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7 Comparisons between countries: More alike than
 different

Throughout the responses, and particularly in terms of the three main conclusions of the
study, the differences between the countries are generally minimal, which probably can be
explained by the selection of countries. Although sometimes the differences may be
statistically significant, the country scores generally cluster quite closely around the overall
mean. For example, Figure 3 illustrates how little countries differ with respect to the
missions of their higher education institutions. In all countries the mission statements mainly
focus on the traditional student body, with some variation for instance for Australia in the
area of international students. These differences should not be over-interpreted, however;
the overall similarities are more dominant than the between-country differences.

Figure 3: The importance of various aspects in the mission statements of the institutions
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From our preliminary analysis of country differences is has also become clear that there are
no general trends in terms of certain countries being consistently higher or lower across all
variables. Therefore, we looked at whether countries score substantially (within 0,5 SD of
the lowest and the highest country score) higher or lower than others within certain clusters
of variables.

This method of analysis produced a set of approximately 20 variables on which substantial
differences occurred.  An overview of the highest and lowest scores of the various countries
on these variables was carried out. The general picture is that Germany, Norway and the
UK most often demonstrate the lowest scores. The Netherlands and Australia have a more
mixed profile of both low and high scores. Finland and the North-American institutions that
responded consistently demonstrate the higher and highest scores on the variables for
which substantial differences could be determined. These results will be worked out below
in the form of country profiles.

Germany
On many variables for which substantial differences between countries could be
determined, Germany demonstrates the lowest score, or is among the lowest. This refers
first of all to the current use of ICT options and tools, the extent to which ICT influences
the general teaching practice and the support that is available for instructors in doing so.
Second, this applies to the flexibility that is currently offered to students.  Moreover,
German institutions have among the lowest expectations with respect to the effects that
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changing student demand will have on the necessity to offer more flexibility in the future.
Third, in Germany distance learning is seen least as the typical learning setting now and
in the future. Fourth, Germany is among the countries that score lowest on the
importance attached to serving lifelong learners now and in the future and the effect that
this type of demand may have on ICT policy. The difficult situation in German institutions
is further explained in terms of deteriorating overall conditions and uneven and mostly re-
active rather than pro-active change in the report on the specific German analysis (Lütke-
Entrup et al, 2003).

Norway
Norway demonstrates the lowest scores on the use of ICT in typical courses, on the
extent to which ICT influences the general teaching practice and on the flexibility that is
currently offered (apart from flexibility in teaching language on which score are among the
highest). Furthermore, Norwegian institutions are among the most sceptical concerning
the contribution that an appropriate use of ICT can make to good education. They are
also quite sceptical about the effects on ICT policy that changing demands from lifelong
learners and international students may have. This is consistent with the low scores on
the importance of serving these two target groups as part of the current mission of the
institutions. With respect to lifelong learning, this is surprising considering the national
policies that strongly linked ICT use to this clientele. The Norwegian case studies carried
out in the context of this study indeed pointed to a gap between policy intentions and
policy outcomes in this area (Maassen & Stensaker, 2003).  In terms of their mission, the
Norwegian institutions have the highest score on the importance of internally funded
research and score lowest on interaction with business and industry. Probably related to
the latter, they also present the lowest score on the expectations for the role of national
cooperation in the area of ICT.

The United Kingdom
The UK institutions report comparatively high scores on the use of ICT in typical courses,
although the actual range of ICT options and tools used seems relatively low. Scores for
various types of flexibility offered (including teaching language) are among the lowest and
there are no very high expectations for the future in this respect. This seems to be related
with the low scores on the effects expected from changing student demand (lifelong
learning or international students) and of the contribution that appropriate ICT use can be
make to good education. It is well understood that international students are an important
target group of UK institutions, but apparently this is perceived as an on-campus activity
in traditional face-to-face learning settings, rather than by using ICT or distance learning
options. Finally, the UK institutions are among the least concerned about foreign
competition and thus demonstrate among the lowest scores on the effect of this on their
ICT policies.

The Netherlands
The Dutch institutions have comparatively high scores on the extent to which ICT
influences general teaching practice and the support that is provided to instructors in
using ICT. The main motivation seems to be the quality rationale: a high expectation
concerning the contribution that appropriate use of ICT can make to good education.
The low scores with respect to the role of distance education as a typical learning setting
at present and in the future indicate that this quality perspective is confined to the face-
to-face learning setting. The amount of flexibility offered at present is moderate (except
from teaching language flexibility), but one expects this to increase in the future. A
strategic orientation on diverse target groups for whom ICT could be useful is still weak.
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The Netherlands has among the lowest scores for the importance of serving lifelong
learners in the current mission of institutions and on the effect of lifelong learner demand
on current and future ICT policy. Using ICT for serving international students is only
moderately important at present, with somewhat higher scores for the future.

Australia
Australian institutions have among the highest scores for the extent to which ICT
influences general teaching practice, with a highest score on the actual range of ICT
options and tools that are used. However, there are no substantially high or low scores
concerning the flexibility offered, expect for low flexibility with respect to teaching
language. But with English as the lingua franca this does not hinder the Australian
institutions in having an extremely explicit international orientation in their ICT policies.
Teaching international students has the highest score (way above all other countries) in
terms of the importance that it has for the mission of the institutions. Australia also has
the highest score on the effect of the international student demand on current ICT policy
and among the highest scores for this effect in the future. Furthermore, the Australian
institutions have among the highest scores for the role of foreign cooperation in the
current and future ICT policy. Lifelong learners as a target group that could benefit from
ICT options is much less pronounced: among the lowest scores for now and the future.

Finland
Finnish institutions present the highest scores on the largest range of variables. First
with respect to the extent to which ICT influences general teaching practice, on the
actual use of various options and tools and on the support offered to instructors. Second,
highest scores are found on different types of flexibility offered (including teaching
language) and on the increase in these for the future. This seems related to the high
scores on the expected effect of changing student demand on required flexibility in the
future. Third, highest scores were found on the extent to which distance education is
seen in Finland as a typical learning setting now and in the future. Fourth, lifelong
learning and ICT seem closely related concepts in Finland. Highest scores are reported
on the importance of teaching lifelong learners in the mission of the institutions and on
the current and future effects of their demands on ICT policy. Finnish institutions do not
have a strong mission with respect to international students, but are most aware of their
international context. Highest scores were found for the effects of foreign competition in
the future and for the role of foreign cooperation in both current and future ICT policies.

USA
Unfortunately, the number of institutions that responded from the USA is far too limited
to allow for any general conclusions in terms of a country profile (see also section 3.2).
The few institutions that responded indicate a picture that is to a large extent comparable
to the four clusters of high scoring variables that were reported above for the Finnish
institutions: High levels of use, support, flexibility, high acceptance of distance education
and a strong commitment to lifelong learning. They are, however, very different from the
Finnish profile with respect to their international orientation. Foreign competition is not
feared and international cooperation is not seen as important at all (but national
cooperation is). In contrast to the Australian institutions, the American institutions report
that teaching international students is not important. This is surprising, as the USA is the
main importer of foreign students in the world. This odd fact may be related to the
particular profile of the few responding institutions, or to the possibility that ICT use is not
associated with serving foreign students (a low effect is indeed expected from their



42

demand on ICT policies).  Foreign students may just be expected to take part in the on-
campus experience (like in the UK).

Notwithstanding the fact that the countries included in this study demonstrate in general
more similarity than difference and that the differences between high and low scores are
usually quite small, the country profiles based on clustered high/low scores provide
some additional and useful insights into the accents that countries put on certain aspects
of their ICT policy and in the ways they differ in their orientations on the ICT agenda.

A general conclusion that can be drawn from these profiles is that a crucial difference
seems to exist between the countries with higher scores and those with lower scores
related to their views and expectations with respect to the diversifying student
population. Institutions in countries with comparatively higher scores related to change
and ICT use have a clearer view on their mission with respect to serving different target
groups (e.g. lifelong learning or international students) with ICT and on their position in
that/those particular markets than the institutions in countries with lower scores. The fact
that the former are aware of and responding to changing demand from these new target
groups and that they have a strategic commitment to being successful in these markets
seems to be a major drive for change in these institutions.

A more elaborate context to these “snapshot profiles” can be found in country reports
that were produced in parallel, some as a part of this project. These will be published
early in 2003 (Van der Wende & Van der Ven, forthcoming).

Obviously, much larger differences could be found if the countries included in this
survey, which all belong to the forefront developers of network-supported-learning, were
compared for instance with developing countries (Bates, 2001). Results of a recent
survey on online learning in Commonwealth countries illustrate these much more diverse
profiles (Observatory of Borderless Education, 2002). Still, the general conclusions of
this survey do certainly not refute the overall findings of the Borderless Education study
(Middlehurst, 2003) (see also chapter 9).


