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5 OpenLearn modes of use
Content use, creation and repurposing

OpenLearn encouraged collaborations with higher education institutions worldwide and also with higher education 
institutions in the United Kingdom. Many institutions took up this role of OpenLearn ‘collaborator’. By means of collaborating 
with these institutions it was possible for OpenLearn to understand better how communities can be supported in the use 
and re-use of OERs. Different collaboration projects were set up throughout 2006–2008, and each one had a ‘mentor’ 
from the OpenLearn staff. Most collaborations were set up through staff personal contacts and networking. Conference 
presentations, for example, were essential to create such relationships.

LabSpace main page – Collaborations area

Why collaborate?
Different modes of use appeal to different groups; some are motivated by tools, by content, by space for a 
community. 

Collaborators had different motivations. Some benefited from a space in which to create and support a community, 
others felt it was an opportunity to be associated with the Open University in an informal way, others were interested in 
researching the tools available in the website for teaching purposes, and others wanted to publish their own materials 
and translate some OpenLearn ones. Whatever the reason, collaborators feel that it is an opportunity to start what could 
be a long-term and successful relationship with the Open University, and draw on all the resources and expertise it offers 
to enhance teaching and learning at a distance.

‘OpenLearn was a FABULOUS platform for my students, that is the reason for coming back now. From my perspective 
as a faculty member, OpenLearn is easy to populate, edit and move. The students’ bios and contributions all in 
one place make it very user friendly. The technical support for training purposes and problem solving was timely 
and professional. I am deeply grateful with the OU UK team. The discussion forum, chat, user location calendar 
and Vlogs were highly used by the students. The Google map including user ID and location to immediately 
communicate is terrific!’

Dr Yolanda Gayol, Fielding Graduate University, USA.
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The collaboration projects between the users and the provider were extremely beneficial in the sense that they enriched 
the website in many ways: by encouraging users to bring new content to the website, by disseminating the project to a 
variety of audiences worldwide, by creating a network of end-users who made the website more dynamic and visible, 
to cite a few. 

Snapshot: Fielding Graduate University, California, USA
Main motivations for collaboration: space for a community and access to tools
Fielding Graduate University, in California, is a very successful OpenLearn collaborator. The educator in charge of 
this collaboration uses OpenLearn to support the doctoral level course she teaches: Critical Pedagogy in Second 
Life – Recreating Social Movements in Immersive Environments. As a result, a number of user-generated content 
has been created and is now available in OpenLearn, and further collaborations with the institution have started.

Fielding Graduate University collaboration area

Fielding Graduate University Collaboration shows us that ‘motivated educators act as catalysts for change’. They 
have the potential to explore different possibilities and modes of design and use of OERs. This is beneficial for their 
institutions and for the OER audience in general.

The role of the mentor
The role of the mentor is to liaise with the team internally to establish the collaboration and also to liaise with and 
provide support to the collaborators themselves. This support is provided at various levels, from helping them with 
specific technical queries to explaining how the environment works, giving ideas for use and providing workshops. The 
collaborations area of OpenLearn can be used by the institutions for various purposes, such as: to publish their own 
materials, to set up discussion forums and to bring a community together. Each collaborator has its own area that is set 
up with granted permission of the OpenLearn director.
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Mentoring has an important role in helping collaborators to do their projects. Very often collaborators are self-motivated 
and have many ideas they would like to develop in OpenLearn, but not always they are fully aware of the variety 
of possibilities that the resources in OpenLearn offer. For example, in the case of Fielding Graduate University, the 
mentor booked a Flashmeeting with the educator in charge in order to explore all the tools of the site and the potential 
for content repurposing and creation. Fielding then decided that they would focus on creating new content through 
interaction with their students during a course presentation; and that this content would be available for any to access in 
the world; with the possibility of being re-used on a second presentation of the course and by any other interested party. 
The next course Fielding started to offer is ‘Training trainers on how to deliver distance education courses using Moodle’. 
This course aims to teach educators how to manage the Moodle platform using the principles of accessibility, usability 
and navigation in the virtual sphere, as well as  to make them reflect on how to transfer the background knowledge on 
adult education, experiential learning and face-to-face training into distance education course design. This new course 
is very important to OpenLearn users in general, because Moodle is the platform that hosts OpenLearn courses; at the 
same time allowing ‘in situ’ changes of the content in the website. 

The mentor is a point of contact in the Open University, usually within the OpenLearn staff team, and someone who 
is able to advise and help collaborators on the queries they might have. Usually collaborators are very self-driven and 
mentors dedicate very little time to help them devise a project for their work. After the initial phase, collaborations are 
usually run without the need for constant support. 

Snapshot: The OpenLearn Scotland Collaboration, Scotland, United 
Kingdom
Main motivations for collaboration: content and  tools
The OpenLearn Scotland collaboration started in November 2006 and is ongoing. It aimed at developing new units 
in OpenLearn, in particular the OpenLearn Scotland unit and associated Scottish units, in conjunction with the 
Edinburgh office, Open University in Scotland.

The Curriculum Development Group in Scotland was keen to promote Scottish-based examples and materials for 
their national audience. Their objective was to demonstrate that the Open University in Scotland has local materials 
in addition to using them for promotion purposes to attract more local students. Their target was to launch 30 units 
in OpenLearn by November 2008 and they successfully achieved it.

The main challenges were to identify appropriate materials within their course production, and this led to many 
meetings, emails and phone calls. Although colleagues could identify these materials very often locating their 
digital version proved difficult. By putting them up in OpenLearn, they were also gaining a knowledge management 
system. 

Developing this collaboration involved patience, persistence and communication, as with many other collaborations. 
Allowing ‘time’ for collaborations to develop seems to be essential for their success.

Similarly to the OpenLearn Scotland collaboration, the University of the Third Age (U3A) started in 2006 and is ongoing. 
It is another example where time and commitment are essential to make the collaboration follow through. 
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Snapshot: The University of the Third Age, U3A, United Kingdom
Main motivations for collaboration: content, tools and space for a community
The University of the Third Age, or ‘U3A’, is a worldwide movement encouraging older people in the third age of life 
(those no longer in full-time gainful employments) to take up or continue educational interests in friendly and informal 
settings.

The collaboration started as a result of joint interest in exploiting OpenLearn for U3A members and as a result of 
signing the memorandum of understanding. The main goals of the collaboration are to:

	assist U3A to adopt OpenLearn units and tools for the benefit of all their members but especially •	
those members taking online courses;

	analyse how U3A plans to make use of OpenLearn in comparison with other institutions.•	

The challenge with U3A is that as a voluntary group it is taking time for the senior members to identify and progress 
U3A’s involvement with OpenLearn. It can take a long time to develop an active relationship with collaborators 
especially when new technology is involved. The continued evolution and sophistication of the site means that 
cascade or snowball techniques’ of training/mentoring will be needed to roll use out to a very distributed member-
based organisation. 

Why do institutions like to collaborate with OpenLearn?
Institutions have different reasons to collaborate with OpenLearn. They like the freedom to collaborate in the ways that 
most suit them: their needs, their visions, their resources. As with individual users and educators, institutions usually 
have motivations that represent their commitment to open content and distance education in general. It is also an 
opportunity to be associated with the Open University without having to form a legal partnership – OpenLearn allows a 
much more fluid and informal relationship. 

Overleaf is the case of UnisulVirtual. Amongst other reasons, the institution supports the idea that being associated 
with OpenLearn and the OU UK is good for their profile and enables them to have an international presence in the OER 
movement.
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Snapshot: UnisulVirtual collaboration – Santa Catarina, Brazil
Main motivations for collaboration: use of OpenLearn content and tools; content 
production and informal relationship with the OU
UnisulVirtual is the higher education department of Unisul, University of the South of Santa Catarina. UnisulVirtual 
has been translating and adapting OpenLearn materials into Portuguese. They have also been publishing their own 
content in the website and whenever is possible, these materials are translated by them into English. They decided 
to team with OpenLearn and experiment with content repurposing and production. They are also exploring the 
various ways in which these resources could be used in their own curricula to enhance the learning experience of 
their students.

The UnisulVirtual collaboration is what we term ‘an institutional collaborator’. This is because the decision to 
collaborate with OpenLearn has been made at a board level at UnisulVirtual, rather than being initiated by an 
educator. UnisulVirtual decided to allocate a staff member to coordinate the collaboration. The main role of this 
coordinator is to identify ways in which OpenLearn resources can be used by UnisulVirtual, at the same time 
motivating staff members to foster the use of OpenLearn resources by the learners within their discipline. 

This collaboration exemplifies the various phases in which institutional collaboration projects are usually undertaken: 
1) purpose identification, 2) staff allocation, 3) mentoring, 4) collaboration plan, 5) implementation, 6) evaluation, 7) 
development of further activities. These steps very often overlap and are by no means an exhaustive list. However, 
they represent a pattern that has been found in collaborations that have been initiated at a board institutional level. 
They usually happen in a cyclical way along the duration of the collaboration.

In UnisulVirtual’s case, staff engagement is the word of order for the collaboration 
to be successful at the various levels they proposed: for the resources to be 
used as support material and for tutors to have the chance to publish their 
own production. The latter can be seen in two ways. As a motivation for tutors 
to engage with the concept of OERs and bring in this novelty to their teaching 
expertise and as a way in which the institution can show their quality standards 
to a wider audience and have indirect benefits from it (course registrations, 
reputation, etc). In this sense, undertaking this informal relationship with the OU 
means partnering with its reputation, values and mission.

UnisulVirtual has made investments in this collaboration with OpenLearn. In fact, all collaborations involve direct or 
indirect investment, which can be quantified by tutor and technical staff time, for example. While translating resources, 
UnisulVirtual paid a third-party agency to do the work of transforming the content into XML format for publication in 
OpenLearn. They also paid translators and the collaboration coordinator. All this investment is because the tutors 
and course coordinators at UnisulVirtual believe that there is a lot of scope for them to showcase their own materials 
in OpenLearn, and that the students will be interested in the OpenLearn materials to support their learning.

The collaboration cycle
The cycle below represents a typology of the usual process of an institutional collaboration. These steps quite often 
overlap and are not exhaustive. Collaborations do differ but most of them fall somewhere into this cycle: most of it 
happens informally, as for example, the collaboration plan and the evaluation of outcomes. As partnering with OpenLearn 
does not involve any legal agreements or direct financial investments, institutions have the freedom to do as much as 
they want and to target the audience they want. It is noticeable, however, how these institutions pride themselves on 
their work on OpenLearn and how they are grateful for the opportunity to liaise with the OU staff more closely and to 
explore the various OU resources to enhance the teaching of their own institutions. Most of these collaborators are 
universities of a large size and although they would have the motivation to launch their own open content initiative (of 
course, however, on a much smaller scale than the OU does); they feel they do not have the expertise or the resources 
to do so. They prefer not to duplicate efforts and collaborate with OpenLearn instead.

Institutions like the 
freedom offered by 
OpenLearn to experiment 
and undertake informal 
relationships with the OU.
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The collaboration cycle

Snapshot: UNIDERP, Campo Grande, Brazil
Main motivations for collaboration: content and research production
In the case of UNIDERP University for the Development of the State and the 
Region of the Pantanal) the motivation for the collaboration started with an 
educator being interested in using OpenLearn as an action research project to 
enhance teaching and learning online in their subject area, English as a foreign 
language. The institution soon got involved in establishing a project of a broader 
scope, research-based, and decided to involve a bigger team of educators. 
However, the institution identified the need for these educators to have a high 
profile in research and therefore selected a group with high qualifications within 
the institution (such as PhDs and professorships) to lead on the project. This 
meant that the educator who initiated the project, who did not have a PhD, 
although still part of this new group could not take the lead on the collaboration and draw on their own motivations. 
With the merging of UNIDERP with another institution, all the educators with a high profile in research got committed 
to new institutional priorities and the collaboration did not follow through. Although a very successful collaboration 
in terms of what it aimed to do and what they achieved while doing what was proposed, UNIDERP’s case illustrates 
that some collaborations have their collaboration cycle broken at some stage, and in this particular case it was 
on the implementation phase. A cycle of collaboration can be identified that builds on institutional and individual 
educators motivations. For all stages in the cycle to progress these motivations need to be aligned. 

It is intentional here to show an example of a collaboration that did not work as expected to illustrate that working 
with collaborators is not always straightforward. It is an iterative process with a lot of negotiation, communication and 
exploration of shared interests. It is also an activity that involves institutional priorities, human resources allocation 
and commitment to time and effort. Successful communities are the ones that evolve to keep pace with the changing 
needs of its members and owners (Kim, 2000). 

Institutional collaboration 
success appears to 
be a cross between 
individual motivation and 
institutional motivation.
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Below is an example of an institutional-based collaboration which draws upon all the steps of the collaboration cycle. It is 
a collaboration sponsored by the Open University, at the same time counting on staff’s own motivations for participating. 
 

Snapshot: Open University Internal Collaboration, Milton Keynes, United 
Kingdom
Main motivations for collaboration: research production and staff engagement
This is a research collaboration based on two case-studies carried out as part of an OpenLearn-related project 
that is investigating the uses of computer-mediated communication in ‘informal’ (not leading to certification) yet 
institutionally-hosted online spaces. The broader project consists of an ethnographic investigation into engagement 
with OERs provided by OpenLearn, and each of the case studies revolves around a collaborative ‘pilot learning 
project’ involving OpenLearn staff, a subject specialist based in an academic department of the institution and a 
number of participant-learners. The projects were set up with the twofold aim of providing a context at the boundary 
between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ learning whilst exploiting OpenLearn as a test bed for university staff to trial innovative 
approaches to teaching and learning afforded by the technologies made available by the initiative.

Ferreira (2008) presents a preliminary discussion of the two case studies from an institutional perspective. The case 
studies were carried out as part of the project Communicating, Learning and the in-between: a study on the impact of 
open-access, informal online learning environments, a project funded by the Open University Centre of Excellence 
in Learning and Teaching (CETL) COLMSCT (Centre for Open Learning of Mathematics, Science, Computing and 
Technology) and further supported by OpenLearn.

The case studies shed some light on the combined importance of facilitation and subject expertise in the establishment 
and growth of a lively learning community. A crucial finding has been that it is possible for OpenLearn to guarantee 
engagement of academic staff with the more experimental aspect of the initiative by providing support to activities 
that are directly meaningful to their own professional practice and interests. Although staff buy-in may require subtlety 
and diligence to obtain, partly because of the onus it imposes on already busy professional lives, the pilots illustrate 
that this costly element can be secured inasmuch as good communication and some degree of flexibility provide the 
necessary support for collaboration in an enthusiastic pursuit of potentially very different goals.

The benefits of being open
OpenLearn has indirect ripple effects because the work is open.

 
The work in OpenLearn is open to all. Registrations on the site are free, and users are encouraged to share their 
production with others. OpenLearn has a strong web presence and various other communication media have been 
used throughout the externally-funded phase of the project to tell the world about it. Some of these media include radio 
programmes, prizes, newspaper features and, above all, personal communications and networking.

The impact of networking, for example, is visible in a number of ways. Networking in conferences allowed OpenLearn 
staff to increase the number of collaborations with OpenLearn. Fielding Graduate University and UnisulVirtual are some 
examples. These collaborations and contacts, on their turn, prompt other potential users and collaborators to become 
interested in the website; as well as help to promote it in the media and on the web in general – the ripple effect.

In July 2007 UnisulVirtual invited its mentor to run a workshop in Brazil to explore the various resources available in the 
website with their tutors and course coordinators. UnisulVirtual made internet entries about this workshop that later were 
found by another institution which became a collaborator as a result – The University of Football.

 

http://www.open.ac.uk/colmsct/activities/details/detail.php?itemId=474446756caad&themeId=48a972bfbe625
http://www.open.ac.uk/colmsct/activities/details/detail.php?itemId=474446756caad&themeId=48a972bfbe625
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Snapshot: The University of Football Collaboration, Sao Paulo, Brazil
Main motivations: opportunity for content publication and space for a community
The University of Football is a new venture supported by the Brazilian Ministry of Sports. The University of Football 
started as an internet portal in which sports professionals and the wider audience could register and have access to 
the latest sports news and interviews, as well papers and working groups. The portal now has about 40,000 unique 
registered users and about 35 different working groups, who use the online medium to exchange information, write 
papers and discuss the applicability of football in a variety of subject areas for educational purposes.

The University of Football is moving towards achieving all the ‘collaboration cycle’ and assigned staff members to 
work alongside their community of registered users, identifying and feeding content into their working groups. For 
them, having a space for their communities to engage and to make content available is what appeals the most in 
OpenLearn.

As a result of this collaboration, further business are being brought to the Open University, in a more formal level, 
as the University of Football is negotiating the writing of sports-related courses with the OU team to be offered 
conjunctly. 

The use of the tools for social learning
Users use collaboration tools in a variety of ways often differently to that expected. 

OpenLearn social learning tools are frequently an attractor of users. Our research shows that very often however, the 
use of the tools differs from what has been initially expected by the OpenLearn team. When the website was designed 
the tools were made available with the expectation that users would use them to discuss the content in OpenLearn, as a 
way to interact with other learners and enhance their learning experience. By registering on the OpenLearn website and 
enrolling in a unit it is possible to locate other users across the globe that are enrolled in the same unit. 

A few related interactions were registered but these mostly happen in the discussion forums rather than by the use of 
FM or Compendium tools. However, users tend to use both tools for other purposes, such as the discussion of topics of 
their own interest. This mode of use, although not predicted to be the dominant one, has revealed itself very valuable 
for learners, especially the ones we term ‘social learners’. These learners like to engage in discussions and in learning 
by sharing with others, as part of a community. Community, in this sense, are ‘people seeking commonality and shared 
interests’ (Palloff and Pratt, 1999). These commonalities however grow over time and a real community takes time to 
become strong and productive, with shared understandings and its own rules of engagement. A community (of practice) 
is not just an aggregate of people who have some sort of characteristics or interests; it is not a synonym for group or 
team. A community is defined by the actions negotiated by its members (Wenger, 1998). The value of OpenLearn is not 
only on the content it offers, but also in the tools it provides for free to users, due to the wide variety of purposes they 
can have to enable people to learn and to engage in their communities.

Snapshot: COLEARN collaboration, Portuguese and Spanish Speaking 
Countries
Motivations for collaboration: tools and space for a community
COLEARN is a community of curriculum designers, didactic experts, lecturers and researchers interested in 
investigating the uses of OpenLearn tools. Participants are from several institutions and are speakers of Portuguese 
(as a native or foreign language). These institutions are based in Portugal, Brazil, France, Chile, Spain and the 
UK.

The main reason for this collaboration was the great interest of participants in getting more information and sharing 
their practices around OERs and the OpenLearn tools (Compendium and FM) in Portuguese. The space for the 
community is hosted in the Collaborations Area of the LabSpace in OpenLearn.

There are several achievements from this collaboration: the production of state-of-the-art research papers, several 
open learning materials in Portuguese and Spanish, and the winning of international prizes, such as the Microsoft’s 
‘Innovative Educators’ competition in 2008.
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Repurposing OER: a matter of acculturation 
In OpenLearn the LabSpace offered the ability to upload and download versions of all the content for use under a rework 
and remix model. This feature was provided from the launch of OpenLearn but was not heavily used. Focus group 
discussion of the process of reuse by educators identified issues with both the technology and the concept of reuse.

Snapshot: Milton Keynes Adult Continuing Collaboration (MK ACE), UK
Main motivations for collaboration: to help address OpenLearn initial research question 
and to disseminate the initiative amongst the local teaching community
The aim of this collaboration was to identify the possible ways in which tutors of Milton Keynes Council Adult 
Continuing Education (ACE), could make use of OpenLearn materials in their language classes. It also aimed to 
disseminate OpenLearn to the local teaching community. After engaging with the website the tutors came to the 
conclusion that OpenLearn could definitely be used by them as a resource to their classes. However, the site did 
not yet offer courses in their target languages, such as Spanish and Portuguese, because it was in the early days 
of the initiative. 

Comments from participants included:

‘I have used Compendium and created a lesson plan and it has worked…so I think I would use Compendium for 
my classes.’

‘I could use FM once a month or so to get the students to speak to each other.’

‘Why would I be interested in putting all this work into it – download, translate and put my version back there? 
There’s a lot of work to be done, and complicated work. Why should I be bothered to do that? What am I going to 
get from all this?’

‘I look forward to the day when I can do all these mapping and I can use it with my students and challenge them. 
At the moment, I’m just beginning.’

‘OpenLearn is innovative. It is great that the tutors and learners can use the resources for free’

The quotes by the tutors presented here show that OpenLearn is seen as a great innovative initiative with interesting 
tools. However, they also show that there needs to be time commitment in two ways by the user: 1) time investment 
to learn how to use the tools and 2) time investment out of real interest and self-motivation by the educator to 
repurpose materials. Educators often say that they are very busy and do not have enough time available to learn 
about the OpenLearn tools and resources, and to invest in creating new materials or modifying existing ones. 

One issue that the tutors brought into evidence was that most students at ACE did not have a webcam or microphones 
and some of them did not even have a computer with internet access. So this would be a reason why their work 
with the students in relation to the Compendium and FM would perhaps have to be delayed or would not happen. 
Overall, they were very positive about OpenLearn and this first experience with users provided feedback that proved 
valuable throughout the life time of the project in its funded period.
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Repurposing materials in OpenLearn

Repurposing of materials is inhibited by technology literacy and the lack of familiarity with the concept. 

In relation to repurposing, initially it was thought:

that it was not anyone’s current role to remix and reuse;1.	

	the content provided on the site was of high quality and so discouraged alteration;2.	

	there were few examples showing the method and value of remixing;3.	

	the use of unfamiliar formats (such as XML) meant that users were uncertain how to 4.	
proceed.

User reaction to this opportunity was interest but it was also seen as ‘difficult’, ‘scary’ and ‘challenging’. At a materials-
repurposing event carried out with tutors from the Sussex Learning Network, the following quotes represent some of the 
participants’ mixed feelings: 

‘It would be great to have tips on how to edit: where to stop writing and insert an image, for example. Everything 
customised on the editing page.’

‘Ideally we should be able to have someone to “review” what we wrote in OpenLearn. This provides more confidence 
on the work and on the design.’

‘Before people would not be allowed to make content available. Also, before things were behind firewalls. It is great 
that OpenLearn bypasses any institutional barriers.’

‘How to edit? I think it’s scary! I haven’t got a clue what it is about.’

‘Creation of material can be daunting. Some people feel reluctant to put stuff up without someone checking.’
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The repurposing of materials in OpenLearn that has happened often is a product of collaborations. Individual users do 
not feel comfortable enough to repurpose the materials, as they tend not to be confident to make changes in something 
that has not been initially written by them – it is a type of ‘respect for the content written by somebody else’. In fact, many 
educators are not used to the concept of repurposing materials, especially when they are written at a high standard 
and ready to use, as it is in the case of the content provided by the OU. This shows that the idea of repurposing is still a 
matter of acculturation. It involves understanding of the OER movement and the types of license that can be applied to 
the open content, in the case of OpenLearn the Creative Commons license.

These initial reactions were addressed in various ways:

	by reviewing the concept of reuse to allow reuse offsite through syndication;1.	

	building up a range of illustrative examples;2.	

	running a competition encouraging reuse;3.	

	developing alternative formats and toolsets;4.	

	building partnerships for further work.5.	

There are now evidence of success for reuse both under the original model of individual download and re-editing, 
leaking of content to other ways to host and present material, use of direct editing on site and work in partnership.

There is also the technological barrier. Initially in OpenLearn users could only make units available by downloading 
them from the website, making the necessary changes, and uploading the unit again, but in the XML format. OpenLearn 
would only accept reused content in the XML format because this would enable the unit to be available in a variety of 
formats to the end user, such as OU XML package, IMS Content Package and IMS Common Cartridge. This would 
enable the interoperability of systems and the easy travelling of the content systems that support such packages. 

However, what had been noticed was that the majority of users were not familiar with XML and did not have the time to 
learn how to use it so that they could upload units onto the website. This meant therefore that most users did not return 
content to OpenLearn, and the users who did so were either a scarce XML literate user or higher education institutions 
that were collaborating with OpenLearn and had specific staff to convert the repurposed materials into XML. 

Having recognised the need for a more user-friendly way of repurposing materials, the OpenLearn technical team 
has developed the in-situ editing tool, which was launched in July 2008 and appears as ‘Make a Copy for Revising’ in 
the LabSpace. This allows users to make changes in the units directly onto Moodle, and to and have them published 
immediately. However, some knowledge of how to use Moodle is necessary, and detailed guidelines are provided in the 
website. 
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Learning from OpenLearn: summary
OpenLearn has provided a unique opportunity to carry out a major project, study its impact and reflect on the process. 
Without doubt OpenLearn has had a major impact on the Open University but also on individual learners and educators 
that have no direct connection with the University. We cannot know all the stories or measure the effect that we have 
had on all our visitors or even those who come across the content in other environments, perhaps mediated by other 
providers. It has been a challenge to distil out findings where we have evidence but also to present those things that we 
need to be more tentative about – things that we know from having carried out this work but which might depend on our 
particular experience and so not be repeated for everyone.

Revisiting the findings
Institution  The institution has gained by contributing to open educational resources. These gains can sometimes be 
measured: student recruitment; new partnerships; and, new projects. More often they are less tangible but clearly exist: 
opportunity to experiment; development of staff; low level collaborations; and, enhanced reputation. Involvement in open 
education also gives a good feeling of being part of an international community.

Methods  Mixed methods were needed to help us understand OpenLearn. Action research and activity theory helped 
to provide a foundation and the tools of open learning proved to be helpful for open research in gathering remote data 
and presenting the results. Working with users that do not always have enough time or engagement to tell us about 
their actions or motivations means that we need to draw conclusions based on partial data. We know that there will be 
interesting and valuable cases of people working with OpenLearn about which we know nothing. Building up a research 
community to share the different levels of evidence and methods for capturing design, selection, use and evaluation of 
open resources is an important next step.

Content  It has proved surprisingly hard to convince people that OpenLearn material is free, and that it can be reused. 
The design of the site in two parts may have helped initially in allowing different messages to be targeted at different 
groups, however users can come in from different directions and at different levels and so there is now an argument for 
avoiding dividing the audience and instead provide a single site with greater signposting in the materials. The design of 
the content has shown that distance learning content makes a good basis for open education even with minor changes, 
however there are opportunities to take advantage of online access to build up use in the online open context. For the 
future OpenLearn also provides a good source of sharable learning designs together with their instantiations. 

Users  We can see that we get users of different types, it is useful to think of these as bounce visitors, volunteer students 
and social learners. As with any other internet site we get a large number of brief visits – adding easy ways for them to 
take away material, especially as complete units that could be printed gives quicker value to these brief users. Of those 
who spend significant time on the site, the majority fit the pattern of a volunteer student – despite not having formally 
signed up as a student they are motivated by assessment, will work through tasks and would like to have their activity 
recognised. A distinct segment, though, are motivated by social learning – they want to explore tools, connect with other 
people and construct their own interpretations. OpenLearn offers facilities for each of these groups and helps to address 
the opportunities of Web 2.0 and personalised learning environments.

Collaboration and reuse  OpenLearn has provided the foundation for a range of collaborations that can take advantage 
of the open nature of the site. The ability to work together informally is appreciated as are the availability of content 
and tools for free. A cycle can be seen in how collaborations happen. Collaborations have enabled reuse and new 
contributions of content by getting past the need for working with open resources to be in someone’s role. There are now 
examples of reuse emerging as barriers to understanding the process and technology are addressed.

Time  OpenLearn was funded as an initiative for two-years with ambitioius targets and hopes. It has met those targets 
but some of the hopes for a wider community have been slow to happen. An observation across much of our research 
is that working in a new area takes time: time for groups to form; time for collaborations to work; time to understand 
technology; and, time for external factors to catch up. OpenLearn has now been adopted by The Open Univeristy for 
further funding as an institution, with the intention to bring open education approaches into its main processes. Open 
education has also been accepted as an important process reflected across the world in the growing membership of the 
OpenCourseWare consortium and in the UK by major government initiatives to encourage universities to provide free 
access to their content.
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