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Abstract 
As universities seek to make the most of the online environment for student learning, eLearning tools 
are an increasing focus of thoughtful and strategic educators. At our university, librarians often fill the 
role of instructional designers in creating videos, tutorials, and other electronic guides. Most often, 
these are based on needs identified in collaboration with students and faculty. After librarians and 
collaborators determine learning outcomes and content, the inevitable question arises: What should 
this look like? Choosing a format for eLearning objects is the most important and frequently the most 
difficult decision to make. Through our work, though, we have developed a few guiding principles to 
determine exactly what our digital learning objects should look like. 
We work with three main formats: Interactive tutorials, videos, and webpages. The most technically 
difficult of these are the interactive tutorials, though they all pose their own challenges. The first 
question we always ask ourselves when determining which format to choose is always: How will the 
student use this? For example, if a student will need to refer to the tool in the future, a webpage may 
be the easiest to navigate. By contrast, interactive tutorials are best for single-use, especially when 
more time is assigned for it. 
Library tutorials that get the most use bring together engaging content with practical learning 
outcomes. Content which fits best into a video tends to focus on a single concept, clearly defined, 
hopefully with a strong narrative hook. Videos that tell a story keep students engaged, for a longer 
period of time. Research and experience shows us that an instructional video without a narrative will 
only hold student interest for two to three minutes. Those that incorporate a story can expand well past 
that time, as long as it remains engaging. We have also chosen this format when creating a series of 
short lessons, especially when faculty will be selecting a customized collection for use in their classes. 
Building an interactive tutorial requires special software. At our institution, we use Articulate Storyline 
2, though others are available. Using these kinds of tools, we are able to create an immersive 
environment which recreates some of the learner input techniques in-class pedagogy thrives on. For 
instance, students can be prompted with periodic questions to check their understanding or choose 
the order in which they review material. Given the time-intensive nature of creating interactive tutorials, 
we need to know ahead of time that the material is appropriate for this format. 
In the library setting, webpages used for instruction are often called LibGuides. These can be one to 
several static pages covering a specific subject or topic. Again, this format works best for information 
that may need to be accessed repeatedly by a student. When aspects of an eLearning object may 
need to be updated frequently in the future, we also choose LibGuides. Changing out information in a 
video or tutorial is usually time intensive, whereas updating links in a LibGuide can be done with ease. 
Keywords: Library, libraries, e-learning, instructional design, tutorials, videos, flipped classroom. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
As the role and influence of online learning and flipped classroom approaches continues to grow in the 
academic classroom, so too has the proliferation of eLearning objects and tools. In many ways, this 
has led to a boon in terms of creation, as there are an unending number of options and ways to 
develop this online content. With this growth, however, developers and designers now have to 
determine the best format to use. This decision can be quite straight forward when there are time or 
resource limitations that take the choice of format out of the designer’s hands, but as universities look 
to engage student learning in the online environment, selecting the correct format for the eLearning 
object can lead to greater success and student use of the tool.  
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At the University of Cincinnati Libraries (UCL), librarians are not only the content developers, but also 
the instructional designers. While it is relatively easy to plan what content students needed in these 
eLearning objects, what the tool should look like frequently became a sticking point. Significant 
research has been done on the success rate of a variety of eLearning tools and librarians did not want 
to create tools that failed to engage students [1], [2], [3]. In the effort to streamline eLearning tool 
creation while boosting student engagement with those tools, librarians began making format choices 
an integral part of the content development process. Based on this, a few guiding principles have 
emerged to help make format choices to best engage students with the content the tools deliver. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
As the number of flipped, hybrid, and online classes grew at the University of Cincinnati, so did the 
demand on librarians for more content that supported these dynamic environments from an 
information literacy perspective. At the beginning, these were mostly made piecemeal using free 
software when a teaching faculty member suggested something they needed. As the University added 
more classes, they also began to support a wider variety of software to encourage eLearning object 
creation. As more formats became available and supported by the University, librarians began asking, 
“What is this content supposed to look like?” 
UCL tends to work with three main eLearning object formats: Interactive tutorials, videos, and 
webpages. For nearly all these options, proprietary software is used based on products supported by 
the University. The software tends to require dedicated time to learn and adapt to the features 
available. Largely, the more options available to the designer, the steeper the learning curve and time 
spent on developing the object.  
Though each of the types pose their own challenges in terms of development, the more technically 
difficult of these are the interactive tutorials, as building and testing the interactive features requires 
the most robust software and attention to detail. Videos can range from extremely simplistic screen 
capturing to more advanced videos using lightboards, green screens, editing software, or other 
technical enhancements. Webpages, similarly, can range from a simple HTML page to a complex 
hierarchy of coding.  
Additionally, after all the time and resources spent, it grew increasingly frustrating to see the eLearning 
objects go unused - measured not only by statistics, but also anecdotally by students and faculty. 
Certain concepts failed to resonate because the end-user became bored or overwhelmed. As 
librarians began to grow more comfortable with the tools and with using them in online classroom 
environments, it became clear how connected the problem of format choice was to the problem of 
user engagement with content.  
Following this, librarians started to note the aspects of the eLearning objects that were working and 
began seeing patterns emerge that could be used to create engaging content for the end user, 
beginning with the format selection.  

3 RESULTS 
While this paper strongly encourages format selection to be an important factor in the content 
development process, the authors are aware that content is the driving force behind the creation of the 
eLearning object. For this reason, it became abundantly clear that the initial and most important 
principle when beginning to think about formats is asking what end-users will learn from this object. 
This is easily done if Learning Outcomes (LOs) have already been created, but if they have not this is 
an excellent opportunity. Establishing the LO will allow you to succinctly see the end goal of the 
development and may determine the format used immediately. If the outcome of the object is a simple 
concept or can be explained in a few screenshots, a short video will likely be perfect. If, however, the 
concept is more theoretical or multiple concepts are going to be introduced, an interactive tutorial may 
be ideal.  
Once it has been determined what end-users will learn, think about how the user will interact with the 
object. More specifically, think about time spent with the learning object. Basic and screen capture 
videos only capture student’s attention for about two minutes [4]. If the LO indicates the tool will need 
to be longer than that, create a video that utilizes a narrative format. Engaging students using this form 
will keep their attention longer and allow the content to be seen in a real-world scenario. 
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If the eLearning object being created is intended to mimic a classroom environment, an interactive 
tutorial is likely to be the best format choice. Interactive tutorials allow the end-user to be immersed in 
a module that keeps them both engaged and on track with achieving the desired outcomes. These 
objects allow the developer to insert periodic assessments to ensure the student is keeping up with 
the content, with content review for areas of weakness. This, in addition to any task, activity and the 
generic next button, also keeps students engaging with the content. 

It is also necessary to think about how this learning object may be used beyond its intended purpose. 
This may appear to be a simple determination, but it is important to think beyond the scope of a single 
view. For example, if a student will need to refer to the tool in the future, a webpage may be the 
easiest to navigate. By contrast, interactive tutorials are best for single-time use, as they can be 
cumbersome to return to. An eLearning object may need to be frequently updated due to the content it 
contains. Changing out information in a video or tutorial is time intensive, but updating a link to reflect 
a change on a website is relatively easy. For libraries, which frequently use a webpage authoring 
service called LibGuides, this is particularly easy and it is used frequently for eLearning objects that 
have frequently changing information. Finally, determine who will be troubleshooting the object once it 
is deployed. If this person is not someone technically savvy, an interactive tutorial may not be the best 
object to develop. 

Also remember when selecting a format to think about the audience. If the end user is likely not 
comfortable with technology, choosing videos or websites is likely the best option available. Many in 
the library field believe in making resources available to the public for free as much as possible. While 
this is admirable and helpful, it also limits the format you may want to select. Videos and webpages 
are the easiest to share with a large public audience, allowing any end-user to access the material 
with a search engine. Interactive videos, though, can be troublesome to host and develop for a larger 
public, as many are created with the intention to store data and report it back to some sort of learning 
management system.  

Finally, available resources will be a huge factor in determining the format of the eLearning object. It 
would be remiss not to acknowledge that time, knowledge, and access to software will immediately 
impact the format choice used in creating eLearning content. Periodically, it may even be the guiding 
factor in determining the form used to develop content. This does not eliminate the need for other 
principles to help inform the way content may be created and deployed using the method and means 
available to you. For example, if you are only able to access a free screen capture software program, 
let the previously mentioned principles help guide creating the content within that system. If knowledge 
of creating eLearning objects is a factor, remember every format has a range of design options 
allowing designers to work at the level they are comfortable. This is especially true of the video format, 
both in recording and dissemination aspects of creation. 

3.1 Discussion 
Many of these principles have been developed through anecdotal discussions with students, faculty 
and staff at the University of Cincinnati. As the eLearning objects are used more frequently, the 
information we receive continues to confirm that format choice is just as important as the content it 
delivers.  
This does not mean, though, that the transition has been smooth and steady. At UCL, only a few 
librarians design and create the eLearning objects the library makes, but many collaborators 
contribute to providing content. This has led to many discussions about what makes the formats 
different and why selecting the format can have a huge impact on the outcome and use of the object. 
To help ease into these principles, concrete examples and a simplified flowchart were developed to 
help with decision-making.. Fig. 1 shows the flowchart used to decide between two of UCL’s format 
options: tutorials and videos.  
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Figure 1. Initial flowchart used to help choose between video and tutorial formats. 

Since this process began, most librarians have begun to discuss format type as part of concept 
development during planning sessions. When librarians and collaborators know what type of format 
will best suit the content they are working on, they begin to contribute ideas that will take advantage of 
the format’s strengths and diminish its weaknesses. For example, librarians at UCL worked on an 
interactive tutorial introducing students to the library and its services. This initially included many text-
heavy pages. After a year of working with these tutorials and understanding the format’s impact on the 
content, the newest version of the same tutorial contains significantly less text, has more interactions 
built into the module, and relies on graphics.  
More recently, UCL has begun exploring the idea of using different eLearning objects from all three 
types of formats to create cohesive online lessons that faculty can use as either flipped content or 
purely online content. Using this model, the example introduction to the library interactive tutorial has 
been paired with a video created specifically for the course (i.e., a screen capture video covering 
subject-specific databases) and a webpage containing a related activity, contact information, and 
transcripts. This approach could also be used to create a scaffolded process similar to the one 
discussed by Kitchens and Barker [5]. This process is still in beta, but the course faculty seems 
excited about the concept and are hoping the variety of formats will keep students engaged in the 
content.  

As mentioned above, development is still challenged by time and resource limitations. Occasionally, 
we may believe that an interactive tutorial is the best format for the concept we want to teach, but 
schedules and software prevent us from being able to develop the tool in that format. This recently 
happened with a tutorial faculty requested for reviewing career resources. Ideally, this would be an 
interactive tutorial that allows students to interact with the wide variety of career resources. However, 
due to other higher priority projects, this was just not feasible. We therefore decided to make a video 
of the resources to fill the gap until the interactive tutorial could be produced. For the video, we applied 
the principles of having a narrative and simplifying concepts to adapt to the format being temporarily 
used.  

4 CONCLUSIONS  
Format choice can often hinder the planning of an eLearning object or be made hastily after the 
content has been developed. This can lead to user disengagement. Once the libraries began to factor 
the format choice into the content discussion, however, the production became shorter and end users 
began to use the tools in more efficient and concrete ways. This choice is not always clear and can be 
confusing, both to developers as well as anyone providing content or assistance. Learning outcomes, 
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the end user’s time, level of interaction, scope of the tool, and the audience are some guiding 
principles to consider during format selection. Additionally, one must factor in available resources, 
including time.  
Once the format selection becomes integrated into content development, the strengths and 
weaknesses of formats will be better understood by all who contribute to the creation, development, 
and deployment of the eLearning object. Additionally, as with librarians at UCL, developers will begin 
to see how these formats can be used together to create a suite of tools that allows end users to fully 
engage with the content presented to them. 
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