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1. Aims and objectives
According to the successful application to the SOCRATES-MINERVA programme the aims and objectives of workpackage 6 is to deliver 

•
a description of the specificities of BOLDIC pedagogy

•
a specification of agreed PEDAGOGICAL IDEAS as background for communication, collaboration and development in the area of ODL

•
a definitions of the pedagogical ODL traditions in Baltic and Nordic    countries 

2. Methodology and strategy for presentation of results
The report is based on information collected by the project partners in the spring of 2003 and presented in national reports (deliverable XX) as agreed upon in the kick-off meeting in Kaunas on November 11, 2002. The collection was based on agreed templates (appendix XX) and organised by the national coordinators. According to the minutes from the kick-off meeting the following data was to be collected and presented to the leaders of WP 4. 5 and 6 for further analysis:

Each country contributes to the data collection by choosing a best practice institutions within:

•
Higher education

•
Continuing education

•
Primary schools

•
Adult education in general (Liberal education)

The method for collecting data was that each institution should evaluate their own practice by filling out the template. It was discussed that it was important that the template were very broad, so that it was useful for all institutions. 

It was decided that the template should contribute to:

•
describing the facts behind best practice in ODL

•
identifying the national expertise within ODL

•
identifying the national expertise views upon the existence and content of the Boldic pedagogy

•
collecting data about existing quality assurance systems in ODL

•
identifying policy within ODL

•
identifying the pedagogical methods.

Based of the descriptions in the national reports developed by each of the Nordic and Baltic countries we present an analysis of the pedagogical issues related to Open and Distance Learning (ODL) in a cross-national perspective. The purpose is to identify and describe the specificities of a Nordic-Baltic pedagogical approach to ODL. The starting point is the question: Does a Nordic-Baltic pedagogical approach to ODL exist? And if it exists, what are its major characteristics? Is it possible to identify a dominating and accepted understanding of learning? Is it unique to the Nordic and Baltic countries? 

Afterwards, in an attempt to explain and catalogue the BOLDIC pedagogical approach, we discuss it within two frameworks: A framework of learning theories and a framework of a view of the human nature. The view of the human nature is described through an account of the origin and historical development of a pedagogical tradition. The learning theoretical framework consists of four important learning theories in the pedagogical field of the 20th century. The frameworks offer two views on the Nordic-Baltic pedagogical approach. 

Last in the report we try, on the one hand, to give a broader cultural and historical perspective on the BOLDIC approach to pedagogy in ODL and discuss a challenge to our conception in a report for the Nordic-Baltic Lifelong Learning Conference in Riga, May 2003 (written by Jonas Sprogoe), and, on the other hand, to view the project’s concept of at threat to the Nordic-Baltic development in ODL in the light of the recent international development within e-learning. The purpose is investigate the Nordic-Baltic-ness in the identified pedagogical approach to ODL.

3. The Nordic-Baltic pedagogical tradition

3.1 Readiness for e-learning in Nordic and Baltic countries

Ranging from a population of 1.356.000 in Estonia and 8.600.000 in Sweden, the Nordic and Baltic countries are all small countries. As regards to areas, the countries differ. The areas range from 43.094 sq. km in Denmark to 449.960 sq. km in Sweden. This also means that there is a big difference in population density. Especially Sweden, Norway and Finland have sparsely populated areas; which means that the need for distance learning is bigger in these countries.

The IT infrastructures of the Nordic and Baltic countries differ. An important precondition for the implementation of IT in ODL is the so-called e-readiness of the population. Is the population acquainted with technology and therefore prepared and able to use it? In relation to e-readiness, Northern eDimension Action Plan (2003, p. 15) writes:

Access to ICT (mobile phone, computer, Internet) is a precondition of the possibility of getting acquainted with the use of these technologies, whether this access is possible at home or at work. But the possibility of access itself does not imply that the technology is actually being used.

The statistical material from Northern eDimension Action Plan is insufficient to give a picture of the e-readiness in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Some indicators are, however, also provided by the national reports. On the basis of the statistical material from Northern eDimension Action Plan and the national reports, it is apparent that there is a gap between the Nordic countries on the one hand and the Baltic countries on the other hand.

In 2002 the computer access of the populations in the Nordic countries ranked between 63% in Finland and 77% in Denmark. The Internet access ranked between 53% in Finland and 68% in Sweden. Between 45% in Finland and 52% in Denmark use a computer daily, and between 29% in Finland and 36% in Denmark and Sweden use the Internet daily (figures from Norway not available). In 2002 the computer access of the population was 16% in Lithuania and 33% in Estonia, and the Internet access of the population was 8% in Lithuania and 22% in Estonia. There are no similar figures from Latvia, but in 2001 there were 15.3 computers per 100 inhabitants in Latvia.

The figures indicate that the populations of Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden have a high degree of e-readiness compared to Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. This means that the Nordic countries have better conditions for the use and implementation of IT in ODL than the Baltic countries.

3.2 Identifying a Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL

In the following, an identification and description of the main characteristics of a Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL is given. What is the common Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL? What are its major characteristics? Which methods in ODL courses have been the result of the approach - what is the nature of the online courses of the Nordic and Baltic countries?

Only Sweden and Denmark explain their current approach to ODL on the background of long pedagogical traditions - although they both appear rather “muddy”, as the Danish report (p. 30) states. Both the Swedish and the Danish tradition put emphasis on students’ independence, responsibility, influence and control, and in both countries it is believed that the current approach to ODL, to a large extent, can be explained by this tradition. The Swedish report (p. 8) reads: “ODL is used to incorporate the existing pedagogical theory of liberal education into a new environment.” The Norwegian report, to some extent, expresses a similar tradition, when emphasising the encouragement of personal development and individual growth.

The following is an attempt to identify the central specificities of a Nordic-Baltic approach on the basis of the national reports. All specificities are to some extent shared by the countries, but there are differences in emphasis. The specificities can be classified in five central concepts: 

•
a student-centred approach 

•
communication focused 

•
group and/or teamwork oriented

•
active participation

•
incorporating a face-to-face dimension. 

The concepts are interrelated, but they stress different aspects of importance to the identity the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL.

Firstly, all countries express a student-centred approach. This is a fundamental characteristic of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL, and the following aspects can all be seen as integral parts of the specific Nordic-Baltic student-centred approach. The student-centred approach includes concepts such as openness and freedom, which is in opposition to discipline and teacher-controlled courses. The Estonian report (p. 12) states that: “Increasing numbers of instructors are experimenting with student-centred learning approaches and constructivist models of learning.” Sweden specifies its approach as problem-based and pupil-oriented. Audrone Valiuskeviciute describes the pedagogy of Lithuania as child-centred, but at the same time she sees a tendency within distance learning towards self-dependent learning.

Secondly, there is the aspect of communication in the form of dialogue, conversations or discussions. This seems to be an all-important element of the Danish approach to ODL, and also Sweden places great emphasis on communication and discussions. Audrone Valiuskeviciute describes openness in the form of communication, collaboration and creativity as a central aspect of Lithuanian pedagogy.

Thirdly, there is the aspect of group and/or teamwork, which emphasises collaboration between the students. Group or teamwork is mostly a Swedish, Norwegian and Danish phenomenon. Especially Norway views collaborative group work as central and they place importance on the social factors in education. In accordance with a student-centred approach, the Danish report describes a form of group work where the students decide what to work with and how – problem-based group work..

Fourthly, there is the aspect of students’ active participation, which is expressed in terms such as learning by doing and experimental learning. Especially Finland focuses on engaging students in the learning process, and they are particularly concerned with the problems involved in student participation at a distance: “It is not too difficult to present information over a distance, but getting people to participate and making learning active at a distance is much harder.” (p. 14). The Estonian report places emphasis on the active engagement of students, and also Latvia focuses on this aspect, emphasising that students learn themselves.

Fifthly, there is the dimension of face-to-face meetings between students and teachers, which is concerned with synchronous presence of people. All countries explicitly stress the importance of integrating face-to-face meetings as a part of ODL courses. In recent years, particularly Latvia and Estonia have increased their focus on face-to-face meetings, making it an all-important ingredient of ODL. The Latvian report (p. 11) reads: “Feedback and face-to-face study support in groups and for individuals was mentioned by many experts as very important factor of good practice.”

3.3 A blended approach to ODL

These aspects or specificities of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL manifest themselves in certain methods used in the organisation of ODL courses. A suitable name for the basic elements of a common Nordic-Baltic method is a blended approach. The national reports clearly suggest that the structure of ODL in all the countries is moving towards a mix of distance learning and personal meetings. The Swedish report (p. 16) reads: “In all ODL in Sweden there is a commonly agreed need for a mix of distance learning methods and personal meetings between students and teachers/tutors.” The Norwegian report (p. 14) states: “Most of the courses combine physical meetings and distance teaching (“mixed mode courses”).” The Danish report (p. 18) shows the same tendency: “Independent of which educational level they represent most experts in this survey agree that the best results of ODL are achieved by combining classroom based teaching and distance education.” The blended approach could take the form of a course based on face-to-face meetings (for example seminars) followed by independent student work where the students collaborate in groups and use the web as a platform for conversations and discussions. This blended approach can be characterised as a Nordic-Baltic approach – the BOLDIC approach to ODL.

4. To what extent is a blended approach genuine Nordic-Baltic?

The question is how this BOLDIC approach to ODL should be understood? What is the background? Is there a common factor? Does the approach express a certain view of the human nature or a certain understanding of learning? Below, the identified approach will be explored and interpreted on the basis of two different but related frameworks.

4.1 Towards reform pedagogy - a change in views on human nature

In this chapter we will try to identify concepts and ideas, which have influenced the development of a pedagogical tradition after the Second World War. In other words, an interpretation of the current Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL on the basis of this framework is an attempt to provide a historical background for the approach. The historical development of a pedagogical tradition will be described in an attempt to identify the historical origins of the Nordic-Baltic approach. Which ideas, thoughts, views and theories have influenced the approach and formed the tradition? What and who are the main influences?

It is argued, that the tradition is founded at the beginning of the 20th century. The tradition has its origin in the first half of the century in an “alliance” between a radical movement and the emerging developmental psychology. At the beginning of the 20th century the European society is dominated by an increasing secularisation, among other things due to the influence of naturalistic philosophy. The individual is increasingly viewed from a biological instead of a theological point of view; science begins to play an important role in society. In this respect, the publication of Charles Darwin’s “The Origin of Species” in 1859 is important.

The radical movement is often referred to as “cultural radicalism”. Cultural radicalism is primarily an antiauthoritarian movement, which criticises discipline and advocates respect for the individual. It stresses the importance of critical, reflective and democratic individuals. The thoughts of the radical movement have to a large extent been the foundation of the Frankfurt school, which was formed in the 1920s.

The emerging psychology provided a different approach to the same view. The increasing dominance of science meant that the scientific insights into the human psychology became more and more influential. The psychologists - led primarily by Sigmund Freud - warned against suppression of the child’s natural instincts and impulses. According to the psychology, this sort of treatment could be damaging to the child. Instead, the development of the child’s inner nature was promoted.

This radically opposed the established pedagogical tradition, which was based on strict discipline and an authoritarian teacher. The pedagogy of the time (and the view of the human nature) viewed the child as a kind of raw material that needed to be educated to be moulded to fit the norms of society.

The combination of cultural radicalism and the soon well-established psychology led to a progressive pedagogical movement. The progressive movement believed that the traditional pedagogy supported the education of passive children. The purpose of the progressive education was to humanize education. The movement spoke in favour of a pedagogy that was less determined by tradition and authority. The progressive movement was an international movement, and in 1921 the international New Educational Fellowship was established on the grounds of the progressive movement.

The movement’s focus on the individual dates back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau and romanticism, and in certain ways the philosophical views of Rousseau combine the cultural radical approach with the psychological approach. Rousseau expresses both respect for the child as an independent individual, and he has a belief in an inner nature of the child. Rousseau put the child in centre of education and believed in the natural development of the child. The child should be encouraged to develop and grow in accordance with its own inner nature, and the adults should only function as counsellors or guides in the process.

The heritage from Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Friedrich Fröbel (1782-1852) and N. F. S. Grundtvig (1783-1872), among others, played a central role in the formation of the pedagogical tradition in the first half of the 20th century. Fröbel was the founder of the “Kindergarten”. His approach to education was a strong focus on the children’s self-development through activity; experience and play are central to his line of thought. In Denmark Grundtvig founded the Danish “Folkehøjskole”. Central to his ideas was the spoken word in lectures and conversations (”the living word”). The publication of the Swedish writer, Ellen Key’s “Barnets århundrede” (“The Century of the Child”) in the year 1900 was primarily inspired by Rousseau and influenced the movement particularly in the Nordic countries - in many ways the book set the standards for the pedagogical discussions in the 20th century.

We will argue that this cultural radical, democratic, scientific and psychological movement marked the foundation of a pedagogical tradition - and that it in many ways underlies many of the pedagogical discussions today. It is therefore further argued that the tradition can be used in the explanation and understanding of today’s approach to ODL in the Nordic and Baltic countries.

It is possible to formulate a number of key concepts describing the pedagogical tradition, which was developed after the Second World War. This tradition has to a large extent dominated/influenced the pedagogical development (at least in the Nordic countries) in the last fifty years – and, therefore, may explain today’s Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL. The fundamental factor in the tradition is the concept of a child-centred approach. The key words describing the tradition are anti​authoritarian, autonomy, independence, freedom, respect for the individual, individual-centred, democracy, focus on the child’s interests and needs, criticism, reflection, inner nature, activity, self development, constructive dialogue, conver​sation, communication, development of responsibility and ability to make decisions.

In understanding the pedagogical tradition that grew out of this movement, it is important to consider the nature of the foundation. The tradition is first and foremost a view of the human nature, but it is also a psychological approach. This means that the tradition is not learning theoretical by nature; it is not built on an explicit concept of knowledge. This does, however, not mean that learning theories have not influenced the tradition. But the tradition does, primarily, reflect sympathy towards a certain view of the human nature, which is transformed into pedagogical principles, and methods that are not explicitly based on a learning theory. In other words, it is not a clear-cut (and unambiguous) pedagogical tradi​tion. Furthermore, the tradition is, to a large extent, formed on the basis of what it is not. This means that it is important to understand the tradition antithetical, as scepticism towards and an opposition to the existing society - to discipline, exter​nal control, punishment, authority etc. Figure 1 is an attempt to outline the key concepts of the child-centred versus the authoritarian view of the human nature.
	Child-centred view
	Authoritarian view

	Child-centred and humanitarian

Autonomy, independence and freedom 

Democracy

Self development from an inner nature

Respect for the individual

Development of responsibility and ability to make decisions

Criticism and reflection
	Tradition, society and culture

Authority

Shaped by culture and determined by tradition

Disciplined individuals

Development of children who accept authority


Figure 1 - Views of the human nature

The view of the human nature and the progressive pedagogical movement resulted in certain learning methods. New schools built on the new pedagogy emerged. In Denmark the Vanløse Schools experimented with new methods. These schools did not become a prototype for the common Danish schools in the years to come, but the methods developed by the schools did influence the pedagogy in Denmark - and the Danish public school.

Like the movement itself, the methods were to a large extent a reaction against the existing methods. In many ways, the new schools were in opposition to the old schools. It is not possible to provide a clear picture of the methods used in the traditional or in the progressive pedagogy, but figure 2 provides some key words.

	Child-centred view
	Authoritarian view

	Student choice

Focus on student interests and student needs

Dialogue, conversation and communication

Self-activity
	Teacher control

Discipline and punishment

Instruction (classroom lectures)

Teacher talking - children listening


Figure 2 - Methods - View of the human nature

The approach founded in the decades prior to the Second World War appears to be the starting point of the development of a tradition. The foundation of the pedagogical tradition is a heritage from and a combination of Rousseau, romanticism, democracy, cultural radicalism on the one hand and naturalism, science, psychology on the other hand. European psychology became the foundation of pedagogy, the development of an independent, critical individual became its goal.

Psychology also was to play a central role in the development of pedagogy after the Second World War. Pedagogy was, at the time, even regarded as applied psychology, and has been the dominating science in the field of pedagogy until today.

Development of a reform pedagogy

The pedagogical approach is illustrated in the development of the pedagogy in the years after the Second World War and until today. The approach is reflected in the theories used and in the way the theories were used; which theories were influential and in which way - how did they influence the pedagogy? Below, some of the influences on the tradition will be named (without going into detail) to illustrate in which ways they have influenced the tradition.

In continuation of Freud, Jean Piaget’s cognitivistic (later recognised as constructivistic) developmental psychology has played an important role in the Nordic pedagogy. According to Piaget the child goes through biological determined developmental phases. Therefore the educational system should be tailored to the developmental levels of the child. The learning process should respect the individual’s development, which meant that the child was the centre of the learning process.

The American pragmatist, John Dewey, has also influenced the development of the tradition. Especially the concept of “learning by doing”, which stresses the importance of the individual’s own interests, activities and experiences as the starting point of learning. Dewey, thus, emphasises the need for each individual to make his own experiences. These individualistic aspects of Dewey’s theory have played a role in the development of the pedagogical tradition. Central to his philosophy is, however, also a problem-oriented curriculum based on students’ active participation in real-life situations, and learning activities based on students’ aims and purposes. However, Dewey has had little, if any, influence on the development of the curriculum.

In recent years, the Russian activity theorist, Lev. S. Vygotsky’s concept of “the zone of proximal development” has found its way to the pedagogical field. The concept stresses the importance of a development that respects the child’s dominating motives; an individual learns only within a field of his own motivation. The motivation manifests itself in activities - for example, games motivate children of a certain age. The concept of the zone of proximal development is, however, only a small aspect of Vygotsky’s and other activity theorists’ theoretical foundation. Central to Vygotsky’s line of thought is the construction of knowledge through mediated actions directed at objects in the physical world. Vygotsky emphasises the importance of culture and the cultural historical development of artefacts. Socialisation and culture are all-important aspects of learning which means that learning is not biological and individual, but rather cultural and social.

In recent years, Howard Gardner’s cognitivistic theory of multiple intelligences has influenced a wide range of educational institutions. The theory argues that children possess a multitude of abilities, and that each child often favours certain aspects. This means that children have different preferences regarding learning - they have different learning styles. The theory therefore emphasises the diversity of the individual and the need to develop different aspects of the individual. According to the theory, the individual should be offered different options in his/her individual learning process. However, the theory also states that each intelligence is based on logic symbol systems, which can be trained through assignments and exercises. This idea has not had a major impact on the development of the pedagogical tradition.

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s “situated learning” has also widely influenced the pedagogical discussions and practices since the beginning of the 1990s. Lave and Wenger argue that the individual learns through active participation in communities of practice. Learning is situated and an integrated part of a social practice. According to their approach, knowledge exists in and is a part of practice. The individual learns through active participation in the practice. The pedagogical field has picked up especially the concept of participation and the idea of the active learner. However, creating situations of practice or contexts - in which the subject matter or the knowledge is bound - has not dominated the creation of practices of learning.

The theories used and the way they have been used can (to some extent) be explained by the view of the human nature and the pedagogical approach formed prior to the Second World War. It seems that only certain aspects of Piaget, Dewey, Vygotsky, Gardner, Lave, Wenger and others have been used to develop the tradition. Likely these aspects are connected with a view of human nature and its key words; antiauthoritarian, respect for the individual, individual-centred, inner nature, activity etc. It is, of course, too simplistic to explain the use of these theories exclusively on the basis of this approach, but it does illustrate that a certain tendency in the development of the pedagogical tradition seems to exist.

It is also important to note that the most important influences on the development of the tradition indicate that the tradition is not Nordic or Baltic in origin.
4.2 BOLDIC pedagogy viewed in the light of learning theory

The following provides a learning theoretical framework. A brief description of four different learning theories is given to uncover a theoretical foundation of the Nordic-Baltic approach. The purpose of the learning theories is to identify theoretical concepts behind the Nordic-Baltic approach. Which concepts of learning support the approach? What is the theoretical background? Furthermore, practical methods will be deduced from the abstract and descriptive concepts of the learning theories in order to interpret the Nordic-Baltic approach in pragmatic terms. The purpose is to provide a theoretical understanding of the methods used in the ODL practices.

In recent years the pedagogical discussions have been dominated by constructivistic theories. In the national reports, most of the Nordic and Baltic countries catalogue their approach to ODL as constructivistic. It is therefore interesting and relevant to explore the connection between the approach and different learning theories, especially different constructivistic theories. Is the approach constructivistic by nature?

Below, a short introduction to different learning theories is provided, and the methods implicated in the different approaches are described. The distinction between “knowledge transfer” and “knowledge construction” is central to the understanding of learning and will be related to the theories and to the Nordic-Baltic approach. The framework consists of behaviourism, cognitivism, radical constructivism and social constructivism. The descriptions of the learning theories will only be in broad outline; the intent is not to give a thorough account.

A learning theory is based on a philosophical concept of how the individual learns. A learning theory can be defined as a theory about the individual, the world, the individual’s relations to the world and knowledge. The foundation of a learning theory is an ontological and an epistemological belief. An ontology describes the nature of existence - what exists? An epistemology defines the nature of human knowledge - what can we know? In continuation of an ontological and epistemological approach a learning theory tries to answer the question: how do we acquire knowledge - how do we learn?

On the basis of the definition of a learning theory, figure 3 represents a way to differ learning theoretical approaches - a learning theoretical framework.

	
	Behaviourism / Cognitivism
	Radical constructivism
	Social constructivism

	Individual
	Passive
	Cognition
	Activity

	World
	Objective
	Individual construction
	Social and practical construction

	Individual and world
	From without
	Interpretation
	Adaptation/creation

	Knowledge
	Objective
	Cognitive structure
	Media


Figure 3 - Learning theories

The different learning theories have different consequences for the organisation of learning practice. Methods applied to learning practice can be divided into course activities, course material and the relations between the participants of the learning practice. Figure 4 provides an overview of the different methods deduced from learning theories.

	
	Behaviourism / Cognitivism
	Radical constructivism
	Social constructivism

	How are  the course activities organised?
	Controlled

- structured

- individual work
	Independent

- flexible

- individual or group work
	Independent and social

- flexible

- collaboration and group work

	How is the course material organised?
	On the basis of an Inner structure of the subject matter

- curriculum

- predetermined units
	On the basis of the student problems

- problematic situations

- isolated topics
	On the basis of the student projects

- problems

- projects

	What are the relations between the participants?
	Teacher instruction and student training

- controlled by subject matter and the teacher

- communication from teacher to the students
	Teacher guidance (and coordination) and student work

- controlled by the students and the teacher

- communication between the  students and the teacher
	Student work and teacher coordination (and guidance)

- controlled by the students

- communication between the students


Figure 4 - Methods - Learning theories

Even though behaviourism and cognitivism are catalogued on the basis of the same concepts, they are not completely alike. Their differences will appear from the descriptions below.

Behaviourism

The psychological theory, behaviourism, was founded by the American psychologist John B. Watson around 1915. The theory is based on the belief that human behaviour is determined by external stimuli. Learning consists of connections between stimuli from the external world and the mechanical or automatic response of the individual. This means that the individual receives stimulus form the external world and responds accordingly. The individual is passive and receives an objective stimulus from the external world, which means that there is a direction in the learning process from without, from the stimuli, towards the individual. Knowledge is entirely related to external behaviour, and it is considered to be objective.

B. F. Skinner has further developed behaviourism within pedagogy. He developed the concept of “programmed instruction”, which is a method where each student is led or directed through a thoroughly planned process; the student goes through certain steps one at a time. The behaviouristic learning methods consist of controlled and structured courses divided into predetermined units. The teacher controls the course and instructs the students. The student goes through a fixed curriculum. When the student has gone through the subject matter, and when the assignments are solved, the student has learned.

Cognitivism

Cognitivism focuses on the cognitive or intellectual capabilities of the individual. The theory believes that there is a structure in the way we perceive and understand the world. Learning is understood as the processing of information. The world is objective and our knowledge of the world is based on information from the external world. We receive information from the world through our senses, and process the information into knowledge.

Information is objective and exists objectively in the external world, which means that the approach is very close to the concept of knowledge transfer. Our knowledge of the world is an objective processing of the world’s objective information. In other words, cognitivism is built on an objectivistic concept of knowledge and is therefore not a constructivistic theory. Since knowledge is objective, the individual is passive in the determination of knowledge. The individual does not contribute to (or influence) the character or meaning of knowledge; it exists objectively. In the learning process there is a direction from without, from the information of the external world, towards the individual. The individual is not part of a knowledge construction, but acquires knowledge about an isolated and external world.

Information from the external world has an objective inner structure, which consists of underlying fundamental concepts and relations. An understanding of them gives us the ability to process the information and thereby understand the world. In other words, the structure behind the processing reflects the structure in the real world. This means that we receive information with a certain kind of structure, and to understand the world we have to process the information according to certain principles or rules determined by the structure. Knowledge is an understanding of the key concepts and fundamental principles of the world. Cognition is a mechanism based on these concepts and principles. We are able to understand the objective world by processing information. Thus, knowledge is an objective result of the information processing. The cognitivist approach views the individual as active. It is, however, not active in the construction of knowledge, but in the processing of information. The individual brings nothing to a construction of knowledge, because information is processed objectively and in a way, which is independent of the individual - information could as well be processed by a computer.

Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences is a cognitivistic theory. He defines an intelligence as a “computational mechanism”, which is determined by mental symbol systems. According to Gardner, the individual possess a number of different intelligences each determined by their specific symbol systems. In the 1950s Benjamin S. Bloom developed a cognitive and an affective taxonomy, which also express a cognitivistic line of thought. Like Gardner’s intelligences they represent cognitive abilities that can be trained.

The cognitivistic learning methods are based on structured course activities. The learning process is a training of cognitive capabilities or intelligences; the student works individually on predetermined exercises. The course material is organised on the basis of a structure of objective information. The fixed structure of the course material means that it determines the structure of the course activities.

Radical constructivism

Radical constructivism is developed by Ernst von Glasersfeld as an interpretation and development of the psychology of Jean Piaget. The theory focuses on cognition, but unlike cognitivism it does not consider learning as information processing. The individual is understood through cognition or thinking, which is the foundation of learning. Learning is cognition, in the sense that a mental cognitive structure constructs knowledge. A given situation in the world is understood by the individual alone through cognition; the individual does not process information, but interprets the situation. The cognitive structure constantly attempts to interpret the situations, in which the individual is placed. The individual’s cognitive abilities - not external information - are the basis of interpretation. In other words, the world is interpreted according to the individual.

The cognitive structure alone determines the nature of knowledge, and there is no certain connection between the knowledge and the real world. This means that knowledge does not exist in the real world, but exclusively in the individual’s mind. In other words, the world is individually constructed. The individual is an integral part of the knowledge construction. Knowledge is the individual’s purely subjective understanding or interpretation of the world in relations to him/herself. It does not make sense to speak of the truth of knowledge, but you can speak of its viability. This means that knowledge or the cognitive structure is determined by its usefulness in the interpretation of situations.

As long as the individual is able to make a viable interpretation of the situation, the individual is in a state of equilibrium. However, an unknown situation disturbs the equilibrium, which is only restored through learning; that is, the interpretation of the situation from an existing structure (assimilation) or by the creation of a new viable cognitive structure (accommodation). A new cognitive structure is created when existing structures prove inadequate in the interpretation of a situation. This means that cognition, thinking and learning can be categorised as an adaptation (through assimilation or accommodation) of the mental structures to “fit” situations.

The methods of radical constructivism are based on independent student work. It means that students determine the process of the course activities; it implies a flexible course that cannot be structured. However, students do not necessarily determine the subject of the course. The subject matter is organised in problems for the students, and these problems can be organised in isolated topics. In the learning process students independently explore the problem. Students might help each other in groups, and the teacher guides and helps them in the process.

Social constructivism

The theoretical basis of social constructivism is that the individual’s activity in social and practical situations in the physical world is the foundation of knowledge and learning. The individual can only be considered in his/her social and practical connections. The individual does not live an isolated existence separated from the world, but exists and acts in the physical world. The individual is first and foremost active and learns on the basis of activity.

The individual’s actions are goal-oriented; the individual acts on the basis of an aim or a purpose. The aim or purpose directs the individual towards the world, and the individual uses the world in relation to the aim or purpose. The individual uses the world as media or tools for its goal-oriented activities, thereby creating the world. Since aims or purposes are ultimately practical or social by nature, the world is a social and practical construction.

The relation between the individual and the world consists of physical interactions in which the individual adapts to and creates the world through his/her mediated actions. This means that knowledge is relative to the use of the world; knowledge exists and is bound up in the situations in which the individual acts. Learning takes place in the actions, and cannot be separated from the situations. Knowledge is not objective, but it cannot be defined as purely subjective either. It originates from the interactions between the goal-oriented actions of the individual and the consequences experienced in the physical world. Therefore knowledge can be understood as the mediation between the individual and the world.

There are different theorists and approaches within the field of social constructivism, and the description above does not cover them all. Social constructivism covers theorists such as Jean Lave, Etienne Wenger, John Dewey and Lev S. Vygosky. With their concept of “situated learning”, Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger emphasise that knowledge exist in and cannot be separated from situations of practice. This means that learning is active participation in communities of practice. John Dewey’s philosophy of experience and his concept of “learning by doing” covers an approach that regards the active relations between man and nature as the foundation of learning. We learn from our experiences based on our purposeful interactions with and use of the physical environment. Lev S. Vygotsky belongs to a cultural-historical tradition. Central to his approach is that cultural artefacts are the origin of conscious thought. According to Vygotsky, learning is the historical development of cultural artefacts created on the basis of goal-oriented mediated actions within a social context. Knowledge is created in collective activity. Vygotsky’s ideas have been further developed within the field of activity theory by theorists such as A. N. Leont’ev, A. R. Luria and Yrjö Engeström. It should be stressed that Engeström provides an important Nordic contribution to the field of activity theory. The description of social constructivism in this report primarily covers an activity theoretical approach.

Fundamental to the methods of social constructivism is the independent and goal-oriented work of the student in a social and practical context. The students collaborate in groups on large-scale projects based on extensive problems. The course activities are not structured, but very flexible, because they are formed on the basis of the students’ work. The subject matter is not structured but consists of different materials, which are made available to students in their work on the project. This does, however, not mean that subject matter is determined by students - it is delimited by the problem. The teacher’s primary role is to coordinate the process and guide students if they need help. This means that the learning process is to a large extent controlled by students.

4.3 The 5 concepts of BOLDIC pedagogy in a theoretical perspective

On the basis of the identification of the specificities of the Nordic-Baltic approach, the account of the historical tradition and the description of different learning theories, it is possible to consider the nature of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL. What is the character and theoretical foundation of the approach? How can we explain and understand the Nordic-Baltic approach?

The question is what motivates the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL. The two frameworks (figure 1-4) will be used in the interpretation and discussion of the Nordic-Baltic pedagogical approach to ODL.

How to interpret the BOLDIC approach to ODL in relation to changes in views on human nature?

The historical development draws a picture of a tradition. It can be argued that this tradition forms the basis of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL and has an influence on the methods used in ODL today. The key words describing the progressive pedagogical movement of the 1920s and 1930s (see figure 1 and 2) can be related to the five central aspects of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL.

The student-centred aspect of the Nordic-Baltic approach relates to keywords such as child-centred, autonomy, independence, freedom, democracy and respect for the individual. The communicative aspect is related to dialogue, conversation and communication. Group or teamwork relates to the development of responsibility and the ability to make decisions. The aspect of active participation relates to the self-development from an inner nature and self-activity and self-development. Finally, the aspect of face-to-face integration can be related to keywords such as dialogue, conversation and communication.

The historical tradition’s view of the human nature offers an explanation of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL. There seems to exist a congruity between the student-centred Nordic-Baltic approach and the description of the child-centred view founded in the first half of the 20th century. The key words representing the historical tradition could be important predecessors of the Nordic-Baltic approach. In other words, it is, to some extent, possible to explain the approach on the basis of a certain view of the human nature.

How to interpret the BOLDIC approach to ODL within a learning theoretical framework?

Below, the learning theoretical framework (see figure 3) and the methods of the learning theories (see figure 4) will be used in an interpretation of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL. Can the Nordic-Baltic approach be catalogued as a certain learning theoretical approach?

First of all, it is very clear that the Nordic-Baltic approach in no way can be classified as behaviouristic. This would implicate a much more structured learning process including standard procedures. A behaviouristic approach would not be student-centred and would have no need for communication or collaboration between students. But this does not mean that the approach can be classified as constructivistic.

The concept of student-centred-ness is important to the Nordic-Baltic approach. All constructivistic theories implicate a student-centred approach. According to  constructivistic approaches, the learning process originates in the student’s own conception of the world. According to the cognitivistic approach, the learning process should respect each student’s developmental level and his/her cognitive abilities. In this respect, cognitivism can also be classified as student-centred.

The Nordic and Baltic countries express the importance of openness and freedom as an opposition to teacher control. This indicates the organisation of flexible course activities where the students work independently. In this respect, the Nordic-Baltic concept of student-centred-ness primarily reflects a constructivistic idea. But an important question is, however: Is student-centred courses based on a fixed curriculum or on students’ problem solving or project work?

The aspect of communication has different meanings. In the form of lectures, communication supports the idea of knowledge transfer; it supports a cognitivistic and even a behaviouristic approach. Communication is one-way; the teacher communicates to the students. This idea of communication results in methods based on teacher instruction, and it would mean that course activities are controlled by the teacher; the teacher transfers a fixed curriculum to the students.

However, the Nordic-Baltic approach does not seem to emphasise this idea of communication, but stresses the importance of communication in the form of dialogue, conversation and discussions. This idea of communication indicates that knowledge cannot be transferred. Instead the student must be actively involved in the learning process, in the construction of knowledge. Especially the two-way conversation, dialogue, supports a social constructivistic approach, but according to this learning theory, knowledge is not formed strictly on the basis of conversations. The emphasis on dialogue seems to suggest that the students play a significant role in the learning process; the active participation of students is important. Related to the term freedom, conversation and dialogue also suggest an equal relationship between teacher and students. This, again, primarily implies a constructivistic approach.

The third aspect of the Nordic-Baltic approach is group or teamwork, which also has different meanings. Group or teamwork in the form of collaboration where the students depend on each other and work together on a common assignment is primarily a (social) constructivistic approach, although collaboration is not directly excluded by the cognitivistic approach. A collaborative group work is very difficult to structure in predetermined units. In other words, this approach to group work supports flexible course activities where the process to a large extent is determined by the work of the students.

Group or teamwork in the form of cooperation where the students help each other, but still work independently, could be constructivistic as well as cognitivistic. Much depends on the way in which the group or teamwork is organised. The nature of the group or teamwork is important in determining its theoretical foundation. For example, social constructivism emphasises the importance of a social and practical context in which the subject matter exists. A certain form of group or teamwork could supply such a context. However, it is possible to work in groups or teams without constructing a social and practical context relating to the subject matter. Although the methods of cognitivism are primarily based on individual work, group work where the students help each other is not ruled out.

In the Norwegian report, a third understanding of group or teamwork is indicated by the concept of social factors. The concept indicates that the focus is on the students’ personal socialization. According to this interpretation of group or teamwork, the character of the group work is not important - it is only important that the students socialize.

The key issue in determining the character of the group work is the organisation of the course material. Students can cooperate in groups on predetermined assignments as well as on problems or projects. The question is, whether the course material in the group or teamwork organised as a fixed curriculum or as students’ problem solving or project work.

The aspect of active participation can also be interpreted in different ways. Activity in the form of learning by doing and physical experiments is supported by cognitivism, radical constructivism and social constructivism. Especially social constructivism and Gardner’s multiple intelligence theory emphasise the importance of physical activity. Central to both these approaches is also the creation of products. Active students are central to the basic constructivistic idea of an active construction of knowledge. Active students are also important to cognitivism, although not in the sense that the individual is active in the construction of knowledge.

In relation to methods, the concept of activity also differs between the learning theories. In other words, the nature of the activity is important. A cognitivistic approach encourages individual training or drilling. Radical constructivism supports the creation of experiments where the students try to solve isolated problems. Social constructivism would engage the students in social and practical contexts where they work on comprehensive projects. However, the terms active participation and active engagement are mentioned in the national reports. The terms are connected with cooperation and collaboration, and they indicate a kind of group work, which primarily relates to the constructivistic idea of an active student.

The aspect of face-to-face is very concrete, but at the same time not very precise. The question is what the nature of the face-to-face situation is. First of all, the aspect seems to suggest, that it is difficult to communicate when you are separated, whether the communication is by phone, e-mail or takes place within an online discussion forum. Face-to-face stresses the importance of meetings. On the one hand the aspect could be motivated by the socialization of students. On the other hand it could also reflect a belief that face-to-face meetings are necessary in order to secure a common understanding among a group of students. In relation to the blended learning approach, face-to-face meetings are used as a starting point. A group of students discuss the subject matter, reach a common understanding, and formulate a problem. Thereafter students collaborate separated from each other.

The learning theoretical framework shows that it is possible to interpret the specificities of the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL in different ways. The different interpretations make it difficult to draw an unambiguous conclusion regarding the learning theoretical position of the Nordic-Baltic approach. The approach is, however, mostly described in constructivistic terms. But it does not represent a particular constructivistic approach, neither a well-established and unambiguous approach. The Nordic-Baltic approach seems mainly to support the idea of “knowledge construction”, but “knowledge transfer” cannot be totally disregarded.

In relation to figure 3 and 4, the Nordic-Baltic approach supports concepts such as activity, individual as well as social construction and interpretation. In relation to figure 4, the approach supports independent as well as social activities, collaboration in groups, flexibility and courses controlled by the students. It is apparent that a description of the organization of the course material is missing from the Nordic-Baltic approach. It is very important that the course material is organised in a way that supports the course activities. For instance, a student-centred approach - in the sense that the students are goal-oriented - is lost if the course material is organized in a fixed curriculum. Concepts such as problem-based, project-oriented or goal-oriented are important to the clarification of the methods. It is, however, not possible to include such terms in the Nordic-Baltic approach.

Explaining the BOLDIC pedagogical approach to ODL

The discussion shows that both a certain view of the human nature and certain learning theories offer explanations of the Nordic-Baltic pedagogical approach. 

For example, the aspect of student-centred-ness can have different meanings and therefore have different consequences for the methods used in the organisation of ODL courses. A child-centred view of the human nature would stress the importance of a student-centred approach on the basis of an antiauthoritarian view and a respect for the individual. This approach could result in courses where the students make their own decisions, carry a responsibility for their work and are given a freedom of choice concerning subject matter and working methods. On the other hand, a social constructivistic learning theory would stress the importance of a student-centred approach, because the learning process necessitates goal-oriented students working on the basis of problems understood by the student. This approach could result in courses where students work on problem-based projects. Similarly, the concept of “knowledge construction” could be explained by an opposition against discipline as well as by a learning theoretical founded belief that knowledge cannot be transferred.

The conclusion is that the BOLDIC approach to ODL leans towards constructivism. However, the approach is not strongly theoretically founded in either the Nordic or the Baltic countries, but reflects an ecclesial pick of general pedagogical ideas to be integrated in regional thinking. At the same time the approach does reflect a trend or a tendency - a developing tradition or a praxis based on shared idea and experiences through networking as underlined in the following chapter.

5. The BOLDIC approach to ODL viewed in a cultural perspective

5.1 Mountains divide, waters unite – a historical perspective 
The countries around the Baltic Sea have different national cultures including languages. They also have different national histories but at the same time histories that are interconnected and dependent on each other and on external forces. For the last 1000 years there has been trade and wars, exchange of ideas and conflicts of interest between all the countries in the region. Nevertheless the last 100 years have primarily been dominated by collaboration to the extent this has been possible with the Soviet Union as a regional neighbour. 

In the 1920's the 3 Baltic States got inspiration to create their new national educational systems from the Nordic countries. In the 1990's when they regained their independence from the Soviet Union, they returned to the former educational system and renewed it by inspiration from across the Baltic Sea. 

The renewal of distance education was also done in collaboration with the Nordic countries. During the late 1980’s several Nordic institutions experimented with implementation of ICT into their ODL concepts of blended learning. Key Nordic persons such as John Bååth, Börje Holmberg, Torsten Rekkedal, Morten Flate Paulsen and Soren Nipper even participated in the international discussion on how to reframe distance learning to the challenge in the light of IT opportunities. In 1993 these Nordic experiences were forwarded to the Baltic countries in a feasibility study on Distance Education in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania carried out by support from the Nordic Council of Ministers. Teams of experts from Nordic and Baltic counties made national reports and summed up the investigations with some general conclusions and recommendations:

The aim of modern distance education is to offer the students adequate opportunities to study, independently of time and space. The study material must be self-instructive and of high quality. The underlying methodology of distance education courses must take into consideration the need for dialogue between teacher and student and students themselves when this is necessary.

(…)

Dual-mode institutions have a possibility of shifting their courses between classroom teaching and distance education in a relatively flexible manner. The investments needed for a transformation of regular courses into the distance education mode are relatively speaking smaller than in single-mode institutions and course adaptation to knowledge is smoother and faster.

The follow-up on this feasibility study took place within the PHARE multi-country programme financed in the latter part of the 1990's by the European Commission. Similar to the Nordic countries and in accordance with the other PHARE countries the Baltic countries developed ODL within a dual-mode model.

5.2 Challenging the Nordic influence on Baltic education

In a report by Jonas Sprogoe: Comparative analysis of lifelong learning strategies and their implementation in Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Sweden (Nordic Council of Ministers, March 2003 – presented at Nordic-Baltic Lifelong Learning Conference in Riga, May 2003) challenge the Nordic-Baltic-ness found in this project:

On the macro-level dealing with historical and political aspects, all evidence supports the thesis, that it is possible to trace a Nordic respectively Baltic co-operation. It is possible to divide the 8 countries into two more or less homogenous areas – the Nordic Region consisting of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, and the Baltic Region consisting of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 

But moving down into the micro-level of policymaking, ‘good practices’ and definitions, the picture is not as clear. The answers produced in the national overviews don’t give any support for the thesis, as no definition or no type of legislation is reserved solely for one region. All types of ‘good practices’ are also found in both regions. (...)

So an unambiguous answer cannot be given to the question of a Nordic respectively Baltic dimension on lifelong learning, although it can be of practical value to distinguish between the two regions. (p.38)
Jonas Sprogoe find the differences cause by the influence of the Soviet polytechnic tradition for education, on the one hand:

This tradition was predominant in the Soviet Union, and through the Soviet hegemony found its way to the Baltic curricula. The polytechnic tradition is closely linked with educating children and young people to participating in society and to contributing to the economy, and therefore fitted in well with communist ideology. (…)

In the Baltic case the polytechnic tradition have been the underlying principle for Baltic adult education (and education in general), which is considered a limiting factor in terms of reforming the education system. (…) The Baltic countries are looking for an alternative educational approach that can support and enhance their efforts to reform the education system and develop a democratic society. And if this means that differences need levelling out, this could be a step worth taking. (p.40-1)
while on the other hand, the Nordic countries are promoting a unique Nordic understanding of the “folk” concept: 

A further elaboration on this specific Nordic contribution to educational thinking can be the key to understand the role the Nordic countries have or can (or might) play in the European lifelong learning debate.

The concept of people (folk) can be seen as the key word in the Nordic tradition of adult education. In the liberal adult education tradition, “folkeoplysning”/people’s enlightenment is seen as an essential idea founded by Grundtvig and manifested in the folk high schools. To fully grasp the nature of this tradition a further definition on the concept ‘folk’ is necessary. “There is a ineluctable relationship between folkeoplysning and the concept folk. Without the folk component, the term loses its meaning” (Korsgaard (2002), p.8). The Danish scholar Ove Korsgaard distinguishes between 3 different definitions of folk. ‘Folk’ as a social category is used prior to the establishment of democracy. ‘Folk’ as a political category/demos has its origin in the French revolution, where ‘the people’ was introduced as a sovereign entity, marking the shift to democracy. ‘Folk’ as a cultural category/ethnos originated in Germany, where the perception of a distinctive folk bound together by a common language, history and spirit, irrespective of the form of governance.

The ‘folkeoplysning’ tradition is associated with all three categories, although the association changes over time, and differs slightly from country to country. ‘Folkeoplysning’ is not solely reserved to one definition of ‘folk’, but refer to the education of people as a social, a political as well as a cultural category. (p.41).
Finally Sprogoe try to answer the question: Are the Baltic countries’ lifelong learning strategy influenced more by EU than by the Nordic countries? 

(...) In the democratisation process of the Baltic education system, the Nordic countries can contribute with democratic “expertise” as well as a clear notion of how to educate and engage people in their local communities. Also the historical connections between the regions and the fact that both regions are placed in the perimeter of Europe, makes the Nordic influence understandable. The Nordic countries also have a substantial experience in navigating as small countries on the European political scene, which might be another reason for the Baltic countries to look for Nordic influence. (...)

The Baltic countries also have several good reasons for choosing EU as the main influential partner. First of all is it part of the accession process and will make future co-operation easier, but it is also necessary in order to create a flexible, mobile and transparent system that can lead the whole area into the knowledge-based society on the same level as the other Member States. Another reason could be that EU has dispose of considerable funds, which can help re-build the whole adult education area. A third reason could be that looking to EU for policy advice and ideas would leave out one link in the decision-making process. Because the Nordic countries can be said to have a reasonable influence on the lifelong learning policy in EU anyway, there is no reason why the Baltic countries should look only to the Nordic countries for inspiration, as they can get the same Nordic ideas by looking to the EU. (...)

There is no easy answer to where the Baltic region should turn for inspiration or where they are able to influence the most themselves. Many factors need to be considered. But the historical, political and societal connections already established between the Baltic and the Nordic regions are a good foundation for future regional co-operation within the EU. But the national overviews suggest that the Baltic countries are looking more and more to the EU for support and project funding, which can take their adult education and lifelong policies in direction that lead away from the Nordic path. 

One of the consequences of such choices might be that the tight bonds between the Nordic and the Baltic countries loosen a little, which will affect all countries in the region. The Baltic Sea region has an outstanding opportunity of influencing the EU policies on various matters. If the close co-operation will cease to exist, the whole Baltic Sea Area will miss out on important influence by not speaking with “one voice”. (p.43)

Jonas Sprogoe in his report find less evidence of a common Nordic-Baltic approach to lifelong learning than we do to ODL. Both reports share a wish to have more collaboration within the Baltic Sea region in order to strengthen the political influence of the region in the EU. Sprogoe is making many very relevant observations relating to lifelong learning and general adult education, and basically the two report don’t heavily disagree on the more theoretical level. However, he is dealing with lifelong learning and we with open and distance learning. The two fields are related but not identical. 

In our view the feasibility study on ODL in the Baltic countries in 1993 made a decisive difference. The PHARE multi-country programme had an enormous influence on the introduction of technology in open and distance learning in the three Baltic countries and resulted in a huge step forward, but the concept of ODL remained the one established in the feasibility study.

In the online conference (October 27 – November 21, 2003) one of the items discussed was the concept of Nordic-Baltic pedagogy in ODL (week 4, November 17- 21). Here similar points of view as expressed in Sprogoe’s report were brought forward and scrutinised. Agreement was reached to an input by Joergen Bang on Saturday, November 22, 2003:

(…) The influence from outside on the Baltic countries has come from Germany and central Europe at the same time as these ideas and movements came to the Nordic countries. (…) there is no reason to believe that ideas were filtered through the Nordic countries before reaching the Baltic countries. This also goes for the reform pedagogical movement in the 20’ies and 30’ies and a possible acceptance of John Dewey’s pragmatic approach. 

My best argument for a Nordic-Baltic tradition is the structured similarity within the educational systems between the Baltic countries themselves and the Nordic countries. As far as ODL is concerned it is also obvious that the Baltic countries have chosen a dual mode approach like the Nordic countries and have not established dedicated single mode open universities like the Germans and the British. The early feasibility study on ODL in the Baltic countries (financed by the Nordic Ministers Council in 1993/94) might after all have influenced the concept for ODL in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania! (…) Maybe the rational for these similarities is not to be found in cultural influence, but in the fact that all 7 countries are SMALL European countries?

5.3 The Nordic-Baltic region as an economic entity. 

Over the last decade OECD has focus on the influence of knowledge production on economy (OECD (2000): Knowledge Management in the Learning Society and OECD (2001): Cities and Regions in the New Learning Economy). These reports make it evident that collaboration between universities and enterprises in a region is a clear condition for economic growth and expansion. This also includes development in the Nordic-Baltic national regions. But there is no evidence within the material collected or in other reports on regional development to consider the whole Nordic-Baltic region as an economic entity. As pointed out in the OECD 2001 report the most likely sub-region in Northern Europe to reach a status of an economic unity based on knowledge economy is the Copenhagen-Malmoe region.

No doubt, on the other hand, that an extended collaboration within open and distance learning and lifelong learning in the Nordic-Baltic region will increase the knowledge level, make better use of expertise within educational institutions, offer better opportunities for learners and, hopefully, lead to economic growth and prosperity for the region. 

6. Reviewing the scenario of “MacDonalisation” in light of resent developments

The application to the SOCRATES-MINERVA programme builds on the assumption that a Nordic-Baltic approach to open and distance learning exits, but needs to be catalogued before it disappears

Because of narrow market in small countries and many national languages a unique pedagogical traditions are in danger of being taken over by tendencies of unification and dominance of traditions coming from countries outside the BOLDIC region.

This threat to the regional development of ODL was probably felt more strongly in 2000/01 when the project idea was conceptualised among the national associations for open and distance learning in the 4 Nordic and 3 Baltic countries, than it is today. At that time focus was on e-learning understood as resource-based learning or just-in-time/just-in-place learning with a minimum of student support.

At the height of the dotcom bubble – many politicians and educational institutions firmly believed that e-learning or ‘webucation’ – as it was sometimes enthusiastically called – was the future solution to university education. The business guru Peter Drucker in 1997 predicted that “universities won’t survive … as a residential institution”, and others along the same line foresaw that universities would become content providers and learning facilitators to for-profit producers of “learningware”. 

In the US several universities formed commercials companies alone or in collaboration with others universities and cultural institutions. Among others did New York University invest $20m in NYU Online and Columbia University formed Fathom together with 14 universities, libraries and museums using $40m. None of these ever launched an e-learning course. One of the few successful e-learning providers in the US is University of Phoenix and their success seems to be related to a focus on a limited and specialized market within it, business and health. 

In Europe at the same time the European Commission – in Lisbon March 2000 - launched the programme: Europe. An Information Society for All, and, a few month later, the communication: e-Learning – Designing tomorrow’s education, was published. 

Around the same time and without coordination initiatives like the e-Unversity in the UK (UKeU) was launched together with the Digital University in the Netherlands, the Virtual University in Bavaria, the Finninsh Virtual University and the Net-University in Sweden – just to mention some. 

What seemed to be a prosperous idea then, hasn’t quit turned out that way for all of them. Now, 5 years later, the UKeU has ceased operation. The minister of education launched it as a worldwide 21st century successor of the Open University, but it never attracted financial support from commercial partners and only recruited 900 students at a time where 5000 was expected. £62m of public money was spent on the operation – of which a lot was spent on developing a dedicated new learning platform. The platform investment and the focus on the supply side instead of on students needs seem to have been the basic reason for the collapse – a marked analysis was never performed. 

The other European virtual university initiatives are facing similar problems, but not for the same reasons. They have all created more flexibility on the educational marked, but the have not been able to comply with the demand in the Lisbon Strategy from year 2000 to recruit new learner group (50% of at youth generation) to higher education in order for Europe to become “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge based economy in the world”. Furthermore none of these e-learning initiatives seem to have reached a level of sustainability – and will not survive if government support is withdrawn. 

Partly OECD foresaw this development already in 2001 in a report named: E-Learning. The Partnership Challenge (2001): 

"In spite of having spent US$ 16 billion in 1999 in OECD countries on ICT, there is little evidence that ICT meets the original promise of better education for more people at less cost. As a result there are now concerns over the return investment. 

(…) There is however no clear evidence that ICT investments made by the public sector have resulted in improved performance of teachers and/or learners, nor that it has improved the quality and access to educational resources on the scale predicted. 

Nonetheless, there is a general consensus that the ICT opportunity is still valid, and an acceptance as fact that ICT is part of daily life, forever changing the way people learn, work and play." (p. 24)

The report also makes an analysis explaining why the success hasn’t occurred:

"Technology alone does not deliver educational success. It only becomes valuable in education if learners and teachers can do something useful with it. (…)

It is a classic chicken and egg problem. The infrastructure, personal computer penetration and Internet connectivity must be in place for the software and applications to work. On the other hand just having the pipes in place with little or no educational software available generates disappointment and puts many teachers and learners off the online experiences altogether. (…)

Another aspect of the "global chicken and local egg" problem is that educational content does often not travel well across borders. What is appropriate and works in one culture does not necessarily translate to another. (…)

(…) educational content and e-learning services (…) need to be tailored to local needs and cultures." p. 24-25.

In the British debate following the collapse of the UKeU the Funding Council explained the lack of interest in e-learning by universities’ focus on ‘blended’ learning. A change of focus that was fully supported by the Commission in the speech by Commissionaire Reading in Karlsruhe in February 2003: 

“Modern e-learning solutions now recognise the importance of learning as a social process and offer possibilities for collaboration with other learners, for interaction with the learning content and for guidance from teachers, trainers and tutors. The learner-centric approaches have put the learner back in command, with a wealth of learning resources at their fingertips.

Teachers and trainers once more play a central role, using virtual and traditional face-to-face interaction with their students in a “blended” approach. An approach in which they are no longer seen simply as consumers of pre-determined e-learning content, but as editors, authors and contributors to a contextualised learning scenario”.

Lately, a similar conclusion has been reached in a report named: Achieving the Lisbon goal: The contribution of VET. Executive Summary, November 4, 2004:

“e-Learning clearly has the potential to stimulate learning networks and new forms of training organisation. The basic principle of good pedagogy remains that the design of the whole learning process (possible supported by e-learning) is the decisive factor for the learner’s success. Therefore, European countries’ e-learning related measures should not be limited to questions of hard- and software, but rather focus on the pedagogy and e-learning in work processes.” (p. 16)

Taken together the OECD report, the Commissionaire Reding statement and the VET-report indicates that success of e-learning is depending on pedagogical development and a more closely integration of technology into the previous learning experiences of students. Technologies to enhance learning should augment the realities of the learning process – interaction, collaboration and construction – and content should relate to the cultural background of students.

Seen in a global perspective the trend to focus on a blended approach to ODL and e-learning is not solely a Nordic-Baltic movement. But, as we have underlined in this report, in the Nordic-Baltic region a blended approach was never challenged as the dominant learning concept for ODL. At the same time, it is important to notice that the experienced thread from outside (as mentioned in the application) was coming from commercial e-learning - resource-based learning and just-in-time/just-in-place learning – not from Anglo-Saxon universities – e.g. the UK Open University. 

7. Conclusion

To answer the initial question: Does a Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL exist? Yes, the Nordic and Baltic countries share - at the level of teaching praxis - a general approach to ODL referring to the same basic understanding of human nature and the learning process. The Nordic-Baltic approach to a large extent is influenced by the historical pedagogical tradition and in recent years particularly by constructivistic learning theories. But this approach is neither Nordic nor Baltic in its origin and it does not constitute an elaborated or a consistent unambiguous theoretical framework. However, the identified approach expresses a shared vision between the Nordic and the Baltic countries - a vision that may form the basis for future collaboration and further development of the Nordic-Baltic pedagogical approach to ODL.
In the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL the five concepts: student-centred, communication, collaboration, active participation and face-to-face are closely integrated with what is often called 3rd generation approach to ODL. If the 1st generation is correspondence education and the 2nd generation the industrial ODL model supported by radio and television, the 3rd generation is distance education for smaller groups supported by ICT to enhance dialogue between teacher and learner and among the learners themselves. The focus on dialogue, small-scale operations (in which course authors and tutors often are the same persons), integration of face-to-face seminars into a blended model and – last but not least - the fact that institutions offering ODL in the Nordic-Baltic region are dual mode institutions reflecting the general change within universities, seem to be what have generated the Nordic-Baltic approach to ODL. 

The treads to this approach come from e-learning concepts such as just-in-time-learning/just-in-place-learning and resource-based learning, which deliberately avoid dialogue, collaboration and coaching in order to be cost-effective. In training and instruction programmes these concepts are efficient and should be further developed. But to educate citizens for the knowledge society a critical and analytical conscience is essential. Therefore, in addition to training and instruction education need to be understood as a social activity with collaboration and interaction among learners. 
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