Digital inclusion as social inclusion. Help from E-learning 
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I would like to present  ‘e-Learning for e-Inclusion’ (EL4EI): a a European Union project, funded by the programme ‘e-Learning’. The project seeks to build a community for those with valuable expertise regarding the use of e-learning for digital inclusion. Furthermore, it sets out to gather and catalogue relevant cases of ‘best practice’, and ultimately, to compose an e-learning charter which will be a reference tool for professionals working towards social inclusion.

Our main aim to find tools to help socially excluded people to use digital technologies. The main reasons behind that aim are:

 i) if we are not able to help this people to join the information society, they will be even more excluded 

ii) digital technologies can be used to empower people to achieve a better way of life.

Most projects concerned with digital inclusion tend to centre their focus on issues of hardware: donation of computers, cabling homes, the use of wireless devices, etc. Though such issues are obviously unavoidable, they are not all there is to the matter.

Moreover, the ultimate beneficiary being targeted is all too often ill-defined. 

Considering the undifferentiated reasoning underlying such tactics to be specious, we propose an alternative approach based on the following imperatives:

Overcoming mental barriers as opposed to simply technological ones. We find at present that major causal factors of marginalisation from the information society are those such as the mistrust often felt towards new technologies and the lack of any content attractive or useful to either the socially excluded or those at risk of being so.

An approach based on empowerment. We hold that what is important is not so much knowing how to use, for instance, Netscape or Outlook, but rather the educational and liberating potential of new technologies. We seek to make the internet an instrument for integrating the socially excluded by using it to equip them with the skills that will make them employable in the information society. Furthermore we seek to develop their capacity to think critically, to form their own political views and to organise themselves as citizens and cultural groups. The potential realisation of such substantial goals advocates thinking about ICT in more social terms rather than through a reductive technical approach.

The main target for this project is the social educator. Thanks to our system they will have access to a list of easy-to-use recipes to use in their own digital divide, but we expect that both content generators and software developers working for the e-learning industry may find these recipes useful as well.

To catalogue best practices we use an  approach based on the pioneering work carried out by the architect Alexander [1], and in particular, on his developments within the field of cognitive science and artificial intelligence [2]. The idea is one of an approach through cognitive patterns, in which experiences are considered as examples of patterns for how problems can be solved.


Thanks to this type of analysis, an experience becomes a pattern, a prescription for solving a problem from a given perspective. To do so, one adapts a system for classifying experiences [3]. The following is an outline of the main considerations used in analysing best experiences:


Purpose: The objective of the practice analysed.


Problem: The problem which the practice seeks to resolve.


Solution: In what way the practice offers a solution to the problem, within the context in which it appears.


Target: The segment of the socially excluded population at which the proposal is aimed.


Actors: The different actors involved in the practice.


Effects: How things will change once the practice is adopted.


Implementation: Practical instructions on how to put the practice to use.
Cognitive patterns are a powerful tool for ordering information relevantly and systematically. This facilitates research enormously, as explained in the previous section. Furthermore, the intuitiveness of the cognitive pattern means that it is also highly recommendable for the organisation of information on a website.

This encourages us to implement the findings of cognitive analysis in a programmable ontology facilitating the indexing and the locating of information, such that anyone interested in the use of e-learning for social inclusion could find the solutions proposed in the easiest possible way.

Technologically, we settled on the use of topic maps [4]. We did so because topic maps offer a good general framework for building interconnected content networks. Hiring a large company to custom build a system is a solution which, aside from being expensive, is difficult to transport and maintain. Whereas a system based on topic maps is standardized, flexible and easy to maintain, as well as independent from the computer application being used.

Most vitally, the advanced architecture of topic maps facilitates the conversion to computerised format, of something, such as methodologies against social exclusion through e-learning, which would seem to not lend itself easily to quantification.

Presently, we are at work processing the best practice cases as they come in, abstracting the relevant cognitive patterns and including them in an ontology on social inclusion which is being developed in XML using topic maps. For October, we expect to have the e-learning for social inclusion library fully up and running. The vocation of the library is to become a reference tool in the field of social education and, potentially, a point of reference in the future theoretical development of e-learning.

In summary, E-learning 4 E-inclusion, as it is in its present state, demonstrates how the practice of digital inclusion has to combine both technical and cognitive approaches. Teaching technical skills involving the use of a computer or internet turn out to be useless if unaccompanied by motivation and contextualisation. The conjunction of these elements is what makes such know how genuinely useful to the target group and effective in the fight against social exclusion.

In essence, the strategies put forth are moving towards a new paradigm, one based upon more informal teaching environments, wherein the communication among peers is fundamental and damaging stereotypes regarding new technologies are avoided. Of course it goes without saying that these practices are all unviable without a necessary minimum of infrastructure, i.e. access to a computer and the internet. However, it is just as clear that investment based on providing technical means is ineffective when unaccompanied by a new methodology, one based on contextualisation and motivation. Rather, the battle against the digital divide must be waged on both fronts.
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