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A Growing Formalization of Contemporary Online

Education

Peter Serdyukov

Online learning (OL), or E-learning, has been steadily growing in the last 25 years. But the
unprecedented global coronavirus pandemic initiated the biggest distance learning experiment
in history. Since 2020, OL is spreading like brush fire across all types and levels of education.
Online and automated learning modes as two converging trends of technology-based educa-
tion are gaining momentum, and there is no doubt they will continue to grow. One day they
will unquestionably merge and produce a completely automated virtual environment based on
Artificial Intelligence (AI).

Among the actual and potential hazards facing education there is one that few of us have
ever paid attention to — a growing formalistic trend that permeates the entire education sys-
tem but even more so the OL due to its algorithmic character which may adversely affect
the learners, learning, and society in many ways (Serdyukov, 2020; 2021). Formalism has
a quality of developing “an excessive adherence to prescribed forms” (Oxford Dictionary,
2021). Formalization of the online ecosystem creates an artificial environment that affects
the learners’ development and outcomes, as well as their cognition and behaviors. We differ-
entiate between formal, institutionalized education and a formalized or formalistic education
characterized by a preference to use various prescriptive, restrictive, standardized norms, reg-
ulations, and procedures and address the latter issue here. While organizational formalization
is an unavoidable evil, a major concern is a disproportionate formalism in learning, both in
the process and the result.

OL has been developing in several consecutive phases: online initial (mixed), asynchronous,
precision and automated. Initial OL combined synchronous, asynchronous and live interac-
tions with the instructor and peers. Asynchronous learning is predominantly independent
learning with the instructor’s facilitation. Precision learning is a precursor to a fully auto-
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mated learning using continuous, pointed assessment to ensure effective learning. Automated
learning makes the instructor obsolete. An online course is usually based on a Learning Man-
agement System (LMS) and has a formal structure that shapes and regulates the student’s
learning procedure. This procedure is formal: students perform only the actions available
in the course shell which incorporates a specified number of possible routes and outcomes.
Course content is based on structured, pre-programmed learning materials and presented in
a well-organized, often adapted, and easily digestible form. The course has a clear, straight-
forward structure ensuring effortless navigation, unambiguous instructions and tasks, trans-
parent expectations, benchmarks and guidelines, and well-defined evaluation criteria (e.g.,
rubrics). Student performance routine in the course directed by a rigid trajectory, behavioral
patterns, and fixed tasks contributes to the formalization of the background (knowledge and
experiences), reactions to the instructional prompts (in patterns, quantity, quality, and time),
performance (learning preferences, diligence, and actions), and preset learning outcomes.

Students are attracted to OL primarily by its convenience (Christensen, Eyring, 2011;
Cole, Shelley, & Swartz, 2014). Formalized education helps to satisfy this urge for conve-
nience. Clicker or push-button learning in “click-based” or “keyboard-based” institutions is a
metaphor for convenience education. Colleges, especially for-profit and even non-for-profit,
further exacerbate the situation. They all want to make their programs “student-friendly” and
accommodating to increase enrollments and reduce attrition. A growing tendency towards
asynchronicity of online learning driven by many private for-profit and even non-for-profit
institutions is grounded largely in business considerations — growing enrollments by making
OL more accessible and convenient.

A remarkably high attrition rate in online institutions, however, a - 40-80% (Bawa, 2016;
Chisirtensen, Spackman, 2017) indicates many students are not ready for this type of learning.
The most obvious explanation is, besides students’ personal issues, a poor previous education,
which has not provided students with effective learning skills, fundamental knowledge, and
desirable attitudes (ACT, 2018; Dynarski, 2018). Another is students’ unpreparedness for
the online format: many are experiencing difficulties when learning online - technical, psy-
chological, and pedagogical (Bettinger & Loeb, 2017). Students in an asynchronous format
find themselves within a formalized learning environment where they have limited opportuni-
ties for informal, creative, and collaborative work, personal communication, and miss socio-
emotional benefits of synchronous and live learning. Online educators and society expect
students to be independent, autonomous, self-directed, self-sufficient, creative, and highly
motivated learners. Yet, many of them rely on the formal, straightforward course structure
and unambiguous organization of the class, direct leadership, strong support, and even pres-
sure from the instructor. The need for an externally imposed formal structure, organization,
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and obligation in online courses might be explained by students’ lack of confidence in their
abilities to accomplish their learning on their own.

Precision learning is the next phase of the formalization of education which leads to the
complete automation of the learning. It is an evidence-based approach that uses precise meth-
ods of data analytics to capture valid and reliable information to drive student success and
improve outcomes using adaptable algorithms. Automation of education is another grow-
ing trend (Hitchcock, 2019; Bennett, 2020), which morphs into robotization. It is expected
Al-based learning systems will replace live instructors (Grace, Salvatier, et al., 2018). For-
malization is thus a prerequisite for automation of the learning process as the computer can
operate only with formal objects using algorithms.

Online education, being a disruptive innovation, opens new opportunities for learning
while negating the old and regressive; at the same time, it may reject what was good and
bring about some unexpected and undesirable negative effects, formalization being one of
them. We see at least five major reasons for the concern about excessive formalization in
learning based on digital technology:

¢ Disconnect from real life;

* Inadequate learning outcomes;

* Social deprivation;

* Health, cognition, and identity hazards;

* Conditioning of students and other social threats.

Do we know what happens to the human brain in a formalized environment? Based on
the activity theory, we know consciousness is not only closely interrelated with the learner’s
activity but is also shaped by the activities the learner is engaged in (Leontiev, 1978; Bedny
& Meister, 1997; Rubinstein, 2002). We can then confidently assume that learners in a for-
malized online environment develop consciousness, cognition, worldviews and characteristics
different from the ones shaped in a traditional, socialized, non-computerized school environ-
ment. Formalistic, standardized machine-based education imposes certain norms and routines
of learning which can modify consciousness to a predetermined pattern and condition students
into certain actions. This creates a rift between a free, active, creative, investigative mind and
a passive, dependent, filled one. The comedian and star of Blackadder, Mr. Bean (Rowan
Atkinson) said addressing contemporary culture: “The problem we have online is that an al-
gorithm decides what we want to see, which ends up creating a simplistic, binary view of
society” (Lloid, 2021).
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While we cannot and should not stand in the way of technological innovations, we, the
people, must direct the process, not become submissive to the machines for the sake of con-
venience, effectiveness, or profit. It is vital for the education system, teachers, and students
to accept a comprehensive, pedagogic-centric view of higher education, not a techno-centric
one. Educators must lead the technological revolution in education, instead of technology
dictating what and how to teach and to learn. We can counteract formalization with a holistic,
humanistic view of education and the world. We must make it clear where and when the OL
works, and where it does not. We cannot let go of the humanitarian aspect of education in
favor of technology, nor deprive online learners of informal social learning. Online educators
should make all efforts to engage students in communication, interaction, collaboration, and
cooperation; integrate inquiry, discovery, and problem-solving approaches and offer mean-
ingful tasks; facilitate their becoming independent, critically minded, creative individuals.
Technology should not replace human communication but complement it. True learning hap-
pens through seeking and finding, trial and error, not following a formal, predetermined route.
It is critical to integrate a variety of real-life, live experiences in OL - modeling genuine situ-
ations and using authentic case studies, as well as taking students out of the OL box into the
outside word. Learning must be all-around and connected to real life. Although a certain level
of formalization is necessary for the educational system to function efficiently, we must rely
less on formal, often artificial rules, standards, and strict administrative control to allow for
more choices and freer, creative student performance in OL, as well as more independence
for educators.
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