INFORMATION SCIENCE PUBLISHING
E. Chocolate Avenue, Suite 200, Hershey PA 17033, USA ITB9486

1er; 717/533-8845; Fax 717/533-8661; URL-http://www.idea-group.com

Chapter XII

Science Net: A Virtual
School for the
Extension (Science)
Education of the Public
INn Singapore

Leo Tan Wee Hin
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

R. Subramaniam
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

Abstract

A university-science center partnership called Science Net has been
functioning asavirtual school for the extension (science) education of the
global public in general and the Singapore public in particular. This
chapter describes the design, implementation mechanics and learning
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potential of this online school for non-formal science education, and
suggeststhat it isan innovative experiment to expand the communicative
space of learning in society.

| ntroduction

Theadvent of thelnternet isimpingingin multi-dimensional waysonvarious
aspectsof societal endeavors. A personal computer and anetwork connection
aresufficient to open up new vistasinthelnternet aswell asminetheWorld
WideWebfor arangeof resourcesand information.

One areathat the Internet hasimpacted very significantly isin education.
Starting to dissol vethe perimetric boundariesof traditional educationstruc-
turesinboththeinstitutional and curricular domains, itisredefining theway
educationisbeing disbursed aswell asopening up new genresof learning.
Onlinelearningisnow beginningto berecognized asanimportant aspect of the
educational dispensation (Chen, Ou, Liu, & Liu, 2001; Lupo & Erlich, 2000;
Maes, 2001; Sanders & Morrison-Shetlar, 2001). Almost all schools and
universities, at least inthe devel oped world, haveaweb presenceand their
portal sfeaturean abundance of |earning resources.

The*dotcoming” of schoolshasledto animportant development withfar-
reaching implications: the opening of avirtual annex which mirrorstheir
traditional roles and objectivesin some ways. Such virtual schools have
mushroomedinlargenumbersinthe USA andin Canada, especially at theK -
12 level, and have spawned a plethora of online learning communities.
L everagingthelnternet tofoster distancelearningamong agroup of students
who aregeographically dispersed, their impact hasbeen sufficienttogenerate
anumber of studies(for example, Clark, 2001, andreferencestherein). Whilst
they haveyettomaturefully, asthetechnol ogiesand standardsof delivery are
still evolving, they arecontinuingto proliferatewithaview towardscateringto
diverselearning needs.

Whiletraditional schoolsarefundamentally institutionalizedto supportthe
needsof theindustrial economy, virtual schools, incontrast, areareaction of
the opportunitiesengendered by theemerging knowledge-based economy,
also known as the information economy. The knowledge economy puts a
premiumonintellectual resources, incontra-distinctionto humanresourcesper
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