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Abstract
EADTU members are universities that are dedicated to off-campus target groups using distance teaching methods as well as associations consisting of universities with mainly mainstream on-campus students but also offering education for off-campus students. Consequently our focus is on Lifelong Open and Flexible (LOF) learning embracing characteristics as: open learning, distance learning, e-learning, online learning, open accessibility, multimedia support, virtual mobility, learning communities, dual mode (earn & learn) approaches, and the like.

In my presentation I will focus on the EADTU strategies for creating a synergy network in e-learning – eventually leading to a European Learning Space that supports virtual mobility of students, staff and courses, adds an e-dimension to the Bologna process and facilitates collaboration between universities and the corporate sector. 

About EADTU

The European Association of Distance Teaching Universities – EADTU – is the representative organisation of both the European open and distance learning universities and of the national associations of higher education institutions active in the field of distance education and e-learning. Members of EADTU are universities that are dedicated to off-campus target groups. 

EADTU was established in 1987 and has, for the time being 22 members from 20 countries. The membership consists of 8 open universities, 13 national associations organising app. 200 conventional universities and one national higher distance education centre – in total representing app. 2 mill. students in lifelong and flexible learning programmes.

Over the years the focus of EADTU has changed from Open and Distance Learning (ODL) learning to Lifelong Open and Flexible (LOF) learning in order to meet the significantly increasing demand in this area. The model of LOF learning embraces the characteristics of: open learning, distance learning, e-learning, online learning, open accessibility, multimedia support, virtual mobility, learning communities, dual mode (earn & learn) approaches, and the like.

The mission of EADTU is to contribute to the development of a European Learning Space by supporting the enhancement of learning through the use of technology (e.g. e-learning) and by promoting state-of-the-art educational networks in the field of lifelong and flexible learning, virtual mobility, and quality assurance and accreditation.

Virtual University Strategies
At the height of the dotcom bubble many politicians and educational institutions firmly believed that e-learning or ‘webucation’ – as it was sometimes enthusiastically called – was the future solution to university education. The business guru Peter Drucker in 1997 predicted that “universities won’t survive … as residential institutions”, and others, along the same line, foresaw that universities would become content providers and learning facilitators to for-profit producers of “learningware”. 

In the US several universities formed commercials companies alone or in collaboration with others universities and cultural institutions. Among others did New York University invest $20m in NYU Online and Columbia University formed Fathom together with 14 universities, libraries and museums using $40m. None of these ever launched an e-learning course. One of the few successful e-learning providers in the US is University of Phoenix and their success seems to be related to a focus on a limited and specialized market within it, business and health. 

In Lisbon, in March 2000, the European Council adopted a grand scale plan called: Europe. An Information Society for All, with the goal to become ‘the most competitive and dynamic knowledge based economy in the world’ by 2010. To achieve this ICT and e-learning should play an essential role and increase the participation in higher education to approximately 50% of a youth generation. In May the same year the European Commission published a communication named: e-Learning – Designing tomorrow’s education.

Parallel to these political initiatives, but without coordination from the side of the Commission many national projects for e-learning was launched, e.g. the UK e-University, the Digital University in the Netherlands, the Bavarian Virtual University, the Virtual University in Finland and the Net-University in Sweden. So far, none of these e-learning initiatives have reached a level of sustainability – and the UKeU has even stopped operations. Funding has primarily gone to increased flexibility in the higher education area through short-term online courses available for full time and part time students, but not for extended inter-institutional collaboration neither for recruitment of new student groups. 

In a report published as early as 2001 the OECD predicted this development: 

“In spite of having spent US$ 16 billion in 1999 in OECD countries on ICT, there is little evidence that ICT meets the original promise of better education for more people at less cost. As a result there are now concerns over the return investment. 

(…) There is however no clear evidence that ICT investments made by the public sector have resulted in improved performance of teachers and/or learners, nor that it has improved the quality and access to educational resources on the scale predicted. 

Nonetheless, there is a general consensus that the ICT opportunity is still valid, and an acceptance as fact that ICT is part of daily life, forever changing the way people learn, work and play.” (E-Learning. The Partnership Challenge, 2001, p. 24)

In the British debate following the collapse of the UKeU in 2004 the national funding council explained the lack of interest in e-learning as caused by universities focus on ‘blended’ learning. A change of focus that was fully supported by the Commission in a speech by Commissionaire Reding a year earlier in Karlsruhe in February 2003: 

“Modern e-learning solutions now recognise the importance of learning as a social process and offer possibilities for collaboration with other learners, for interaction with the learning content and for guidance from teachers, trainers and tutors. The learner-centric approaches have put the learner back in command, with a wealth of learning resources at their fingertips.

Teachers and trainers once more play a central role, using virtual and traditional face-to-face interaction with their students in a “blended” approach. An approach in which they are no longer seen simply as consumers of pre-determined e-learning content, but as editors, authors and contributors to a contextualised learning scenario”.

It is important to note that this statement of Mrs Reding is not to be read as a total decline of e-leaning or online education, but as recognition of the need for teacher-student interaction and shared responsibility in the learning process. Neither should the statement be taken as an indication of lost confidence in ICT as the vehicle to realize the vision for the Knowledge Society by the Commission. The recent Wim Kok report: Facing the Challenge. The Lisbon Strategy for Growth and Employment (November 2004), clearly states that:

“In order to ensure future economic growth, the EU needs a comprehensive and holistic strategy to spur on the growth of the ICT sector and the diffusion of ICTs in all parts of the economy. The top priority is to implement the eEurope action plan, which calls for measures to promote e-commerce, e-government and e-learning”. (p. 22)

“The potentially devastating consequences of the ageing population mean that boosting participation of older workers in the labour market is of fundamental importance. Therefore, lifelong learning is not a luxury, it is a necessity – for if older people are to be able to remain active, they need to be equipped with skills that match the requirements of the knowledge society” (p. 33).

The same confidence in technology also was stressed in the above quotation from the OECD report (E-Learning. The Partnership Challenge (2001)), and supplemented with an analysis of the situation that points toward technology fixation and lack of cultural specificities as the main cause for the lack of success of e-learning:

“Technology alone does not deliver educational success. It only becomes valuable in education if learners and teachers can do something useful with it. (…)

It is a classic chicken and egg problem. The infrastructure, personal computer penetration and Internet connectivity must be in place for the software and applications to work. On the other hand just having the pipes in place with little or no educational software available generates disappointment and puts many teachers and learners off the online experiences altogether. 

(…)

Another aspect of the “global chicken and local egg” problem is that educational content does often not travel well across borders. What is appropriate and works in one culture does not necessarily translate to another. (…)

… educational content and e-learning services (…) need to be tailored to local needs and cultures.” (p. 24-25)

Lately, a similar conclusion has been reached in a report named: Achieving the Lisbon goal: The contribution of vocational education and training (VET), Executive Summary, November 4, 2004:

“e-Learning clearly has the potential to stimulate learning networks and new forms of training organisation. The basic principle of good pedagogy remains that the design of the whole learning process (possible supported by e-learning) is the decisive factor for the learner’s success. Therefore, European countries’ e-learning related measures should not be limited to questions of hard- and software, but rather focus on the pedagogy and e-learning in work processes.” (p. 17)

Taken together the OECD report, the Commissionaire Reding statement and the VET-report indicates that the success of e-learning is depending on pedagogical development and a more closely integration of technology into the previous learning experiences of students. Technologies to enhance learning should augment the realities of the learning process – interaction, collaboration and construction – and content should relate to the cultural background of students.

According to the Lisbon strategy the EU wants to be the world leading knowledge-based economy by 2010. This far-reaching ambition implies that the EU member states must achieve a substantial increase and widening of participation in higher education. 

The educational system is challenged to boost its performance to levels never witnessed before. We therefore must further extend the powerful existing open and distance learning model for mass education to more flexible and personalized modes. This can be facilitated by the use of ICT and a well-chosen mix of media, ranging from printed material, AV components and (digital) television as mass media to tutoring elements, ICT supported components and (broadband) internet as individualized media. 

It is also evident that we have to consider unconventional educational tracks. In many countries the regular inflow from secondary education into higher education does not give much comfort since this inflow is more or less stable over the years. This means that alternatives must be explored and exploited on a large scale. They may include a much stronger appeal to under-represented target groups, tempting the significant group of earlier drop-outs from higher education to re-enter the educational system, offering different modes of combining work and learning, and providing a range of shorter courses and programmes that can be stacked. In other words, full and large-scale use must be made of typical ‘lifelong learning’ tracks.

Adding an E-Dimension to the Bologna Process
Although the Bologna Declaration was formulated by the European ministers of education in Bologna in 1999 – before the Lisbon Strategy – the Bologna process is part of the same concept. The overall objective is the creation of a European Area of Higher Education by 2010. 

This area should be realized through collaboration among high quality higher education institutions to enforce: 

· student mobility all over Europe (horizontal and vertical);
· competency development of the European citizen everywhere, in a context of lifelong learning;
· educational co-operation between universities (joint masters, seminars, summer schools,…);
· international attractiveness and competitiveness of European higher education institutions (also in a global context);
· a broad access of all Europeans to higher education (social inclusion).

In order to implement the process the European Rectors (now EUA, then CRE) have developed some strategic perspectives:

· a large diversity of courses and programmes must be created, responding to the diversity of needs of the European citizens and enterprises anywhere. Their supply should be based on the assets of the respective universities (niches);
· the national educational structures must be transparent, readable and therefore harmonised through  a bachelor-master system. ECTS must be applied; 

· the criteria for quality assurance in the national quality assurance systems must be attuned;

· international accreditation on the subject area level must be installed.

By 2005 the Bologna goals are included as the core agenda of most European universities and national authorities. Already, 44 countries support the Bologna process in the reform of their higher and university education. At the midway meeting in Bergen this month the focus is on:

· quality assurance: national standards, procedures, guidelines and European fine-tuning;

· issues of accreditation;

· the start of the implementation of the two tier system;

· diploma supplement for every student; recognition of degrees and periods of studies.

At the moment, the potential of distance education and/or of e-learning is not incorporated in the Bologna process, although it is essential to reach the Bologna objectives in an effective and innovative way. Therefore, in 2003, EADTU launches a strategy called e-Bologna with the overall goal to create a European e-environment for the Bologna process. The focus is on:

· new pedagogical models for competence development;

· flexibility in a LLL context; 

· e-assessment, individualised study support and collaborative learning;

· e-learning and blended learning in an international context; 

· e-learning and blended learning to make European higher education more accessible from anywhere;

· virtual mobility.
Especially in the area of virtual mobility EADTU has worked out an elaborated scheme with four dimensions to serve as a chart for an application to the e-learning programme later this year:
· being part of an international learning community;
· offering courses from foreign institution;
· developing joint courses, programmes and degrees;
· delivering continuing professional training.

E-Bologna is to be seen as an umbrella for collaboration and joint projects between members of EADTU. It will contribute to the already mentioned 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. The ambition is to create a digital network integrating the activities of the national and regional universities into a synergy network in e-learning.

Collaboration instead of competition is the only feasible strategy to push e-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. 

Creating a European Learning Space
A vehicle to realise the e-Bologna vision is to create a European Leaning Space to support competence development for the European citizens, virtual mobility of students, staff and courses leading to borderless co-operation between universities and industries or other actors. 

A European Leaning Space is not a new learning management system (LMS) but an area for collaboration and exchange based of open technical standards.

In the future, universities should collaborate within educational networks or alliances in order to deliver large-scale Lifelong Open and Flexible (LOF) learning for all ages in a cost-effective way. 

As a consequence, universities should be nodes in multiple networks in the European Learning Space. This European Learning Space is supposed to grow organically. Universities dedicated to LOF learning should take the lead in this Europe-wide process where it may be expected that other European universities eventually also will become engaged. Although this will be basically a bottom-up development, it is important that national governments create working frameworks for this purpose. At the European level the conditions must be created to stimulate and to integrate national and institutional policies into a coherent and operational European Learning Space.

R&D should drive and underpin an organic development towards the European Learning Space in successive steps (roadmap), in order to meet the success requirements for serving more students in a flexible way (mass-individualisation of higher education), in a lifelong learning context.

The implications are technical (e.g. interoperability), pedagogical (learning design), organisational (e.g. combining learning units to certificates), economical (re-usability issues, sharing materials and services), guidance and assessment issues, etc. R&D strategies can be conceived of in three fields:

· the imminent need for the harmonisation of standards and the development of prototypes for e-learning, resulting in more sustainable paradigms; 

· the way in which universities can be better networked and learning communities have to be built, as a basic condition for rich virtual mobility and for innovative educational co-operation; 

· individualisation, matching contents, methods and services to the needs and profiles of students. 

Universities should not only collaborate among themselves but also with the corporate sector. Furthermore governments should become partners. New collaborative arrangements are needed to suit the European context, to match the ambitions of universities regarding lifelong learning, and to improve the accessibility of higher education to learners. Undoubtedly, collaboration with the corporate sector will contribute to a better transfer between in-company training and university education and will improve flexibility in the provision of content and services from universities to industry and vice versa.

Recommendations
Finally let my try to summarise the point I have advocated in this presentation as some recommendations on e-learning and lifelong learning as vehicles to build a knowledge society:

· e-learning has the potential to become the learning mode of the future if educational content is tailored to local needs and cultures and an appropriate e-learning pedagogy is developed to accommodate different learning styles (personalisation and multi-modal presentation);


· e-learning is the way to increase and widen participation in higher education by offering different modes of combined work and learning in a lifelong learning perspective;
· in order to build a knowledge society national educational structure need to be transparent, but in respect of national and cultural diversities;
· courses and programmes should be quality assured and accredited in order to promote mobility and exchange;
· an open learning space for borderless exchange of learning content and learning activities should be created. 
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