Shared Data
(Content Aggregation)

By Fred Banks
INTRODUCTION

E-learning has come a long way since the first simple Computer Based Courseware produced in the late 1950’s.  With the introduction of Personal Computers in the early 1980’s, e-learning became more popular.  Having the Internet available has given E-learning a major thrust.  E-learning didn’t pop-up.  It has evolved both in educational theory and in the desire for standards.  This paper addresses a small area of standards in the realm of “interoperability” with Learning Management Systems (LMS) using the Internet.  Applying these standards have helped reduced costs to lesson developers and removed the “golden handcuffs” that LMS vendors can easily impose.  One of the most popular standard in the United States and worldwide is the SCORM (Shareable Content Object Resource Module) 2004 standard.
  

The document most applicable to content development is the SCORM® Run-Time Environment.  This document addresses how to communicate with the LMS on sending and receiving data, such as sending student scores, getting the student name, time in lesson, sending and receiving comments with the instructor and finding out if the lesson has been previously taken.  These are a few of the 25 elements mentioned in the DATA MODEL.

Two concepts not addressed in the latest version of the Run-Time Environment were collaborative learning and sharing student information.  To accomplish these tasks, custom programming is required.  Therefore the cost-per-student has to account for tools, databases, LMS modifications, hardware requirements and staff.  Resources should be allocated on allowing the lesson designer to make a lesson more interactive and not think about restrictions.  Too many times, the concept is great, but so is the cost.  Gaming is expensive to produce.  At the same time, relying on a specific vendor’s LMS/LCMS can superficially increase costs.

As this paper is a concept, it suggests the need.  The enhancements to the Run-Time Environment would be a collaborative effort with worldwide representation.  Command structure and security restrictions would be addressed and defined. 
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Figure 1  Hall of fame Tied to Objectives

Case #1 – sharing student scores (hall of fame)

How does a student know if they are doing well as compared to other participants?  Shouldn’t a novice know how they are doing compared to other novices?  What about the expert, who is competing with Novices?  Imagine a pilot who practices a simulated aircraft carrier landing.  Imagine a typing exercise, a spelling exercise, or reviewing exam scores.  Some students may decide to remediate on a passing score when the additional information appears saying that everyone else did better.  

Suggested enhancement:  Allow request to LMS to return scores that are matched to objectives.

	Pros:  
	Eliminates maintaining custom database(s), special programming, redundant information and dependency on non-standard features of an LMS.  

	Cons:  
	Can be done with existing tools


Case #2 – common blocks

This is an extension of sharing student information.  Rather than scores, common data should be shared.  
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Figure 2 Common Blocks

Lessons can become more effective by allowing student to share communal data and having instructors make real-time adjustments to the learning environment.  This feature would require a common block as the 1970’s feature of the PLATO® System.

Currently, there are only student to instructor and instructor to student messages provided in SCORM. A common block of data could span all lessons regardless of objectives.  This would enable student to student communications, similar to instant messaging, while at the same time, performing a collaborative learning experience by relying on the other student’s participation.   In a military environment, a student would need to correctly position the weapons platform assigned, while others either find a hole in the defenses, or provide additional support.  A pilot may fly his platform to the designated area, while a weapons officer arranges targeting.  As in this example, the students directly rely on their peers for the success.

In the classic survival exercises, (stranded on the moon, who to put in the fallout shelter, how to survive in the desert, etc.) students first act independently and then collaborate on the best choices in supplies, people and travel.   This can easily be done on-line.

The application of collaborative learning is limited to the creativity of the instructor and the limitations of the computer network.

	Pros:  
	Standardized calls, removes specialized languages and other routines.  Specialized standards for training would be easier than other standards.

	Cons:  
	This may be overkill.  There already exists HLA (High Level Architecture) that is for distributed computer simulations.


Suggested enhancement:   Allow the LMS to act as the central communications device to share common data.

Conclusion:

These features already exist in various systems, but are not standardized.  Each time a designer proposes pushing e-learning, the time and cost involved increases.  By having a defined standard, costs for the special tools, databases, and skilled people become flat.

� http://www.adlnet.org


� PLATO® is a registered trademark of PLATO Learning, Inc. Straight Curve, Academic Systems, and PLATO Learning are trademarks of PLATO Learning, Inc. PLATO, Inc. is a PLATO Learning, Inc. company.  (http://www.plato.com/index.asp)





