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Conclusions

Distance education shows a trend in which the greater the investment in this field, the more the tendency to create, strengthen and improve student support services.

The quality of a distance learning programme does not, in fact, solely depend on the effective transmission of contents, but also on the quality of learner support services. One of the main problems of distance education is the high drop-out rate. Among the reasons for this, besides practical ones (e.g. the type of population currently using distance education is usually composed of working people with many commitments), we can include the little or no personal interaction characterising this type of teaching/learning technology that can give the student the feeling of being isolated.

Student support services can considerably help in the identification, or rather, self-identification, of the educational offer by providing the necessary assistance to allow students to define the learning package according to their specific needs. Student support services are thus increasingly seen as important and must be particularly attended to.

Some studies have shown that these services, if running properly and thus affecting the quality of interactions with students, have a considerable positive effect even on the satisfaction of teachers and other operators involved in the running of a distance course (Thompson, 2002).

Student support services feature a broad variety of spheres of application. They may be administrative type services or of an academic-didactic, technical, informative and documentary, and affective-motivational support nature, or geared to cater for students with particular needs and so on.

The administrative type services include the bureaucratic aspects for course admission, registration and payment as well as for requesting and receiving learning materials, certificates and other documentation, etc. They also include providing information to potential students (a guide to courses, information on possible scholarship grants etc.).

As regards academic-didactic type services, we can consider all aspects concerning the teaching-learning process and its organisation, tutoring, the setting up and individualisation of the educational offer, the chance to set up collaborative computer-based learning initiatives (CSCL – Computer Supported Collaborative Learning, or CSCW – Computer Supported Cooperative Work) etc. Moreover, this field also includes a “transverse” kind of student support in order to enable them to learn autonomously – this being one of the main features of distance learning.

Naturally, e-learning means enhancing the technical-technological type support to students. This means providing the necessary assistance for an effective use of the virtual learning environment. A good e-learning programme should also offer students the chance to consult bibliographic materials and documents of various kinds that may be useful for effective learning, by providing a virtual library and archive.

Finally, one should not overlook personal counselling, which can carry out support functions of various kinds: academic, informative, study planning guidance and, above all, of an affective type.

The more transverse type services are those enabling interactions between users: forums, chat groups, newsgroups and virtual communities. The main function of these services is to give all participants the feeling of belonging to a community. 

Moreover, student support services must include a sector dedicated to students with special needs (the disabled, students with particular learning difficulties or with other difficulties).

The activities of the Experimental Pedagogy Laboratory of the Università degli Studi di Roma Tre
The advanced course in “Elements of formative, summative and system evaluation” and the 2nd level Master in “Formative, summative and system evaluation”. The course participants, equipped with Internet link, have reserved access to course resources (lessons, forums, various materials) and do the tests of each teaching unit by sending their answers online. The tests are of the multiple-choice type and are corrected automatically with the operative system sending compensatory messages. The online services include discussion forums, notice board, course participants feature, authors’ pages with e-mail addresses, possibility to contact the course administrative office and technical management centre. The courses envisage free student-student(s) and student-author(s) communication (virtual classroom).

The Resource Centre for Multimedia Didactics and Distance Education

Within the measures linked to the European Social Fund, the Emilia Romagna regional authorities started up a project for creating a resource centre for multimedia didactics and distance education. This project saw the definition of a methodological and ICT architecture for implementing a distance education system covering the whole territory of the Emilia Romagna region with the possibility for integration at a multi-regional level.

The Resource Centre aims to (and has already partly) set up the following:

· A Multimedia Centre acting as a point of reference for the experimentation and dissemination of educational actions based on open distance learning and on the use of multimedia materials.

· A software adaptation activity in order to valorise/prepare teaching-learning packages that are technically and methodologically suitable for online use.

· A Central Library for distance courses that is progressively updated and extended.

· A regional ICT system enabling the centralised management and monitoring of the online education process.

· The management and distribution of the distance education service.

The main elements of the project are:

· A website (www.odl.net) for the open distance learning system including areas for user registration, information/communication services and education services.

· A Multimedia Centre including a laboratory for adapting teaching-learning software and a multimedia classroom.

· A distance education network covering all 9 provinces of the Emilia Romagna region, with 10 multimedia classrooms linked to the Resource Centre website.

· The experimentation and implementation of open distance learning processes in order to test the implemented services through the 9 territorial nodes.

The administrative and educational services provided by the Resource Centre can be accessed according to the user’s role, defined on registration (student, tutor/coordinator, developer, administrator) and are listed in tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. Administrative Services of the Resource Centre for Multimedia Didactics

Service
Description
Accessibility

REGISTRATION
· Application for the services of the Distance Education Resource Centre
· Updating and modifying the user registration card
· Application for specific courses
All users
Registered user
Registered user

GUIDANCE
Overview of current or possible courses with the Distance Education Resource Centre
All users

DATA ENTRY
Setting up and making changes to the:
· course
· study plan
· course timetable
· learning materials sheet
· agency/company data sheet
Tutor/Coordinator or Administrator

ARCHIVES
‘Historical’ archive of past courses
‘Users’ archive
‘Statistical’ archive
Tutor/Coordinator or Administrator

ENABLING
Enabling or disenabling of:
· user passwords
· data entry sheets
· service access
Administrator

FAQ 
Frequently Asked Questions
All users

Table 2. Educational Services of the Resource Centre for Multimedia Didactics

Service
Description
Accessibility

COURSES ENABLED
Each user enabled course provides access to the following services:

'Virtual classroom' – List of students and progression of individual work. Access to the "course timetable".
Course timetable (tutoring kit):
Study plan – planning (materials, objectives, deadlines, tests) the study process in modules containing one or more units. Access to online software.

Guide – downloading the teaching-learning and operational guides associated with the teaching/learning materials used

Feedback – Recording the results of online tests and management of evaluations.

Learning Diary – support for the description of the work done and time taken. An ‘institutional’ report for the self-certification of distance education.

Incoming mail – e-mail system with a specific address book for the class.

Forums – discussion groups on course topics.
Chat groups – an online communication system with a specific class list.

Videoconferencing – audiovisual support to supplement the teaching/learning materials.

Course appreciation – online software to assess the appreciation of the education process.

“Course timetable” modification – an option for making individual changes to study plans and services envisaged for a particular course.
Enabled students and tutors
Individual student and relative tutor
Tutor

DISCUSSION GROUPS
‘Public’ discussion groups on a theme
Discussion groups reserved to specific users
All users
Enabled users

WHO’S ONLINE? 
· Chat line – for users
· Help – online assistance from Resource Centre experts
Student
Tutor 

FAQ 
Frequently Asked Questions 


EDULIFE (the Resource Centre of CNOS FAP Veneto)

EDULIFE (www.edulife.com) is a resource centre of the Centro Nazionale Opere Salesiane Formazione e Aggiornamento Professionale (CNOS FAP), located at the “San Zeno” Salesian Institute of Verona, and is a reference point for the national CNOS FAP and other partners.

The Resource Centre carries out research within the vast field of vocational training with public and private funding. The technological area of the constantly developing Resource Centre can count on:

· Several servers for training services: e-mail, virtual communities, management services, tutoring, lesson creation and distribution.

· A human resource team stably involved in research programmes at the service of education/training and of society.

· A permanent internet connection.

· A group of tutors for online answers and assistance to training groups.

The system also provides a rich and detailed area for online information and pre-contacts as well as services for analysing education/training needs, tutor support for personal distance study and specific classroom interventions on various levels according to user needs.

The FADOL project (ISFOL)

ISFOL is a public scientific research agency operating in cooperation with the Ministry of Employment, regional authorities, trade unions, other state administrations, the European Union and other international organisations in order to develop vocational training. It started up its own distance education activities in 1988 with a range of online software for self-learning and evaluation (1988-95).

In 1999 ISFOL started up the FADOL (online distance education) project on behalf of the Ministry of Employment. This project aims to create a dedicated and exclusive public online infrastructure covering the whole of Italy in order to permanently integrate the main actors of the vocational training system by disseminating innovation and situations of excellence with a view to harmonising the competencies present in the system.

The distance education activities are geared to the in-service training and reconversion of personnel working in the designing, creation and evaluation of the various phases of the education process (teachers, tutors, career guidance personnel, designers, administrative staff and so on).

The project aims to:

· introduce and use new technologies in education

· enhance and accelerate the teacher-training process

· harmonise educational methodologies

The FADOL project is an advanced and innovative system for the technology used (intranet, videoconferencing and multi-videoconferencing) and for the quantity and importance of the actors involved (Ministry of Employment, regional authorities, training centres, vocational training experts). The project allows maximum flexibility in handling learning times and objectives, the defining of a personalised education/training process for one’s specific needs, the creation of opportunities for cooperative learning among geographically distant participants through workgroups and discussion groups, and lays the foundations for the production of shared tools. 

Users can access a vast array of possibilities including products and services. The products consist of a set of multimedia learning materials for computer use, the courseware, relating to contents of specific interest. The services offered concern a more in-depth study of the contents through a virtual library (including databanks and archives online, sites and materials on the main current issues and topics, documents and files on projects, studies, essays and degree theses, all of which can be freely downloaded), and user access to a virtual classroom, communication network and cooperative learning with colleagues.

The Informatica 2000 Centre
Informatica 2000 is a vocational training agency of the Abruzzo region and is based in the city of L’Aquila. The centre has handled a growing number of courses funded by the regional government and mainly geared to employees and employers. 

The distance courses are provided through computer based training (CBT) with a supporting tutor. There are currently about a dozen distance courses underway, mainly concerning office automation, involving workers of over 20 firms. Each course is organised on a modular basis and envisages an average of 12 hours of classroom teaching and 60 hours of distance (online) instruction at their respective company premises, where the necessary software has been installed. Communication with the tutor and the centre is possible by e-mail, chat lines or toll-free telephone calls. Two tutors are always available at the centre from 8am to 10pm, Monday to Saturday. The heads of Informatica 2000 have noted great worker participation and deem they have made a firm contribution to help workers use information and communication technology.

ENFAP Abruzzo

ENFAP has been active in the Abruzzo region since 1978 and currently has 11 centres. It promotes, coordinates and implements vocational training initiatives also of a distance type. The training activities cover a broad range of both traditional and innovative professions. 

In 1998-99 the centre started up a distance training project called “Work Station Now” within the European Union’s NOW programme. “Work Station Now” envisages guidance and assistance activities to help women start up businesses. In practice, it aims to establish a set of services at a local level in order to facilitate the creation of small and medium-sized enterprises run by women. The training lasts 200 hours and envisages the production and provision of CBT teaching modules for the whole process (from guidance to support in the field) within a view of overall assistance, even from a distance, for new women entrepreneurs. The programme also envisages an online teacher/tutor throughout the training process.

The NETTUNO consortium (a network for university education everywhere)

NETTUNO is a consortium of universities and enterprises promoted by the Ministry of Education. It aims to set up distance university courses, according to art. 11, third par., of law 341 of 19 November 1990.

The law envisages the possibility to define new distance teaching models through new technologies and the setting up of consortia between universities and private enterprises. The NETTUNO consortium was founded in 1991. The founder members are: the Polytechnic of Milan, the Polytechnic of Turin, the “Federico II” University of Naples, the RAI (Italian state television), the Italian Confederation of Industry, IRI (the Italian institute for property reconstruction) and Telecom Italia. There are currently 32 public universities involved.

The online distance instruction employed by NETTUNO transfers knowledge through online instruments of varying interactive capacity: satellite TV, the public television network, internet, interactive databanks, videoconferencing (ISDN), computer conferencing, e-mail and the telephone.

The TRAINET experience

Trainet is a Rome-based training and company service organisation founded in 1992. From 1992 to 1995 Trainet trained about 60,000 people a year and led to 3,000 jobs in Italy and abroad; it provided 500,000 hours of distance training per year, with a library of 120 courses and 1,200 teaching units. Since 1995 Trainet has been developing a distance training management system called Hypercom Virtual Campus (HVC) in the web environment. HVC is a platform with a high level of personalisation in order to construct the right training environment for the specific needs of an organisation.

The most innovative feature of HVC is to make it concretely possible for users to use learning/informative resources both of a “structured and collaborative training” type and of a “non-structured learning” or “information-retrieval” type.

In the first type, the user has an actual virtual training environment in which to carry out structured study programmes. The user is part of one or more class-groups composed of users doing the same training course, has access to tutoring and can be followed and evaluated also for certification purposes, with the recording of online activities on the system.

In the second type (non-structured learning), the user freely accesses the learning/informative resources available without using the services characterising structured and collaborative education/training. In this way, the user can select the material of interest and can organise it into a basis of personalised knowledge.

HVC is also used by Trainet to support its face-to-face training programmes, where it has turned out to be a valid tool for introducing ICT in traditional training activities.

Telecom Italia Learning Services (TILS)

Telecom Italia Learning Services was started up by Telecom Italia in September 2002 in order to bring together the technological skills and training experience of some companies of its group.

Telecom Italia Learning Services is one of the leading firms in the market of Learning & Knowledge Management. The system of services is provided through a technologically advanced platform designed in order to:

· provide full coverage of the basic processes of e-learning with innovative methods;

· link the training process to the choices concerning personnel management;

· improve business performance in a measurable way.

Figure 1 illustrates the TILS service platform structure.
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Figure 1

In particular: 

· The knowledge management (KM) system provides information and constant updates on topics of interest automatically selected for users, according to their individual needs and characteristics, and sent directly by e-mail. KM is thus a fundamental tool to deal with the continuous legislative, technical and management changes. Unlike search engines, KM identifies the most interesting and reliable information and automatically sends it to the right electronic and paper-based notebook for the user.

· The learning management system (LMS) is a tool for handling the traditional and web-based training offer. LMS governs every type of training from the traditional to the virtual classroom; it handles professional roles and the complex training processes typical of the new business environment; it allows controlling the logistics and organisational processes, the management of course catalogue and contents and is able to monitor teaching activity and skill management.

· Live collaboration (LC) faithfully reproduces the features of a school classroom. Course participants can see and talk to each other, and the experts always have complete visibility of what is happening in the virtual classroom. LC avoids movement costs, the tedium of the physical classroom, dead time and the forgone production by offering the advantages of training with experts in one’s home, online materials, practical exercises and tests.

· The tutorship service deals with all the informative-didactic and administrative type requests thanks to the IP call centre, which enables talking, explaining, showing and assisting all in real time. 

· The community services of the TILS portal enable the exchanging of materials and service information through forums, news bulletins, newsgroups and FAQ, and greatly contribute to the empowerment of course participants by constructing strong bonds between them. The community grows with the participants/experts’ contents and is destined to last over time as a virtual community of in-training for the development of professional expertise. The communities are a valid updating environment where other TILS services, such as KM or tutorship, can also be used.

The Libera Università Guglielmo Marconi (LUGM)

The LUGM is an open university that aims to disseminate and enhance knowledge production, facilitating access to more suitable tools for learning and creating room for experimentation, for the development of an advanced teaching/learning model which, through the use of digital and internet technologies, offers high quality university courses.

The LUGM has started up Master’s courses in various professional fields with specific attention to the issues and scenarios of European integration. The courses are within the European Union programmes for research and education. The specialisation and other advanced courses organised by the LUGM use distance education methodologies and technologies also providing for moments of face-to-face instruction. The pride of the LUGM is the “School of High Specialisation in Television and Cinematographic Arts”, based in Ruvo di Puglia (Bari, Italy). The aim of the school is to train highly skilled professionals in audiovisual production and post-production. The courses are addressed to upper secondary school leavers and university graduates and envisage internships at TV and radio companies at national and local level in order to favour quick job placement.

The LUGM is also preparing first and second level degree courses in order to bridge certain gaps in the offers of both public and private university institutions, and to meet the growing market demand for specialised professionals ready for a working position. The spheres will concern communication and relational skills as well as the ability to deal with and solve problems in a cooperative manner, but also to respect rules and to master office automation and web communication systems.

The training model applied by the LUGM uses modern ICT as a meeting ground for virtual communities involved in collaborative and cooperative learning processes. To this end, the LUGM has created Virtual Campus, an integrated multimedia platform for online training. Through Virtual Campus, users can check course timetables and programmes, take part in video-lessons and download learning materials.

The Virtual Secretariat service allows registration to courses and, for those registered, the issuing of certificates and other documents as well as a check of one’s administrative position.

Virtual Campus also offers interactive supports to students in order to interact with teachers, tutors and other students (e-mail, notice board, chat line and forum)

ICoN - Italian Culture on the Net

ICoN is a consortium of Italian universities that aims to promote and disseminate online the language, culture and image of Italy in the world. The ICoN consortium was set up in January 1999 with the patronage of the President of the Parliamentary Chamber of Deputies’ Office and with the support of the Italian Prime Minister’s Office and of the Ministry for Universities and Scientific and Technological Research. The consortium operates through an agreement with the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The universities taking part in ICoN are those of Bari, Cassino, Catania, Florence, Genoa, Milan State, Padua, Parma, Pavia, Perugia for Foreigners, Pisa, Rome “La Sapienza”, Rome “Tor Vergata”, Roma Tre, Salerno, Siena for Foreigners, Teramo, Turin, Trento, Venice; the Libera Università di Lingue e Comunicazione (IULM) of Milan, the Istituto Universitario Orientale of Naples, the Scuola Superiore di Studi Universitari “S. Anna” of Pisa and the NET.T.UNO consortium.

ICoN offers its users a combination of services and resources through its didactic portal, http://www.italicon.it/: 

A degree course in Italian language and culture for foreigners, provided online by the ICoN consortium on behalf of the participating universities; Italian language courses; digital library, museum and encyclopaedia; interactive didactic community and services.

The support activities for ICoN students is guaranteed by the administrative secretariat, by the didactic secretariat and by the technical support unit. The administrative secretariat deals with the management of course fee payments and provides the relative documentation. The didactic secretariat answers queries on degree course enrolment documentation, certificates, exam dates and results as well as any other query concerning the course. The technical support service offers assistance in relation to any technical difficulties.

ICoN also offers the chance to access a forum to favour exchanges and interaction between users and between users and teachers/tutors.

Conclusions

Starting from this initial overview of e-learning initiatives in Italy, it seems evident that student support services (of a didactic, administrative and technical kind as well as the offer of online resources and a virtual community) are attended to with varying degrees of attention, but they are not entirely overlooked. This shows the awareness of the importance of this type of support for the success of an e-learning process. 

However, there is a certain neglect in attending to services specially designed for people with particular needs (e.g. the disabled) and in the affective-motivational type of support, which is thus implicitly left to the spontaneous consideration, if any, of tutors and/or peers within forums, chat sessions and virtual communities in general.

The latter criticism should, in any case, be checked further since it has to do with aspects that can only be properly ascertained after a detailed analysis of what actually happens in the different environments of e-learning and not just on the basis of what is publicised on the respective websites.

