <http://www.webct.com/products > [2 December 2002]

Zeithaml, V.A and Bitner, M. J. (2003) Services Marketing: Integrating Customer
focus across the firm. United States of America: McGraw-Hill



http://www.dest.gov.au/archive/highered/occpaper/edtechsum.htm
http://www.webct.com/service/viewcontentframe?contentID=7183099
http://www.gwsae.org/Executiveupdate/2001/March/blended.htm
http://www.coventry.ac.uk/structur/tlstrat.htm
http://www.usdla.org/html/journal/MAY02_Issue/article03.html
http://www.webct.com/products

