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Abstract: Open educational resources (OER) have recently emerged as an answer to the need
for open and reusable educational material, freely available online. Educational institutions,
private organisations, as well as individual learners and educators have embraced the OER
initiative. Bringing these stakeholders together and supporting them in collaboratively
adapting OER is critical for the success of this movement. This paper describes a social
networking approach for supporting the adaptation of OER through tools and services that
facilitate social interactions and collaboration.

Introduction
In the era of Web 2.0 services that promote openness and collaboration on the web, Open Educational
Resources (OER) have emerged as a driving force behind the development, distribution and reuse of learning
material online. OER can be described as “teaching, learning and research resources that reside in the public
domain or have been released under an intellectual property license that permits their free use or repurposing by
others depending on which Creative Commons license is used” (Atkins et al., 2007).
OER are freely available on the web and can often be accessed through common web sites, Virtual
Learning Environments (VLEs), or Personal Learning Environments (PLEs). They can be used, edited and
shared by any interested party, such as learners, teachers, institutions, and learning communities (Wiley, 2007).
Supporting the adaptation of OER through tools and services, as well as the exchange of practices and
experiences between these communities is very important for increasing participation and advancing the OER
movement.
OpenScout (Skill based scouting of open user-generated and community-improved content for
management education and training - www.openscout.net) is a European project, aiming to provide an
education service in the internet that enables users to easily find, access, use and exchange OER for
management education and training (Niemann et al., 2010). In the context of OpenScout, our work is focused
on enabling and supporting users in localising, adapting and improving existing materials. As a result, a
significant outcome of the OpenScout service portfolio is a set of tools and services for the authoring and
adaptation of OER.
The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: Section 2 provides an overview of the OER
movement and its importance in education. Section 3 introduces the OpenScout tool library for supporting the
collaborative adaptation of OER. Section 4 presents a collaborative OER adaptation scenario within the focus
groups of the OpenScout tool library. Finally, the paper is concluded, and the next steps of this work are
outlined.

The OER movement
The term OER dates back to the Spring 2002 meeting held at UNESCO and co-organised by the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation. The Hewlett Foundation has invested heavily in this movement based
on the principle that “the world’s knowledge is a public good and that technology in general and the Worldwide
Web in particular provide an extraordinary opportunity for everyone to share, use, and re-use knowledge. OER
are the parts of that knowledge that comprise the fundamental components of education – content and tools for
teaching, learning and research” (Smith and Casserly, 2006).
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The OER movement aims in developing a comprehensive set of resources and content that is freely
accessible and can be modified by anyone, whilst giving the original author credit. OER can comprise of any
kind of learning resource material, textbook, papers, pictures, or websites that is published in a format that can
be copied or modified by anyone under a common licence. This very broad concept includes curriculum
materials, educational software, computer-based learning systems, educational games, and so on. OER can also
be created in different formats, for instance, lecture presentations, references, textbooks, learning objects,
quizzes, simulations, experiments and demonstration. Additionally, users can employ different media to design
OER, including text, hypertext, maps, images, animation, audio and video (OEDB, 2007).
The OER movement has appealed to a broad range of institutions, universities, researchers, teachers
and scientists, who aim in opening up access to the world’s knowledge resources. Their mission is to freely
distribute teaching materials of high quality into the public domain. Such OER can then be customized,
improved and shared with local communities. Furthermore, they can be adapted for local and cultural contexts,
such as language, level of study, pre-requirements, and learning outcomes.
The roots of this movement lie in the philosophy of openness, which considers knowledge a collective
social product and, therefore, a social property (Downes, 2007). Empowering and linking educators and learners
within a global knowledge community, increasing participation, promoting educational inclusion and
knowledge democracy, high quality content development and wide dissemination are the foundations of this
philosophy (Dholakia et al., 2006).
The Open University in the UK supports the OER movement through the OpenLearn project
(http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/). OpenLearn offers OER covering 13 topic areas with 519 units. This material
comprises more than 6,000 study hours of repurposed open content from quality assured Open University
courses. OpenLearn users have the option to learn at their own pace, keep a learning journal in order to monitor
their progress, complete self assessment exercises, and communicate with other learners in discussion forums.
The project has gathered the interest of a wide audience of learners, ranging from governmental and nongovernmental entities interested in promoting continuing professional development, public and private higher
education institutes, academic teachers, training course designers, graduate and postgraduate students,
educational researchers, to anyone interested in informal learning (Okada, 2007).

The OpenScout tool library
The OpenScout tool library has been envisioned as an ecosystem of people, stories, and resources (see
Figure 1). The purpose of this ecosystem is to bring together people that are developing or using learning
resources and provide them with the ability to share their stories and resources. These people come from diverse
backgrounds and are involved in various stages of the lifecycle of learning resources. They belong to four major
stakeholder clusters: content developers, educators, collaborators, and social learners. Their stories include
completed or running case studies and learning scenarios, their experiences with learning resources, as well as
their future expectations from them. Finally the learning resources involved are either learning tools or content,
mainly OER.

Figure 1. The OpenScout tool library ecosystem of people, stories, and resources
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The OpenScout tool library has been implemented with the use of the Elgg open source framework
(http://elgg.org/) and is publicly available at http://openscout.kmi.open.ac.uk/tool-library. It allows users to
create accounts, connect with other users, create a personalised environment, work with widgets, share stories
and resources, as well as create and join focus groups (Mikroyannidis et al., 2010c).
Tools are provided as widgets, allowing for easy personalisation of the environment by the user.
Widgets are micro-applications performing a dedicated task. This task can be as simple as showing news
headlines or weather forecasts, but also more complex like facilitating language learning or collaborative
authoring. Widgets can be either desktop-based or web-based. Desktop-based widgets reside locally on your
computer and may access the web for information, such as a desktop widget that shows the local temperature
and weather. Web-based widgets reside on the web and can be embedded on a web page, such as an RSS reader
widget that fetches news on your start page. Web-based widgets have proven quite popular as they enhance the
interactivity and personalisation of web sites. Google widgets (also called gadgets) are the most widely used on
the
web,
with
the
Google
gadget
directory
listing
thousands
of
free
gadgets
(http://www.google.com/ig/directory).
There are mainly two places in the tool library where the user can use widgets: the dashboard and the
profile page. Widgets in the profile page mainly provide information complementary to the user’s profile, such
as the Twitter or blog feed of the user. On the other hand, the dashboard is the home page of the tool library, the
place from which the user has access to the tools and other resources of the tool library. When clicking on the
“Add a new widget” button, the user is provided with a list of the widgets available in the tool library. Apart
from the widgets already integrated in the tool library, the user can choose to import a widget from the Google
gadget directory. The user can then set her preferences for a widget by clicking on the “Edit” link on the widget.
The widgets can also be dragged and arranged in different positions in the dashboard, or removed.
Figure 2 shows an example of a personalised dashboard. It includes widgets that display the group
memberships of the user, the resources that she has contributed to the library, the recent activities of her friends,
the tag cloud of the tags she has used, as well as a list of her friends. In addition, the FlashMeeting widget is a
flash-based videoconferencing tool developed by the Open University, which has been integrated in the tool
library.

Figure 2. The widget-based, personalised dashboard of the OpenScout tool library
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The OpenScout tool library also provides a set of web services, allowing the extraction of data about
the social network and social metadata of the tool library. Figure 3 shows some visualisations of this data.
Based on the data provided by these web services, the dynamics of the social network of the tool library can be
analysed, including the growth rate of the network, the formation of clusters of users, the emerging and trending
topics in OER adaptation, and more.

Figure 3. Examples of social network data extracted from the OpenScout tool library

Collaborative OER adaptation
The focus groups of the tool library enable users with common interests, backgrounds, and purposes in
reusing and adapting learning material, to share tools and other resources, as well as engage into discussions
and collaborative tasks (see Figure 4). The focus groups of the tool library target the following 4 main
categories of stakeholders in OER adaptation:
•

•

•

Social learners: These stakeholders are learners within education that are interested in tools and social
services (social metadata information). These tools and social services provide mechanisms for
personal networks with users from different learning environments who may have similar learning
interests.
Collaborators: This category of stakeholders regards institutes and organisations, such as SMEs and
enterprises, which are interested in establishing partnerships and co-authoring learning resources
internationally with other partners, developing research and expanding their existing communities. The
stakeholders of this category may be interested in publishing remixed content, including multicultural
resources in different languages for large scale and also contribute to the open content movement.
Educators: This category includes high schools, academic higher education institutions and
universities as content users for education, plus instructors (professors, teachers, or trainers). The
stakeholders of this category are interested in enriching existing courses by suggesting related
resources from different repositories, including most recent ones. They might also be interested in
integrated services and recommendation mechanisms for rating and evaluating content.
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•

Content developers: The stakeholders of this category are mainly professors, lecturers, learning
designers and team leaders who are developing new courses, workshops or training sessions and
authoring new learning materials. They are interested in selecting and integrating new media and
content from different repositories for new learning scenarios. Their needs might also be services and
tools for analyzing existing content for repurposing and re-authoring tools for content manipulation.

The following scenario demonstrates collaborative adaptation and sharing of OER within higher
education focus groups. A teacher is preparing a university course with some colleagues. She finds relevant
OER recommended by her personal network of collaborators within the tool library. She needs to adapt this
OER for her course, so she collects widgets that have been highly rated by members of the tool library. In order
to adapt the OER, she creates a focus group with her colleagues and collaborates with them, as well as with
other interested parties. This collaboration takes place through tools that enable synchronous and asynchronous
communication, such as videoconferencing and forums, as well as collaborative authoring of content, such as
wikis and sensemaking tools.
In order to share the adapted OER with her students, the teacher creates a group and invites them to
join. In this group, she shares the adapted OER with her students, assigns them tasks and provides them with
support. The students collaborate with each other synchronously and asynchronously via the widgets of the tool
library. The students also evaluate the offered OER and tools by providing ratings and comments.

Figure 4. A focus group of the OpenScout tool library

Conclusion and further work
The OER movement is driving openness, reusability, and collaboration in the field of education. The
work described in this paper aims at promoting this movement by facilitating the adaptation and sharing of
OER. This is achieved through a social networking approach enabling the collaborative adaptation of OER.
The process of refining the specifications for the design and implementation of the OpenScout tool
library is ensured through consultation of the relevant stakeholders. The input derived from this consultation
addresses specific needs of the stakeholder clusters, relevant functionalities of the tools based on the needs of
the users, as well as potential integration methodologies. The ultimate goal of this work is to develop an
adaptation strategy for reusing and repurposing OER and design the necessary processes to support this
adaptation based on workflows of existing tools and services.
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In addition, the use of semantics and ontologies for modelling OER within a personalised and adaptive
learning environment is being explored (Mikroyannidis et al., 2010b, Mikroyannidis et al., 2010a). In
particular, a semantic knowledge base is considered as the core of such a learning environment, enabling the
collaboration between the involved stakeholders. The use of semantic technologies will provide stakeholders
with additional support in authoring and adapting OER through a set of personalised services and
recommendations.
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