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It's a slow but significant trend. Despite the sluggish market conditions, a handful of Singapore companies have turned to video to help enhance e-learning lessons. Several others in the region are following suit.

This year alone, more than 10 companies have bought video-based e-learning software marketed by AcuLearn, one of the few vendors in this relatively new technology field. The companies include Visa, Citibank, Cisco Systems, Philips Electronics, Agilent Technologies, KPMG and the Defence Science and Technology Agency (DSTA).

AcuLearn provides tools that allow companies to quickly create and disseminate video content over the Internet.

The company's chief executive officer Mr Ken Tan, believes that video is a powerful medium of instruction. "Video content humanises e-learning," said Mr Tan. "Since it involves several of the senses, it has a higher retention power." AcuLearn software allows companies to quickly produce and distribute multimedia content. Typically, a video clip at the top left-hand corner of the computer screen is used to elaborate on a slide presentation that occupies the rest of the screen.

Any computer with a video or Web camera, microphones and speakers can be used as a portable studio station.

"Video clips being recorded are uploaded to the Internet real-time, replicated on AcuLearn's multimedia engine software and instantly accessed by multiple users," explained Mr Tan.

While content creation is relatively easy and can be done with a few clicks of the mouse, its smooth distribution is a technically arduous process.

A key reason why video-based e-learning is yet to take off in a big way is that multimedia content is traditionally very bandwidth-intensive. It can clog network pipes and lead to jerky, erratic images. However, AcuLearn says it has devised a way to overcome these problems, by replicating content onto various multimedia engines close to the users, so that content can be pushed from there rather than from the original server (see box story and infograhic).

For product demos

Since early this year, Agilent Technologies, a provider of precision testing and measurement solutions has used AcuLearn's solutions to create and distribute e-learning content for product updates, competitive analysis, technical symposiums and sales trainings.

Vice-president and general manager of Agilent's fabless business division, Mr Lee Yih Neng, said: "This mode of training is especially useful when you have teams of workers who are geographically dispersed and bringing them together is both expensive and time consuming."

The company is using AcuLearn's video-based solutions to train staff in its sales, marketing and support departments in Singapore, Malaysia, Korea and the Philippines.

Video content, Mr Lee stressed, enhances the effectiveness of learning. "A picture, especially a moving picture, is always worth a thousand words. Video clips are especially useful during product demonstrations."

Video clips of lectures were also useful, Mr Lee said. "The visual image of the instructor has been proved to increase attention span. Other non-verbal messages, such as facial expressions also help improve learning."

Content Distribution Process 

AcuLearn has devised a way of delivering multimedia content to users without using up too much network bandwidth.

Content is first created on a portable studio station (PSS). Any computer with a video camera, microphones and speakers can function as a PSS.

Content is then uploaded onto AcuLearn's Intelligent Distribution Manager (IDM), which then replicates the content onto multimedia engines (MEs) spread out on servers that are geographically close to where users are situated.

Once the content has been replicated, the IDM sends an e-mail message to all authorised users, forwarding the Web hyperlink from which the training module can be viewed.

When a trainee clicks on the link from where the content can be accessed, the ME that is closest to the user finds him through a process called HTTP (hypertext transfer protocol) re-direction. The content from the relevant ME is then beamed to the trainee.

AcuLearn's CEO, Mr Ken Tan explained: "Since the user is geographically closer to an ME from where the replicated content is beamed, the transmission consumes less bandwidth than if he was to pull the content straight from the server on which content was originally stored."

Incidentally, the video content is usually accompanied by a slide show summarising the points being discussed in the video. The slide show uses hypertext markup language (HTML).

AcuLearn's vice-president of marketing, Mr Kelvin Ang, explained: "Using HTML-based slide shows rather than PowerPoint presentations helps save bandwidth resources, that can then be consumed by video content."
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