Looking for Effective Online Materials? It’s MERLOT time!
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MERLOT provides a collection of approximately 5,000 web-based learning materials.

Scenario 1:  In a nursing course, the topic for the day is abnormal sounds of the heart and lungs as discovered through auscultation. The instructor has plenty of lecture material on the topic but searches for an audio simulation to make the topic more meaningful to students. She has heard about this database of learning objects called MERLOT (http://www.merlot.org) and goes to her computer to check it out.  Typing the word “auscultation” in the search field, she comes to a link to the Auscultation Assistant by Christopher Cable, MD  (http://www.wilkes.med.ucla.edu/intro.html). As soon as she clicks on the content URL, she hears the realistic sound of a beating heart. Probing further at the site, she finds recordings of systolic and diastolic murmurs and many other related sounds.  Going back to the MERLOT detail record, she finds a peer review on the auscultation site, rating it excellent for quality of content, potential effectiveness as a teaching and learning tool, and ease of use.  That evening, she incorporates the simulation into her classroom lecture and invites students to visit the site at home for further review. Several students comment that the simulation is dramatic and effective.

Scenario 2: In French class, students are struggling with understanding the authentic French broadcast news on the evening satellite news. The instructor realizes that the issue is one of segmentation, or the students’ inability to hear the broadcast in meaningful chunks.  Instead, it seems that the words are running together. A colleague has told her about MERLOT, a repository of learning materials on the Internet.  She enters  “French” in the search field and scrolls through the list of sites for a listening resource. She finds a link to “ Radio France International,” (http://www.rfi.fr/Kiosque/LangueFrancaise/languefr/index.html), a French radio station that not only broadcasts a simplified version of the broadcast news over the Internet, but also provides transcripts and learning activities as well. What a gold mine for her students! She can do a demonstration of the site in her French class and send the students to the site at home for additional practice.  The instructor continues to look for other “gems” in MERLOT and finds streaming video, online literature and grammar sites, many of them with user comments and peer reviews.

Every day more and more faculty members like these are trying to integrate online resources in their teaching.  In some cases, however, enthusiasm can quickly turn to frustration in the face of the staggering number of materials on the Web. Instructors are faced with the dilemma of finding the most effective learning modules, the ones that integrate neatly into the curriculum they are teaching. They are concerned with the quality, accuracy and authenticity of the materials that they present to students. They seek learning objects that are easy to use, functional, and worthy of the use of precious learning time.

Enter MERLOT, the Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online Teaching. MERLOT, on the web at http://www.merlot.org, is an open source collection of nearly 5,000 web-based learning materials, and over 4,000 profiles of people who have joined MERLOT as individual members. Since 1997, the California State University Center for Distributed Learning (CSU-CDL at www.cdl.edu) has developed and provided free access to MERLOT to all, with the primary audience being educators in search of quality learning materials. MERLOT distinguishes itself from other repositories of learning objects by its peer review process. The learning materials reviewed by MERLOT teams are chosen for their excellent quality, effectiveness and ease of use.

MERLOT is much more than an annotated collection of web sites. Three general evaluation standards have been developed to evaluate the materials chosen by MERLOT for Peer Review:  Quality of Content, Potential Effectiveness as a Teaching-Learning Tool, and Ease of Use.   The criteria for each individual standard are agreed upon by a faculty team that is chosen from the institutional partners of MERLOT. 

There are currently twelve discipline communities, including Biology, Business, Chemistry, Health Science, History, Information Technology, Mathematics, Music, Physics, Psychology, Teacher Education and World Languages. As MERLOT continues to evolve, other discipline communities will be added.  The absence of certain disciplines among the current communities does not mean that there are not learning objects in those disciplines in MERLOT. There are numerous learning objects in the database from disciplines that will become communities at a future time.

MERLOT Partners


The acronym reflects MERLOT’s wine country origins, having begun at Cal State Sonoma. Like a fine wine, MERLOT has been in a process of maturation and its collection has been assembled and continues to be organized by faculty experts who are connoisseurs in their field.  As fine wine is not made in a day, so the MERLOT project continues to evolve with the input of a wide cross-section of content experts. Faculty from four-year institutions work on teams with community college faculty, bringing their combined strengths of research and teaching to the peer review process.

The MERLOT project has been supported by twenty-three institutional partners, including the California Community College System, California State University, Canadian COHERE project (Universities of Alberta, Guelph, Waterloo, and York University), Canadian CAREO project (Universities of Alberta and Calgary), Council of Independent Colleges, Foundation for Independent Higher Education, National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities, the Distance Education Network of the Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities, Florida Board of Regents and Florida Community College System, the Illinois Board of Higher Education, the Indiana Commission for Higher Education, the Iowa Board of Regents, the Louisiana Board of Regents, the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education, the South Dakota Board of Regents, the  State University of New York, the Tennessee Board of Regents and University of Tennessee, Troy State University, the University of Hawaii, the University of Michigan, the University of North Carolina, the University System of Georgia, the University of Wisconsin System, the Virginia Community College System and the Western Cooperative for Educational Telecommunications (University of Utah, University of Nevada Las Vegas, Arizona State University, Community Colleges of Colorado, Weber State University, and the University of Alaska System).

The VCCS currently has eight faculty members working on the various discipline teams of MERLOT with a co-leader on the World Languages team and one in History. Instructional designers throughout the VCCS have also been charged with the planning of MERLOT training activities for faculty throughout the Commonwealth. The intent is to engage faculty in the identification and development of quality learning objects, as well as to build the concept of online learning communities.

A Tour of the MERLOT   Home Page
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When the user goes to http://www.merlot.org, he or she can make the choice to search, browse or contribute materials. Searches can be done by keywords, titles and discipline areas. An advanced search feature allows the user to pinpoint learning materials with greater specificity. The user can find tutorials, simulations, animations, drills, quizzes and reference materials, in a variety of subject areas. He or she can also search the Member Directory to find colleagues in the field and to peruse that person’s contributions to MERLOT. This feature allows colleagues to share materials online, simply by visiting each other’s member page and clicking on the submissions there. 

Searching MERLOT

A user may search for materials in MERLOT by typing in keywords or by browsing the collection. Each discipline has a categorization scheme appropriate to the subject area.  For example, the language collection has a categorization scheme based on the individual languages with subcategories of language, literature and culture. A teacher looking for a French site might type “French literature” and come to a list of sites submitted to the World Languages community. Each learning object has a detail record, helping the user to pinpoint the target audience and potential use of the material. Reviews are also accessible at this level. It should be stressed that materials are available for a wide variety of levels and target audiences.
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In the example above, the search term test yielded five materials. From this screen the user can see that the simulation marked “Lou’s test items” has two peer reviews with more than four stars indicating its high quality. The simulation’s location is also noted, along with the date that the module was submitted to MERLOT. We also see that this particular module has user comments and a learning assignment. This module is the first to come up in the search because it has been peer-reviewed and because it has an extremely high rating. 

The next module on the list, “Quality Testing of MERLOT,” comes up next in the hierarchy because it has user comments attached to it. So the sorting of the modules in any category always puts peer review items first, modules with user comments and learning assignments next, and finally other modules organized by date of submission.

Evaluation Standards

It is reasonable to question the criteria on which MERLOT reviews are based.  Three general categories of evaluation standards are used within MERLOT.

Quality of Content

Two questions are asked about content:  (1) Does the software present valid (correct) concepts, models, and skills? and ( 2) Does the software present educationally significant concepts, models, and skills for the discipline?

To evaluate the validity of the content, the reviewers rely on their expertise. To evaluate the educational significance of the content, reviews can use the following guidelines:

· Content is core curriculum within the discipline. Core curriculum topics are typically covered to some degree in the introductory classes within the discipline and/or "Everyone teaches it" and/or it is identified as a core area by the discipline’s professional organizations.

· Content is difficult to teach and learn. 

· Content is a pre-requisite for understanding more advanced material in the discipline.

Potential Effectiveness as A Teaching-Learning Tool

Evaluating potential effectiveness is asking the reviewer to judge, based on his expertise as a teacher, if the instructional software is likely to improve teaching and learning given the ways that faculty and students could use the tool. 

Sometimes the instructional software being evaluated is "taken out of context," making it difficult to evaluate.  The value of "modules" is their ability to be re-purposed for others’ use in different contexts. In evaluating the potential effectiveness for teaching and learning, it is critical to define the purpose of the learning materials. That is, MERLOT reviewers strive to contextualize their reviews. In performing a review, MERLOT peer reviewers use the following three questions to help define the pedagogical context. 

1. In what stage(s) in the learning process/cycle could the materials be used?

a. Explanation or description of the topic/stating the problem 

b. Demonstration of the curriculum/exploration of the problem 

c. Practice using the curriculum/analysis of the outcomes from solving the problem 

d. Applying the curriculum to "new" problems/application of the outcomes to other problems

2. What is (are) the learning objective(s)? What should students be able to do after successfully learning with the materials? 

3. What are the characteristics of the target learner(s)?

An evaluation would be conditional on how the instructional software was used. For example, "if the faculty using tool X in a supervised lab with freshmen reviewed the content beforehand and had the students do tasks A & B, then the software should enhance students' learning. The reasons are..."

There are other general elements of effectiveness as a teaching-learning tool that MERLOT asks reviewers to consider:

1. Does the interactive/media-rich presentation of material improve faculty and students' abilities to teach and learn the materials?

2. Can the use of the software be readily integrated into current curriculum and pedagogy within the discipline?

3 .Can the software be used in a variety of ways to achieve teaching and learning goals?

4. Are the teaching-learning goals easy to identify? 

5. Can good learning assignments for using the software application be written easily?

Ease of Use

 The underlying question behind ease of use is this: How easy is it for teachers and students to use the software for the first time?  Assessing ease of use involves answering these questions: 

1. Are the labels, buttons, menus, text, and general layout of the computer interface consistent and visually distinct? 

2. Does the user get trapped in the software? 

3. Can the user get lost easily in the software? 

4. Does the software provide feedback about the system status and the user's responses? 

5. Does the software provide appropriate flexibility in its use? 

6. Does the software require a lot of documentation, technical support, and/or instruction for most students to successfully use the software? 

7. Does the software present information in ways that are familiar for students? 

8. Does the software present information in ways that would be attractive to students?

Building Online Communities     

The potential for interaction and collaboration between educators within the MERLOT community is one of its finest features. The processes of evaluation and peer review make all the participants critical users of the technology.

This is so important as mandates come from every direction to implement instructional technology in the classroom.  It is clearly counterproductive for every individual to have to search out all the good material and develop personal criteria to evaluate it. MERLOT provides foreign language educators a space to divide the labor and to work smarter at identifying and highlighting the quality materials.

Becoming an Individual Member

The best way to learn about MERLOT is to visit the web site.  When you arrive at the home page, simply click on Tasting Room and take an individual tour.  The discovery of the brilliant contributions of educators worldwide will make for a worthwhile trip.

From the MERLOT home page, one can find out the benefits of becoming a member. As an individual member, one can be a contributor to MERLOT and add teaching-learning materials, comments, and assignments to the MERLOT collection.  A user can also add news and events pertinent to his or her own discipline, on the discipline community page. 

To become a member, only the last name and e-mail address are required. Minimal other information is optional; it is designed to give other members a sense of each member’s role and subject interests in the educational community. This information is posted on each member's profile and in that way is public. MERLOT does not share this information beyond this use. Individual membership is absolutely free.

Laura Franklin is a professor of French at the Alexandria campus of Northern Virginia Community College. She is a discipline co-leader for the MERLOT World Languages Discipline Community. 

