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The ITU HRD division has been promoting the use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT), as a tool to deliver distance-learning courses in a cost-effective way to our membership, since 1995. This year, the HRD division established a new e-learning platform to support organizations and member countries interested in introducing e-learning practices and methods. The HRD e-learning platform, deployed through the Internet, is used to deliver instructor-led online courses, collaborative tools and assessment modules in a more learner-centered environment. Participants are enrolled in virtual classes for specific courses conducted via this platform, and are able to learn remotely and interact with one another and the instructor, regardless of physical location, provided Internet access is available. The main purpose of the HRD e-learning platform is two-fold:

· To facilitate online skills development and knowledge sharing; and,

· To promote the e-learning culture itself.

E-Learning

In the digital economy, communities that have access to IT and the Internet can take advantage of the many innovative opportunities to further develop skills and gain knowledge. Traditional methods of training and education are evolving through the use of these technologies. This change is not just in the mode of delivery, but also in creating a more learner-centered environment. The following four aspects of e-learning characterize an individualized learning environment:

· Learning on-demand;

· Increased learning options; 

· Personal learning plan; and,
· Collaborative learning opportunities.

Learning on-demand
For technology-related training, for example in the area of telecommunications, technology is changing at such a rapid pace that in many areas the knowledge of both engineers and technicians as well as management needs to be updated. A continuing education program is needed. However, traditional form of training cannot keep up with the pace of demand. Traditional courses, in which students are required to travel to training centres or locations with properly equipped auditoriums, are increasingly costly. And it is not just the cost of facilities, materials and instructors that is constantly increasing; what is particularly important is the time and productivity lost through engineers, technicians and management being absent from their work in connection with these training programs.

Through e-learning, individuals may choose to develop new skills, at their own convenience, from office or home by joining virtual classes, as needed.  Although there is an upfront infrastructure cost for e-learning, however, economies of scale can be achieved through the deployment to a wider audience or increased use of e-learning facilities.

Increased learning options

Individuals, through the Internet, have a broader array of courses to choose from as there are many organizations that conduct courses online. Therefore, individuals, to widen their knowledge and experience, may have access to global resources, education and training programs from all over the world, provided Internet access is available. With traditional training methods, individuals have, comparatively, a rather limited choice of courses, particularly if the cost of travel is a constraint.

Personal learning plan

With traditional training methods, an individual attending a particular course, regardless of skill-level, would progress according to the pace of the class, rather than on the individual’s personal ability. There is little opportunity for individuals to learn at their own speed and interest in this type of environment. E-learning, however, provides individuals the option to tailor their own unique plan of study and the opportunity to progress at their own pace with individualized assessment.

Collaborative learning opportunities

Traditional instructor-led classes usually consist of the instructor lecturing mostly, leaving limited time for interaction among participants. An e-learning platform offers two types of interaction - synchronous and asynchronous. An example of a synchronous type of discussion is the online chat facility. Multiple students and the instructor may login to a scheduled chat to discuss related issues. Asynchronous discussions may be facilitated through the bulletin boards or discussion threads, also typical features of an e-learning environment. Interaction and discussions stimulate a better understanding and retention of a subject matter. A group of individuals may learn together, regardless of their physical location, through an e-learning platform. This group can continue to share knowledge, and learn from a variety of external resources and best practices, even after a course is over, as an e-community. 
Virtual Classes

In spite of the considerable technological support involved in e-learning, this does not imply that classrooms will be eliminated. In many cases, virtual classes are created, in which groups of students will be registered online, to access course material and interact, creating as authentic a "learning situation" as possible. 
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For example, a classroom-instructor-participants environment, although “virtual”, may be created. The availability of a tutor online to steer discussions and answer participant’s questions during the course, may inspire confidence, particularly for first-time users hesitant to use the Internet. Tutors may also monitor  student progress. Students are typically assessed based on their participation and the completion of assignments, tests or quizzes held online. Figure 1 illustrates how an e-learning platform brings together resources and people from various locations, and the underlying supporting technologies. 
Figure 1

Role of Instructors

With the use of e-learning, the role of instructors or teachers are re-defined to take on the role of mentors, advisors, discussion moderators to provide relevant information, guidance and explanations of the subject matter to students online. Key learning strategies need to be defined to ensure users achieve individual learning goals. 
Cultural Change

The main challenge in arriving at an extensive use of this innovative tool is to succeed in promoting a cultural change in the organization towards the use of the Internet to learn at a distance. Alongside organizational changes, people too must change. In particular, a shift in the attitude of the staff towards self-development becomes fundamental to fully achieve the desired transformation. The  learning culture needs to change.
The ITU has been providing courses via distance learning since 1995. A summary of our lessons-learned is as follows:

Desertion rate:  the number of participants that “disappear” after the first couple of weeks is much higher than in conventional face-to-face training. The main problem is lack of time and resources to follow the course (by the participant’s organization).
Role of the tutor:  the tutor needs be proactive in getting the participants to overcome the distance barrier; his role is of a real animator.

Course duration:  an appropriate duration and pace is key for the success of the course. A duration of 8 weeks (for short term courses) with a pace of one module per week has shown to be well accepted throughout our experiences with the ITU e-Learning Platform (This would be comparable to a one-week face-to-face course).

Course development costs:  using sophisticated multimedia learning tools increases exponentially the course development costs and does not guarantee a greater audience or success rate in developing countries, due mainly to infrastructure limitations.
Course delivery costs:  obvious savings in travel/subsistence costs, no need to abandon the work place, suitable tutor always available.


Real time sessions:  the need to have the tutor and all participants ready at the same time has shown to be a real disadvantage. It also requires additional infrastructure that is not necessarily available everywhere.

Conclusion

A key discovery is that previous exposure to e-learning methods has a great influence on the active involvement of participants during a distance learning course, on the success of the e-learning exercise as well as on the level of interest for new activities of this type. We are now at the beginning of this process. Advancing in learning the e‑learning culture means that the participants and their organizations will soon be as convinced of the efficiency of e-learning methods as they are convinced today of the efficiency of face-to-face learning activities.

In celebration of the 100th anniversary of the Nobel Prizes, on 20th November 2001,  Nobel Laureates were asked to make their predictions in a survey entitled “Education, Innovation & The Internet”. The following summarizes the results of the survey:
“Laureates see inadequate educational opportunities and illiteracy as major problems facing mankind (92%). In the future, Laureates believe the Internet will have a positive effect on improving education (87%); provide greater access to libraries, information and teachers worldwide (93%); and give more students greater learning opportunities through virtual classrooms by year 2020 (74%). “

Nobel Cisco Internet Initiative

E-learning has opened the door to new learning paradigms and new methods of knowledge transfer. It is a new culture that we all have to learn. This year, through the HRD e-learning platform, several online courses have been planned - for more information, please visit our website at: www.itu.int/itu-d/hrd .

_________________
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