COLLABORATIVE ONLINE LEARNING AND INFORMATION SERVICES (COLIS) CONSORTIUM

SYNOPSIS

The COLIS Consortium is an alliance of five universities, namely, Macquarie University (lead institution), University of Newcastle, University of New England, University of Southern Queensland, and University of Tasmania.  The initial project is funded by DETYA, as part of the education technical standards interoperability agenda.

1. Goals

1.1 To share knowledge and expertise in developing the functional and technical architectures necessary for institutional systems interoperability.

1.2 To engage in national and international research programs aimed at developing systems interoperability.

1.3 To share systems development where appropriate.

1.4 To share the purchase of commercial systems components, where appropriate.

1.5 To develop strategic alliances with other universities and with industry partners to further the interests of the COLIS agenda.

The COLIS mode of operation can be depicted as shown in Table 1.



COLIS in context

The goals and aspirations of the COLIS Consortium have their origins in a complex range of factors, that have emerged over the past six months.  These can be summarised as follows:

· Successful online learning environments require substantial technical and information infrastructure.

· Technical interoperability has proved an elusive goal.

· Universities have been relatively poor at identifying and stating their business requirements in terms of infrastructure support.

· Each institution has its own particular political, cultural and technical interoperability issues.

· Prospective commercial partners have been reluctant to invest in infrastructure, given the lack of clearly defined business and systems requirements.

· There has been a growing realisation that very few, if any, universities can solve these problems by “going-it-alone”.

· Online learning is now seen as a potentially global industry therefore, international engagement in standards agendas and projects is essential in strategic terms.

· A growing confidence that the “time-was-right” to address these challenges in a collaborative way.

Business and systems requirements 

The task of determining business and systems requirements has proved challenging for a variety of reasons including:

· A lack of clear institutional strategies relating to online learning.

· A high degree of “silo” mentality between key stakeholders in the institution.

· A lack of clear methodologies to express business functions and technical requirements.

· A plethora of modelling technologies, none of which capture the functional or technical complexities of the desired online learning environment.

· A range of legacy systems which do not easily fit into interoperable models.

· An absence of concerted commercial input into the planning processes.

The search for best practice

In spite of the perceived planning difficulties, the COLIS project is determined to attain best practice by adopting the following strategies, namely:

· To identify a number of high level generic service principles.

· To identify spheres of key service activity.

· To develop generic functional views of institutional systems based on input from each member of the Consortium.

· To consult with industry partners on appropriate systems components and architectures.

· To validate the resultant framework against the Open Knowledge Initiative (MIT).

· To identify the degree to which the architectures can be supportive of an open systems environment.

· To engage in the international arena through the IMS Global Learning Consortium and international standards bodies in developing specifications and standards to fill the gaps.

· To participate in the IMS Digital Repository Working Group as a means of furthering the convergence of learning and information systems and as a way of addressing digital assets and digital rights management (See IMS Digital Repositories White Paper and Scope Document).

It is acknowledged by the partners in the Consortium that this is an extremely ambitious agenda, requiring a great deal of energy, patience, intellectual rigor and commitment from key stakeholders in our respective institutions and from our industry partners.

Functional requirements

The early project work suggests that the functional requirements will contain as a minimum, the following components:

· Interactive tools to support a range of authoring environments.

· Student-centric interfaces for customised/personalised learning and training.

· Transparent means of importing learning objects and learning content from distributed repositories to centralised and distributed learning management systems.

· Strong authentication and authorisation processes.

· Interaction between disparate learning management systems.

· Search/discovery capacity across distributed information resources including libraries, museums, archives, commercial information services and the Web, together with learning object repositories.

· Digital asset management systems.

· Digital rights management infrastructure, which tracks and records the use and re-expression of resources and permits trade where necessary.

· Agreed application profiles for the application of multiple metadata schema to support digital asset management systems.

· Flexible Web publishing systems.

· Strong delivery platforms.

The search for systems framework consensus

It is evident from the work already done in the COLIS project, and through international engagement with the IMS Global Learning Consortium and the Open Knowledge Initiative, that the systems implications of developing successful online learning environments remain unclear and, in many respects, fluid.  This global uncertainty can be characterised in the following terms:

· No agreement on high level systems component frameworks.

· Semantic confusion surrounding terms such as “learning objects”;  “digital repositories”;  “digital asset management”; “authentication/ authorisation”; “middleware”;  “portals”;  “vertical-versus-horizontal integration”; “personalisation”; “open systems” etc.

· Multiple, often conflicting, views of the technical solutions.

· An industry ambivalence about the open systems approach, as promoted by IMS.

In spite of these barriers, considerable progress is being made in the global arena, because of the commercial imperative to take advantage of the potentially lucrative market in online learning and training.
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Table 1.  COLIS mode of operation








