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�We have been hearing a lot recently about the declining prestige of education, particularly higher education. It is enough, they say, to learn a job, to master a trade, a profession, and that will do for life. But life itself shows this to be false: education nowadays is becoming the guarantee for success, whether in work or in life as a whole. That is why in Uzbekistan educational issues are among the Government's priorities.

In today's society an educated person has to be constantly studying, often while continuing to work. Whereas earlier, e.g. in the 1950s, a young graduate from a higher educational institution knew enough to last him at least 20 years, nowadays he needs to refresh his knowledge within two or three years of leaving college. This approach to education is particularly important and necessary for rapidly developing branches of science, technology and economics. Now as never before, it is vitally necessary for any specialist in this or that field to study new techniques and technologies, market economics and many other fields if his services are going to be needed and in demand. One way of constantly improving one's professional qualifications is to use the methods and means of distance learning. This is particularly advantageous for those who are already working in their field of specialization and have the basic knowledge their occupation requires.

In the countries of the European Union, the question of distance-learning is attracting ever�growing attention in education, because a fifth of the population in those countries is involved in study and the process of improving qualifications. Traditional distance-learning technology using telecommunication facilities is based on the public communication network for the purposes of transmitting instruction. All in all, the use of television and sound broadcasting networks, satellite telecommunication channels, telecommunication systems and computer technology has already enabled many western European centres and companies to apply distance learning in practice. In the United States the distance-learning system harks back to the traditional system of study by correspondence while making wide use of new information technology.

A distance-learning model which is found all over the world is one based on cooperation between a number of educational institutions. This makes it possible to improve the quality of syllabuses, to combine the teaching activities of single-subject colleges in different countries and to reduce the cost of developing and producing teaching and study material.

Since 1994 the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) has been gathering information on the use of distance-learning facilities all over the world. The effectiveness of this work has confirmed the desirability of having such facilities and has also revealed the need to use them in the training and retraining of telecommunication specialists in the CIS countries.

Under the Agreement on Cooperation between the Telecommunication Administrations of the Regional Commonwealth in the Field of Communications (RCC) on the Establishment, Development and Operation of a Distance-Learning System based on Modern Telecommunication and Information Technologies for the Training, Retraining and Advanced Training of Staff, signed by the heads of the RCC telecommunication administrations on 4 June 1998 in Almaty, a project was set up at the very beginning of year 99 for the implementation of a regional distance-learning system in CIS countries. The telecommunication administrations participating in this project are those of Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Ukraine, together with the RCC Executive Committee. From ITU's side, the work is being executed by higher educational institutions in CIS countries - the Moscow Technical University of Telecommunications and Information Technology, the Ukrainian State Academy of Telecommunications, the Tashkent Electro-technical Institute of Telecommunications, the Alma�Ata Institute of Power Engineering and Telecommunications, the Volga State Academy of Telecommunications and Information Technology, the St. Petersburg State University of Telecommunications and the Siberian State University of Telecommunications and Information Technology.

The aim of the project is to develop the first stage of an international distance-learning system in order to provide the telecommunication sector in the CIS countries with teaching facilities based on new technologies. The initial stage of the project is due to be completed by the first quarter of the year 2000. It is being financed by ITU and RCC in the amount of $ 183 000.

The strategy of the proposed multilateral distance-learning system is to determine the needs of the RCC telecommunication administrations of CIS countries, to draw up a topology of national distance-learning system networks and the technical requirements for distance-learning centres and delivery points, to prepare a feasibility study, to determine in conjunction with the national coordinators of RCC telecommunication administrations the equipment required for national teaching centres, to equip as a first stage a group of computer study positions, to deal with questions relating to teaching methods and to carry out trials over the distance-learning network.

The national experience of leading telecommunication colleges in CIS countries under the TACIS distance-learning programme, the considerable number of professors, lecturers, and holders of doctorates and other higher degrees on their staff and their close collaboration with telecommunication administrations mean that these colleges are fit to become part of the regional distance-learning system. In the course of the project it is proposed to use the work of RCC's existing coordination centre on teaching methods for higher educational institutions and study centres in the field of telecommunications in the CIS countries, whose task is to draw up recommendations on the structure of education, retraining and advanced training in the field of telecommunications, information technology and postal services and on the content of educational programmes and teaching materials.

The teaching and other staff at Tashkent Electro-technical Institute of Telecommunications are undertaking organizational, instructional, scientific and educational work on the implementation of the first stage of the national training programme (1997-2001). The participation of the institute together with other CIS telecommunication colleges in activities connected with the development of distance-learning systems is encouraging the expansion of international cooperation with other countries in the field of science, technology and education and meeting the requirements set in the national training programme with regard to the development and introduction of new technologies and facilities for individual study, self-education, and distance-learning systems. The development of work on distance learning in Uzbekistan requires a stage-by-stage process of dealing with organizational, legal, economic, technical and other questions, and ought, in our view, to provide for the organization of a coordination council on distance-learning questions, under the Ministry of Higher Education, the establishment on the basis of a number of Tashkent colleges of a national distance-learning university, the selection of sites for the location of branches of educational institutions in regional centres, the preparation of teaching material and equipment for the distance�learning process, and the selection of a telecommunication scheme for the transmission and delivery of information to users.

The results achieved will help with the development of State educational institutions providing initial training, retraining and advanced training with the use of distance-learning facilities, not just for the needs of the telecommunications sector, but also for other categories of specialists being trained at the Republic's leading colleges. They will help to secure fuller satisfaction of the creative educational and vocational interests of citizens and of enterprises, ensuring genuine access to all kinds of knowledge in the new millennium.

Hence, the new line of development in the activities of higher educational institutions - distance learning - is not just an efficient use of existing telecommunication technologies and facilities, but objective confirmation of the fact that fundamental education in our time and in the foreseeable future is not only losing its significance but is gaining in importance through the additional opportunities for the continuous availability of instructional facilities and material.

Uzbekistan already has at its disposal a sufficiently wide range of telecommunication facilities ready for utilization in the execution of distance-learning and educational projects.
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