Towards a Concept of the Reusable Learning Object

A conceptual definition should clearly lay out the principles of its foundation, in this case learning and reusability, two fundamental predicates of the LO. 

2.1 Learning

For any digital object or media asset to acquire the status of a LO it should be wrapped in a Learning Intention, which has two aspects: form and relation. 

2.1.1 Form

Form is the framework in which a digital object is embedded, and it is the form that sets a media asset on the path to becoming a LO. Take as an example a digital image of Picasso's famous painting Guernica executed during the Spanish Civil War (1936-39). The image displayed on a viewer's computer screen or on a museum wall can evoke a multitude of emotions and reactions: horror, awe, surprise, intrigue, rejection. These effects are based on the sensibility of the viewers. It is through sensibility that we intuit objects, in this case Guernica. If the same image is presented in an art history course, however, the object acquires a different status and becomes a LO because the art history course as form - the setting, context and environment for viewing the image - changes Guernica from an object of intuition into an object of understanding. The participants of this course are expected, in addition to simply intuiting the object, to understand it, i.e. to turn Guernica into an object of thought. In this way, form not only changes a digital resource into a LO but also transforms viewers into learners. 

2.1.2 Relation

The understanding through which an object becomes an object of knowledge cannot be arbitrary nor can it be founded solely on immediate reactions based on sensibility; instead it should come through a reasoned reorganization of sensibility. For learners to acquire a sound understanding of Guernica, they should be guided towards that aim through exposition or discourse. A discourse is a rational set of statements about an object. Although the term 'discourse' refers to language, it could be a textual, visual, aural or interactive construct. A more appropriate term would be 'interface', since the type of discourse envisioned here is a way of relating to the LO analogous to the computer interface that establishes a relation between the user and the bits of information stored in the computer memory banks. 

A media asset or a digital object can become a LO only when it is incorporated into a form and provides a relation to itself as LO in order to facilitate the understanding of that object. Therefore a LO is a totality that combines its digital element and an exposition. 

2.2 Reusability

Reusability is the second principle that serves as the foundation for defining a LO. While form and relation provide a mechanism for the internal constitution of a LO, reusability accords value to it. A LO can avail itself of the flexibility, scalability and adaptability offered by information technology only when the object in itself is predisposed for reuse by multiple developers in various instructional contexts. To achieve genuine reusability the development and operation of LOs should be considered mutually exclusive processes. The separation between creation and deployment will require that LOs do not favor one or other instructional methodology. One of the major problems that give rise to confusion regarding LOs is the excessive influence of instructional design theories. As the terminology and practice of instructional design suggest, it is concerned with generating effective instructional frameworks for achieving overall learning goals. Therefore instructional design theories, which can offer a major contribution to LOs, cannot be the point of departure for the development process. 

A clear understanding of the need to separate the object development and instructional usage of LOs can be seen if we consider the former as a strategy and the latter as tactics. Strategy is a ground plan for achieving an overall objective, in this case learning for knowledge exploration. Tactics on the other hand are concrete actions or a series of moves by participants that are required and aid in accomplishing the strategic goals. Given this perspective of strategy and tactics, LOs are strategic assets that are deployed and redeployed in carefully designed and specifically executed instructional situations to facilitate effective learning. 

Form and relation shape a cohesive internal composition of a LO, and the reusability achieved through separation of object creation and its use facilitates free exchange of LO assets among developers, organizations and institutions. It is through exchangeability articulated here as reusability that the LOs acquire value; without value they remain simple digital images or Web pages. 

Now that the foundational principles for the concept formation of a LO have been delineated, the LO can be defined as: 

A Learning Object is an independent and self-standing unit of learning content that is predisposed to reuse in multiple instructional contexts

