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The landscape of distance education development and delivery is changing through use of the Internet, emerging communication tools, and in particular, the development of learning objects.  As Moisey, Spencer, & Crawford (2003) put it, “Distance education and instructional design will no doubt change greatly as the use of learning objects becomes more commonplace”.  As the development of learning objects follows the exponential growth of the Internet, identifying and evaluating quality learning objects creates a serious challenge.  In addition to this challenge is the development of learning object repositories, and adequate processes and techniques for their evaluation.  This paper summarizes the experiences of the author while participating in and reflecting on the application of the convergent participation model for the evaluation of learning objects proposed by Nesbit, Belfer, & Vargo (2002).  During the activity, this author maintained a journal of and reflections on the experience, and upon completion, summarized conclusions drawn from personal experience (see Appendix A).
The Activity
The activity consisted of two conference calls of two hours duration each, with four participants and a moderator.  The first conference call introduced the participants to the Learning Object Rating Instrument (LORI) they would be using for the evaluation of five learning objects.  The moderator guided the participants through using LORI by way of a power point presentation emailed in advance to the participants, and step-by-step instructions as the participants, paced together, evaluated the same site and collectively discussed the LORI instrument.  The moderator introduced the participants through this activity to the eLera web site (see note 1).  The participants evaluated five learning objects over the course of the following two days. The second conference call was a moderated discussion of the participants’ evaluations focused on areas of disagreement on the dimensions of quality, and an opportunity for participants to change their evaluation based on the insights from the discussion.
Observations

The format of the activity – conference calls – is an excellent format.  The activity could be done with MSN messenger as a cost saving method, but phone provides a unique personal contact with fellow participants, often missing in distance education environments.  It was nice to hear peoples’ voices.  It is strongly suggested that this format remain, wherever financially feasible.
The timing of the activity for MDDE604 could not have been better.  The heart of the assignments in MDDE604 is the development of a learning object or a unit of instruction that uses learning objects.  How can you build good learning objects if you have never examined firsthand learning objects, and the necessary conditions for quality in the different dimensions fundamental to quality learning objects?  This analytical activity and discussion has revealed much regarding the creation of quality learning objects.  Furthermore it has helped internalized that information.  This activity should be maintained as a part of MDDE604 and the study guide changed to reflect its inclusion.  It lays a good foundation on which to proceed with the other course work.  Not only was the timing excellent but the experience was extremely educational.
Firsthand experience with the challenges of evaluating learning objects was revealing, and raised awareness of a number of other significant issues concerning learning objects.  This author formed many questions as the activity unfolded, with a deeper desire and motivation to examine them: what is the learning object; where does it begin and end; what is the difference between learning objects and learning resources; should they be identified as the same; should we evaluate them differently.  Additionally, the activity was a catalyst for examination of what and how we evaluate the various dimensions of the quality of a learning object.  Concerning the Motivation dimension – is motivation the entertainment value of the site or the ability to create learner success?  Re-usability was interpreted different ways based on differing philosophies.  The experience revealed the subjective and personal nature of evaluation even with a strong guiding tool and process.
Improvements

Two things however would improve the experience for the participants.  The moderator sent the participants a power point presentation a few days prior to the commencement of the activity.  The moderator attached the power point file to the instructions for the upcoming conference call.  Unfortunately, the moderator did not mention the attachment in the body of the email.  During the first conference call was the first this author became aware of the power point slide show.  Others were not aware of its existence either.  Mention should be made in the body of the instructional email. Second, as we discussed LORI through the slide presentation and in the context of reviewing the practice site, this author took a number of pages of notes, as the moderator expanded on the information on the slides.  At that point, a set of printed slide handouts would be valuable, so that notes and important points the moderator made could be placed with the particular slides instead of on loose-leaf.  This would correlate any notes recorded with the slides.  The next day this author printed the slides and transferred his notes to the corresponding slides.  Not all participants may know how to create the slide handouts.  Instructions to create them, or a set in pdf/doc format should be included in the email instructions.

The LORI instrument online is easy to use, and the eLera site is structured to provide its smooth use.  Any page on the eLera site, the LORI instrument page, and the site being reviewed all open in separate windows that provides for excellent ease of use.  However, there is one flaw in the design structure on the eLera site.   When you request information on the rubric from the LORI page it gives you a pop-up window. After ascertaining the information you need and moving to another window, without closing the pop-up, the rubric slips into back of the other open window.  When you return to the LORI evaluation screen and request another rubric, you expect it to pop-up again, but it does not.  The new rubric is loaded into the old pop-up window that is hiding behind the other open windows.  It would be simple to have that pop-up window pulled to the front whenever the new rubric is requested, rather than having the user go search for the rubric window that was left open.  Other than that one item, the evaluation process was efficient and smoothly accomplished throughout all the activities.

Summary


Evaluation is not an exact science and depends on conceptualization, personal philosophy, time, energy, and capacity of the evaluators.  Personal experience indicates that a collaborative process provides a stronger evaluative tool.  The Convergent Participation Model does help to overcome these dependencies, and provides a stronger evaluation then a single personal evaluation.  In addition, participation in its use provides an enriching learning activity that enhances the retention and broadens the understanding of the dimensions of quality learning objects, and reveals insights to participants in preparation for the creation of quality learning objects. 
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Appendix A
Personal Journal and Reflections on the use of LORI

Conference Call #1

The conference call was an introduction to the Learning Object Rating Instrument (LORI).  I prepared for the call, by reading the article “A Convergent Participation Model for Evaluation of Learning Objects” prior to the conference call.  The conference call connections were excellent.  John Nesbit walked us through his power point presentation on the use of LORI, using a specific site as the focus for our introduction to using LORI.  Connections with the call went smooth, and the conference was well done.  Two things however would improve the experience.  John had sent us the power point presentation a few days earlier attached to his instructions for the upcoming conference call.  The power point attachment in his email was located at the bottom of the email.  He did not mention in his email that he had sent us an attachment.  During the conference call was the first I became aware that he had sent us the slide show.  I noted others were not aware of it being sent to us ahead of time.  Second, as we discussed LORI through the slide presentation and in the context of reviewing the focus site, I took a number of pages of notes, as John expanded on the information on the slides.  At that point, I wished for a “3 up” set of printed slide handouts, so that my notes could have been placed with the particular slides instead of on loose-leaf.  This would have correlated my notes with the slides.  As well I could have noted on the slide printouts important points John was making.  The next day I printed the slides and transferred my notes to the corresponding slides.

Other than those points, the discussion was excellent and provided a very good overview of how to use LORI, and how it will be effective.  Discussion of our individual ratings gave clear insights into how varied evaluations are among different stakeholders. 

Applying LORI

My first attempt at using LORI to evaluate the first site on the list was a challenge.  I continuously referred to the power point presentation and my notes.  Thank goodness, I took the notes.  The rubrics available on the eLera site, offered as a popup with the “>>more>>” button are quite limited.  They only provide guidance for the extremes of 1 and 5, and not quite as thorough as John’s guides provided in the power point presentation.  Using all three, the popup rubrics on the site, John’s power point guide, and my notes from the conference call, I was able to proceed through for the first time.  I think as one gains greater familiarity with LORI, that it would become much easier to proceed through an evaluation of a learning object.  

A number of thoughts have occurred while writing this journal.  First, imagine the power of evaluating learning objects, if everyone used the same process and instrument.  If the process and instrument were universally known, understood, and people were experienced with its use.  The process of evaluation would be second nature – universal – just as the use of a web browser is.  People would be able to evaluate learning objects with a common tool.  I think there is great advantage in that.  A standardized evaluation instrument would have its benefits.  For one, people would be able to provide evaluations as they come across learning objects, in a way that would be second nature to them.  All learning objects in repositories could have links to a global site that maintains the evaluations.  The cream would rise to the top, based on a mass of people’s evaluations.  However, people would have to first know the process and instrument for evaluation, understand it, and be experienced with it.  This activity has stimulated many interesting thoughts.

Second attempt:  

I am finding it difficult to focus on a single dimension.  As I examine the learning object in the light of a particular dimension, I find myself often observing and/or my focus deviating from that dimension to pick up other weaknesses that are really part of another dimension.  Bit of a challenge. Again I find myself referring to the rubrics and power point slide printouts (with my notes now added), to identify exactly what I am looking for.

Hmmmm…. just discovered the N/A button on the scale… never noticed it before and John did not point it out to us.

Third, Fourth, and Fifth reviews accomplished.  Took much longer than I expected… still finding I am using the onsite Rubric of ELera, John’s power point, and my notes.  Hardest dimension to evaluate is Compliance, followed by Accessibility.  Actually, it is a challenge to try to give an effective evaluation.  It is certainly not easy.  In addition, I found it takes me about an hour at least to examine the sites in enough detail that I can feel confident that I have taken the time and effort to provide the best evaluation I can.  

It was tempting to want to just say… oh.. this is a 2 or a 3 and not dig for the rational of why I would say it is.  That sense of going with my gut reaction, rather than the logical, analytical, evaluation.  The challenge was the time and mental energy it took to do the former type of evaluation.  I had to correlate, read and re-read what the criteria were, then examine the site in closer detail to see if it met those criteria.

One comment I have about the ELera site is the frustrating experience with the Rubrics… when you request a rubric… it gives you a pop up. When you move on to other pages, the rubric slips into the back of other windows… when you return to the ELera evaluation screen and request another rubric.. you expect it to pop up… but no it doesn’t… the new rubric is loaded into the old window that is hiding behind the desktop windows.  It would be simple to have that window pulled to the front when the new rubric is requested…rather than having to go search for the rubric window.  It is a poor interactive design for only that one feature. 

Follow-up Conference Call

John Nesbit led us through a re-visitation of our evaluations in a group discussion.  The process was smooth.  I was able to open the eLera windows to view the necessary page that John led us to, at the same time able to open my review, and also able to open the actual learning object page, all in separate windows.  This made the discussion quite easy, as my review was completely available to help present my rational for the decisions I made. (My comments I recorded were available for recall).  In the discussions that ensued, I found I did make some changes to my evaluations based on the information presented by the other evaluators, and insights that they provided for things I had missed or overlooked.

Some very significant issues emerged in the discussion:

1. My evaluations were based on specific conceptualization of what the learning object was.  Was it the entire page, the intended “learning” portion of the page?  Was it just the page, or did it include all the “learning” related links to other pages?  In the discussion, John made the comment that learning resources are learning objects, but I am not sure that that is the case.  I see them as two different things.  Case in point is the Pythagorean Theorem site; it was a great resource but a poor learning object.  When John pointed out he knew the creator, and that it was actually designed for use on an overhead in a classroom, it was plain as day why I saw it the way I did.  It was designed as a resource, not a learning object.  So the question is now in my mind:  What is a learning object, what is a learning resource, should they be identified as the same, are they different, should we evaluate them differently. The Pythagorean site would rate highly as a resource, low as an object.  Should they be rated differently?  On the other hand, should we see them all as learning objects, with the creator responsible for identifying their intended use?

Notes:
a) The url provides the dimension
b) Things it links to that are part of the learning object VS things it links to that are not part of the learning (eg – sitemap, corporate background info, Nova schedule)
c) Learning objects vs Learning resources

2. What is reusability was a question that came up.  There were large variations in re-usability sometimes among the evaluators.  The issue of re-usability was interpreted different ways.  I think I would have to examine the rubric and guides that John gave us on this more to understand the concept of re-usability John was trying to portray to us.

3. In presentation and design, should we take into account a balance of all design elements/characteristics and judge on a global aspect of overall design, or should we fail a site due to lack of meeting a minimal standard in anyone issue of presentation and design.  For instance, I gave a low rating for the Presentation and Design dimension for the Squirrel/Hawk site because of one issue, graphs were dependent on color.  Should I have overlooked that single issue and gave it a higher rating because in the big scheme of things, it was a well designed and presented site, with some very creative/excellent design characteristics.  Was I being too fussy, too strict with expectations?

4. Concerning the Motivation dimension – is motivation the entertainment value of the site, or the ability to create learner success?  A site can be entertaining (hey play with the buttons and do things), but not increase the commitment by the learner for increased success.  So what are we evaluating when we are evaluating the Motivational dimension?

5. Important for Developers to identify the setting the learning object is to be used in, because evaluations can differ given that background information.  In addition, evaluators have to think about different contextual applications for the learning object.

Conclusions

For consistent evaluation there needs to be a common consensus of what the different dimensions represent, and what we should expect from each.  I think this was what John attempted to do with the power point presentation – give us a sense of some kind of common standard or reference point.  Unfortunately, we all have different ideas about what these dimensions are and how we should judge them.  Even given all the guides John gave us, I found at times my conceptualization of some of the dimensions different from other evaluators, even John’s. 

Having gone through this experience, I feel that over a period of time, a person would become better trained at evaluating, and more efficient.  There is a similarity to the assessment of my students in Math class.  Over time, I have become much better at evaluating students work.  However, it has taken years of experience to get there.  I have no doubt that, given enough time to resolve some of the items above ( and others), and enough practical experience at reviewing learning objects, a person would become an effective and efficient evaluator.

Evaluation is not an exact science and depends on conceptualization, personal philosophy, time, energy, and capacity of the evaluators.  The Convergent Participation Model does help to overcome these dependencies, and provides a stronger evaluation then a single personal evaluation.

This has been an excellent learning opportunity.  How can you build good learning objects if you have never examined learning objects and the necessary conditions for quality in the different dimensions fundamental to quality learning objects?  This analytical activity and discussion has revealed so much regarding the creation of quality learning objects.  Furthermore it has helped internalized that information.  
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