	e-University: observations on the  
Pricewaterhouse Cooper business model


1. The British & Irish Legal Education Technology Association (BILETA) exists to promote research into IT and law generally, including legal education, and to make representations on issues that have a bearing on technology and law. As you might expect, then, we are interested in the concept of the e-University, as described in the original HEFCE Circular Letters 00/04 and 00/43. 
  

2. For some time now we have been aware of many of the issues outlined in Circular Letter 00/43. The global market for online learning, the rich contexts of learning available over the web, the increasing demand for flexible delivery and emphasis on lifelong learning are merely some of the powerful drivers of the use of ICT in higher education. Most universities are keen to enter this market. 
  

3. The creation of a new university, whatever the size of the foundation, is always an ambitious project. To base it on electronic pedagogy is highly innovative, and is clearly a major initiative in the field of technology and higher education. We consider that the proposal will in the long term probably have more effect on the UK higher education community than did the TLTP initiatives. For this reason we support the idea of the e-university in principle. 
  

4. However, we have a number of concerns regarding the implementation of the concept within the business model, and these are outlined below. 
  

5. The PwC report focuses on the business model to be adopted for the e-University. While PwC's model is an important element of the proposal, we feel that in both PwC’s report and to an extent Letter 00/014 the pedagogic values inherent in that business model, and the possible implications of these for the subject disciplines are not as visible as they should be. It may be that in the next iteration of the project plan these will be defined more clearly. But a business plan is by definition drawn up with implicit values regarding target market, market share, costs, delivery mechanisms, partnerships and such like, all of which have a profound effect on pedagogic values. Para 20 of 00/43 states the need for the new institution to have academic values at its core, but it is not clear from the subsequent bullet points what these values actually are. We would like to see a statement of core values for the new institution, one which would match the innovative vision for the university. 
  

6. The common American model, as the PwC report points out, is based upon networks of universities and colleges forming partnerships with for-profit vendors on a variety of business models, all built around the notion of risk- and profit-sharing. It is a model already in use in the UK -- Unext and the Cardean University, or the Scottish Knowledge collaboration. These networks are fairly small, though, and much of their ability to respond to the demands of their members and to the market stems from the flexibility of the small group of members. This is in danger of being lost when the small group is scaled up to an institution the size of the projected e-University. The business model does take this into account, most noticeably in its structure for the new institution (00/43, para 31); but we would like to see it emphasised more in the delivery mechanisms, ie paras 17-19. 
  

7. Para 23 states that courses and modules will be made available through the e-University, but that the award of qualifications would rest with universities and colleges with degree-awarding powers. We consider that this is the best model to proceed with, in the short to medium term at least, and until the relationship between the e-University and pre-existing institutions is given much more detail and tested out for a number of years. 
  

8. Para 27 summarises various models of ownership and payment. While these seem feasible in theory, we are concerned that the reality of the exchanges may not match this description. Every university is unique. Increasingly, institutions are seeking to define and use that uniqueness, in terms of knowledge management, to their best advantage in the marketplace. A university which is committing substantial sums of money to increase distance learning provision for the overseas market, for example, is hardly likely to encourage collaboration with another institution (either another university or the e-University) that targets the same market, unless there is advantage to be gained from it. 
  

9. Para 27 also refers to quality checks on materials, but in both 00/43 and in the PwC report it is not clear how this would be carried out, given the huge variations in terms of institutional, programme and course aims from one institution to another. If the delivering institution is to be responsible for quality checks on the discipline-content, educational structures and technical detail of their courses, then it is difficult to see how the e-University could maintain a coherent brand image within a portfolio of faculty-based programmes that derive from different institutions, or indeed across a range of programmes. 
  

10. We do not wish to seem unduly pessimistic about the proposals for an e-University. There are many aspects of the business plan that are innovative, based on sound educational concepts and which will advance the cause of ICT in higher education. But we do believe that the points above require serious consideration if the business plan proposal is to be improved. 

