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Repositories for learning and teaching materials: our recipe for success
Based on the experience of the projects represented at the event we have presented some key ideas for successfully developing the use of an online repository for learning and teaching. Some are finding that staff take-up and engagement is slower to develop than is the case with research repositories. We have not tried to summarise the wealth of good advice already published, instead we suggest a few points, some new, which we all feel would help those starting out.

Distinguish between individual lecturers’ materials and organised developed collections

Don’t expect individual lecturers to start uploading their personal teaching resources like they do their research papers. More success has been found by building collections. Lecturers’ materials  require a completely different approach.

Deal with lecturers’ personal material differently

Learning and teaching resources which are created by the tutors themselves need special attention. Evidence indicates that though staff are willing to share material, they only want to share with immediate colleagues or particular communities; indeed, many don’t wish to share at all.

We suggest presenting the repository as a personal service to tutors rather than a publication mechanism. That is, the repository is a working tool on the web where tutors can upload, organise and find their own things. Also their material gets a url, which is useful for presentation. Metadata should be minimal, perhaps a simple description of each item, maybe some tags to fit in with the topics they work with. Sharing with named colleagues or groups would be possible, but not the main purpose. Open Access publication would be possible, but again, not the main purpose.

Our suggestions involve Web 2.0 thinking: personalisation, access controlled by the user, personal networking, developing a personal profile, comments on resources, recommendations and feedback on use, rather than formal classification systems.

Collections

Collections are more suited to conventional repository design. Ideas and examples from all the projects include: a collection of architecture students’ work (photos, videos), local collections of specialist books (e.g. Victorian children’s books), specific project archives, undergraduate dissertations, exemplars of student work, past exam papers, videos relevant to a particular course, course handbooks, records of curriculum development meetings, archives from local organisations (e.g. local theatre archives), materials on a specialist topic or theme. Outputs from course materials development projects are a natural basis for a collection and contributing them might even be a condition in the funding agreement.
Start with very specific collections which you can help organise. Look for anything which has an “archive” or “reference” requirement. Individual collections can provide ‘showcases’ which can strike a chord with different groups who view these.

Consider what strategic issues within your institution might point to engagement with a learning and teaching repository. Where do resources most need to be shared/gathered/managed? Where are there easily-perceived benefits? 
Tread gently
Open Access is often not wanted by teachers: there are many sensitivities concerning making educational material public. Start by building in restrictions on access and sharing e.g. to individuals, to course teams, to university staff, to students. Restrictions can always be lifted later as repository culture grows more mature, but they build confidence in the early stages.

Use the words ‘repository’, ‘metadata’ and ‘learning objects’ sparingly until it is clear that people understand what these are. Some people may not at first be able to visualise what the repository is like from such language. Some use words like: “online store”, “details” and “learning materials”?

Take time to communicate with all staff involved with learning and teaching, engage with established groups and use a range of approaches such as blogs and e-zines.
One repository or more?

Some projects combine research and teaching resources in one repository, others have two separate repositories, some are considering having more! There are many different kinds of educational resources, and these are different from research material. We suggest that what matters is having the right user interface for each different type of material, and to design different interfaces right from the start, whether there is just one or whether several underlying repository systems.

It might be a matter of different metadata, or of different access controls to give access to particular resources to particular audiences. It is important to be clear about what the repository is for in each case as the same shared understanding of what a research repository is for cannot be so easily applied to educational materials. 

Connect to other learning systems from the outset

E-learning now uses a range on online systems, and the repository needs to be part of it. Nothing elaborate. Examples include: link from VLE to individual resources via simple url, put entries/links to repository resources in online library catalogue, have a “search” facility in the VLE for staff to look through the repository, ensure repository collections and submission interfaces can be found from portals, intranets and web sites.
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