Battle Stories from the Field: 

Wisconsin Online Resource Center Learning Objects Project

By The FIPSE/LAAP Learning Objects Project Core Team: Kay Chitwood, Carol May, David Bunnow and Terri Langan

Formal approval of the $1.6 million grant came through in August of 1999. That meant we had the money. That was the good news…But now what?

The Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary Education (FIPSE) provided the money through its brand new Learning Anywhere Anytime Partnership (LAAP) for our 3-year proposal to develop an online resource center of "learning objects." We intended this center to house learning objects for 9 courses called the General Education "core" in the Wisconsin Technical College System. The project would require all 16 districts to collaborate, providing staff, faculty and technical expertise to get the project up and running. 

The proposal to develop "learning objects" was based on new thinking in the field of curriculum development and course design--thinking that asks educators to focus on learning and the learner by creating self-contained, reusable, high-quality learning chunks that can be combined and recombined in courses, learning activities and experiences, and assessments that meet a learner's immediate needs. This kind of shift in thinking represents a move away from the traditional course-building approach to teaching and learning—the approach that assumes design around a whole course or a whole unit of instruction with carefully integrated, often complex activities working in concert with one another to accomplish a learning objective or goal. Instead, the learning object approach is more of a building blocks concept. In a simple analogy, one originated by Wayne Hodgins, Director of Worldwide Learning Solutions, think of how you build structures and things with Legos™. When you have a pile of Legos™ in front of you, you have the smallest unit of the building available. Legos™ come in various shapes, sizes, forms and colors and they can be used together to form an infinite number and variety of structures. Even the “odd” pieces fit together with all of the other pieces so the builder can be as creative as he or she wants to be. That’s the concept behind the learning objects approach to designing courses—put a pile of learning objects in front of a course builder, learning objects that can fit with other learning objects across courses and learning objectives in an wide array of possibilities, and watch courses emerge in creative ways. The approach has been called "just in time/just for you" learning and can be facilitated by professional teachers or used by learners who are curious to know more about particulars of their field.

The project opened the way for the Wisconsin Technical College System to pursue the development of educational experiences for its learners in this new way. It meant that we had resources we'd need to both explore the concept and to provide support and inservicing to move our courses and our learning and teaching activities in this direction. It meant that we could look at the way we write and revise curriculum, as well as the ways we teach, learn, and assess content. It gave us the vision that whatever we could produce could be state of the art, both for traditional time- and space-bound courses as well as for technology-based and virtual courses.

We had the money--the project, once a dream, would become a reality! But now what?

Initially, almost all of the 16 district presidents had signed letters of support, which meant in concept that these technical college districts supported the proposed idea and the proposal itself. But in reality, what did a letter of support mean?

To us, it meant all 16 districts well represented on a project steering committee, faculty from all 16 districts who would do the development of the learning objects for all 9 courses, and technical support from the Faculty Innovation Centers of all the colleges. Did letters of support mean that to the district presidents and others in each of the colleges?  And, in some cases, did the presidents remember to share this information with their key people in their colleges?

Needless to say, some of the more difficult challenges in the early months of the project stemmed from the coordination issues that come with hundreds of staff from 16 very different districts across the state, legal hurdles to overcome, dealing with technology which is changing each day and communication issues.  Although we expected and planned for some of the issues we've encountered, part of the fun of any project is confronting and overcoming the unexpected, which included everything from writing the project in the first place to getting the learning objects onto the Web.  So far, approximately a third of the way through three-year project, we've had our share of fun—here are our top 10 challenges within the first several months of the project.

Challenge #1: From Idea to Written Project Proposal

The idea emerged from issues such as these that have been with the WTCS system for a number of years: 

· the costs of developing and updating courses and programs,

· the inconsistencies and perceived duplication among courses and programs with the same titles, and in some cases, the same numbering,

· difficulty in getting courses into the online arena, both from a development standpoint and from the perspective of how to manage and deliver such courses,

· variability of technology from campus to campus, and as a result, variability of access for both students and faculty, and

· competition among districts for FTEs and funding.

As staff and faculty shared concerns and issues, read more and more on the topic, and listened to guest speakers such as Elliott Masie, the idea of providing more and more flexible learning options for students and faculty began to take shape. Along with that idea came the realization that collaboration among districts might just be able to produce more creative learning and teaching resources using less time and money to do it. The idea for the project was beginning to develop.

In order to initiate a state-wide project, we needed to define the parameters of the activity and figure out how to fund it.  One way of limiting the project was to look at one specific subject area.  We looked at General Education because each of our sixteen schools has a General Education Division -- it was a natural.  Also, a state task-force effort completed in 1991 resulted in the establishment of common course competencies for the nine core General Education courses offered throughout our state system.  Those competencies could provide a reasonably common language, or focal point, for a collaborative project.

The 1999/2000 FIPSE/LAAP RFP seemed a match made in heaven--the criteria for the grants include collaboration, innovation, and the use of technology.  Several staff from Fox Valley Technical College worked with staff from the State Technical College system to explore and develop the idea for an online resource center for General Education instructors developing, updating, and adapting the nine core courses. The first step was to organize a conference call in which all 16 General Studies Deans were invited to participate.  The goal of the initial call was to share the basic idea, get additional ideas, and discuss the possibility of applying for the FIPSE grant.

As was expected, not everyone invited to the first conference call was able to attend, and as a result, a lower than hoped-for number of people actually contributed to the discussion.  The good news, though, was those who did participate liked the concept and encouraged us to move forward with the submission of the proposal.  Because our timeline to get the FIPSE proposal in was short, we needed to act fast.  We needed to get feedback on the idea, suggestions for additional ideas or considerations, and most of all, commitment from each of the other schools in our system.  There we were, on the verge of what we thought was a great idea, but we couldn’t move forward as quickly as we wanted because people were either unable to or uninterested in becoming involved in our preliminary discussion. The communication process was already proving to be a challenge. Since we weren't able to involve everyone who needed to be involved up front, we found ourselves sending copies of proposals, reminders of meetings, and e-mail messages to follow up and assure thorough information dissemination among all 16 districts. 

Given the interest and support we did get, the group did move forward, with Fox Valley Technical College taking the lead in designing the project and writing the proposal. One of the final steps of preparing the proposal for submission was getting letters of support from each of the other fifteen schools.  Some of the letters came immediately following the request for them while others straggled in.  In a couple of cases, another follow-up process had to be used.

Finally, all the letters of support were in hand and the proposal was in the mail. We were hoping for all 16 colleges, but as it turned out, we received 15 letters of support and one verbal commitment.

Challenge # 2: To Commit or Not To Commit

Even within the same overall state system, bringing 16 diverse and unique districts together in agreement on the details of a proposal such as this one is a monumental task. In theory, the districts agreed that the idea was a good one. In practice, well, that's another part of the story.

The project required a steering committee with representation from all 16 districts, live (real people) technical support in all 16 districts, and faculty representatives for all 9 courses from all 16 districts. 

Steering Committee membership was open to decision makers on each campus, with the expectation that deans would step forward immediately, and early on, most did. Where follow-up was needed, we found that once people reviewed the idea and the general intent of the project, they were happy to serve themselves or to appoint a representative to the committee. One thing stressed was that attendance at all steering committee meetings would be mandatory and that a major responsibility of members would be to advocate for faculty and to be sure they were assisting faculty in removing barriers to their participation wherever possible. While the membership has been stable for the most part, there are still a couple of members who are not always able to represent their districts at meetings. At the first Steering Committee meeting, it was decided to rotate the meetings among the 16 colleges.  Therefore, when we meet every other month, a different steering committee member hosts the meeting.  The meetings are open to anyone and the host steering committee member invites interested staff to attend from his or her college.  This has helped to “get the word out” with technical college staff.

Ideally, each district’s Faculty Innovation Center would serve as hub of activity as faculty representatives brought their ideas to the forefront and began developing them into web-deliverable learning objects. Technical experts in each district were expected to help faculty learn more about what would be possible (or not) and how they might adapt ideas to work in a web-based learning environment. Even though each district has a center and technical expertise staffing it, many districts are small enough that this expectation was met with some concern; some districts have only one person staffing the center and serving the needs of the entire district; how would this added responsibility affect current duties? Could they do it? Several months have passed and that question is still unanswered.

When invitations went to districts inviting faculty participation, the assumption was made that faculty would be invited to volunteer and would have explained to them the terms under which they would participate in the project. Some districts were quite good about that; others simply tapped a faculty on the shoulder and said, "Go," with little or no choice or explanation.  We have noted, though, that in one or two districts there has been strong support for this project at the administration level, but the faculty have not demonstrated that same interest. And, then in a couple of other districts, there has been the opposite with strong faculty interest and little support from their supervisors.  The most active and involved colleges are the ones with both groups  – administration and faculty – strongly supporting this project with amazing results.

As we near the end of the first year of the grant, commitment from all districts has, as a result, been somewhat uneven, both in terms of time and personnel. All districts share equally in the costs, but not all are sending representative faculty for all courses, and not all have designated technical support for the project.

Challenge # 3: The Project Focus on General Education Competencies
The Wisconsin Technical College System ascribes to a performance-based curriculum design philosophy called The Wisconsin Instructional Design System. That system requires that any course developed for the WTCS be written using competencies and performance standards as foundational elements for the course. Since the competencies for each of the 9 General Education courses central to the project had been developed and agreed to during culminating state-called meetings in the early 1990s, the FIPSE/LAAP proposal indicated that learning objects would be developed using these agreed-upon competencies. The reasoning was that they could serve as a common language and foundation for the development of learning objects. Faculty from any district could use learning objects created for the competencies that were already in place and in use.

The nine core courses involved are these:

	Communication Skills
	Social Science

	· Oral/Interpersonal Communication
	· Contemporary American Society

	· Speech
	· Economics

	· Technical Reporting 
	· Introduction to Psychology

	· Written Communication
	· Introduction to Sociology

	
	· Psychology of Human Relations


As the project began, the operating assumption was that the competencies for each of these courses were still being taught as agreed at the state-called workshops that developed them. However, at the initial Steering Committee meeting in October, information came out that strongly indicated that not only do some districts not teach those competencies, but some have rewritten them to meet local purposes. Several discussions occurred on whether to revamp the competencies that had been developed before we moved ahead, during the course of this project, or at another time. Thanks to the input of the General Education State Consultant, the current approach is to use the competencies identified by the project grant proposal as the ones that would be used by this project. Competencies would be used "as is" for this 3-year cycle of learning object development.

Some reluctance to agree to this policy ensued and some people opted to leave the project as a result; but those who have agreed and who have stayed are moving forward, operating under the belief that a well-developed learning object will be able to be applied to the competencies for these courses regardless of how they've been altered since the early 1990s.

Challenge # 4: Recruiting and Keeping Faculty Developers

From the onset, everyone knew that for this project to be successful, it would need to be faculty driven. We could have all the latest technology in the world, but the project would be only as good as the learning objects developed, and without faculty buy-in and commitment, we would have no learning objects at all. Getting faculty involvement, buy-in and commitment presented challenges from a variety of perspectives.

First of all, just getting information to the faculty was a challenge. One method used was to hold a kick-off meeting to which all interested faculty were invited. That day-long meeting was used to explain the concept of "learning objects," the project itself, and to begin the team formation and team building processes intended to support the developer teams as they tackled the task of actually developing learning objects.

The meeting itself raised issues: How should the meeting be timed to accommodate 16 districts’ different calendars? In which of the districts should the meeting be held? How would instructors be able to take a full day away from classes to attend an informational session before they even decided whether to commit to a 3-year project--which would require more of their time away, perhaps, from classes or teaching duties than they might be comfortable with? How would their time and travel for this meeting be handled? 

The core team believed it necessary to meet before districts sent staff and faculty home for the holidays if there was to be hope for development of learning objects during the first year of the project. With between 400 and 500 learning objects that would have to be developed in 3 years’ time, skipping that work during the first year was not an option; the project had committed us all to having a third of all objects developed by the end of the first year of the grant as well. We had to get moving, so despite the unpredictable Wisconsin winter weather, we scheduled the kick-off meeting for faculty in Madison in December. The project would reimburse travel and pay for hotel rooms and meals; districts would (or wouldn't) reimburse time based on project match dollars.

If each district sent 1 instructor per course, we knew we’d have a potential of between 120 and 150 instructors at the meeting; some districts don’t offer all the courses, so a full complement of instructors wasn't expected. As it was, nearly 100 attended, some driving several hundred miles to get there. One instructor, from the farthest location, even flew in for the meeting.  

To encourage faculty participation on a voluntary basis, the core team designed registrations that asked faculty to think about their contribution to the project and to give some information about their background. The registration form designed by the Core Team can be found on the Wisconsin Online Resource Center site: http://www.wisc-online.com. Registrations trickled in at first, but as the day grew closer and we read them through, we were confident of participants' enthusiasm and willingness to be involved.

One thing we hoped to measure in the project was how faculty skills in using technology to deliver courses might change as a result of this project. After much discussion, the Core Team decided to use the kick-off meeting to survey staff, adapting surveys already built for other purposes at Fox Valley Technical College. We enlisted the help of our measurement specialists on staff at the College and put together a benchmark survey that was given to all who attended the kickoff meeting. Participants will be surveyed again periodically during the project with the intent of discovering the effects of the project participation on their perceptions of their technology skills in the classroom. A copy of the survey is available on the Wisconsin Online Resource Center site: http://www.wisc-online.com. 

The meeting itself, however, uncovered the fact that many faculty had come only to get more information, many had been told to come without knowing why, and a smaller number than we'd hoped actually arrived ready to learn and go to work. That meeting also gave us our first hint at the districts that would probably provide the majority of support, both in personnel and time. Some districts had sent 6-8 faculty while 3 districts sent none at all. As developers clustered into course teams, the group sizes also quickly demonstrated inconsistencies in numbers of faculty who had come representing various courses. In some cases, one faculty member was expected to handle the load of all the Communication Skills courses or all the Social Science courses, or both. In other cases, no district was represented on the course team. 

Team leadership was another challenge. Each course cluster of participants was asked during the day to identify one person who would lead the team efforts. Some groups identified a leader immediately; other groups shuffled members and leads several times; in one case, a dean volunteered rather than a faculty person. One district seemed to have the bulk of people volunteering for team lead positions, so before the day ended it was necessary to regroup and assure that team lead positions were spread across the state and that every team had representation from a variety of districts since none would have a team with representatives from every district. Final resolution occurred with every team having at least one leader and some teams having co-leads. 

To assist the process of team building and team formation, the Core Team needed to design the basic roles and responsibilities for the team leaders and the team members. This type of information was designed to help everyone know right from the outset what was expected and to provide minimal guidance in how to get the job done. Other information needed included process guidelines, so the Core Team developed handouts for the kickoff meeting that we hoped would help both team leaders and team members through the development process.

Within a few weeks of the kick-off meeting, team membership pretty well stabilized so that teams could complete the first round of learning object development by May 1, 2000:

	Course 
	Members

	· Oral/Interpersonal Communication
	9

	· Speech
	3

	· Technical Reporting (2 leads)
	7

	· Written Communication
	10

	· Contemporary American Society
	5

	· Economics (2 leads)
	5

	· Introduction to Psychology
	10

	· Introduction to Sociology (2 leads)
	6

	· Psychology of Human Relations
	7


Recruiting additional members, especially for smaller teams (remember, there are 16 districts, so potential team membership is 16), was, and continues to be, a challenge. Initially, districts left the recruiting to the Core Team, who offered to make personal presentations about the project to any district wanting such a thing. Initially, 3 districts accepted the offer, with 2 requiring travel and 1 held via instructional television connections. As time passed, other districts requested on-site presentations, so the Core Team has grown used to packing up the laptop and taking the show on the road on sometimes-short notice. 

Steering Committee members were also asked to recruit faculty and help eliminate barriers on their own campuses to invite more faculty participation. General Education deans have also been encouraged to invite faculty involvement. Despite best efforts, only a few new faces have joined the learning object development activities, and some have left the project.

Another part of this challenge is compensation of faculty for work and time on the project. One of the reasons faculty have been reluctant to get involved with the Wisc-Online Resource Center project is that they are already involved in so many activities and have heavy teaching loads, both in terms of numbers of preps and numbers of students each semester. Staff in the WTCS are like educators everywhere--they are asked to do more and more with less and less, and many are less and less willing to make commitments which might detract from their primary teaching responsibilities.

Additionally, each district has its own unique set of expectations for General Education faculty (e.g., how much its faculty should be involved and how those faculty should be compensated for work on the project). One option is provided by the project, which requires a 50% match from the districts; as a result, each district was "assessed" 1/16 of that match, and those dollars could be used to compensate faculty. Preferred methods in use include timecards and time assigned on schedule.

Several forms for logging time and travel needed to be developed for the project. Fortunately, many of these forms were already in place in template form at Fox Valley Technical College, so adaptations of them were fairly easy to do. The biggest challenge continues to be getting them filled out and submitted in a timely manner from all faculty developers and Steering Committee members from all districts.

Challenge # 5:  Web-masters—So Easy to Find and Hire!

We knew it was critical to have a Web-master as part of this project.  All of us on the Core Team felt this individual was going to have to have not only the technical skills, but was also going to have to be a great communicator.  After all, this person was going to have to work with teachers and be able to ask the right kinds of questions.  Our first challenge came when we realized we had budgeted within our project a salary that was far below the market value for Web-masters.  

Who would we attract for half the going rate?  The answer came when we posted the position.  Through our statewide search we ended up with a total of four applicants.  One of the individuals we interviewed talked in flowchart language which was very difficult for our interview team to follow.  One of our applicants was hoping to be able to do the job at a distance.  That may have made sense since this was a web-based project, but it was our intention to have the Web-master on our campus.  The third applicant withdrew his name just prior to the interview.  The fourth candidate seemed to be a good match for position, but was not an USA citizen.  This did not appear to be a barrier as we offered to pay for the VISA extension to continue working in this country.  As it turned out, the salary issue did become a reality, as the individual was able to accept a different position for a higher wage.  

Luckily for us, we were able to "create" a Web-master by reorganizing the functions of two technical staff within the college Faculty Innovation Center. In some ways, our team approach to the Web-master search provides a greater breadth of knowledge with one staff highly skilled in web development and the other with a programmer’s background. Each can support and mentor the other. Both individuals now work fifty percent of their time providing the technical expertise with the learning objects.  Several trips have been made to Barnes and Noble to purchase technical manuals to support these individuals as they need to learn more and more about the various software applications out there to support this project.
Challenge # 6: Developing Learning Objects--Oh, It's Easy…Isn't It?

The biggest part of this challenge was the definition of learning objects themselves. In researching the concept, the Core Team found almost as many definitions of "learning object" as there are web sites that deal with the term. What would the definition be for this project? 

The Core Team would "define" learning objects, and the Steering Committee would request further explanation. The Core Team would come back with another definition and the Steering Committee would, you guessed it, want more information. The Core Team looked to the examples presented for the faculty developers, yet the Steering Committee (and some faculty) wanted more, clearer information and examples. Defining a learning object has not been easy.

Definitions include the following taken from VISIQ On line Learning [Online: http://www.visiq.com/learning_objects.shtml]:
Learning objects are a new way of thinking about learning content.  Traditionally, content comes in a several-hour chunk called a course.  Learning objects are much smaller units learning, ranging from 2 to 15 minutes.

We decided that, for our purposes, learning objects

· are self-contained - each learning object can be taken independently,

· are reusable - a single learning object may be used in multiple contexts for multiple purposes,

· can be aggregated - learning objects can be grouped into larger collections of content, including traditional course structures, and

· are tagged with metadata - every learning object has descriptive information allowing it to be easily found by a search.

Learning objects let you have learning that is:

· just enough - if you need only part of a course, you can use just the learning objects you need,

· just in time - because learning objects are searchable, you can instantly find and take the content you need, and

· just for you - learning objects allow for easy customization of courses for a whole organization or even for each individual.

This definition was not clear to Steering Committee members and has not been totally clear to developers or Core Team members! 

Core Team members had designed a step-by-step process for developing learning objects and shared the process and the paperwork that went with it with faculty developers at their kick-off meeting. The same information went to Steering Committee members. The step-by-step process was in itself a learning experience since none of the Core Team had ever done this before. The Core Team designed learning object development forms that helped faculty think through the key information that would need to come into the programmers. Examples of some of those forms are available on the Wisconsin Online Resource Center site: http://www.wisc-online.com

As learning objects began coming into the technical team in early May of 2000, reviewers realized that what was coming in was often an entire learning activity complete with delivery instructions rather than a chunk of learning information that might or might not be interactive for students. Some developers were working under the impression that learning objects were developed solely for faculty so had to be redone completely. Other developers created highly innovative activities but did so by creating them thematically rather than looking at each as an independent, self-contained chunk of learning; many in this collection needed to be re-adapted for use as learning objects that could stand alone. Still other developers sent in ideas with no supporting information such as what a student might need to do to activate the learning object or how they might interact with it once inside, so they needed to add detail to their submissions. 

In the majority of cases, developers who initially believed they had a clear idea of what a learning object is actually submitted ideas and information that was far enough off the mark that they needed major revision before they went to the programmers.

One thing the Core Team tried to do was develop a sample learning object to show people what an actual learning object might look like. That process took far longer than it probably should have, but when two sample learning objects were actually developed for explanation purposes, many seemed to see immediately what a learning object actually is.

Challenge # 7:  Who Needs to Worry About Intellectual Property Rights and Copyright Laws Anyway?

One of the visions of this project is that the learning objects developed by faculty will be “out there” to improve and enhance the teaching and learning of students.  It is also a fact that these objects will be accessible to all Wisconsin Technical College faculties at no cost.  One of the questions that is asked, though, is who owns the objects? 

The Steering Committee has varying opinions on the topics of copyright and intellectual property.  Some feel that perhaps the objects should be public domain, while others feel the project could generate revenue and continue to support further development of learning objects.  From the beginning of the project, our Core Team has always believed the learning objects needed to be copyrighted in order to protect them from someone profiting from them without our knowledge or permission. Who actually owns the copyright to the learning objects, though, has been a more difficult question to answer than we ever anticipated.  Every one of the 16 technical colleges involved in this project has intellectual property language in its bargaining contract that differs from every other college’s. Because of the complexity of this issue, attorneys have advised us to us to make certain that all faculty involved in the development of learning objects have a clear understanding up front who owns the copyright to the learning objects they create and how they will be disseminated. How to do that is still an issue at this writing.
Challenge # 8:  How Much is Enough?
A basic premise of the project was that it be built on existing competencies so that learning object developers would be working with a common set of content fundamentals for each course in General Education. However, one of the first challenges from the people attending the first Steering Committee meeting in October was the question of why learning objects were not being developed for math and science areas, only for communications and social science areas.

Justification presented reminded members that common competencies did not exist for math and science and that, as a result, these areas were not considered for inclusion in this project. After much discussion, however, and much pressure from all districts, the Core Team agreed that math and science areas could be added during Year 2 of the project. Early indications seem to point to much enthusiasm on the part of science instructors to become involved with the project; time will tell. 

Enough funds remained from first-year project activities to open the door for math and science involvement. Therefore, at the state-called General Education deans meeting at the end of May 2000, nine months into the project, the Core Team officially invited the deans of all 16 district to recruit faculty from the math and science disciplines to become involved in the project beginning in fall of 2000. A presentation explaining the project and its processes helped deans understand their role in recruiting and in compensating faculty for this project. 

At the same time, the Basic Education deans are interested in providing this same opportunity for basic education faculty. Funding sources outside the FIPSE/LAAP project are likely to be available to support this additional effort within the state.

What is notable about these “spin-off” projects is the enthusiasm that the original project generated about the concept of developing learning experiences for students through the learning object approach. Whether they fully understand the concept or not, educators at all levels seem to understand that the whole goal of the project is to increase learning effectiveness and learner-centered approaches to learning and teaching. People are excited about how to help learners and teachers get more and more from their educational experiences and they see this approach as a key way to do that.

Challenge # 9:  Keeping the Evaluators Up to Speed
FIPSE/LAAP projects require external evaluators, people with expertise in the area who are not actually part of the project itself or members of participating institutions. In our case, we were fortunate to enlist the talents and time of three people: Kathie Sigler, Ed. D., Vice-President of the Medical School at Miami Dade Community College; Wayne Hodgins, Director, Worldwide Learning Solutions
; and Robert Sorenson, Ph.D., former director of the WTCS and University of Wisconsin professor. Dr. Sorenson is also an evaluator for the North Central Association of Colleges. 

Dr. Sorenson will evaluate the project as a whole, primarily in terms of process; while Dr. Sigler and Mr. Hodgins will evaluate the learning objects themselves. To help these people understand the process and the project, all were invited to the first Steering Committee meeting in October and attended a preliminary breakfast discussion with the Core Team before that meeting. All have a standing invitation to attend all Steering Committee meetings, and Drs. Sigler and Sorenson attended the May meeting. 

The Core Team has found it necessary to provide clarifying information and to draft a preliminary set of “quality standards” for the learning objects to help the evaluators know what to look for as they review the project and the learning objects. A copy of the preliminary draft can be found on the Wisconsin Online Resource Center site: http://www.wisc-online.com
. What has been most helpful to know is that the evaluators are really looking for ways to help the project reach the greatest potential success possible, not for ways to “score” its success or failure. All have been extremely helpful.

Challenge # 10:  Concurrent Statewide Virtual Campus Project Confusion 

In August 1999, we received the official notification we had been granted the FIPSE/LAAP Grant Award.  Less than one month later we learned our technical college system, with all 16 colleges, was going to cooperatively and collectively develop a Virtual Campus that would allow for a statewide online course and program delivery system.  Because both of these initiatives were kicked off in same month (October), confusion about whether these were the same or different existed from the onset.  The learning objects model used in the FIPSE/LAAP project intentionally avoids the development of whole courses and curricula; instead, its focus is on the development of reusable, portable, web-enabled learning chunks—small bits and pieces of learning activities and assessments that can be used alone or combined and re-combined to customize courses and parts of courses. The Virtual Campus project intends to focus on the design, development and delivery of whole courses via Internet. The confusion arose largely because educators tend to think in terms of whole courses and whole activities in context rather than in terms of “granular” or smallest-piece-of-learning, so wherever discussion of either project took place (and still takes place), explanation of differences in focus and definition of learning objects occurs repeatedly. Part of the solution will surely come from the posting of actual learning objects in the Wisconsin Online Resource Center and the posting of courses to the Virtual Campus. Since that part of the solution is still somewhat in the future, a bigger part of the solution requires clear and frequent communication and explanation of similarities and differences. 

One beneficial event that occurred was that one of the co-directors for the FIPSE/LAAP project was named to the Virtual Campus Curriculum Project Team.  And, thanks to good and ongoing communication within that team, guess what - the learning object model became an adopted model for the Virtual Campus—the concept of providing for customization of courses through collaboration and development of learning objects that could be used and re-combined in a variety of ways.

Early on, this, too, continued to add to the confusion.  In the many presentations that are done by Core Team, there is always a question from someone in the audience on how this project is related to the Wisconsin Virtual Campus initiative.  

Now we just say, “We’re the model!” 

Learning Object Development Process

Learning Objects -- "interactive, interoperable resources that may be in any on-line delivery format including text, graphics, photographic, animation, or video" (FIPSE/LAAP Project, p. 14).

Team Responsibility:
Create a minimum of 16 complete (tested and 
 



evaluated) learning objects related to your course 
 



assignment this year.

Suggested Checkpoints:

· Preliminary brainstorming and development of drafts; discussion, refinement, revisions

· Ready for testing--at least a month prior to "go live" expectation

· Evaluation--at least 2 weeks prior to "go live" expectation

· Final approval and addition to Wisc_OnLine Resource Center site--middle to end of May, 2000

· Interim progress --monthly progress report to Core Team--1st one due week of January 17, 2000
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Project Final Outcome:   450-500 learning objects supporting 9 General Education core courses (end of Year 3).

That means…

"For each course competency, a collection of web-based options to master the competency would be developed to include a minimum of seven options as follows:

· Two learning style options

· Two assessment options

· Three content links to occupational focus content relevant to each of the three instructional divisions of technical education programming (business/health-service/industrial)" (FIPSE/LAAP Proposal, p. 11)

That translates to…
15-17 Learning Objects per course per year developed, tested and "web-able" for use by faculty across the state.

LEARNING OBJECT DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Phase 1: Learning Object Content Development, AKA: Steps for each learning object

Responsible: Course Developers
1. Select a competency.

2. Identify learning activities currently used in your classes that might be able to become learning objects. 

3. Identify other learning activities (other instructors, other sources, e.g., Internet) that might be appropriate.

4. To determine their suitability (learning styles, occupational focus, assessment), check the activities against the:

a) Definition of learning objects. 

b) 2-page blue handout: Developing--Step 1 and Developing--Step 2.

5. Select, number, and enter the learning object into the tracking matrix.

6. Team lead: complete the project development worksheet.

7. Team lead: complete the Skimmit.

8. Team lead: forward the project development worksheet and the Skimmit to Dave Bunnow at FVTC.

End of Phase 1!

Phase 2: Technical Production

Responsible: Technical Team (Dave B., Web-master, District Technical Support)
1. Review the Skimmit and the project development worksheet.

2. Recommend format and communicate any issues that arise with course team leader.

3. Identify and forward the learning object project to the technical producer (the person who will actually make the object "web-able").

4. The technical producer builds the object and posts it on the WiscOnLine server test site.

End of Phase 2!
Phase 3: Learning Object Testing

Responsible: Team, Technical Team, Core Team Resources (C. May/Social Studies; T. Langan/Communication Skills)
1. Faculty review and test learning object; send a report of problems/bugs to Dave Bunnow.

2. Technical producer and Web-master modify object as needed.

End of Phase 3!

Phase 4: Go live!

Responsible: Web-master
1. Based on Skimmit, Web-master posts final learning object to Wisc_OnLine Resource Center.

2. Web-master updates and modifies learning objects as needed (e.g., adds it to other subject matter areas as appropriate).

Learning Objects – Quality Standards—First Draft (May 2000)

	(
	Quality Standards: The learning object…

	
	· Shows a clear purpose, i.e. is immediately relevant to the learner.

	
	· Reflects a specified learning style (visual, auditory or kinesthetic).

	
	· Applies appropriate Principles of Good Practice (AAHE).*

	
	· Applies appropriate Learning College Principles (O’Banion).**

	
	· Helps learners understand the concept being presented.

	
	· Supports the competency at the appropriate level (Bloom).

	
	· Is able to be applied to courses in different subject areas.

	
	· Is able to be applied to different programs of study.

	
	· Is easy to use for the learner.

	
	· Is self-contained.


* "Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education" (AAHE 1987)

http://www.aahe.org/technology/ehrmann.htm

1. Good Practice Encourages Contacts Between Students and Faculty
Frequent student-faculty contact in and out of class is a most important factor in student motivation and involvement. Faculty concern helps students get through rough times and keep on working. Knowing a few faculty members well enhances students’ intellectual commitment and encourages them to think about their own values and plans.

2. Good Practice Develops Reciprocity and Cooperation Among Students
Learning is enhanced when it is more like a team effort than a solo race. Good learning, like good work, is collaborative and social, not competitive and isolated. Working with others often increases involvement in learning. Sharing one’s ideas and responding to others’ improves thinking and deepens understanding.

3. Good Practice Uses Active Learning Techniques
Learning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn much just sitting in classes listening to teachers, memorizing prepackaged assignments, and spitting out answers. They must talk about what they are learning, write reflectively about it, relate it to past experiences, and apply it to their daily lives. They must make what they learn part of themselves.

4. Good Practice Gives Prompt Feedback
Knowing what you know and don’t know focuses your learning. In getting started, students need help in assessing their existing knowledge and competence. Then, in classes, students need frequent opportunities to perform and receive feedback on their performance. At various points during college, and at its end, students need chances to reflect on what they have learned, what they still need to know, and how they might assess themselves.

5. Good Practice Emphasizes Time on Task
Time plus energy equals learning. Learning to use one’s time well is critical for students and professionals alike. Allocating realistic amounts of time means effective learning for students and effective teaching for faculty.

6. Good Practice Communicates High Expectations
Expect more and you will get it. High expectations are important for everyone — for the poorly prepared, for those unwilling to exert themselves, and for the bright and well motivated. Expecting students to perform well becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

7. Good Practice Respects Diverse Talents and Ways of Learning
Many roads lead to learning. Different students bring different talents and styles to college. Brilliant students in a seminar might be all thumbs in a lab or studio; students rich in hands-on experience may not do so well with theory. Students need opportunities to show their talents and learn in ways that work for them. Then they can e pushed to learn in new ways that do not come so easily.

** Six Learning College Principles (O’Banion 1996)
1. The learning college creates substantive change in individual learners.

2. The learning college engages learners as full partners in the learning process, assuming primary responsibility for their own choices.

3. The learning college creates and offers as many options for learning as possible.

4. The learning college assists learners to form and participate in collaborative learning activities.

5. The learning college defines the roles of learning facilitators by the needs of the learners.

6. The learning college (and its learning facilitators) succeed only when improved and expanded learning can be documented for its learners.
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