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Society is “in the midst of an information revolution unmatched since the invention of
the printing press” ( Victor, 1999, p. 74). Institutions of higher learning are struggling to
develop programs to take advantage of this technological transtormation. These
institutions are increasingly relying on technology innovations that enhance student
learning (Dacko, 2001), Educational institutions have made significant progress in
enabling student success in distance learning through the delivery of academic programs
in the form of course management systems, electronic access to library resources, and the
wealth of student services using help desks and campus portals,

Online learning has been growing rapidly and is expected to continue to increase by
33% per year (Pethoukoukis, 2002). Enabling faculty success in researching and designing
curriculum for teaching in distance learning programs is an area where institutions still
face significant challenges. Institutions must commit to providing resources for faculty
training, course design, and course development if these initiatives are to be successful
{van Dusen, 2001 ).
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This paper will review a number of the challenges facing educational institutions and
describe how MERLOT (Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online
Teaching) is an international consortium designed to facilitate successful teaching and
learning with technology. Additionally, a description of the business editorial board of
MERLOT will be provided, as well as the business peer review process.

TEACHING: PREPARING FOR STUDENT LEARNING
There are two major activities that faculty perform in the preparation of teaching;:

1) Collecting and creating academic content (i.e., the research for teaching), and
2) Designing curriculum with content and pedagogy.

The effectiveness and efficiency of faculty wheo perform these activities will contribute
significantly to the quality, scalability, and sustainability of an institution’s distance
education program.

Research for teaching requires faculty to search and find content provided by com-
mercial publishers, libraries, and individuals (e.g., via the World Wide Web). Faculty also
develop their own content to complement the resources produced by others, including
syllabi, lectures, units of practice, and learning objects. The critical success factors for
faculty doing research for teaching include the ability to identify the relevant content
within their academic discipline; the ability to customize the content to satisfy local,
programmatic requirements; and the ability to participate in a community of practice for
teachers,

If faculty cannot successfully determine the relevance of materials for teaching in their
discipline, the process for searching, finding, evaluating, and selecting content will be
overwhelming, unreliable, and of poor quality. If faculty cannot effectively and efficiently
customize that content, the collection of content may not meet the needs of the students
within their specific academic program. Finally, if the faculty cannot participate in a
community of practice for teaching, the professional development opportunities for
innovation, improved effectiveness, recognition, and feedback will be insufficient to
develop and sustain updated knowledge for teaching in the discipline.

Deesigning curriculum requires faculty to organize the content with pedagogies that
add a programmatic and cultural context to the collected content. This context includes
defining the learning objectives, the prerequisite skills and knowledge, the learning
activities, and the methods of assessment for learning materials. As discussed above, the
critical success factors for faculty developing curriculum are identifying the relevant
content and pedagogy for the students’ capabilities and learning objectives, customizing
the learning activities and assessments in ways appropriate for the students and the
academic program goals, and participating in the community of practice for teachers,
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Ineffective and inefficient curriculum design processes do not produce the desired
student learning outcomes and can lead to irrelevant and boring curriculum that doesn’t
engage the students’ readiness to learn. As with research for teaching, if the faculty
cannot participate in a community of practice for teaching, the professional development
opportunities for innovation, improved effectiveness, recognition, and fredback will be
insufficient to develop and sustain excellence in teaching skills and curriculum design.

PREPARING FOR TEACHING IN DISTANCE LEARNING
PROGRAMS

Faculty face significant problems when they research and design curriculum for
teaching in distance learning programs. Transitioning to online delivery is complicated,
time consuming, and professionally challenging ( Gibson & Herrera 1999). These
challenges are in addition to the many issues of technology infrastructure, access to
computing technologies by students and teachers, and administrative systems for
managing students learning at a distance. Commercial publishers and libraries.do not
provide deep, broad, or organized collections of multimedia academic content; however,
electronic access to text-based resources is advancing rapidly. A large proportion of the
multimedia content has been developed by a cottage industry of individual faculty,
academic technology staff, campus technology centers, and professional organizations.
Locally developed and managed digital collections of multimedia content are developing,
yet are at early stages of reliability, sustainability, and quality. Consequently, faculty can
have significant difficulty researching and designing curriculum for teaching in distance
learning programs. The successful distance education instructor has to become conver-
sant with new technology and develop a new instructional style, moving from creating
instruction to managing resources (Strain 1987).

While these challenges are significant, distance learning programs have also created
appottunities for educational communities to respond collaboratively to a number of
these challenges. The time and expense for developing and distributing digital content
can be reduced if there is more effective sharing of digital content.

Assuring the quality of the content and its use with sound pedagogy is another critical
aspect of distance learning that can be addressed through collaboration by establishing
evaluation standards and sharing reviews by peers.  Professional development programs
that enable the academic community to use digital resources successfully can be delivered
through the collective discovery and sharing of exemplary practices. Development and
management of technology services supporting the sharing of digital resources and
professional development programs are pivotal in establishing and sustaining the
communities of practice in distance learning.

MERLOT was designed and has evolved to enable educational institutions to over-
come the challenges of researching and designing curriculum for teaching in distance
learning programs. By collaboratively designing, building, evaluating, and managing a
shared digital collection of multimedia academic content, MERLOT enables faculty to
perform effective and efficient research for teaching. By building in the capabilities for
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faculty to customize and contextualize the academic content, MERLOT enables faculty to
successfully design curriculum. Finally, by building the MERLOT digital library on the
foundation of the community of users, MERLOT enables faculty to participate in
communities of practice for teaching with technology. The following sections will review
| the development of the MERLOT consortium, its digital collection and services, and its

| strategies for facilitating the success of business education around the world,

| Historical Context Shapes MERLOT Today
In 1996, the California State University Center for Distributed Learning { CSU-CDL, at
www.cdl.edu) was established to serve the academic technology needs of its 23 campuses.
With over 30,000 faculty and over 350,000 students in the CSU system, the CSU-CDL had
to design a service that would be easy to use, would leverage the widespread vet uncoor-
dinated development of academic technologies, and would be low cost to operate.
| Under the leadership of Chuck Schneebeck, CSU-CDLs Director, MERLOT
{www.merlot.org) was developed, and free access was provided in 1997. MERLOT was
modeled after the NSF funded project, “Authoring Tools and An Educational Object
Economy (EOE)” which was led by Dr. James Spohrer and hosted by Apple Computer,
and other industry, university, and government collaborators. One of the key design
requirements for MERLOT was to have a technology service that enables users to
contribute directly to a community’s collection of online resources without “human
| mediation.” The goal of MERLOT was to enable the “cottage industry” of campuses and
| individual faculty’s development of academic technology to become scalable and sustain-
| able (Hanley, Schneebeck, & Zweier, 1998; Schneebeck and Hanley, 2001 ).

In 1998, a State Higher Education Executives Organization/ American Productivity and
Quality Center (SHEEO/APQC) benchmarking study on faculty development and
instructional technology selected the CSU-CDL as one of six best practices centers in
North America. Visitations to the CSU-CDL by higher education institutions partici-
pating in the benchmarking study resulted in institutional interest in collaborating with
the CSU on the MERLOT project. The University System of Georgia, Oklahoma State
Eegents for Higher Education, University of North Carolina System, and the California
| State University System created an informal consortium representing almost one
| hundred campuses. SHEEO was the coordinator for the cooperative of the four state
' SVSLEms.

[n 1999, the four systems recognized the significant benefits of a cooperative initiative
' toexpand the MERLOT collections, conduct peer reviews of the digital learning materials,
| and add student-learning assignments. Each system contributed funds to develop the
- MERLOT software and in-kind support to advance the peer review process. The CSU
maintained its leadership of and responsibilities for the operation and improvement of
processes and tools,

| In January 2000, the four systems sponsored faculty from the disciplines of biology,
physics, business, and teacher education to develop evaluation standards and peer review
processes for online teaching-learning material. In April 2000, other systems and
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institutions of higher education were invited to join the MERLOT cooperative and by July
2000, twenty-three systems and institutions of higher education had become institutional
partners of MERLOT.

Facilitating Collaboration Across Borders

Today, the MERLOT consortium comprises over 20 higher education systems,
consortia, individual institutions of higher education; over 20 professional academic
organizations; and over 15,000 individuals, to form a community of educators who
strive to improve the teaching and learning experience with high quality online resources
{as of September 2003). The consortium is a diverse and complex mix of institutions,
and there are multiple levels of participation. MERLOT s institutional partners include
smaller liberal arts colleges and large state university systems, as well as community
colleges focused on undergraduate teaching, and research institutions focused on
scholarship, research, and graduate education. For institutions of higher education,
MERLOT has 4 levels of participation: '

» Sustaining Partners pay $50,000 per year and provide over $250,000 of in-kind
Support.

o System Partners pay $25,000 per year and provide approximately $50,000 of in-kind
support.

e Campus Partners pay $6,500 per vear and provide approximately $20,000 of in-
kind support.

= Institutional Alliances provide in-kind support for advancing the MERLOT project
within their institution.

Collectively, MERLOT provides services that require approximately $3 million
annually, but no institution has to provide the full funding. The “return on investment”
is one of the factors that motivates institutions to join the consortinm. The different
levels of participation are associated with different levels of MERLOT services; the more
an institution commits to MERLOT, the more MERLOT commits its services to the
institution. These different levels enable institutions to participate within the constraints
acceptable for their institutional culture, resources, and readiness. MERLOT has 19
System and Campus Partners in the U.S. California State University and
eduSource,Canada are Sustaining Partners; education.au, which provides academic
technology services { EdNa Online} to education institutions throughout Australia, and
the National University of Rwanda are alliance partners. Whether the borders are the
campus property lines or the international dateline, higher education institutions can
participate in MERLOT’s consortium. MERLOT’s responsibility is to facilitate a produc-
tive community and to engage the consortium members in shared governance and
program implementation through open communications, cooperative planning, and
program delivery,
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Though the consortium members are very diverse, they share the commitment to
MERLOT’s vision to be a premier online community where people from around the
world share online learning materials and pedagogy. They also share MERLOT’s
strategic priority to improve the effectiveness of teaching and learning among diverse
members by expanding the quantity and quality of peer-reviewed online learning
materials that can be easily incorporated into faculty-designed courses. Itis the combi-
nation of shared values, the collaborative delivery of quality services, and the public
recognition of the partners’ contributions to MERLOT that sustains the MERLOT
consortium,

SERVING COMMON NEEDS ACROSS BORDERS: EASY ACCESS TO
QUALITY DIGITAL CONTENT, PEDAGOGY, AND PEER-TO-PEER
INTERACTIONS

Without the delivery of high quality services, the MERLOT consortium would quickly
dissolve. MERLOT s services address the difficulties that institutions of higher education
and their faculty experience when fulfilling the promises and challenges of technology-
enhanced education. Higher education makes regular and substantial investments in the
development of instructional technology amidst concerns that someone else may be
“reinventing the wheel.” Duplication of effort wastes time, staff resources, and funds,
Faculty have difficulty reliably producing high-quality online materials, efficiently
choosing online materials, receiving appropriate professional recognition for their work,
and providing evidence of improvements in teaching and learning,. MERLOT’s commu-
nity digital library and services are designed to meet these common needs,

The MERLOT Collection

MERLOT and its institutional and individual members have created a digital library of
about 10,000 online teaching/learning materials and.a directory of over 15,000 members
who can provide peer-to-peer consultation (as of September, 2003). The MERLOT Web
site (www.merlot.org) is a cooperatively developed, free, Web-hased resource where
faculty, staff, administrators, and students can easily find digital learning materials with
evaluations and guidance for their use.

In 2003, the Web site had over 1.5 million hits per month with over 15,000 unique
users per month. Learning materials from a wide variety of academic disciplines are
indexed on the MERLOT site. Most of the learning materials found on
www.MERLOT.arg are modular (e.g., simulations, tutorials, animations, drill and
practice exercises, lecture presentations, case studies, collections, and reference matertals),
and all designed to be integrated into a larger course. Most of the materials run inside a
Web browser, facilitating the use within an online course, or as assignments to students
outside the classroom.

MERLOT is designed for easy and effective navigation. Whether users browse the
collection or search for targeted learning materials, they will be able to read a preview of
the material to help them decide if it is worth their time to investigate the materials more
thoroughly. MERLOT does not store the thousands of actual learning materials on its
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servers but simply provides the links and descriptions of the materials (metadata). Once
the materials are found in MERLOT, users simply click on the URL for the materials,
which takes them to the material’s actual location, where they can check for any licensing
regulations or costs involved with use and can incorporate the resources into their
curriculum {e.g., enter a link to the material in their course Web site, or e-mail the URL to
the students). To find or use materials in the MERLOT collection, users do not need to
be members of MERLOT, nor does the user’s institution need to be in the MERLOT
consortium. This feature of "on-demand” access is a founding principle of MERLOT; it
enables faculty to solve their research and curriculum design problems immediately.

MERLOT has recently provided a federated search service that enables users to search
MERLOT and other digital libraries simultaneously and provide an integrated hit list.
This federated search service provides one-stop-access to collections developed by
different communities around the world; MERLOT and Australia’s EANA Online are
using the federated search services to leverage each other’s collections in the service of
their own constituents,

The Collection Built by the Community

A distinctive feature of MERLOT is that individual members perform the cataloging of
materials voluntarily. Once a person registers as a member of MERLOT (at no charge),
he/she is able to create catalog records of materials deemed worthy of sharing. Every
contributed material, comment, review, or assignment is visibly connected to the
individual in the MERLOT ePortfolio, which creates some social pressures for members
to apply reasonable judgment. It also provides a mechanism for MERLOT to identify
and discipline members for abusing their privileges. A premise underlying MERLOT's
decision to open the cataloging to the community is that if a faculty member, staff,
librarian, or administrator is qualified enough to be hired by a higher education institu-
tion, that person is qualified to identify materials that might be valuable to peers. In
addition, if a user is concerned about the qualifications of the person submitting the
materials, the user clicks on the name of the submitter and learns more about them.

Cataloging by the community enables MERLOT to grow the collection in breadth and
depth, so that it is directly meeting the needs of its members. As the community becomes
more diverse in its interests, the collection can grow to satisfy the interests. Members of
different cultures and nationalities can contribute materials without having to satisfy
gate-keeping requirements that could be culturally insensitive.

The process for building the collection is also scalable; if every one of MERLOTs
members contributed one material this year, the collection would grow by 15,000,
without MERLOT having to hire staff to catalog the materials. The workload cost to
catalog one material is low, compared to the benefit of 15,000 new materials that would
be available to every member.
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Pedagogical Contexts for Learning Content

There are a number of critical features to MERLOT that makes it more than a
collection of URLs. The individual members of MERLOT write a description of the
materials within the context of teaching and learning. Members can add comments
about the quality and usefulness of the materials. MERLOT also provides the capability
for members to describe specific techniques for using the materials in teaching; the
learning assignments include information about the topics covered, the level of student
{e.g. lower division, upper division, graduate}, names of courses for which they are
appropriate, prerequisite skills and knowledge the students should have before doing the
assignment, learning objectives, type of learning activity (e.g. team-based vs. individual;
supervised vs. unsupervised), assessment methods, time required to do the assignment,
and the text of the assignment. All of the metadata on pedagogy enable faculty to
effectively and easily choose and use the best online learning materials for their students
that are compatible with their own teaching methods and the learning goals of their own
academic programs.

Personalizing the MERLOT Collection

MERLOT recognized that people can easily get overwhelmed by the volume of
available materials and easily forget the value and relevance of materials they find.
Consequently, MERLOT created the capability for its members to create and annotate
personal collections. Once members find material that satisfies their needs, with a click of
a button, they can add it to their personal collection and describe what it is and why they
found the material valuable. Members can create multiple personal collections that can
form the foundations of course portfolios, where the faculty can describe how the
selected materials can be used to achieve specific learning objectives.

A critical aspect of the personal collections is that the member defines the pedagogical
and/or personal context for selecting and using the materials. The ability of users to
contribute their context for the materials enables the user of any country, culture, or
langunage to share their knowledge and purposes for using the online materials.

Access to the MERLOT Community

Although the collection of online materials facilitates the research and design of
curriculum, it is MERLOTs directory of members that facilitates participation in the
community of practice. The member directory contains contact information, academic
areas of expertise, and an ePortfolio of the members’ contributions of materials, com-
ments, and assignments to MERLOT. As presented earlier, the personal collections are
also part of the member's ePortfolio. The directory enables individuals to find and
communicate with colleagues who might advise them on the effective use of digital
resources. If faculty find a resource that they want to use in their class, they could contact
the author of the materials, the person who contributed the description, and/or the
person who wrote a member comment or assignment. The close connections between
the academic content and the people who have used the content reduce the isolation of
faculty and provide opportunities for dialogue, feedback, collaboration, and mentoring,
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THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT OF
COLLECTION QUALITY

With the MERLOT collection being built by its members, there 1s a question of how
the quality of the collection is managed. MERLOT conducts peer review of online
materials in the collection, a process that helps insure that learning materials within the
MERLOT collection are contextually accurate, pedagogically sound, and technically easy
to use. MERLOT has modeled its peer reviews on the discipline-based peer review of
scholarship and research (Hanley & Thomas, 1998; Hanley, 2003). MERLOT's peer
review process also provides a mechanism for professional recognition for faculty
developing and using instructional technology.

The review and management of the collection is the responsibility of MERLOT's
editorial boards. Currently, business is one of the 13 disciplines within MERLOT, Part of
the commitment a MERLOT institutional partner makes is to support faculty participa-
tion on some of the editorial boards. The criteria used to appoint members of the
business editorial board by the partnering systems and institutions are 1) expertise in the
discipline, 2) excellence in teaching, 3) experience in using technology in teaching and
learning, and 4) connections with their discipline’s professional organizations.

Within the business discipline, there are a number of subdisciplines that include
accounting, business law, e-commerce, economics, finance, general, information systems,
international business, management, and marketing. Each of these subdisciplines is
further categorized in more detail. For instance, management includes strategy, human
resources, organizational behavior and development, production and operations
management, entrepreneurship, ethics, and international management. The business
collection currently contains over 1400 learning materials, and the business community
itself is composed of over 2000 members.

As discussed above, the business peer review process is modeled on the peer review of
scholarship and research. The editor has the overall responsibility of managing the
collection and ensuring that the peer review process runs smoothly. Additionally,
associate editors from sponsoring organizations are responsible for the peer review of
modules within their subdisciplines.

In addition to the sponsored members of the editorial board, the business discipline
has also encouraged those in the greater business community of MERLOT to participate
in the peer review process. Currently, two “volunteer” board members serve as assistant
editors, with responsibility for the review process in their subdisciplines. Additionally, the
business editorial board has cultivated an ever-growing group of voluntary peer review-
ers. These individuals must meet the same requirements met by sponsored members of
the editorial board. Many of these peer reviewers have been recruited from professional
discipline organizations, such as the American Marketing Association, American Ac-
counting Association, and the Academy of Management.
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MERLOT provides a variety of tools and processes to ensure the integrity and manage
the efficiency of the peer review process, including the training of peer reviewers and
process controls on the evaluation of the materials. MERLOT also provides conference
calls, LISTSERVS, threaded discussions and password-protected Web sites for posting
documents, enabling the business editorial board to communicate and coordinate its
work in a secure environment.

Business Peer Review Process

The peer review process begins with the business editorial board triaging parts of the
collection in their discipline to determine which materials are worthy of the intensive
review process. Many of the materials are classified as “will not review.” These may
include materials that are only resource materials, or they may include materials that are
not of the highest quality. Rather than delete materials that don't qualify for peer review,
the business editorial board prefers that the materials remain accessible for all.

Once identified as worthy of review, the material is reviewed by at least two trained
peer reviewers who have expertise in the area. Faculty reviewers write individual evalua-
tions, and then send these reviews to the editor or associate editor, who then integrates
them into a single peer review. During the peer review process, the editorial board
members are in communication with the author of the material. Additionally, the author
must agree to have the peer review posted to MERLOT.

The outcome of the peer review process is a report containing a description of the
learning goals, the targeted student population(s), prerequisite knowledge and skills, the
type of learning material included (simulation, animation, tutorial, quiz, lecture/presenta-
tion, collection, reference material), a summary of the procedures for using the software,
the technical requirements needed, and an evaluation of the quality, potential effectiveness
for teaching and learning, and usability. Additionally, the commenits and recommenda-
tions for the author are included. The authors are also permitted to respond to any
comments made by the reviewers, and these can be incorporated into the report.

Evaluation Standards

The business editorial board members are provided three (3) evaluation standards for
use when assessing the online learning materials. These standards are operationalized in
ways appropriate for the business discipline, After each of the evaluation standards is
evaluated, an overall rating is assigned to the module, and also an overall rating of each
of the evaluation standards appears. The three evaluation standards are as follows:

1. Quality of content. The learning materials must present valid (correct) concepts,
models, and illustrations. To evaluate the validity of the content, the reviewers rely
on their particular expertise. Quality of content also means that the learning
materials present educationally sipnificant concepts, models, and skills for the
discipline. To evaluate the educational significance of the content, peer reviewers
decide if the content is part of the core curriculum within the discipline, difficult to
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teach and learn, and/or is a prerequisite for understanding more advanced material
in the discipline. The module is rated on each of the following criteria, and then an
overall quality of content rating is determined:
a. Module is clear and concise.
b. Module provides a complete demonstration of the concept.
¢ Module demonstrates a core concept.
d. Module is current.

e Module is relevant to today’s situation.

f. Module is self-contained (can be used without requiring an assignment or
context).

g Module provides accurate information.

h. Module is flexible { can be used in several situations).

i Module includes an adequate amount of material.

j.  Module summarizes the concept well.

k. Module integrates the concept well,
L. Overall, the quality of the content is very high.

Potential effectiveness for teaching and learning. Determining the effectiveness of i
the material requires the actual use of the digital learning materials by both students
and faculty and a systematic assessment of the outcomes. Evaluation of the
potential effectiveness of the material requires the peer reviewers to judge the
materials based upon their expertise as instructors. The reviews determine if the
materials are likely to improve teaching and learning, given the ways the faculty and
students could use them. The reviewers are provided an established set of 1:|zfirl1:ij_:2']"3~s
to follow to determine if the material is appropriate according to the standards of
MERLOT. The module is rated on each of the following criteria and then an overall
potential effectiveness of teaching and learning rating is assigned:

a. Module identifies learning objectives. ;

b. Module identifies prerequisite knowledge.

¢ Module reinforces concepts progressively.
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