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Tertiary institutions and key government agencies have formed a working group in an effort to shape Singapore into a major e-learning centre.

Called Narlo for National Repository of Reusable Learning Objects, the working group, which met for the first time on Monday, will look into how it can collaborate to set up an online repository of commonly used educational content which can be re-used to design new online courses quickly for students here and overseas.

An initiative of Professor Daniel Tan of the Nanyang Technological University, he said the online repository will help the education industry to create new e-learning courses which he called "new learning paths" which can be edited online.

"There’s a lot in common among the tertiary institutions as far as educational content is concerned. The content can be broken down into common learning objects which may be an equation, an image, a diagram or a full lesson, and then recompiled into a new lesson or course.

"This is possible only if the educational material has been digitised and made available in digital libraries. This way, educational bodies will be able to access them to create new learning paths which can be edited on the fly to keep them updated," explained Prof Tan, who is NTU’s head of the Centre of Educational Development.

However, he cautioned that it is still early days and that there is a lot of work to do. Government agencies like the Infocomm Development Authority (IDA) and the Economic Development Board (EDB) are interested in this project, and are watching the developments closely.

"I’m looking for a technical collaboration with the institutions of higher learning and their feedback on Monday was very positive. They will report to the management of their institutions and we’ll meet again in the near future to see how we can proceed. My objective is to establish Singapore as a major e-learning centre. If we don’t do it, our neighbours will," he reasoned.

IT’s the challenge

Meanwhile, Ms Kim Jones, who heads Sun Microsystems’ e-learning and digital library business, said that key challenge for the online repository that Prof Tan wants to set up is IT architecture.

"There must be hardware and software plans and a communication framework in place to ensure that the information in a repository or a digital library can be transmitted and that users anywhere can access it easily," she said in an interview last week.

She added that there are three places in the world that are doing a lot in e-learning. In England, the government is trying to build an e-university which will put the best educational content together to offer to the rest of the world.

In Canada and Australia, similar initiatives have been started because the governments there are facing the challenge of providing education to their remote populations.

Ms Jones, 43, added that the real value of digital libraries does not lie in only what the content offers but rather in the links to other repositories or digital libraries around the world which offer users the ability to search for information on a global basis
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