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CLARIFICATION OF THE TERMINOLOGY USED IN THE FIELD OF VIRTUAL
LEARNING

VIRTUALO MACIBU JOMA LIETOTAS TERMINOLOGIJAS PRECIZESANA

A.Anohina
Learning, technology based learning, virtual learning environment, managed learning environment

This paper presents an initial attempt to clarify the broad terminology in the field of virtual
learning. Such widespread terms as computer-based learning, distance learning, Internet-
based learning, online learning, technology- based learning, and Web- based learning will be
examined and the subset relationships between them will be defined. The meaning of the
educational concepts that are constituent part of all the terms will be explained. In addition the
essence of virtual learning environment, managed learning environment and learning
management system will be described.

1. Introduction

Rapid growth of information and communication technologies in addition with traditional
ways of learning has provided new opportunities how people can acquire knowledge. Many
terms such as resource- based learning [1], e- learning [2, 3, 4], distance learning [2, 3, 4, 5],
networked learning [6], online learning [7, 8], Internet- based training [3, 4, 9], technology
based training [2, 3], Web based training [3, 8, 10] etc. are used while speaking about the
support of teaching and learning by different technologies. Typically these terms are formed
combining one of the five educational concepts- education, instruction, learning, teaching,
training-each with its nuance of meaning and the word characterizing learning or used
technology such as “distance”, “Internet”, “online”, “networked”, and so on. As a result, the
huge set of terms is obtained. Furthermore, the offered definitions of the terms are often very
vague and their relationships aren’t explicitly defined that raises confusions and ambiguity in
the applied terminology. This article attempts to clarify some aspects of this issue. It is based
on investigations of the broad set of information sources (up to 70, but not all of them are
referenced here), which includes monographs and Internet resources.

The paper is organized as follows. The introduction examines the need to clarify
terminology used to describe technologies and software that support the learning process. The
second section explains some pedagogical concepts such as education, instruction, learning,
teaching and training. The third section describes the main construction schemes of terms, as
well as six groups of the most widespread terms. The subset relationships between different
terms are defined at the end of the third section. The fourth section gives definitions of virtual
learning environment, managed learning environment and learning management system. It
points out the main differences between virtual learning environment and managed learning
environment. The conclusions summarize the most important issues of this article and outline
some directions of the future work.
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2. Meaning of the educational concepts

The terms that are used while speaking about the support of the learning process by different
technologies typically include following concepts, which have come from pedagogy:
education, instruction, learning, teaching, and training. Their meaning should be clarified in
the first instance.

The term “training” emphasizes the practical direction of the learning and typically is used
on the professional or corporate level. The similar meaning has a concept “instruction”. It also
implies the practical direction of the learning, but unlike the term “training” it is more
common within the academic settings. In addition, it points to assistance component as
important aspect of the learning process. These two terms are often used as synonyms while
speaking about the learning with practical orientation in general and they are distinguished
emphasizing the environment, where the learning process takes place.

The concept “teaching” is related to teacher’s activity and is used mostly, when it is
necessary to highlight the teacher’s role in the learning process.

The term “learning” is broader and is used in twofold meaning, speaking about the learning
in general and emphasizing the learner’s activity in the learning process.

The concept “education” has the broadest meaning and is related to learning activities that
have objectives to develop knowledge, attitudes, skills and values in general, not that are
related to specific work area. It encompasses both learning and teaching and is more common
within the academic settings.

3. Groups of terms in relation to technologies supporting learning process

While investigating the broad set of information sources it was noticed that the terms
describing technologies that support the learning process consist of two parts. The second part
is common to all the terms and includes one of the following pedagogical concepts:
education, instruction. learning. teaching. and training. The first part may be in two forms: as
a word characterizing learning (for example, “distance™) and as a combination of the word
pointed out a technology used in the learning process and a connective (for example, “Internet
based”). The first part shows the difference between the terms and this feature was used
forming six basic groups of the most widespread terms: group “C” (computer), group “D”
(distance), group “I” (Internet), group “O” (online), group “T” (technology), group “W”
(Web).

Group “C”. Using the concept combinations from Table 1 could form the terms of this
group.

Table 1. The terms of the group “C”

| Technology describing word Connective Educational concept
Aided
Assisted
Augmented Education
Based Instruction
Compmer Extended Learning
Managed Teaghing
Mediated Training
Monitored
Related
Supported
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The word “computer” refers to technology for delivering of the learning, but its meaning is
too broad and doesn’t point to concrete computer technology. So, it can be applied to any use
of a computer in the learning process. However, as it is specified in [8] “although computer
could generically refer to any learning experience on a computer, it typically just refers to
those experiences that are stand-alone- either because the computer is not connected to a
network or because the learning materials do not contain links to material outside of the
program. Similarly, although computer could generically imply that all types of media are
included in a course, it typically implies that the course has just text, graphics, and simple
animation”. The fact that a computer is offline and isn’t connected to a network follows from
many definitions [see, 2, 6]. In this way the word “computer” as the constituent part of the
terms of this group implies in its basic meaning that the learning materials are local and are
delivered via CD-ROM or floppy disk.

The second column of the Table 1 contains the connectives. They can be divided in three
categories that determine major distinctions in the applied terminology:

* The word “based” assigns the general meaning to corresponding term as it points that a
computer is used in the learning process, but doesn’t specify the way of use. A
computer can be used both to support the learning process and to manage it. The words
“related” and “extended” also could be placed into this category due to their little
expressiveness.

* The connectives “aided”, “assisted”, “augmented”, “mediated”, “supported” are used
speaking about the support of the learning process by a computer or computer use as a
learning environment.

e The words “managed” and ‘“‘monitored” imply that a computer serves as a medium in
the managing of the learning process.

The word combinations that include the same words from the third columns and the
connectives from the same category of the second column are used as synonyms. Sometimes
the word combinations that contain the words from the first two categories of the second
column also are used as synonyms.

Group “D”. The terms of this group correspond to the concept combinations from Table 2.

Table 2. The terms of the group “D”
Word characterizing learning Educational concept
Education
Instruction
Distance Learning
Teaching
Training

The word “distance” characterizes the learning process, pointing that it is delivered at a
distance, that is, a learner and a source of learning are physically separated one from another.
However, this word doesn’t specify the technology that is used for delivering of learning, so it
could be any information and communication technology that allows to provide learning to
remote locations: correspondence, TV, phone, audio conference, videoconference, course
material on the Web, radio, satellite broadcasts, videotape, and so on. As a rule, the presence
of the teacher is assumed in distance learning and his role is to provide support and tutorials.

Group “I”. The definitions of these terms are the narrowest ones in comparison with the
terms of other groups because they clearly point out technology used for learning providing.
Typically learning content is delivered via the Internet, intranet or extranet. In
contradistinction to the learning that is characterized by the terms of group “C” Internet based
learning allows to access not only local materials, but also materials outside of the course.

The terms that form this group are presented in Table 3.
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Table 3. The terms of the group “I”
Technology describing word | Educational concept
Education
Instruction
Internet based Learning
Teaching
Training

Group “O”. The terms of this group are included in Table 4.

Table 4. The terms of the group “0O”
Word characterizing learning Educational concept
Education
Instruction
Online Learning
Teaching
Training

The word “online” can be defined both in the narrow and broad meaning. In the narrow
sense it means “the state in which a computer is connected to another computer or server via a
network. A computer communicating with another computer” [3]. So, it refers to the presence
of network connection. Exactly this feature underlies many definitions of online learning.
However, this word is very often used to point out that there is an access to some electronic
medium in general. For example, it can be applied to the help files, which are stored on CD-
ROM and can be accessed immediately when it is necessary. Some definitions of the terms
from group “O” are based on this understanding. However, typically this word is used while
speaking about the learning via the Internet.

Group “T”. The concept combinations from Table 5 form the terms of this group.

Table 5. The terms of the group “T”
Technology describing word Educational concept
Education
Instruction
Technology based Learning
Teaching
Training

The terms of this group have the broadest meaning among the terms from other groups.
They emphasize that some technology that is used for delivering of learning content and
developing of skills and knowledge has the primary role in the learning process. These terms
don’t describe the technology itself and as a consequence it can be any: computer (also
connected to the Internet, intranet or extranet), TV, audiotape, videotape, DVD disc, CD,
satellite broadcast, etc.

Group “W”. The terms of this group like the terms of the group “I” have the narrowest
meaning as they clearly describe the technology that is used to deliver the learning, namely,
Web technology. The terms are presented in Table 6.

Table 6. The terms of the group “W”
Technology describing word Educational concept
Education
Instruction
Web based Learning
Teaching
Training
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As it was specified above the terms of group “T” have the broadest meaning because the
word “technology” implies the use of any technology in the learning process. So, we can
conclude that these terms encompass the terms from other groups.

Internet based learning and Web based learning are online learning, but computer-
based learning is outside of this group because it mainly implies that the learning is delivered
via CD- ROM or floppy disc than via the network technology.

The terms from groups “I” and “W” are often used interchangeably, but it is not correctly.
As it is pointed in [3] “Internet-based training is not necessarily delivered over the Web, and
may not use the HTTP and HTML technologies that make Web-based training possible”.

Internet based learning, Web based learning and online learning is the forms of distance
learning.

Figure 1 shows the subset relationships between the terms taking into account all the
above told.

Group “T”

Group “D”

Group “O”

Figure 1. Relationships of the terms

4. Virtual learning environment, managed learning environment and learning
management system

The broad range of the terms is used to describe the software applications and technologies
that support the learning process, for example, managed learning environment [11, 12], virtual
learning environment [11, 12, 13], asynchronous learning network [11], collaborative learning
software [13], learning management system [11, 12, 13], online learning environment [13].
However the most common are virtual learning environment, managed learning environment,
and learning management system.

The virtual learning environment is online software that supports communications between
learners and teachers, provides the delivery of learning materials, student tracking and
assessment and constitutes the part of the managed learning environment. The basic functions
of the virtual learning environment includes [based on 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18]

e support and facilitation of communication and collaboration (one- to- one, one- to-
many, many- to- many, synchronous and asynchronous) between teachers, students and
others learning specialists, using chat rooms, discussion boards, e- mail, conferences,
bulletin boards, collaboration tools;

¢ controlled access to course curriculum, course information (content and structure),
course materials and resources;

® access to resource base, including multimedia repositories and file uploading;

¢ knowledge assessment (including self-assessment) and assessment tools (tests, question
pools, grade book);

e tracking and managing of students’ progress and achievements;
individual customized workspaces for course participants, where they can share,
interchange and store materials;

e tools for the creation and modification of the course materials;
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e support for course participants (search tools, diary, navigation structures, online help,

calendar).

Figure 2 shows the constituents parts of the managed learning environment. The managed
learning environment encompasses many systems both computerized and non- computerized.
The virtual learning environment is only one part of this environment and it is related to
curriculum mapping, course delivery, students’ assessment and tracking, communication, and
tutor support. The systems in the managed learning environment communicate using some
interoperability standard.

Managed Learning Environment j—/
Virtual Learning Environment - Enteroper bty
standart
Curriculum Mapping Delivery ?L_‘\/_f Learning
. N "1 Resources
Quality

Process Assessment Tutor Support

Communication Tracking < Off- Line

Learning

I_j L__‘ [
7 Interoper ity S Registers
M

A A

> Student Record System

A A

Business Systems

Other Colleges

Other Agencies

Figure 2. The VLE as a sub-system within the college MLE (adapted form [20])

One of the definitions of the managed learning environment is: “A Managed Learning
Environment (MLE) is a computer based system that provides the infrastructure for a "virtual"
university — either as a complete distance learning package or as an additional support layer
for campus based students. A MLE provides a suite of tools to enhance teaching and learning
by delivering course materials, examination and assessment via a common interface, a web
browser. Features will include email facilities, discussion groups, and bulletin boards as well
as interfacing through individual profiles to all appropriate university systems and
information to integrate information resources, course materials and student services” [19].

To remove confusion between these two terms the Joint Information Systems
Committee (Britain) [20] offers such explanations:

e The term Managed Learning Environment (MLE) refers to the whole range of
information systems and processes of a college or university (including its VLE if it has
one) that contribute directly. or indirectly, to learning and the management of that
learning.

e The term Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is one possible component of a MLE: it
refers to the component(s) within an MLE that provides the “online” interactions of
various kinds, which can take place between learners and tutors, including online
learning.

The learning management system can be defined as “software that tracks student progress

in a course and indicate completions. At the least, learning management systems track

99



SCIENTIFIC PROCEEDINGS OF RIGA TECHNICAL UNIVERSITY
Series — Computer Science Applied Computer Systems — 4™ Thematic Issue
2003

individual student progress, record scores of quizzes and tests within an online learning
program, and track course completions. At the most, learning management systems transfer
this information to other record management software, ..., so permanent educational records
reflect progress in online learning” [8] or “infrastructure platform through which learning
content is delivered and managed. A combination of software tools perform a variety of
functions related to online and offline training administration and performance management”
[21]. The model of the learning management system is shown in Figure 3.

e R RRRENSHGE,
% TS o AR

, Testing B 7' 3 Conent/ course adminisiration

G R SR SR R e AR

Sl R AR

Tracking . ..
(Data management) Courseware Web/ network
S server server
SCO- RM
> Soyt;ses
» Uni I
P Modules
] Components
Reporting .
(Data management) o )
Profiles/ registration

(Roster operation)

Web browser

Figure 3. Learning management system model (adapted from [21])

The central part of the learning management system shown in Figure 3 is the courseware
server. It is related to the content of multiple courses and is based on the Sharable courseware
object reference model (SCO- RM). This model allows easily updating and reusing of
courses, swapping out the old content and replacing it with new one. The courseware server
interacts with the network server and databases. Databases accumulate data about students’
activity and participation in courses. This data is used for tracking, administration and
reporting students’ progress.

Hence the managed learning environment covers both systems within some learning
organization and external systems, so students can take various courses, to move between
them and between the different institutions. Virtual learning environment can be constituent
part of the managed learning environment and it provides working with and delivery of course
content and resources, as well as supports students activities and interaction. The learning
management system has a more administrative direction, recording data about students and
providing reports to course management about their progress. The learning management
system is often designed to manage multiple courses.

5. Conclusions and future work

This paper presents an attempt to clarify and classify the terminology in the field of virtual
learning. The purpose is to eliminate existent confusions and misunderstandings in this
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subject. The classification of the widespread terms in six groups is proposed. Also some of
multiple terms describing software systems that are used to support, facilitate and manage the
learning process are examined.

In future the work related to the clarification of terminology will be continued,
investigating both the terms that have been described in this article and the new ones such as
e-learning, distributed learning, networked learning, resource based learning, open learning
etc. The relationships between the terms will be examined deeper. The list of the connectives
will be extended.
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Anohina A. Virtudlo macibu joma lietotds terminologijas precizéSana

Strauja informdcijas un komunikdaciju tehnologiju attistiba nodrofindja jaunas iespéjas zindSanu iegiSanai.
Rezultata paradijas plasa terminologija iespéjamo mdcibu veidu, kas balstas uz daadu tehnologiju izmantosanu
mactbu procesd, apziméSanai. ST terminologija prasa sakartoSanu un izskaidroSanu. Dotais raksts ir sakotnéjais
megingjums to izdarit. Tajd tiek precizéti tadi plasi izmanitotie termini ka computer based learning, distance
learning, Internet based learning, online learning, technology based learning, Web based learning. Raksta
autore analizé katru no iespéjamam terminu sastavdalam, ti, ar mdcibam saistitus vardus (education,
instruction, learning, teaching, training), savienotdjvardus (pieméram, aided, augmented, based, managed),
macibas raksturojosos (pieméram, distance, online) vai tehnologiju aprakstoSos (piemeram, computer, Internet)
vardus. Balstoties uz iegiitiem analizes rezultatiem raksta ir definéti apakskopas attieksmes starp dazadiem
terminiem.

Papildus ir apskatitas tadas macibu procesa atbalsta programmatiiras sistémas, ka virtual learning
environment, managed learning environment, learning management system. Rakstd ir aprakstita virtualo macibu
viu funkcionalitate, bet galvena uzmaniba ir veltita atSkiribu noteikSanai starp virtudlam mdcibu vidém un
parvaldamam macibu vidém.

Dotais raksts tika sagatavots, balstoties uz pladu informdcijas avotu (ap 70 avotiem, bet ne uz visiem no tiem
ir atsauce eit) klastu, kurd ietilpst gan monogrdfijas, gan Interneta pieejami resursi.

Anohina A. Clarification of the terminology used in the field of virtual learning

Rapid growth of information and communication technologies has provided new opportunities for knowledge
acquisition. As a consequence the broad terminology describing possible ways of learning that uses various
technologies in the learning process has appeared. This terminology should be ordered and precisely defined.
This paper presents an initial attempt to solve this problem. It clarifies such widespread terms as computer
based learning, distance learning, Internet based learning, online learning, technology based learning, Web
based learning. The author analyzes each possible constituent part of terms, that is, educational concepts
{education, instruction, learning, teaching, training), connectives (such as aided, augmented, based, managed),
words characterizing learning (such as distance, online) or technology describing words (such as computer,
Internet). The obtained results of analysis are used to define subset relationships between different terms.

In addition some software that supports the learning process is described, that is, virtual learning
environment, managed learning environment, learning management system. The functionality of virtual learning
environments is described, but the main focus is on differences between virtual learning environment and
managed learning environment.

This paper is based on investigations of the broad set of information sources (up to 70, but not all of them
are referenced here), which includes monographs and Internet resources.

Anoxuna A. Ymounernue mepmMunonozuu, ucnons3yemoi ¢ 001acmu eupmyansHozo obyuenus

Cmpemumenvroe pa3eumiie UHGOPMAYUOHHBIX U KOMMYHUKQYUOHHBIX MEXHON02UT NPUBENO K NOSENEHUIO HOBbIX
so3MoxcHocmeli npuobpemenus sHanuil. Credcmeuem 3mo2o A6UNOCH 03HUKHOBEHUE OBWMUDHON MEPMUHON02UY
0na 0b03HAYENUs BOIMOJNCHBIX CHOCOD06 ODYHEHUs. HA OCHOBE UCNOAB306AHUA DAIIUYHBIX MEXHONOZUIL
Hossuswasnca mepmunonozus mpebyem ynopsdouusanus u pasvickenus. [annas cmambs npedcmasniem
co60ti HAYaANLHYIO NONBIMKY 6HECMU ACHOCMb 6 OaHHbill eompoc. B meil ymounsiomca maxue wiupoxo
Pacnpocmpanénnbie 8 an2oA3bIYHON Tumepamype mepmunsl kak computer based learning, distance learning,
Internet based learning, online learning, technology based learning, Web based learning. Aemop cmamvu
0emanbHO paccMampueaen Kajicoyio U3 603IMOICHbIX COCMAGHBIX Yacmell MePMUHO6, a UMERHO OUIaKmMUyecKue
nonsmus (education, instruction, learning, teaching, training), coedunumensuvie croea (nanpumep, aided,
augmented, based, managed), cioea xapakmepusylowjue yuebnolil npoyecc (Hanpumep, distance, online) unu
ONUCBIBAIOWUE UCNONbIYEMYIO 8 HEM mexnonozuio (Hanpumep, computer, Internet). Ha ocnose npogedénnozo
ananuza 8 cmamve onpedensiomcs OMHOMEHUS. ROOHONCECMBA MENCOY PASTUYHBIMU MEPMUHAMU.

Taxoice paccmampueaomcs. maxKue cucmembl NPOZPAMHO20 0DeCneueHUs UCRONb3YIOWUEC Oa ROOJEPI*CKU
yuebnozo npoyecca xax virtual learning environment, managed learning environment, learning management
system. B cmamve onucvliéaemcs QyHKYUOHANLHOCHb SUPMYANbHBIX CPEO 0OYUEHUSL,00HAKO 2AABHOE BHUMAHUE
YOeneno pasnususm Mexcoy upmyanbHulMy U YRpAaeIseMbiMy cpedamit 00YYeHus.

Hannas cmames 6viia NOOOMOBIEHA HA  OCHOBE U3YHEHUA OOWUPHOZ0 MHOMCECMBA UCMOYHUKOS
ungpopmayuu (oxono 70 ucmouHUK08, He HA 6Ce U3 KOMOPLIX UMEEMCA CCLLAKA 6 OaHHOU cmambe), 6 uuce
KOMOPBIX UMEIOMCA KAK MOHO2paduu, max u pecypcvt cemu Hnumepnem.
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