Response of EADTU to the Communication from the Commission

The role of the universities in the Europe of knowledge

The contribution of open and distance learning

31th May 2003

Introduction
1. EADTU

The European Association of Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU)  was established in January 1987 and is still the only European organisation representing the national organisations for open and distance learning in higher education. It started with two types of institutions: the single mode open universities of the United Kingdom (Open university UK), the Netherlands (Open Universiteit), Germany (Fernuniversität), Spain (Universidad d’Educacion à Distancia, UNED), Portugal (Universidade Aberta), and with national consortia, associations, joint ventures of universities, like as France (FIED), Norway (NADE), Denmark (DAOU), Italy (now Nettuno) . It has grown to be now an association of 18 national members representing 17 European countries, now including as well Austria (ZFUL); Belgium (STOHO, Flemish Ministry of Education); Finland (FADE); France (CNED, with French universities), Hungary (NCDE); Ireland (Oscail); Slovenia (NCDE); Sweden (SADE); Switzerland (Fernstudien Schweiz); and again in the United Kingdom (OLF). EADTU can be considered as a stable and respected organisation. The national organisations mentioned are comprising more than 150 universities that besides on campus mainstream programmes are organising distance teaching programmes. Also, Central and Eastern European Countries are involved in the Assocation: besides Hungary and Slovenia, also Poland, the Baltic States, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, the Czech Republic, Slowakia . 

All these universities introduce technology enhanced learning to various extents and in various speeds, often in co-operation with industry. Ultimately, they are serving the same goals as the European Commission, although a long way has to be gone. However, they are pro-actively developing future scenarios. 

2. Specific contribution of EADTU members

By nature, open and distance learning organisations within EADTU are well placed to contribute to the European added value of technology enhanced learning:they have to to organise education essentially  through media (mainly printed courses, broadcast, satellite, video, audio, internet,…) and using a limited life interaction as is the case with regard to e-enhanced learning:

-    they have a tradition in research and development with regard to e-enhanced learning;

· they are large scale providers that had already to overcome technological as well as organisational and technical problems associated with technology enhanced learning;

· they have more experience with regard to lifelong learning;

· they have closer links with business/private sector, both to develop e-learning systems and tools, and as clients;
· they invested more than other universities in technology enhanced learning.

3. Divergence and convergence

The universities involved in this membership reflect the complete diversity of higher education in Europe. They represent a broad spectrum of institutional profiles, from more professionally oriented institutions/curricula at one end to research oriented insititutions/curricula at the other one. By this diversity, each of the higher education institutions, with its own profile, niches and culture, is contributing to the European system of higher education, responding to the needs of science, society and citizens. This diversity is essential for any European policy in higher education. Even, institutions must keep diversifying with regard to target groups, content, focus/niches of curricula and courses, often based on research strenghts, since they should respond to their segment in the variety of needs. Diversification is also the basis of competition. As a consequence, the institutional development of diverging and profiling universities is entirely a part of innovation and of the process of any development of technology enhanced learning in Europe.

At the other hand, more convergence between European universities will apply to educational technologies and the related pedagogical and organisational approaches themselves. Both are transferable, albeit not as a copy. Moreover, this convergence will not change the mission and strategies of the institutions, but support them. The investments with regard to technology, knowledge domain development, course development/adaptation and marketing are very high. Hence, inter-institutional co-operation with regard to e-learning is able to strengthen each of the participating institutions within their respective competitive environments. This co-operation should support the institutions in order to be able to reach their students adequately.

As a consequence, both the observations with regard to divergence and convergence must have a bearing on a Eiropean higher eduaction policy. The recognition of both the divergence with regard to the profile of the insitututions and the possible convergence and synergies with regard to educational aspects are basic conditions for co-operation on the domain of e-learning. 

4. The Bologna process

The aims of the Bologna process are now included in the core agenda of all European universities and national authorities. The Ministers of Education and the Rectors agreed to realise those reforms from 2001 to 2010. Already, 35 countries support the Bologna process in the reform of their Higher and University education. 

The main push for reform and innovation will come from this Bologna process. At this moment, the potential of distance education, virtual education, virtual learning is not incorporated in the Bologna process, although it is essential to reach the Bologna objectives in an effective and innovative way.

Virtual Learning 

Information and communication technology is already an integral part of education and an innovative force in many of the European universities. The impact is not less than in other sectors of society such as commerce, health care, work, environment, etc. Certainly in higher education, it will be a major component how students learn, when they learn, where they learn, and even what they learn.  The European Commission considers e-learning to become mainstream. In accordance to Commissioner Reding “ICT and especially internet are acting as a catalyst of change, helping schools, universities and colleges to offer better learning support to pupils, students, industry and society at large.”
  

ICT allows for features such as synchronous and asynchronous interaction, access to multiple resources, personalised access, flexibility, new forms of interactivity, monitoring of processes, process accounts, etc. Those features can be integrated in virtual learning environments in order to optimise the learning process and to supply high quality courses and programmes. It coined the term virtual learning and it is an essential part of a continuous, life long learning experience. 

Virtual learning can support teaching and learning in higher education in many respects. However, it is the feeling of European experts that virtual learning in most cases will not be a stand-alone provision. Institutions are now developing blended solutions according to the content and level of an education or training programme and the characteristics of the students. 

The European provisions for virtual education, including distance education and virtual learning, can be a cornerstone for the creation of the European Area of Higher Education, both for on campus and off campus students. The European Area of Higher Education should also be a European Virtual Learning Space, constituted by higher education institutions, in order to make the Bologna process happen in the next years to full extent. The features of this virtual learning space are high quality institutions, integrating virtual learning systems and services and offering a diversity of courses and programmes, responding to the needs of citizens and companies and co-operating at the European level to enhance their quality.

As a result higher education will be widely accessible. It is a mistake not to include virtual learning in a successful national or European policy and in the Bologna process.  The European universities will be confronted with courses from other continents and from new providers. They must be offensive on the market.

It is suitable to use Europe as a laboratory and a first area for international education, in order to  be stronger and more experienced about the challenges and key factors with regard to GATS , before entering in negotiations with other continents.

The changing student

Students in the future will be different from now. Their natural environment will be ICT-based. For them, a virtual learning environment will be as normal as yesterday’s printed material. 

As far as the present target group of open and distance learning is concerned (off campus adult learners), many of them will already have a higher education degree. As a consequence, many want to study a second discipline or to continue at the master level, combined with their work. Also, updating of academic and professional competencies will be a very important need. In a knowledge society, many of them will require provisions at the level of higher education.  

Special attention has to be given to social groups that up to now didn’t benefit enough from higher education such as immigrants in most of the European countries. From a European perspective, it is important that countries at the borderline of the new EU will keep up with the general level of education that is required in our countries.

It may be expected that off campus students will feel comfortable with a university as a gateway for further courses and programmes. However, the course supply behind this gateway must be diversified enough to find a course that is corresponding with the actual need of the student.  Hence, much depends on the attractiveness and the specificity of the offer at the university that can be enriched through alliances with partner institutions. A university can foster trust and credibility, not only for its own supply but also to the supply of the partners with which they co-operate. Quality assurance and accreditation are the formal expression of this. 

Another gateway is enterprises, through which students will register collectively or individually to a university. It may be expected that a tailor-made response to these categories is vital. Enterprises (public and private) will constitute an important new market for European higher education. Of course, students can also look freely for what is available to them through the gateway of the Internet, but if the services at the university are well organised they will facilitate the choice of the student and guarantee a professional consultancy for better course selection. 

Students in the future will also require more flexibility. They will want to study at their own place (at home or integrated in the workplace), time (when it is suitable to them) and pace (in line with other commitments). Of course, this requires a more personalised or at least differentiated approach. Virtual learning is extremely helpful to support this flexibility. Beyond this, virtual learning extend flexibility to the content of a course. As a consequence, also content can be differentiated and personalised depending on strong electronic learning environments.

Probably, students want as well an international experience. This means that they want to study in an international context, for example by following courses of another university or by participating in international seminars, discussion groups or projects. Many multinationals, such as Siemens, ABB, IBM or Ikea, like their future employees to have such an experience. Interculturality is becoming a requirement, as well as the knowledge of other languages. Therefore universities in Europe will internationalise increasingly.

Students will not only get a degree, but also skills and competencies in various fields more or less connected to their studies. Within a kind of Personal Learning Portfolio they will keep a continuous record of ECTS-Credit points acquired in subsequent learning cycles as students and employees. This skill and competency profile will be the basis of personal professional development.

Companies will need better instruments at hand to communicate their needs to universities and other training institutions in the academic field. They have to be able to find courses and programs for very specialised projects or for intercultural training tailored to their specific needs. As a consequence, they will have better trained staff to expand into new markets. On the other hand, their employees will be more satisfied with their work because they have the right knowledge at hand at the right time and the right place, and learning on the job will be natural for them through their personal learning environment. It will be easier to find new staff when students or job applicants can document their skills and competencies in their Personal Learning Portfolio and not only their academic degree.

Learning providers should reach a higher degree of flexibility. They will have to be able to find their niches and co-operate by specialising and creating a complementary supply. It can be expected that joint projects and even alliances will emerge that share resources of any kind, which connect their e-learning systems and services to facilitate those processes, and finally also integrate those systems and services to create a real European Virtual Learning Space (ELS). 

The changing institution

Of course the primary task of universities is to fulfil their academic task, taking into account the changes in the student body. They have to be responsive to the diversification of the market through a diversification of courses and programmes from the point of view of content (disciplines, areas, specialisation) and approaches. The alternative would be a lack of attractiveness and a high dropout. This is especially the case when students have already enjoyed higher education. But diversification still is a problem in open and distance learning, mainly because universities don’t find enough resources. To solve this, universities should find their niches and co-operate by specializing and creating a complementary supply. It can be expected that joint projects and even alliances between universities will emerge that share resources of any kind, connect their virtual learning systems and services to facilitate those processes, and finally also integrate those systems and services to create a real European virtual learning space. Within this space virtual mobility can take place as part of a programme or as a route to a more suitable programme of a partner university in the alliance, the objective being to serve the student better. The university will be the gateway to trans-institutional and trans-national supply. This supply must be fulfilling strict quality criteria and be accredited by the alliance (eventually through meta-accreditation). 

In those alliances, also companies are involved. As a result stronger and attractive universities within alliances are more able to compete with new providers and overseas competitors.

Institutions in the future should also provide the flexibility that is requested by the students and the market and that can be optimised by virtual learning environments.  From the institutional point of view, flexibility has to be conceived as personalised or differentiated learning paths in terms of content, place , time and study pace. 

This responds very much to the European Commission’s focus on personalised access to, and delivery of learning as well as advanced learning environments at university level, in universities and at the workplace and in lifelong learning in general. Individuals will be able to maintain their life-long personal learning plan and continuously adapt it to new needs in competence, knowledge and skills development.

The field of open and distance learning is diverse, mainly because of the different national environments. To get a real European position, open and distance learning courses and programmes fit with the strategies that were adopted by the European Rectors.

e-Bologna 

EADTU and its members have already declared to contribute to the creation of the European Area of Higher Education. 

Open and distance learning and virtual learning will strengthen the European Area as well as the European and global position of European universities. The members declared to promote cross-border education using methods of open and distance learning and create synergies between national and regional e-universities. They committed themselves to the lifelong enhancement of competencies of he European citizens and of their employability by offering targeted education and training. They will enable European citizens to have easy access to high quality education and training provisions throughout Europe  

(Sorbonne Declaration of the EADTU members, Paris, September 2000).
In 2002, the EADTU members agreed on a common action, called e-Bologna. This is to be seen as the umbrella for collaboration and joint projects between members of EADTU, responding to the Bologna process by building synergies between the main actors in the field. It will contribute to the Bologna aims of mobility; course and curriculum co-operation; international competitiveness and attractiveness; broad access to higher education and competence development in a context of lifelong learning. 

It is also an extension of the regional and national activities of the distance teaching universities in Europe with respect to virtual university initiatives. The ambition is to create a digital network integrating the activities of the national and regional universities into a synergy network in virtual learning.

To realise such ambition, the European distance teaching universities and national associations want to combine their ideas, resources and research into co-operation between them and into joint projects. This approach opens up the possibility for each participating partner to bring in local expertise, local solutions and local experience into an integrated approach. It also opens the possibility to incorporate results of current European projects, such as CUBER (a curriculum broker system developed under the 5th Framework programme). Collaboration instead of competition is the only feasible strategy to push virtual learning one step further. The investment in new developments and new activities as well as reaching out to new markets, is an endeavour that goes beyond the resources and capabilities of single institutions. 

By joining forces it will be possible for individual partners to focus on their specific strengths and topics, without losing the perspective of an integral solution to be reached at a level of European co-operation. Several potential partners have very promising virtual learning initiatives and even more well defined research programmes. e-Bologna is aiming at supporting these initiatives, creating synergies, enforcing the basis of resources for these initiatives and facilitating communication and cooperation between the partners. 

The European Learning Space

A European Learning Space is the vehicle to realise the e-Bolgna vision. Single mode open and distance teaching universities and traditional universities will develop into institutions for virtual learning by developing competitive strategies with regard to virtual learning, building virtual learning services, courses and programmes. In order to be economically (financial and human resources: educational capacity) able to offer a complete course supply to students and efficient educational services, they will co-operate with European partner institutions in strategic alliances. The overall goal is to create a European e-environment for the Bologna process. 

It is not just a technological process, but also a political process involving the European universities, industrial partners, national governments and the European authorities (Council, Commission, Parliament).

By e-learning universities can provide personally fit learning programmes that students assemble themselves on a European higher education market. This needs however to be technically supported. Currently the internet and academic infrastructure is the electronic infrastructure. For creating a European Learning Space, connectivity and interoperability of systems is further to be improved. 

The student has access to the European Learning Space via the Internet, satellite and new facilities going to appear in the consumer market in the next decade (some yet unknown). The student has a personal account comprising a portfolio. Accessibility is to be promoted from any place (home, university, work), but has also limits (psychological, sociological). 

A main objective is to create opportunities for competency development for every European citizen shifting focus from content and topic driven teaching to more competency driven learning arrangements. The curricula have to be redesigned. This tremendous effort is to be done more effectively in collaboration of the educational institutions. Even more, this is an opportunity to collaborate with industry. This would be a unique chance to close the gap between the capabilities graduates have and the needs that are expressed by industry. And even if extensive incorporate training remains necessary, collaboration in defining competences could be beneficial to higher education institutes as well as internal training departments. 

The ambition is to give students more flexibility with regard to time, place, tempo, size and choice of courses (content approach). It can in addition be used to personalize the curriculum on content and level. Educational modeling is one of the instruments to achieve this objective (EML). Flexibility is required to link education in universities and training in industries. In student centred learning environments, learning on the job, life long learning or any other modern indication for the need of change in education, it is necessary that the design, development and the delivery of learning materials must be adapted to the particular needs of the students.

Conclusions

In summary, the EADTU's position is:

1. European universities should be diverse with regard to their profile and niches. Convergence will apply to educational technologies and the related pedagogical and organisational approaches to learning. The hallmark of quality of European higher eduaction is related to strong educational concepts and the support of e-learning to realise them. 

2. The Bologna process must be supported by the full pedagogic and organisational potential of e-learning, especially to achieve the Bologna objectives of competency building for every European citizen anywhere and anytime; (virtual) mobility, accessibility and social inclusion, co-operation between universities with regard to their curricula and courses, European and global outreach and competitiveness, highly profiled institutions and programmes, and eduactional quality.

3. Therefore, the European Higher Education Area must be supported by a European (Virtual) Learning Space.

4. Students and institutions will change drastically through virtual learning. It is essential for the competitive position of European universities that this development is linked to new pedagogical concepts that ensure quality and use the complete potential of educational technology. 

5. Learning should be conceived in a lifelong learning context. Virtual eduaction is contributing to the accessibility, quality and outreach of education and training. Co-operation between eduaction and industry should lead to an integrative space for education and training at the higher eduaction level.

� Commissioner Reding’s speech at Learntec, Karlsruhe, 4 February 2003
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