Chapter 1

Synchronous elearning systems: an introduction

Desmond Keegan

The distance education background

It can come as a surprise to European experts in Open Universities and distance education to learn that the term ‘distance learning’ as used in the United States of America in the 1980s and 1990s can refer to both group-based distance learning and individual-based distance learning. They tend to think that all distance education was structured as the individual-based systems to which they are more accustomed.

Distance education in the 1980s and 1990s in Europe was organised by open universities and correspondence schools with the student being taught as an individual usually at home or at work. In many ways this was one of the great strengths of distance education as it freed learners from the need to go to a university or training centre in order to learn. In this way distance education anticipated many of the values of lifelong learning that are so appreciated today:

· Training when it is needed

· Training at any time

· Training at any place

· Learner-centered content

· Avoidance of re-entry to work problems by provision of bridging courses

· Training for taxpayers, and those fully occupied during university lectures and sessions at training centres.

Eventually it became possible to offer university degrees, college diplomas and training certification for studies undertaken at a distance.

In America there was no open university but distance education programmes were offered from correspondence schools and correspondence departments of many American conventional universities. But this is only half of what Americans understood by ‘distance learning’. The other half was group-based distance education.
In America a common form of ‘distance learning’ was group-based systems via satellite. A common structure for provision was for a professor to deliver a lecture at the conventional university with a video camera in the lecture theatre. The feed from the video camera was uplinked to a satellite and then downlinked to a series of groupings of students brought together at other sites throughout the state. Feedback from the students at the remote sites to the professor was usually provided by a telephone link.

In a similar way group-based distance education was organised in America via videoconferencing. Students enrolled at, say, the University of Albuquerque in New Mexico in, say, a Masters Degree in Nursing could avoid the 300 km journey to the university and back after a day’s work in the hospital by gathering in a group in front of a videoconference machine at the hospital and receiving their lecture there. This proved a satisfactory method of study as the two-way audio, two-way video link of the videoconference system provided full interactivity, even though the link was frequently a fragile 112 kb per second.

Distance education for groups by satellite and by videoconferencing did not prove popular in Europe and was little used.

The elearning scene today

It can come as a surprise to European experts in elearning today to learn that the term ‘elearning’ as used in the United States of America today can refer to both group-based elearning systems and individual-based elearning systems. They tend to think that elearning refers to the individual-based systems to which they are more accustomed.

‘Traditional’ e-learning courses are usually organised for students studying on their own, at home or in their office, using Learning Management Systems (LMSs) or Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) like Web CT or Blackboard. The study is usually individual, with or without contact with a course tutor for feedback and assessment. University degrees, college diplomas and training certification can be awarded for study in this way.

In the United States of America the term ‘elearning’ is also used for a different form of elearning that is group-based. In these group-based elearning systems a lecturer or trainer is linked electronically with a virtual class of many students located in any part of the world. The class comes together, with the teacher, at a fixed time on a fixed day for a fixed duration and the trainer delivers the class live to the students wherever they are. Many electronic means are made available for the teacher to communicate with the students and the students to communicate with each other.

These electronic groupings of students for elearning are little known and little used in Europe. Their importance in America is underlined by the fact that many of the market leaders in ‘traditional’ elearning are having to provide a synchronous elearning system, side-by-side with their asynchronous one, to meet the market demand.

Terminology

Considerable confusion exists in the terminology used to describe these group-based elearning systems. Three terminologies are used to refer to these systems by the various providers: ‘synchronous elearning systems’ or ‘live elearning’ or ‘virtual classrooms’.

The term ‘virtual classrooms’ has strengths in that it emphasises that a grouping of students is set up for the learning experience in a class as in ILT (instructor led training) but not as in ‘traditional’ elearning where students study mainly individually. It also uses the word ‘virtual’ to show that the class do not meet face-to-face but are brought together electronically or virtually and can be in any part of the world. The weakness of the term is that people use the term ‘virtual classroom’ for a wide variety of educational structures not limited to the synchronous elearning systems under discussion.

The term ‘live elearning’ has strengths in that it emphasises that it is a form of elearning that is live. The use of the term ‘live’ shows that the class comes together at a certain time and for a certain duration and that they hear the trainer’s voice ‘live’ and can communicate ‘live’ with the other students in the class. The weakness of the term is its vagueness and the lack of clarity as to what ‘live elearning’ refers.

The term ‘synchronous elearning systems’ has strengths in that it emphasises that one is dealing with a form of elearning and that this is a synchronous form of elearning. The term ‘synchronous’ differentiates this form of elearning from more traditional forms which are clearly asynchronous and gives the idea that one is dealing with a live event going on synchronously at a number of locations. The weakness of the term is its use of the cumbersome word ‘sychronous’, a term that is little used outside education circles.

Synchronous means happening, existing, or arising at precisely the same time or
recurring or operating at exactly the same periods or having the same period and phase. In digital communication it refers to a transmission technique that requires a common clock signal (a timing reference) between the communicating devices in order to coordinate their transmissions. It means occurring at the same time or at the same rate or with a regular or predictable time relationship or sequence.

Asynchronous means not happening, existing, or arising at precisely the same time. In computing it refers to not synchronised by a shared signal such as
clock or semaphore, proceeding independently. It is a process in a multitasking system whose execution can proceed independently, in the background. Other processes may be started before the asynchronous process has finished.
Differences between synchronous elearning and ILT, videoconferencing and traditional elearning

It is important to be able to differentiate synchronous elearning systems from other forms of educational and training provision with which they are often confused.

Instructor Led Training (face to face education)

ILT means Instructor Led Training or face-to-face education and training provision in a lecture theatre, classroom or training centre. Examples of synchronous education and training provision are found in the classroom and the virtual classroom. In both scenarios, the participants and leader have a common time element. In the case of the physical classroom, participants and leader also have a common location.

The benefits of using synchronous elearning provision include (i) the familiarity of the classroom model, (ii) learners receive immediate feedback from other learners and the leader (iii) the ability to create content quickly in the classroom. A synchronous environment provides particular value for those who learn best by working with others, listening, viewing and questioning. This environment is also helpful for those who have difficulty in organising their time. Additionally, most learners are comfortable and familiar with the classroom environment.

The differences between synchronous elearning and ILT are that the class is brought together electronically and not physically, and forms a virtual classroom. The students sit at computers anywhere in the world on which the synchronous classroom software is displayed and follow the course delivered by the teacher from a remote location. Thus many of the benefits of a conventional classroom are recreated electronically.

Videoconferencing

Videoconferencing provides a two-way audio, two way video link between one or more persons at one or more remote sites. In an educational setting all the students can see and hear the teacher and all the students at the remote site(s), and can be seen by and heard by the teacher and all the students at the remote site(s). A student coughing at one site can distract the students or teacher at the other site(s). The interactivity of the face-to-face classroom is electronically restored.
From the point of view of education and training there are two major forms of videoconferencing: ISDN-based videoconferencing, and computer-based systems like Microsoft’s NetMeeting.
ISDN stands for Integrated Services Digital Network. ISDN is a high-quality, switched digital communications service that gives your standard phone line the ability to transmit voice and data simultaneously. You can use the same line for regular telephone service, faxing, computer communication, or even live videoconferences.

For educational use of videoconferencing the recommended transmission standard was 6 ISDN lines X 64 kbit per second, giving a total of 364 kbit per second. This enabled the codecs in the videoconferencing systems to hold the movements of the teacher steady and allowed for a satisfactory educational atmosphere. But in the United States of America educational videoconferencing was carried on at 112 kbit per second or 2 X 56 kbit lines. Videoconferencing provides an excellent context for education and training but its popularity has waned in recent years. This is due to two causes: the impact of e-learning on all forms of distance education and cost. E-learning has become a worldwide phenomenon and has reduced the use of most forms of distance education, including videoconferencing. Cost remains an issue for most institutions who hesitate to pay for 6 (or even 2) ISDN lines for many hours for a training session.

Synchronous elearning systems are easy to differentiate from ISDN videoconferencing in that they are internet-based technologies whereas videoconferencing was largely telephone-based. In synchronous elearning systems the students can hear and talk to the teacher but they see the teacher’s presentation, usually Powerpoint slides on their browser. The facility of videoconferencing to see the teacher and the movements and reactions of the students at the remote site (if the teacher is not alone at the remote site) is not available.

Systems like NetMeeting are less satisfactory for teaching groups of students at a distance. As its name implies it was designed for meetings and not for education. When using NetMeeting for education or training file transfer could be interrupted because of the bursty nature of the communication medium. To avoid this an institution could reserve a part of its network for videoconferencing classes but then the reserved part of the network would not be available to other users. In addition, it is difficult to get groupings of students to sit in front of a computer and follow the NetMeeting session, and thus one of the great attractions of videoconferencing – the ability to recreate a class at one or more remote locations is lost.

Synchronous elearning systems are less easy to differentiate from NetMeeting-type  videoconferencing as both are internet-based technologies. In the synchronous elearning systems the system is designed for education and training and students can hear and talk to the teacher and see the teacher’s presentation on specially designed web browser software whereas the NetMeeting browser design is less directed at education.

‘Traditional’ elearning

Much of the current confusion about the identity of synchronous elearning systems comes from a failure to distinguish them clearly from asynchronous elearning systems or ‘traditional elearning’. The main difference is that the application running on the students’ browsers in synchronous systems allows a synchronous event to run, whereas in an asynchronous elearning situation the application allows an asynchronous event to run.

In essence both synchronous and asynchronous elearning systems are client-server systems, using IP technology, to access services located on the internet, which are accessed by a web browser. It is what is downloaded by the browser that identifies whether it is a synchronous or an asynchronous form of elearning that takes place.

Difficulties can occur because most providers of synchronous elearning are corporate providers whose systems are firewalled. This means that the teacher or trainer is within the firewall and the students are scattered throughout the world. The usual solution is to co-locate the server so that customers outside the firewall can get access to the server as it has a public IP address and thus the system can receive customers from outside the firewall.
Major providers of synchronous elearning systems today

From the many providers of synchronous elearning systems today, six have been chosen as examples. These are Centra, Horizon Wimba, SumTotal, LearnLinc, Elluminate and Interwise.

Centra

The Centra Corporation presents itself thus: ‘Online business collaboration solutions from Centra create workforce efficiencies and enable organizations to share and exchange business-critical information with geographically distributed customers, partners, prospects and employees. Centra’s solutions integrate real-time collaboration and departmental business processes with specialized applications that increase sales effectiveness, improve collaborative learning and accelerate enterprise application rollouts and customer acquisition initiatives’.

Based on best practices gained while working with more than 1,200 leading organizations worldwide, Centra’s four solution areas - Centra for Enterprise Application Rollouts, Centra for Sales Effectiveness, Centra for Collaborative Learning, and Centra for Customer Acquisition - automate and facilitate the planning, execution and evaluation phases of mission-critical online business initiatives. With each of Centra’s four solutions, the Company has delivered all of the necessary components – a proven collaboration platform, customized workflow tools, an integrated learning content management system, third-party integration capabilities and professional services – for completing the steps necessary for successful online collaboration projects.  All solutions include Centra’s hallmark Voice-over-IP (VoIP) technology to realize significant savings over traditional teleconferencing services.  

From this it is clear that the Centra synchronous elearning system, referred to as Centra for Collaborative Learning, is a component of a series of products for business communication the rest of which are not focused on education and training.

Centra Symposium, as the Centra system for education and training is called, replicates typical classroom interaction - with a complete set of features for highly interactive, effective group learning, bringing together voice, video, data and graphics in a structured online learning environment for up to 500 simultaneous users. 


Centra Live Classroom presentation
In the illustration above the student interface for a course on Online Learning Benefits is shown. A more complex interface is available for the presenter.

In the centre of the presentation there is a PowerPoint slide on Saving Money. In the top left hand corner there is a box for the presenter or presenters. This has volume controls for microphone and speakers and a facility for handing the microphone to a student who wishes to speak. Below this is a box for listing the participants in the course, each with a number and indicators for indicating agreement or disagreement or wanting to ‘raise one’s hand’ to ask a question. Opposite each name is a microphone which can be activated by the presenter to enable the student to speak. Below this is a plan of the course which lists the PowerPoint slides which are to be presented during the length of the course.

Across the top of the screen are a series of icons which indicate:

· Raise hand: to be clicked by the student if he or she wants to ask a question or make a comment

· Agree: to be clicked by the student to express agreement with a question asked by the presenter

· Disagree: to be clicked by the student to express disagreement with a question asked by the presenter

· Laughter; to be clicked by the student to indicate laughter or amusement

· Applause: to be clicked by the student to indicate applause and support for the course

· Text chat: to be used to send or receive a text message to the presenter or to all the students

· Feedback: to be used to send feedback on the course

· Volume control: to be used to control volume.

The presenter has a more complex provision of icons. This includes, in addition to the above, icons for application sharing, surveys, web safari, white board, break out sessions (dividing the students into smaller groups), video, session start and stop, recording facility.

Features provided include: Real-Time Interactivity,Yes/no polling, instant surveys, hand raising, laughter/applause, public/private text chat, and "open floor" audio chats, Multi-use, interactive whiteboards that can be saved for later review. Web Safari allows the session leader to take the participants on a synchronized Web tour. Participants can see the leader's "pointer" and will automatically scroll when the leader scrolls up and down on a Web page. Peer-to-Peer Interaction. The leader can choose to open the "floor" to several participants at a time for peer-to-peer interaction and learning. Peer-to-Peer Text Chat. Leaders can choose to enable peer-to-peer text chat that allows participants to send a private text chat message to other participants. 

Further features include:  Rich Multimedia Content, integrated Flash, Shockwave, JavaScript, animated GIFs, and streaming audio and video. Application Sharing with Mark-Up. Share any Windows application, including your entire desktop or even a remote server, with other participants for IT and software product training. Multiple Presenters, Just-In-Time PowerPoint Import with Animation, Breakout Rooms and Labs, Tests and Quizzes, Integrated VoIP or Teleconferencing, Integrated Video Conferencing 
 
Currently available in 12 languages, Centra solutions can be deployed as on-site software or through its ASP service. Headquartered in Lexington, Massachusetts, Centra serves a worldwide customer base throughout the Americas, Europe, Asia and Australia. For more information, visit http://www.centra.com./
Horizon Wimba

On June 16, 2004, Horizonlive and Wimba, two well-known providers of live e-learning, formally combined to form a new company, Horizon Wimba. As part of the transition to the new company some of the existing products  have been re-branded in order to maintain current market awareness of both the product lines and to better position new products in the future. 

Horizon Wimba develops web-based collaboration software for online distance education, language learning and live interactive communications. These collaborative learning applications enable instructors and students to fully embrace the new wave of pedagogical opportunities afforded by campus-wide networks and the internet; regardless of geographic location, bandwidth or operating system. The virtual rooms enable instructors to conduct live, online classes, meetings, office hours and study groups, and the vocal collaboration technologies, add oral content directly into course content, webpages and assessments.

Horizon Wimba believes that approximately 1,100 universities and colleges worldwide are using a live elearning system, of which a little more than 25% use the Horizon Wimba Live Classroom for live online classes, office hours, study groups, meetings, and professional development training.

They claim that in terms of using voice tools for language learning, there are only about 200 colleges worldwide that use them, and they all use Horizon Wimba voice tools, as there is no other software company that makes voice tools for language learning.  This is quite noteworthy.  After all, with the prevelence of course management systems (such as Blackboard and WebCT) there are literally thousands of language courses  that have some online component, yet the majority of them do not have any speaking or listening components to them - which seems counterintuitive for learning languages.
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Horizon Wimba Live Classroom presentation

Above is a presentation of the Horizon Wimba Live Classroom during a course on the ‘Path to the American Dream’. In the centre screen one finds the PowerPoint slide that the teacher is describing and showing to the class. In the top left-hand corner are the tools for use during the presentation. In the top right-hand corner is the volume control for use during the course and when a student is given the microphone to address the class. In the bottom left-hand corner is the email facility using which a student can send messages to the teacher or the whole class. In the bottom right-hand corner is the administration centre. This provides facility for agreement (Yes), facility for disagreement (No), facility for asking a question (raised hand), list of participants on the course and picture of the course presenter.

Horizon Wimba list their competitive advantages as:

· We integrate with both Blackboard and WebCT

· Our Live Classroom is the only solution that is accessible to the 

hearing and visually impaired (very important in the United States)

· We're low-bandwidth friendly

· Cross-platform and cross-browser for both students and instructors

· Have a built-in phone back-up option for those with faulty speakers or 

PC microphones

· Thin-client (no thick download for dial-up users)

· We solely focus on the education market which allows us to have more enriched partnerships and integrations with other software that 

universities currently use.

For more information, visit http://www.horizonwimba.com.
SumTotal

Sum Total has its headquarters at 2444 Charleston Rd. Mountain View, CA 94043. Like Horizon Wimba the company was formed through the 2004 merger of e-learning software leaders Click2learn and Docent. The combined company's software and services help businesses improve their performance by educating their workforces, ensuring regulatory compliance, and improving communications with customers and partners. SumTotal's products include its Enterprise business performance management suite for improving employee proficiencies and productivity; its ToolBook suite for creating learning content and simulations; and its ResultsOnDemand learning management software.

For more information, visit http://www.sumtotalsystems.com.
LearnLinc

LearnLinc is a live virtual classroom environment that enables corporations to deliver live e-Learning courses to employees or students via the Internet, corporate intranet, or wide area network. Developed with principles of traditional learning techniques in mind, LearnLinc offers the interaction of a classroom combined with the benefits of online training. LearnLinc state that their system includes facilities that ensure instructor control of many content choices, rich interaction with students, breakout groups, plus testing and assessment - all in one simple-to-use environment. LearnLinc can be purchased as a software server license or can be contracted on a per student hour basis.

iLinc states: Our virtual classroom solution takes the traditional benefits of an interactive classroom experience and improves upon it with easy-to-use tools and features for trainers and students alike. Students are able to participate in real-time via hand-raising, chat, feedback, and Q&A technologies that allow them to gain the maximum benefit from each virtual classroom session. LearnLinc evens allows you to record an entire virtual classroom session, including audio and screen interaction, for later editing or self-paced training.

TestLinc, a companion tool for LearnLinc, was designed specifically for the web, TestLinc is the only testing and assessment tool designed to use within the LearnLinc virtual classroom environment. TestLinc is easy-to-use, full featured, and flexible, allowing instructors to give tests during a LearnLinc class or place tests in the LearnLinc Virtual Campus, accessible by students through a web-browser. TestLinc features comprehensive, web-based testing & assessment  Create, publish, and edit tests  Students can take tests inside or outside the virtual classroom  Grades can be automatically calculated, recorded, and published.

For more information, visit http://www.ilinc.com.
Interwise

What if your employees, customers, and partners could connect to any important meeting, seminar, or class without having to remember complicated dial-in instructions and event codes? What if they could launch a live collaboration session from their sales portal, CRM system, or project management tool? The best conferencing system in the world is only successful if people use it. Interwise makes it so easy to connect and collaborate and ties so seamlessly with other business applications that adoption rates soar. 

· Integration with business process applications makes it possible to "live communications enable" your key processes and tools your employees use every day 

· Any-Device Conferencing ensures that your enterprise can gain the cost and management benefits of VoIP, and your users can retain the benefits of mobile conferencing. 

· Single log in for voice conferencing, as well as any-device conferencing (computer, traditional phone, AND cell phone in the same event) means users are always 1-click or one phone login away from their event - no more remembering complicated event IDs or passcodes.

For more information, visit http://www.interwise.com.
Elluminate

Elluminate is a leading provider of live Web conferencing and eLearning solutions for the real-time organization. Serving corporate and academic sectors, the company ensures the best user experience through superior quality VoIP, communications that are in-sync regardless of connection speed, broad cross-platform support, and advanced yet easy-to-use moderator tools. 

Elluminate's products create a rich, collaborative environment for live remote training and online meetings, all while delivering lower upfront costs and strong ROI. Elluminate Live! Products, formerly known as vClass, are as follows: 

· Elluminate Live! Enterprise Edition™, a live web conferencing environment for virtual meetings and remote training, with the ability to support dozens to hundreds of users. 

· Elluminate Live! Academic Edition™, a highly scaleable eLearning and collaborative environment for use by academic institutions. 

· Elluminate Live! Team Edition™, a single-room version of Elluminate Live! designed for small meetings, one-on-one sessions or training for a limited number of users. 

For more information, visit http://www.elluminate.com.
Knowledge of and use of synchronous elearning in European education today
Since the year 2000 the European Commission in Brussels has put a great deal of emphasis on elearning in its education and training policies. It has provided extensive documentation on elearning, including The elearning initiative and The elearning action plan. An analysis of this documentation shows that all this documentation is focused on ‘traditional’ elearning. There is little, if any, reference to synchronous systems or live elearning or virtual classrooms.

It was imperative, therefore, to carry out research on the knowledge of synchronous elearning systems amongst European trainers and training institutions today. A further level of the research was to collect data on the use of synchronous elearning systems amongst European trainers and training institutions today.

Methodology

The goal was to collect data from 28 countries in Europe: the 25 member states of the European Union, including the 10 new members who joined the European Union in May 2004, plus Norway, Romania and Switzerland.

The methodology proceeded in various stages:

Stage 1.
Development of a joint questionnaire to be used in each of the 28 countries on the knowledge of and use of synchronous e-learning systems in European institutions.

Stage 2.
Identification of a leading expert in e-learning in each country. Negotiation with the expert to get his or her support for participation in the project.

Stage 3.
Identification by the national expert of four other leading experts in e-learning in the country.

Stage 4.
Telephone interview. The five experts in each country were then interviewed by long-distance telephone calls to explain the project to them, to get their support for participation and to ascertain whether they wished to complete the questionnaire by telephone interview or by email.

Stage 5.
The questionnaire was then dispatched to the experts and completed by them.

Stage 6.
Data was then collated and the report written.

It is considered that this methodology provided valuable data. The development of a joint questionnaire for each country in Europe gives the basis for the data collection. It is acknowledged that the number of five experts for each country is small, but it is considered that valid contributions can be made because all are carefully selected experts in the sector with wide knowledge of the provision of synchronous elearning in their countries. The telephone interview is an important dimension of the methodology as it gave all the participants knowledge of and commitment to the aims and goals of the project and the possibility of explaining exactly what was the goal of the research.

Examples of sample

Data was collected from 28 countries: the 25 member states of the European Union and Norway, Romania and Switzerland. In each case leading authorities in elearning were identified and contacted. These were persons who knew the national scene well, who were acknowledged experts in elearning in their countries and who would know the presence of synchronous elearning systems in their countries. An example of the institutions that these experts worked at is given below. Similar authorities were identified and contacted in the other countries not listed.

BELGIUM: representatives from the University of Liege, Belgacom, Universite Libre de Bruxelles, Catholic University of Louvain, Universite de Mons-Hainaut

ESTONIA: Miksike, a private institution

FRANCE: European Institute for E-Learning in Paris, Department of Mathematics at the University of Poitiers, Poitiers, Communaute de Communes de Parthenay, Deux Sevres

GREECE: ERGON KeK, Greece, Lambrakis Institute, Athens

HUNGARY: University of Debrecen, University of Miskolc, Eötvös Lóránd University, SAP Hungary, MATÁV Hungarian Telecommunication Company

IRELAND: ISCN, Bray, Co Wicklow, Webfios, Cork, Co Cork, Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT), Oscail, National Centre for Distance Education, University of Dublin, Trinity College 

ITALY: ITSOS Marie Curie, Istituto Tecnico Commerciaiale Statale “Mario Pagno”,  INValSI (National Institute for Evaluation of Education System), based in the University of Rome 3,

CGIL, Scienter, Bologna

LITHUANIA: Lithuanian Distance Learning Network (LieDM) 

THE NETHERLANDS: Charkov Beeher in Nijmegen, Hogeschool van Utrecht, Ericsson Training at Rijen 

POLAND: The Court in Bialystok 

PORTUGAL: TecMinho, Guimaraes, INOFOR, Lisbon, University of Minho, Universidade Aberta, Lisbon, Sociedade Portuguesa de Innovacao, Porto

ROMANIA: Babes-Bolyai University, Indaco s.r.l., AC Helcor

SLOVAKIA: Technical University of Kosice, Hans Selye University, Constantine the Philosopher University, Heineken Slovensko, a.s., SAP Slovakia

SLOVENIA: University of Maribor,  University of Ljubjana, Gorenje d.d.

SPAIN: Fundacion General of the University of Valladolid, Valladolid, Professional Association of Industrial Engineers of Catalonia, Catalan Institute of Technology, Universidad Oberta de Catalunya, CEDETEL, Universidad Politecnia de Cartagena

UNITED KINGDOM: CREATE Institute at Suffolk College, Ipswich 

Research structure

1.
Central and Eastern European countries

In the framework of the Virtual Classroom project a survey was carried out by using a brief questionnaire on the present use of virtual classroom environments in European institutions in the following countries:

Hungary

Poland

Romania 

Slovakia

Slovenia

In each country institutions were selected, both public and private institutions to analyse how they make use of virtual classroom education and training. Here is the list of both government and corporate institutions:

	Hungary

	Poland
	Romania
	Slovakia
	Slovenia

	University of Debrecen
	Court in Bialystok
	Babes-Bolyai University


	Technical University of Kosice
	University of Maribor

	University of Miskolc
	
	Indaco s.r.l.


	Hans Selye University
	University of Ljubjana

	Eötvös Lóránd University
	
	AC Helcor
	Constantine the Philosopher University
	Gorenje d.d.



	MATÁV
	
	
	Heineken Slovensko, a.s.
	

	SAP Hungary
	
	
	SAP Slovakia
	


The list of institutions which have received the questionnaire

Methodology

In each country a contact person was identified who was in charge of sending out the questionnaires to the targeted institutions. Despite the direct contact that they had with the institutions, the return level was 60%, 12 out of 20. The possible reason for this was the feeble market presence of the VCT systems and the fact that they are not widespread in the region. Then interviews by telephone were carried out in order to increase the base of analysis. Having done the telephone interview with the partners we were able to get answers and personal opinion in more detail. In addition it turned out to be a really efficient way to evaluate the general attitude toward the VCT systems. Finally we outlined the role of the cultural differences in the final section of the study.

General findings 

Having done several enquiries by email, phone and questionaires it was possible to form a general idea on the caracteristics of the VCT usage in the regions. So taking into account all the information received from the institutions the following general statements could be concluded:

· Institutions in the region have insufficient knowledge on VCT systems and methodologies

· Cultural differences create barriers in the successful implementation and operation of the VCT systems

· The underdeveloped IT infrastructure prevents the users from the complete realisation of the benefits

· Resistance against the new forms of teaching methods and restructuring in the universities. On the other hand the private sector is more open toward VCT systems.

· Majority of the institutions questioned have intended to introduce different forms of e-learning systems in the future.

In the Central European countries the different forms of the virtual classroom technologies are hardly known. The institutions with access to a VCT system use the system for several purposes. Those institutions using VCT systems clearly understand the possible advantages and benefits of the VCT systems however they can point out a couple of drawbacks as well.

Finally we have seen a high rate of willingness to use VCT systems in terms of those institutions who hadn’t installed any of those programs before. 

Conclusions

In the Central and Eastern European countries the different forms of the virtual classroom technologies are hardly known. 50% of the institutions questioned answered that they had never come across those VCT technologies mentioned in the questionnaire. High percentages of the institutions are not even aware of the definitions of Virtual Classroom Education and Training technologies. In addition the institutions questioned who are using a VCT specified other application than the ones in the questionnaire. 

Besides the advantages they could identify several drawbacks of the VCT systems such as:

· Absence of  face-to-face communication

· Low rate of Internet penetration 

· Cultural differences

· The lack of control on the participants

· Underdeveloped IT infrastructure

In question 7 the majority of the institutions answered that the use of VCT systems in their country is quite sparse and rare. Though almost all of the answers showed a high intention to continue using VCT systems in the future. Moreover those institutions which haven’t installed any of those programs before are planning to use them.

Facilitating and inhibiting factors

The Central and Eastern European region covered by the survey has a cultural background involving historic interconnections with the German culture. This characteristic certainly influences the propensity to take up new technologies like VCT.

The analysed countries are on the individualistic side of the individualism-collectivism dimension of national cultures which would facilitate the take up of VCT systems. There are however other factors listed below which are rather inhibitors.

Education in these countries has a strong tradition showing many successes in the past, and by consequent actively or passively opposing forces of change, even if these changes have to take place sooner or later due to the progress of the development of the information society and the accompanying increase in the demand for education.

Another important inhibiting factor is the short term cost inefficiency of VCT systems. VCT requires considerable investment at startup, on which there is a return most of the time only if savings are realized on either traveling or time spent out of work. Since the analysed Central and Eastern European countries are relatively small, travel costs are not considerable. Time spent out of work is definitely considered by multinational companies on the other hand, which are sensitive to ROI.

The relatively low penetration and the high cost of Internet in Central and Eastern European countries is a factor which cannot be neglected either, strongly inhibiting the spread of VCT especially in public education services. In-house corporate education shows more promise on the other hand.

2.
Austria, Germany and Switzerland

The report is based on the data of a questionnaire sent to institutions  which are involved in VCT applications.

Research method

In the first stage the institutions were selected. This was done by  looking through the list of exhibitors of the Learntec 2003/2004 in Germany and the e-Eduction 2003 in Switzerland. Then there were contacts with experts known from the annual international meetings of the Gesellschaft für Medien in der Wissenschaft.

At the end the result was 32 adresses/persons who are engaged in VCT applications or elements of it were identified. These institutions are universities, colleges and private organisations - mainly suppliers in further education.

These were the basis for the research in these countries.

Conclusion

At the end of the data collection there were data from 13 institutions available (Austria 4, Germany 4, Switzerland 5), done in form of email-questionnaire and telephone interviews.

In general the statements of the respondents verify that VCT application are not often used in these countries. Only IT enterprises have a worth mentioning use of VCT applications.

As purpose of use mostly formal education courses and the distribution of product information are mentioned.

The respondents explain that financial aspects and technical restrictions seem to be the main reasons for not using VCT systems. Moreover the missing of non-verbal communication and the additional expense in preparing the virtual classroom session are mentioned.

For the future most of the respondents expect a growing use of VCT systems - in a wide range of intensity: from 'a strategic element of the activity' to 'not systematically, only for projects'.

Though: VCT systems cannot be used universally – it depends on the target groups and the preknowledge of the participants.

Another argument concerns in house communication of a "global player": communication and knowledge–flow has to function worldwide – that demands a intensified combination of classroom and eLearning for an optimal learning success in relation to the expense (Blended learning).

3.
Scandinavia

Introduction

It is a basic assumption in the project that synchronous e-learning is not very widespread in the European countries, as opposed to the United States. The investigation presented in this report serves to underpin this assumption with empirical data from Scandinavia.

Main research questions

The main research questions of the investigation are: 

· On an overview level, is there a general knowledge of the major VCT systems in Scandinavian institutions, government and corporate?

· On an overview level, what VCT tools are used, for what purposes and with what success?

An initial set of informal telephone inquiries to possible recipients of the questionnaire in Scandinavian countries revealed that in many cases, VCT as defined in the project is not applied by the institution, but related forms of e-learning take place. It is of interest to the project to capture what these alternative approaches are. The following research question was therefore added to the general questionnaire:

· If VCT according to the project’s definition is not being used in the institution, what similar approaches, if any, are used?

Selection of data sources

Data was collected from a selection of Scandinavian institutions, corporate and government. The selection was based on the institutions’ size and status as likely users of VCT technology. The goal was to have at least five completed questionnaires from each Scandinavian country. 

The actual number of recipients completing our questionnaire was slightly smaller. However, informal, oral communication with various information sources added to the total amount of data. Also, some of the organisations contacted were representative of two or more Scandinavian countries. We therefore regard the collected data as suitable for our overview level analysis.

Data collection

Telephone inquires were made to candidate recipients with subsequent distribution of the questionnaire via email, and if necessary reminders via email and/or telephone. Many questionnaires were distributed via 'contact brokers' with good networks in the relevant area, but the response rate was zero in these cases. Personal knowledge of contacts in candidate institutions as well as contact information from the organisation's webpage were used as starting points, with subsequent inquiries for 'e-learning manager', 'person responsible for internal training' etc. or - in some cases - 'the human resources department' or 'head of the computer department'. In most cases, it was possible to get in touch with a person with an adequate role in the organisation. In some cases, it was difficult to identify the right addressee. 

It proved necessary to talk to the person receiving the questionnaire in order to have it completed and returned.

In a couple of cases the respondent preferred to answer the questions over the telephone. In most cases, the respondents answered in writing, using email attachments. We had some answers indicating only that the organisation in question did not use VCT, which is useful information, even if the questionnaire was never completed. Several recipients promised to complete and return the form, but failed to do so.

The overall response rate was, roughly estimated, about 25%.

The approach to data source selection and the limited number of respondents means that the results of the investigation should be regarded only as an indicator of the general knowledge of, and use of, VCT technology in Scandinavia. However, the findings profit from the wide range of organisation types represented in the survey. Also contributing to the value of the results, a few of the respondents were knowledgeable of state-of-the-art of VCT in their country well beyond their own organisation.

Findings from the Scandinavian survey

Viewing the survey data in the light of our initial research question, it is possible to identify some tendencies:

	· Among the Scandinavian respondents we find representatives from all of the following groups:


· No knowledge of VCT, no present use in the organisation, no plans for using it (Some respondents in this group failed to return the questionnaire for this reason.)

· Knowledge of VCT, no present use in the organisation, no plans for using it

· Knowledge of VCT, no present use in the organisation, planning to use in the near future

· Knowledge of VCT and present use in the organisation


· There are no obvious differences between the Scandinavian countries in respect of the answers to our research questions. Very tentatively, Finland seems to have a slight lead. 


· Larger organisations seem more likely to be VCT users than small ones.


· Companies with dedicated e-learning managers or similar roles in their organisation generally have better knowledge of VCT and use it more.


· Centra seems to be the tool most applied among the organisations we contacted, but it does not control the market.


· Companies or educational institutions with information technology among their business or research areas are not necessarily pioneers at the use of VCT in their internal training.


· In general, the most advanced users of VCT seem to be found among corporate institutions and not among universities and research institutes 




Conclusion

The conclusion is that synchronous e-learning does take place in many Scandinavian organisations, but the survey does not indicate that it is very widespread.

4.
Italy, Greece, UK and Ireland

The premise of the SOCRATES/MINERVA-sponsored project “Virtual Classrooms in Educational Provision” is that virtual classroom software, as typified by products such as Centra, LearnLinc and HorizonLive, have received little attention on the European e-learning scene.  This despite the success of – mainly American – Learning Management Systems in ‘cracking’ the European training and education market.   

This initial survey, though admittedly small in scale, aimed to establish, in the first place, whether this was, in fact, the case, whether virtual classroom software was, as the project team suspected, relatively unknown in the European context.  The survey also aimed to establish from those, however few or many there might be, who did use such systems which systems they used and what the nature of their use was.  Both users and non-users of VCT systems were also invited to comment on what they felt to be the advantages and disadvantages of the VCT approach, as well as indicating how widespread they felt the use of such systems to be in their respective countries and whether their institutions planned to use VCT systems in the future.  

The relatively small number involved in the survey was, to some extent, counterbalanced by a careful selection of respondents by the authors, all known to them as experts in the e-learning scene both in their own respective countries and in the European context in general; most are long-standing partners of the DEIS Department for Education Development in the Cork Institute of Technology in a number of other ongoing EU-funded initiatives.  Such respondents then were well placed to answer questions such as “how widespread is the use of VCT in your country” and questions as to the pros and cons of such systems by contrast, for example, to asynchronous virtual learning systems.  

Even so, however, it proved difficult in many cases to reach the quota the project team had set from themselves per country.  This can be explained in part, no doubt, by the large number of such surveys now finding their way to the mailboxes (electronic and otherwise) of  those involved in the e-learning scene in Europe and also by the native reluctance by many working in the field to provide sensitive information as to the extent and success of the efforts of their respective institutions and organisations in this still relatively new area.  Previous experiences of the authors on other projects have shown the difficulty in getting specific information as to what is going on e-learning-wise within, for slightly different reasons, both traditional FE and HE institutes and corporate organisations.  

In the opinion of the authors it is perhaps the fact, despite the overall conclusions of this survey, that the premise of the “Virtual Classrooms in Educational Provision” is so accurate that respondents were reluctant to supply answers as to their knowledge and use of these little-known systems – had this been a survey, for example, of  LMS use perhaps responses would have been more forthcoming.  

The survey of course was specifically concerned with VCT software, rather than any other e-learning technology, yet in some cases this distinction was hard to maintain.  Answers from some respondents seemed to imply some confusion in their minds as to the distinction between VCT software and Learning Management Systems.  The distinction is of course more than a little blurred in reality when we consider that all commercial LMSs have traditionally offered basic synchronous communication tools and many, like Blackboard, are now making VCT functionality available in the latest editions of their systems or, like WebCT integrating existing tried-and-tested VCT software into their systems (in WebCT’s case the integrated system is HorizonLive).

5.
France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Portugal and Spain

Methodology

Leading experts in elearning from each of the five countries were identified.

Extensive long-distance telephone interviews were held with each of them.

Each identified four other experts in elearning in their countries.

Extensive long-distance telephone interviews were held with each of these, explaining the exact nature of the research and seeking their participation.

The official questionnaire form was sent to each by email.

They all replied by email to the questionnaire. 22 replies were received from the 25 experts identified.

Results

The view that virtual classroom systems (VCT), or live e-learning or synchronous e-learning systems, are little known and little used in Europe is supported. Usage was less widespread than knowledge with few institutions using VCT for formal education and training. Some of the institutions in Spain and Portugal that were using the technology claimed that there was an element of VCT in all of their courses. The advantages and disadvantages of VCT were well known and there was an even balance between favourable and unfavourable evaluations. It appeared that institutions that were already using the systems would continue to do so.

Results

The view that virtual classroom systems (VCT), or live e-learning or synchronous e-learning systems, are little known and little used in Europe is supported by this survey. Although nearly all respondents stated that they were aware of VCT this awareness appeared fragile and there was little in-depth knowledge of the systems.

This is at a time when the evidence from America is that these systems are gaining ground and more and more of the vendors of Learning Management Systems are having to incorporate a synchronous dimension in their systems if they wish to maintain market share. 

Usage was less widespread with few institutions using VCT for formal education and training. In those institutions and countries where an attempt to measure the presence of virtual classroom systems in education and training provision the figure given was less than 5%.

Some of the institutions in Spain and Portugal that were using the technology claimed that there was an element of VCT in 100% of their courses. 

The advantages and disadvantages of VCT were well known and there was an even balance between favourable and unfavourable evaluations. In Spain the Open University of Catalonia was a leader and had developed its own system, Virtual Campus. In Hungary, too, there was extensive use of Virtual Classroom systems at higher education level by the Budapest University of Economic Sciences and Political Science.

It appeared that institutions that were already using the systems would continue to do so.
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Appendix

Here is the questionnaire used in the preparation of the report:

Brief questionnaire on the present knowledge of and use of virtual classroom environments in European institutions

	Name 
	

	Date
	

	Job Title 
	

	Institution Name
	

	No of employees/students 
	

	Institution Category
	

	Email
	

	Telephone 
	


	 About the project

The project Virtual Classrooms in Educational Provision – Synchronous Elearning Systems for European Institutions is part of the Socrates research programme funded by the European Union. 

The project partners are: 

· Ericsson Competence Solutions, Ireland (coordinating institution)

· Budapest University of Economic Science and Public Administration, Hungary

· FernUniversität-Gesamthochschule in Hagen, Germany

· NKI, Norway

· Cork Institute of Technology, Ireland 

The aims of the project are: 

· to analyse how European institutions (government and corporate) make use of virtual classroom education and training (see definition below)

· to evaluate pedagogical and technical aspects of current virtual classroom environments

· to develop and test a portifolio of courses for virtual classroom education and training

· to produce a manual of virtual classroom Best Practice for European institutions 

· to identify advantages of virtual classroom environments over alternative teaching environments

The current stage of the project is one of data collection about the use of virtual classrooms among relevant European institutions. Analysis of the data will result in an initial project report. Based on further analysis of the pedagogical and economical aspects of virtual classroom provisions, test courses will be developed, implemented and evaluated in context of the project partners’ institutions. The findings of the project will be made publically available, to the benefit of European institutions.

Virtual Classroom Education and Training (VCT) is also known as Live e-learning or Synchronous e-learning Systems and may be defined as systems which

· use the Internet to deliver education and training

· use a WWW browser as a major delivery medium

· have an instructor and a group of participants (class) assembled at a fixed time and for a fixed       period

· manage communication electronically

· make use of a system like Centra or similar


Section A - General Information

Q1)
Referring to the definition above are you aware of Virtual Classroom Education and Training (VCT) technology?
	Yes
	No

	
	


Q2)
Which of the following VCT applications are you aware of?
	Name
	Vendor
	Please tick

	Centra
	Centra
	

	E-Learning-on-Tap
	Hewlett Packard
	

	InterWise Millennium 3.0
	InterWise
	

	LearningSpace 4.0
	Lotus Development
	

	LearnLinc 5
	LearnLinc
	

	HorizonLive
	HorizonLive.com
	

	Other (please specify)


	
	


Q3)
Which of the following VCT applications have you used?
	Name
	Vendor
	Please tick

	Centra
	Centra
	

	E-Learning-on-Tap
	Hewlett Packard
	

	InterWise Millennium 3.0
	InterWise
	

	LearningSpace 4.0
	Lotus Development
	

	LearnLinc 5
	LearnLinc
	

	HorizonLive
	HorizonLive.com
	

	Other (please specify)


	
	


Section B - VCT in your institution 

Q4)
Does your institution use virtual classroom technology or have access to a virtual classroom system.
If yes please proceed to the subsequent questions in this section, if no please proceed to section C.

	Yes
	No

	
	


Comments




Q4a)
What purpose do you use it for (Please tick all relevant options).
	Distribution of product information e.g. product updates 
	Please tick 

	Formal education courses
	

	Distribution of information e.g. updates to staff, new processes etc
	

	Other, please specify…..


	


Q4b)
Approximately how many people from your organisation have taken at least one VCT session last year?
	Range
	Number

	1 - 10
	

	11 -20
	

	21 - 30
	

	More
	


Q4c)
For people that have taken a VCT session please indicate the total number of people in each of the categories in the table below?
	Sessions last year
	Number 

	1 - 2
	

	2 - 5
	

	5 +
	


Q4d) 
Of the formal training courses offered by your institution, what approximate percentage contains a VCT element?

Section C - General Comments

Q5)       Advantages offered by VCT
Please detail your opinions on the principal advantages offered by VCT technology. 



Q6)
Disadvantages of VCT 

Please detail your opinions on the principal disadvantages of VCT technology. 



Q7)  
Q7)
In your estimate how widespread is the use of VCT in your country?
________________________________________________________

Q8) 
 Does your institution plan to use VCT systems in the future?
__________________________________________________

Thank you for your contribution.

