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Abstract

MERLOT (Multimedia Educational Resources for Learning and Online Teaching), is a curated
collection of free and open online teaching, learning, and faculty development services. The
collections are contributed and used by an international education community. “This paper
discusses the sustainability of the project since its inception in 1997. Merlot is a case study of a
pathway for OER projects to become viable through a focused leadership and vibrant community.
Current Merlot.org used data shows consistent increase over the years. MERLOT's platform is
highly robust and responsive to new technological practices. Merlot is unique because it is an
OER content and service platform. The goals are to keep contents qualitative, effective, and easy
to use. Suggestions are provided for OER projects and individuals in maximizing time with
MERLOT.

Introduction

MERLOT (Multimedia Educational Resources for Learning and Online Teaching), is a curated collection of free
and open online teaching, learning, and faculty development services. The collections are contributed and used by an
international educatlon community.
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History of MERLOT
The MERLOT project began in 1997, when the California State University Center for Distributed Learning (CSU-
CDL at www.cdl.edu) developed and provided free access to MERLOT (www.merlot.org). Under the leadership of
Chuck Schneebeck, CSU-CDL's Director, MERLOT was modeled after the NSF funded project, "Authoring Tools
and An Educational Object Economy (EOE)". Led by Dr. James Spohre and hosted by Apple Computer, and other
industry, university, and government collaborators, the EOE developed and distributed tools to enable the formation
of communities engaged in building shared knowledge bases of learning materials.
The MERLOT project later grew when other school systems collaborated with it to form a consortium. The aim was
to expand the faculty development and instructional technology development in MERLOT. By 2000, the project
already had 23 systems and institutions that form the first set of partners while the CSU kept its leadership of and
responsibilities for the operation and improvement of processes and tools. Presently, MERLOT has over 40 higher
education systems, consortia, individual institutions of higher education (representing over 500 campuses),
professional academic organizations, other digital libraries, education industries with a vibrant community.
The MERLOT Project has grown from faculty development and instructional technology resource to a full-fledged
service that consists of several enriching programmes. Some of the programmes are:



e Journal of Online Learning and Teaching (JOLT) is a peer-reviewed, open-access, online publication that aims
to promote scholarship in the use of the Internet and web-based multimedia resources in higher education.
e MERLOTX: is MERLOT's new student portal (figure 1), created to help students easily find resources to
support their learning goals.
e Annual Conference: In partnership with Online Learning Consortium (OLC), MERLOT organizes an annual
conference tagged Innovate.
In subsequent sections, this paper presents MERLOT’s functionality and processes coupling it with statistics since
2007 that detail the steady growth of the project.

Literature Review
Downes (2007) itemized the case studies for sustainability of OER in the following order:

e what they are, e how we work with them
e who creates them, e whyare OER
e how we pay for this, e quality assurance in OER

e how we distribute them and
Only if we understand the answers to these questions can we address how OERs are to be sustained (Downes, 2007).
What are OER and OES?
There are several functional definitions of Open Educational Resources (OER). The definitions can be predicated on
open copyright license required; right of access, adaptation and republication; non-discriminatory (rights given to
everyone, everywhere); and does not limit use or form (this does not include non-commercial limitations).
UNESCO (2002) defined OER as the open provision of educational resources, enabled by information and
communication technologies, for consultation, use and adaptation by a community of users for non-commercial
purposes. This definition is presented on three broad parts which are: the creation of open source software and
development tools; the creation and provision of open course content; and the development of standards and
licensing tools. The three words of OER are well taken care of in the concepts. MERLOT absorbs the definition of
OER while equally representing an open educational service (OES). Hanley (2014a) defines OES as online tools that
are free for anyone to use to design their own program of study using OERs or proprietary content. A full range of
free and openly available instructional materials available on the Web can be reviewed at MERLOT along with a
suite of free tools to enable learning for everyone.
Why OER?
In her presentation of OER for development, Kanwar (2015) asserted that OER reduces cost, enhance access and
improve quality. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 4 has quality education for all as the
goal and that OER is a veritable tool in actualizing that. Cost (described below), licenses of learning materials etc.
are militating factors to several country’s access to quality education. Several resources used in education don’t meet
specified standards and quality. OER can leverage these issues for quality to be attained. Another overlooked and
underappreciated impact and reason to create OER is it enables perpetuity of knowledge. A famous saying by Dr.
Myles Monroe is that the graveyard is the most endowed place for knowledge which is absolutely unusable. Instead
of constricting knowledge behind walls and not releasing it at all, OER is a strong pathway to perpetuate knowledge.
MERLOT encapsulates all that through free and open access to everything on their web portal; it is available on the
Internet; and it has a process of verifying the contents of the site via the community.
Who creates OER?
A chorus answer should be the community. Though it starts from individuals, however, OER is beyond the
individual if it is meant to meet the required definition and standard. OER can be created by individuals and/or
community using a dedicated platform. MERLOT is both an OER and a platform for OER development and
services. It is a community for OER creation makes OER creation a lot easier.
How are OERs paid for?
Funding model is critical to the lifeline of a project. Hanley (2014b) described how MERLOT has moved over the
years from an institutional initiative of California State University to a community sustained project. An elaborate
description of OER funding models was done by Downes (2007). Listed were: Endowment Model; Membership
Model; Donations Model; Conversion Model; Contributor-Pay Model; Sponsorship Model; Institutional Model;
Government Model and Partnerships and Exchanges. Depending on the vision and the proposed audience, one of the
models will be appropriate.
How are OERs distributed?
OER can be distributed in several forms — print, audiovisuals, text etc. The most pervasive form however is via the
Internet. Instant knowledge via the Internet available to anyone anywhere is by far the most appropriate way to



distribute OER. MERLOT is one of the services on the Internet that create a compendium of various OER for
several academic disciplines. This solves a potential problem with the general search engines (Google, Bing, Yahoo
etc.) which presents millions of unusable and proprietary materials for an academic search.

Licensing — they are distributed under specific licenses that make it possible to use as an OER. The Creative
Commons license has become a staple for OER. Other licenses are available for web resources like the GPL for Free
and Open Source Software.

How are OERs used?

OER are used for purposes as is meant for depending on the license placed on it by the developer. OER are mostly
used following the attributes of openness - reuse, redistribute, remix, recopy (Wiley, 2013). Besides, the license
makes very appropriate for educational use which often develops materials from existing ones. Institutions
(education and others) benefit from this tremendously as they have a huge list for use by students. The requirement
for use starts from basic acknowledgement through references to other details as may be specified by the license.
Quality Assurance in OERs

Quality assurance is very important for the uptake of OER. It was stressed that it is a community work and this is
one of the reasons. Openness does not connote substandard or lack of quality. It is true that faculty users of
education digital libraries require contents that are high quality and that are effective teaching and learning materials
(McMartin et al, 2004). MERLOT has a peer review process (Malloy & Hanley, 2001) to ascertain quality of the
material added to the service and to help creators improve on the materials. Peer review process however must be
reliable, trustworthy and consistent.

How MERLOT Works
The schematic in figure 2, introduces the leadership-community relationship that exist for the MERLOT project.
Each of the components is described below.
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Figure 2 — How MERLOT works

MERLOT Management
They constitute the principal team for MERLOT. According to the website, the seven staffers listed operate from the
California State University system. They are responsible for:
Vision - They form the key custodian of the vision of MERLOT. The various expansions of the MERLOT project
were spearheaded by the team.
Technologies: MERLOT is a typical online project that needs a strong technology base for effective functioning.
There are 4 of the 7 staff that have technology related operations and responsibilities.
Secretariat Duties: The staff maintains the secretariat duties for MERLOT.
MERLOT Consortium
The leadership structure extends effectively to the community and this is where MERLOT begins to thrive and
become an international project. The MERLOT consortium is a group of partners who contribute to the strategic
development of the system and help to grow the community user base. They assist in developing policies that define
the consortium'’s structure, responsibilities and practices. These set of partners contribute annual fees to sustain the
system and the community.
The categories of partners are as follows:
Higher Education Partners: These comprise of two sets. a) System Partner - Multiple Campus System b) Campus
Partner - Individual College or University.
In return for their contributions, MERLOT assists partners to:

e Improve the quality of online materials and pedagogy




e Reduce the costs of developing and integrating technologies into academic programs
e Increase the speed of quality online course creation
e  Support the diverse needs of faculty across disciplines and across a wide range of readiness to use technology
e Pursue and acquire grants to achieve shared goals with MERLOT.
A project director is assigned from each partner who acts as a MERLOT liaison and a representative of the partner
on the leadership of MERLOT.
Corporate Partners: These are for-profit organizations that support and sponsor MERLOT activities (programs,
services etc.) in return for collaboration opportunities with MERLOT which include:
e Conducts needs assessment and define requirements for new academic technologies
Develop and deliver technologies that serve higher education
Conduct evaluations of existing academic technologies
Develop and promote services and resources that benefit our mutual constituents
Educate leaders of higher education about the tools, services, and resources that are sold by commercial
companies in ways that are acceptable to the higher education community
e Learn from leaders of higher education about the tools, services, and resources that they need to achieve
their organization’s goals.
Community Partners: These are non-profit organizations (professional societies, and consortia, non-profit digital
libraries and government agencies) who may commit the following to MERLOT
e Develop and deliver teaching and learning technology tools, products, and services for the unique needs of
their organizations,
e Conduct training on the development, use, and evaluation of academic technologies that serve the teaching
and learning needs of their community,
o Develop and peer review collections of online resources; and
e Pursue and acquire grants to achieve shared goals.
Volunteers
Part of the leadership of MERLOT who are also community members are volunteers. Volunteers work with
MERLOT staff to develop policies and practices that govern MERLOT operations. There are two categories:
Editorial Boards - According to MERLOT, the editorial boards are the cornerstones of the project. They form and
manage the academic discipline communities. There is an editorial board by discipline which is presently 23. An
editorial board comprises of:
e An Editor
e An Associate Editor
e Peer Reviewers
The lists are nominated by the MERLOT management and the Consortium who often go through the MERLOT
GRAPE Camp before been designated in any of those positions. The editorial board members are often faculty with
v Expertise in the scholarship of their field,
v' Excellence in teaching,
v Experience in using technology in teaching and learning, and
v" Connections to professional organizations in their discipline.
The responsibilities of the board members are stated thus:
v' Expanding and managing the collection of online learning materials in its discipline.
v" Educating and reaching out to the community of educators in its discipline.
v" Implementing and managing the MERLOT peer review process for materials in its discipline.
v/ Recruiting and training peer reviewers.
Project Directors: This has been mentioned under the consortium. Their position as volunteers is clearly stated
considering they also represent their various institutions on MERLOT's leadership. Other responsibilities of project
directors include:
v participation in MERLOT’s governance activities,
v’ selection of Editors and editorial board members,
v’ supervision of editorial board members, and
v" management of their institutions’ partnership with MERLOT
Benefactors
This group according to the MERLOT webpage has an impetus to support the project. They can be referred to as
non-executive financiers or partners. They are individuals, businesses and/or organizations with a passion for
promoting teaching with technology related programs.




MERLOT Services
The services of MERLOT have increased over the years but they are basically categorized under the following
headings:

e Membership — The project is opened to unregistered users but community contribution is restricted to
registered users who are members. Membership benefits are numerous for MERLOT considering it is
absolutely free to become a member, use the materials and contribute to the growth of the community.
Membership can gravitate from individuals to institution and system members.

e Academic Discipline Communities — This is the core of MERLOT services in delivering OER for the
community through academic disciplines. There are 23 academic disciplines represented on the MERLOT
collection and the project keeps expanding as the community of users expands.

e Academic Support Communities — MERLOT include services that go beyond pure academic collections to
assist educational administrators, planners and leaders through consulting, community collaboration and
customization for different needs. Most academic organization basic needs are the same and MERLOT
offers solutions which lessen project cost and reinventing the wheel by partners in the community.

e Partner Communities — Contribution to the larger community is the power of education initiatives and
MERLOT has leveraged on that to sustain the project and make further impact in the society. Several
projects exist with MERLOT across the world.

Using MERLOT

There are several gateways to start to use MERLOT. A basic usage involves visiting the website at MERLOT.org,
look at various learning modules, and download materials. Only an internet connection is needed. With a free
registration, users can view the materials, create bookmark collections, exercises, and post their own OER. To create
a new resource, registered users work with free Content Builder, review other users’ created materials and adapt it
and then create several materials through template designs like e-portfolio structures, lesson plans, pedagogical
analysis, student reflection, online course, tutorial, presentation, community website, etc. Whatever is created on
MERLOT can be hosted on the platform and easily shared with participants worldwide.

MERLOT Analytics

In this section, we present some basic statistics about MERLOT. The data were collected from MERLOT
Grapavine, the project’s newsletter which is released three times in a year. Figure 4 showed the list of registered
from 2015 to date. As at August 31, 2016, there were 141,810 registered users on the platform. The trend showed a
consistent increase in registered users. Figure 4 compared reviewed materials on the platform. While editor reviewed
materials are more than peer reviewed materials both of them have seen consistent increase. Figure 5 revealed the
items and in collection and the rate of growth since 2007. At the last count, there were 77,754 materials that are
resident on the MERLOT platform. All the charts showed consistent increase in usage and content on the platform.
Other statistics revealed MERLOT gets over 500,000 visitors annually. Some of the countries with the highest use of
MERLOT are United States, United Kingdom, Canada, the Philippines, Malaysia, Australia, Mexico, Israel, Spain
and India.
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Figure 3 — MERLOT Registered Users Figure 4 — Editor Reviewed and Peer-reviewed materials



MERLOT Lessons as an OER
There are several lessons to be learned from MERLOT by OER projects and users alike.
e OER has come to stay and services like MERLOT are some of the best OER services to use.
e It is easier, cost effective and efficient for educational institutions to use existing systems to pull resources
together for use by faculty
e MERLOT is highly responsive. Apart from the main site, MERLOT is easily integrated with other OER
projects like LMS, there is a student site and it has mobile apps usable on various platforms
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Figure 5 — List of Items in Collection

Conclusion

MERLOT started when the term “Open Educational Resources,” wasn’t used; it is one of the leaders in the Open
Educational Resources movement. From the beginning, Merlot.org team had a clear vision and pathway to achieve
accessibility to Open Educational Resources. It has been growing with shared leadership from the community; thus,
in 19 (nineteen) years, the project has grown to an international open educational service.
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