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Abstract: E-learning was the most important technological response to school lockdowns during
the COVID 19 pandemic. It was by far the most wide-scale application of e-learning, and thus an
important cultural and technological experiment. The article focuses on challenges and opportunities
offered by e-learning environment in American education, with some comparative context in
European education. How successful was e-learning as a response to school lockdowns? Did it change
American education? Did it change or reinforce the existing cultural patterns of discrimination
and class division? While some of the advantages offered by e-learning will probably improve the
educational practice in the USA, there are problems that e-learning did not solve. Instead, the
technology of distant learning will probably reinforce existing cultural patterns.
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Introduction

At the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, most of us assumed that after a
short period of upheaval and disruption, we would return to business as usual, as if
nothing had happened. But it is clear today that this is not the case. There is no going
back. Statistics alone are only one facet of dark, light, and in-between issues due to the
pandemic’s force. But topsy-turvy changes occurred for which numerics offer a quick,
clear take on the changes brought on by the application of e-learning on a nationwide
scale in the USA. One of the most important developments is the decline in enrollment:
from fall 2019 to fall 2020, US higher education alone witnessed a total decline of
more than a million enrolled students (June 2022). From fall 2019 to fall 2020, US
public schools -- pre-primary, primary and secondary education-also lost more than a
million students. Private schools and charter schools gained students (National Center
for Education Statistics 2022). Homeschooled students at this level doubled at this time
to about 5 million in the USA (US Census Bureau). Virtual versus in-person learning
intensified at all levels, following digital-based trends that were already underway but
then intensified with barreling force (June, Chronicle of Higher Education, Jan. 2022).
Some of these numbers have since diminished, like home schooling in the USA. But
some have increased, like virtual learning (Riser-Kositsky and Viadero).

School managers, departments of education and administrators, leaders in
instruction public and private, and education technology companies that foster new
technological tools in the classroom-EdTech-need to heed the warning signs and
discover what can be learned from this crisis. As an opinion survey among college leaders
suggests (Schofield 38-52), this is a common way of thinking about lockdowns and
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e-learning: not a crisis and return to normalcy, but a set of warning signs and stimuli for
change in a wider context, a more general crisis of American higher education after 1970
(52-64). In some opinions, the pandemic has changed education “forever” (Colman),
not least because of the widespread use of e-learning. However, where there is crisis
there are opportunities. In a wider social and historical context, changes in American
education are part of a current civilizational crisis, signalled by instability and episodes
of unrest (Kishi). Public, democratic, humane education—one of society’s fundamental
institutions—is at risk (Kelly and Columbus). But how can it be saved, at what cost, and
to whose profit should restructuring be achieved? What to value, what to jettison, and
how to adapt after the recent great break and technological turn in classroom practice??

The Benefits

On the one hand, distance learning amid pandemic conditions benefited public health
enormously. Students could still be educated amid quarantine. Distance learning
changed the students experience at all levels from learning in public to learning in
private. But the health safety and continuity of education was not achieved without
ambiguity, and there has been a considerable research effort to analyze the costs
and benefits of distance learning during the pandemic (e.g. Jansen). In almost every
aspect of assessment, there is ambiguity. For instance, e-learning could be a boon for
shy students but a bane for the gregarious (Hong 142-145). It could be an advantage
for those already privileged with easy access to digital technology and parents who
could pitch in with educated aid (Alsan). But, of course, it was a disadvantage for
the poor of purse and unschooled parents. Handicapped students were generally not
disadvantaged. Teachers and administrators as well as the EdTech and eLearning
industries have cogently argued that students who have dyslexia or visual processing
disorder have greater time and space to work when studying online. This advantage
was described already before the pandemic (Fechten et al.), but has been described as
one of the benefits of e-learning during the lockdowns (Marshall et al. 47). Adaptive
technologies make life easier with subtitles, education more conducive with braille
keyboards or voice-to-text software and audio recordings (Virtual Schools 26-28).
When online someone with physical disabilities can be where they feel secure and
in control. There is no need to rush to a campus, squeeze into classrooms, commute
between buildings where the elevator might be broken or where there are stairs but no
ramp (Boege and Anderson).

Online courses can be positive levelers, allowing cool anonymity and measured
restraint for students with psychiatric disabilities (Fichten et al. 250). Students with
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), by some measures the most
common neurodevelopment ailments in young people, are likely to have a greater
chance to succeed by studying at their own rhythm and without being disturbed by

2 Note, Gratias Agere: The authors wish to credit the Global Institute for Research, Education,
and Analysis—GIRES—for initiating this analysis by virtue of our May 2021 GIRES conference
“Education, Technology & Culture in Crisis: Secondary and Higher Education in a Time of Vir-
tual Instruction” which the authors co-directed; in particular we are grateful for the assistance
and inspiration of GIRES head, Dr. Konstantin Karatzas.
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the social disruption they might cause in a physical classroom (Coup and Ackerson).
The acceptance of the incapacitated student is more than a democratic gesture; it is an
environment that technology can help to provide (Barden, eLearning Industry).

Students in many disciplines developed their skills in independent learning.
Could the arts be more conducive to virtual learning than the humanities, social
sciences, or the hard sciences? New ways to adapt to online learning and thereby to
enhance their own practice were discovered by performance disciplines such as theater
and music during the pandemic (Cattapan et al.). Artistic vocations in some deep
ways require intense private training, which was apparently not negatively affected by
e-learching, even though online solitude is not an environment in which everyone feels
well (Di Blas). It is a tantalizing situation that some students can adapt to better than
others.

Then come the practical benefits for all, the advandates of flexibility and
timesaving in distant learning, anticipated many years before the covid lockdowns
(Jaffee 264-7). Those who have missed a class need not fall behind with online learning.
The evanescent text of the one-time class can be digitally conserved (Coup and
Ackerson). If online classes are small enough, teachers can offer a more customized
approach to individual inquiry (Popescu and Badea). Online learning could magnify
the virtues of home schooling in which one can often better care for small groups,
though this claim is problematic and contested (Xu). Distance learning showed how
instruction does not have to be stratified or confined by age or hour. Acquiring skills
can happen in an open, non-age restricted classes and via asynchronous learning. The
factory model of an educational assembly line made up of same age, same teacher,
same lesson disappears (Chevant-Aksoy and Adair Corbin). Providing the class was
small enough, personal tuition could replace group instruction on a scale never before
experienced as computer programs have allowed individual patterns of error to be
individually addressed and corrected. Additionally on the positive side some teachers
say that they have enjoyed leaving their comfort zone and experimenting with Zoom
and its like, and with the practice of the “flipped classroom” based on personalized
learning and a reversal of the traditional organization of the learning process: “that
which is traditionally done in class is now done at home, and that which is traditionally
done as homework is now completed in class” (Bergmann and Sams 13). Coping
successfully with what at the outset was a daunting task turned out to give a confidence
boost to teachers. During the pandemic teachers have learned to become more patient,
show resilience, and not panic in the face of a challenging new situation.

The transition to distant learning was a technological challenge to many
people, but in most schools it was a success. Teachers collaborated and experimented
to find solutions to problems (Rogers). In many cases webinars were offered to support
teachers in their efforts to adapt face-to-face, change from in-class teaching to distance
teaching. Though, to be frank, many one-way, online training videos composed in high-
tech jargon bewildered a significant proportion of instructors young and old. Teachers
had to learn how to effectively use technology to keep their students’ motivation high
(Lee). But this was not a big deal for everybody since some teacher said they did not
need the pandemic to realize the importance of technology in classroom teaching.
Technology was already an integral part of our daily lives and of education as well.
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In order to continue to make effective use of technology in the classroom,
teachers emphasize the need to have appropriate equipment (computers, laptops, reliable
Internet connection, helpline support), continuous training in digital competences,
rethink the curriculum (which objectives are the most suitable for online teaching?),
develop new interactive teaching materials, specially, when possible, in collaboration
with their colleagues (Ali et al. 16). It became clear during and after the Covid-19 crisis
that administrators, ministries of education and school leaders had to make an effort to
equip teachers and students with suitable and reliable devices, provide relevant teacher
training, revise curricula, create space and provide time for teachers to develop efficient
common approaches to online education (Schofield 86-89). The pandemic clearly
highlighted the need for an increase in professional development programs. And, as
the situation progressed, did not new rules for new conditions need to be created?

Technology can be a great tool in the hands of teachers. “Can be”—because its
sudden, intense inclusion into the school environment at all levels also raised questions
of monetary investment, the need for additional staff, and the risk of the tool replacing
the user (Virtual Schools 4). If a class that is taught well is effectively recorded, then
can it be used over and again as an instructional product? Specially if the class is not
interactive? Thus Stanford University’s David Rogier created the EdTech business Master
Class in 2014, which today still offers hundreds of classes in a wide variety of subjects by
an astonishing range of experts, with Master Class producing a $2.75 billion valuation
by 2021 (Bosa and Batchelor). However, as with homeschooling, activity diminished
once the pandemic’s intensity lessened, and by June 2022, Master Class had to lay oft
20% of its staff. On the positive side, fresh possibilities have been discovered and made
available to include students in different activities, with different means and methods.
And we stress here the area of civic, public education of the young, the open court of
social development-rather than the closed world of instruction for corporate needs or
private profit (de Talance). It would be a mistake to ignore the enormous achievements
of civic, public education since the lessons of the stressful Covid-19 era can be used in
the future to improve teaching for the common good (Malkus and Christens). At the
same time, one cannot ignore that a huge new profitable area of educational products
has grown.

The Snags

On the other hand, when distance learning first took hold en masse in the winter of
2020, for many teachers and students it did not live up to its quick-and-easy hype. The
programs were often hard to set up. Teachers and students suffered from inadequate IT
support. And once up and running it could be difficult for students and teachers alike
to adapt to what often felt like intrusive technology. There were now three major players
in the classroom: the teachers, the students, and the demanding screen.

Moreover, who had access to the screens? Who could afford the computers?
A small screen portable phone with a good Internet browser quickly became the
communicative, educational norm for most students—who could afford one. There
was a big digital divide between a poor part of Detroit and a rich part of New York
City, between poorly funded public schools and well-funded private schools. Teaching,
education, learning are equally stratified by class, income, location, and the character
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of each educational institution itself.

There have been many snags along the way that still have not been straightened
out. For one thing, the technology needed for transition to distant learning was often
costly, and it is not clear who paid most for the technological and organizational change
in public education: funding authorities, schools, teachers, students and parents, all
shared the costs (Williamson and Hogan). Another question was how did parents
cope with the educational needs of the K-12 level if the young persons had to be alone
all day and learn in an a-social network of solitary, distance learning (Turner). Some
researchers were concerned about teachers hours, which could unfairly multiply
without monetary compensation in proportion to the demands of distance learning
(Risi and Pronzato). Another concern was that the educational process has become
stressful, frustrating and impersonal for the student as well as for the teacher. The use
of new technologies cannot compensate for the lack of authentic human contact that is
the basis of all learning. Remote learning can be specially exhausting for both teachers
and students. The result can be physical, mental and psychological burnout (Vick et
al.). Perhaps it is another form of the social media alienation that festers in the dark
digital blue light world of cyber space.

Amid the pandemic’s height many teachers at all levels complained that they
were left without any professional help in the form of coaching or mentoring which
addressed their actual problems, and not pre-designated problems like an answering
phone system (Common Sense Media). IT departments in schools amid the pandemic
were often as overwhelmed as a sand castle on the beach that confronts a huge wave. To
face the challenges of the pandemic and to make effective use of technological devices,
endless hours of prep work were required (Teacher digital learning guide). The pandemic
highlighted the fact that the learning process requires social interaction (Shrier 2021).
Teachers have come to intensify their realization of body language and the learner’s
physical presence (Wisniewski et al.). Or students can use the “hide self-view” device
-- or a “kitty-kat” avatar! -- in an online lesson, with the result that the whole process is
trivialized into moving wallpaper and consequently the weaker students may get bored,
drift away, and not advance.

America’s Depleted Profession

To take this one step further into the classroom, let us focus on teachers, in defense
of teachers and the social pressures at work in American primary and secondary
education during and after the Covid-19 pandemic. According to a U. S. survey of
January 4, 2022, 48% of teachers admitted that they had considered quitting within the
last 30 days. Of that number, 34% said they were thinking about leaving the profession
entirely (Pena, Forbes). Many teachers, teacher trainers and administrators alike were
stressed, overworked and at the end of their tethers. After the enormous pressures of
2020-2022, by 2023 many felt exhausted and often lacked the motivation to keep up
with ever-increasing demands.

The evidence to date shows a variety of reasons for a depleted profession.
Sometimes it was traditional issues like teacher’s pay or the kind of classroom control
and respect issues shown in the urban, post-war Blackboard Jungle (book published
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in 1954, movie from 1955) or visible all the way back to the 19th century, frontier
Nebraska, one-room school house. Sometimes teachers could not take it anymore
because of newer American issues such as the politics of banning critical race theory,
conflicts about the cultural representation of and services for specific gender or ethnic
groups within the school itself and in the classroom curriculum (Ibegbuna).

Answering in opinion polls, teachers predictably say that sometimes virtual
learning helps, sometimes it hurts. It is in its experimental stage as a successful form
of pedagogical communication in the USA and elsewhere. Distant learning can be
used to supply a long-distance, quick-service substitute teacher, and this practice has
become routine during the pandemic (Staake). However, it does not necessarily mean
that technology makes teaching easier or more comfortable, and the post-pandemic
assesments can be negative, mentioning the “learning loss” and the impossibility
of a return to any pre-Covid normal (Belsha). A recent example is a high-poverty
elementary school in Baltimore that found itself short of a math teacher in the middle
of the year. That class was then taught virtually by a teacher in Florida, supervised
by an intervention teacher in the Baltimore classroom (Barnum). Virtual learning has
sometimes been used in the States as a new negotiating tool between opposing factions.
In one North Carolina school a teacher advocated for remote learning as a way to deal
with a local group that was opposed to school masking during the pandemic (Barnum).
Fair enough, short-term enough. But then what happens when digital solutions cannot
be duplicated in a physical classroom?

Chalkbeat, a US non-profit news organization that specializes in education
and runs bureaus out of eight major American cities, polled primary and secondary
school teachers who had quit when the 2022-2023 school year was about to begin
without them. They were the MIAs of the teaching profession. They felt that the riot of
problems created by the pandemic and aggravated by the unforeseen demands of the
new technology—one among many causes—left them with no other choice. The sense
of community progressively dwindled. The amount of work at home and at school had
increased. The juggling of daily responsibilities at school had intensified. Staft turnover
multiplied discontinuities (Barnum).

Yet at times virtual learning made the tasks easier. It created a buffer. Its
distance lessened the classroom’s physical and psychological intensity, allowed teacher
and students the independence to focus on and achieve specific objectives. One teacher
when asked what, if anything would have changed her decision to quit, crisply noted:
“Remote learning or hybrid, better pay, better leadership structure” (Chalkbeat Staft
and Connolly). Another special needs high school teacher pointed out that “during
Covid, while we were virtual, my class sizes got a lot bigger. I had nearly thirty students,
but it was manageable when we were virtual. When we transitioned back to being in the
classroom, my numbers stayed the same. I was the only adult in the room” (Chalkbeat
Staft and Connolly). And with a note of great fatigue she added “and it was really
challenging with behavior management” (Chalkbeat Staff and Connolly) Impressed by
what she could do online but not get done in the physical classroom, she resigned. By
spring 2023 in America teacher turnover was significant but not massive (Barnum). But
a “lost generation” was now a fixture in the educational production pipeline (Carrién).
Absent were the human and technological resources that allowed teachers and students
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to make up for the learning losses suffered during the pandemic. As the American
saying goes, people would just have to “move on”

European Developments as Comparative Perspective for American Education
During the COVID Cerisis

A trans-Atlantic comparison can offer more insights into the impact of technology
on education during the Covid pandemic and afterwards (Jornitz and Wilmers). In
recent times schools across Europe have been faced with a shortage of professionals
who want to teach. Where have all the teachers gone? It is generally reported that low
pay, increasing expectations, a crushing workload, growing accountability, pressures
from parents, administration and legislation, and lack of work-life balance are causing
growing dissatisfaction and drive educators to leave. As a reaction, authorities tend
to cut learning hours, increase class sizes, and lower recruitment standards, thus
exacerbating the problem (Financial Times).

The numbers speak (Bengtsson 220-223; European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice). In five countries alone—Germany, Poland, Austria, Hungary and France—
more than 80,000 teaching positions were vacant as of fall 2022. Moreover, Europe’s
schools are providing classes for large numbers of students whose families have fled the
war in Ukraine. The Polish government estimates as many as 4000,000 Ukrainian children
will join its schools in the new academic year. In France, more than 4,000 of 27,3000 new
posts were unfilled. The country has recruited and accelerated training for 3,000 contract
teachers (enseignants contractuels), temporary staff drawn from all walks of life who by
way of preparation have to attend a one-week training course before they teach and who
will receive continuous professional development throughout the school year.

In Germany unions estimated the country had a shortage of up to 40,000
teachers in a total workforce of 800,000. In England it is reported that thirty percent of
teachers plan to quit within five years of starting their careers. Everyone is concerned
about shortages. It is a real crisis and it is feared that the poorest kids in neglected
communities will suffer the most-a sad, universal leitmotif of this issue that virtual
learning does not remove. Many teachers feel that they have given everything-time,
energy, mental wellbeing, passion, and heart. The conditions in the field of European
education, after more than two years of the pandemic’s accumulated effects, may lead
to system burnout. At the same time we have to acknowledge that teachers are hard to
replace. The requirements inherent to the field of education, specialization, necessary
training and induction of novice teachers make it extremely difficult to compensate for
staft shortages at short notice. The kind of American, long-distance assistance previously
noted -- by way of virtual learning communications-between a school in Baltimore and
a teaching resource in Florida is not possible within the European Union.

The Human and the Virtual
Teaching is a people business. It needs professionals who are good at interacting with

others. Teachers need to reach students, establish a relationship with them before
they can teach them anything. The vast majority of teachers want to establish that
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meaningful relationship with their students. This may have been why they decided to
enter the profession in the first place.

But then what happens in the online experience? How does one attain group
proximity with education meditated by distance? The virtual, online classroom is
very different from a live, physical class. The live, shared experience is replaced by the
indifferent Internet where people are smaller, colder, coded. From a live, physical class
to a virtual, online classroom we move from a subjective, nonautomated area to one
that is objective, mechanical, ferociously efficient and controlled. Virtual learning used
in education raises tough questions that are far from answered. What is the human
connection? Is it not an innate need to create a social, cultural, verbal and non-verbal,
eye-to-eye, touch-to-touch, open ears and empathetic heart connection to someone
else? We get a feel for people much as we do when we enter a body of water; it is a
surprising, many-sensations, mental and emotional agitation. The deeper we go, the
longer it lasts, and the more all our senses provide information and knowledge.

Online communication does not work this way. It is starkly limited. It is not
total immersion. Connections are limited and abstract. The scale and form of human
association and interaction is controlled by the limits of a narrow medium. Getting
through online is easily replaced by getting by (Ashworth, Forbes). With teaching at all
levels at this turning point in communications one has a profession where many people
feel cornered and have to flee. Or one remains, one adapts. From now on education will
never be what it was. To survive and flourish will education in the United States and
Europe at all levels have to adapt to the machinery of education replacing the human
touch of education?

Changes in Traditional Education Quality

As teachers and educators are leaving the profession and not enough novice teachers are
entering it, the quality of instruction will suffer—or the criterions of quality will change.
Fewer and fewer teachers will have to deal with more and more students. The quality of
traditional education will drop if states and ministries of education, desperate to staff
their schools, lower the bar for teacher requirements. Such a move could potentially
bring into the classroom greenhorn teachers who do not meet the required standards
of teaching since they lack the necessary training skills to teach effectively. Institutions
need to be alert to the cracks developing in their educational edifice.

Alternately “quality” could be redefined according to the current and future
needs of employers. Long before systematized virtual learning existed, the basic
School Counselor format of the American model of education at secondary and often
higher education level-specially in state schools—sought to steer students to specific
employment with the authoritative conduct of a guidance counselor. The School
Counselor “evolved from a position, to a service, to a program” (Gysbers).

In the foreseeable future could not digital analysis and psychological profiling
provide the deep, necessary personal analysis information that would gear a person for
employment and for the kind of education theyd best receive? Thus quality becomes
“fit for the job” and not acquiring the older system of training the mind that focuses on
the values, capacities, and worth embedded in the liberal arts and the humanities.
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The Commerce of Education

Education is also an input designed to produce economic output. This is particularly
true in the US tradition, beginning with Abraham Lincoln’s land grant model of
public education (also known as the Morrill Act of 1862) which established colleges
that “would provide instruction in agriculture, military tactics, the mechanic arts”
(University of Nebraska).

This international education model dominated by America in the twenty-first
century has increasingly become an “up to speed” matter. This is particularly so in all
lines of work that have to do with commerce and management. (And what lines of work
do not).

EdTech is now hugely successful on this basis of current and future needs. But
is it for reasons of commercial profit or educational progress? Consider its astonishing
statistics (Coleman, Institute for the Future). It is estimated that from the year two
thousand through the year twenty-twenty-two the revenues from the eLearning
industry have grown by more than 900%. Interest in online education was a hot item
before the Covid-19 pandemic. But once that hit, eLearning was swallowed down faster
by schools of all kinds than water gulped down by a parched desert wanderer. During
the COVID-19 pandemic itself growth in the eLearning industry rose by as much as
400%.

The Thirst Remains (Aslam; Todorov)

Instructor-led education declined significantly during the pandemic. Colleges of
education had to shut their doors and ramp up their computers. They slowly tried
to catch up with the adoption of higgledy-piggledy online learning attempts—but
very slowly. It is not just nature that abhors a vacuum, but so do society’s traditional
institutions. The pillar of virtual learning upheld the empty classrooms of traditional
learning. A temporary force became a permanent fixture.

The amount and kinds of virtual learning increased dramatically during
the pandemic. In most developed nations at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic,
virtual learning represented close to one hundred percent of school time at all levels of
education. As a result, using the USA as a gauge, as of 2022 more than 64% of American
high school students now find themselves using online learning tools daily. A tool
percentage that was by no means such an intense part of their previous daily routine
(Munoz-Najar; Rodriguez).

Another aspect of the current spread of virtual learning has been how the
more educated and independently advanced students are to begin with, the better they
take to virtual learning. It is not a matter of fortune favors the bold, but those who have
get. Thus fifty-two percent of U.S. graduate students consider online college education
superior to in-class learning. And thirty-nine percent of university undergraduate
students feel that online classes are better than face-to-face classes. Virtual learning
best amps up those who are already well prepared to learn (Kelly; Zheng).?

3 Statistics that affirm significant preference for online education differ widely. But they agree it’s
increased significantly among students since the pandemic.
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Not surprisingly, online learning EdTech gets a very positive spin from the
US business community. Forbes (an American business magazine owned by Integrated
Whale Media Investments and the Forbes family) has reported that online learning
increases student retention rates between twenty-five to sixty percent (Pezold, LMS101).
But that is a curiously wide margin. One must beware of articles that extoll virtual
learning since they can also be “advertorials” constructed to favor commercializing
education because the articles—like some Op Ed pieces in old legacy newspapers—are
constructed to promote not to inform.

There is not a battle of the books out there, but a battle of screens versus books.
It is fought in many ways, on many levels. Who is winning? Since the appearance of the
Internet as a global research tool in the 1990s there is far less individualism in many
areas of professional, scientific research since many people now use the same online
resources on which to base their research. An amateur, banal example is how a student
in Bangalore, India, or Bangor, Maine, will produce pretty much the same high school
essay based on the same Wikipedia article.

Profit versus Pedagogy?

Could it be that eLearning is promoting a new form of Taylorism? Promoting
education as a matter of scientific management and work efficiency? Thus EdTech
sites typically insist that virtual learning requires forty to sixty percent less employee
time and participants can learn up to five times more material without increasing time
spent in training. The time gain is wondrous. The eLearning web promoter Facts and
Stats argues how with eLearning: “companies are able to reduce the time employees
spend on training, thus allowing them to get back to work faster, which in return
translates into reduced costs” (Gutierrez). There is a rapid learning to revenue transfer.
The Ambient Insight 2012-2017 Worldwide Mobile Learning Market - Executive Report
claimed that for forty-two percent of companies surveyed eLearning led to increased
revenue (Adkins 13).

The business site Facts and Stats stresses: “The thing today is not whether
eLearning benefits your business; the real issue is whether you can afford not to join in
the trend”—because it leads to increased revenue for one’s institution of learning. By
which area is meant a cloudy overlap between traditional colleges and universities and
corporate education that is provided by companies themselves (Sh!FT, Facts and Stats
That Reveal).

Crucial here is a change of language. The sites, studies, and companies that
promote the new eLearning trend tend to speak of “training” or “training methods”
rather than “education”. “Training” being a word one is more likely to use with an animal,
as one trains a dog to do his business in the proper place. It is talking down rather than
to a subject. As in the old proverb “train up the child in the way he should go”

Conclusions: Today’s Unprecedented Rationalization Process

Our time of change is mutually fascinating and frustrating for the practicing teacher.
The problematic changes are tremendously urgent, dangerous, and yet for most
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teachers there is little one can do about the thing except observe. We are in the court
of changing customs, not law. Let us be frank, is there not a delinquent inadequacy
to the learning platforms now used? Sure, some perform a mite better than others.
But be the video conferencing systems Cisco Jabber or Webex, ClickMeeting, Google
Meet, GoToMeeting, Microsoft Teams, Skype, Slack Video Conferencing, Teams,
UberConference, VonageAPIs, or Zoom and a swarm of others are they not all walking
wounded? None of them provide the environmental quality and value of a good,
healthy, in-person teaching course.

So what? Is that the point? Note how numerous schools and universities now
benefit from professors and students who work from home; this being a profitable
extension of Covid lockdown conditions. Thus neat savings are reaped by the
educational corporations on utility costs, cleaning services, cafeterias, all the needs of
the physical space and place that is “school”. But a change that does not profit us, the
teaching staff, the heart of it all.

Dangerous in this current environment engendered by the Covid-19 pandemic
and its aftermath is the transition now going on. There is an underlying utilitarian
objective to remodel education—specially higher education, and specially in America—
into mainly becoming an extension of corporate America’s needs or an entertainment
and rite de passage business. A glorified Training and Development division of Human
Resources Management or a canonized frat house-sorority organization.

Remarkable studies such as Jennifer Washburn’s University, Inc. (2005) and
the documentary Ivory Tower (2014) predicted this prior to the pandemic. And once
the Model T of virtual learning is invented—a video conferencing system that is cheap,
easy to use, and universally applicable (unlike the current walking wounded)—what
will be the need for the traditional halls of learning implanted by the nation’s earliest
and best universities?

Their objective was to form a cultivated, learned class, a community fostering
enlightenment, places that would install the “highest ideals of the New Man in the
New World character and reputation” (Melnick). Who needs these ideals in a world
of virtual learning? Specially when the primary objective becomes how to learn to
follow current business needs, how to reap monetary profit for one’s company and
one’s self, or to be hallmarked so society will know if you are certified brass, silver, or
gold?

Could there currently be, on the one hand, an ultimate, unstated goal to replace
teachers with online “teach-bots” and “learning” smartphone applications? Teachers
would become only one IT module maintenance cost among many. On the other hand,
this is not a conspiracy. This is the seduction of technology wed to the power of custom
that appears to make all things easy, inevitable and more effective-specially in the
context of modern US and European civilizations.

A new educational caste system will develop out of our current juncture. By
researching policy and evolving practices now discussed in places like the US Chronicle
of Higher Education or the Times Educational Supplement, it is reasonable to foresee
that higher education students of the future will be more stratified than ever. Education
is expensive. At best it is personal. Costs need to be cut the more it is spread wide, deep
and democratically. Our historical moment heralds a solution.
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Students of the future will have a choice of physical, face-to-face classrooms
(the elite); a hybrid environment that would be some physical, some virtual (less
expensive); or classrooms that are solely screen-to-screen, home office, and use strictly
standardized lectures and learning attainment expectations (the least expensive).
Education is gradually undergoing an unprecedented rationalization process.

Consider how the object of life for many is money and power. Traditional
education can build a close-knit elite; the liberal arts can be used to build power groups.
Perhaps like Aristotle’s academy in Naoussa for Alexander and his cohort? After all, do
we not see in many (most?) of our students that it is the place, the associations they
form, not the content of their classes, that is the most important thing for them and
their paying parents? University lasts four years, but undergraduate friendships and the
alumni associations go on forever.

Perhaps this sounds a bit like the Alpha, Beta, Gamma, caste-building structure
of Brave New World? But is it not reasonable to suspect that our historical turning
point, the juncture of culture, technology, economic and corporate needs, government
policy and a leaderless, chaotic populist civic base encourage this kind of development?
What is the alternative?
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