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Does e-learning facilitate or  pose a threat to a ‘culture of excellence’ in higher education?
Many higher education institutions claim the badge of excellence for the courses that they offer.  Whilst some traditional quality assurance mechanisms pursue quality by examining the ‘fitness for purpose’ of courses, another approach is to seek to operationalise and then to embed a ‘culture of excellence’.  However, the terms excellence and culture of excellence are themselves contested concepts which will be explored in the context of this paper.

The potential for e-learning to transform the student experience has been well documented.  Moreover, it has been advanced that increasing competition for students in an expanded higher education system and the establishment of ‘Centres of Excellence’  will serve to maintain or improve standards of tuition.  These essentially optimistic views are strong on aspiration but do not directly address the ways in which a culture of excellence may be established or the manner in which  e-learning may assist in this process.

A more pessimistic modelling is also possible.  This would see that standards of quality are constantly at threat as universities have expanded with declining units of resource.  Embracing virtual learning environments may be one way in which university managements strive to give a viable learning experience in the absence of more face-to-face tuition that many students indicate they would look – and in practice, need.  In this view, e-learning can generate pathologies such as a rising tide of plagiarised coursework and the inability of some students to rise above a surface learning approach to their studies.
This paper will attempt to arbitrate between these two opposed viewpoints by examining the specific ways in which e-learning may contribute to (or detract from) a culture of excellence within a department  or school.
