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1. Origin

The development of a European database/portal on learning opportunities, linked to a database on jobs, was first demanded by the conclusions of the Lisbon European Council (March 2000)
. Subsequently, the Employment Guidelines for 2001 called Member States for measures to develop jobs and learning databases as well as their interconnection on European level
.

A similar request was expressed also in the conclusions of the Stockholm European Council (March 2001).
.
While a database on jobs opportunities already existed (EURES, managed by DG Employment), the information service on learning opportunities was built from the scratch by DG Education and Culture. EURES and PLOTEUS are based on different structures, but they will be part of a common information service in support to mobility throughout Europe.

2. The name

The name chosen for the service is PLOTEUS, which in ancient Greek may indicate a guide to navigation
. PLOTEUS is also an acronym for “Portal on Learning Opportunities Throughout the European Space". 

The main URL of the site will be www.ploteus.org, but it will be accessible also at www.ploteus.net and www.ploteus.net as well as through the Europa server.

3. Purpose, Content and Scope

3.1. Purpose

The main purpose of PLOTEUS is to support mobility throughout Europe for education and training purposes, by helping the users to find the information they may need on learning opportunities, education and training needs . The portal was conceived for a direct use by the large public; however, it can also be expected to become a working tool for education and training professional and in particular for guidance counsellors.

3.2. Content

The portal contains some ad hoc information provided by an editorial team, but its main feature is to provide a reasoned access to existing information sources. 

In detail, the portal contains links to: Higher Education institutions websites (classified by Faculties or Institutes); databases of vocational training and adult education courses; lists or databases of primary and secondary schools. Besides, it contains descriptions of the national education and training systems, information on procedures for the recognition of diplomas, on tuition fees and opportunities for grants, as well as general information about living in the country and addresses to be contacted in order to receive further information. It also contains forum and chat facilities, which may be used by students and learners to exchange tips and experiences.

3.3. Scope

PLOTEUS is conceived in a life-long learning perspective: therefore, it includes information on all levels of education and training, from primary school (mainly useful for people moving in Europe with a family) to higher education and adult education.

The portal has a broad European dimension, thus reflecting the reality of the European learning area: it covers, beside the EU Member States, the EFTA countries and the candidate countries (except, for the moment, Turkey, which does not participate yet in the Leonardo da Vinci programme).

4. Organisation 

Since the beginning, the option of building a central database (which would have been required by a literal interpretation of the Council conclusions) was excluded. It is clear in fact that such database would imply enormous maintenance efforts, and above all that building such database would require a specific knowledge of the data to input, that is difficult to have at the central level. The idea is therefore that the responsibility for the information should stay as close as possible to the origin, and that the purpose of the European service should be to gather and organise the navigation among the information resources in a user-friendly way. This service would be perfectly efficient if it allowed the possibility of querying national and regional databases through the European interface; in order to achieve this objective, however, it would be necessary to dispose of homogeneous data – it would be necessary that all Member States had databases and that they all followed the same protocol for metadata and for the classification of the information. The reality at the moment is instead that only a limited number of databases dispose of comprehensive national databases and that most of them follow different protocols for the classification of information.

Therefore, it was decided that the best approach would be to follow two converging pathways: 

· on the one hand, in the short term, a top-down approach: the Commission will build a portal giving a reasoned access to existing resources at national and regional level. 

· on the other hand, in the medium term, a co-ordinated work with Member States is envisaged, aiming at the interconnection at European level of national and regional databases.  In order to achieve such objective, it will be necessary to agree upon a common protocol that allows for the interoperability of the national tools and a common access for all European citizens. 

For the moment, therefore, the portal will give access to existing national and regional databases and websites on learning opportunities, as they are. Meanwhile, an effort will be made in order to gear the national databases towards a higher degree of interoperability.

4.1. Management

The responsibility for the overall management of the portal, as well as for the definition of content, belongs to the European Commission, which is assisted for the period of the contract by Atos Origin and by Task Forces composed of members of the national teams.

A key feature of the portal is in fact that it is supported by a network of national teams (the network of National resources Centres for Vocational Guidance, also called Euroguidance) who dispose of a specialised knowledge of the education and training field in their country. The Euroguidance centres are in charge of identifying the relevant local (regional/national) information resources and declaring them by means of a dedicated resource registration service. 

	The above mentioned Euroguidance network gathers the National Resource Centres for Vocational Guidance (NRCVGs), currently including more than 50 centres in 30 countries (all the countries participating in the second phase of the “Leonardo da Vinci” programme, under which the network is formally recognised). The centres are co-funded by the Commission and by the national authorities.  They are an information network that supports the local guidance centres with information resources. Operational since several years, they have gained valuable experience in identifying relevant data providers and exchanging information within the network. Cf. http://www.euroguidance.org.uk.

One of the offshoot of the Euroguidance network was the ESTIA website (http://www.estia.educ.goteborg.se), funded  as a pilot project in the first phase of the “Leonardo da Vinci” programme. ESTIA is a central site pointing to national sites on education, work and the labour market and it constitutes the basis for the development of the portal. 


5. Technical features

5.1. T Architecture

In view of the potentially large user community of this portal, architecture and components/products are highly scalable.

The development of the portal follows the REDIS II recommendations of the Commission Directorate for Informatics; the architecture is therefore based on the J2EE platform. This is basically a Java framework allowing to create and deploy distributed, highly available and scalable web applications.

This solution is based on a tree-tier architecture, composed of presentation, business and data layer.
5.2. Software products

The portal design involved the integration of “off-the-shelf” software products, as follows: 

· Web server



Apache

· Application server


BEA WebLogic

· Database platform


Oracle 8i

· Search engine


Oracle 8i InterMedia

· Content management

InStranet

· Discussion forum, chat

eShare Expressions

· Web traffic analysis tool

Provided by hosting service

· Hosting platform


Sun
A key feature of the portal is the use of a web content management tool, Instranet, which allows a multidimensional classification of information as well as a decentralised management. The information is loaded by the network of national teams, who access the administration part of the portal through their web browser. For further information on Instranet, see: www.instranet.com.

5.3. Classification standards

To classify the education levels and the subjects, it was decided to use the ISCED 97 classification standards, elaborated by UNESCO, OECD and EUROSTAT. Such standards in fact are the result of a long process of comparison and reflection at the international level and they were considered as the most comprehensive and reliable.

6. Development 

The funding for the development of PLOTEUS (about 490 000€, covering the phases of conception, development and initial implementation as well as the first six months of hosting and operational management of the portal) was provided by the programme IDA (Interchange of Date between Administration); for information on IDA, see http://europa.eu.int/ISPO/ida/). A contract was awarded, through an open call for tenders, to the firm Atos Origin. The work started in January 2002; the IT product was delivered in September 2002; in December 2002 the portal will contain about two thirds of its evaluated final content and it will be ready for testing by “real users”. The official launch is foreseen for February 2003.

7. Future perspective

7.1. Funding and legal basis

The portal will be hosted and maintained by the development contractor Atos Origin until March 2003. For 2003/2004, funding for ensuring the maintenance and the necessary upgrading of the tool will be provided by EURES. It is also to be noted that the new decision on EURES, which will be adopted by the end of 2002, should mention the “learning opportunities portal”, thus providing a legal basis to the funding of PLOTEUS.

7.2. Hosting

A decision is still to be made on the future hosting solution for PLOTEUS. At the moment, the portal is hosted at the contractor’s premises, but in the future it should be considered to repatriate it to Europa. This would be in fact the most economically convenient solution, at the condition that the current architecture and structure could be maintained. 

7.3. Medium/long-term perspective

In parallel to the development of PLOTEUS, the process of co-operation with Member States in order to improve the interoperability of the national systems has been started. The subject was discussed at some dedicated meetings with Member States authorities (19/1/2001, 7/9/2001, and 11/3/2002). It was decided to create a small working group of experts in the field who will analyse the possible options for a common protocol and develop some precise guidelines to be followed when building databases of learning opportunities. In general, Member States have expressed a consensus on the need for a co-operation in this field. 

Contact:
Laura CASSIO, laura.cassio@cec.eu.int, Telephone:(32-2) 2961705

� 	N. 29. Cf. “Lisbon European Council” at � HYPERLINK http://ue.eu.int/presid/conclusions.htm: ��http://ue.eu.int/presid/conclusions.htm:� the Council and Commission are invited to “improve employability and reduce skills gaps, in particular by providing employment services with a Europe-wide database on jobs and learning opportunities”.


� 	Guideline n. 6. Cf. “Employment Package 2001”, in “European Employment Strategy”, at  http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/index_en.htm.


� 	N. 13. Cf. “Stockholm European Council” at � HYPERLINK http://ue.eu.int/presid/conclusions.htm: ��http://ue.eu.int/presid/conclusions.htm:� the Commission is asked “work with national and local governments, employment services and other relevant actors, to assess before the end of the year the feasibility of establishing a one-stop European mobility information site, in particular by providing employment services with a Europe-wide database on jobs, curricula vitae and learning opportunities”.





�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� Noun derived from the verb “ploteuo”, "to sail" (Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon), "naviguer" (A. Bailly, Dictionnaire Grec-Français, Paris, 1950).


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��Cfr the draft Commission Decision implementing Council Regulation (EEC) n° 1612/68  as regards the clearance of vacancies and the applications for employment and repealing Commission Decision 93/569/CE: “the EURES Charter shall, in particular, establish … a  uniform system and common models for the exchange of labour market and mobility-related information within the EURES network, as provided for in Articles 14, 15 and 16 of Regulation (EEC) 1612/68, including information on jobs and a European learning opportunities portal to be incorporated into a One Stop Job Mobility Information Web Site”.
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