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All about e-learning with Nigel Paine 
 
 
The BBC’s head of people development, Nigel Paine, knows as much as anyone 
about the need to foster creativity and innovation in the workforce, particularly 
with the use of the latest technology. Paine is conducting a seminar, Beyond e-
learning: Creating educational environments that really hum, in Sydney on 24 
March. He spoke to Alethea Mouhtouris.  
 
 
Q: Why is there an increased focus on personalised learning? 
A: Partly because we have the technology to personalise or mass customise; 
partly because there is wide recognition that people have to take charge of their 
own learning destiny if they are to remain employable and keep their skills up-to-
date.    
 
Young people are still turned off learning by their experience at school and feel a 
sense of failure because they did not succeed in that environment. Therefore 
extra effort has to be put in to make learning interesting, stimulating and great – a 
learning environment where success is highly likely.   
 
As we get older, fear of failure increases and we become reluctant to learn new 
things, but it is increasingly important both for work and leisure that have the 
skills and attitude to embrace change, and to embrace change we have to be 
open to learning new things. 
 
 
Q: This really depends upon the person having the motivation and interest 
in driving their own learning – how do you encourage that among students, 
particularly in the VET sector? 
A: By working the way students work! Intercept their environment and turn it into 
something relevant for learning. For example, give students online space to build 
their portfolio, let them submit assignments online. Also focus on building 
learning skills and increasing learning confidence.   
 
Every skill-based program should have in-built skills like research skills, team 
work, presentation skills, and explain how to access the online environment to 
learn (rather than just download songs and films!)  Encourage every student to 
keep an online blog rather than a paper log. 
 
 



Q: How do you promote that shift in thinking and behaviour among 
educators? 
 
A: We call it 'audience insight' in the BBC.  Basically we expose staff to the world 
that our audiences live in. You can do the same: help teachers understand the 
lifestyle and the aspirations of the people they work with day in day out.   
 
Encourage the teachers to use those social computing tools that I talked about 
before.  Ensure that every program has an online component and make it easy 
for teachers to add information. It is important that all the "new stuff" is not seen 
as simply an area handled by specialists and makes no impact on the 
mainstream. 
 
Q: And how do you convince a (traditionally) bureaucratic organization to 
adapt these ideas? 
A: By sharing best practice. By giving money to those colleges that move forward 
in the right direction. By spending money on the physical learning environment as 
well as the virtual. By insisting that colleges learn from their students.  By having 
a vision for the future that is driven at state or even federal level. By a funding 
regime that rewards successful completion rather than enrolment.  By insisting 
the sector starts to build alumni networks to keep in touch with former students 
and maybe allows access to facilities on a continuing basis once the course is 
completed.  By developing an e-portfolio for every student that is transportable 
outside the institution and that the individual can keep up-to-date as they move 
through their career. 
 
Q: How do you stimulate creativity and co-production through e-learning? 
A: Primarily by seeing e-learning as a series of processes from the formal and 
structured to the informal and unstructured. There are tools like Wikis which are, 
by their nature, tools for co-production and co-operation.   
 
Fundamentally you have to turn things on their head so that a creative, co-
production approach is the 'way we do things around here'.  That means having 
spaces where people can generate ideas, have software that can record this and 
an online environment that everyone has access to as an author or creator not 
just a reader. 
 
Q: What are some tips or techniques? 
A: Have the right tools in place but these are nothing on their own: you need 
vision and probably an enthusiast or two to start the process of modelling what is 
possible. Run with the enthusiasts rather than force the reluctant minority to 
come on board immediately 
 
Give plenty of support: we use 'floorwalkers' (staff who can give one-on-one 
attention) to give practical assistance and make sure that they come from the 



cohort in terms of age and aspiration. It is sometimes not helpful for a 45-year-old 
to be patronised by an 18-year-old in baggy clothes and piercings! 
 
Q: Can you tell me about next directions in e-learning and e-education? 
A: Learning management systems integrated, not separate and closed but 
integrated and open.  Emphasis on social computing tools like on line forums, 
wikis and blogs and increasing use of instant messenger and IP-based 
video/audio conferencing. Learner generated content given more headroom.  
New kinds of assessment that take into account how people work and learn in 
the C21st.  Mobile learning and micro-chunks of learning to back up more 
sustained efforts. 
 
Q: What areas are going to be most critical? 
A: The fundamental shift from e-learning as content in great big chunks raining 
down on the poor unsuspecting learner to a holistic learning environment where 
the learner input is as important as the learner stimulus.  More open institutions 
where we move away from timetabled classes for at least some of the time into 
discovery and exploration in teams for a lot of the time. 
 
 
Nigel Paine will be conducting a seminar ‘Beyond e-learning: Creating 
educational environments that really hum’ in Sydney on 24 March 2006.  
To register go to www.aesharenet.com.au/Paine_seminar.asp 
 


