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1. Introduction 







This report summarises the experiences, findings and conclusions of a two-year project conducted in 1998 - 2000 by higher education institutions in five European countries (Greece,  United Kingdom, Italy, Sweden and Norway), and reviews the degree to which it achieved its objectives. 

1.1 Brief description of the EuroCompetence  project

The project aimed at objectives in relation to ICT-based Open and Distance Learning, with focus on developing a model for further studies for adult learners. The model should meet the need for competence which employees in industry and public sector feel when they are going to collaborate with other companies and institutions in Europe.

Three elements in our activity were

Making an analysis of skills needed for netbased collaboration between institutions/organisations throughout Europe, based on survey data

Development of a generic study  plan for upgrading the personnel involved 

Delivery  and management of ICT-based courses

The report presents how these elements were tackled. The project group was aware that the elements represented quite ambitious goals for a two-year project, and that in some areas, as will be indicated later, the conditions to satisfy the objectives fully were outside the control of the EuroCompetence project partners. 

For terminology used in the body of this report readers are referred to the project’s working Glossary. The full version of the report, incorporating hyperlinked references, is being made available on the project Website

http://www.tisip.no/ec/
1.2 Evaluation Strategies used during the EuroCompetence project

Strategies for the different objectives were necessarily varied, but included periodic formal surveys , interviews and documentary research.

2. Delivery of Products

2.1 The Scope of the EuroCompetence products


The main product of the EuroCompetence project was to be the development of a generic study plan for  raising the competence of netbased international collaboration – seen from an essentially  pragmatic point of view. Thus the chief criteria for judging the course material were

· is this course necessary for the development og such a study plan, and

· do our courses represent all elements required in such a study plan.

One major criterion of effectiveness for the project, therefore, must be that it has clarified the requirements for a generic study plan that meets competence gap revealed, and another is that it has addressed the concerns and information needs of the actors in the learning process. 

A full listing of the products can be found on the project web site:

http://www.tisip.no/ec/

The evidence from the pilot courses indicates that a wide range of types of learners found the learning materials appropriate and informative. 

2.2 Delivery of Courses 

The courses are specified in the list of products. Some were offered in a national language within a single partner country, others in English to a transnational population of students. The project’s course evaluation focussed on both.
Course models 

The main course model was an Internet-based “classroom” with “lesson” resources posted at regular intervals in the form of expositions and links, along with exercises for on-line submission, and a discussion  space for issues arising from the course.

More experimental and co-operative models, emphasising on-line discussion, were used in the collaboratively-produced course Strategic Internet Marketing, and the C++ course

3. Organisation of the project

The project has been divided into 7 work packages, each package with a definition of content as well as responsible institutions. The descriptions of the work packages are listed in the proposal. Work package 1 contains a report of  Supplier Network and was finished after year one. Look at the list of products to find the address to this report.

In this evaluation report  work packages 3, 4 and 5 will be evaluated while work package 6 is this evaluation and no. 7 represents  the administration of the project, including making a Web tree for the complete project.

4. Results from the Work Packages

4.1 Work Package 2 – Critical demands in the key EU areas
Results from the survey – using questionnaires

We analysed data collected from a sample of companies having base country in EU, in order to understand

1) general reactions and opinions on the project framework

2) the interest of companies in their staff developing skills for European collaboration activities

3) the relevance of acquiring knowledge on the groupware techniques and

4) the interest that development of courses in IT (such as C++, LAN Mgmt. or Internet Publishing) could meet.

Our sample, yet quite limited in quantity, was found to be representative of several important areas of business, such as Computer hardware and software manufacturing, Consultancy, Education, Information Technologies application, Telecommunications and activities in Finance, Utilities/Oil/Gas, Publishing and Construction/Building/Civil Eng. Import/Distribution, Recruitment, Research.

The responders come from the five countries participating in the EuroCompetence Project. Half of them are companies having sites only in the base country. The rest of them have branches in several other European (and also extra-European) countries, with France and Germany well represented.

What we can conclude about the general inclination of companies towards training is that the training effort is presently not very extended. Only 30% of the employees have more than 10 days of training per year - figures likely to rise in 71% of cases. 40% of the employees have training for 5 to 9 days p.y. - figures likely to rise in 56% of cases.

About the technical and methodological means used for training, we see that companies distrust self-responsible training means (such as training at homeplace or desk/workplace). New training technologies (such as web-based, computer-based, video-based) are generally much less used that traditional methods. Traditional classroom and on-the-job training are mostly used.

Limiting our consideration to web-based training, we had to consider two main respects: the company inclination and the effective "technical" possibility of delivering web-based courses to employees. 

First we notice that WBT is scarcely used at present, yet it is well considered (used or planned to use) by more than three quarters of our sample. We examined the potential advantages and disadvantages of WBT, as perceived by our sample, with respect to a broad partition ("not using WBT at present and not planning to do", "going to use", "already using"). Flexibility in time and location, communication on line (with tutors) and ease of use are advantages recognized by our sample. In fact flexibility is generally appreciated by all categories, while the others are more and more appreciated as advantages passing from "not using" responders to present users. This is for example, the case of Ease of use, that increases its importance up to the great relevance shown by responders that already used WBT. The potential for learner isolation seems to be a relevant disadvantage for the first two categories mentioned above. Then, its importance is diminishing when we pass to consider actual WBT users. By examining the disadvantages noticed by present users, we see that uncertainty about quality and standards appear more relevant, followed by the possible isolation of learner and doubts about the effective relevance of course contents.

With respect to the technical possibilities, we see that networked computers are widely diffused, even if with scarce availability of multimedia. Almost all the companies in the sample have an internet connection and 70% enjoys a high speed dedicated line. All in all, 90% of the employees have a PC at the workplace/desk. In spite of such abundance in equipment employees are mostly not used to work/train via computer based technical supports and there is an actually low effective access to the WWW (only email is generally used a lot). Only 41% of the employees usually exchanges information via computer and much less (23%) used computer based training applications.

We could conclude that there is an effective possibility for a large WBT market growth. The WBT technique can convince companies once it is applied. Yet, in order WBT being used by an employee, she/he has to be prepared to use the PC (that is on the desk in most cases) for exchanging information and working practice. This can be accomplished by basic courses, deliverable by web too, such as EuroCompetence Learning to learn.

About the development of credit–based curricula by web-based courses of interest for companies, managed by institutional organizations, it must be noticed that usually university colleges and professional bodies are not trusted by companies, as organizers of the learning activities and vocational and academic qualifications are not sought. 

Then, looking at the main reasons for training and the demanded skills and knowledge, as revealed by our sample, we see that companies would like WBT mainly to provide the updating (and may be the creation) of skills immediately applicable on job.

In spite of that attitude, credit accumulation is considered as very important for 43% of our sample. So, companies could appreciate an academic organization of curricula, based on credit accumulation via WBT, and, again, provided that the reached qualifications are immediately applicable on the job.  

Among the demanded skills and knowledge IT skills surge ahead. Other important skills are Job-specific skills and, in a minor position, Customer care/awareness, Management and Team Working skills. 

About the relevance of collaboration skills in our framework, we saw that they are not yet sufficiently considered as an important factor. This is not surprising, recalling that employees are seen being mostly used to exchange information via non-computer based technical supports (telephone, fax). Such poor use of communication tools probably biases the consideration of collaboration skills. So, among the skills proposed to our sample, Team Working takes a (not overwhelming) majority of  "low rates" (none, some). On the other hand in a question related to possible EuroCompetence courses, we see that collaborative working scores quite interesting consideration, as much as project work involving European collaboration. We think these figures witness increasing importance for collaborative skills and their training in future.

Recalling the wide availability of networked computers, we could conclude that European collaboration could be a critical issue. From our sample's answers we see that the development of tools and techniques to support European collaboration should be centred on a limited set of users. Namely Top managers and (to some extent) Middle managers. 

So, a solid curricula of courses on IT skills, could be appreciated. Web based training could have a great diffusion as soon as employees are instructed on basic IT skills, and the ability to cope with Web browsers is increased in companies.

Giving credits for each course could be a factor of satisfaction for the learner (employee). It could be easily accepted by employers too, provided that the institutional organizations aiming to manage credit-based curricula, make the highest effort, to avoid courses being 

· too academical (i.e. in a company view, not straightforwardly applicable on the job) and 

· too oriented towards employee-personal-satisfaction (such as in case of credit accumulation towards an academical title). This is a kind of person-oriented factor that the mentioned institutional organizations could balance with the company-oriented issues our sample reveals.

On that basis, the credit-based curricula organization could be acceptable by employers.

4.2 Work Package 3 –   Analysis of the Competence Gap
The main goal of this Work package was to “make a system for exploring profiles and level of knowledge in groups of employees as means to determine their need for further education and adapting a customized study to their needs” (quoted from the EuroCompetence application form).

Competence analysis and development of tools for uncovering mismatches between needed competence and current competence is an area that most institutions are aware of today.

The work started with a short overview of what has been done so far, and some of the findings are included in the Work Package Report (Competence Gap). Some of the tools and methods are also included. The most characteristic way up to this date, is to use Competence Analysis as a tool for reorganizing the whole institution, a work that can take years.

Our aim was to look at competence in a smaller scale. To find out what competence individuals lack in limited areas and next give a receipt of how to gain this competence to be able to solve their new tasks. 

Therefore we made a procedure of how to carry out smaller Competence Analysis directed towards individuals. One of these analyses was tried out on programmers in one Norwegian company to find out if they  had the necessary competence to do a good job in a new program-developing team. After the analysis the workers were given an adapted education unit/course. 

The main goal of the Work Package was attained, i.e. to make a simple and practical procedure for analysis of competence. What we  did not manage, within the limited months of the project, was to try out the procedure in different kinds of institutions, and to make the procedure computer based.

4.3 Work Package 4  - Models for Adult Learning and  Development of a Generic Study Plan

An important change from original proposal for EuroCompetence, was that the WP-leader for WP4, University of Sheffield, withdrew from the project and  Stord/Haugesund College entered as a new partner and WP-leader from 01.09.99. This has caused some overlapping and slight changes in the design of products.

According to the short description of WP4 in the renewal proposal (revised 01.12.99), the following tasks were indicated:

WP4
ODL model for Adult learners. The first part of the  model  is to establish an overall flexible and generic study plan where the organisations are able to set up a customised study for an organisation. The second part of the model is to establish an ODL based pedagogic model for Adult learners, reflecting their need for support, socialisation, and practical approach to the learning.
Products to be delivered from WP4:

	Product category
	Topic
	Prelim (mnth)
	Final (mnth)

	Generic ODL study plan
	Adult learner models
	10
	23

	Report
	Pedagogy for Adults
	12
	23


Pedagogy for adult learners

This report was produced in 1999, by representatives from University of Sheffield, and has been used as background material for the study plan and for the study model for adult lear​​ners. The preliminary version of the report was distributed among partners, discussed on the net and in meetings, and is now submitted as the final version of the product. 

Study model for adult learners
This model has been developed as an additional deliverable, an extra product that supple​ments the study plan and the theoretical presentation of pedagogy for adults. The model presents practical implementation of the study plan in an ICT setting, based on experiences from the partner institutions. The outline for the model was presented at the partner meeting in Amsterdam (November ’99), and finally agreed upon in the final partner meeting (Grim​stad, June ’00). The new partner, Stord/Haugesund College, has had the main responsibility for this product, in co-operation with other partners. 
Generic ODL study plan  

The generic study plan has been under development throughout the project period. Represen​tatives from the University of Greenwich have been leading the work, outlining the first drafts and gradually refining it to the present product. The final draft was distributed through the network, and was discussed at the partner meeting in Grimstad, Norway, June 22-23, 2000. The final product incorporates comments and suggestions from the meeting. 

The study plan is based on the principles presented in the other WP4 products, the pedagogy for adult learners and the study model. Content of the plan is partly compulsory (’core sub​jects’, 20 ECTS credits), partly electives courses (10 out of 35 credits) and a compulsory project work (30 credits). (60 ECTS credits correspond to one academic year full time study.)

Evaluation of the generic and flexible study plan against the requirements stated in section 2 of report
Provide a common shared frame of reference that can be used by the network of education providers (including teachers and administrators), employers whose staff may study EuroCompetence courses and individual learners.  It will aid communication between all participants by providing a shared set of terms and concepts. 

This requirement has been met.  The generic study plan provides a common way for us to describe courses and other learning materials.

Allow learners to study individual modules that are credit rated and can, if required, be accumulated towards a named higher education qualification.

The modular nature of the study plan supports this requirement.

Be flexible enough to meet the differing requirements of the network of education providers without requiring them to make any significant changes to their administrative and quality assurance procedures.

This requirement is met in that each partner institution can map the generic study plan onto their own particular institutional structures and procedures.

Support the customisation of content and other aspects of learning for organisations and for individual learners.

This requirement is theoretically supported although we haven't really done much practical work on customisation.

Assist the easy identification of appropriate courses, modules and learning materials by organisations and individuals. 

This is supported by the use of a common way of describing courses and particularly by the adoption of IMS metadata.

Provide a uniform interface for learners and their employers so that impact on them of the differences between the education providers is minimised.

This requirement has been met inasmuch as the generic study plan is adopted as a way of describing available courses and other learning materials for learners and their employers.

Facilitate the administration and delivery of ODL learning via the Internet e.g. to make possible the reuse of learning materials.

The hierarchical nature of the study plan whereby modules are composed of sub-modules, which may in turn be composed of learning components, supports this aim.  In practice there is more work to do on actually packaging learning materials in this manner.

Make use of existing standards wherever appropriate (e.g. ECTS and possibly IMS).

The generic study plan makes use of ECTS credits and a prototype use of IMS metadata has been implemented.  Other standards can be incorporated as they become sufficiently mature e.g. the proposed IEEE standard for describing competency.

Satisfy the needs of individual learners (whether or not they are employed) as well as organisations.

The generic study plan is neutral in this respect although most of the focus of the work we have carried out has been geared towards the development of courses for employers rather than individuals.

Conclusion

The tasks and products assigned for WP4 have all been completed during the project period. In addition to the two assigned products, it has been found practical to submit an extra product that is actually a link between the theoretical description of the adult pedagogy model and the structured study plan. All products together thus seem to meet the requirements of the pro​posal, as agreed upon by the partners in the proposal and in the contract. The results are brought for​ward by positive collaboration between different partner institutions, and will hopefully also meet the standards of the project sponsors.

4.4 Work Package 5 – User Trials/Evaluation of courses

From this work package we bring an evaluation report from one of the courses that were included in the user trials.  The other courses have had more or less the same evaluation results and have been carried out in the same way.

Summary and Conclusions for the C++ Course

A course module in Basic Programming in C++ was run for a group of six adult learners working at a Software Company in Norway and one from a corresponding company in Sweden, using Information and Communication Technology (ICT)-tools to support flexible Open Distant Learning (ODL). The course was at a Technical College level. The workload corresponded to two credit points in Norway and four in Sweden. (One-year study in Norway corresponds to 20 credit points, 40 in Sweden). 

The main course model was an Internet-based “classroom” with “lesson” resources posted at regular intervals in the form of expositions and links, along with exercises for on-line submission, and a discussion space for issues arising from the course. 

The course model also included using action-learning methods. The students had before the course module was run, committed themselves to take active part in the teaching and discussions on the net about the exercises and the lessons given in the course. Ethical guidelines for the communication on the net were given.

To be able to offer, to some extent, an individual tutoring, the students had to answer a questionnaire that was sent to them before they started, and each fourth lecture, regarding their understanding of the issues/syllabus of the course modules. 

The tutor used the information from the questionnaires to adjust the lectures and exercises for the individual students. A certain kind of triangulation was carried out in the sense that the tutor discussed orally with another teacher the answers from the questionnaires, to achieve the most objective understanding of the each students learning, and the possible changes in the progress to be made.

The use of action learning methods was found to be very time consuming and required a lot of resources.

To be able to handle a larger number of students and still achieve that the students got an individual tutoring, a simple student administration and assessment system was developed.  It is based on assessment questionnaires, both student self-assessment and tutor assessment of the students’ pre qualifications, and exercises to be answered each week. 

The main results from the questionnaires are presented in tables and graphs in work package 5, which makes it easy to extract information and compare students. The assessments and evaluations were used to try to adjust the teaching material/exercises to fit the individual student in a kind of action learning environment. 

All the students passed the final exam. The self assessment and tutor assessment were compared to the results from the exam. A general finding was that the women underestimated their competence, while the men did not. Both the students/employees and the company agreed upon that taking the course module had increased the employees’ ability to fulfill their jobs and increased their formal competence. The flexible ODL model customized to the students/employees situation at work, was appreciated of both the company and the students/employees.  

The administration and assessment system was found to be a valuable tool to help tutoring the individual student both for the teacher, co-teacher and student.  It is, however, necessary that the students themselves fill in their own data into the system data base, and that the tables and graphs are easy to produce, so that the teacher don’t feel it an extra burden to use the system. The system makes it also possible to help documenting systematically the learning progress for further analysis.

5. Conclusions

As far as we can see, the project has been running according to initial plans.  One partner withdraw during the period, but another partner came in and fulfilled the job.  Much more could have been done if the project would have been running for two more years. Many of the products developed in this project will be used in other situations, and hopefully also within new Minerva projects, where for instance the instrument for  finding the competance gap could have been refined and developed as an on-line instrument.

The generic study plan is interesting in itself and for further collaboration between higher educational institutions throughout Europe.  A generic study plan can be a really good instrument for those wishing to harmonize and synchronize European higher education.

http://www.tisip.no/ec/
[image: image2.png]PP



  [image: image3.png]Miy

06Gs,
AL

S



   [image: image4.png]


   [image: image5.png]


   [image: image6.png]


   [image: image7.png]


  [image: image8.png]



15

[image: image2.png][image: image3.png][image: image4.png][image: image5.png][image: image6.png][image: image7.png][image: image8.png]