
E-learning in post-secondary education in the Netherlands.

General picture
In Dutch universities and colleges IT is used on a large scale by teachers and by students alike. But
when do we speak of E-learning? The term E-learning is used in many ways and covers many different
educational situations. Can we speak of E-learning if students use the Internet for their study with
some regularity, or only if the entire study takes place “at the computer” by means of advanced
applications such as learning with communications software, use of contents bases, testing software,
portfolios and digital learning environments? The use of standard applications (word processing,
calculating programs, communication and Internet) but also to an increasing extent the use of
electronic learning environments (ELE, e.g. Blackboard, WebCT or self-made programs such as
Teletop) belong to the normal facilities of students in the Dutch higher education system. However,
the availability of good digital teaching aids, the expertise of teachers and the systematic embedding of
ICT policy can still be improved. Complete studying programs in digital are hardly being offered.

A survey carried out in the year 2000 provides an answer to the question which is the state of affairs in
the use of IT for educational purposes in the Dutch higher educational system, in particular with
regard to the use of electronic learning environments (ELO). Especially IT applications in the field of
communications and information gathering are used on a large scale for educational purposes in the
higher education. IT applications for learning tasks are used on a smaller scale. Didactic use of IT still
seems to be in the infant stage. Electronic learning environments are being developed or used in nearly
all courses in the higher education: 23% of the courses have an ELE; 24% have a pilot; 43% have
plans; the remaining 10% have no plans (yet). In comparison with the situation of two years ago, this
is a substantial increase. The use of ELE’s was still scarce then, although digital materials (CD-
ROMS) were used “incidentally” in course components. At present, integration is taking place on the
course level. Most courses perceive an ELE as something new and expect a great deal of it. The ELE’s
have been used especially in support of the original course, therefore in combination with “face to
face” learning. To stimulate the use of the ELE, various institutions have taken supplementary
measures, such as training teachers and students and enabling logging in on the ELE from the home. It
remains a fact, however, that there is still little experience with, and few examples of, educational
programs that have been designed specifically for E-learning, whether in the initial education or within
the framework of lifelong learning.

Infrastructure on the national level
SURF-net is the national network of higher educational institutions. It connects the networks of
universities, colleges, research centres, university hospitals and scientific libraries with one another
and with other networks in Europe and the rest of the world. Within the framework of the GigaPort
project SURF-net 4 is currently being upgraded to SURF-net 5. Once this operation is completed, the
Dutch higher education and research institutions will have at their disposal a network facility that can
compete with the best research networks in the world. Speeds on this new network are no longer
expressed in megabits, but in gigabits. The GigaPort project (an initiative of the Ministries of
Education, Culture and Sciences, Economic Affairs and Traffic and Public Works) addresses itself, in
addition to upgrading SURF-net 4 to SURF-net 5, to research, development and eventually application
of (wide-band) network development and services to be developed thereon. GigaPort is a co-operation
scheme of universities and the industry. The government invests 162 million guilders in this project.

Stimulating educational innovation
The Minister of Education, Culture and Sciences has granted a multiple year subsidy for the SURF
Education Fund (an amount of 37 million guilders for the period 1999-2002). So far nine innovative
projects have been started which are aimed at integrating IT in the higher educational practice and at
developing electronic learning environments. Financing of the innovative projects takes place on the
basis of matching by the institutions. An amount of 8.5 million guilders is involved in the nine projects
that have been started up in the meantime. Following up the tenders of 1999 and 2000, SURF
Educatie<F> on 31 January 2001 issued a Tender for the Educational Innovation Projects 2001. Via
this tender SURF Educatie<F> stimulates educational innovation projects (redesign of – parts of – the



education) in the field of ICT, where there is question of a redesign of (parts of) the education. These
innovative projects must be of supra-institutional importance. An amount of 28.5 million guilders is
still available from the government for the realisation of these projects.
Preceding the SURF education fund, many IT projects were carried out in the period 1996-1998 by
means of the funds that were available within the framework of the so-called. Quality and Study Fund.
Out of the three thousand projects entered, more than 750 were aimed at the application of IT. In that
period some 225 million guilders were spent on projects with an IT component.

The Digital University
Nine institutions have taken the initiative to found the Digital University. Four universities (Open
University, University of Amsterdam, Free University and University Twente) and five colleges
(Fontys, Saxion, the colleges of Utrecht and Amsterdam, and the Ichthus College) are bundling their
expertise in the field of educational innovation in a consortium that has been given the name Digital
University. The objectives of this close co-operation scheme are:
� arriving at further educational innovation by making use of electronic learning and working

environments that customise and individualise the education and that integrate administrative
processes;

� offering this innovating education as part of the regular higher education, as well as to other target
groups, especially in the market place of ‘lifelong learning’.

The Minister of Education, Culture and Sciences recently decided to grant a subsidy of 25 million
guilders to the DU, for a period of two years. With the joint contributions from institutions and the
government, the DU has at its disposal a budget that can become as high as 45 million guilders per
year. The DU started in April 2001.

Legislation
At this moment there is no legislation in the Netherlands specifically related to E-learning, nor are
there plans to prepare for such legislation. E-learning is seen as a tool for education or as a specific
form of education. As such it follows the normal rules for education. Education is free in the
Netherlands; only if you wish to provide formal degrees, or if you apply for state funding, you have to
follow national rules. This is true for traditional education as well as for E-learning, and for national
providers as well as for international providers. As far as matters of intellectual property and
copyrights are concerned, we follow the policies of the European Union.

Quality assurance.
So far, we do not feel the need of specific measures for quality assurance of E-learning.
In the Netherlands we have had a system of quality assessment in operation in higher education for
several years, which covers almost all programs in higher education. If a new provider, of digital or
traditional nature, intends to enter the Dutch market by offering recognised degrees, he has to conform
to this system of quality assessment. In relation to the introduction of the bachelor/master system in
Dutch higher education (according to the Bologna declaration), a system of accreditation for HE-
degrees will be introduced. Next to the existing quality assessment system, which is run by the
national organisation of the universities, a national body for accreditation will be instituted in 2002. As
the quality assessment of HE-programs relates to the content of the program and not to its form, we
expect there is no need for special testing procedures for e-learning programs.

More important than formal procedures for testing the quality of E-learning, we feel, are activities on a
national scale to stimulate quality and exchange of knowledge and experiences. Thus SURF regularly
makes publications (e.g. a comparison of the most current ELE’s). Furthermore, work is being done at
creating a ThemeSite (which will be operational at the beginning of July) about E-learning in the
higher education, where expertise will be exchanged. A national monitor is being developed for the
use of IT in the higher education (in addition to the existing monitor for the primary and continued
education), which will yield annual reports. At the same time reconnaissance research is being plotted,
including an international IT survey (SURF Educatie<F> in co-operation with CHEPS and
Bertelsman).
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