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History of the European Computer Driving Licence

Denise Leahy and Dudley Dolan

School of Computer Science and Statistics, Trinitilege, Dublin, Ireland
denise.leahy@scss.tcd.ie dudley.dolan@scss.tcd.ie

Abstract. The European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL) begaa @roject
which set out to define the computer skills requiiby the ordinary citizen to
take advantage of the new end user technologypidject started in 1995 and
since that time ECDL has become the leading dititeabcy certification in the
world with almost 10 million candidates enrolledtire programme. The core
ECDL consists of seven modules, defined by a syHlabhich is agreed by an
international panel of users and experts and mstihat the holder has the
competencies required to perform basic tasks usipgrsonal computer, can
use a computer in practice and understands the basicepts of information
technology [1]. This paper describes the creatibthe ECDL, together with
the unique organizational structure which enablelwide implementation of
ECDL, initially in Europe and later throughout thend as the International
Computer Driving License (ICDL).
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1 Introduction

11 Theinitial idea

With the advent of home computing and the growtthangeneral use of computers in
the early 1990s, the Council of European Professgibrformatics Societies (CEPIS)
recognised the importance of defining the compasielts required by the ordinary
citizen to take advantage of the new technologye ea originated in Norway and
preliminary investigations were undertaken to séatvactivities were being carried
on in this area. The idea was supported by theg&ao Commission and the member
societies of CEPIS. CEPIS created a task forcedBb1o examine how to raise the
level of such skills in industry throughout Eurd2g. Initially the CEPIS task force
consisted of the Nordic countries plus Ireland My, Finland, Sweden, Denmark,
and Ireland.) These countries met in 1995 andr #fteinitial findings were reported
to the CEPIS Council, a number of other countriesided to join an extended task
force. The extended task force consisted of thgimal countries plus the new
representatives from Austria, France, Italy, Théhiddands and United Kingdom.
This paper describes the history of ECDL from thttiisg up of the Task Force in
1995 through to the development of ECDL in Europé kater throughout the world.
Using material and working papers from that timegéscribes the development of



ECDL, the major milestones and the support giveitially by the European
Commission and later by Governments, industry ahatational bodies.

1.2 Thelinks between CEPISand IFIP

The International Federation for Information Praieg (IFIP) is a non-
governmental, non-profit umbrella organization fational societies working in the
field of information processing. IFIP was estaldidhin 1960, under the auspices of
UNESCO, as a result of the first World Computer @ess held in Paris in 1959.
This provided a forum for persons involved in timfofrmation Technology area to
meet and share ideas [3]. In the 1980s, some ofAlfe member societies based in
Europe felt that there was a need for a Europeganization to meet the local needs
of the region and CEPIS was established in 1988 Byropean informatics societies,
CEPIS has since grown to represent over 300,00fnr#tics professionals in 33
countries. There are many common member socigiidslP and CEPIS and they
communicate and share research and interestsiatébpective events and meetings
[4].

The first area of focus for CEPIS was the promoteamd development of
information and communications technology (ICT)llskacross Europe. CEPIS set
out to work closely with the European Commissioroider to address the needs of
the European Community and meetings were held @itbctorates General in the
European Commission to establish the areas whicRI€Ehould pursue. An early
venture for CEPIS was the European InformaticsISISkructure which set out to
define the skills for ICT professionals in a stured format which could be adopted
throughout Europe [5]. This work commenced wita fhunding of CEPIS in 1989
and work continued until 1996. The project whichated ECDL started in 1995.

2 Thelnformation Society and Digital Literacy in the 1990s

In 1990, 23 million European households owned aR€this rose to over 40 million
in 1994. However the proportion of European houkihwith a PC was significantly
lower than the USA and there were fewer multi-me@ias or those linked to a
communications network. Statistics also showedtti@mspeed of adoption of the new
technologies highlighted cultural and linguistidfeliences between Northern and
Southern Europe and between the US and EuropeAf6ihat time in the United
States there were 34 PCs per hundred citizens tivehEuropean figure at 10 per
hundred.

Advances in information technology substantiallyaiged the workplace in
Europe in the mid-nineties. Over 72% of office wenk had a PC or equivalent on
their desks and used it as part of their work.hat time there was concern about the
future of employment, skills and technology. Acdogdto Cortada in 1998 “Each
year, on average, more than 10% of all jobs disappad are replaced by different
jobs in new processes, in new enterprises, gegarduiring new, higher or broader
skills. There is a much slower pace on the suppg & the acquisition of new



skills.” [7] He suggested that within 10 years pleojpp employment would be using
new technology with out of date skills.

The area of unemployment was recognized as of witpbrtance, creating a need
for retraining. The European Union 1996 report thiy and working in the
Information Society” advised that "instead of hayi® million people in long term
unemployment and de-skilling, the most expensivenfof public spending with the
lowest return to the economy or the individual, amahy more millions on their way
to long term unemployment, the Member States of BEhkshould have 9 million
involved in upgrading, maintaining and improvingpithskills in literacy, numeracy
and IT.” [8].

In the ‘90s there was much discussion about the“h&farmation Society” and the
different skills needed by all individuals to takél benefit of what the new society
could offer. It was recognized that the new Infotiora Society in Europe would
affect everyone. The EU Commissioner Martin Bangamanoted in “The
Information Society and the Citizen” that we negdo make “greater efforts” in our
schools to prepare the next generation to parteigand benefit fully from the
Information Society and to stimulate European eitg to create new services in
education, entertainment and business in orderetp KEurope at the forefront of
technology [9].

It was clear that there was a need but it was leatr hiow to define this. At this
time there was talk of computer literacy, digitékrdacy, end user skills and other
definitions. In 1997, Paul Gilster suggested thate digitally literate a person should
be able to find information on line in web sitestabases and other on line
information resources, be able to evaluate thatrinétion and use email and search
engines [10].

It was part of the vision of the CEPIS task foraeatidress the issues raised above
and contribute to the successful development @aflanclusive Information Society.

3 Thebeginning

The Finnish Computer Driving Licence (CDL) was @atuced in Finland in January
1994 with the support of the Ministry of Educatiadhe Central Organisation of
Finnish Trade Unions, the Confederation of Finnisbustry and Employers, the
Finnish Information Processing Association andhtieistry of Labour [11]. The first
Computer Driving Licences were awarded in early4l88d some 10,000 had been
issued by December 1995. In 1995, the Finnish im&tion Processing Association
(FIPA) brought the CDL to CEPIS as a potential mddea wider European context.

The CEPIS task force (named the User Skills taséefomet in 1995 to consider
how to increase the competence required for thefaan work force and for the
European individual. This task force looked foruitable model and examined the
Finnish CDL in detail. There were other models indpe at that time and these were
also examined. After thorough study it was conctutteat the basic Finnish concept
was widely applicable throughout Europe. Howeverarges and updates were
required — the Finnish model consisted of a banfustions which they called the
“question and test base” but had no defined syfidhii



In order to assess the modifications needed to haee ECDL meet the
requirements of a wider marketplace, a series Wt pests were carried out in
Norway, Sweden, Denmark, France and Ireland. Aesaltr of these tests and a
thorough evaluation of the concept, modificationsravagreed. It was decided to
name the concept “the European Computer Drivinghde” or “ECDL".

The pilot tests gave an opportunity to evaluate ¢bacept from a number of
viewpoints. The pedagogical aspects were considieosd the point of view of the
breadth of knowledge required and the depth neetled.need for the theoretical
module was considered and it was decided to rétésnA syllabus was created and a
new question and test base was developed to mes trewly defined requirements.

In addition to evaluating the tests themselvess theriod of time was used to
establish what the market response would be to auchncept. The response was
uniformly optimistic although the numerical foretsasaried considerably due to the
different levels of penetration of PCs in the diffiet countries. It was clear from the
research that industry felt a need for some sorterfification to ensure that their
investment in training was worthwhile. Individualglcomed the opportunity to show
that they had acquired computer skills which cohbéd certified. Potential course
vendors and training organizations were happy Wit concept as it gave them a
focus for their course developments. Governmermtdl @mployer organizations and
Trade Unions in many countries found the concefpaetive. In particular, the Irish
Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) was very supporditva general meeting in Dublin
in March 1996 [12]. Ministries of Education in amber of countries gave active
support. In Denmark a Government supported regimitétive was undertaken.

The User Skills task force created a syllabusstastidelines and procedures to
run ECDL on a European scale. The ECDL certificatieveloped by the task force
was a definition of the competencies required tdgom basic tasks using a personal
computer in order to certify that the holder had skills required to use a computer
and had some theoretical knowledge of computers.H®DL, similar to the Finnish
model, had seven modules. The first ECDL syllabas wublished in October 1996
and this represented one of the main outcomeseoivtirk of the ECDL Task Force
during 1996. It was expected that the syllabus ddnd updated on a continual basis
and new versions would be issued every year.

Individuals were to prove their proficiency by pagsa test within each module
with progress registered on a Computer Skills CAdECDL was awarded once all
seven module tests were passed successfully. Efmephe theoretical module, the
tests were skills oriented. The tests were indepeindf both machine and software
vendors and products. The infrastructure of CEPEnber societies as licensees to
run ECDL within a country was set up. The procedward rules for setting up Test
Centres and for administering, running and markéggs in a standard and consistent
way were devised. The legal and contractual isaugge identified and put in place.

An initial method for administering the tests autditally by computer was
researched in Sweden and this was extensively &ealu It satisfied many
requirements but was not seen to be the final isolub the automation needs in
Europe at that stage. This was developed furthadaer stage.



4 ECDL 1997 - 2010

The European Computer Driving Licence had a numbkrclearly identified
objectives in 1995 as follows [13]:
e To raise the level of IT competence within the wddtce in industry,
commerce and public services throughout Europe
» To provide a basis for certifying computer skilisall levels of the education
sector and provide a basis for certification oflsKor lifelong learning
* To re-skill the unemployed so that they may re-etite work force
» To provide an incentive for the disadvantaged tdde the gap between the
haves and the have not’s in the information society
e To provide an incentive for those outside the wiorke to develop computer
skills

The ECDL model as created by the task force catbist four components — the
Skills card, the Driving Licence, the Syllabus ahd tests. These were described as
follows in 1997 [1] as:

« “The European Computer Skills Card records the mmsg of the
candidate and the dates on which each of the segs are completed
successfully. When all seven modules are compl#iedcandidate is
issued with an ECDL. The modules can be taken insaguence and
the tests can be taken in different test centresiadeed in different
countries.

e The European Computer Driving Licence is the futlehce and
indicates that the holder has satisfactorily cotguleall seven modules.
The document has a similar format throughout Eurtiggears the name
"European Computer Driving Licence" in English aimd the local
language.

« The ECDL Syllabus describes the objectives, coraedt guidelines for
assessment of each of the seven modules of the ECDL

e The European Question and Test Base (EQTB) deffireequestions and
tests which candidates must pass in order to atalBCDL.”

Module one was the theory test and modules 2-7 whkitls tests. Initially there
were 100 theory questions and approximately 20stéskeach of the practical tests.
The time allowed and the pass mark for each oftése modules was defined. The
first tests defined the following:

« In module one, candidates had to demonstrate aarstasding of the
basic concepts of IT, answering six questions safieat random, one
from each of six sections. The pass mark was 60%.

 In module two "Using the computer and Managing gFil¢he test
consisted of four exercises and the pass mark 0&s 8

e The tests for module three "Word Processing" andduteo four
"Spreadsheets” consisted of basic tasks and addatesks. The
candidate had to complete one exercise consistirgfl® tasks. The
pass mark was 100% for the basic tasks and 50%hdéomore advanced
tasks.



« Two exercises were set for module 5 "Databases(fFiBystems"”, the
first required the candidate to set up a small ke for a specific
purpose, define the structure of the records atef eiata; for the second
exercise the candidate had to load a databasenamgaquestions about
its contents by constructing queries. The pass magk80%.

« For module six "Presentation and Drawing", becao$edifferent
facilities available to the candidate, one questias asked from either a
presentation or drawing section

* Module seven was "Information Network Services” dmecause, in
1996, not all countries had Internet access, tweieers of this test were
produced — one a test of skill and one theoretestl The version taken
depended on the facilities available. The pas&mvas 80%.

4.2 Quality Assurance

Quality had a high priority and quality assuranaecpdures were defined and
managed by the ECDL Foundation, the licensees]iseibsees and the test centres.
The quality assurance procedures included usegofaus authorization guidelines
and compulsory standards. The tests for ECDL weraucted by authorized test
centres. These centres were validated by the Beeimseach country using guidelines
provided by the ECDL Foundation. The test centresevexpected to be operated by
course vendors, educational establishments, lamggnizations or companies. It was
the intention that authorized test centres wouliioie facilities to test not only their
own pupils but also persons who wished to takesa wathout undergoing formal
courses.

The results of the tests in Europe were monitonedacstatistical basis and any
unusual patterns were investigated by the ECDL Hation. Strict adherence to the
syllabus and the use of the standard tests andimgagkidelines also ensured that the
tests were of an even standard. The ECDL Founda@rformed quality assurance
audits to ensure that standards were maintainedhatdhe quality of the product was
ensured.

Quality is considered as a continuous improvemkamhent within the organization
and today, the ECDL Foundation quality statemeasifollows [14]:

“ECDL Foundation is committed to the developmentpnpotion, and
delivery of quality certification programmes so tasenable proficient use of
ICT that empowers individuals, organisations andisty throughout the world.

To meet the needs of all our customers, ECDL Fotimd&as established a
Quality Management System based on the interndlyjerecognised quality
standard ISO 9001: 2000.

Adherence to this standard ensures that the presessed by ECDL
Foundation to develop and support its certificatijmogrammes, are effective,
efficient, and subject to continuous evaluation androvement.”



4.3 Accessibility

In early 2001, accessibility was identified as ajanaequirement for ECDL. The
ECDL Foundation was a partner in an accessibilibjgrt, ECDL-PD, which planned
to examine ECDL, identify accessibility issues @ndpose solutions. The outcome of
this project [15] was the definition of potentiarbers to inclusion within ECDL. At
the same time other projects examined accessisbtyes; these included projects in
the UK, Hungary, ltaly, Austria [16] and Greece.eTECDL Foundation set up an
international working group, which included reprasgives of disability groups, to
decide on how to address the identified barrietstarcollate the results and findings.
These were used these to inform future developmenatedures and standards [17].

ECDL is committed to accessibility and inclusionodiy, the Accessibility
Statement on the web site reads:

“ECDL Foundation is committed to ensuring that naeois excluded from
pursuing our certification programmes and activelyorks to maintain the
accessibility of our programmes to all, includinggple with disabilities. We have
been working with our national operators and witilsabilities groups to identify
and eliminate major barriers to the accessibilifylGT skills and will continue as
part of the ongoing enhancement of ECDL Foundaipnbgrammes.”

44 Development and Updating

The ECDL Foundation set up a Members Forum whicke gaplatform for licensees,
sub-licensees and test centres to share experiandds suggest developments which
they felt were appropriate. This ensured that tloelpcts were updated and developed
in line with advances in technology and market mequents. The ECDL syllabus and
EQTB were updated on a regular basis by an intemelt panel of subject matter
experts, ECDL licensees, end users and companies.

45 Automation

A priority in 1997 was to ensure that the testinggess was automated to the fullest
possible extent. This was seen to be vital in tgbtlof the expected volumes of
ECDL candidates planned to be some hundreds of#muis initially and ultimately
would be millions. The feasibility of taking tesiger the Internet from work or home
was also be investigated as were diagnostic tesishwpointed to the areas of
weakness of each candidate rather than the piagséting process [1].

4.6 ECDL productsand programmes

There was a window of opportunity for the core EC8XLthat time in 1997. It was
hoped that it would quickly gain acceptance agékeof skills in Europe. There were
early optimistic signs that this would be achiev@the support of the European
Commission through funding from the ESF (Europeari& Fund), DGIIl and
DGXXII gave the ECDL considerable credibility. Iddition, ECDL was included in



the Information Society Action Plan prepared by @assioner Bangemann for
Central and Eastern European Countries [18].

Countries outside Europe began to take an intene&CDL in 1998. In these
countries ECDL runs as ICDL (International Computeriving License). The
syllabus, procedures, test methods and certificatmain exactly the same. The first
ICDL was presented to a young woman in Port Elitalie South Africa in 1999
[19].

The ECDL which has been discussed in this papehdscore ECDL which is
identified today as an ECDL programme — “Esser@iamputer Skills”. ECDL now
offers many other programmes. The first to be dgwsdl was the advanced ECDL,
which was proposed by the Danish computer sociey9B9. Programmes developed
over the last ten years include e-Citizen and Eskilld — these comprise programmes
on “Internet and email” and “computers for begirgigrrespectively. These
programmes fall within the digital literacy cateigar Other specialist programmes
include Computer Aided Design (CAD), Website creatiHealth Informatics and
Digital Imaging.

5 Thescopeof the ECDL potential population 1997 - 2010

Who should benefit from ECDL? The potential users the ECDL products and
services could be seen from several viewpointsh siscgeographical, by population
sectors, and specifically the work force. Thedaling statistics are taken from the
plans presented to the European Commission in &89fe setting up of ECDL [20].

51 Geogr aphical Scope

The market for ECDL was those countries which waened as being European by
virtue of their membership of the Council of Eurofpbe Member Societies of CEPIS
were present in 17 of those countries in 1996 witbtal of some 250,000 computer
professionals. The CEPIS Member Societies repredestiannels to a major part of
the overall market. CEPIS was represented in tiewing countries: Austria,
Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greét@ngary, Ireland, Italy,
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Spain, Sweden, Svémdr and UK. The potential
market was all of the wider Europe. This included then 15 Member States of the
EU, the three Associated States (Norway, Liech&msand Iceland), Switzerland,
and the then twelve applicant states (Latvia, Hatdrthuania, Poland, Hungary, the
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Romania, Slawve@yprus, Malta). Altogether
this added up to 31 countries, which was the nurobeountries that were addressed
in the proposed business and implementation ptanihé ECDL at that time.

52 Population Sectors

The total population in the 31 countries was al&@ million. Divided in sectors, the
numbers were very roughly as follows:



1 the employed work force 200linils

2 the education sector 100

3 the unemployed 25

4 the socially disadvantaged 15

5 people outside the work force 160 (not unemployed)

ECDL was relevant to the all users throughout thieutation. However, it was felt
that the Business Plan had to focus on selectdd paihe total market. In accordance
with the initial objectives, the first ECDL BusireRlan primarily addressed the needs
and potential in the European workforce.

5.3 TheWork Force Sector

The workforce definition varied considerably acrode geographical area in
question. Very generally, one could have useddheviing assumptions:

Workforce (employed, 40 % of Total Population) 200 million
Non-manual workers (60 %) 120 million
Knowledge/information workers (50 % of above) 60 million

At the time of the development of ECDL it was bedid by the task force that
computers were used by some 50% of the workforbasTas an order of magnitude,
it was not unreasonable to assume that some 6miuropean workers should be
competent at least at a basic IT-user level, ineord utilise the investments in
information technology and systems. It was a faat most of these millions of users
had become IT-users over very few years and that ofdhe users had received little
or no IT-training in their schooling or educatioaftre they entered the work force.
At this time, the European workforce probably fatled largest retraining and adult
education challenge ever. ECDL addressed exdu#ychallenge by defining a basic
skill level and by offering mechanisms to enticerssemployers and organizations to
raise the skill level of the individuals in the Waforce. It was acknowledged that
these needs could not be met in the very short term

54 Today

ECDL has grown worldwide with 9.7 million candidatand 121 active countries by
November 2009. This growth is shown in Figure e
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Fig. 1. Timeline and history of ECDL

6 Organisation

The ECDL Foundation was set up in Ireland as a Gomgdimited by guarantee,
having no share capital. Following legal advices timodel was selected as being the
most suitable to meet the needs for implementin@ Eroughout Europe. It gave
protection to the members, being the Member Sedetf CEPIS, as well as allowing
the organisation to function as a business withritdide objectives. All surplus
revenues were retained within the Company and tsddrther the objects of the
Company as set out in the Memorandum and Artidesseociation.

The licensees became members of the ECDL Foundatidnare the controlling
body. They elect the board of the ECDL Foundatibtha Annual General Meeting.
The Board of the ECDL Foundation consists of a mmaxn of seven persons elected
at the General Meeting.

It was decided to locate the ECDL Foundation in Ibulbecause of the
infrastructure in that country for supporting theft®are Industry. The tax
arrangements were potentially attractive and soramtg had been secured to help
finance the initial set up costs of the ECDL Foummda The ECDL Foundation
needed a very skilled and motivated staff, in otdesucceed with the ambitious goals
and plans for the organisation. The skills inctidsolid IT, educational and
pedagogical backgrounds, combined with marketingsiness and administrative

1 http://www.ecdl.org/publisher/index.jsp?p=94&n=170




experience. Experience with international work aaebperation was also an absolute
requirement. As detailed in the first implememtatiplan, the ambition levels
required 4 - 8 staff for the 5-year plan periodwéts planned that the ECDL Staff in
Dublin would have a central capacity of 3 early 897, and then increase to 4. Other
people resources would be recruited on a consubiagjs from the other ECDL
Foundation Member countries, in order to encourzgeof Best Practices within the
ECDL community. This model ensured flexibility amensfer of knowledge [21].

7 Conclusions

ECDL has gained a reputation as a standard foratligeracy in many countries. The
largest adopters of ECDL in total numbers are thé dnd Italy. In the latter, all
school children undergo training in ECDL. In botlbuatries the Government
Departments of Education provided funding in vasioways. ECDL also performs
well in a social sense being used in prisons intdagand in Refugee Camps in Gaza.
The largest penetration per head of populatiomiseland where over 10% of the
working population has achieved ECDL.

ICDL continues to be successfully implemented tgrmut the world, most
recently being adopted in Kenya where the Inforama. Communications Minister
announced that ICDL is to be the sole governmertgeised entry level computer
certification with which to demonstrate competemcecomputer usage. ICDL has
been adopted in Jordan where all teachers must\aecttie ECDL and by UNDP as a
standard for the training of staff throughout teeelopment programme.

The success of ECDL is due to many factors whiclieheontributed to its
acceptance throughout the World. Initially the wiEdiropean” in the title helped to
give the certification a degree of credibility befdt was widely recognised. Also the
fact that it was included as one of the 27 project3 owards the Information Society
— Twenty-seven ideas for European Initiatives” dinge when the European Union
was preparing for expansion was extremely helf@l.[ ECDL was developed and
disseminated initially through Member SocietiesGEPIS which was important in
gaining acceptance by Governmental bodies. Thesedhd professional standing of
the Member Societies added credibility to the fiediion and ensured that quality
and standards were maintained at all times.

In 1995, the project which created ECDL set ouwdéine the knowledge and skills
which were needed with the arrival of the new esdruechnology. Today, digital
literacy is becoming more important and the ECDagoammes continue to develop
and address the changing needs for such knowledbskiils.
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