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Abstract

In the current society, where the information flow has a big impact on the learner, and the learning methods
differ from student to student, it is important to understand a virtual campus and its benefits. Nobody can doubt
the impact of the new technologies on the educational system. In this new reality, universities must learn to work
and collaborate with other universities or groups of interest in order to prepare learners to meet the
requirements of the 21% century. The solution can be a virtual campus that offers powerful tools, access to
content and services, personal learning environment, enabling the student to acquire information and learn new
skills.

This article offers on overview of a virtual campus and the prototype of learner that is suitable for it. The accent
falls on two of the skills that a learner must have: self directed learning and of course collaborative learning.
The first concept refers to the learner’s capabilities to be responsible of his decisions regarding the learning
process and to take the initiative while the second one is based on the fact that a virtual campus is built on
collaborative processes that engage stakeholders to interact and learn from each other.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In our society, where the information flow is abundant, and the learning methods are different from
student to student, virtual campus can be a solution to the current needs. Nobody can doubt of the contribution of
the new information technologies on the educational environment. They can be found inherently, in the new
society that we live, called information and knowledge society, where expressions such as: economic and
cultural globalization, ongoing renewal of knowledge, need for lifelong learning, ubiquity of social networks,
new information and communication technologies, and mass media are daily.

In this new reality, the universities must adapt, work and collaborate with other universities or groups,
giving them both the ability to gain information and share knowledge as well to make them more competitive. It
can be said that, the universities success, will depend, on the transforming of the current conventional university
structures in order to encourage teams to combine quality of the traditional teaching with the interaction through
networks and mobile devices, and to cooperate for the design and distribution of materials and distance
education courses so that they lead to real learning networks.

To have success, virtual universities, must develop self-directed learning skills to students. This
involves from the student part, setting learning goals, planning them in time and space, assessment at
predetermined time periods, re-planning objectives in harmony with the obtained results, and from the teacher
part, his role is to guide students so that they can achieve their goals.

It can be observed, that the labor market, is seeking for more and more dynamic and well prepared
persons on many domains, persons that are quick learners and can adapt to an immediate change, in short terms,
are wanted youth prepared with the 21% century skills. In other words, people who: know how to work together,
have IT knowledge, know many languages, are open to different cultures and have a participatory management,
have flexible thinking, are creative, are responsible, and so on. The questions that arise are whether the learning
environment is ready to provide such youth and if the courses format leads to this?
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The solution would be supplementing the traditional learning offer, with the one of the virtual campus,
that integrates the Web 2.0 concept, so that the content can be accessed anytime and anywhere and developing
the required skills for this century.

Il. THE VIRTUAL CAMPUS CONCEPT

The current term of virtual campus has made its presence felt in Europe around the 90’s. First time was
used in national programs and strategic documents of the European Commission. Its strategic reports indicate
that "the new technologies™ are a strategic asset in order to build a "university of the future”.

In 1995 it appeared for the first time a virtual campus which is closer to what we know today. When it
was Open University from Catalonia became the first virtual university from Europe that completely relies on
telecommunications and computers. Followed by others, same projects have been developed in countries such as
Finland, Portugal, Switzerland, Ireland, etc.

The concept of Virtual Campus supports many definitions, from the simplest to the most complex. E-
learningeuropa.info portal defines virtual campus as part of a university or faculty that provides educational
facilities at any time and any place through the Internet.

At the workshop which was held in Brussels on 23 November 2004 by the European Commission,
entitled "The "e" for our university- virtual campus" one of the working group’s proposed three definitions that
meet several aspects of virtual campus:

e Collaborative perspective: virtual campus based on ICT resources of collaboration between
different partners supporting at the same time, learning and research offers;

e The economic / business perspective: "virtual campus" term denoting a distributed ICT learning
and research in business;

e Organizational perspective / network: in the sense that the "virtual campus" term brings together
learning and research resources of several partners.

The word "campus" is used to highlight the learning environment, research and the work in the university.
These elements include research activities through e-learning, administrative services and other functionalities.

In this sense virtual campus can be defined as an environment in which individuals can participate in
practical training sessions anywhere, anytime, with available different formats of learning materials (written,
audio and video) and may study at their own pace.

In conclusion, we can say that there isn’t a general valid definition for the concept of virtual campus. It all
depends on context; target group objectives considered and involved technologies for defining the virtual
campus at a time. It can be said that it is synonymous with an e-learning initiative at large scale. Different names
are used for the same thing in different countries. Usually, terms like e-learning, distance learning, blended
learning and open learning are being used to indicate small virtual campuses, projects or activities in a university
or professional training courses or part of the job.

I11. THE EXPECTED CHANGES IN EDUCATION FOR THE NEXT 20 YEARS

The new 21% century requirements are more and more requested, such as the ability: to have a critical
thinking, to solve a problem, to facilitate the work with multimedia technologies, to have the knowledge of
several foreign languages teamwork, risk-taking, to be life-long learning, to put the emphasis on learning with
digital technologies. All of these skills can be found in The Key Competencies recognized by the European
Commission.

Europe 2020 Strategy announces fundamental changes in the educational field. Among its priorities are
included "Smart growth - an economy based on knowledge and innovation" involving Europe on the "Education,
training and lifelong learning" and Digital Society - information and communication technologies.

To see how those goals can be achieved, Open University of the Netherlands conducted a focus group
made up of 13 external experts in different fields, which highlighted the educational major changes that should
be expected in the next 20 years. They came up with 203 ideas for completing the statement "One specific
change in education in 20 years will be that: ...” which were divided into 12 themes and arranged according to
the distance between them on a map as it can be seen on figure 1.
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Figure. 1. The landscape of the future of learning; Source: European Commission's Joint Research Centre
(JRC) available at: http://ftp.jrc.essfEURdoc/JRC59079 TN.pdf

In the center of the image is "life-long learning™ as a point that connects the other clusters. It can be seen
the abundance of technology in education through virtual reality that will be more and more used, mobile
learning which will incorporate the PC, phone and reader in one device, augmentative reality will also be a tool
more and more used, globalization of education — it is desired a single learning space for the whole Europe,
where the best students to be helped regardless of their origin. The role of teachers and educational institutions
tends to be an informal one, of guidance, that is in the center of the triangle technology-knowledge-student and
the curriculum is intended to be an individual and personalized one, focused on practice, in which the
collaboration between students can be performed internationally.

IV. VIRTUAL CAMPUS, A COLLABORATIVE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

A collaborative system is an application that communicates with people and provides solutions to
increase the quality of a particular service. The aim is to bring together people and software and to increase
performance and speed of response. Virtual campus architecture is oriented on collaborative processes (lvan,
2010). One of the goals of virtual campus is to give to students more resources and social media communication
tools to encourage collaboration both within a university and with other universities that are part of the same
virtual campus (Zhang, 2007). Virtual campuses in the traditional learning helps inter-university collaboration by
facilitating students and teachers exchange (Ciurea, 2009).

Collaborative educational system allows students from different locations to interact in a virtual space.
Collaborative learning plays an important role in acquiring knowledge; students interact with educational
material via computer.

Latest studies about collaborative learning show that the success of this type of learning is given by
groups coordinated and co-regulated employment for a common goal. Collaborative learning involves self-
motivation due to personality differences that arise between team members (Simone, 2009). An important issue
in collaborative learning, it has the ability of learner to be self-directed learner when it comes to an issue, an
issue that must be resolved in the shortest time.

Computer-teacher-student triangle, demonstrates communication and transmission skills of information.
Collaborative educational system has the following main features:

v Shared virtual space;
v/ Conversations in real time;
v Students that can interact with educational material;

Teachers can collaborate with each other in producing the presentation materials for courses and when
they are completed, tutors can give viewing rights of content to students.

Virtual Campus is a collaborative structure in which interact five groups (Zurbagiu, 2009):

v/ Students- participate in courses, exams, post homework and essays, documentaries, online
meetings, forums, etc.;

v Teachers- are responsible for multimedia-learning materials, assessment of student homework
submitted online;

v' Persons outside the virtual campus- interacting with groups of students, are informed about
campus performances;

v Organizations- are involved in the learning process by bringing knowledge from practice in a
campus;
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v' Campus management-defined development strategy, monitor and moderate the discussion,
researching labor market, select teachers for courses that will take place and set their prices;

Information and communication technologies have shown their potential in connecting people

internationally to collaborate and to make knowledge more accessible and to be shared for teaching and learning.

V. SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING

Self-directed Learning has been widely studied over the years and it was determinate that it is mainly
found in the adult education (Long, 1992). Self-directed learning has known many definitions in literature;
terms like: self-education, self-planning learning, self-teaching, self-guidance, self-regulated learning and
independent study, were used to define the same concept (Knowles, 1975; Hiemstra, 1994; Long, 2000).

The term self-directed learning is defined as a "process in which individuals take the initiative, with or
without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and
material learning resources, choosing and implementing the most appropriate learning strategy and evaluating
the results“ (Knowles, 1975). Even more, it suggests that when an individual takes his own learning process
initiative, the whole process is enhanced in contrast to those who wait passively to be taught.

Also, self-directed learning is a rich term around which are found factors such as "the student is
responsible for planning, implementation and evaluation of learning”, "personality characteristics that lead to
accepting responsibility for their own thoughts and actions as a learner” (Brockett and Hiemstra 1991).

The main idea for this type of learning is that the learner witch learns from his own will, takes control
over the learning situation and the results that are arising from it. So, he must be responsible of his learning
process in order to carry out of his previously set objectives.

Higgins (2009), highlights the need for "learning to learn", saying it is an important concept for the next
30 years of education. This involves citizens’ responsibility in the educational process, finding their own
potential, and involves many skills such as "thinking", "self-regulation”, "self-esteem", "self-efficacy".

We can conclude that self-directed learning is a complex concept, a competence that must be developed
in the coming years, which refers to the learner's ability to assume responsibility for the learning process by
setting goals, planning them in time and space, finding the right materials, self-assessment, ability to ask relevant
people for guidance on a given topic, the ability to be critical thinking, and finding inner resources for self-
motivation. If motivation does not exist, than self-directed learning cannot take place.

V1. EDUCATIONAL PROSPECT

It is hard to predict the direction in which it heads the education; a sure fact is that, education is meant to
foreseen the changes of the future and to train learners to acquire the new skills required. As Europe’s 2020
strategy states, education will be lifelong with the help of technology and virtual campuses.

If nowadays the physical space, classroom, still exists, but it is increasingly digitized, in the future, is
desired that the learning experience to be performed in a virtual space, where students from different countries
can collaborate in projects and the teacher’s role is a mentor one.

In figure 2 (a), are emphasized six major trends in education and their components. It tends more and
more to augmentative reality, to wearable technologies which will have a big impact on learner and it will help
him in his engagement regarding his personalized learning process.

Researches concerning augmentative reality and how can it helps education, they already exists. In April
2013, it took place in Valencia, Spain a conference, called Aumentame where were discussed ideas, projects and
implementations of AR in education. Another international conference on technology, applications and use of
Virtual and Augmented Reality will be held in November 2013 in Tenerife. Projects such as: SCARLET (Special
Collections using Augmented Reality to Enhance Learning and Teaching) used to access manuscripts and rare
books, and conducted at the University of Manchester, which won the award in 2013 for innovation in education,
Health CARE (Creating Augmented Reality in Education) designed for learning and teaching spores healthcare
system, already were developed, and the examples may continue.
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Figure. 2. (a) Envisioning the future of education technology according to Michell Zappa and TFE
Research available at http://envisioningtech.com/education/ ; (b) Conceptual map of the future of
learning. Source: European Commission's Joint Research Centre (JRC) available at
http://ftp.jrc.essfEURdoc/JRC66836.pdf

As it can be seen in the figure 2 (b), the future of learning is concentrated on a personalized collaborative
informal education with the help ITC tools, driven by world’s perspectives so that it can be achieved new skills
and new ways of learning.

Since 2008, it talks about MOOC, massively open online courses, free high quality web based courses in
which participants can access the platform from anywhere in the world and can collaborate with each other. Such
initiatives have been developed, some examples are: edX, Cousera, Udacity.

Overall, the learning experience, both the content and the assessment process, will be improved with the
help of technology. The learners will collaborate with other learners from different countries, with different
mindsets, for their personalized and job-related curricula. Education needs to be a step ahead so, many skills will
need to be learned in order to fit the 21% learner profile.

VI11.CONCLUSIONS

No doubt we are seeing changes in the higher education landscape, in terms of globalization, changing the
dynamics of research and innovation and the influence of information and communication technologies on
universities. In Europe, universities adopt more and more lifelong learning and adult learning perspective. This
has lead to the growth of this kind of initiatives. Traditional education institutions, reshapes their educational
strategies more and more to virtualization of the courses, offering life-learning distance programs.

This paper is meant to underline the expected educational changes, providing an overview on the virtual
campus concept, and the skills requested for the 21% century: putting the focus on life-long learning,
collaborative and self-directed learning.

Virtual campus solution type comes as a response to the needs of an adult learning, especially in this
century, when multidisciplinary knowledge is even more necessary and in this way can be reached at the
population segments, which for various reasons cannot access higher education. They are offering an alternative
to higher education and other opportunities. In a world where the demand for such opportunities is increasing,
the importance of virtual campus should not be underestimated.

The education process will be a life-long learning journey based on the ubiquity of the information and
communication technologies. This will make possible the globalization of education and it will facilitate the
inheritance of new skills from all over the world. The education will be informal, where the professor’s role will
be mentoring in an open education guided by open resources in which the learning activities will be personalized
and flexible. In conclusion, after all of these, we will be able to constantly update our skills in order to be
competitive in the labor market.
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