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 1.1 Pressures for change  

 

 

The rapidly expanding volume of knowledge, the 
increasing demand for higher education, the financial 
constraints faced by public institutions, the possibilities 
offered by new technologies but also the new skills that 
need to be mastered and new attitudes that need to be 
formed, create new challenges for Higher Education 
establishments. The added value new technologies offered 
for scientific purposes -data handling, computational 
capabilities, networking, collaborative learning - has been 
recognized and accepted by the academic community. The 
expansion of the web and the Internet as learning facilities 
have not only dominated concerns on educational research 
but further re-oriented thinking on the democratisation 
potential and accessibility of learning opportunities for all. 
The possibilities offered by the vast range of their services 
has revolutionize thinking not only on the manner by 
which knowledge can be provided but also by facilitating 
the individual learners needs by allowing him/her to 
acquire knowledge and/or skills at his own pace, style and 
preference of content. 
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Currently, conventional universities are faced with the 
challenge to expand their services in addressing the 
emerging needs of professionals (life long learning) and 
students (integration of traditional and technology-based 
techniques in their programmes of study, distance 
learning, etc). The degree to which this challenge is 
addressed varies greatly, not only amongst universities but 
even between the different Department/subject areas of 
the same university. Moreover, the degree to which 
technology is used varies greatly: from acquisition of 
specific skills to implementation of Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE). Innovatory approaches, introduced 
as pilot projects, and other more consolidated experiences, 
are currently tested and implemented in an effort to 
respond to the new felt needs on the one hand, and to 
overcome resistance factors on the other. 
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In Europe the attempt to introduce technology in the 
education and training systems and is well supported by 
the current policy orientation both at national, and 
community levels. 
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 1.2 Latest developments in the Information Society in 
Europe 

 

 

 

European Policy focuses on the development of human 
capital as a necessary precursor for growth in modern 
Europe. This necessitates increasing the opportunities for 
lifelong learning for all members of the community. One 
way of doing this is to offer people the opportunity to 
learn in non-traditional ways possibly through the use of 
Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs), which offer more 
flexibility than traditional face to face learning 
environments. 
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For some time now, the Conference of European Rectors 
(CRE) recognized the need for higher education 
institutions to explore new pedagogical strategies with the 
help of ICT. The deployment of a telematics infrastructure 
would help universities to share common teaching 
programmes and material, exchange specialist materials, 
and develop the virtual mobility of staff and students. 
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(SOCRATES) with the aim of integrating the European 
academic community promoted the unconstrained access 
to the Internet and its ever-increasing use for 
communication, dissemination, information and exchange 
of ideas. And, is further exploring the idea of the 
European framework for Virtual Degree Studies (VDS). 
(Stanczyk, 2001). 

 

 

The notion behind the Knowledge and Information 
Society, as manifested in the Lisbon Summit, is no other 
than an encouragement for the integration, or even 
"assimilation", of ICT in all aspects of life. (Reding, 2001) 
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Likewise, the report from the Commission to the Council 
and the European Parliament: Designing Tomorrow's 
Education - Promoting Innovation with New 
Technologies, defines the Commission's role to support 
the Member States as they implement the e-Learning 
Initiative, integrated into the European Social Agenda 
adopted by the Nice European Council in December 2000. 
(CEC, 2000a) 
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The Commission's intent to facilitate the application of 
technology in the educational environments is further 
manifested in the e-Learning Summit which supports 
challenges on: 
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• The development of the comprehensive integration 
of ICT into education and training  

• The creation of flexible infrastructures that will 
make e-Learning available to all  

• The promotion of universal digital literacy  
• The creation of a culture of Lifelong Learning  
• The development of high quality European 

educational content 

(CEC, 2001d)  
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Recently, the publication and further discussion at national 
level of the Memorandum of Lifelong Learning (CEC, 
2000c) offer new insights about the role of ICT and virtual 
learning as a way to take advantage of the opportunities of 
approaching an European development of lifelong 
learning. The Memorandum already points out the need 
for collaboration among formal and informal educational 
institutions by introducing the vision of gradual osmosis 
between structures of provision that remain today 
relatively disconnected between each other. This points to 
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the need for changing higher education institutions to new 
forms of learning with the help of ICT and virtual learning 
modes, and to change the functions and goals of current 
higher education institutions: "Opening university studies 
to new and wider publics cannot be achieved unless higher 
education institutions themselves change - not only 
internally, but also in their relations with other learning 
systems" (CEC, 2000c). 

 

 

Within the context of the European convergence and 
collaboration initiatives of the Higher Education 
institutions, especially after the Bolonia Declaration and 
the Convention of Higher Education in Salamanca 
(Spain), the role of virtual universities has been 
recognised widely. In the European context the so-called 
"virtual mobility" is slowly becoming a viable alternative, 
but also competition among institutions has been triggered 
by the institutionalisation of virtual campuses in many 
traditional learning institutions and in the private sector. 
Competition among universities (either public or private) 
will be strengthening in a scenario of many virtual 
campuses around Europe. 
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Currently, all tertiary education institutions in Europe, 
while alert on the growing importance of e-Learning are 
highly problematic and uncertain as to which 
developmental strategies will prove effective. According 
to Darby (2001) the classification of e-Learning 
generations is of importance. He classifies e-Learning into 
three generations, where: 
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• First generation: techniques are used to produce a 
close analogue to conventionally deliver courses.  

• Second generation: courses created with top level 
learning outcomes as equivalent conventionally 
delivered courses. These online courses are more 
expensive to produce than First generation courses 
are educationally superior since the application of 
learning technologies has been optimised for 
remote learners. These are generally less labour-
intensive to deliver and are scalable.  

• Third generation: Goes beyond offering mirror 
existing provisions in that it assesses prior learning 
and current learning requirements of each potential 
learner and on this bases offers tailor-made courses 
to meet the individual's needs. (id, p.2)  
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Undoubtedly education is changing with the increasing 
availability and implementation of ICT in educational 
settings. However, the current situation of using ICT for 
teaching and learning obviously is not satisfactory. 
Whereas the speed of technological innovations is 
increasing more and more, there are concepts needed for 
their adequate application in education. (Trindade, 2001) 
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According to the European research community, actions 
are required both heading at solving focussed "problems" 
or improving the situation of traditional education as well 
as investigating the potentials of pedagogical concepts and 
technologies of new educational approaches, which might 
better contribute to meet the needs of current and future 
education. Scenarios and experimentations are needed in 
order to verify the effects for learning. There should be a 
clear focus on the area addressed with multi- and 
interdisciplinary approaches.  
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Collaborative learning remains an important aspect to be 
further on explored in the future from different 
perspectives, taking into account organisational aspects on 
cooperation and collaboration as well as pedagogical, 
including staff development and pedagogical work in 
networked educational settings. Experiences are needed 
demonstrating sustainable results and concepts of good 
practice, analysed in a multi-cultural/European 
educational setting and based on different technological 
approaches. 
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The same applies to learning environments which still 
need to be tested with different technologies, pedagogical 
concepts and educational implementation (curricula, place 
of learning etc.). Here mobile technologies need to be 
explored in regard to their potentials of supplying easier 
and more effective access to learning. 
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Furthermore, a holistic approach to coordination of 
research is needed as well relating to selected target-areas 
of research (including organisational, technological and 
pedagogical dimensions), requiring a more active role of 
the European Commission or the delegated institution in 
charge with the coordination of the IST research. 
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A frame is needed as well ensuring scientific assessment 
of research results and valorisation of the outputs. Some 
standards should be proposed relating the research 
methodology applied and the interpretation/presentation of 
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results. This frame should provide as well devices 
ensuring synergies with project outputs of other 
programmes and actions. (Scheuermann, 2001) 

 

 1.3 Characteristics of the research done, the 
framework and cases studied 

 

 

 

The Thematic Network IVETTE (Implementation of 
Virtual Environments in Training and Education) funded 
by the TSER Programme was implemented in the period 
October 1998 to October 2000 and concerned itself with 
the study of the concept of Virtual Learning Environments 
(VLEs) and the consequences of implementing these new 
learning environments in conventional (especially face-to-
face education) education/training institutions. Embedded 
in the project's conceptual orientation was that VLEs are 
above all Learning Environments. The main objectives of 
the project were to map out the institutional, learning and 
cross-cultural factors that affect the implementation of 
virtual learning environments, and propose 
recommendation to stakeholders on strategies for 
promoting its implementation. The project contributed to 
the European discussion on these chief issues and offered 
background information for policy implications to 
educational institutions, mainly at the level of higher 
education. 
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The definition given by Pulkinnenn and Peltonen (1998) 
to Learning Environments constituted a first approach in 
considering the project's research frame: "LE is a place or 
community arranged specifically for learning purposes 
that it is based on ideas of a) knowledge, the structure of 
knowledge and learning; b) and practical arrangements 
necessitated by learning connected with time, place and 
repetitive rituals (seen as a system and process in 
constructivism) which together provide the social 
organisation for learning/teaching". 
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Virtual learning environments (VLEs) are on-line domains 
allowing both synchronous and asynchronous 
collaborative interaction among teachers and learners. 
Meanwhile, VLEs provide learning resources to be used 
by students at any time. Compared with traditional 
learning environments, the chief role of different 
technologies, especially those related to Internet, triggers 
the new educational opportunities of VLEs. 

Abs. 23 



 

 

Although the concept is relatively new, VLEs have had an 
evolution in time. There have been many learning 
environments considered as "virtual", most of them related 
to different ways of distance education. Oilo (1998) 
mentions different terms that, having been used during the 
last decades, are connected semantically to VLEs. These 
range from "The Open University" to "The Virtual 
University". It is seen as an integrative concept of the new 
paradigm, in which physical space and the need for 
synchronicity disappear). For IVETTE, the evolution of 
the concept specially given to the deployment of 
telematics, makes possible to integrate the conventional 
learning institutions into the scope of virtual universities.  
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The operational definition chosen for VLEs was any 
combination of distance and face-to-face interaction, 
where some kind of space/time virtuality is present. Then, 
from the point of view of the project IVETTE we did not 
distinguish distance education institutions from traditional 
ones (based on a face-to-face interaction) when studying 
the problems faced. Many of the issues confronted by both 
types of institutions are similar, although of different 
extent and orientation. They both need to implement 
similar changes, since in a few years time they will have 
to adapt their organisations following similar patterns. 
ODL and VLE come close in concept and in its practical 
deployment. 
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One of the assumptions behind the work undertaken was 
that one of the characteristic of the labour and professional 
market in the Information Society is the need for 
flexibility and the project adaptability. The workforce 
members are being compelled to change their professional 
orientation during their career. The traditional face-to-face 
institutions cannot respond to this need; it could be done 
in a cost-effective way only with the modern methods of 
Flexible and Distance Learning, i.e. the VLEs.  
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The Thematic Network IVETTE studied nine cases of 
learning institutions around Europe, belonging to six 
different countries. Those institutions were conventional 
universities, including a national distance education 
university and a training institution. The project was 
implemented at a time when many institutions were 
experimenting and providing pilot courses using different 
virtual learning arrangements. The work undertaken was 
based on a case-study methodology under which the 
central research areas were "Teaching/Learning 
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approaches, European Cross-cultural Dimension and 
Integration, and Institutional issues". More than twenty 
pilot experiences (mostly of international type) and 
several virtual courses belonging to the regular offering of 
Universities were studied and discussed. Much of the 
research work that it's currently being carried out by other 
teams confirm that diagnosis of problem areas and 
solution alternatives that emerged from the activities of 
the Network.  

 

 

Presented in the sections that follow are the main results 
obtained under this three-axis perspective to the study of 
VLEs. Chapter Two defines and reports on the context of 
teaching and learning in VLEs, and their innovative 
dimensions. The cross-cultural perspective of VLEs is 
given in Chapter Three, where raised are the issues of 
cultural, socio-economic and linguistic diversity in 
Europe, pointing to cross-cultural approaches and 
problems identified in the use of VLEs in Europe. The last 
chapter addressed VLEs from an 
institutional/organizational perspective under the scope of 
innovation approaches to institutional change, barriers to 
VLE implementation and implications for change. The 
Thematic Network regards that the results presented here 
are neither all inclusive nor universally applicable, these 
non the less show the tendencies and problem areas 
regarding the implementation of VLEs mainly in 
conventional learning environments in European 
institutions of Higher Learning that are moving with 
different strategies to a mixed mode of face-to-face and 
distance education.  
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 2. The context of teaching and learning in VLEs  

 

 

There are various aspects how information technology is 
used in education: as a platform for the development and 
delivery of products for teaching and learning and as a 
tool for the organisation of the learning contents and 
resources as well. This covers relevant aspects about 
environments and courses which cannot be analysed 
separately due to their inter-dependency. The question 
arises as to whether open and flexible learning 
environments built on information technology will lead us 
to qualitatively better, more effective and more efficient 
education and how these new educational models have to 
be brought about. 
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Instructional methods and the quality of courses within the 
different environments can hardly be compared, since it is 
the whole setting of the educational activities which must 
be considered, too. Some environments are based on the 
virtual mode to a full extent, others are linked to 
traditional courses talking place on a local university 
campus. Some are taught to an international audience, 
others to a local community, some course topics need 
different pedagogical features than others and finally it is 
the applied hardware and software technology as well 
determining some of the key indicators of the context. 
This influences the structure of the virtual environment as 
well as the methods being applied. 
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In their study about the evaluation of environments Britain 
and Liber (1999) define two crucial issues for the work 
with Virtual Learning environments: 
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1. VLEs should provide opportunities to improve the 
quality and variety of teaching and learning that 
are not being achieved using current methods.  

2. VLEs should reduce the administrative burden on 
teachers, thus allowing them to manage their 
workload more efficiently and to be able to give 
more time to individual students educational 
needs.  
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Considering these requirements as the bases for the study 
about teaching and learning in it becomes obvious that the 
approach for analysing the process must reflect various 
other aspects too than just the discussion of didactical 
techniques within Virtual Learning Environments. 
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 2.1 Key issues for pedagogical design in VLEs  

 

 

Taking a closer look on the courses internationally given 
in Virtual Learning Environments we observe that in 
practical teaching situations the methodology used in 
computer assisted instruction is moving more and more 
into ICT assisted knowledge construction, distributed 
expertise and collaborative learning. Hyper- and 
multimedia-based sources of knowledge have replaced in 
many cases traditional study books with electronic books. 
ICT and networking can make the learning environment 
more open in terms of knowledge acquisition in all phases 
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of education. 

 

 

To analyse key issues in the implementation of teaching 
and learning in VLEs, we refer to pedagogical functions as 
being the practical activities and methods in the learning 
environment that make learning possible. 
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When teaching and learning take place in Virtual 
environments it should be kept in mind that there is 
already a didactical concept incorporated within this 
environment determining the scale of pedagogical 
functions made available for the courses. Speaking in the 
context of the Internet: first it is the technology itself 
limiting the range of possibilities (dominance of texts due 
to bandwidth restrictions). Then it is the environment 
based on the functionality of the technology, containing a 
certain design with a set of tools, functions, bars, fixed 
hierarchies and positions - again with some kind of 
pedagogical limitations provided at the final stage of the 
pedagogical design of courses. 
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This is less problematic when the environment can always 
be adapted to the specific needs as it can happen with 
(often times handmade) modularised developments, 
flexible and open from their technical concept. But there 
are pedagogical barriers to overcome and compromises to 
be made when standard software applications are chosen 
which are increasingly available on the commercial sector. 
These environments (sometimes called "Integrated 
Distributed Learning Environments - IDLE" [see 
McGreal, 1999]) become more and more popular 
especially in those cases when teachers shall be enabled to 
run and easily administer courses without being 
confronted with the full set of actions to be taken, when 
implementing a Virtual Learning Environment. The 
variety of pedagogical functions is then reduced to the 
tools which are offered by the pre-defined and 
standardised environment. 
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 2.2 Principles for teaching and learning in different 
types of learning environments 

 

 

 

Wilson (1996) has described the relationship between the 
ideas of knowledge and the consequences for the nature of 
the learning environment (authors' comments in 
parentheses): 
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Metaphor about 
knowledge, knowing 

Consequence for the 
learning environment 

Knowledge is a quantity or 
packet of content waiting to 
be transmitted 

Products that can be 
distributed via different 
methods, media. (Electronic 
self-study materials) 

Knowledge is a cognitive 
state as reflected in a 
person's schema and 
procedural skills. 

Combination of teaching 
strategies, goals and means 
to change the schemes of 
thought in the individual. 
(Teaching program) 

Knowledge is a person's 
meanings constructed in 
interaction with one's 
environment 

The student acting and 
working in an environment 
with plenty of resources 
and stimuli. (Collection of 
tools and resources) 

Knowledge is enculturation 
or adoption of a group's 
ways of seeing and acting.  

Participation in the 
everyday life and activities 
of the community. 
(Collaborative working 
environment; can also 
include the above-
mentioned items) 

 
Table 1. Relationship between the ideas of knowledge and 
the nature of the learning environment (Wilson,1996) 
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By analysing the concepts of environments and courses 
where information is given on the Internet, all the 
mentioned types of learning environment can be found. 
ICT is therefore not prone to support one particular type of 
learning environments. On the contrary, in the design of 
ICT-based educational innovations, the technology will 
have to be introduced in such a way as to create and 
support the learning environment desired. However, in 
practice we notice that the development of a virtual 
learning environment can be a result of a pragmatical 
decision at the institution too, as it was expressed in some 
of the cases. This can also be used as a step for 
introducing the evolutionary transition from traditional 
teaching environments towards settings related to ideas of 
social constructivism. The evolution of learning 
environment is a complicated process, where institutions 
cultural and historical situation with practical 
arrangements is often the critical factor, not the learning 
theory (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977).  

Abs. 40 

 



 

As a consequence of this shift towards a student-centered 
approach the building of "learning communities" and 
"collaboration" play a crucial issue in instructional design 
of (social constructivist) learning environments. 
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General principles for such kind of environments are cited 
from Chickering and Gamson in a recent report by the 
University of Illinois (1999): 
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1. Good practise encourages student-faculty contact  
2. Good practice encourages co-operation among 

students  
3. Good practice encourages active learning  
4. Good practice gives prompt feedback  
5. Good practice emphasises time on task  
6. Good practice communicates high expectations  
7. Good practice respects diverse talents and ways of 

learning.  
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This leads to several other principles for the design and 
implementation of a learning environment as listed by 
Cunningham, Duffy, & Knuth (1993):  
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1. Provide experience with the knowledge 
construction process,  

2. Provide experience in and appreciation for 
multiple perspectives,  

3. Embed learning in realistic and relevant contexts,  
4. Encourage ownership and voice in the learning 

process,  
5. Embed learning in social experience,  
6. Encourage the use of multiple modes of 

representation  
7. Encourage self-awareness of the knowledge 

construction process.  
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The listing becomes more concrete when relating it to 
Xiadongs (1995) presentation of a typical instruction 
design process: 
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1. Identify objectives (e.g., what do you want 
students to be able to do when they have 
completed the instruction?)  

2. Assess students' prior knowledge and skills (e.g., 
determine whether the target students have the 
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prerequisites to benefit from the instruction)  
3. Specify the content to be taught (e.g., what content 

skills should be taught to students?)  
4. Identify instructional strategies (e.g., what 

instructional methods should be used?);  
5. develop instruction (e.g., a learner's manual, 

instruction materials, tests, and an instructor's 
guide);  

6. Test, evaluate, and revise (e.g. how should 
students be evaluated to determine the degree to 
which students have meet the performance 
objectives?).  

 

 2.3 Planning and development issues in VLE  

 

 

As a consequence the important issues relating to the 
design and planning of Virtual Learning environments and 
courses taught within become clearer. It must nevertheless 
be stated that providing education in virtual learning 
environments require a lot more aspects to be considered 
as it is listed above from a pedagogical point of view.  
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It should always be kept in mind that teaching and 
learning always takes place in a specific context. On the 
one hand this context is drawn by the infrastructure 
available concerning personal manpower and 
competencies, budgets and technologies. On the other 
hand it is the society, including teachers and learners 
formulating the needs in regard to the environment and 
courses. Therefore an environment and its concepts are 
based on a certain level of needs, requirements and 
facilities. There are several stages for course design which 
must be considered:  
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1. Analysis of basic conditions (e.g. infrastructure, 
resources)  

2. Planning  
3. Development  
4. Course running, execution  
5. Evaluation  
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The stage of the analysis can be characterised by the 
examination of the context conditions mentioned above. 
Who is the user group, what is the technological 
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environment, what is needed, which resources are 
available? 

 

 

A conceptualisation can then be performed during the 
planning phase. Here various components have to be taken 
into account for the development of the environment and 
course delivery: 
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1. Information selection and design (e.g., learning 
material, guidance)  

2. Communication (e.g., Language, 
synchronous/asynchronous, channels: text, audio, 
video)  

3. Organisation, Management:(e.g., certification, 
scheduling, user administration, agreements on 
inter-disciplinary/international collaborations, 
fees)  

4. Technological realisation (e.g., e-mail, Chat-tools, 
Video-/Desktop-conferences)  

5. Pedagogical issues (e.g. how to 
raise/maintain/increase motivation, how to 
implement/hold/improve inter-action (teacher-
learner, learner-learner, teacher/learner-
environment, considering learning-cultures, design 
of assignments and control units)  

6. Evaluation issues (learning process and outcomes, 
deficiencies etc.)  
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During the stage of planning, development and while 
courses are running with the Virtual Learning 
Environment it can be stated that there are also a lot of 
other aspects important to be considered in this discussion 
about pedagogical techniques. Teaching in VLEs also 
means a lot or organisational aspects to consider. This 
point even increases dynamically in inter-cultural settings 
and even more when the benefits of technologies are even 
applied in the context of collaboration between local, 
regional, national or international collaboration. So, being 
a good teacher means as well being a good organiser and 
designer of information, communication, didactical 
implementation and media integration. In an optimal way 
the course concept varies according to cultures integrated, 
available infrastructure concerning technology and 
networks. This demonstrates too, that teaching becomes a 
complex process during several stages to a higher degree 
than it is known from traditional educational situations. 
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Although in typical Internet-based learning environments 
there are no limitations given concerning the number of 
participating students it is obvious that as more students 
participate as more organisational and administrative work 
is required. If education takes place on an international 
and inter-cultural level there are even more aspects to be 
considered related with the organisation of 
communication, the basic language to be used and the 
taking into account of cultural specialties. 
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Closely related to these issues of teaching and learning is 
the point of evaluation which must take place in order to 
determine the success of the environment and online 
teaching. Economic factors (cost for staff and technology) 
have to be assessed as well as pedagogic (quality of 
teaching, outcomes). Evaluation activities consist of 
validation of the knowledge as well as the assessment of 
the students. According to a constructivist approach, it is 
essential to involve students in the validation process of 
the information produced on the course. This will lead to 
more critical and reflective discussions (Gokhale 1995) of 
the course contents and can make meta-cognition possible 
in students' learning processes. Special discussion forums 
for debates and criticism and collective commenting of the 
writings are good tools for assessment of students in the 
open learning environment. 
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So far, it becomes evident that teaching issues in virtual 
environments are multi-dimensional and directly inter-
linked with other crucial aspects of activities within and 
outside of the environment. This explains too, why there is 
such a variety of environments and courses, which can be 
found on the market. 
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Most of the studied learning environments allow an open 
and independent learning, including methods that involve 
the individual search for information and investigation. 
Higher education is offered in a flexible and open learning 
environment taking into account important aspects of 
academic education: Access and provision of high quality 
information and provision of communication between 
students and teachers, among students as well as with the 
"outer world". 
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 2.4 New Teaching Strategies  

 



 

As it was pointed out before the role of the teacher is 
changing to a large extent. Within the context of new 
educational paradigms the new functions can be 
characterised by the shift from acting as a content provider 
and "transmitter" towards a mentor guiding and supporting 
learners through the process of knowledge acquisition.  

Abs. 59 

 

 

In an open learning environment, learning can be largely 
directed by the learners themselves. Therefore the 
meaning of mentoring and tutoring, a system for 
supporting learning and study guidance, gets special 
emphasis. Tutoring can mean support related to the 
learning process, study contents, tasks or technical 
problems. According to Daloz (1990, 223) effective 
mentorship is akin to "guiding the student on a journey at 
the end of which the student is a different and more 
accomplished person. In a formal learning situation, 
mentoring functions can be understood as variously 
providing support, challenge and vision.". Tools for 
providing both tutoring and mentoring should therefore be 
adaptable for each purpose in Virtual Learning 
Environments.  
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Especially in constructivist learning environments tutoring 
in terms of "moderation" gets special emphases. This is 
the case when communication concepts are implemented 
including support for interactive processes like group 
works to be done collaboratively by learners. There are a 
lot of "open questions" for online teaching which are still 
being widely discussed with the scientific community in 
the field of computer-mediated communication (CMC) as 
how and to what extent moderation must take place in 
settings where learners work collaboratively on the 
assessment of contents. 
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Although the 'transparency' of the technology is one of the 
most important goals in the learning environment, special 
technical tutoring might become necessary in open 
learning environments as well in order to avoid student 
frustrations. It can help learners to get to know the 
technical equipment and software used, thus 'taking 
charge' of the tools in their learning environment. As a 
result of technical developments, it is possible to include a 
range of functions in the same user interface. These kind 
of learning environments built on Web based technology, 
for instance, only require students to use a single 
application, a Web browser. Students need to have only 
minimum knowledge of information technology. Tutors 
can use an increased range of alternative channels to 
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provide efficient tutoring (telephone, e-mail, tutorials, 
etc.) either at a distance or in a face-to-face context.  

 

 

Which methods can be applied in online education? In a 
study about teaching techniques for computer-mediated 
communication, Paulsen (1998) interviewed 150 teachers 
and figured out 24 techniques, which can be applied in 
virtual learning environments: project groups, discussion 
groups, case studies, online journals, debates, internships, 
nominal group techniques., learning contracts, 
apprenticeships, simulations or games, software libraries, 
online applications, forums, role plays, brainstorming, 
online databases, online interest groups, correspondence 
studies, symposiums, transcript based assignments, Delphi 
techniques, skits, interviews, lectures. 
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Whatever kind of techniques is being used, pedagogues 
need special training for online-education. They must be 
qualified in knowing: 
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• how to decrease anonymity and to establish the 
atmosphere of a learning community  

• how to motivate and keep the motivation of 
learners high; how to avoid student frustrations · 
how to establish and maintain interaction among 
students, between teacher and students and 
between the user and the system,  

• how to moderate discussions.  
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There is a set of tools, techniques and "tricks" which can 
be learned for application in virtual pedagogical settings. 
Nevertheless this must be taught to the staff concerned to 
avoid any repetition of same mistakes, same explorations 
and even in order improve the applied methods in detail.  
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But the new "burden" cannot be ignored too that new task 
areas have to be covered by the teacher as well. 
Implementing teaching in Virtual Learning Environments 
needs competence in technological and organisational 
aspects as well and new qualifications in applying relevant 
didactical methods within this context. Even if several 
steps are covered by the technology and software tools 
implemented as for instance user administration, there 
remains a lot of other work to be done within the process 
of design, implementation and evaluation of Virtual 
Learning Environments. 
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Many cases studies report of a lot of enthusiasm guiding 
teachers who are concerned with working in such 
environments. Nevertheless there should be some kind of 
justification for the time and money invested towards 
today's education, if applied concepts shall demonstrate of 
way of good practice in the European context of Higher 
Education. Since virtual teaching cannot be left only to 
enthusiasts and third party funded projects new 
qualifications for teachers are needed. It is important that 
teacher training is updated with this new forms of 
education reflecting all crucial aspects already found and 
pointed out by the literature available. Future teachers 
must be introduced to technology and its application in the 
educational area in order to be enabled to measure the 
whole range of possibilities available for organising 
education and teaching in this virtual context. Even when 
a sharing of work takes place within a team of specialists a 
minimum competence of knowing what the others do is 
required. Some soft skills like working in inter-
disciplinary teams become more important too in this 
context and are to be considered as well in teacher 
training. 
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3. Cross-cultural approach to Virtual Learning 
Environments (VLE) and Open and Distance Learning 
(ODL)  

 

 

 

In this section, we analyse how traditional 
teaching/learning processes have deeply changed due to 
the development of ICT and whether or not the new 
alternatives are really meeting the needs and expectations 
of a students' population whose main trait is a remarkable 
and increasing diversity. Diversity of languages, 
background, social-economical contexts and an unequal 
access to new technologies. Thus, we propose to reflect on 
the emerging VLEs and open and distance learning 
(ODL), from a cross-cultural approach. The analysis 
doesn't limit itself to diversity of race, ethnic origin or 
nationality, but also to the new challenges of learning 
international environments. 
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The development of VLEs and ODL has transformed 
agents and contexts of learning, make them acquire new 
dimensions, essentially as mediators, and here we will 
understand mediator as the person who eases processes of 
communication in all their levels and elements. VLEs 
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represent one of the most relevant challenges for 
communication and learning, and the most important 
aspect in this specific context is not the elaboration of the 
message in itself or the kind of media that can be used, but 
the fact that teaching and learning, as a way of 
communication, obviously implies to "put in common", 
that is, sender, message and the channel are bound to 
address a target population with multiple identities, which 
means that an important task to carry out from the cross-
cultural perspective is to identify possible "interferences" 
that may appear as a result of the lack of consideration to 
these differences and peculiarities.  

 

 

To assess the level of adjustment of VLEs and ODL to 
diversity, it is necessary to determine what is a VLE made 
of. New learning environments imply the design and use 
of all possible resources, as for instance written materials, 
graphic and sound files, guides for study, electronic 
books, Web pages, CD-ROMs, videoconferences, etc. 
Then, if we assume the cross-cultural perspective, it is 
necessary to consider, as a part of this type of 
environments, the temporisation, the methodology, the 
type of evaluation that better fits the commitment with 
cultural diversity, and the specific strategies that will be 
applied to cope with differences.  
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Focusing on the ODL methodology, we see that it 
involves much more than a didactic or technological 
aspect, as it influences the emergence of models and 
contents of ODL, and at the same time it is influenced by 
the same phenomenon of ODL or VLEs itself. These 
methodologies are appropriate to extend educational 
opportunities to people living in diverse contexts and with 
different needs and expectations", but there are also ODL 
offers with the only objective to cover a sector of a market 
because this gives the institution an image of innovation. 
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Finally, the combination of both alternatives is a fact that 
already gave interesting results. Having as a reference the 
traditional concept of ODL, we find that this model is 
mainly intended for students who live far away from big 
urban nucleus, they may also have reduced economical 
resources, long periods of unemployment and therefore, 
the subsequent consequences as the gap between the 
labour market requirements and the level of people's 
knowledge up-to-date, but the concept has changed and 
today the number of universities that offer courses and 
activities on both methodologies is increasing, ranging 
from distance education universities to conventional face-

Abs. 73 



to-face ones. Though, very often, the reason for this to 
happen is just to not to step down from the "train" of 
technological progress, it is also true that this type of 
offers has the potential to reach a wider range of 
population and this means more possibilities to meet the 
students' educational demands. 

 

 3.1 Culture as a variable  

 

 

Cohabitation and, at times, confrontation of different 
cultures in the modern European nations, has required, and 
requires, the implementation of political and educational 
initiatives that support the process of social and cultural 
integration - not only economic - to which we are 
committed. The way cultural pluralism has been addressed 
in Europe is different from that of other continents, due to 
national intellectual styles, linguistic structures, legal 
framework, and characteristics of the cultural groups in 
contact.  
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Other elements have appeared in the European context - 
permanent settlement of immigrants, inter-communities 
relations, influence of the mass media, re-appearance of 
nationalisms, xenophobia and racism among others, 
awareness of ethnic minorities, or regional movements. 
All these factors pose a new challenge on educational 
systems as they have an strong impact on the citizens' 
perceptions and behaviour, and what need to learn to 
participate in a plural and democratic society. 
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We assume that a cross-cultural approach considers that 
education should attend citizens' cultural differences, in 
coherence with the axiological reasons derived from the 
principles assumed by societies which go in favour of the 
equity of rights, and social participation, because these are 
the guarantee that allow to achieve essential educational 
objectives, for instance the building of the own cultural 
identity and equity of opportunities in the access to all 
available benefits and resources in education. This initial 
premise is grounded on certain assumptions: Students, 
their families and communities coming from minority are 
culturally different and socially unequal in relation to the 
dominant groups of reference. Those cultural traits that are 
not in balance neither with the dominant culture, nor with 
the requirements of the labour market are eradicated and 
eroded. In opposition to this situation, assuming and 
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keeping those of the dominant culture acts as a 
counterweight to achieve the social - educational success 
as educational institutions tend to reproduce and maintain 
them. Culture transmitted through these institutions is 
usually grounded on specific social-cultural patterns of 
reference, students belonging to that group "play with 
advantage" in the access and use of the educational 
resources vs. the students pertaining to cultures far away 
from those patterns. 

 

 

One of the milestones of educational intervention from the 
cross-cultural approach, is to reach the equity of 
opportunities, understood as a matter of possibilities to 
choose, which are determined by the interaction among 
individual characteristics and social conditions. The way 
in which institutions manage these relations, in order to 
achieve educational outcomes, determine these students' 
real options and conform their academic careers. To 
guarantee equity of opportunities means to offer different 
strategies for different people and the use of VLEs and 
ODL constitute valuable methodologies due to their 
versatility and flexibility of procedures. 
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Undoubtedly, these challenges are causing serious 
problems in traditional Higher Education Institutions since 
it is difficult to deal with institutions that belong to 
different cultural and organisational models. It seems 
evident that we are entering a period in which Universities 
and other educational institutions need to adapt their 
mechanisms to new ways of managing education and new 
values. What are the conditions under which educational 
institutions would be prepared to integrate new ways of 
accessing networked telematic based education for all the 
population, and how are they going to balance all the 
cross-cultural factors involved in the modern society? In 
the following sections, we look at some practical concerns 
to take into account. 
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 3.2 Diversity and diversification   

 

 

One of the consequences of implementing VLEs projects, 
is the distortion of traditional ideas of space and 
communicational interaction, and this has a deep effect on 
the social organisation and on the cultural representations. 
In fact, the concept of geographic distance, becomes 
irrelevant and school centres are not isolated anymore, 
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now they can establish links to one another institution 
much more solidly and systematic in a global environment 
(international, regional or local). 

 

 

Recognising and accepting of cultural and linguistic 
diversity, characteristic in the European social context, is 
one the goals established in the design and implementation 
of ODL. This should be a matter of permanent reflection 
on the integration of the ICT technologies in education, 
something that would help to reach the goals of European 
cohesion. Acceptance of cultural diversity according to the 
parameters of the assumed cross-cultural perspective, 
implies understanding and respect of all cultural patterns 
and also of the prevailing values common to the different 
national cultures, feeding an European identity. Ethnic, 
race groups, an gender differences need also be evaluated. 
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The underlying idea is the consideration of the student as 
an individual who needs to carry out a task that another 
person, the teacher, has previously prepared 
(programmed) with the purpose of making the student 
develop certain skills. The objective for such an 
assignment, that traditionally had happened in face-to-face 
interaction, would be carry out by the student in her/his 
computer, either locally, that is within the training centre, 
or at distance (at home or at a centre different from the 
one he or she is involved). These new forms have evolved 
according to what technological development, the fields of 
application and the characteristics of design, has allow at 
different times. 
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 3.3. Teachers training  

 

 

A turning point in the implementation and development of 
VLEs and ODL from a cross-cultural perspective is the 
one related to the teachers' training. At this point, it is 
necessary to stand out a situation that needs an urgent 
answer from educational policy in general and from 
educational institutions in particular. Teachers have to 
understand the power and importance of the 
implementation of VLE resources and alternative 
methodologies, and the necessary changes that this imply 
in the planning and elaboration of teaching strategies, 
materials and selection of contents.  
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their students and in order to give them the possibility of 
learning to learn, they must coherently demonstrate 
aptitude and attitude first. Thus, VLEs can be used in 
teacher training strategies to develop positive attitudes and 
practises in relation to new contexts and media, and to 
enable professionals in the designing and implementation 
of programmes that will cover the different fields of the 
educative interventions. Lecturers and future teachers 
must be aware of the why, where, which sense, and which 
situations are most appropriate to enable the integration of 
VLEs within the teaching and learning processes. Without 
guidance, there is the risk of getting what according to 
Lefrere (1997) considers are "free range students", 
students fed on the wild fragments of knowledge available 
on the Web. 

 

 

Besides the general skills mentioned in the previous 
section, teachers would need to need special training for 
working in multicultural and multilinguistic virtual 
learning environments. The training programs should take 
into account these variables by encouraging the creation of 
a mixed community of learners when promoting team 
work, learning discussions or any other teaching strategy. 

Abs. 84 

 

 3.4. Overcoming problems in international VLE 
experiences 

 

 

 

Cultural and linguistic practices need to work within the 
cross-cultural and multi-directional space. Progress of new 
global ICT technologies has persuaded an important sector 
of population of the possibility of distance meetings and 
social, educational and professional exchanges. The top of 
globalisation is the convergence among distance 
education, experts' meetings, and tele-employment. 
International virtual courses are at the edge of these 
trends. Here we have some of the problems identified in 
international learning settings: 
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 - Calendar of the experiences  

 

 

In order to fix the calendar of a distance learning course 
(or a less formal learning experience) organized jointly by 
a number of institutions distributed over a large area of 
Europe, and therefore involving learners and tutors 
belonging to different cultural and/or linguistic 
environments, one has to take into account a number of 
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relevant factors. The fact that the academic year in the 
various countries involved in the course follows 
traditionally different calendar: In some countries the 
academic year is subdivided into two semesters, in others 
it is subdivided into three terms. Also the dates of the 
beginning and the end of these subdivisions, and therefore 
of the corresponding vacations, are different from country 
to country. Finally, holiday vacations in the different 
countries are also different. Asynchronous learning 
activities are easily organised, but for real-time activities, 
because of the fact that the different European countries 
belong to different time zones, the hours of the day during 
which real-time joint learning activities can be scheduled 
(such as computer mediated conferencing or ISDN-
videoconferencing) have to be selected very carefully. The 
latitude difference among the various European countries 
we have significant climatic differences from country to 
country, as well as differences in the duration of the day 
and night..  

 

 - Syllabus of the Course  

 

 

The syllabus of VLE courses organized jointly by a 
number of institutions distributed over a large area of 
Europe, and therefore involving learners and tutors 
belonging to different cultural and/or linguistic 
environments should be also selected very carefully. 
Among others one should take into account that the 
national curriculum for primary and secondary education 
is different in various European countries. Also the 
curriculum of undergraduate and/or graduate studies for 
the same discipline is different in various European 
universities. Finally, the training needs of the workforce, 
which must be taken into account when preparing the 
syllabus of a continuing education and training course, are 
also different in various European countries. 

Abs. 87 

 

 - Language differences  

 

 

Specially sensitive is the linguistic field, where there is a 
serious risk in the implementation of virtual models which 
may have a negative effect, and no matter the language 
used, this can be limited to reducing the grammar and, 
above all, the vocabulary to a minimum. This aspect 
should be taken into account to try to promote and create 
other forms of expression, using images, simultaneous 
translation and design of courses adapted to the cultural 
patterns of the target groups. The European contexts has a 
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"lingua franca", English, and different second languages, 
but the predominance of English over the rest of 
languages is something obvious in the development of 
cross-national distance courses, with the subsequent 
discriminatory effect for other linguistic groups that may 
not have as proficient in that language as they are in their 
own. 

 

 

Then, in international virtual learning experiences, 
language use remains a difficult issue; maybe less at the 
level of post graduate courses but surely on the 
undergraduate to graduate levels. This aspect needs 
attention from the very start of course development on, 
otherwise the absence of solutions or trials to solutions 
remain unsatisfactory. However, it is an issue that is not 
easily introduced in practice. Solutions have to be found in 
language management policies (e.g. combining activities 
in native language at the site level and a common 
language for the transnational interaction). Although very 
limited, they cannot be disregarded technical approaches 
based on automatic translation (eventually combined with 
speech recognition technologies. 
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In any case, learning processes can be influenced in 
various ways, being some of them: language interaction 
among students, cultural and academic background, 
agreement between kind of programs offered and students 
requirements. So, in order to build a learning environment 
able to cope with these cross-cultural challenges, the 
answer cannot be a standard one as it happens in many 
other courses, but one able to create common spaces, to 
address significant and representative contents and to 
succeed in the interconnection among persons. 
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As a final reflection, cultural and linguistic diversity, 
which characterises our continent, and even more, that 
characterises many of its countries, should be taken into 
account when dealing with the design of courses and 
educational and training programs, using all their potential 
and considering the possibility to extend institutions 
beyond local and national boundaries, benefiting from the 
possibilities offered by VLEs. This general purpose 
requires taking measures that allow an adjusted 
knowledge of the social-cultural profile of the potential 
users of the system and an assessment of the outcomes 
that includes comparisons among diverse social and 
cultural groups. In short, what is intended is to identify the 
population to whom attention is directed and the groups 
that really benefit from distance education actions.  
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 4. Institutional and Organizational Issues in VLE   

 

 4.1 Innovation approaches relating institutional change  

 

 

In looking at change and its management, it is important 
to take a broad and historic view of the situation. Change 
does not happen in a situation where there is no pre-
history. An existing system has its own sets of mediation 
systems, values, rules, customs and division of labour. 
These will become disrupted by any transformation, 
however those disruptions will place demands on the 
existing dynamics. Studies of changing systems require a 
highly dialectical analysis that fully recognise the 
importance of the history of a system to be able to analyse 
the success or failure of attempted transformations of 
systems.  
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Institutions of higher education are social organisations 
characterised by traditions, cultures, norms, and 
institutional missions. Universities themselves carry out 
the "learning patrimony" in a country. The learning 
patrimony refers in this case to a set of values, 
dispositions and attitudes in regard to education and 
training. The pedagogic relation between students and 
trainers is an example of how the pre-established roles of 
transmitters and acquirers of knowledge is mediated by 
the attitudes embedded in the learning patrimony (Cullen, 
1998).  
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In academia, according to Jaffee (1998), obstacles to 
change are closely associated with the established 
practices and cultural traditions of the teaching faculty. 
Changes, then, do not exist in a vacuum. As Sarason 
(1990) suggests some innovations will change ways 
organisations are constituted: second-order changes are 
those that seek to alter fundamental ways in which 
organisations are put together, including new goals, 
structures, and roles. There will be a variety of cultural 
attributes in the site of the change. Goals, structures and 
roles do not emerge accidentally but arise from 
experiences of current contexts. This fact can be linked to 
Nisbet's (1980) concern for viewing innovation in relation 
to "contemporary society", and leads us to think that we 
need to look at broader systems of activity, which are 
placed in their social and cultural context.  
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Consequently, one needs to look at broader systems of 
activity of the VLE's, which are placed in their cultural 
and historic context, as suggested by Cole and Engestrom 
(1993). 
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The sections that follow look on what aspects have to be 
taken into account when implementing VLE's in practice 
from this point of view. It considers the opportunities, 
constrains and consequences at all levels of introducing 
VLE in educational organisations.  
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 4.2 An Institutional Perspective on the Implementation 
of VLE's  

 

 

 

It seems advisable to retake the major reasons for why 
introducing VLEs from the institutional perspective. 
Subsequently, one has to review the observed trends in the 
implementation of VLEs in Europe, and outline the range 
of organisation aspects touched upon: 
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 a) The need for VLE's from an institutional perspective   

 

 

The first phase analysis of the different case studies 
considered identified two sets of factors that, the first 
facilitating the use of VLE's and the second that work 
against the introduction of VLE's into mainstream 
education.  
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In terms of the facilitating factors identified include: 
availability of funding for pilot projects, enthusiasm of a 
small number of staff and potential staff, the availability 
of technologies, the changing nature of the student 
population, national and European policies, the financing 
of higher education, and, new trends in the provision of 
education and training.  

Abs. 99 

 

 

In terms of the second factors identified include: the 
structure of Universities which inhibits speedy decision 
making, internal University regulations which define how 
teaching is to be carried out, indifference or lack of 
awareness of staff with regards to the use of ICT, existing 
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government legislation which defined the role of 
Universities before ICT is commonly used, and the lack of 
identification of a market for ICT-based learning. This 
classification facilitated the identification of institutional 
trends regarding VLE implementation. 

 

 b) VLE's as parallel structures alongside Traditional structures  

 

 

There is still little evidence of major initiatives of 
handling the problems of mainstreaming VLE activities or 
considering the ramifications of such expansion for the 
overall life of the institutions. On the contrary, some 
universities are not happy to use virtual campuses in their 
regular teaching structures. At the level of undergraduate, 
there is a consistent tendency to introduce VLEs as part of 
new initiatives, as for instance, new curriculum contents 
and course activities, new optional courses, etc. Generally 
speaking, these are innovations that are in process of 
validation, or are part of research and demonstration 
projects both at national or international level. This means 
that the existing activity system of course provision is not 
so perturbed.  

Abs. 101 

 

 

Exceptionally, significant efforts have been made in some 
universities, setting up a number of different entities 
inside the organisation to regulate and promote the 
expansion of flexible learning systems, based on an 
analysis of the current and future needs. For individual 
innovative learning projects there are some specific virtual 
learning environments that use either an adaptation of the 
regular campuses or an ad-hoc learning environment. 
Therefore, a first decision will be on how the new VLE 
activities will be integrated inside the university structure, 
taking into consideration the extent of the offering and the 
target population. 
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 c) VLEs as instruments to provide access to new students and co-
operation among institutions. 

 

 

 

From the examples examined, institutions take into 
consideration VLEs for accessing more students and other 
client population that otherwise wouldn't reach 
educational institutions.  
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With respect to the local clientele, there is synergy 
between the development of VLEs for regular University 
activity and for Distance Education. Methods developed 
for VLE are changing internal practice. On the other hand, 
materials developed for University-based use are a starting 
point for institutions to produce VLE materials. Even 
traditional methodologies (master class) can be used for 
creating materials or educational experiences for virtual 
learning environments like for instance satellite video-
conferences. 
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It can be concluded that most of the institutions examined 
looked for students out of the regular clientele, either from 
their own country or from outside, independently from 
providing VLE opportunities in the regular face-to-face 
classroom. 
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With respect to the co-operation among Universities for 
course offering, strategies vary along European countries. 
They ranged from creating consortiums of universities 
inside one country, to promoting international partnerships 
of Universities running postgraduate courses, or to 
organise flexible co-operation networks with other 
institutions world-wide in order to offer international 
seminars of high quality adapted to the needs and existing 
competencies in the partner institutions.  
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 d) The ability of educational organisations to respond to pressures  

 

 

Many learning organisations are steeped in tradition and 
are rigidly controlled by laws, rules and legislation. They 
are often quite unlike commercial organisations, which 
can reflect upon their structures and re-package 
themselves in moments of crisis or other occasions of 
need.  
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Universities being mainly public bodies are subject to 
public statutes. They have obligations of their pre-existing 
operations. The VLE activities operating are either at a 
level that does not demand new legislation or do not place 
any pressure for change on the institution as it is 
sufficiently at the margins of the institution's work. 
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The internal politics of each institution play an important 
role in the way decisions are made. Within the activity 
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system framework the internal politics of institutions 
results from the community values and the division of 
labour in the institution. There are clear implications for 
changes in these aspects if VLEs are to be more widely 
developed.  

 

 e) Professional Development  

 

 

Many people involved in the implementation of 
innovations do not have tenure; they are research 
assistants, tutors, and other personnel working on a 
contract basis. There is also a tacit reason for this to 
happen, and this is the belief that most of senior staff will 
not participate in this type of innovations, as we 
mentioned before. The typical Professor's profile is of 
being a lecturer working individually.  
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Where existing university staff participates in innovative 
projects, these received training in the skills required. It is 
not always clear whether they volunteered for the projects 
and whether there were satisfied that they received 
appropriate and sufficient training. In any case, pressure of 
existing work (arising from increased accountability) 
undoubtedly played a major part in colouring perceptions 
of engaging in any change.  
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In most European universities initial appointments are 
based on the performance in scientific research. 
Undoubtedly this is a major priority for many academics 
in universities. Individual development for those who wish 
to stay in academic work in their discipline maintaining 
research performance is critical.  
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Lastly, the teaching of subjects by university teachers has 
historically been teaching what the lecturer knows, 
especially at higher levels. This is in marked contrast to 
the way education is practised in VLEs, where a diversity 
of skills comes together to create a course. Historically 
European universities have guarded the autonomy of the 
university faculty. Notions of academic freedom have 
been highly valued. Whereas this allows the adventurous 
to venture into VLE, it also means that reluctance is 
acceptable. 
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seem to act against the adoption of VLE activity. In most 
cases there is a group of promoters whose career path is 
specific to research and development of VLEs. This 
mitigated against mainstreaming of VLEs in institutions 
unless there is a change in the reward structure for 
university teaching.  

 

 

Only very recently is there a more credible discourse 
about ICT that emerge from the very same University 
experiences, to the point that a teaching innovation can be 
considered now as research in teaching, a phenomenon 
that it is new for University knowledge areas other than 
Education. Unfortunately this type of research still does 
not have the same status and academic recognition as that 
of traditional research. 
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 f) Financial matters  

 

 

Many of the projects receive funding from a number of 
sources: government bodies, the University itself, course 
fees of the participants (often paid by the organisations 
employing these learners in case of professional training), 
or private companies. Subsidies are also available from 
the European Commission in different ways. The trend 
now is that most of the initiatives under way depended on 
funding that is secured through competitive bidding 
(either national or European), and less the course fees. 

Abs. 116 

 

 

The overwhelming picture on financing is that there are 
"special funds" for experimentation. There is a long-term 
feeling that VLEs may either provide new sources of 
income or reduce current costs. Few of the institutions 
seem to have been developing the capacities and methods 
that will manage the replacement of existing work with 
lower cost VLE activity or marketing based on the VLE 
activity in a sufficiently planned way that VLE activity 
could be economically self sustaining just now. A source 
of concern is then to secure the long term financing of 
VLEs experiments. Collaboration in further education 
courses with private companies seems to be a solution that 
many institutions have considered. 
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 g) Links with External Organisations / Partnerships  



 

 

Because VLE activity is, generally speaking, additional to 
normal university activity it is often sustained by special 
initiatives or in expectation of extending the reach of a 
university beyond campus. This encouraged collaboration 
with external partners as either funding organisations, as 
clients or as suppliers. This is not unusual for modern 
universities as increasingly research work depends on 
such collaborations. The experience should make the 
situation less problematic. However the effects of 
collaborative effort may have long term effects on 
universities. 
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As mentioned before, partnerships with the private sector 
look promising in this field. In some institutions VLE 
development/implementation will be addressed through a 
collaborative model approach, where the institution will 
be responsible for providing the subject matter content, 
organisational experience, accreditation role, other 
partners will address issues of technical specifications, 
exploitation, and other will act as clients.  
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 h) Validation  

 

 

All award bearing University courses needed validation. 
This is the case of the courses that take place within 
existing validation structures. In any case this is an issue 
in VLE's. Who will be the accreditation bodies in 
international courses, and how these will be embedded in 
the organisation regulations of the participant institutions? 
Who will assure that the content offered by the other 
providers may not meet their own quality standards? 
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Little number of the European institutions has specific 
regulations for validating VLE-based learning. This may 
be an issue in the future, as there are new requirements in 
assuring the quality of service delivered. 
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 i) Sustainability / Scalability  

 

 
Very little work appears to have been done in Europe in 
relation to increasing the scale or extending the scope of 
pilot projects and more consolidated experiences in terms 
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of measuring and allowing for the impact on the 
institution. 

 

 

Since technology changes so rapidly, we can barely 
measure sustainability by how the pilot projects become 
adopted by the institution, but how these projects are able 
to adapt to or keep pace with technological changes. 
Sustainability is then vicarious of further technological 
and social trends. 
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 j) Institutional consequences of some pedagogical issues   

 

 

The pedagogy of the VLE activity is mostly determined 
by those actually working in the innovation. This is in line 
with concepts of the relative autonomy of teachers in 
higher education. There is no "given" pedagogy in VLEs 
in that there is a variety of potential pedagogic strategies, 
however, specific technologies tend to support particular 
models of teaching and learning. Therefore a decision to 
adopt a given model for a virtual campus does in fact 
make specific decisions about the pedagogic model to be 
adopted by an institution. This issue needs further 
research. 
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There is a clear dilemma for universities regarding VLE's 
requirements for teamwork. The development of new 
pedagogic skills in the teaching force, and the 
incorporation of technical and pedagogic skilled personnel 
into teams require a major reconfiguration of the division 
of labour in universities. The development of such teams 
to undertake additional and/or pilot activity does not pose 
any particular difficulty. However, the knowledge gained 
by such teams working on pilot projects tends to remain 
within the teams and is barely diffused to the rest of the 
Institution. 
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 4.3 Barriers to implementation  

 

 

This section presents the identified barriers for the 
implementation to specific pilots rather than major issues. 
Here is a list of common issues identified in different 
experiences: 
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• resistance to change by the institution's faculty 
members. This resistance is highly associated with 
the multiplicity of tasks and prioritisation of needs 
and requirements facing the staff.  

• funding for the VLE projects, since most of the 
experiences are experimental. Many are self-
sustained, so the fact that some courses need to 
recruit trainees poses also a threat to the 
continuation.  

• lack of adequate facilities and the fact that 
experimental projects had no priority of use over 
other users. These classrooms were not provided 
with technical support for the VLE experiences.  

Abs. 127 

 

 

No common pattern relating to the barriers emerged from 
the study, but all institutions share at least one of the 
barriers identified in each specific case studied: lack of 
facilities and technical support, lack of confidence of staff, 
resistance to change by the institution's faculty members, 
etc. In any case, further investigation is necessary for 
identify other sources of issues in implementation. 
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 4.4 Implications for Change in Institutions  

 

 
From the above discussion, the major implications for 
change consequent to the adoption and implementation of 
VLEs appear to be on: 
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 a) Staff  

 

 

The regular classroom and its teaching arrangements are 
deeply embedded into the organisational university 
culture. The classroom, combining both material and 
symbolic features, is a sacred institution deeply 
institutionalised especially immune to transformation. 
VLEs goes against that culture. And beyond that, the 
traditional classroom and traditional tutoring arrangement 
are part of the professional identity of University lecturers 
(Barajas, 1998). This would explain and also prevent the 
resistance VLE do have and will face in the future. One 
way to overcome this problems is assuming that many of 
the lecturers are not happy with the traditional classroom 
either, and that the VLE arrangements might be an 
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opportunity to improve their practice.. This needs 
examples of good practice and programmes for staff 
training, as demonstrated in some of the examples studied 
in this project. 

 

 b) Division of Labour  

 

 

The introduction and use of VLEs can impact not only 
those people who are employed by the institutions but also 
those working at the periphery of the institution. These 
may be individual freelance workers or employees of 
companies providing services to the Institution. It can alter 
the work they do, alter their workloads and shift work 
from one group of professionals to another. These shifts 
can also bring about shifts in relative power of the groups 
and individuals. It can also alter the balance of work 
performed by humans and by machines. It can impact the 
students by altering their chance to engage in studies, to 
work at a distance, and to interact in different ways with 
fellow-students and with tutors. It might also affect the 
possibility that more advanced students have to 
supplement their income by engaging in teaching or 
support activities.  
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 c) Students  

 

 

Those students who are well trained and well motivated 
seem to enjoy using VLEs, but it is not yet evident that 
there are a sufficient number of students in this position. 
The benefits that could arise from a large student group 
engaging in online collaborative learning remains to be 
established. There are clearly questions for students to ask 
about the nature of VLEs and the quality of service they 
can expect. There will be greater demands on the skills of 
students such as time management and ICT knowledge.  
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Some cases experienced students engaged in international 
collaboration projects. Now they notice that students were 
keen to engage in VLE courses as long as the following 
two conditions are met: a) they receive initial training in 
the VLE tools and methodologies, and b) the VLE courses 
are assessed. 
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 d) Technical Infrastructure  

 

 

There are no major technological barriers to the 
introduction of VLEs. There is a strong commercial 
impetus to improve Europe's telecommunications 
infrastructure. The bandwidth available to all the 
universities is predictably improving. The ability of low 
cost computers to provide sophisticated multimedia 
services provides the client machines. There is a plethora 
of software suites providing teaching in a range of 
pedagogic models.  
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Universities recognise the need to spend money to 
improve the hardware available to students. If this is to be 
a university responsibility in addition to their current 
responsibilities it does not see that there will ever be a 
sufficiency from the point of view of the administrations. 
Is this because the University is not making the best use of 
available hardware?  
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 5. Policy implications for the implementation of VLE  

 

 

In looking at policy recommendations the approach is to 
look at all actors involved in VLEs, and not only at the 
traditional policy makers and managers. In order to deal 
with the issues raised in this paper a dialog among all 
stakeholders is needed. The recommendations below are 
addresses to policy makers at the level of senior 
management and national higher education authorities, but 
also to those researchers and practitioners able to 
influence decisions making in education and training 
institutions. 
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The analysis of the complex characteristics of VLEs 
necessitates consideration of many different dimensions, 
which influence how we learn, and how we organise 
learning. Consistent with the ideas of this article, we deal 
with these dimensions from a holistic perspective, taking 
into account the institutional and the teaching and learning 
dimensions. Any recommendations for policies in this area 
need to take into consideration these dimensions (among 
others, for instance cross-cultural approaches) and how 
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they are intertwined. 

 

 5.1 Teaching and Learning Policy implications   

 

 

1. New pedagogical approaches. Fostering curriculum 
integration, constructivist approaches to learning (problem 
solving strategies, team work, but also autonomous 
learning and learning for understanding), sensitivity of 
instructor or moderator to cross-cultural differences 
among learners.  

Abs. 138 

 

 

2. Innovation units. To support the development of 
"innovation units", integrating interdisciplinary teams 
made up of academic staff (subject-matter experts), 
pedagogical advisors and technical support, working 
cooperatively in promoting and implementing VLE 
experiences. To support the development of "innovation 
units", integrating interdisciplinary teams made up of 
academic staff (subject-matter experts), pedagogical 
advisors and technical support, working cooperatively in 
promoting and implementing VLE experiences 
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3. Pedagogy-technology balance. It is necessary to look 
for a balance between the pedagogical model and the 
potential of technological tools. A decision to adopt a 
particular VLE has major implications for the pedagogic 
model to be adopted by an institution. 
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4. Professional development. Teaching using VLEs needs 
technological, and organisational competences and new 
skills in applying relevant didactical methods, new 
strategies for teaching/tutoring and 
moderating/facilitating. It is necessary to recognise new 
educational roles for those involved in the development of 
VLEs at different levels. 
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5. Specific VLE resource design. The efficacy of learning 
materials specifically designed for teaching in VLEs has 
been proved. The problem is the cots of developing high 
quality teaching materials from scratch. Institutional 
innovation units can ease the process. 
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6. Evaluation. Implementation of evaluation programmes 
to assess the efficiency of processes through VLEs, and 
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the adequacy of pedagogical models, flexibility, and the 
capacity of the structure to allow interactivity with 
students, among other factors. 

 

 

7. Updating of the Training of Trainers Programs. 
Training the trainers and teachers' programmes should 
reflect the current state of the art concerning educational 
technology and new methods to be applied. Training must 
be updated and awareness of students engendered towards 
the need for technology integration in almost any kind of 
pedagogical concept. 
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 5.2. Cross-cultural policy implications  

 

 

We can derive certain guidelines to bear in mind when we 
want to implement processes, materials with the objective 
of meeting the cultural needs and expectancies of target 
populations. 

Abs. 145 

 

 

1. Redefining of the teachers' training to allow them 
the use of NNTT and the identification of diverse 
needs among the potential students. The aim is to 
make teachers interested, innovative, imaginative 
and creative when approaching students' 
differences.  

2. Elaboration of guidelines for the development of 
cross-cultural strategies in teachers' training 
program.  

3. Implementation of evaluation procedures adapted 
to the peculiarities of the population, having in 
mind the relation between what an specific 
educational program intends to develop in their 
students and the real possibilities of a given 
population to achieve this objective, in terms of the 
students' general cultural background and social-
economical context.  

4. Defining of diverse levels of VLEs and ODL to 
adjust to differences, these levels would go from 
VLEs as complement of conventional education 
till programs that would develop as full virtual 
ones. The implementation of different degrees of 
VLEs and ODL would be carried out according to 
the different aspects of the teaching-learning 
processes. These can be, kind of educational 
requirements, type of educational offer (graduate, 
postgraduate, long life learning, etc.)  
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5. Looking at individualising educational programs 
and courses.  

6. Exploring context-based cross-cultural teaching-
learning processes  

7. Promoting policies at European level, to 
compensate unbalances between the most 
developed European regions and the less 
developed ones, this implies investing in 
educational technology setting up, giving impulse 
to interchange of experiences among institutions 
and to increase links among them.  

 

 5.3 Institutional Policy implications  

 

 

1. Embed VLE into an institutional strategy. The 
introduction of VLEs should not be considered as merely 
a technical development with a few management 
implications. Institutions are changing as a consequence of 
the diffusion of new technologies throughout society. 
Institutions require a strategy, coherent with the overall 
plan for innovation in the institution. We propose a 
sequenced step-by-step plan meeting the pace of change in 
each institution: 
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• Initiation phase: The production of a Green - 
consultative- Paper as the basis for decision-
making on implementation of VLEs.  

• Implementation phase: a) Preparation of the 
technical infrastructure; b) Organisation of training 
and development courses for staff; c)Promotion of 
a new organisational culture through dissemination 
activities inside the institution.  

• Diffusion phase; a) Development of professional 
development programmes and institutional support 
structures; b) Promotion of a higher status for 
"research in teaching"; c) Facilitation of team-
work in VLEs; d) Dissemination of good practices. 

• Adoption phase: a) Publication of the institutional 
'White Book' including, Business plan, Survey of 
most used pedagogical model(s), Descriptions of 
case studies concerning the implementation of 
VLEs, Research documentation, and conference 
reports related to University development, to 
learning and other topics connected to VLEs; 
Surveys of existing hardware, software and 
communication networks; Report about the likely 
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future development of hardware, software and 
communication networks for VLEs; Identification 
of potential populations for VLEs and innovation 
and description of their main interests, 
characteristics and needs; Evaluation of the 
existing infrastructure; Market research report.  

• Strategic Plan: a) Embedding the 'White Book' 
approaches inside the Strategic Plan of the 
institution secures the success of the innovation; b) 
Revision and update; c) Formative Evaluation  

 

 

2. Establishing new working conditions. It is important to 
establish agreement on new working conditions for tutors 
and lecturers and other staff involved in the virtual 
campus operations, as well as to adequately reward those 
professionals involved in innovation. To recognise 
'teaching overload' in VLEs is the first step towards 
managing it and it is necessary to support and implement 
strategies to reduce the workload of online teachers 
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3. Improving international quality assurance procedures. 
Quality assurance systems in Europe remain local or 
national despite the globalisation of the economy and the 
emergence of virtual learning leading to an international 
higher education environment. Academic and professional 
mobility are on the increase and institutions and curricula 
are crossing borders. The rise of transnational education 
constitutes a challenge to quality assurance; the urgent 
need is to protect students and employers from fraudulent 
institutions and awards. While national quality assurance 
is geared towards accountability and improvement, there 
is a need to contribute to the international visibility and 
compatibility of European qualifications at the 
international level.  
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4. Looking at financial support and the consequences of 
VLEs. Few universities can afford the development costs 
of VLEs on their own, still less the cost of producing 
learning materials for every sector of the curriculum. The 
result is collaborative ventures between universities, 
leading, in some cases to the creation of merged or federal 
organisations. Most institutions are reliant on national or 
European funding, to a greater or lesser extent.  
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 6. Final remarks  



 

 

The focus of much work in this field has been on the 
development and capability of VLEs in themselves, rather 
than on the ways institutions may change to encompass 
the use of VLEs. The development and implementation of 
VLEs in education and training is based on the connection 
between organisation and collaboration. Organisation will 
be facilitated through carefully constructed collaboration. 
There are still questions to be answered. The research 
related to administrative functions is sparse. Collaboration 
needs to be organised on three levels: institutional 
(including the international level), conceptual, and at an 
individual level. Investments of time, money, and effort 
need to be considered. 
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If educational institutions want to meet the future needs of 
the learning society, they need to engage in a critical 
process of change in regard to:  
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a) the institutional culture and the professional 
development of staff with respect to learning innovations 
using ICT;  
b) improving the technical infrastructure and planning for 
VLEs;  
c) policies that develop collaboration and competition 
among European learning institutions.  
d) an important movement towards cross-cultural 
understanding requires the promotion of policies and 
practices which allow for multilingual communication, 
equity in the assessment of students' outcomes, adjustment 
of courses to the different cultural and social backgrounds 
and needs.  
e) For institutions coping with structural change, a key 
issue is the enactment of strategic thinking and planning.  
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The piecemeal introduction of VLEs can be no more than 
experimental. To transform teaching and learning in 
higher education it will be necessary for the whole 
institution to change. It is our hope that the analyses done, 
laying bare a series of interesting and challenging issues to 
take into account in the further discourse on VLEs in 
education and training, will elicit a stimulating and fruitful 
exchange of ideas in the future. 

Abs. 155 

 

 References  

 



 

Barajas M. et alt. (1998) "Virtual Clasrooms in Traditional Universities: Changing Teaching Cultures through 
Telematics". Proceedings of the World Congress ED-MEDIA/ED-TELECOM. Freiburg, 20-25 June 1998.  
 
Bourdieu, B. & Passeron, J-C. (1977). Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. London: Sage.  
 
Britain, S. & Liber, O. (1999). A Framework for Pedagogical Evaluation of Virtual Learning Environments. 
JTAP reports. Available at http://www.jtap.ac.uk/reports/htm/jtap-041.html  
 
CEC (2000a). Designing tomorrow's education - Promoting innovation with new technologies. Report from the 
Commission to the Council and the European Parliament, Brussels, 27.1.2000, COM (2000) 23&318, final. 
Available at http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/education/elearning/rapen.pdf  
 
CEC (2000b). e-Learning Designing tomorrow's education. Communication from the Commission, Brussels, 
24.5.2000, COM (2000) 318 final. Available at http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/education/elearning/comen.pdf  
 
CEC (2000c). A Memorandum of Lifelong Learning. Report from the Commission of European Communities, 
Brussels, 30.10.2000, SEC (2000) 1832, Commission Staff Working Paper. Available at 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/life/memoen.pdf 
 
CEC (2001d). The European eLearning Summit. Summit Declaration (Final 18/5/2001), p2. Available at 
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/education/elearning/summit.pdf  
 
Cole M, Engestrom Y. (1993) A cultural-historical approach to distributed cognition. In Salomon Gavriel 
Distributed cognitions: psychological and educational considerations. Cambridge: University Press.  
 
Cullen, J. (1998). Looking at Innovation in Education and Training, Framework, results, and Policy Implications 
of the Delilah project. TSER-DELILAH Final Report. Brussels: European Commission- Directorate General XII.  
 
Cunningham, D., Duffy, T.M. & Knuth, R. (1993).Textbooks of the future. In C. McKnight (Ed.), Hypertext: A 
psychological perspective. London: Ellis Horwood Publishing.  
 
Daloz, I.A. (1986). Effective Teaching and Mentoring. Josey-Bass publishers.  
 
Darby, J. (2001). Moving e-Learning in Tertiary Education beyond the Horseless Carriage Era. Pedagogical and 
Organisational Aspects. Available at http://www.proacte.com/downloads/challenge/IST-RTD-Darby.doc, p2.  
 
Dearing, R. (1997) Higher Education in a Learning Society: Report of the National Committee of Enquiry into 
Higher education HMSO: Norwich  
 
Fullan, M. G.; Stiegelbauer, S. (1991), The New Meaning of Educational Change New York: Teachers College-
Columbia University.  
 
Gokhale, A. A. (1995). Collaborative learning enhances critical thinking. Journal of Technology Education, 7(1). 
Available at http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/JTE/jte-v7n1/gokhale.jte-v7n1.html  
 
Israel, E. (1995) "Comunicació intercultural i construcció periodística de la diferència", Análisis, 18, pp. 59-85.  
 
Jaffee D., (1998) Institutional Resistance to Asynchronous Learning Networks. JALN, 2-2. - Lefrere, P. (1997). 
Learning Conversations, face-to-face in Hyperspace. In Informática Educativa desde la perspectiva de los 
Educadores. UNED: Madrid.  
 

JurPC 
Web-
Dok. 

360/2002, 
Abs. 156 



McGreal, R. (1999). Integrated distributed learning environments (IDLEs) on the Internet: A survey. Educational 
Technology Review. 25.  
 
Nisbet J., Broadfoot. P. (1980) The impact of research on policy and practice in education. Aberdeen: University 
Press.  
 
Oilo, D. (1998). From traditional to virtual: the new information technologies. UNESCO. Available at 
http://www.unesco.org/education/educprog/wche/principal/nit-e.html  
 
Pulkinen J., Peltonen A., (1998). Searching for the essential elements of Web-based Learning Environments. 
Paper in 3rd International Open Learning Conference 2 - 4 December 1998. Brisbane, Queensland Australia.  
 
Paulsen, M.F. (1998). Teaching Techniques for Computer-mediated Communication, Ann Arbor, Mi: UMI 
Dissertation Services.  
 
Reding, V., (2001). The role of the European Community in creating the knowledge and information society. 
University of Bonn, 7 March 2001. Available at 
http://www.europa.eu.int/rapid/start/cgi/guesten.ksh?p_action.gettxt=gt&doc=SPEECH/01/108|0|RAPID&lg=EN 
 
Sarason, S. B. (1990) The predictable failure of educational reform: can we change course before it's too late? 
San Francisco: Jossey Bass.  
 
Scheuermann, F., (2001). Informal communication. Available at 
http://www.proacte.com/downloads/challenge/ToR-refections.doc  
 
Stanczyk, S., (2001). Towards the European Framework for Virtual Degree Studies. Available at 
http://www.proacte.com/downloads/challenge/PositionPaper.doc  
 
Trindade, A.R., (2001). ICDE Research on Technology-Supported Learning. Available at 
http://www.proacte.com/downloads/challenge/Research%20on%20teachnology-art.doc  
 
University of Illinois (1999). Teaching at an Internet Distance: the Pedagogy of Online Teaching and Learning - 
The report of a 1998 - 1999 University of Illinois Faculty Seminar. Available at 
http://www.vpaa.uillinois.edu/tid/report/tid_report.html  
 
Wilson, B. G. (1996). What is a constructivist learning environment? In: B. G. Wilson (ed),. Constructivist 
Learning Environments. Case Studies in Instructional Design. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Educational  
 
Xiaodong, et.al. (1995). Instructional design and development of learning communities: An invitation to a 
dialogue. In: B. G. Wilson (ed),. Constructivist Learning Environments. Case Studies in Instructional Design. 
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Educational, p.203-222.  

 

 

 

*  Dr. Mario Barajas  is a senior researcher and 
Associated Lecturer at the University of Barcelona, 
Department of Didactics and Educational Organisation. 
He is the coordinator of Future Learning 
(http://www.ub.es/euelearning). Within EU funded 

 



research, Dr Barajas coordinated the project IVETTE 
(Implementation of Virtual Environments in Training and 
Education), MERLIN (Monitoring and Evaluation of 
Research in Learning Innovations), TSER and Improving 
the Socio-economic Knowledge Base, respectively. 
Currently, he is coordinating the project "DELPHI", 
eLearning Programme, and participates in the projects 
SEEKS and "I-CURRICULUM", from the Socrates-
Minerva Programme.  
 
Prof. Martin Owen  has many years experience in 
national and European programmes on ICT as the FP4 
Telematics Project REM, Environment Programme 
"Environmental Challenges", IVETTE and IVETTE-W 
and the eContent programme SCOPE. He is currently 
responsible for the educational and evaluation aspects of 
the work of NESTA Futurelab, 
http://www.nestafuturelab.org/.  
 
Dr. Katerina Kikis-Papadakis is leading the Research 
Team in Education and Training at the Institute of Applied 
and Computational Mathematics at FORTH. All of her 
research focuses in the area of educational policy and 
evaluation. During the last four years Dr. Kikis has 
coordinated the following EU funded projects: 
REPRESENTATION (Educational Multimedia Task 
Force); IPETCCO (SOCRATES Programme - MINERVA 
Action); SYPREDEM (Improving the Socio-economic 
Knowledge Base -Accompanying Measures), and 
participated in NETSCHOOL, IVETTE, Codex-IP, 
Localnet II, and MERLIN.  
 
Prof. Teresa Aguado is at the National University for 
Distance Education (UNED), and is specialist in 
intercultural studies. She has been involved in the 
following EU funded projects: IVETTE and IQAODL 
(Improving Quality Assurance of Open and Distance 
Learning). At present, she is the co-ordinator of the 
European project INTER (A practical guide to implement 
intercultural education), within the frame of the 
COMENIUS Program.  
 
Dr. Beatriz Alvarez develops her professional activity as 
Senior Lecturer at the National University for Distance 
Education (UNED). She participated in European Projects 
dealing with the topics of virtual, open and distance 
learning and cross-culturality as: IVETTE and IQAODL. 
At present, she is member of the research team that co-
ordinates the project INTER.  
 
Friedrich Scheuermann is an independent researcher and 



consultant, specialised in the field of distance education, 
online-learning and evaluation research. He is working for 
the Centre for Future Studies, Innsbruck.  

 

 [online seit: 02.12.2002]  

 

 Zitiervorschlag: Autor, Titel, JurPC Web-Dok., Abs.  
 


