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Abstract

Distance education technologies are expanding at an extremely rapid rate. Online learning, which describes the learning by using the internet, has become a popular method of education. One of main goals of the European Union is to be the world’s most dynamic knowledge-based economy, with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion. Therefore, it has launched a series of programs to finance and promote activities relating to the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in education including electronic learning activities. Most of these programs require a European dimension, where at least three partners in different European Union countries cooperate for the completion of the project. The aim of this paper is to identify the importance of electronic learning for the improvement of access to education and provides a brief description of the variety of the electronic learning programs that European Union promotes in order to enhance the communication between the European Union citizens.  

1. Introduction

Online education has generated tremendous excitement both inside and outside higher education. For some it offers the potential to provide learning to new audiences; for others it offers the opportunity to transform learning delivery and the competitive landscape (Poehlein, 1996). Among those universities with better-defined reasons for embracing online education the rationales vary, but they often fall into one of four broad categories (Volery and Lord, 2000:216): 
· expanding access

· alleviating capacity constraints

· capitalizing on emerging market opportunities

· serving as a catalyst for institutional transformation.

Many authors (Daniel, 1997; Johnstone, 1992) believe that the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) in teaching and learning will help universities achieve their goals concerning one or more of the above categories. Bates (1997) believes there are four reasons for using technology in high education:

2. improving the quality of learning

3. improving access to education and training

4. reducing the costs of education, and

5. improving the cost-effectiveness of education

Allen (1999) notes that the internet has radically influenced the way in which universities deliver education. While the internet provides a technical solution to delivery, the socio-cultural and constructivist elements of learning do not disappear. Content on the internet is only one dimension of the e- learning experience and learning on-line must still be well planned, interactive and reflective in order students to achieve deep learning outcomes (Cyrs, 1997; Volery & Lord, 2000).

Businesses are also utilizing the internet as a delivery vehicle for a portion of their training needs. Quoted as reasons for internet delivery of training are the reduction of travel costs, saving of personnel time, the capability to deliver the same consistent program across the nation or world and the flexibility to meet rapidly changing needs (just-in-time training for specific needs) (Liegle and Madey, 1997). McGee (1998) reports that web-based instructional materials are the fastest growing means to deliver training within business organizations. Supporting this growth in online training is a survey completed by business leaders that states educational learning as the fifth most important management issue for the decade of the ‘90s (Niederman et al, 1991).
At a summit held in Lisbon in March 2000, the European heads of State and of Government set themselves the goal of making the EU "the world's most dynamic knowledge-based economy, with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion" by the year 2010 (http://www.elearningeuropa.info). Therefore, EU has launched a series of programs to finance and promote activities relating to the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in education including electronic learning activities. The aim of this paper is to identify the main advantages and benefits of implementing e-learning activities. It also provides a brief description of the eLearning initiative and program that European Commission promotes as well as other programs and initiatives related to e-learning.
2. Necessity for promoting ICTs in education
All over the world the way is being paved for a new economy and societies are increasingly driven by information and knowledge. It is widely accepted that the European citizens are amongst the best educated and the education and training systems of European countries rank amongst the best in the world. Therefore, although it has the necessary investment capacity, Europe has major weaknesses and is well behind the United States in the use of the new information and communication technologies (ICTs).

The previous statement influence mainly four areas (Commission of the European Communities, 2000:5):

· The shortfall in hardware and software: most European countries suffer from a shortfall in terms of hardware and software, affecting schools and universities as well as (public and private) technical training centers and in-company training. In school education, for instance, the situation in primary schools in Europe varies normously, with divergences ranging from one computer per 400 pupils to one computer per 25 pupils.

· Europe suffers from a worrying shortage of qualified staff, particularly teachers and trainers with ICT at their fingertips. Over the next five years, one out of every two jobs will depend on these new technologies. The shortage of specialists in the new technologies corresponded to 500.000 jobs in Europe in 1998. Failure to stem this trend would take this figure over the 1.6 million mark in 2002.

· There are no accurate figures available for the number of teachers in Europe who have real skills in the new technologies and can fully incorporate them in their work, but they are a minority, even in Europe’s most advanced countries.

· Europe produces too little of the educational multimedia software, products and services available to serve training and education. In a world market estimated to be worth over two billion dollars in 2000, nearly 80% of online resources today come from the USA. The European educational multimedia industry is undercapitalized because of the high number of very small firms, while links between education and training systems and the industry are not strong enough to generate viable services which really cater for education and training requirements.

· The development of an adequate supply of software, contents and services which are suitable for the needs of European society is a major challenge for Europe. Can a knowledge-based society take hold in Europe if it is unable to provide its citizens and economic and social players with the contents of this knowledge?
·  The high cost of telecommunications in Europe is an obstacle to the intensive use of Internet and the spread of digital literacy. Bringing down this cost in Europe particularly for education and training centers – as has been done in the USA – will determine the speed of the transition to a knowledge-based society. 

These factors require urgent action in education, training and research in order Europe to take advantage of the opportunities for further development that the use of ICTs offers.

3. Opportunities and challenges of e-learning

The term e-learning and its concept has been existed for decades. E-learning is the interactive learning that uses computer and communications technologies. But instead of replacing a teacher with a computer, technology is woven into all aspects of the educational process, including its design, delivery, evaluation and application. 
E-learning fits into two categories: synchronous and asynchronous (Chute et al, 2000). Synchronous e-learning imitates a classroom, which means classes take place in real time and connect instructors and students via video or audio or other web-based applications. Asynchronous e-learning lets a student access prepackaged training on his own time and communicate with the instructor and the other students through e-mail, mailing lists, bulletin board systems or discussion groups (Bates cited in Keegan, 1996:213-215). 
E-learning has many advantages for both the instructor and the students as well as for the institution or the company that will implement it. According to Komissopoulos and Gagalis (2003:20) the main advantages of e-learning can be summarized into the following statements:
· Reach a wider student audience
· Broad array of choices: earn a degree, sharpen ones work skills, obtain continuous education credits and prepare for a new job, all without leaving the computer.

·  Meet the needs of students who are unable to attend on-campus classes.
· Involve outside speakers who would otherwise be unavailable.

· Link students from different social, cultural, economic and experiential backgrounds

· Usually e-learning programs are self paced.

· Usually e-learning programs are finished in shorter time than traditional programs.
However there are many challenges that e-learning faces during its implementation. It tends to isolate students physically, which can have negative effects on team building and sociability. Students with an aptitude for verbal expression may suffer in the virtual classroom because the opportunities for them to speak up are very limited. On the other hand, those who feel shy about speaking up in a classroom may be more likely to ask their questions in this environment. Students who get frustrated with technology may lose faith. Finally, the time and money that one saves with travel expenses may be spent just on getting the university’s or company’s e-learning program up and running.
4. The European Commission and E-learning

The European Commission, in order to help European countries take advantage of the e-learning applications and create a powerful knowledge-based economy, adopted a political initiative known as eEurope. This is an initiative aimed at ensuring that European citizens can benefit fully from the opportunities offered by the information society in different areas.
The key objectives of the initiative are:

· to bring every citizen, home and school, every business and every administration into the digital age and online; 

· to create a digitally literate Europe, supported by an entrepreneurial culture ready to finance and develop new ideas; 

· to ensure that the whole process is socially inclusive, builds consumer trust and strengthens social cohesion (http://europa.eu.int/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/l24221.htm). 

A significant part of this action includes the promotion of activities related to the use of ICTs in education. The next session introduces the main action lines that EU proposed in order to achieve the above key objectives.  
4.1 The eLearning Initiative
The eLearning initiative proposed by the Commission in order to attain the goals set by the Lisbon European Council is designed to enhance the use of new multimedia technologies and the Internet to improve the quality of learning by facilitating access to resources and services as well as remote exchanges and collaboration (http://www.elearningeuropa.info).

This initiative has four components: equipment, training at all levels, the development of European educational services and software and to speed up the networking of schools and teachers. These main lines of actions are described below (Commission of the European Communities, 2000:7-9):

4.1.1 Equipment

The efforts here will concentrate on multimedia computers, for the connection and improvement of access to digital networks in the different forums of learning, training and knowledge. There is a need for learning environments tailored to the requirements at all levels of lifelong learning. This implies access to other forums of learning: libraries, cultural centers, museums, etc. Good quality infrastructures must be accessible to the organizations involved in nonformal education and training, e.g. associations and the social partners.
4.1.2 Training at all levels

ELearning emphasises the pedagogical nature of the skills required and the aspects linked to the development and use of the new technologies in learning. The most advanced pilot experiments indeed stress that technology is set to have an impact on organisation and methods, the structure and contents of education and training programs, and to shape a new learning environment. So the use of the new technologies must be seen in the context of teaching practices. Furthermore, they must be adapted to the different subject areas. The eLearning initiative will contribute to highlighting innovative educational models: new technologies will notably allow for the implementation of new types of relationships between students and teachers. The training drive must also focus on the development of the skills required to use the new technologies. It must be an integral part of initial and continuing training for each teacher and trainer. The use of autonomous and online learning phases in tandem with teamwork is gaining ground in continuing training.

4.1.3 The development of good quality multimedia services and contents

If information technologies are to be successfully incorporated into education and training, then relevant and good quality services and contents must be available. The European educational multimedia industry, as well as being undercapitalized, lacks qualified manpower and needs to be strengthened, and closer links need to be established between this industry and the education and training systems. Moreover, the goal is to develop and stimulate a European market for contents and services, which addresses the needs of the education and cultural communities and of European citizens. The involvement of the industry in this respect is essential. In this new learning environment, pupils and people in general will have access to a wide range of contents and services able to cater for their training or cultural needs. Quality criteria, methods of academic or vocational evaluation and recognition of contents and levels of training proposed, will need to be established in order to steer teacher and learner alike in the new learning environment.

4.1.4 The development and networking of centers for acquiring knowledge

The information technologies should contribute to the transformation of teaching and training centers into centers for acquiring knowledge which are versatile and accessible to everyone and, of course, equipping them and training their teachers. Many schools and universities have in recent years begun to build up virtual teaching and learning environments. ELearning will give a further boost to this movement and will encourage, while fully respecting cultural and language diversity, the interconnection of virtual spaces and campuses, the networking of universities, schools, training centers and, in addition, cultural resource centers. 
4.2 The eLearning Program
The eLearning Program is a further step towards realizing the vision of technology serving lifelong learning. It focuses on a set of actions in high priority areas, chosen for the strategic relevance to the modernization of Europe’s education and training systems.
There are four action lines of the eLearning program:

1. Promoting digital literacy. This will encourage the acquisition of new skills and knowledge that is needed for personal and professional development and for active participation in an information-driven society. It will also address ICT’s contribution to learning, especially for those who, due to their geographical location, socio-economic situation or special needs, do not have easy access to traditional education and training. 
2. European virtual campuses. The priority here is to add a virtual dimension to European co-operation in higher education by encouraging the development of new organizational models for European universities (virtual campuses) and for European exchange and sharing schemes (virtual mobility).

3. E-Twinning of schools in Europe and promotion of teacher training. The objective here is to strengthen and develop networking among schools. All young Europeans, during their time at secondary school, should have the opportunity to participate, together with their teachers, in an educational project with their counterparts in other European countries. This experience could prove to be decisive in fostering a European dimension in education and awareness among young people of the European model of a multilingual and multicultural society. Internet-based learning communities will contribute to improving intercultural dialogue and mutual understanding. 
4. Transversal actions for the promotion of e-learning in Europe. Building on the eLearning Action Plan, these actions aim to promote best practice, products and services stemming from the many projects and programs that have been funded at European or Member State level and strengthen co-operation between all those involved. Particular emphasis will be placed on disseminating the results of e-learning projects and other relevant information, on the support to European networks, specific surveys, studies and events and on co-operation with existing international projects such as those of the OECD and UNESCO (http://elearningeuropa.info/doc.php?lng=1&id=4552&doclng=1).
4.3 Other Programs and Initiatives

There are three categories that include the other EU programs related to e-learning:
1. Education and Training Programs. Socrates Europe’s education program and involves around 30 European countries. Its main objective is precisely to build up a Europe of knowledge and thus provide a better response to the major challenges of this new century: to promote lifelong learning, encourage access to education for everybody, and help people acquire recognized qualifications and skills. It sets great store by the new information communication technologies (ICT) (Socrates, 2002).
Socrates comprises eight separate actions (Socrates, 2000:1):

· Comenius: school education

· Erasmus: higher education

· Grundtvig: adult education and other education pathways

· Lingua: learning European languages

· Minerva: information and communication technologies (ICT) in education

· Observation and innovation of education systems and policies

· Joint actions with other European programs

· Supplementary measures.

Focused on vocational training the Leonardo Da Vinci program promotes transnational projects based on cooperation between the various players in vocational training in an effort to increase mobility, to foster innovation and to improve the quality of training. It is a key instrument in the drive to implement lifelong learning strategies that offer synergies between European policies for training and employment (http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/programmes/leonardo/leonardo_en.html).  
2. Research Programs. The Sixth Framework program (2002) is the EU main instrument for the funding of research in Europe. Seven key areas have been chosen, among them, Information Society Technologies. It includes two actions: the eTen action (http://europa.eu.int/information_society/programmes/eten/index_en.htm)which focuses on services for telecommunications networks and the Information Society Technologies (IST) which aims to contribute to European policies for the knowledge society and the e-Europe Action Plan (http://www.cordis.lu/ist/). 
3. Structural Funds. The Structural Funds program promotes the development and structural adjustment of regions, combats unemployment, facilitates the adaptation of workers, and promotes rural development. Many of the projects supported include eLearning and Information Technology Systems 

      (http://europa.eu.int/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/l60014.htm ).
Four types of Structural Fund have been introduced over the years, as the process of building Europe has progressed:
· The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) contributes mainly to assisting the regions whose development is lagging behind and those undergoing economic conversion or experiencing structural difficulties; 
· the European Social Fund (ESF) mainly provides assistance under the European employment strategy ; 
· the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF) Guidance Section helps in both the development and the structural adjustment of rural areas whose development is lagging behind by improving the efficiency of their structures for producing, processing and marketing agricultural and forest products;

· The Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG) supports restructuring in the fisheries sector.
The main goal of all programs is to promote the communication between the European citizens by implementing ICTs in education and other e-learning activities. 
5. Conclusions

Every European citizen needs to understand and use the new information and communication technologies if he or she is to play an active role in an increasingly knowledge-driven society. The European Commission has already understood the importance to make priority to successfully incorporate these technologies in European educating and training systems. The eLearning initiative aims to enhance all these new ICTs and the internet to improve the quality of learning and teaching.
This goal that the European Commission is willing to achieve can be successfully implemented by using e-learning activities. This new form of education and training helps all European citizens to communicate with each other even when they are in geographically isolated places and educate themselves without space or time limitations.
If these goals are pursued and attained they will enable the citizens of Europe to take an active part in the construction of the most dynamic and most cohesive society in the world.

6. Bibliography

· Allen, M. (1999). Don't be a troll! Using the internet for successful higher education. Paper presented at the Higher Education Conference, Sydney.

· Bates, A.W. (1997) Restructuring the university for technological change, paper presented at What Kind of University? 18-20 June, The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, London, Available at:

· Chute, A., Sagers, P. and Gardner, R. (2000) Networked Learning Environments, CEDL, Available at: www.lucent.com/cedl/networked-learning.html
· Commission of the European Communities. (2000) Communication From the Commission, Brussels

· Cyrs, T. (1997). Competence in teaching at a distance. In T. Cyr (Ed.), Teaching and Learning at a Distance pp.9-12: Jossey Bass.
· Daniel, J.S. (1997) Why universities need technology strategies, Change, 29/4, pp11-17

· Dewar, T. (1999). Adult Learning On-line, Available: 
· European Commission (2002) Socrates, Gateway to Education, European Communities, Brussel

http://bates.cstudies.ubc.ca/carnegie/carnegie.html. 

· Johnstone, D.B. (1992) Learning Productivity: a new imperative for American Higher Education, Studies in Public Higher Education, State University of New York, NY, Available at: http://www.educom.edu/web/pubs/pubHomeFrame.html 

· Keegan, D. (1996) Foundations of Distance Education (3rd Edition) London: Routledge
· Komissopoulos, F. and Gagalis, G. (2003) E-Learning in Greece: The right content for the right purpose. Επιστημονική Επετηρίδα Εφαρμοσμένης Έρευνας, 8/1, pp17-34
· Lau L.K. (2000) Distance learning technologies, Issues, Trends and Opportunities, Hershey, PA Idea Group Pub
· Liegle, J. and Madey, G. (1997) Investigations into Technologies for Distributed Learning, Proceedings of the Midwest DSI Conference, Indianapolis: DSI

· McGee, M. (1998) Save on Training, Information Week, 708, pp 141-146

· Niederman, F; Brancheau, J. and Wetherbe, J. (1991) Information Systems Management Issues for the 1990’s. MIS Quarterly, 15/4, pp 475-500

· Poehlein, G.W. (1996) Universities and Information Technologies for Instructional Programs: Issues and Potential Impacts, Technology Analysis and Strategic Management, 8/3,pp 283-290

· Volery, T. & Lord, D. (2000) Critical success factors in online education, The International Journal of Educational Management, 14/5, pp216-223
· http://europa.eu.int/
· http://www.cordis.lu/ist/
· http://www.elearningeuropa.info
· http://www.telusplanet.net/public/tddewar/low98/mod2.htm
PAGE  
1

