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Students' Agency in Open Courseware 

Perspectives of students in taking responsibility over open courseware 

In this research, we are focusing on how open courseware changes the game in higher education. New tools in 

the interconnected world entail new roles for any of the stakeholders in educational practice; including students. 

Students continue to be advanced consumers of formal education and technology. Yet open content means a 

shared responsibility, and presents the student with new tasks of assessing, filtering and comparing content, so 

as to match it optimally with their own insights and curriculum. Next to this, active contribution to online resources 

by students has gone unacknowledged in official courseware, for example in student editions of available 

courses. This paper shows how KU Leuven wants to approach this issue in the context of the OCW Europe 

project (http://opencourseware.eu), by providing video-clips illustrating student mobility through Open 

Courseware. For this project, we are preparing a student mobility handbook. 

Virtual Student Mobility 

In Virtual mobility, a student does interfere with other institutions/teachers than those of his own university, but 

doesn't necessarily move physically. Virtual mobility is opposite to physical (or 'actual') mobility, where a student 

does travel in space to visit another institute. It is obvious that both forms of mobility each have their advantages 

and disadvantages, but each facilitate the acquisition of different competencies and skills. As Achten, Op de 

Beeck and Van Petegem (2011) state, "neither one can fully replace the other, neither one can be considered 

"second best" (Achten, e.a., 2011, p.114). On the website of the Lifelong Learning Program 2007-2013 the 

European Commission defines virtual mobility as  

“A complement; or as a substitute to physical mobility (Erasmus or similar) in addition to a type of independent 

mobility which builds on the specific potentials of on-line learning and network communication. It may prepare and 

extend physical mobility, and/or offer new opportunities for students/academic staff who are unwilling or unable to 

take advantage of physical mobility. (…) In this context, cooperation agreements are key to ensuring sustainable 

mobility schemes.” (European Commission, S.D.)  

Scenarios on how to use Open CourseWare and how it can enhance (virtual) student mobility 

We tried to describe a few scenarios, however not exhaustive, on how students and institutions can enhance 

student mobility. The full text will be available in the student mobility handbook as an outcome of the project 

described above. 

In the phase of the study selection, candidate students are gathering information about their potential future 

studies. In this selection process, the questions arises "what is it like to take classes at university?". Using OCW 

and OERs could be useful to provide an answer. Students are able to unveil the real difficulty of the curriculum 

before officially enrolling. 

When it comes to student mobility (whether it is virtual or physically) Open Language Courses can prepare a 

student by acquiring communication skills, in order to fulfill the conditions of admissions in the university of 

destination. This course could also facilitate the integration into the academic and cultural world of the destination. 

In de second phase, the actual study phase, OCW can be of great help: when so called 'stumble courses' are 

opened up, students can re-watch a lecture which was difficult to him (or knowledge clips), they can make extra 

exercises or read the study guide to gather more information about the way in which they should approach the 

learning process. Besides this, weblectures can be a solution for students who take courses that are taught 

simultaneously. 

http://opencourseware.eu/


In developing a personal learning environment, one can modify an open course, and make thus his own version 

of that course. This student edition can contain extra information from searches in the library or online. 

Another evolution that universities should take into account is the fact that (fortunately!) more and more students 

with special needs find their way to university. Several technological solutions can be helpful to compensate for 

their disability, such as transcripts or subtitles in a weblecture. Also students with language difficulties (e.g. 

students with a foreign background) can benefit from this. These systems don't necessarily need to be setup by 

the teachers themselves: crowd sources language (and other) support can be an "open" solution to this. 

When a student decides to take a course at another university it is possible that the student doesn't want to travel 

physically (or isn't able to) but only virtually. OCW can play an important role in several scenarios concerning 

student mobility, both on the level of the individual student and on the level of the institute or faculty. On the 

individual level, OCW is a flexible way students can choose since there is an increasing coexistence between 

virtual and real life education. Students studying abroad can still follow virtually the classes at their home 

university (and of course vice versa). Secondly, using OCW can fill a 'knowledge gap'. There can be a difference 

between the curriculum in the home university and the university abroad and by using OCW a student can 

autonomously fill the arised knowledge gap. The same counts for students who want to reorient or who start a 

new study phase, for example a PhD. 

Further, OCW can stimulate the globalization of knowledge. Without the existence of OCW, the same academic 

information varies depending on the country in which it is given. Historical reasons, cultural context, different 

worldviews, taboos, etc. form the basis for this diversity. An open educational environment facilitates cultural 

exchange and the possibility of having a globalized vision and uniform content that can be used in several 

cultures. 

Finally it appears that teachers use the content that was taught to them at university in their own colleges. When 

this content is made available in an open course, they can rely on state of the art knowledge and update the 

content they are teaching in their educational practice, in order to be sure that this content is of a good and 

academic quality. 

When a student is graduated and is active on the labor market, his will keep learning, his whole life long. Although 

there are already a lot of options to take when it comes to formal learning it might as well be a good opportunity to 

take non-formal courses such as OCW. 

Courses go beyond resources 

A course typically guides a student in how to proceed from one chapter to another. It structures the content in a 

pedagogical way, so that a learning process can be developed. It also provides in exercises and tests so that the 

student can evaluate his progress. In short, a course is so much more than a Wikipedia page and aims at 

knowledge development rather than information transfer. In this sense, offering free, widely accessible Open 

Courses to the web is a game-changer. It allows students to organize their own learning. To that end, KU Leuven 

adds to each of its online courses a comprehensive study guide (see http://ocw.kuleuven.be). 

Besides guidance, an online course – and that is an enhanced feature compared with classical courses – can 

more easily reach out to stakeholder communities that support the knowledge domain. 



 

Mobility means empowerment 

The university can support support mobility and offer opportunites to each student to develop their potential as 

independent, critical, self-sufficient learners in a structured manner through OCW. Relevant remix and re-use of 

content by the primary users can generate courseware which responds to changing needs of education. 

Through a survey, we are in the process of assessing whether students are aware of these challenges and willing 

to take up the responsibilities, and whether it fits their understanding of open courseware, education and their own 

roles in learning. It is important to understand their point of view if they are to take up an active role in 

transforming educational practice in responding to the social call of open courseware and responsibility of their 

own learning process. The relevance of their views can hardly be underestimated in the fast-paced, flexible 

lifestyle of the global village in which education plays a vital part. 

An overview of best practices and some in-depth case-studies of large universities willing to embrace open 

courseware will help to contextualize the survey results. 

Video clips 

In the video clips we are elaborating and of which we show an example, we highlight how the availability, 

findability and accessibility of Open Courseware resources on the web enhances the students’ possibilities for 

autonomous, independent learning, where he becomes more and more in control of his or her study path, and 

integrates the courses into his or her own Personal Learning Environment. The videos are meant as eye-openers 

for students and teachers alike, but also have an instructional dimension. They want to show good practices to 

students in a way that makes the example easy to follow. In those scenarios the value of high-quality Open 

Courseware resources is highlighted. 
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