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Belfast Metropolitan College 

Learning Object Creation and Reuse

Learning Object Creation and Reuse at Belfast Metropolitan College

Introduction

Belfast Metropolitan is an FE college situated in Northern Ireland. They offer a wide range of courses from GCSE to Masters Level, across a broad range of subjects. Their main audience is ages 16-18 but they also provide facilities for secondary school pupils, part-time and mature students. Like many institutions their most vital resource is time. When considering the inclusion of technology with their staff workflows, time is a key motivator to uptake. For this reason they have embraced the use of learning objects (LOs). For them the focus is on LO reuse and for this they have subscribed to several provides of LOs including Fenc
, nln
 (a Janet Service) and Goal (Generating Online Adult Learning)
, there own European funded project. To further ease the burden of searching and creation they have a dedicated team (TEL) that advice them on suitable LOs and LO creation when necessary. 
The following report discusses the workflows between staff and the TEL team. This highlights where key decisions are made and what and when specific software packages are used. 

Workflow overview

Belfast Met has focused on providing a completely supported process to encourage teaching staff to move towards digital media. The high-level process for tutor to produce an LO is diagrammed Figure 1. Having decided to use an LO, tutor’s first point of contact is with either the Graphics team or the TEL team. Between them they identify what it is required for the teaching resource.

As time and other resources are limited there is a preference for reuse rather than redesign. The first main activity is for the TEL team to search/browse for any suitable material. The search includes the subscribed repositories, in house materials and the Internet in general. More experienced tutors may do some or all this search process themselves. Identified resources are then evaluated by the tutor. If they prove unsatisfactory then the graphics team are approached for the development of a new object. 
Another motivator for the use of LOs is the application of interactivity. While this is not necessarily a defining feature of LOs, many perceive that being able to offer learning materials that enable the student to interact with the concept, facilitate a better understanding of the content. To this ends Belfast met have a team of dedicated graphics designers, using and a video production team. Both these resources are limited and the benefits of new LO production have to be fairly high to warrant their use. The workflows for creation and reuse are shown in Figure 4 which highlights the main decision processes and points. 
Via a funded project (GOAL) the TEL team have developed a series of templates that can be used to produce interactive quizzes. These are promoted on training days organised by the TEL team to tutors and are freely available and utilised without assistance, unless required as shown in Figure 2. 
The final workflow identified for the creation of LOs is instigated by the graphics team. There is a general request in place for the submission of current paper based materials for conversion to interactive objects. This is shown in Figure 3. As noted on the diagram this process can take time and it is often difficult to get tutors to identify and forward potential content. 

Templates developed by GOAL

One of the workflows described above includes the use of templates developed by the GOAL project. This project was funded by European Union Socrates – Grundtvig and involved four institutional partners. These templates are freely available and hosted on the web. Some of these templates facilitate the production of an interactive multiple choice quiz. The tutor can select from several visual formats, the Millionaires style is depicted in Figure 11. A form is used to generate the content of the quiz, shown in Figure 10. This is a very simple process and a quiz can be produced quickly. They can be outputted as flash, html page or plain text. 

The project also developed a range of easy to use PowerPoint templates and a content generation tool. Again these are all freely available and well documented for use. 

Searching for an LO
As noted previously there is a general focus on reuse at Belfast Met. To this ends they subscribe to various repositories of LOs rather than hosting their own. However the GOAL funded project has enabled them to start the development of their own collection of resource. Along with the redesign of current content and bespoke pieces they are at the stage of considering the use of a formal storage and search facility. In the mean time their primary sources for reuse are Fenc and nln. 
Fenc is a subscription repository of learning objects used predominantly by FE institutions. Materials are organised by topic and subtopic.  A simple and advance search is available. The advance search contains an unusual feature that allows the user to select the frequency of terms as shown in Figure 6. A max number of records choice and a choice between title/keywords and is also offered.  The site does provide a taster session and some free resources. 
Each resource is labelled either resource, learning object, bronze, silver or gold displayed alongside search results (Figure 8). There is also a peer ratings schema and comments facility but none of the resources we were shown used this. While searching for examples BelfastMet staff appeared to only use the folder structure to get to what they were looking for. This is organised according to topics within FE as shown in Figure 7. These resources can be linked to, from Blackboard or downloaded, amended or added to other content using Course Genie. Beside each result or object within a folder is an icon that can be clicked, giving action options and metadata related to the object. This metadata generally follows the LOM format. 
Error! Reference source not found. shows the results of a quick survey of twenty random objects and the metadata fields that had been completed. This suggests that very little metadata is entered at the time of deposit or edited (a function Fenc provides) after deposit. This brief examination also revealed a tendency for authors to put their details, and their organisation in the description feild. For Example: this resource has been shared to you by Mike Crist - Newcastle Under Lyme College. This also suggests that there is some desire for recognition on behalf of the author or the institution. 
The second resource, nln, is far more compact and is searched via browsing only. The front page presents for key resource areas and two drop down lists of supporting information, Figure 12. From this items are sorted by subject and then learning level, Figure 13. This gives a vary clear set of resources for well structured topics and learning levels. The information on each resource (Figure 14) is fairly minimal and does not appear to conform to the LOM standard as metadata. However this has been view as guest to the site without full access. Other information as well as preview of the resource are assumed to be available at this level. 
Metadata

Throughout these processes there is only one point where metadata can be potentially added. After the production or sourcing of LOs, Course Genie is often used to embed the interactive element with other content. This software does facilitate the addition of limited metadata. This includes title, description, keywords, objectives, author, organisation, copyright, version and date. A more recent version is available, renamed Wimba Create 
 which may provide better metadata creation. The team at Belfast Met enter the title of the object only. This is similar to previously reported metadata generation, with eCat at Leeds Met. 
Sharing

Figure 5 shows a high-level view of the share-points for learning objects at Belfast Met. As they currently have no formal repository created resources are listed on an internal web page by the TEL team. This is the primary share-point for resources created at the college. They are close to having developed to many LOs to be browsed easily, as their web resource does not facilitate searching. 

Reused and repurposed learning objects are generally uploaded to the VLE for use within a course. Courses are only accessible by those tutors teaching them, thus previously discovered resources are not easily rediscovered (digitally) by colleagues.  Generally this will not be a problem as many courses are distinct and much specialised. For those skills that often need support, such as research, reading, writing and mathematics, and cross many if not all disciplines, this inability to evaluate currently successfully used LOs within the college is a disadvantage. This has prompted their interest in Leeds Met’s repository development as a potential solution to this problem. 
Conclusion
While searching for resources is an important task for the TEL team, there was little evidence of individuals using search facilities within the repositories, (granted only one supported this feature). Google search was often quoted as the one-stop source for the majority of staff and students across the institution. This begs the question as to why there is one set of actions for Google and a different set for application/web site based search facilities. This is not a new phenomena and can be observed general internet use. 
From the workflows described and the investment in support, technical infrastructure and multimedia development there is no doubt the LO is a highly valued resource at Belfast Met. It has clearly enabled tutors to move towards fun and interactive content delivery without an excessive overhead on their individual time. However from the perspective of resource sharing among fellow colleagues, they are in the early stages. Their subscription to content laden repositories, which are easily accessible and proved strong organisation and search facilities, may overshadow future developments in providing an institutional repository for their excellent in-house resources. This will take some careful engineering to move towards the use of both, possibly via a common interface. 
There are also many other fridge developments being undertaken at Belfast met that could assist in the development of a stronger in-house sharing culture. Social networking technologies and iGoogle are being considered as potential areas for creating personalised interfaces to resources for both staff and students. Currently they have  a high impact interface for students developed using share point which is proving very successful. There are currently plans to do something similar to the staff version. 

This report has focused on the main areas of interest for the Streamline project regarding metadata and the use, reuse and discovery of learning objects. The team at Belfast Met have overcome some of the problems faced at Leeds Met by the provision of a dedicated support team and an assessed and structured process for the development of new LOs. This process has embraced the primary aim behind the development of the LO by not reinventing the wheel each time a course requires a new content. 
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Figure 1 Overview of LO creation and use
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Figure 2 Creating LO from Templates
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Figure 3 Creating LO from existing paper resource
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Figure 4 Creating or repurposing an LO
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Figure 5 Overview of LO sharing and resource discovery
Appendix B: Fenc interfaces
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Figure 6 Advance search in Fenc
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Figure 7 Folder structure in Fenc
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Figure 8 Results layout in Fenc
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Figure 9 Edit metadata in Fenc

Appendix C: Metadata use within Fenc

	LOM Field
	Video- Integration by substitution
	Hair Cutting Techniques
	Motivating Individuals at Work
	Video – Setting up Machine Tools
	Child development 3 to 5 years
	Facilities in the Leisure Industry
	Construction NLN Materials
	Fresh vegetable database - Level 2
	Sociology Advanced - Stratification and Differentiation
	Letter patterns
	Prepare, Cook and Finish Complex Sauces, Soups and Cold Dressings
	Domino Bingo Card Sort Generator - 10 card
	Resistors in Series Assignment 2 (GCSE Electronics)
	Resistors in Series Assignment 2

(GCSE Electronics)
	Leisure and Tourism Intermediate Unit 1
	Textile design - planning a fashion show
	Work of the Production Department
	P&D NVQ level 1
	The consultation
	The Respiratory System

	Label
	L
	G
	G
	R
	R
	G
	L
	L
	S
	L
	B
	F
	F
	F
	S
	R
	G
	R
	R
	R

	1. General
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Name
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Language
	
	X
	X
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Description
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Aggregation level
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Keywords
	5
	25
	11
	14
	32
	7
	
	27
	
	8
	
	
	
	
	
	8
	
	
	7
	

	2. Lifecycle 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Version (4 preset)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contributor
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Author
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Person/Organisation details
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Education 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Intended end user
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Interactivity level (5 preset)
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Interactivity type
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Context (11 preset school FE focus)
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Difficulty
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Typical learning time
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Target Age Range (to-From)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Rights
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Cost
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Copyright and Restrictions
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Description only
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Classification
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Purpose (9 preset)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 1 Sample of LO metadata within Fenc
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 Appendix D: Goal Templates
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Figure 10 Form to generate quiz
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Figure 11 Millionaire style quiz interface

Appendix E: nln interfaces
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Figure 12 Information on front page of nln
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Figure 13 Browse function in nln
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Figure 14 Information given on individual LO
Key: L-Learning Object, G-Gold, S-Silver, B-Bronze, R-Resource, F-Free























� � HYPERLINK "http://www.fenc.org.uk/" ��http://www.fenc.org.uk/� visited: 16th march 2009


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nln.ac.uk" ��http://www.nln.ac.uk� visited: 16th march 2009


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.belfastmet.ac.uk/goal/" ��http://www.belfastmet.ac.uk/goal/� visited: 16th march 2009


� http://www.wimba.com/products/wimba_create/
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