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MISSION

The aim of the Agora Learning Laboratory (ALL) is to create a multidisciplinary research and development center of internationally high level. The aim of ALL is to facilitate research on virtual learning environments, research-based evaluation of these environments as well as the use of this knowledge in designing powerful learning environments, pedagogical innovations and evaluation methods for E-Learning purposes. The contexts of the research projects are related to different content areas, educational levels and work organizations. The development of learning environments is particularly related to the tools for studying research methodologies (e.g. interactive data analysis and visualization, experimental designs). The aim is also to develop models of E-Learning in collaboration with the basic research of the university and the practical solutions of companies. This kind of integration of high-level scientific knowledge, pedagogical expertise and know-how on product development enables rapid transfer of knowledge from research and development projects to serve the needs of educational and working organizations.
AIMS

The aim of ALL (Agora Learning Laboratory) is to:

· conduct research-based evaluation and development of E-Learning environments for various educational levels, work areas and contexts

· develop a modular model to support E-Learning solutions collaboratively with basic research and company applications

· conduct problem-oriented, multidisciplinary strategic research

· utilize and apply knowledge gained from long-term basic research

THE MAIN CHALLENGES AND PROBLEMS TO BE TACKLED

How to organize and manage the continuously changing knowledge in a way that it supports development of shared expertise (the tacit knowledge problem)?

Despite the fact that current technologies enable to circulate infinite amount of information, knowledge-intensive teams often complain concerns in the extent to which knowledge is actually shared, especially among geographically distributed teams. Further, a large part of the experience remains individual tacit knowledge, it is not shared explicitly, and is lost when experts leave the company. The problem of tacit knowledge is that it is shared by participation in joint collective activities rather than by delivering information. Therefore, in developing new models for E-Learning, it is important not just to focus on delivering information, but rather to get people to engage in knowledge refining and elicitation activities.
· Challenge of creating collective memory

· Tools and models for sharing and building knowledge, experiences and competence

How to reduce the gap between formal training situations and real work situations?

One of the essential prerequisites for successful functioning of organizations is the flexible integration of working and learning activities – knowledge acquisition cannot be separated from its application. Users are more and more often trained in their actual working environment, on the tasks they face everyday, with the tools and the colleagues, which are part of it. Training will not be a specific activity, such as following a course, but a reflective process on their professional practices. 

· Models and tools needed to support reflective activities in learning at work

How to support knowledge co-ordination and community-building?

Networked technology used in different learning environments nowadays provides a learner a relevant platform for communicating and sharing knowledge. Instead, more advanced technological solutions to support many problematic issues in virtual interaction, such as lack of sense of co-presence or difficulties reaching shared understanding in the distributed teams are still missing. It seems to be evident that it is not enough just to offer a forum for interaction, but we also need models and tools to support co-ordination of activities and knowledge approached from different perspectives.

· Models and tools for supporting, representing and visualizing group processes

· Reflective interaction among users of on-line community

RESEARCH PROJECTS IN 2003

Evaluation and research-based development of learning environments and technological tools

The aim is to produce evaluation criteria to assess and develop the pedagogical impact and applicability of learning environments. A preliminary survey undertaken at ALL suggests that learning environments are evaluated in descriptive terms, and often from the technological viewpoint. For example, the potential of collaborative environments as a catalyst for learning is often overstated. The emphasis of this project is to find ways in which information networks could support human learning and expertise have played a minor role in system development. The laboratory is also engaged in an international assessment of the pedagogically innovative uses of information technology.

Activities in 2003

· Evaluation of pedagogical impact and applicability of different learning platform utilized e.g. in Virtual University context

· Design of instrument for measuring pedagogical impact and applicability of learning environments in collaboration with A-KIT project (InBCT 2.4. II)

· Guidelines for evaluation and design of E-Learning environments (e.g. collection of evaluation criteria)

· Survey on companies developing learning technology tools for childhood environments

Development of Innovative Evaluation Methods

The creation of the evaluation criteria is connected with the development of technology supported innovative evaluation methods as digital portfolios. The purpose is to apply and analyze digital portfolios as an instrument in documentation and evaluation that is supported by information technology for learning, know-how and expert career development. The project combines the use of portfolios for pedagogical purposes with the design, development and evaluation of network-based environments. The innovative cases are supported in the pedagogical implementation of a digital portfolio.

Activities in 2003

· Research on organizational E-Portfolio solutions

· Creation and maintenance of portfolio resource portal

· Follow-up and evaluation of innovative portfolio cases

· Collaborative networking of innovative portfolio developers
Creation of the modular model of E-Learning

The aim is to build models, concepts and corresponding prototypes for supporting E-Learning solutions. These solutions are meant to tackle the following challenges: How to organize and manage the continuously changing knowledge in a way that it supports development of shared expertise (the tacit knowledge problem)? How to reduce the gap between formal training situations and real work situations? How to support knowledge co-ordination and community-building?

Activities in 2003

· Survey on current status of the content of modules in the world

· Start of the tool development for different modules

· Module analysis -> collection of modules to be implemented in 2004

Co-ordination of multidisciplinary expertise

Activities in 2003

· Continuation of the seminar series

· Intensification of the interaction with companies

· Intensification of international collaboration

