
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  



Marco Casella

E-didactics and practices for e-learning








                
                
UUID: 57f18098-f0e3-11e5-a5b2-0f7870795abd

This ebook was created with StreetLib Write (http://write.streetlib.com)
by Simplicissimus Book Farm







        
            
                
                
                    
                        Introduction
                    

                    
                    
                        
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                Today, the subject has many educational, tool and communicative resources that can allow him to build and to reprogram himself and his abilities and competences, even in a process of continuous evolution and change in his life. Therefore, it is desirable for the future that the educational and learning systems aim to produce educated subjects able to use the technological tools. In their turn, information and communication technologies (ICTs) can be the essential tool for the economic development and the material welfare of our era, only if they can interact with the human values of solidarity, democracy and respect for others and for the environment, thus leading to a new system of organizations and institutions able to generate a continuous and positive cycle between productivity, flexibility and participation within a new development model of our society.
  The field of e-learning is increasingly important in this view as learning perspective that responds to the multiple critical aspects of the scenarios of change of education and society.
  The continuous evolution of computer technologies and Internet produces a growing acceleration of the accumulation and diffusion rhythms of information and knowledge. As use of the telematic means and webs aimed to training, e-learning puts itself as opportunity of continuous learning free from the components of space and time and stands out as new learning and education field with its theoretical, methodological and didactic organization.
  E-learning theoretically puts itself as integrated use of computer and telematic tools in the new learning environments but, in order to stand out as possible solution to new needs coming from the new spread learning needs, requires a reorganization of methods and contents that can’t be simply transferred from the traditional didactics to the virtual environments.
  The learning processes proposed through the use of the Web can be activated everywhere and anytime and can meet the needs of a wider audience composed of numerous and several categories. The didactic methods are enrich with new elements and opportunities. Multimedia, hypertextuality and interactivity allowed by the Web and the learning virtual environments give the opportunity to design, build and propose new and diversified learning paths that meet specific needs and aim to the achievement of new objectives.

  The educationalists of the new millennium increasingly have to face the scenarios proposed by the educational world and pay a greater attention to e-learning to propose didactic paths of quality. In order to do this, it is necessary a knowledge process of the theoretical, methodological and operational aspects of the necessary procedures to produce educational paths deliverable online. 
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    1.1 Internet for education
  

   


The use of Internet in education can be identified through four main modes. The first one is connected to the access to information in quantity, forms and contents that can hardly be quantified and qualified. In other terms, Internet acts as huge information archive through which it is possible to find materials using different research and learning strategies that, in this case, is given by more or less accidental and specific activities.
  Another mode is given by the possibility of creation of sites and portals destined to show materials and information of a particular field of interest (for example, of a company, an institution or a service) and it has been defined as the dimension of network constructivism.
  The use of Internet in education and training is also facilitated by the tools and the communication forms of the Web that can be aimed not only to entertainment but also to tutoring, aid and help functions.
  A fourth and last mode of use of Internet in education is what that considers it aimed to promote the organized and collaborative work. This is the field of studies that took different names over the years: cooperative learning, project based learning, problem based learning, reciprocal teaching. They are studies referred to the theories of Vygotskij and Bruner, who regard the learning as an individual process that implies the social construction of knowledge and starts from the new consideration of computer not anymore as “personal” but also interpersonal, namely as tool able to amplify the human potentials at the level of language and communication.
  However, in order that a real or virtual environment where Internet works as facilitation tool of communication also becomes a construction knowledge environment, it is necessary that there is a group of individuals who participate in collaboration activities. Collaboration is a relationship between two or more subjects aimed to a purpose, in a context of bonds (expertise, time, economic resources). Thus, the group or community is characterized by the spur to build shared meanings with the conscience that the same community becomes a means both to know and to express oneself, thus the success are given by factors such as: the group’s competence, the shared and understood objective, the mutual respect and trust, the creation and manipulation of shared spaces. For this reason, it is necessary to create an environment and to use devices that can guarantee a balance situation in the communication exchange between the participants, a strong attention to the contribution of the other and to the tolerance towards divergence, and, above all, a common tension towards the common objective.
  Internet and Web provide several tools that can be used in this sense. For example, the web forum is a sort of electronic board where any participant can freely express and “show” his thought and give his contribution to a visible discussion to everybody and view the answer of the others to his intervention. Obviously, all of this has to be made in compliance with communication rules, like the respect of the netiquette (for example, to prevent strong tones, etc.) and clarity, pertinence and concision of the content of the message.
  Anyway, not only simple collaborative interactions are possible on Internet, but also at a level of higher complexity, like the cooperative one. In this case, the activities of group’s members aren’t limited to the mutual help and support even in the view of different goals, but they are organized according to a real labour division to achieve intentionally a unique end for everybody.
  The situations more easily favoured by the use of Internet are clearly collaborative thanks to the potentials it provides at the brainstorming level (the increase of number and moments of possibility “to take the floor”), at the level of construction of a knowledge basis (namely of a shared information and knowledge archive) at the level of network constructivism (users can create shared environments, like games, developing the work of others). In these conditions, the collaboration production is open in the direction of a further exploration and increase.
  It is more difficult (but anyway possible) to create on Internet cooperation situations oriented to the achievement of a specific end (objective, solution, document, etc.) since there is the requirement of:
  
	an organization structure, namely an assignation of specific and explicit tasks and roles and a method of predefined interaction;

	an ideological share, namely that there is a sort of “basic framework” in which operating formed of ideas, decisions and choices already made apart from the interaction;

	a decision-maker or resolution system of possible decisional conflicts.


  The criteria, the rules and the communication bonds so that it is possible to pass from the simple interaction to collaboration and cooperation situations on Internet gradually become more complex and specific. It is also important to underline that it is impossible on Internet to reach the cooperation level that a group can have that acts “in the presence” and that requires a group of individuals adequately motivated and already oriented towards a shared goal, thus it is advisable that they are adult subjects, particularly as regards the questions related to the decisional moments that become more difficult in relation to the interaction schedule (sending and pending of answers) and the lack of extra-linguistic factors that facilitate very much the communicative regulation.
  Therefore, it is important that the decisions, the roles and the tasks that anyone can and must accomplish are well clear to not risk that the activity of the group is offset by its management and coordination difficulties. 

 

  
  
    1.2 What is e-learning?
  

   


The information and communication technologies and, in general, the networks have massively entered in many aspects of daily life affecting the habits, the knowledge and communication modes and the identity of each one of us.
  The field of theoretical and applicative research that explored and analyzed the questions related to the interpenetration between Internet and education took the name of e-learning or online learning.
  In the last years, the area of the “Internet-based didactics” has seen the exponential multiplication of studies, applications and experimentations, and it seems by now evident for teachers, trainers and educationalists to have to face to the introduction of ICTs and networks even in the traditional education and training contexts. Unfortunately, however, there is still a certain conviction that pervaded the studies of the first years in this field and that regards the distance learning, and so even what that uses the tools on Internet, as something structurally inferior to the presence didactics and that often makes thing that it is just a solution to adopt in the absence of the possibility to implement the “traditional” didactics.
  In reality, however, like much research have explained and confirmed, the Internet-based didactics enables to carry out the delivery of distance education and training according to very different modes regards to pre-Internet experiences and that integrate somehow the physical characteristics of the distance didactics and the “psychological” characteristics of presence.
  It is by now accepted and shared a series of positive characteristics that are called into question in online didactics: an active and participative role of the subjects who can also be involved in collaboration and cooperation activities, a strong sense of belonging to the working group (community, virtual class, etc.), the possibility to personalize the learning path using supports and human, toolal and multimedia resources that make Internet and hypertext learning environment (place, means, social context).
  Furthermore, the possibilities offered by Internet have enabled and have been, at the same time, favoured by a training market logics that has been translated into a proliferation of experiences and training offers on the Web. Universities and other training agencies led to a wide variety of parallel, integrated or distributed solutions that often spurred to question about the problem of the quality of the supplied education.

  Also, Internet offers several interaction and communication potentials that can be used not only to reduce the problems connected to physical distance creating forms of “virtual proximity”, but also to enlarge the activity offers and educational paths. What is crucial to do, from many points of view, when it is about articulating training and educational paths using Internet is a careful planning that can exploit the strengths of the situation provided for the achievement of the objectives. 
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    2.1 The evolution of e-learning
  

   


The history of e-learning is affected by the technological development, but it is above all the expression of the cultural, historical and economic needs of the society.
  The field of education has undergone significant changes in the knowledge-based society. Since 1980s, in fact, there has been the need to extend learning over the spatial and temporal limits traditionally predicted by the educational and training institutions, and in the 1990s the lifelong learning becomes always more important with the spread of networks and ICTs and with the organization, economic and work-related changes.
  Didactic-methodological (affirmation of an open and distributed education) and more specifically “technological” aspects interact in this process. In other terms, there is a strong development of distance education linked to the parallel evolution of Internet and a concept eventually contains both the factors: the new millennium marks the beginning of the e-learning.
  This phenomenon coincides and is strictly linked to the diffusion of ICTs and networks and drove educationalists, trainers and teachers to be always more involved in the analysis of the use of Internet for learning activities.
  The e-learning, literally electronic learning, has also been classified as distance education « of third generation », but this definition show all its limitation if the aspects that characterize it are considered. In reality, it would be reductive to talk about e-learning simply as distance education of third generation born from the meeting between technologies (TICs) and learning. In fact, the e-learning is a complex of methodologies that use the TICs to provide learning paths free from bonds of space and time, as well as learning devices and environments studied and prearranged especially for favouring their process.
  In tracing the historic development of distance education, it is necessary to realize that the invention and the realization of techniques to manage didactic distance paths registered an exponential development in the last thirty years and has been mutually affected by the growing expansion and differentiation of the educational needs due to the affirmation of the lifelong learning.
  Anyway, distance education has ancient origins that can be dated back even to the exchange letters for educational purpose by Plato to Dionysius of Siracusa or those of Saint Paul to the Christian communities, insofar that you talked about « correspondence education ». The first real correspondence courses occur in the first half of the 19th century. Since then, three phases are distinguished, or better distance education generations.

 

  
  
    2.1.1 First-generation FAD
  

   


First-generation FAD, that dates back to the half of the 19th century, is represented by the teaching by correspondence and uses the postal service as support technology.
  The transmission of knowledge uses a means that allows the quick delivery of the material over large distances also using the rail or road transport. By now, the time is ripe for the birth of the teaching by correspondence. 
  It will be London the European city from which the first distance course witnessed will begin. In 1840, Isaac Pitman, the inventor of stenography, used the postal service to give rise to the penny post, a distance teaching course of his writing method. The audience’s reaction is enthusiast, insofar that, some years later, the Phonographic Correspondence Society is founded in order to spread the teaching of stenography by correspondence and for free.
  At the end of the 19th century, a period when the alphabetization rate is still low, the first correspondence teaching experiments were developed in the most industrialized European countries. Not much evidence remained of these courses. It deals with mostly technical and commercial educational offers mainly addressed to the social groups that can afford to care education outside the school context, bearing the costs of a specialized distance education.
  Therefore, this type of education is generally supplied by private, not solely oriented to the labour market and mainly addressed to adult users. Correspondence courses are composed of paper material sent by letter and often equipped with instructions on the way how to study, while the test is realized through written texts that the course’s user sends back to the sender to receive an attendance certificate. The evaluation test represents the only interaction moment between teacher and student.
  Throughout Europe, the use of distance teaching mainly concerns private bodies with profit educational purposes.
  Exceptions are few. After about twenty years, the correspondence FAD is used on a large scale overseas for both school and professional education. In 1873, in the United States, the Illinois Wesleyan University provides the first distance university course.
  The experiment of the American International Correspondence School is pioneering in the professional training. It provides courses for self-training on safety for the use of mines to the workers of several companies specialized in the building of railway lines.
  At the beginning of the 20th century, correspondence teaching goes out from the restricted areas of the middle classes to be used as school and professional education and training tool devoted above all to young rather than adults.
  A new technology was developed in the 1920s and 1930s: the radio. This means, that is spread in the ether without the need to use physical supports (like the letter for the postal service), enables to send the information to anyone has a reception device. The distance education by radio marked a substantial difference as regards that by correspondence: the passage from a mode of interpersonal one-to-one communication to the broadcast, namely an one-to-many or few-to-many paradigm. However, in spite of this transformation, the use of radio didn’t increase the students’ possibilities to interact between them or with the institution of the course.
  The radio training courses supplied since the beginning of the 1920s also used paper supports sent by correspondence, still indispensable in the test phases. In this period, the first language courses on 78 rpm records. Since the 1940s, the telephone will also be used as support and integration for the realization of these first-generation distance courses.
  In Italy, the radio is the first means of communication to be diffused over the income thresholds. At first collectively listened in public places and later spread in the Italian houses, the radio has the huge merit to diffuse first of all the Italian language even before the specific cultural contents of the shows.
  In the 1950s – a reconstruction period after the devastation of the Second World War – there is the need of training tools able to allow a quick renewal of the school activity and to favour the quick instruction of appropriate professional competence to work in farms.
  One of the most representative European examples of this period was represented by France, where it was established what is still today the Centre National d’Enseignement à Distance (CNED). The Centre tried to make up for the interruption of the educational activities, caused by the war, using the sending of the lessons by correspondence combined to the use of the radio.
  In Italy, the most important experience of education by correspondence of the second post-war period is represented by the Scuola Radio Elettra of Turin, a private institution that provides professional training courses on all the national territory since 1951.
  By now, distance education is a well-established reality that has revealed an undoubted effectiveness for the development of an educational plan in moments of crisis like in pre-war periods, in relationship to the technical and professional training or where there are territories too large and difficult to reach.

 

  
2.1.2 Second-generation FAD 
   


The second generation of FAD begins in the 1960s, a period when the audiovisual supports are introduced as learning tool. The technological innovation that characterizes this second generation is television.
  In Europe, public television have the task to spread the culture in countries still engaged in the economic reconstruction after the Second World War and still penalized by illiteracy. In the European context, plays a leading role. Since 1954, the new means of communication turns out to be a teaching tool for the diffusion of culture.
  In a period when illiteracy is still high and dialects rule the local realities, the popularization that can be carried out via air gives the possibility to educate large parts of population.
  The opportunities offered by the TV means as regards the previously used technologies are important: it is a medium that is able to exert a considerable impact. For the television, in fact, the education is based on much more effective visual models than paper and intangibility of voice via radio and so, easier to understand for an illiterate audience.
  Another crucial phase in the evolution of FADs is represented by the presence of VHS (video home system) introduced by the Japanese company JVC. The introduction of this audiovisual support increases the educational opportunities for two reasons: first of all, video cassettes give the possibility to record and to see again a differed broadcast, namely in a different time than the live one; secondly, the video cassette enables to realize distance courses that users can decide to buy. The possibility to personalize the times of fruition and to be able to see the magnetic tape again represents an important step towards the personalization of the educational offer.
  The first Italian experience of e-learning degree course occurs between the second and the third distance education generation. In 1991, the NET.T.UN.O. Consortium creates a partnership between universities and companies for the realization of distance university courses by the use of TV broadcasts, multimedia supports and computer telematic networks. During its realization, the NET.T.UN.O. Consortium was composed of five companies and three universities. The number of universities, companies and users rapidly grew in a few years.
  The teleconference was developed in the mid 1990s, particularly within the university teaching for the connection of the peripheral locations with the central ones. Anyway, in spite of the introduction of audiovisual technologies, the second generation of FADs still uses mainly unidirectional teaching methods that allow limited interactions between the content distribution sources and the addressee.

 

  
2.1.3 Third-generation FAD 
   


The third generation of FAD is represented by the coming of the digital. In the mid 1980s, the introduction of computer in families makes possible the formulation of an unprecedented educational paradigm in the history of distance education. For the first time, there are the conditions for a learning different from the face-to-face and the distance one. In fact, the interactivity facilitates the active role of the user in his own training path.
  Two phases can be identified in third-generation FAD: in the first one, off-line supports are used, namely that don’t use telematic networks; on-line supports in the second one, characterized by the diffusion of the use of networks, particularly Internet, that marks the definitive affirmation of e-learning. At the beginning, therefore, floppy disks and CD-Roms are used, while between the second and the third generation of FADs, the first packages begin to be used for didactic purposes, characterized by a still very low multimedia.
  The CAIs (Computer Aided Instruction), the first self-learning training courses by computer, also belong to an intermediate phase. Launched by the Stanford University and the IBM for an American primary school, they will spread in the 1960s as tool for school and corporate training.
  The next development is represented by the CBT (computer based training), a floppy disk and then a CD-Rom, containing lessons for self-learning but not yet an interactive product.
  It is necessary to wait for the introduction of the telematic networks to assist to a radical change of the pedagogic paradigms and an unprecedented evolution of the distance education modes. With the coming of FOL (On-Line Training), Internet represents the place through which the contents are distributed and used and also provides the metaphor for the educational paradigm. From individual and passive self learning mode, learning becomes a dynamic process founded on two important thesis: the active role of the student, based on learning by doing and the importance of the collaborative learning that regards knowledge as the result of a collective interaction.

 

  
  
    2.2 E-learning and web-based training
  

   


With the telematic networks, particularly Internet, the relationships between information and knowledge change, tracing new and more complex relations.
  Internet becomes a crucial interpretative manner for the comprehension of modernity. The concept of “society of the network” is integrated within the information society.
  Living in the “society of networks” implies a different way to consider the knowledge: “the knowledge as strategic dimension of our time; the knowledge as distributed entity that exists to a minimal extent in our mind and constantly needs material and human supports placed outside of us, in some cases even physically far. It is a knowledge society that is progressively establishing and that is on the border of different “domains”, educative, technological, social and cultural, where the use of the information and communication technologies should be conceived in the function of the didactic and training objectives of the educational contexts and the groups of the interested, in the respect of the social, linguistic and cultural pluralism”.
  The initiative of the European Commission, e-learning – Designing tomorrow’s education, a part of “eEurope” global action plan, has been spread on the basis of these principles.
  The eLearning initiative aims at creating the necessary conditions for the planning of didactically appropriate contents, services and learning places to the adaptation of the education and training systems, overcoming the obstacles that come between an increase of the integration and the use of digital technologies. This perspective makes necessary to provide innovative training offers that exploit the potentials of technologies, proposing personalized paths and inserted within virtual communities that collaboratively learn.
  This scenario raises important problems: on the one hand, those who propose themselves as distributors of training processes based on the use of telematic technologies have to mature adequate methodological competences; on the other side, users have to choose autonomously the paths better adapted to their training needs. Therefore, both questions require the acquisition of suitable knowledge on the ways to make distance education and a new culture that doesn’t regard this type of training as opposed to the training but as a further possibility, above all where the traditional training meets practicability problems.
  The term e-learning is generically referred to the use of Internet in training activities, where the suffix “e” (electronic based) underlines the use of telematic tools.
  E-learning isn’t a neologism to define distance education as such, but a term that is inserted in the history of the distance education to indicate the convergence of more trends, models and technological solutions towards a single meaning linked both to cultural and economic factors.
  These considerations enlarge the meaning of the concept of e-learning, that becomes the set of the new methodological and didactic opportunities that the telematic technologies and Internet enable to experiment, with a particular attention to open and flexible models and to the centrality of the student’s role. Among the factors that contribute to trace the meaning of e-learning, on the one hand the evolution of distance learning towards open didactic models and, on the other hand, the progressive affirmation of the theoretical models that exploit a training based on autonomy and construction of knowledge are particularly important: from andragogy to constructivism, to the theories on active and involved learning.
  This dimension seems to go over the theoretical formulations on the existence of a third generation for the distance education, to underline how learning and communication are the key elements in the conceptual development of the use of the telematic networks.
  In this sense, the new telematic technologies enable to add a communicative type many/many – where not only the student can interact more rapidly with the teacher, but he can also establish interactive and cooperative relationships with all the other participants – to a traditional communicative type one/many, where the exchanges go from a central point, namely the teacher, to a multitude of students: a typical situation of “network”.
  The training activities in Internet are effective when they guarantee a greater flexibility and freedom of action to users. Any distance education activity has to imply various facilitations for students, above all in terms of freedom as regards the learning environment.
  Therefore, e-learning is a system where more elements are combined:
  
	
the availability of information, continuously enriched and updated and tools to re-elaborate, select and put the knowledge, the data and the information materials in relation between them:

	
the personalization of the access to contents, where the possibility to gain access with relative organization freedom to training resources can boost anyone to enrich his own curriculum for a continuative learning;

	
the connectivity, namely the modes through which the single students come into contact with the “learning community” in a both formal and informal manner.


  Therefore, it is evident as the term e-learning contains in a single terminology the complexity related to the new training needs, underling the always more strict relationship that is being established between the telematic technologies and the distributed education.

 

  
  
    2.3 The affirmation of e-learning in the current society
  

   


In the last years, the increasingly diffused trend in the matter of education and training is to refer to e-learning. Like it has been seen, the term is born from the union of learning, meant as process where the subject is “active” and uses all the “e” (electronic) tools, and the didactic methods that are used in this process. However, the translation of «electronic learning» is reductive if only the most theoretical aspects are evaluated without considering the learning as a complex process at the psychic level of the subject, who has to acquire some knowledge through contextualized and socialized activities to also reach “higher” levels of capabilities and competences.
  It is often used as equivalent of web-based training but it has been underlined how some instances attributable to the theories of open and distributed education, partly of the multimedia education and partly of the new economy, converge in this new meaning.
  For example, as regards the boosts due to the affirmation of the new economy, you have to consider the spread need to have updated information and tools to elaborate, organize, look for and put the knowledge into relation, as well as to personalize the access to the contents according his own training or professional needs and, finally, to give students the possibility to become active members of real learning communities. Everything in a society that sees the growing affirmation of a resource-based and a knowledge-based economy.
  Web-based training, or better e-learning, has several strengths as a continuous and integrated training process:
  
	the possibility to update constantly the contents and to develop learning communities;

	the possibility to contextualize the learning in the work environment to increase the sense of responsibility and productivity of the staff;

	the learning becomes continuous to face the risks of obsolescence of the work in any context;

	the possibility to favour the collaboration above all to face some problems aiming at a problem solving approach;

	the possibility to personalize the learning paths and the access paths to the training resources to improve his own personal and work competences.


  These and many other reflections have been object of study to correlate the economic aspects of the new society with the boost to affirm the great force of e-learning, like those to calculate the Return on investment in terms of the effectiveness and the results or those on the development of the home based web training or still those referred to the economic development of producer companies of packages and platforms for the distribution of online courses.

 

  
  
    2.4 From classic training to e-learning: the pros and cons
  

   


The peculiarity of e-learning as regards the most traditional distance education and the classic one consists in the greater attention for the interaction between the actors of the training process. The key element of the conceptual development of this model is the idea of communication and learning as social processes.
  This type of training doesn’t claim to replace the second-generation distance education mode. In fact, any type of training is more functional to specific training contexts and not to others. Furthermore, the strictest distance third-generation training also includes presence meetings (usually at the beginning and at the end of the on-line training cycle), indicating that a training mode doesn’t necessarily exclude the other one.
   The traditional classroom training has some unquestionable advantages: first of all, the familiarity with this type of situation for both the teacher and the student; secondly, the teacher’s possibility “to adjust the aim” during the lesson thanks to the immediate reactions of the questions, the moves and the students’ face expressions; finally, the physical proximity of the students that manage to create interest groups and to collaborate together for the achievement of training objectives.
  However, whether the class is too much numerous, all the advantages linked to the face-to-face relationship are lost and the teacher’s feedback management becomes difficult, if not impossible.
  Furthermore, the means helps the reflection, while the bustle of the class doesn’t allow the same. In e-learning, students can get more time and attention for the ideas than it doesn’t usually happen in the traditional training.
  One of the unquestionable advantages of e-learning is the possibility that the contents are available and accessible in the moments and places chosen by users. It can be stated that this possibility was already given by the second-generation distance education models. However, there is a crucial difference between them: third-generation models enable to students and teachers to dialogue and collaborate between them. The messages are bidirectional and communication, that can be « one-to-one », « one-to-many » and « many-to-many », can become interactive.
  Communication can be synchronous and asynchronous. In the first case, students can communicate with the teacher or the colleagues via Internet in real time, by both text (via chat) and audio. In the second case, on the contrary, students communicate with teachers or between them in deferred time through e-mails or discussion forums.
  In addition to the overcoming of spatio-temporal barriers, a crucial strength of third-generation distance education is the great flexibility in learning modes and styles, the possibility to personalize its training path in the light of its competences and the specific objectives to reach, also adapting it to who is in disadvantaged starting situations.
  These characteristics turn out to be particularly profitable when training is addressed to workers. E-learning allows a continuous and flexible requalification at always lower costs. In addition to the corporate savings in terms of displacement, times and structures, there is the benefit of the worker who can enjoy the possibilities of study and constant updating in the most suitable moments. 
  It is also possible through the new technologies to establish contacts between workers displaced in different parts of the world who carry out the same tasks and can exchange opinions, experiences and information. E-learning supports the development model that Boot and Hodgson defined as “the development of the whole person and especially from the capability to continue and to make sense of oneself and the world where we live”.
  In spite of the several advantages, e-learning isn’t free from limits. The most immediate obstacles are linked to technological problems (possibility to access the Internet, speed of data transmission, costs of the bills, etc.) and to users’ computer knowledge (ability in the use of a graphical interface, capability to process texts by word-processing programs, to save and store files, etc.).
  Among the most difficult limits to overcome, there are those linked to the capabilities of any single student, for example being able to read the other students’ messages, even if long and complex, and to formulate suitable answers through a means that doesn’t allow a direct contact.
  Time management also belongs to these capabilities: not everybody are able to manage it in a flexible but programmed manner, to read the courses’ material in the most suitable times and to carry out the assigned tasks within the limits.
  Another important capability that users should have to exploit at best the potentials of e-learning is to be able to interact with the other students. It consists in considering alternative ideas and to provide counterexamples, to be able to share the work with the others in a collaborative manner and to boost the other students’ participation.
  It can’t be denied that a written communication, above all if it is asynchronous, can not to interest all the students, that is perceived as cold by some of them. Moreover, if there isn’t the possibility to access often the Internet, there is the risk “to fall behind”, inevitably leading to the alienation of some components of the virtual class, above all if there isn’t the preparation, till the beginning, to a type of collaborative and constructivist learning.

 

  
  
    2.5 Motivation to participation: the new trainer
  

   


The typical tools of functional communities to ensure interactivity, so to bolster the motivation to learn and the participation are: online forums, that are deepening moments when students exchange information on specific issues; chats and mailing lists that represent socialization moments, placed out of times and places of the course.
  However, the risk of isolation and demotivation, particularly for students who start off disadvantaged as regards the possession of the necessary capabilities to follow the training path, is always round the corner.
  Favouring the harmonic development of social relationships within a group of students is the best system to create participation and motivation in the subjects committed in the training process.
  In this connection, the tutor plays a leading role. Considering e-learning from the point of view of the new trainer means considering mainly the relational dimension, without neglecting the technical and technological knowledge that characterize him as regards a traditional trainer.
  The web tutor carries out the difficult task to facilitate the learning. In order to do this, he can use the two communication channels of the common forum and the private electronic mail to establish relationships with students and to support the didactic activities. The tutor has to be able to motivate, encourage, liven up and, at the same time, direct skilfully the study group, aware of internal dynamics.
  In fact, this figure has to work hard to prevent that the course goes on solely thanks to the collaborative activity of a restricted core of members who write almost all the messages, while students extraneous to the core just read them, are increasingly less linked and, feeling left out, are always more prone to leave completely. In this sense, the tutor is more addressed to processes rather than contents.

 

  
  
    2.6 The scenarios of web-based training
  

   

  A new research area gained ground in modern society by now, born from the integration of longlife education with the diffusion of networks and cyberspace culture. In time, the directions of the studies more oriented to the methodological dimension on the one hand (open and distributed education) and those more careful to the implications of ICTs and networks on the other hand, have been integrated coming to a theoretical and methodological integrated approach defined e-learning. However, the last years have been characterized by a growing attention to the new relationships and forms of social presence that arise in the Internet world and to the new “construction” possibilities of knowledge. Internet and online communities can give rise to models of cooperative production of knowledge (like it occurs in Open Source communities) both, for instance, for the immediate solution of problems, and for laying the foundations for a more complex and distributed knowledge (that Levy defined as « collective intelligence ») but also, and increasingly, for the « treatment » of knowledge.
  Therefore, the scenarios of e-learning are being increasingly characterized by two different “realities”: on the one hand, a more “structured” e-learning, that provides courses through platforms and evaluations and that could be defined as « formal »; on the other hand, an e-learning that can be defined as « informal » (also called networked learning) because it is a less structured reality characterized by an interactive participation aimed to produce knowledge.
  In time, e-learning sector gained ground in the various fields of adults’ training, in the didactic experiences in Internet experimented by universities and by the private training agencies of the most advanced industrial countries. The first reactions to this diffusion of experiences of open training in Internet have been, on the one hand, characterized by the fear that a transposition of the traditional didactic models in Internet could lead to an impoverishment of quality as regards the presence teaching and, on the other hand, from the rise of a largest field of studies that, in time, has revealed that e-learning is also bearer of elements and characteristics that can not only prevent the lowering of quality of teaching, but even favour a teaching meant as critical, argued and multi-perspective construction of knowledge.
  In fact, web teaching isn’t limited to provide distance education and training, but it allows the realization of environments, contexts and activities that bring out the subject to which it is addressed giving him a greater chance to personalize his path and to have tools, human resources and materials able to favour an effective training experience from the constructive point of view. In addition to this, there is another important component of education that also enables to experiment models of possible training through collaborative and cooperative experiences at the base of a higher learning and a complete realization of oneself.

 

  
  
    2.7 E-learning as social and market phenomenon
  

   


The development and the spread of the new communication technologies are increasingly changing the society where we live in: evolution and change involve not only the communication tools and techniques, the economic and production structures of the countries, but the whole society and the forms in which it is expressed, the culture, the habits and the way of thinking. The basic functions provided by telematics (access to resources, real time or broadcast communication, etc.) can be directly used as resources in traditional didactic processes or can be useful to give rise to innovative teaching/learning models based on collaborative and bidirectional communication processes, like they have been traced in distance education in the last years.
  Technologies represent the actual answer to the most varied needs of those who want to take up a flexible learning path that facilitates the integrated management of all the aspects of everyone’s life.
  The technological innovation starts off the passage from “information society” characterized by a mass information and based on the distribution of predefined and standardized data to a “knowledge society” that boosts the cognitive participation of any single subject and where the access is allowed by the heritage of knowledge and competences possessed.
  The continuous increase and change of both computer systems and communication infrastructures enable to experiment and realize of increasingly sophisticated communication models able to give new learning opportunities in both economic and qualitative terms.
  The unceasing increase of the use of Internet doesn’t simply produce the race for the realization of different technologies but increasingly changes the way of working of people. For this reason, the concept of e-learning isn’t limited to the transfer of training contents through the Internet, but it is a way to conceive the teaching that increases the value of the traditional teaching with the integration of communication technologies.

 

  
  
    2.8 The current world development of e-learning market
  

   


E-learning is one of the fields of ICT with the highest margins of growth and represents the field on which hopes and expectations are focused and investments converge.
  Online market isn’t very solid, because there are several companies that provide valuable products and solutions, but anyone of them is able to ensure the leadership for itself. The natural solution for this problem is the rise of alliances between enterprises, thanks to which it will be possible to satisfy diversified needs.
  In Europe, the e-learning field is still a start-up phase. The obstacles to overcome are various: creating a strong culture of training and knowledge in Internet, strengthening its burden in enterprises, developing it through the use of the new technologies, as well as resolving the language’s problem, since the quality of the offer depends greatly on the capability to make it available in more languages.
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