LOR Talk

Initial Thoughts on LORs (15 minutes)

Still early days yet

· While for some it may seem like we have been at this for a while now (especially if you look back at the origins of some of the thinking around learning objects) the reality is that it is still early days yet

· We are still in very early days with the whole ‘learning object’ approach itself

· Real dearth of standards-based content that has been shown to be not just interoperable, but re-usable in different learning contexts

· Authoring tools which support standards just starting to emerge; authoring tools that actually help with increasing pedagogical reusability are few and far between 

· There is a seeming paradigm shift in faculty attitudes and approachs to content development which must occur but doesn’t seem to be yet pervasive if the approach behind ‘learning objects’ is to succeed

· LORs still very immature as a technology; still struggling to define precisely the problem that is trying to be solved with them?

· Is it discovery and sharing of resources?

· Is it the management of content development?

· Is it the facilitation of content re-use?

· Is it the creation of communities of practioners?
· Is it the archiving of learning materials?

· Is it the ingestion and recomposition of complex multimedia objects?

· All of the above?

· The market for learning object repository technology is very immature and has some fundamental risks involved

· if the problem is defined as being solely about the ‘sharing’ of learning resources, it is unclear how large a market there will ever be for repository technology – vendors are trying to amortize their R&D efforts across too few customers and too short a period leading to somewhat outrageous licensing prices considering the actual technology involved
· if the problem is expanded to include the management of learning object development, and thus to encompass the LCMS field, it becomes a broader and deeper market, but as corporate elearning were the early targets for many of the LCMS their pricing needs to get in line with higher ed expectations and abilities to pay

· we have yet to see the emergence of a community supported open source initiative in this domain, despite the relative preponderance of open source choices; fair number of the existing ‘open source’ projects were institutional in nature and started off with soft-money backing; as this faded, many of the projects have so far struggled to create large communities of practice who have deployed them and continue to develop them
· Los and LORS initiatives exist against the general background of the explosion in networked based technologies and the related issues of intellectual property, copyright and file sharing that have come to the fore in recent years

· There are still no widespread acceptable solutions to the Digital Rights Management question, only a large number of interim, provisional attempts to stave off the problem. 

· The ‘semantic web’ and the possibilities held in having large collections of well-structured and well metatagged learning materials still seems like a far of chimera to many people; some of the steps we have tried to take in the LO/LOR world at times seem to have tried to solve problems that were only ‘anticipated’ or take advantage of technologies that were still nascent; this in itself could be o.k., as they were attempts by the higher education communities to bring forth some of that potential, but technologies that stay at the ‘bleeding edge’ too long risk become novelties in not being adopted by the mainstream

· We are starting to be able to point to some real examples, though, of systems which exemplify benefits that previously had been only potentials. Through our investigations of these systems and our own explorations over the past 6 months, we have come across systems which seem to ‘learn’ from the actual uses of well tagged learning objects (CaDRIA), and learning objects that offer real potential for multiple uses in different learning scenarios (cf the timeline tools at UBC)
Our Process

Process to co-develop the framework and coding (the sub-features)

- developed the initial feature set on the basis of 

· a fairly extensive literature review, 

· our own experiences with LORs 

· and our past experience reviewing course management systems in Edutools
· refined the feature set to reflect the specific interests of the 4 partners on the basis of interviews that Bruce Landon conducted with each of the partners

· at the same time as we were developing the feature set, we were developing the definitions for each of the features

· out of these came some of the initial ideas of how vendors would actually implement these features, e.g. the ‘sub-features’ or ‘codings’ that we were looking for when we did the actual reviews

· I did the initial two drafts (Harvest Road & Intrallect)

Researching products

3 steps – docs; demo; vendor feedback

(Note & Apologize that for the drafts in front of them, we did not get a chance to incorporate vendor feedback for Concord Masterfile, Exlibris Digitool or Dspace)

In doing the reviews, we used a common master sheet that held all of the reviews. When writing up a specific feature, we would first see if one of the existing descriptions of sub-feature functionality were appropriate; if so we would use these, if not we would introduce a new sub-feature if the product exhibited functionality we thought relevant or innovative. As a last step to synch up the reviews, Scott went over all 6 of the reviews in consultation with Brian and harmonized the language again where product’s implementations were in fact the same

General Observations

· we dropped one feature, “Multiple Output Formats” altogether. This was a hangover from the Edutools feature set that at first we thought might apply, but as we thought about it deeper and looked at the products themselves, we realized that as they aren’t typically seen as delivery mechanisms, they don’t typically support multiple formats for viewing the repository itself; e.g. how likely a scenario is it that someone will want to browse the repository with a cell phone

· overall, we found support lacking for the following features across all of the products:

· Syndication and Notification: as much as Brian and I would like to think that a little innovation both of us played some part in promoting, the use of RSS feeds from repositories, was actually taking off, overall we found a real lack of support for this and other means of staying informed of changes to the repository. 

· Community & Evaluation features (e.g. evaluation system, wish lists and context of usage illustrators): All three of these features, while perhaps not core to the standard functionality of the repository, have been used in existing repositories as ways to build community, and add user-contributed context to learning objects. While one could likely add this sort of thing in to some of the repositories, generally user to user communication is quite weak in all of these systems.
· Time-based Media support:  Somewhat unsurprisingly, strong support for the handling of both video and audio internally by the repository itself was absent in almost all of the systems, with the notable exception of North Plains.
· Content Aggregation and Packaging tool: While there was somewhat wider support for content packaging, there was surprisingly little support for good aggregator tools and almost no support for the traversal of XML-based content. 
· On the other hand, we found that the defining characteristics of these systems, in terms of widespread feature support, were:
· Support for searching and browsing of records
· Metatagging tools, and standards-based schema support
· Support for federation and harvesting
· The predominant tech model was thin client/server, but in a few cases, typically as a result of their being older software involved, there were thick clients available. 
· There was a real disparity in the number of deployments of these products. For the most part the products that represent classic ‘learning object repositories’ or ‘institutional repositories’ are relatively new, and this was reflected in the typically small numbers of current deployments. Two products, North Plains and Concord Masterfile, number in the hundreds of deployments. This is likely due to the fact that neither of them are classic repositories; North Plains is styled as a ‘digital asset management’ system while Concord is part of a family of content management solutions.
Product Summaries

Harvest Road Hive

General Description

Hive is very much a “learning content management system” and as such, its repository is only one of the functions it provides. In addition to the normal storing of learning object metadata and facilitating searching, Hive provides extensive content management support (Check-in/Check-out, versioning, workflow) and a delivery mechanism that conceivable can supplant (or work with) existing Course Management Systems.

Strengths

· Content management support

· Workflow, roles

· Strong integration with existing enterprise Course Management Systems

Weaknesses

· Unattractive interface which relies heavily on Javascript, and is not easily modifiable without coding new pages.

· Lacks both aggregation tools and ability to cope with aggregate objects

· If all one is looking for is a basic store-and-search repository, this likely has far more features than you would want, and the search capabilities themselves are quite cumbersome to use.

Intrallect Intralibrary

General Description

Intralibrary is very much a classic “learning object repository” product originating out of both higher education and the learning standards world. The company has been active within IMS and many European standards initiatives, and the software stands as an exemplar in implementing these standards. 

Strengths

· Strong support for learning object standards

· Awareness of practices and standards from the library world, including support for Thesauri

· Interface very straightforward and intuitive for what it does

Weaknesses

· Lacks workflow support

· Lacks aggregation tool (but can handle aggregate objects)

· Licensing model based on number of contributors to database and is geared to a model of only very few contributors, which would likely entail the development of a custom front end to accommodate many post-secondary scenarios

North Plains Telescope Enterprise

General Description

North Plains Telescope is very much a ‘Digital Asset Management’ system that comes out of the world of large media companies and their need to manage vast volumes of media assets. As such it is a more generic multi-purpose application than most ‘learning object repositories,’ and while many of the typical functions of a LOR could be instantiated through North Plains, they would require some effort during the actual site deployment of the product.

Strengths

· Strong capabilities to handle audio and video, including abilities to ingest, segment and caption video, and ability to transform existing media formats into myriad other formats

· Strong content management support and unlimited step and role workflow

· Ability to search for other assets based on their visual similarity to existing asset

Weaknesses

· Lacking off the shelf support for Content Packages, either their ingestion or their production

· Because of the quite different domain and business model from which this software originates, it lacks any real support for the idea of ‘federation’ of repositories – this software is mostly focused on the single “Enterprise’s” need, albeit that Enterprise may span 4 continents and 10 business units.

· License model may prove prohibitive to any but the largest educational organizations

DSpace

General Description
Jointly developed by M.I.T. and Hewlett-Packard, DSpace is described as a system to “capture, store, index, preserve, and redistribute the intellectual output of a university’s research faculty.”  Though it is primarily intended for archiving and open access for scholarly publications, it can store all manner of digital formats.

Strengths

· The DSpace system and associated applications are freely available as open-source software, the “DSpace Federation” and user groups form a core of active support communities

· Commitment to open standards and open access through protocols such as Dublin Core and OAI-PMH

· Emphasis on archival and digital preservation features

Weaknesses

· Lacks community and evaluation functions

· Lacks content management functionality

· Lacks digital rights management controls

Concord Masterfile

General Description

Concord Masterfile is described as an “Education Institution Content Management System”, and its stated approach is to tailor the functionalities of commercial CMS services to the processes of educational contexts.  It has a modular architecture, with the core “Digital Content Server” supplemented by optional modules such as a course asset manager, a digital library module, an E-Portfolio system as well as office management and communication products.

Strengths
· Content created for courses can be entered automatically into resource collections with relatively minimal metadata entry or additional effort.

· Content management system can add features to the authoring and delivery of online courses, such as versioning, media handling and low-bandwidth options.

· Tightly integrated with Blackboard, and integration work with WebCT Vista 2.1 is ongoing.

Weaknesses

· Modular system architecture likely means that multiple add-on modules (ie the “Course Asset Library”, the “Digital Library”) would need to be purchased to assemble the full range of functionalities typically associated with a learning object repository.

· Many features (metadata schemas, federated search) require vendor customization.

· Lacks features designed to support learner interaction with resources, such as community tools or personal collections.

Ex Libris DigiTool

General Description
DigiTool is billed as a “digital content management” system, marketed primarily at libraries, archives and museums.  It is focused on the processes of uploading, cataloging, presenting and distributing resources.

Strengths

· Broad support for formats, standards and protocols for media, metadata and data interchange.

· Effectively designed interfaces, in particular for metadata entry and resource browsing.

· Flexible options for structuring and presenting resources.

· Strong complement of digital rights management and access control features.

Weaknesses:

· Lacks content authoring support

· Lacks community and evaluation, syndication and notification features

