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European Commission documentation
Since the year 2000 the European Commission has invested largely and produced a great deal of documentation on elearning. See http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/programmes/elearning/programme_en.html
Major documents include:
· Directorate General for Education and Culture, Future Trends in e-Learning Technologies  (11 Apr 2005)
· Commission Staff Working Paper: eLearning : Designing Tomorrow's Education - A Mid-Term Report
· Decision of the European Parliament and of the Council, adopting a multi-annual programme (2004 to 2006) for the effective integration of information and communication technologies (ICT) in education and training systems in Europe (eLearning Programme)(5 December 2003)

· The elearning Action Plan – Designing tomorrow’s education  (3 March 2001)
· Communication from the Commission,  eLearning - Designing tomorrow's education (May 2000)

A careful analysis of this documentation leads to the conclusion that it is entirely, or nearly entirely, focused on what one might refer to as ‘traditional elearning’, the type of learning in which students are taught as individuals, placed in front of a computer which is running Learning Management System software of the type developed by WebCT or Blackboard.

There is very little reference to synchronous elearning systems (or Live elearning or Virtual Classrooms) which function with groups of students being taught simultaneously at different locations around the globe using appropriate software designed by groups like Centra, Horizon Wimba, SumTotal, LearnLinc, Interwise, or Elluminate.

One of the problems is that the European Commission came late to elearning.

The first documents come from 2000, from the then Commissioner, Viviane Reding, and talk of the need to ‘catch up’ with development in elearning on the other side of the Atlantic.

The problem with this is that by 2000 the major trends in elearning were already in place. North American groups had designed the first Learning Management Systems and market leadership had already been won by WebCT and Blackboard. 

By 2000 major decisions had already been taken about the pedagogical structuring of elearning materials and decisions had already been made on the inclusion of pedagogical ideas that were not central to European university education like the templating of content, quizzing, multiple choice questioning, chatting, reusable learning objects. 

Also by 2000 decisions had already been made on elearning standards, with developments like SCORM, IMS and others.
Purpose of this book
One of the purposes of this book is to draw attention to a lacuna in European elearning knowledge and provision. 

In the United States elearning can refer either to individual-based elearning or group-based elearning. In Europe the group-based systems are little known and little used.

The major United States corporate elearning analyst, Bersin and Associates from Oakland, California, group elearning systems under the headings ‘Self Study’ and ‘Live’ which clearly demonstrates the characteristics of the two systems. They list major providers as:

· Self Study Tools: Macromedia Breeze (http://www.macromedia.com), Articulate (http://www.articulate-online.com/), Brainshark (http://www.brainshark.com/), CourseAvenue (http://www.courseavenue.com/), DirectWeb (http://www.directweb.com/), Learn.com (http://www.learn.com/), ReadyGo (www.readygo.com),Macromedia Captivate (www.macromedia.com), Trivantis Lectora (www.trivantis.com),Outstart Trainersoft (www.outstart.com) . 

· Live: iLinc (www.ilinc.com),Centra (http://www.centra.com/), Interwise (http://www.interwise.com/), LearnLinc/iLinc, Macromedia Breeze Live (http://www.macromedia.com/), WebEx (www.webex.com) and IBM Lotus Virtual Classroom (http://www.lotus.com/).

Research reported on in Chapter 1 of this book demonstrates conclusively that synchronous elearning systems are little known and little used in Europe. One of the difficulties of conducting the research was that the European elearning experts contacted did not understand what was being referred to in the research and lengthy explanations were needed to explain to these elearning experts the characteristics of the systems being investigated and how they differed from ‘traditional’ elearning.

In the light of the extensive documentation on elearning from the European Commission referred to above, this is a serious lacuna. It means that a whole dimension of elearning, as it is understood in the United States, is little known and little used in Europe.

Another purpose of this book is to contribute to the literature of synchronous elearning systems. A careful search on Google and other sources has revealed little analytical publication on these systems. 

There are, it is true, publications from the major providers of synchronous systems. But these are promotional and system specific. What is lacking is a scientific overview of the field of provision as a whole from a neutral standpoint.

This book seeks to address these weaknesses in the literature in two ways:

· Providing information on synchronous elearning systems and how they differ from face-to-face provision, ‘traditional’ elearning and other forms of provision with which they may be confused

· Providing a Manual of Good Practice for European trainers and training organizations and others who may wish to embrace this form of provision.

Providing information
Providing information on synchronous elearning systems and how they differ from other forms of provision is the subject of Chapters 1, 9, 10 and 11.

Chapter 1 provides an overview of knowledge and use of virtual classrooms systems in Europe.  It gives an introduction to the book and contains an overview of the software and vendors for virtual classrooms.  It deals with how virtual classrooms differ from ILT (Instructor Led Training), video conferencing and traditional eLearning. 

Chapter 9
deals with running virtual classrooms vvents in a Higher Education Institution in Europe. In spite of the documentation provided in this book on the lack of knowledge of and the lack of use of synchronous elearning systems in Europe, this chapter details the remarkable use of these systems by the Corvinus University of Budapest, often with unusually large groupings of students and as part of programmes accredited at university level, in a different country – with transmissions taking place from Hungary to Slovakia.

Chapter 10 is a series of success stories and testimonials. These are taken from both United States and European sources and provide details for the readership of successful implementation in a range of didactical situations.



Chapter 11 is this chapter on summary and conclusions.

Providing a Manual of Good Practice


Chapters 2 to 8 take the form of a Manual of Good Practice. The purpose is to provide authoritative guidance for European trainers and training organisations which wish to embark on this form of education and training provision.
Chapter 2
deals with pedagogical issues. It outlines the advantages and some disadvantages of synchronous elearning systems, highlights their similarities with face-to-face and elearning provision and gives advice on how to deal with the pedagogical issues of using these systems. 



Chapter 3
is about session set-up.  It deals with the issues to be considered when setting up sessions. These include scheduling sessions, enrolling new and existing users in sessions, notifying participants, checking access privileges and storyboarding for teacher preparation. 

Chapter 4 is on content design issues.  It includes considerations when designing a session, running a pilot, rapid content development involving the use of templates and storyboards, how to structure sessions and the production and realisation of a lesson.

Chapter 5
has as its title ‘Leading an online event’.  It focuses on icons and tools available to session leaders, i.e. user and leader icons, using web safaris, application sharing, breakout sessions, evaluations and quizzes and text chat.

Chapter 6
is ‘Promoting Interactivity’. It includes information on various student learning styles and how these can be accommodated within the confines of the synchronous virtual classroom applications. Key points on how to promote interactivity are discussed.


Chapter 7 is on evaluation and assessment. It details the use of evaluation and assessment strategies used in virtual classrooms and presents the technologies available for this such as quizzing and polling, audio-based assessment, video-based assessment, authentic assessment, assessment and chat and the archiving of assessment.

Chapter 8
is Blended Learning - this chapter provides suggestions on how the various synchronous and asynchronous learning methods can be combined to maximise the pedagogical and economic results.



European usage

In spite of the finding that synchronous elearning systems are little known and little used by European trainers and training organizations, the project has been able to discover excellent examples of the use of these systems in Europe.

Corvinus University of Budapest in Hungary, using the Centra system, has made extensive use of this form of provision. What is important about the Corvinus usage is that it is at higher education level, that the numbers are large and that it is an international usage to students in Slovakia.

The first synchronous e-learning platform was introduced by the Department of Information Sciences at Corvinus University of Budapest (CUB) five years ago. The Department participated in a research project, where the main objective was to find an effective educational service for the local cable TV networks, which provided Internet access to their customers. The application Centra was introduced to reach the aims of the project, but later it was successfully implemented into the everyday educational activities. Right now there are several distance education courses, which are conducted by the Centra system. 

There are two regular sessions at the moment. One is the joint Information Management program of CUB and the University Selye (US) in Slovakia, where the lecturers of CUB are using the virtual learning environment to deliver courses for Slovakian students. The other one is a CUB e-learning thesis-seminar, where the 5-10 CUB students get deeper knowledge about the recent e-Learning methodology and practice, using the software available at the department. Above this, there are occasional courses, project meetings, distance discussions, when the usage of Centra system makes the communication fluent, cheap, transparent and above all quite efficient. According to the feedback from our students and partners, the introduction of the synchronous e-learning application is considered to be one of our success stories.   

Much of the data on synchronous elearning usage comes from training systems in the United States. The Corvinus experience, on the other hand, is of usage in degree programmes in a European university. The data presented in this book is that Corvinus has shown that these systems can contribute in an important way to higher education programmes.

Many of the training systems using synchronous elearning are for small groups of students, often less that ten. Corvinus has shown how these systems can be successful with student groupings of 50-60. Furthermore in the Corvinus case the students are in another country where there are large groupings of Hungarian students who are enrolled for degree programmes at the Corvinus University in Budapest.

Another example of European usage is from Ericsson Education Ireland. In this case synchronous elearning is used for telecommunications courses for students from all over the world, most of whom have degrees in engineering, computing or telecommunications. These courses use the Centra system, they are delivered to groupings of students – usually less than 10 – and Ericsson has been using the Centra, Virtual Classroom application for approximately five years to present parts of or whole modules in telecommunications courses. Within Ericsson,the Education group is one of the biggest application users – here it is used for a variety of purposes including; internal staff meetings, product updates and launches, internal and end customer staff training etc. 

Here we focus on a recent Instructor Led Training (ILT) delivery performed by an Ericsson instructor to students working in Belgium for one of that countries leading telecoms companies. 


End customer training is facilitated as our Centra virtual classroom server is has been co-located on the Internet and Intranet. The course, delivered by a Dublin based instructor was part of a blended learning solution involving the used of asynchronous eLearning and synchronous instructor led training delivered via the virtual classroom. 

The asynchronous web based content included in the blended learning solution consisted of datacoms related eLearning material which the participants accessed over a period of four weeks. The second component, instructor led datacoms training was delivered using virtual classroom technologies was delivered after the access to the asynchronous material was completed and the goal of the session was to answer any questions that arose from the asynchronous material and to further the students datacoms knowledge, through the teaching of new concepts. 
 

This second delivery method provided distinct advantages. The principal advantage being the cost-effectiveness of the solution. This is particularly relevant for an organisation who wish to deliver only a small number of Virtual Classroom courses and who therefore could not justify the cost of purchasing and hosting their own Virtual Classroom server. Another plus for this system is that it is relatively easy to set up users from both the students and instructors organisations, whilst at the same time maintaining the security and integrity of the material hosted. The final and most important benefit of using the virtual classroom system is that it leads to huge cost savings for those involved as costs associated with travel and hotel expenses can be eliminated. 

Overall this delivery method has opened up numerous possibilities for both Ericsson companies and our customers and will undoubtedly be built upon to create huge savings, innovation and business opportunities. 

In conclusion, it appears that the synchronous virtual classroom, once considered ‘the technology of the future’ is now very much established as an integral part of Ericsson Education’s Blended product portfolio – over the past twelve months alone usage of our system has grown by 100%!
Conclusions

The conclusions of this study may be summarized thus:

Conclusion 1.
The idea that synchronous elearning systems are little known in Europe is strongly supported by the evidence presented in Chapter 1.

Conclusion 2.
The idea that synchronous elearning systems are little used in Europe is strongly supported by the evidence presented in Chapter 1.

Conclusion 3.
The view that the copious European Commission documentation on elearning makes little reference to synchronous elearning systems is supported.

Conclusion 4.
The usage of these systems for training in the United States is demonstrated by the case studies presented in the book. 

Conclusion 5.
This is further underlined by the development by major providers of Learning Management Systems (LMSs) or Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) of synchronous elearning systems to meet the needs of the market as Blackboard has done or of alliances with providers of synchronous elearning systems as WerCT has done.

Conclusion 6.
Synchronous elearning systems can be, pedagogically, a valid form of education and training provision. 

Conclusion 7.
Of particular importance is the reintroduction by these systems of the concept of the class into distance education and elearning contexts.

Conclusion 8.
Synchronous elearning systems can be, economically, a valuable form of education and training provision.

Conclusion 9.
Studies of Return on Investment (ROI) of these systems demonstrate the economic viability of these systems.

Conclusion 10.
It is reasonable to conclude from the evidence provided here that there is a lacuna in European elearning provision.
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