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	Sarah Horrigan
	Okay, so what we’re hoping to do is to pull together key people who are involved with this project and one of the first people we wanted to speak to was Professor Sue McKnight who is Project Owner of the SHARE project.

If you could just describe a little bit of the background to our working relationship with Desire2Learn that would be quite a good place to start

	Sue McKnight
	Desire2Learn is the vendor of our virtual learning environment.  They’ve also provided the ePortfolio and the learning object repository which are two applications that join with the learning environment.  When we signed the contract with D2L it was agreed that it was not just a legal contract but really a partnership between two organisations who were going to work together for mutual benefit.  And, that partnership has been clearly demonstrated through the JISC-funded LOR project where they’re prepared to work with us to help achieve our objectives by enhancing their product, particularly in relation to integration with other repositories, but, you know, they want us to be successful and if we’re successful then it will help Desire2Learn in their marketing efforts.

	Sarah
	Yes, so, all good really.  I kind of wanted to follow on from that because it’s not just about building on an existing relationship with D2L but there are previous projects which have fed into this and one of them is the IRep Project, which was successful, and I wanted to know how does this project followed on from that particular project?

	Sue
	Well it actually enables us to fulfil two things that have been identified as requirements for a good university, really.  The IRep was established with a number of collections including a ‘learning and teaching’ collection which we saw as an opportunity for the university to showcase some of its best learning objects as the rest of the repository is showcasing our e-theses and our research publications.  So, the LOR enables us to capture the learning objects that are created by our staff and by the Educational Development Unit.  And then from those we can choose which ones we want to put in the IRep as showcase products, but importantly, to participate in the community where we can share learning objects with the likes of JORUM and others.  
So, that’s the first side of it.  The second side was when we were doing the virtual learning environment project we asked students what excellence looked like and also what annoyed them about the current environment.  And, they very clearly identified that content that was locked up in a module was a problem for them after they had completed that module and may have been studying a follow-on subject where they really would have appreciated being able to gain access to information that they knew to be available in a module but because they are not enrolled in that module they couldn’t access it.  So, if that content is in the learning object repository they can get access to it.  And, we are here to help students learn, so if we can make it easy for students to find information that they want, that would be terrific.

	Sarah
	Excellent.  So, there are clear academic benefits to this project for students and for teaching staff and for professional support services as well.  But, on a kind of institutional level, what is the strategic value of the SHARE project to NTU and across the sector as well?

	Sue
	Well, I think there are two aspects.  Across the sector, I think we will be demonstrating what can be done but, importantly, part of the JISC project is focusing on the cultural change issue which I am sure we will speak about again, but the contribution to the sector should be in identifying barriers to why it is difficult to share or to reuse learning objects, so I hope the project is going to address that directly.  From a strategic point of view it should help our academics create more enticing, useful, interesting learning spaces which, in turn, should also help the students learn.  And if they can do that by not having to remake something, reinvent the wheel, repurposing something someone else has already produced, it will save time, it will save money, it will save effort – and yet the student is going to get a better experience.  
And, I think if we have a learning object repository which is full of wonderful content, it will be much easier for entrepreneurial Schools to pull together information and repurpose it as potentially continuing professional development courses that maps out for accreditation but enable us to reuse in a third-stream income generation way the content that we’ve already got.  So, I think there’s some benefit strategically for the university as well as for the community.


	Sarah
	Excellent.  Well I was going to ask you about the importance of the learning object repository itself to the university and you’ve already touched on that, is there anything particular about this learning object repository that we’re working towards, the one within D2L’s product which is a particular advantage to the University?

	Sue
	I think the fact that the LOR is closely linked and tightly integrated with the VLE will encourage academics to create accessible learning objects and then deliver them through the VLE to a variety of modules.  If the content is in the LOR, it is searchable by authorised people, and hopefully that will include our student population as well as our fellow academics.  So, there will be a wealth of information that can be drawn upon, more or less just in time as people want it, rather than having to be directed through a learning space in a module for ‘step-through’ teaching and learning.

	Sarah
	You’ve talked a little bit about cultural change, and we’ll go onto that, but how do you personally feel about the role of sharing in an academic community.  What value do you place on it?

	Sue
	Well I think the challenge for the whole project is really around influencing this cultural change.  There is, in some disciplines, a huge willingness to share resources.  I use the medical and biomedical disciplines as an example because if you’ve got a really good set of images of parts of the body, why not reuse them if you have to have images of parts of the body?  There is no added value by making them yourself, so, there are already disciplines that readily share and use things that have been created elsewhere in the world.  But, there are other disciplines and, I guess, work cultures that say that ‘if I didn’t invent it, it’s not good enough’ and part of the outcomes of this project is hopefully to identify what those issues really are and to come up with some suggested ways of overcoming those issues.  Because, reinventing things can’t be cost effective and if it’s not going to add any value to the student experience you’d have to question why would we bother?  But, easily, on the side of the academic, we are trying to make them be successful, to create really inspiring learning environments without them having to do a lot of extra work.  
If there is a lot of really good content in the learning object repository, or indeed if our search through the learning object repository leads them to other repositories that has really good content, well then we’ll be making it easier for them to achieve what they want as teachers without them having to do an awful lot of extra work.

	Sarah
	Right. That again leads on to another question I wanted to ask you.  The cultural change implications, you‘ve touched on this a couple of times.  The key issues surrounding that, I mean obviously you’ve talked about the fact that some people feel that it’s not good enough, somebody else’s version of an item.  How do you think that this project will address those issues of cultural change that are evidently needed for people to share things more readily?

	Sue
	Well I think that the chance for success lies in the fact that we’ll be engaging academics in the work streams and throughout the project so it won’t be us doing something to the academic community.  It will be the academic community working together to address some of these issues, to service the problems, to discuss why there are problems and to perhaps decide whether or not they really are problems or to come up with steps that might be taken to take the problems away.  
So, it’s as much about the narrative that’s established by running these sorts of projects where people start really questioning ‘why is it being done like that?’ or ‘why haven’t I thought of that before?’ or ‘somebody said something, you know, and hmmm, that’s not quite right’.  So, you set up a dialogue and those stories repeat themselves so even people who aren’t necessarily close to the project hear the story and then they repeat the story to somebody else and so you can set up a cycle where change happens because people are just, you know, they’re talking about it.  The reasons for change, if they’re clear, and if the advantages to the individual are clear, well, you’ve broken down some barriers that existed in the past.

	Sarah
	It sounds, as well, as if giving ownership to people is an important aspect of this particular project.  And, again, the choice has been made to use a commercial partner, Desire2Learn, rather than the Open Source community. So, what do you feel, particularly, are the advantages of having gone with a commercial partner rather than Open Source and a product that is continually evolving within a community?

	Sue
	Well, I think that the idea of a product continually evolving within the community is not just for the Open Source community.  Vendors, to stay in business, have to take their products through an evolution and so I think that the fact that a company like Desire2Learn has brought out a learning object repository is a demonstration of how a vendor evolves and the products evolve with the needs of a community.  
The real advantages lie in the fact that it is tightly integrated with the virtual learning environment so you can create your content in the LOR, publish it into the learning spaces in the VLE or vice versa or simply deposit content.  Another advantage of working with Desire2Learn is that they’re going to do the technical developments so we will not have to draw on our own scarce resources to do any technical tweaks to make the LOR interoperable with the IRep and JORUM and others.  
It also means that there is a consistency in the support, the training documentation, the look and feel of the LOR with the virtual learning environment so it will be familiar to both the academic community and the student community.  So, that will minimize calls to the helpdesk and minimize the costs of training and support, so there are some very real financial advantages to the University for choosing a product that integrates with our existing virtual learning environment.  
The fact that we also negotiated access to the LOR through the contract is just an added advantage!

	Sarah
	Great, that sounds excellent.  So, at this early stage of the project, obviously it’s only been going for a couple of months - you never quite know where these things will end up, you have hopes and you have goals in mind, but what do you particularly hope will be the key outputs of the project?  So, not just necessarily what the project has set out to achieve, but what incidental outputs do you think there might be as well along the way?

	Sue
	Well, I want to see the learning object repository full of really terrific stuff.  I want our academic staff to feel proud of not only their objects, but what they can see has been created by their fellow colleagues.  So, there is that sense of, ‘wow, NTU is doing it pretty well’.  I want to see people sharing and happily sharing to enhance the experience for students.  But, I suppose on a strategic level, I would hope to see evidence that academic entrepreneurs are saying ‘well actually, if I put this module, this bit of stuff with that bit of stuff, I can create a new course or a new professional development opportunity’ and get that to market really quickly because the content is already there.
We are talking about content because we are talking about a learning object repository.  There is a lot more to teaching and effective learning than just the content.  So this is really just a tool for academics to help them create really wonderful learning experiences for their students both face-to-face and online.  The enthusiasm that the academics will impart to their students about learning, about their discipline, the rigour that they put together with the assessment so that students can truly get the skills and the knowledge that they need for the accreditation for their degree is really important.  

So, not everything is ever going to be in the LOR and not everything is going to be resolved by this project.  It is just one way of trying to help academics to help students.

	Sarah
	Great, that’s excellent.  Thank you very much Sue, that’s all the questions I have for you.



Page 4 of 4

