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LONG TERM IMPACT OF EU PROJECTS ON STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT OF HEIS IN CENTRAL-EAST EUROPE

Maria Kocsis Baan, University of Miskolc, Hungary
Summary

HEIs in the CEE region are facing simultaneous challenges of changing social, political and economic environment, integration and harmonization processes within the European HE Area as well as dynamic development of education technology and learning scenario. Different EU programs/projects offer unique possibilities for exchanging experiences, sharing ideas and analysing development processes. Since 1996 University of Miskolc has been participating in different ODL development programs and projects, representing fluent and mutually fruitful collaboration within two international networks: the EADTU and the former – but informally still active - PHARE ODL network, established by a PHARE programme in 1998. Results and benefits of each of these projects can be identified as definite outcomes and impacts, but also can be considered as stages and organic parts of a permanent and coherent strategic development process. However, sustainability of results and progress are still strongly influenced by institutional unstability, lack of strategic mainstreaming. 
Analysing of results and long-term impact of EU projects may lead us to the recognition: penetration of advanced learning methods and scenarios has become an irreversible progress in HEIs, due to the increasing demand of both the economy and the “digital students” as well as to the accessibility of open sources and tools.

Introduction 

HEIs of Europe faces several challenges – the Bologna-process aims at answering the challenges of globalisation, establishing the European Higher Education Space, demanding goals of Lisbon increases its responsibility for improving competitiveness, LLL forces HEIs to change their mission and widen their strategy. And above all, integration of ICT changes how we teach and how we learn, projecting the vision of networked learning communities in a globalised learning market. Sharing of experiences gained in EU joint projects and lessons learnt by them may accelerate the slow reforms especially in CEE countries, where universities operate in a more complex transition.

The massification of the education system, especially the tertiary education system proved to be a basic tendency of the democratic systems in our countries, while on the other side privatised market economy generated new demands for curriculum, for new forms and methods of education. Since the early 90s EU programmes have been offering versatile support not only to accelerate these processes, but also to define their directions, to establish their feasibility and achieving their goals.
EU programmes in the 90s
The first European assistance programmes started in the field of higher education cooperation (PHARE TEMPUS) and were accepted with understandable enthusiasm, openness and high motivation. These projects offered not only financial fund, but effective support for complex, joined activities: mobility of staff and students were a dedicated priority, mainly with the aim of staff development, but also curriculum and course development, purchasing of equipment, organisation of workshops, etc. were eligible activities. The first Hungarian Tempus JEP (Joint European Project) was named Pannonia and focused on staff training, as well as establishment of 6 regional DE Centres hosted by HEIs. The second TEMPUS project – in which also the University of Miskolc took active part – still supported mobility and staff training programs, but meantime its main goal was developing/adapting course materials, so academics became familiar with the ODL concepts, development and management using the “learning by doing” methodology. In this project – titled as IDEAL – University of Miskolc started to build up its long-term, strategic partnership with the EADTU and its EuroStudy Centre (ESC) Network.

Parallel with these Tempus projects, the grandiose programme of “PHARE Multi-Country Cooperation for Distance Education” started in 1993-94 by launching a pilot project – preceded by a feasibility study, initiated by Hungarian experts. Based on the regional network model as established in the Pannonia, a massive follow-up project was launched for elaboration of a harmonised ODL development strategy for the 11 “PHARE” countries, establishment of National Contact Points (NCP), 40 of well-equipped ODL Study Centres, training of hundreds of teachers and administrative staff in different fields of ODL (managers, curriculum developers, tutors, and others), course development projects. Several professional meetings, workshops, wide-scale surveys and development of strategic studies were also very important outcomes of the PHARE MCC programme. 
University of Miskolc participated in all elements of the PHARE MCC programme: we were involved in one (Uniphorm) and coordinated another one of the 27 course development projects, titled ENVIMAN. This later was not only our first on-line, but also the first multilingual course providing credits in ECTS at postgraduate level of Environmental management. Moreover, North Hungarian Regional Distance Education Centre was established as a well-equipped organisational unit dedicated for ODL at the University of Miskolc.

Exactly the time period of this PHARE programme has brought dramatic development into the ODL activities of all HEIs in the world – multimedia tools and networking, on-line solutions, e-learning framework were developed and launched in these years. Enthusiasm of CEE ODL experts was supported by encouraging messages of our EU partners, saying: in the field of e-learning, we can stand at the start-line, together with colleagues at prestigious EU institutions, without the usual stereotypes of the need for “closing up”. 

Results of the PHARE MCC programme were not only the huge number of indicators, and a promising concept, but in a unique way, intensive cooperative actions led to the building of a professional community of innovative ODL and e-learning experts. But as usual, as soon as the programmes were completed and financial support was closed, results of these programmes eroded quickly and stability and sustainability of the newly formed ODL units became uncertain, and highly dependent upon the intention and involvement of host institutions’ management. One year after the closing of the financial support, European Training Foundation prepared a survey and a Conference (2000) and published a report on „Sustainability, future issues and challenges – A follow up to the Phare Multi-Country Programme for Distance Education”, in 2001.

Several recommendations were made and willingness to keep the newly established network - as a valuable source of expertise and driving force of development – alive was expressed. 

However, the expectations have not been realised, no plans were implemented to continue the programme, instead ODL actors in the CEE regions were expected to compete and co-operate with their counterparts within the European Union for funding under the Socrates, Leonardo and Fifth Framework programmes. As a study on policies and practice in ODL, evaluating the PHARE MCC programme summarised the situation: “This is an illustration of the difficulties in implementing change, using top-down, short-term programmes.”(Mac Keogh and H-P. Baumeister)

Extensive integration of ICT in HE and ODL also changed our position and our vision: when established, we assumed that our PHARE centres will join the existing, operating regional centre networks with the tasks of supporting students, offering resources and access to infrastructure, coordinating managerial and administrative tasks of joint course delivery, etc. However, by now such functions have been replaced by IT networked operation models – students may have access to all these services directly, via the Internet. Although the huge single mode universities offering full-degree DE courses still operate their regional centres, the former EuroStudy Centre Network of the EADTU – which we considered as a model to adapt and a goal to be joint to – also discontinued. 

As the only feasible solution, it has been recognised by the most active members of the PHARE network actors themselves: new and new EU programmes have to be addressed, providing frameworks and support for continuing methodological and content development, as well as international networking. Since that point, ODL centre of the University of Miskolc have been working on a bottom-up strategic development model, based on project financing, but focusing on long term visions and strategic partnership.
Joint activities for innovation
First of all, the North Hungarian Distance Education Centre aimed to ensure the operable infrastructural conditions and focused on the tasks of multilevel network building. The objective of the project UNIMAN granted by Tempus was the enhancement of integration within the institution, another project titled Distance Net (TÁVHÁLÓ) established a wide regional cooperation involving all important higher education and LLL institutions of the region. For both projects, EADTU experts offered a great value of support, with specific emphasis on the models of regional networking. Studying two British projects, both initiated and coordinated by the University of Sunderland (University for Industry/ Learning North East) and recognising its adaptable elements, ideas of some new proposals were arisen.

NHRDEC also played an important part in revitalising the PHARE ODL network: the main objectives of MISSION project (SOCRATES/Minerva Program) were to strengthen and stabilise the relationships within the network, formerly established by the PHARE MCC programme and to enhance its further, regular and effective cooperation. In the framework of this project 17 partners from 13 countries (both east and west) collaborated for developing a multilingual portal, databases and staff training programs. 

Further projects supported by national and EU programmes focused on course development and methodological innovation. Some of them aimed to meet local, regional needs and built up on the regional network, while others addressed international joint development activities. 

In our content development projects elements of training materials are developed as more or less independent, self-standing training units – “bite-sized” and reusable elements of knowledge transfer, e.g.  Core units, multilingual glossary, links, readings, video-recorded lectures + lecture notes, multimedia case studies as illustrations of practical applications – offered also in CD/DVD format.
The most important, common characteristics of these projects are the followings:

· Flexibility of creating different courses meeting with different needs in relevant subjects as well as flexibility of the courses using Open and Distance Learning methodology, basically asynchronous, autonomous self-learning, but also advanced networking facilities, e.g. video-conferencing.

· Availability and delivery of the materials in multilingual versions – supporting simultaneous development in professional content as well as in technical/professional English, promoting harmonisation in adequate usage of terminology of different, interdisciplinary areas.

With regarding the disciplines addressed by these courses, training programs in management and entrepreneurial skills, moreover in engineering are the most important.
In close cooperation with the Faculty of Economy as well as the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of the county, some 40 course modules have been developed in different projects. Recently we were and are involved in the Employability-centred two projects: CSVM (Cross Sectoral Virtual Mobility) and CBVE (Cross Border Virtual Entrepreneurship, coordinated by the EADTU.  In both projects ou challenging tasks are: wide-scale piloting for versatile groups of learners and development of collaborative tools.
Engineering has been identified as another, main focus of our course development projects. The first, regional project in engineering resulted in a bilingual refreshment course (Advanced Engineering), based on a modular structure, focusing the training needs of industrial firms of the region. The next, international project was titled as INNOVATE - International On-Line Voc@tional Training in Surface Engineering, and was supported by the Leonardo da Vinci programme. As a follow up of that, E²ngineering was again a Leonardo program in Computer Aided Engineering; while at present we are involved in the Erasmus MinSE-European Master’s in Heat Treatment and Surface Engineering project. 
University of Miskolc was the first HEI of Hungary, where wide-scale implementation of blended learning approach started in 2003, at all Faculties, offering free access to an advanced, complex e-learning environment for all university staff and full-time learners. Target groups of our courses represent a wide range of learners, from on-campus students using e-learning in blended learning approach, to adult professionals, needing refreshment courses in different levels and in many different professional fields. 

Innovation – multilingualism, taster-concept, e-learning for digital students
Regarding language restrictions our concept considers  two, different levels. Navigation language of the overall system can be selected by the user, when entering the system, as navigation languages. The other level of multilingual delivery relates to content elements. Learners may switch between the language versions within the courses, paragraph-by-paragraph, while system administrator may define the order of languages: any of them can be selected as “master”, while others are hidden and will be displayed in pop-up windows, when clicking on their flag symbol (see Fig 1). 
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Fig.1. Innovative solutions for multilingualism: selection of navigation language (a) and multilingual presentation of core content (b)

As mentioned before, NHRDEC played a key role in revitalising the former PHARE ODL network (MISSION project)  and as follow-up of it, we launched again another Minerva project, titled e-Taster, for developing 12 short, bite-sized learning programmes, offered free of charge for anyone, who is interested in trying WEB-based, advanced learning methodology. The concept of tasters originates from the formerly mentioned UfI/LNE projects, we have learnt about at EADTU conferences in 1997 and subsequent years.  Partner HEIs in e-Taster have developed models of providing ODL courses offering different levels of learners’ support (both in methodological and language aspects) and also different models of international networking in course delivery. 
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Fig 2. Entrance screen of e-Taster project – learners have the option of learning fully autonomously using English as a master language, supported by 11 other languages or in locally tutored groups, using their native language, but having access to all other language versions as well.

Based on the taster concept, we launched a special programme for recruiting students: Faculties offer attractive, short courses to illustrate the scientific scope and topics of their programmes for secondary school pupils. 
The most challenging project, we are involved now is the VICADIS – Virtual Campus for Digital Students – aiming at creating multilingual, attractive environment for our students, using already existing tools which are enhanced with new tools wanted by the new, digital generation of students. The project is coordinated by “Politehnica” University of Timisoara – a former PHARE MCC network member, also partner in several of the projects mentioned before (Mission, e2ngineering, e-Taster). But practically all of the mentioned projects are based on the common understanding, mutual trust and effective collaboration originated from common roots: the PHARE MCC Programme and networking with EADTU.
Conclusions

Ten years after completing the grandiose programme funded by the European Commission and coordinated by the European Training Foundation – this paper intended to give a short review on the long-term impact of the PHARE Multi-Country Programme for Distance Education on the progress of ODL/e-learning development of the Central-East European region. In lack of a systematic survey, examples of some successful “survivors” are used to demonstrate how the different EU programmes and projects supported the ODL/e-learning development of the region.

In spite of the several recommendations and advice, expressed in strategic studies and policy papers, legislation and organisational issues for institutional support have not been handled as priorities in our national educational reforms. Soon after closing the programme in 1999, National Councils and NCPs were no more in the position to coordinate activities, neither to transfer the needs nor to represent the interest of the operative units of the national networks. Another expectation was to offer marketable, joint courses and to finance the ODL Centres from the fees and income of services – however, our education free-market have not become strong enough and e-learning have not received enough recognition to offer this alternative solution either. Also the scope of activities changed dynamically – sharp borders between the different forms of education and learning have been dissolved. ODL methodology and e-learning is no more strictly consider as a second chance option for adults, so no more dedicated only to distance learners – but in the majority of our institutions, effective and innovative learning scenarios are offered to students of any cohort and any level, in a blended learning approach.  While at the beginning close relationship with adult/continuing education was beneficial for establishing operational and institutional framework and recognition – host universities hoped to earn more from its increased income – by now, scope of ODL units has dramatically changed and being trapped into the organisational framework of income-generating LLL centres is much more an obstacle and not an operable model. ODL units work much more as methodological R+D centres for developing innovative solutions for the regular, full-time, and in many EU countries not fee-paying students. However, such small, dynamically developing units cannot easily find their place and support in traditional HEIs and still strongly pressed by a project-centred approach.

The good news, however that it can be recognised: penetration of advanced learning methods and scenarios has resulted in an irreversible progress in HEIs, due to the increasing demand of both the economy and the “digital students” as well as to the accessibility of open sources and tools.
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