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As part of the evaluation of the e-cat application an interview was 
undertaken with an e-cat tutor. This report summarises the findings of 
that interview and is structured as follows: the first section presents some 
background details on e-cat and the tutor’s experience; this is followed by 
a summary of the findings; the final section concludes in the context of 
how e-cat can be taken forward. 

Background  
E-cat is an application designed for the production and packaging of 
learning objects (LO). Integrated with MS word it enables users to create 
new material or use legacy materials. Word headings provide the 
structure of the final LO, by dividing the document at these points into 
individual, linked web pages. Multi-media objects can be inserted and 
metadata entered for them individually. Once content is complete the 
metadata for the whole LO is entered prior to being packaged. The final 
LO can then be uploaded to a searchable repository or unpacked into a 
virtual learning environment (VLE). 

The tutor has spent several months using e-cat. During that time she 
developed a handbook to assist other users. This booklet highlights some 
of the quirks within e-cat, giving instructions on how best to work around 
them and produce an end product. This document can be found at: 
streamlinenews.wordpress.com. The e-cat tutor also held a hands-on 
session with a small group of interested lecturers, librarians and research 
officers. It was that session that prompted the interview. The intention is 
to find out how various users coped with the e-cat application and 
document the experiences of the tutor.  

Findings 
From the interview several key areas were identified. These are: the user 
perspective on e-cat; specific problems with e-cat; how users understood 
the concept of metadata; and the use of repositories and VLEs.  

User Perspective 
Users initially found it hard to conceptualise the process required by e-cat 
to produce an LO. There is a preferred order to the production of an LO 
which ensures that there are no errors in the packaging process. For 
example, images should be edited to the correct size before being 
embedded within e-cat. Otherwise they have to be removed manually, 
edited and replaced, as e-cat does not support Word’s in file image 
editing. To solve this problem the tutor produced a flow diagram within 
the booklet.  

Part of the conceptualisation problem was also due to user experience of 
other packages, such as Course Genie 
(http://www.wimba.com/products/coursegenie/) and the conversion of 
documents to web pages. Both of these processes were seen as less 



complex than e-cat. This was due to the process of adding metadata 
which is not required by web pages or other applications. 

On the whole users are not motivated to incorporate e-cat into their 
learning material development process. Those academics who attended 
the hands-on session found it very useful and were very positive about 
the outcomes of the process. They found the layout of the final product 
very good and were keen to upload the object to X-Stream (the new 
blackboard VLE). They particularly wanted to transform their legacy 
materials into digital ones, as these are perceived as more appealing to 
students. The addition of multi-media objects to their materials was 
another motivating factor.  

The idea of sharing one’s work is often a source of concern. When asked, 
the tutor indicated that this did not appear to be the case with the group 
of users. The fact that learning material is already freely accessible on 
faculty hard drives was commented on. It was also noted that occasional 
work is borrowed without request or acknowledgement, which some 
individuals may find disagreeable. 

Problems with e-cat 
One of the main problems with e-cat was the lack of good quality help. 
There are three sources: within e-cat itself; online help at YHLearning and 
the development team at Kainao. Both electronic forms were found to be 
insufficient. The live help was very good but limited.  For the users this 
would have proved to be a problem had they not had the hands-on 
session and booklet to fall back on. The tutor identified several instances 
where help was missing or insufficient, as follows: 

• Not explaining the use of commas in the metadata lists in layman’s 
terms 

• Suggesting that the final LO can be uploaded into Blackboard or 
WebCT, but giving no indication as to how 

• Error messages from e-cat application do not identify the problem 
clearly  

• The video maximum size of 4MB is not mentioned 

• Alternative instructions to the video size restriction are not in place, 
such as using a link to the video. 

The current version of e-cat is designed to upload to a LO repository 
called YHLearning. This process is very unreliable. It does not reassure the 
user of a successful upload. There are other options available, sending the 
LO via email to the development team or uploading to a separate 
database (DB) for the team to pick up later. Both of these take at least a 
day to complete which takes control of the publishing away from the 
author.  

Understanding learning objects and metadata 
There was a general difficulty in the understanding of what a LO is. This 
was explained by the tutor at the beginning of the hands-on session. It 
was felt that this resolved most of the user’s issues. Metadata was also a 



point of misunderstanding, particularly from the perspective of searching. 
Most users understood why metadata was used, but did not understand 
how it was used. This resulted in keywords such as “paper prototyping” 
being entered as a single word not as two separate words. The tutor 
showed users examples of LOs with different qualities of metadata and 
how this affected their searchability, which resolved some of the 
problems. 

Metadata, its input process within e-cat and how to identify good 
keywords, was a recurring issue throughout the interview. This was 
viewed by the tutor as being a major hurdle to the uptake of any LO 
application. Course Genie, another Word-embedded application that 
assists in the development of leaning materials. However, as the end 
products do not contain metadata, they do not fit the definition of a LO. 
Users commented that they found Course Genie very easy to use.  

Repositories and VLEs 
The YHLearning repository that is linked to e-cat provides a fully 
searchable web interface to find learning objects. As noted above there 
are problems with uploading to this repository: primarily, the reliability 
and duration of the process. X-stream (a version of Blackboard) was seen 
as a better alternative by the tutor as users have full control over the 
content. The process of unpacking within X-stream is a little click intensive 
but more manageable from a user perspective. The downside with X-
stream is the metadata within the LO is not utilised within the VLE’s 
search facilities.   

Conclusions 
e-cat was described as not intuitive by the tutor, but perseverance with 
the application has paid off. During the process of learning to use e-cat 
the tutor produced a learning manual that users have found useful. That 
process and the hands on session have provided valuable insight, which 
will enable developments LO development applications to move forward.  

While there are many buggy aspects within e-cat these are resolvable. 
What is going to prove a more difficult problem is the motivation to use an 
LO development tool that requires the input of metadata. This was a 
reoccurring theme throughout the interview and a source of difficulty for 
users. This is a problem of understanding and requires education. The 
tutor suggested that this process be automated within the e-cat 
application, in effect removing the need for understanding.  

The internal help was another reoccurring theme. The tutor suggested 
several times that it had taken them many hours to understand e-cat and 
that without the hands on sessions and booklet users would find the 
process impossible. The development of quality interactive help may assist 
in the users understanding of both the application and the concepts, 
particularly, if it is focused around the point of metadata generation.   

The shareability of LOs could pose a problem for the uptake of an LO 
development application. Academics follow a code of conduct regarding 
the use of others material, namely via referencing. There are some 
concerns that this is negated by uploading work as a freely available 



resource. However this is resolved by the metadata an LO contains, such 
as author, date and location. This fact may be little known or understood 
by potential users and could be applied as a selling point to the benefits of 
using a development application that adds metadata.   


