The project

The Virtual Classrooms in educational provision project addresses a lacuna in European e-learning provision.  

E-learning systems are at the centre of focus in education and training today (The eLearning Action Plan – designing tomorrow’s education 28.03.2001; Summit declaration of the European eLearning Summit, 18.05.2001). 

In America e-learning systems are asynchronous or synchronous. Asynchronous systems are usually built on well-known LMSs (Learning Management  Systems) like WebCT, TopClass, Blackboard, Learning Space or Saba. Synchronous systems (also known as virtual classroom environments) use their own LMSs: Centra Symposium, Classpoint, Aspen, Learnlinc which enable an e-learning environment to be set up in which live interaction between instructor and a group of students, and amongst the group of students themselves, is electronically set up. This is known as live e-Learning. 

In Europe e-learning systems are almost always asynchronous, based on typed interactions from student to tutor and student to student. Thus a vital component of today’s e-learning environment is little known to European providers. 

This project evaluates and develops for European providers a whole neglected sector of e-learning. 

Why the project is necessary derives from the history of the development of both distance learning and e-learning both of which show a divergence between American developments and European developments. European developments were always based on asynchronous technologies in which the Open Universities and other  distance learning structures produced print-based courses backed by audio cassettes and videocassettes, with similar  structures characterising European e-learning provision. In America the electronics developments of the 1980s were quickly harnessed for distance learning with satellite and  videoconferencing systems providing synchronous provision for learning at a distance. These satellite and videoconferencing systems led seamlessly to the Internet and quickly gave American providers leadership in e-learning. The result of this is that today there are both synchronous and asynchronous e-learning systems in North America, but the synchronous (virtual classroom) systems are little known or used in Europe.

