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We hereby apply for a grant of $10 000 to create and implement ‘Virtual Study in the USA,’ an on-line, Web-based information and consultancy system about degree programs and other courses offered by quality U.S. universities in distance learning mode. Our project aims to grant students from developing countries greater access to modern and affordable U.S. educational programs by overcoming certain barriers (e.g. financial, language, psychological). The system will act as a broker for students wishing to research and to apply for on-line study in the U.S. A one year rollout and pilot period will test an assumed model and eventually lead to a self-sustainable brokerage entity, which is complement to the traditional scholarship programs.  In addition, the project will contribute to the prevention of brain drain that often occurs when students from the third world spend several years abroad.

Yours Sincerely,

Dr Jacek Gajewski 

ISOC Poland

CEENet Secretary General 

ul. Pasteura 7, PL-02-093 Warsaw, Poland

tel/fax: +48 22 6685807

e-mail: gajewski@ceenet.org
Project Background

Students from secondary schools in the former Soviet Union, Central Europe and the Balkans (although the project will initially target the fSU/CEE/Balkan region, it is actual and scaleable for use in any developing region around the world) are worried by the decline in the scope and the quality of affordable educational opportunities in their countries over the past few years.  

College-level study in medium-sized cities, where the educational market remains dominated by private ‘higher schools’ is of especially poor quality.  These schools have few permanent faculty staff with appropriate qualifications and are often profit motivated.  In addition, the curriculum offered does not adequately prepare students for careers involving international cooperation, perhaps in trade or diplomacy, or for creative leadership in economic and policy matters (e.g. courses in global aspects of the economy, history and politics; area studies and sociology). Finally, as nearly all local ‘higher schools’ are private and demand high tuition; central public universities admit only about 40% of students free of tuition; and the average tuition fee at a public institution is ca. 45% of the average salary, high quality education remains prohibitively expensive for many.

Meanwhile, a U.S. universities offer a wide variety of subjects, additionally an  US degree is often more attractive to employers in local job markets. Yet students who wish to study in the U.S. face many obstacles — mainly financial and family — that prevent them from going.  Recent progress in Internet access and international bandwidth (Virtual Silk Highway for Central Asia and Caucasus and the SEEREN project for Balkans, for example) and the emergence of virtual and mixed (flexible) opportunities for study present an attractive option for young people seeking a quality and modern education.  E-study also substantially mitigates the risk of brain drain by allowing students to remain at home during the critical age when most people marry and begin their career. However, the fears and misinformation regarding virtual study abroad and its true cost cause the usage of this option by students of the developing world to remain very low. Those who search for such a possibility themselves, have often to distinguish between many offers, unfortunately often coming from not very serious educational enterprises.  

In addition, during my 2001 visit to the U.S., sponsored by Cisco, I had the opportunity to visit several US universities (including Stanford) and see that distance learning systems are better developed and more abundant there then elsewhere in the world. 

Project Description

The project consists of two phases, namely a construction and rollout/pilot phase. During Phase #1, we will spearhead the creation of the Web-based information and consultation system together with its financial model and promotional materials. During Phase #2,  we will oversee the project rollout and pilot in 3 target countries, modifying the system according to incoming feedback and conducting a sustainability test, with the idea of configuring the system to continue later as a brokerage entity without external support. 

After this project is finished, assuming that it yielded positive results in Phase #2, the Central Support Unit (1 person full-time + 1 person half-time) and a group of consultants located in developing countries (part time) will continue to operate the so constructed brokerage entity, gradually expanding it to more countries (both developing and those offering virtual studies) and modifying its content according to the changing demands of potential students, the growing offer of the universities and the changes in distance learning technology.

During the Phase #1 we will concentrate on creating the Web-accessible data base containing: 

· the available quality BA/BSc on-line degree programs and other university level courses, 

· their applicability to developing country realities and their quality assessment,

· the technical requirements, which need to be fulfilled by on-line students (bandwidth, special hardware e.g. Web-cams) 

· admission procedures, forms, deadlines, 

· tuition fees, payment schemes, 

· scholarships, etc. 

I will focus on the serious American educational institutions that offer virtual study and e-learning. Our contacts with several known US- based ISOC experts and scholars (e.g. G. Sadowsky, Z. Wenzel, R. Perlman, O. Jacobsen, M. Burack, B. Slatter), US governmental agencies and Internet Society (ISOC) members from all states of US will be essential to the realization of this phase. Each entry to the data base will be accompanied by a short assessment of its applicability for students from developing world and an eventual reviews from other foreign students.

We will be also trying to meet with the representatives of the so chosen universities and negotiate with them a favorable conditions for students from developing world, e.g. the possibility of having 1 or 2 initial courses free of charge, thus gaining time and arguments to mobilize third part funding for the rest of their tuition. 

The proposed on-line consultancy system will include following auxiliary features: 

· a short survey of virtual study possibilities in other countries (e.g. European Union, Canada) and links to Websites with similar content and/or in other languages (e.g. www.thot.com) 

· instruction on how to get acquainted with the distance learning environment, enter demo e-courses, etc. 

· a message board moderated by an e-learning expert and contact data to other e-students to share experience 

· a list of foundations capable of supporting tuition and travel costs

· a guide to English language pre-e-courses and e-tests 

· tests of  technical skills and psychological aptitudes for e-learning, etc. 

The collected information will be presented on a Website in English language (with only a short summary in local languages) as a data base, with simple keyword driven search function. It will also have a mechanisms to communicate with the interested students and to respond to their requests. It will be foreseen that some parts of the data-base and some more sophisticated functions will be available only to the registered users.

 Marketing Strategy:  A CD and a brochure, containing basic information about the project and the subsets of the website content, will be distributed widely in schools through OSI, ISOC, CEENet and various SchoolNet networks.

Meanwhile, we will solicit cooperation from the alumni of CEENet courses on e-learning and other identified e-learning experts through the ISOC chapters and OSI network. We will train successful candidates to act as local consultants and ask them to review critically the Website content, to provide short country-specific information and to disseminate the Website, the brochures and the CD presentation. In case of cooperation willingness from US university (e.g. to delegate to leading universities in developing countries the right for tutoring and/or receiving face-to-face exams, which might lower tuition fee), local consultants will help to search for suitable partners.

After the system is created, it will be transferred during to CEENet server in Warsaw, from where it will be operated in the next academic year (Phase #2) for 3 different countries, chosen from the  countries with the strongest distance education community (in alphabetical order): Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Croatia, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Slovakia, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. 

Local consultants will in this phase offer a valuable, added value services in form of face-to-face consultancy in national language, e.g. help with filling admission and scholarship application forms, explaining details about needed documents, certification procedures, English language and psychological aptitude tests, etc. as well as serving as experts in technical and legal aspects of e-learning. 

Potential obstacles: US universities usually charge a tuition for on-line courses that is prohibitive for most students from developing countries. They might not be willing to work with remotely located e-students who additionally might have payment, language and technical problems. It is very likely that few examinations will still have to be face-to-face, requiring costly travel to US. I will approach private foundations and public institutions, such as USAID and IREX, to support tuition and travel for e-students and exchange of e-learning experts (e.g. for training of e-tutors, to check the possibility of delegate the right to receive exams locally). I will also ask US universities for more flexible tuition schemes and a possibility for e-students to spend, once already in the U.S. for exams, some time at the university (e.g. to cover this parts of a degree program, which are impossible/difficult to be realized in a distance education mode).

Although running costs of the proposed system will not be high (approx. 1500 USD/month for Central Support Unit + ca. 100 USD/month/country for each local consultant), it remains unclear whether a realistic business model for financial sustainability (e.g. charging for successful brokerage) can be found. 
