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Abstract

E-learning is a special category in the computer use for learning process. In this paper we will try not only to
present the meaning of e-learning, but also to analyze the required conditions in order for such a possibility of
learning process to take place. The extensive use of the Internet has caused great changes in the traditional nature
of distance learning, i.e. teaching by using the usual mail and telephone, books and written notes, educational
audio and audiovisual means, television and teleconference. Nowadays, the Internet constitutes a widespread
technological tool which develops radically and in which millions of users from everywhere around the world
have access. This technological evolution has affected a number of modern social and economic activities,
distance education included. While during the previous years the term “distance education” signified the
geographical distinction between the academic foundation or the educational institution for the learners,
nowadays this term is replaced by other terms, such as “e-learning”, “web-based learning”, “virtual learning”,
“distributed learning” etc. These terms mean that there is no longer a distinction - neither geographic nor time
distinction - in the education and learning process. The education takes place via the Internet and the World
Wide Web and it can happen in completely virtual places, where learners can complete their studies without
being transferred to a real educative place (i.e. a classroom), or it can include mixed learning forms both at real
and at virtual places. The education via the Internet can be offered anywhere at anytime, it can be guided or
facilitated by the teacher in a greater or lesser degree, or it can even be completely free and in accordance with
the learner’s rhythm of learning.
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Introduction
In this stage of the research, it would be crucial to comprehend the meaning of e-learning and what it implies. In
order to define the meaning of the e-learning more clearly, we have to analyze it in its three basic forms:

e  Self-paced training involves a combination of educational material which is offered to the learners
(books, reports on the Internet, video messages, notes, learning programs based on the computer etc.),
usually divided into units (lessons), which they use independently at their own learning pace; that is to
say that the learners are the ones who decide where and when they will use them. Most importantly,
there is no communication with a teacher or other learners.

e Asynchronous e-learning is quite similar to the previous form pf e-learning. In this case, participants
have the chance to work with the teaching material whenever and wherever they want, having at the
same time the possibility of an asynchronous communication. For example, communication via e-mail
or chat, with the rest of participants — if they exist — and the teacher. The teaching material does not
have to be fully given from the beginning of the lesson, but it can be offered to the students gradually
in the same way, i.e. via e-mail. The rhythm of the lesson is defined by the teacher in collaboration
with the learners.

e  Synchronous e-learning is the third type of e-learning, in which the students and the teacher may be at
different places and through the use of video conference technologies they can actually form a virtual
teaching class, and thus eliminate distance limitations. The lesson is carried out in a way that it offers
the same or even more possibilities than those offered in a real teaching class.

E-learning is being recognised as a dynamic tool for the reformation of adult education by an increasing number
of institutions, which specialise in the field of education and professional training. With regard to a series of
factors which used to prevent group participation in educational programs for adults - such as the high cost of the
program organisation, the lack of free time for attendance and study by adults and the difficulty in their
attendance at the educational centres because of big geographical distances -, the development of e-learning
applications are a significant step towards their confrontation.

E-learning characteristics
The characteristics of e-learning constitute the biggest possible exploitation of the communication and
information technology, and the Internet technologies as well, in order to provide the following benefits
(Sampson, Karagiannidis & Kinshuk 2002):
e Individualized education, that is to say education which is not restricted by geographical and
time boundaries, but which addresses every learner and which is adapted to his/her ever-
changing needs and interests (these change constantly, because the users who are trained
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through a distanced system change frequently).

e Interaction, that is to say procedures in which users operate actively within a series of
situations and environments, and which have the possibility to develop genuine learning
through the use of simulations of real situations, Internet corporations, collaborative
environment etc.

e Content presentation via a variety of means, as there is the use of rich multimedia sources for
the presentation of a knowledge body.

e  Educational material and support delivery at the right moment and at the location the learner
needs them to be in order to achieve a particular activity in a real work environment.

e  User-central environments where the learners take over the responsibility of their own learning,
and the teacher’s role is to assist and facilitate them throughout the learning process.

Asynchronous e-learning

As was discussed above, asynchronous e-learning is mainly based on the asynchronous communication between
the teacher and the learner, and most of the times special software needs to be used in order for something like
this to be achieved (this software is called “Learning Management System/LMS”). Asynchronous e-learning is
divided into three sub-categories:

e  Self-teaching, in which the learners are being taught by themselves, using every means they
consider to be the most appropriate (books, Internet etc.)

e Semi-autonomous learning, which has the same characteristics as self-teaching, with the
difference that there is certain communication with the responsible teacher time schedule,
either by appearance in the classroom, or via the Internet, e-mail etc, or via video conference.

e Collaborative learning, in which the teacher and learners communicate asynchronously, i.e. the
learners study in their preferred location, they send the homework that has been assigned to
them by the teacher within a particular time period.

Even a simple website could be considered as an asynchronous e-learning platform, in which the teacher uploads
the lesson’s material and then the students send their homework by e-mail. In order for a platform of
asynchronous e-learning to work, it should at least satisfy the following prerequisites:

e  Support the creation of a discussion forum for the communication between the learners and the
teacher asynchronously.

e Support chat rooms for “synchronous” discussion and the exchange of views.

e (Create and apply e-mail for better communication between the users.

e Provide the trainees with the possibility of local “save” of the lesson’s material, for processing
outside the network.

Despite the fact that the aforementioned are considered utterly necessary for an asynchronous e-learning
platform, thanks to technological development and the more and more demanding users, more characteristics
have started to be added on, such as:

e The existence of the lesson’s material in an easy-to-print form for the users who prefer the
printed versions.

e The environment’s accessibility by a simple web browser, so that it will not be necessary for
the users to install additional software and that it will be accessible from everywhere.

e The monitoring of the learner’s progress.

e The support of the creation of online tests.

e The support of the presentation of other multimedia material such as video, audio, pictures etc.

3.1 An asynchronous e-learning platform “Moodle”
“Moodle” (Modular Object Oriented Developmental Learning Environment) is a free Course Management
System. It is usually used for the needs of the asynchronous e-learning. Until now, it has had over 200.000
registered users and its translation is available in over 75 languages, the Greek language included. “Moodle”
provides the teacher with the possibility to create e-lessons which, among other things, include:

e  Websites able to be discovered.

e  Conversations in real time with those who participate in the lesson.

e Asynchronous conversations between the participants.

e  Publications which enable the teacher to evaluate the course’s progress.

e Folders in which users can upload files and use them with other participants.
From the above one comprehends that it is a platform which is based on the interactive learning, providing four
types of educational activities which enable the following operations:

e Chat
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* Forums
e A dictionary regarding the terminology used during the lesson
e  Wikis

Synchronous e-learning

In synchronous e-learning, the teacher and the students are not in the same place and they communicate each
other in real time with the help of some video conference system. Synchronous e-learning systems provide
conference possibilities of sound and audio (although they provide other possibilities as well, such as file
exchange, the use of electronic display etc.) via Internet. In order for the lesson to be achievable via synchronous
e-learning, it needs the virtual classroom to provide at least all the features offered by a simple classroom:

e  Electronic whiteboard. The board is the most important tool used by the teacher for the lesson
in the classroom. It is therefore necessary for the teacher to have this ability in a virtual
classroom, as well.

e Interactive audiovisual communication between the participants. It is extremely necessary for
the lesson’s success that there is a high quality communication between participants in order to
eliminate the distance and to create the impression that everybody is at the same place.
Obviously, priority is given to audio input, but the necessity of video does not have to be
underestimated, since it has been proved in practice that when video quality drops, so does
participant interest.

e Possibility of application sharing. It is necessary for the teacher to be able to present digital
material to his/her students (power point presentation, web browser, word document etc.). Just
as in the typical classroom the teacher is able to show slides to his/her students, so it is
necessary for the teacher to be able to present the lesson’s material in the virtual classroom
(power point presentation).

The aforementioned demands are the minimum that a virtual classroom needs to fulfill. However, given that
advanced technological features are offered to the teacher’s service, s/he can exploit them in order to enrich
his/her lesson with other points, namely:

Video showing

Simultaneous browsing through websites

Use of several Internet applications

Use of simulation programs. This way, virtual labs are able to be created.

4.1 Participant’s roles

In order to gain greater insight into e-learning, the participants’ roles in the e-learning have to be analyzed, that is
to say the learner’s and the teacher’s role respectively. With regard to the teacher, s/he has to know the student,
schedule the learning process and organize the learning environment. In addition, s/he needs to organize the
learner groups, survey the learning process, consult and guide the learners, resupply them with material, evaluate
them, but also self-evaluate. On the other hand, the learners’ role has a completely new dimension and totally
differs from the one it used to have. The first crucial difference is found in the fact that the role of collaborative
learning is getting stronger, as the learner becomes not only transmitter, but also recipient of this new learning
approach. Moreover, the trainee learns to be activated and to look for new information through personal
observation, which means that s/he is no longer a passive recipient of the knowledge offered to him/her by the
books. At the same time, s/he becomes responsible for his/her actions; s/he is self-defined and s/he self-evaluates
his/her effort. Therefore, the learner’s role in the e-learning process is yet to be defined, with new perspectives
emerging for the learners and the roles they are to assume.

Educational material of distance learning
An important factor for the quality of distance leaning is the quality of the educational material which has to be
designed in such a way, so as to cover the basic operations made by the teacher in the face-to-face teaching
process as much as possible, and to allow the student to define the place, the time and the pace of study (Matralis
1998a, 1998b). According to Rowntree (1994), the teaching material of distance education programs can be
categorized into:
e Texts: Books, manuals, notes, diagrams, annexes, summaries, diagnostic tests, activities,
evaluation and self-evaluation tests.
¢ Audiovisual means: Audio and video cassettes, radio programs, TV shows, slides.
e Modern means of computing and telecommunication technology: Educational software, e-
mails, the World Wide Web and educational video conference.
At the same time, the educational material has to be designed in such a way that it covers the distance education
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students’ needs. More specifically, it has to:
e Replace the teacher to a great extent.
Be adapted to the educational needs of the learner.
Guide the learners in their study.
Interact with the learners through exercises and activities.
Explain difficult points and meanings.
Promote the energetic and, at the same time, interactive learning.
Evaluate the learners and inform them on their progress.
Encourage them to continue.
Allow the trainees to choose the time, the place and the pace of their study, implementing the
rules of distance education. (Matralis 1998a, 1999b, Keegan 1996)

Evaluation tools

Evaluation constitutes a fundamental aspect of every teaching-learning process. It is used by the teachers to
know how their students learn and whether they’ve achieved their set goals. What is more, it has to be used by
the students in order to know what they have learned and if they have improved. The evaluation itself has to be a
learning point for the students. In the case of the adult evaluation, we consider the one which is made by the
teacher to be of the same importance as the evaluation which is made by the students, considering that it helps
them to control the learning process itself. There are various evaluation tools which can be used, such as RSS,
diagrams/rubrics, self-evaluation, traditional evaluation (written test with multiple choice), oral examination and
tests. On the other hand, there are evaluation tools on the Internet, as well. In the following part of the
dissertation we are going to present the most important ones.

6.1 Rubistar

“Rubistar” is a tool which assists the teacher who wants to use rubrics but s/he does not have the time to develop
them at all. “Rubistar” provides these general rubrics, which can simply be printed and used in many different
designs and research tasks, and in such a form that they can be adjusted to each of the teacher’s needs.

E-learning advantages

So far, the basic form of education has been “teacher-centred”. That is to say that it has been focused on the
teacher’s needs and the students were obliged to adapt to them. Nowadays however, with the advancement of
new technologies and their implementation in the teaching process, the education shifts into a student-centred
model, in which the student is in the spotlight. Thanks to e-learning, the students have the possibility to watch
the lesson at their leisure, from everywhere they want. At the same time, thanks to the Internet and its
applications, the educational material is accessible at anytime from any place. Via the Internet, anybody can have
access to great informative material, such as the World Wide Web, libraries, dictionaries etc, giving the learners
the chance to participate actively in the acquisition of knowledge. One more significant characteristic of e-
learning is that the students can adapt their courses and create a program which covers their needs. They will be
able to choose by themselves where to focus on and which points they want to absorb. This way, lifelong
learning becomes now possible, since the lesson can be formed in accordance with the students’ preferences and
free time, as well. With the assistance of modern e-learning, valuable time is saved and the cost from pointless
travel from lesson to lesson is reduced. Lots of people are given the possibility to watch actual lessons easily and
with no cost at all and to realise collaborations among universities. On the other hand, e-learning does not only
benefit the learners, but also the teachers, since they have the possibility to enrich their educational material. The
possibility that the students have to choose their own educational environment is another advantage. Unlike the
traditional learning system, in which the educational environment is predetermined, in the distance education
system the learning environment is chosen by the students themselves, and it may be the place where they live,
work etc.

E-learning disadvantages

Since we referred to advantages, we have to analyze the e-learning disadvantages as well. More specifically, one
of the crucial e-learning disadvantages is the fact that there is generally, a weakness of direct questioning to the
teacher, questions which may occur during the study, since the communication takes place basically through
asynchronous form. Moreover, trainees are not aware of their progress compared with the progress of their co-
trainees, as it would happen in the traditional learning form of the cognitive subject, and the competitiveness
which exists in a group does not show up. The communication with the teacher is faceless and the lack of the
face to face communication with the trainees, a lot of times creates misunderstandings. Also, the non sufficient
teachers and trainees education over technical knowledge can make the whole process tedious and difficult.
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Either way, e-learning grows rapidly. The globalisation of the information and communication technologies has
set e-learning integral part of the e-world, constantly creating new possibilities in the learning sector. This is
happening by setting the new technologies as a valuable tool for the trainees and the teachers, with continuously
increasing possibilities and an inexhaustible information data, accessible to everybody.

European lifelong Programmes
The objective of the lifelong learning programme 2007-13 is to develop and foster interchange, cooperation and
mobility, so that education and training systems can become a world quality reference in accordance with the
Lisbon strategy. This way the European Union can be developed as an advanced knowledge society, with
sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion. In order to achieve this
overall objective, the programme has set specific goals that concern lifelong learning in the European Union,
some of which are indicated below:

e Contribute to increasing the participation of people of all ages, including those with special

needs and those belonging to disadvantaged groups.
¢  Promotion of language learning and linguistic diversity.
e Support of the development of means that information and communication technologies (ICT)
offer.

The lifelong learning programme 2007-13 includes all European programmes in the field of lifelong learning. It
is based on the previous programmes in the period 2000-06: Socrates, Leonardo da Vinci, E-learning programme
and Jean Monnet action. A single community support programme in the fields of education and training will be
more consistent, more rational and efficient. A single programme will therefore contribute to a better cooperation
among various sectors, to greater promotion in particular, it will improve the capacity to cope with developments
in this field and offer better cooperation. The eLearning programme, together with the Socrates and Leonardo da
Vinci programmes, joined the new lifelong learning programme 2007-13. Overall, the programme has had a
significant impact on education and training, contributing to the creation of a European educational area. The
impact has been both quantitative and qualitative, and is visible on an individual and institutional level, but also
on the level of policy-making. More specifically, the eLearning programme provided has added value in dealing
with socio-economic differences, and in the establishment of a cooperation spirit among the European
institutions. Throughout its duration, the programme has financed the following activities:
eTwinning projects involving 7 813 schools (23 812 schools indicated participation)-
21 plans for virtual training rooms -
25 projects for digital literacy -
16 projects for lateral action.
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