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ACP Offers Preview of HOLA - Heuristic Online Learning Agent:
A First-in-the-World Multi-Disciplinary Peer Tutor and New Platform for Educational E-learning at the 9th World Convention of International Confederation of Principals

July 7, 2009, Singapore – ACP Computer & Training Consultancy in a joint initiative with Microsoft, has developed a programme called HOLA which stands for *Heuristic Online Learning Agent, a first-in-the-world Windows Live Agent which acts as a multi-disciplinary peer tutor. HOLA engages students in a fun, lively and personable manner; exchanges information like a buddy would and allows students to learn at their own pace anytime, anywhere. In its first phase of development early this year, HOLA was programmed to interact with students on physics and the life history of Shakespeare. It was piloted successfully at Ngee Ann Secondary School. Since then, HOLA has evolved into a multi-disciplinary expert offering physics, literature and national education. More topics of specialisation are targeted for HOLA in the next 6 months. ACP is calling for schools to step forth to partner them on increasing HOLA’s expertise.  ACP’s joint project with Microsoft costs over SGD$180,000 to develop. ACP will be offering a preview of HOLA at the 9th World Convention of International Confederation of Principals at Suntec International Convention and Exhibition Centre, Booth Number 8 from July 7th – 9th, 2009.  

HOLA works on the Microsoft’s Windows Live Messenger platform and is available in web based or mobile version. The Artificial Intelligence (AI) created by ACP for HOLA allows for lively and stimulating conversations on various subject matters unlike other chat bots which dispenses information in a cut-and-dried way. This is made possible through ACP’s creation of a superior natural language processing system. The engine also allows for collection, reflection and improvement of data thus enabling HOLA’s intelligence and conversational skills to grow and improve over time at a rate far more quickly than any human learner. ACP took 2 months to create the HOLA engine and is patent pending. To date, ACP has worked with Ngee Ann Secondary School to input more than 11,000 questions into HOLA. 

The idea for HOLA came from two Physics teachers (Mr Alvin Tan and Mr Lee Chin Teck) of Ngee Ann Secondary School who observed the pervasive use of instant messaging (IM) among school students. Mr. Alvin Tan commented “We saw the potential of Windows Live Agent as a learning tool based on the Socratic Questioning model as it provides a natural platform for question-and-answer between two people.”  

*Heuristic usually refers to education based on learning by one’s own personal discoveries and experiences.

 HOLA is Spanish for Hello.
- More -

Ngee Ann Secondary School then brought the idea to Microsoft which invited ACP to create a Socratic Windows Live Agent called HOLA Newton to teach physics. A survey done at the school revealed that 99% of respondents agreed that they learned more about Newton’s Law of Motion after interacting with HOLA.

ACP’s Founder and Managing Director, Mr. Alan Poh commented that “The HOLA engine is very different from the majority of chat bots which are often script-based, rule bound and finite. The special engine developed in this invention is an intelligent self-learning AI engine capable of tuning and adding on more intelligence to the AI engine, and more realism to the HOLA's AI Personalities. Besides possessing a highly personal touch, it enables students to get answers straight away without browsing through myriad of information on web pages.” 

In addition to its role as a virtual learning buddy, HOLA can also be used by schools as part of their customer-care services to handle public queries. Parents and public can interact with HOLA to find out more about a school’s location, holiday schedule, curriculum or other frequently asked questions anytime, anywhere. HOLA offers a time and cost efficient platform for schools to engage in Customer Relationship Management (CRM).

Commented Jessica Tan, Managing Director, Microsoft Singapore: “This is a truly innovative use of user-friendly Microsoft technology as a platform to engage better with a new generation of tech savvy students. We are pleased to have had the opportunity to be a matchmaker and to partner with ACP and Ngee Ann Secondary School to create a new learning experience, injecting fun and interactivity. Microsoft makes long term investments in enabling innovative schools, innovative teachers and innovative students to realise their full potential.  We are always on the lookout for new ideas from our customers and partners like ACP, who play an important role in developing innovative solutions through their specialised expertise.”
HOLA will be rolled out to schools in the fourth quarter of 2009. It is available on a subscription basis. For subscription enquiries, please contact ACP, Justin Lu at: 6227 7996 or email education@acpcomputer.edu.sg. 

* * *

Established in 1997, ACP provides ICT solutions and education to over 10,000 individuals of corporate entities, 50,000 students, and works on various projects and solutions by government tenders.  Among them includes the provision of ICT solutions for the Singapore Ministry of Education- IDA's Future Schools @Singapore project, and the contract to design, develop and maintain government school websites. ACP is in partnerships with Microsoft, Adobe, NEC, Certiport and University of Cambridge.  ACP has attained the People Developer Award by SPRING Singapore and the ISO 9001:2008 certification, it is the first small-medium enterprise provider in corporate training, curriculum-based education and ICT solutions to obtain the award. For more information, please visit ACP website at www.acpcomputer.edu.sg.

About Microsoft
Founded in 1975, Microsoft (Nasdaq “MSFT”) is the worldwide leader in software, services and solutions that help people and businesses realize their full potential.
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