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The Universities’ Collaboration in eLearning (UCeL) was founded in March 2002 to produce high quality interactive multimedia content for health professional education. Interactive content is both very time consuming and expensive to produce, so a national collaboration between a number of higher education institutions is required if it is to be made cost effectively. Inevitably the same core curriculum subjects are taught to health professionals throughout the UK; therefore there is a high degree of overlap both across disciplines and across institutional boundaries. By identifying these subject areas, reusability of the resulting e-learning resources is enhanced, and the more widely the resources are used, the more cost-effective they become.

These e-learning resources are developed as “reusable learning objects” or RLOs; that is small, self-contained chunks of interactive web-based multimedia. Each RLO describes a single concept and many RLOs can be linked together as part of an individual learner’s customised learning pathway. RLOs themselves can be used in a variety of teaching and learning settings such as self-directed learning, as part of a tutorial or in a lecture. Being freely downloadable from the web, they can be used in any way that the learner and/or teacher deem appropriate. UCeL RLOs (Leeder et al, 2002) contain a self-assessment section so that learners can test themselves to make sure they have understood the topic. They are also subject to both peer review and student evaluations to ensure their factual accuracy, relevance and effectiveness.

UCeL also provides staff development, giving educators and technologists hands-on practical experience of the joys and pitfalls of reusable learning object creation. Reusability is a cultural issue as much as (if not more than) a technical one. Engaging staff in the making of these resources means that the resultant RLOs are far more likely to be (a) appropriate and fit for purpose and therefore (b) valued, used and reused. This is achieved by a series of practical workshops where participants are introduced to the UCeL methods of “unlocking content” and subsequent multimedia development. These processes are facilitated by a series of UCeL templates, which provide a framework for educators to organise their materials into a format suitable for interactive multimedia production.

The collaboration currently has 6 major partners and is growing. The model for collective and collaborative production is a compelling one and is proving attractive to disciplines outside medicine (social work, general sciences etc.) as an extremely effective and cost-effective method for the creation of high quality content.
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