[image: image1.png]M-2009




Open Educational Resources as integrated and complementary elements in award-bearing courses: the case of Welsh history

Helen Barlow (author)

The Open University, United Kingdom
Summary

The paper demonstrates the dual utility of OER for formal higher education curricula and informal learning opportunities for unregistered learners. It is based on a case study of the Open University course Small Country, Big History: Themes in the History of Wales, showing how a course devoted to a relatively ‘localised’ topic can be made relevant to wider curricula and can deliver important skills and knowledge. The course explores Welsh history by teaching the core skills of the historian and asking fundamental questions about the relationship between national identity and the way that history has been written, communicated and understood. The delivery of learning is through two elements: a number of course components provided to registered students and supported by one of the Open University’s online tuition models, and a multi-media OER which is also freely available to non-registered users. The OER element is integrated into and complementary to the registered students’ learning, and it can be used in a number of different ways by other users and in other learning communities. The project points the way to other opportunities, especially for subject areas that have a significant popular dimension for different learning tiers. 
Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the utility of Open Educational Resources (OER) in terms both of formal higher education curricula leading to awards, and informal learning opportunities for unregistered learners. The case study is a current project at the Open University in Wales to deliver a credit-bearing course in Welsh history and to provide an OER website that both complements the course and extends far beyond it in its utility for other formal and informal learners.

Small Country, Big History: Themes in the History of Wales

The history of this project begins more than twenty years ago with another initiative, funded by what was then the Welsh Office of the UK government, and run by the Open University in Wales. That project was called ‘Welsh History and its Sources’, and out of it came seven books to which many eminent Welsh historians contributed. The historians provided essays on topics in Welsh history, which were printed alongside the sources on which the essays were based, the aim being not simply to teach Welsh history but to introduce students to the craft of the historian – what historians do and how they do it. The books, which range from the Middle Ages up to the final volume on Post-War Wales, were an important contribution to both the historiography and the pedagogy of Welsh history, and they continue to be widely used, particularly in Welsh schools, where Welsh history is mandatory in the curriculum.

One of the more recent legacies of that project is the Open University course Small Country, Big History: Themes in the History of Wales, which is presented for the first time in 2009. The course is at UK higher education Level 1, and has a UK credit rating of 15 points (7.5 ECTS). It adopts a model that has been used for a number of Arts Faculty courses – a short course running for fifteen weeks, assessed through three assignments, and delivered online by means of a website and electronic conferencing. (I will say more about how this works in practice in a moment.) This mode of delivery makes it very easy for the course to be offered globally, and this was perfect for our vision of the course, not only because of the Welsh expatriate market in places such as north and south America, Australia and so on, but also because we were particularly anxious to avoid creating a narrow, ‘ghettoised’ Welsh-interest course. And indeed, we find that of 103 students who are studying the first presentation, 25% live in Wales, and 75% outside – a small number in the USA and the rest in the UK and Continental Western Europe.

The aim of broadening the appeal and relevance of the course also lies behind the choice of course title: a small country can be the focus of big questions about history – what it is, how it is constructed and how we use it. So the course explores Welsh history by teaching the core skills of the historian and asking fundamental questions about the relationship between national identity and the way that history has been written, communicated and understood. In this way it makes a relatively ‘localised’ topic relevant to wider curricula, and delivers key skills and knowledge. To further emphasise the fact that the aim was to do something very different from a ‘concise history of Wales’, we adopted a thematic approach, organising topics not chronologically but under three thematic headings, Society, Culture and Nationhood. 

Students are provided with a printed course Reader which contains a selection of essays and their accompanying sources, taken from the original Welsh History and its Sources books. We thought long and hard about a suitable image for the cover: we wanted something striking and memorable, strongly Welsh but not too closely tied to any period, topic or location. We chose a painting by a contemporary Welsh artist, Chris Griffin, for its capacity to represent many Welsh communities, rural, industrial or post-industrial.

The students’ reading of the essays and sources in the Reader is guided by commentary and exercises written by another group of Welsh historians who formed our course team. The commentary and exercises are presented in a Study Guide. The Study Guide is delivered on the course website, to which students gain access with a username and password. 

The website is home to many resources including the assignment questions and a course journal – a tool which enables students to build up a simple database in preparation for their assignments. The aim of the course journal is to introduce students to a key skill of selecting relevant data, storing it in an organised fashion, and retrieving it readily and in a way that makes it as comprehensible weeks or months later as it was when they first came across it.

The website also provides a link to the course forum, where students communicate with their group and their tutor, and where the tutor holds three tutorials. These are spaced across the fifteen weeks of the course, and are placed so as to help students prepare for each of the three assignments. Tutorials are asynchronous – that is, they take the form of activities and discussions that last for about a week. Students can take part at the times that suit them best, and the tutor designs the activities so that no-one is required to participate for more than about two hours across the duration of the tutorial. The tutor closes the tutorial at a given time by providing a summary of the key learning points. 

As well as the flexibility of an online tutorial to allow a student (and indeed a tutor) to contribute when most convenient for them, online tutorials also remain available to be read and reread by students at any time for the duration of the course, and tutors can easily review the success of their teaching material.

The Welsh History and its Sources OER website

While the course website is available only to registered students, there is a complementary OER, the Welsh History and its Sources website. It is part of the Open University’s OpenLearn initiative, which provides free access to Open University learning materials.

The main challenge with this website was to organise a very large number of learning resources so as to yield simple, engaging learning opportunities for both supported and independent learners on the one hand, and on the other to enable more advanced use – for example, for independent research in Welsh history. To that end, the site is arranged straightforwardly by resource type, and the supporting discursive text aims simply to make the nature of the resources clear and provide any necessary practical instructions for how to use them. There are ten main sections:

· Text extracts (from the Welsh History and its Sources books)

· Audio resources 

· Video resources

· A sample of course material from Small Country, Big History
· Maps

· Images

· Weblinks

· Timeline

· Glossary 

· Bibliography

The OER website integrates into the Small Country, Big History course in a number of ways:

· The course material directs students to the OER website to gather sources and illustrations, both from the website itself and through the weblinks to external sites. Students record their findings in their course journal, in preparation for their assignments. 

· It provides tutors with a huge range of resources on which to base tutorial activities. These might include: an exercise on primary sources using some of the text extracts; a discussion that expands on one of the course topics by drawing on related audio or video resources; or an exercise on using external websites such as the resources of the National Library of Wales. 

· An added benefit of the OpenLearn format is that electronic and video conferencing facilities are provided as standard, and these are ideal vehicles for students to get together in self-help groups with the other students in their tutorial group – something that OU students have traditionally been encouraged to do, but for which there has not previously been a simple mechanism in online tutorial groups.

A hub for teaching and learning resources in Welsh history 

The ambition behind the OER aspect of the project was always, however, to create a website with a much wider utility than simply servicing a single course. We wanted to create a resource that could be expanded over time to become the key hub for teaching and learning resources for Welsh history.

The broad and flexible utility of the Welsh History and its Sources website is demonstrated by the range of further ways in which it is already being used, and I want to outline the three main uses so far:

· the core resource for an Open University in Wales Arts Faculty project on Widening Access to higher education; 

· a research facility for Open University History MA students; 

· an OER facility within OpenLearn.

Widening Access

The Welsh and UK governments emphasise the responsibility of higher education institutions to open educational opportunities up to social groups that currently tend not to participate in higher education. This is the Widening Participation (in Wales, the Widening Access) agenda. The Arts Faculty at the Open University in Wales has designed a Widening Access project which focuses on the course Small Country, Big History and the Welsh History and its Sources website. This was an obvious focus for the project, because the ready availability of OER makes the devising of teaching materials very straightforward. A small group of Open University tutors has been employed to devise and deliver the materials, using the resources of the Welsh History and its Sources website.

The project has three graduated phases:

· Initial ‘taster’ sessions are run at history events and heritage sites around Wales. The aim is to raise awareness of Open University study opportunities generally and the Small Country, Big History course specifically. Tutors lead a number of simple and engaging activities based around some of the OER textual and audio-visual material.

· The next phase will be a ‘bridging course’, a short course extending over one or two weeks, in which participants are introduced to some basic study skills, again using OER materials from the Welsh History and its Sources site. These students will be guided towards registration for the Small Country, Big History course.

· The final phase will be study support groups for students who move from the bridging course onto Small Country, Big History. The project tutors will continue to teach study skills to these students in small face-to-face groups using OER materials, while the students study Small Country, Big History in parallel. One of the key challenges for these students is likely to be the leap into studying online with a tutor and fellow students whom they never meet face-to-face. The study support groups will allow them to gain hands-on practice in ICT skills in a familiar face-to-face environment, building their confidence in online study techniques.

MA in History

At MA level, the Welsh History and its Sources site is being used to teach independent research skills. The Open University will launch a new History MA in 2009, with a focus on local and regional history. Different sections of the course deal with the concept of local and regional history in the different contexts of the four nations of the UK – England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales. 

The Welsh section of the MA incorporates a number of activities designed to familiarise students with the key online and printed resources for the study of Welsh history. Students are directed to the OER website to do literature searches using the bibliography of Welsh history and online journals and journal indexes, and to explore archival resources.

The resources on the website also provide enormous scope for tutors to devise their own activities for use in tutorials, and the website offers students an ordered and academically reliable starting point from which to pursue their own research. 

OpenLearn

As part of the OpenLearn resource, the Welsh history materials are available to informal learners and researchers – individuals pursuing family or local history projects, for example – and to adult and lifelong learning institutions and networks such as the UK’s University of the Third Age and the Workers’ Educational Association. However, it is worth emphasising that they are equally available to students and teachers in formal learning programmes in schools and further and higher education institutions. Users can do much more than simply download the materials – the OpenLearn format makes it possible for them to edit and rework them to suit their particular needs.

And, like all OpenLearn sites, the Welsh History and its Sources website supports the development of learning networks and discussion groups by providing electronic forums and video conferencing facilities for informal and formal learners and learning communities, enabling users to access Welsh history resources, to engage in historical discussion and debate, and to gain ICT skills.

Conclusion

The project shows that OER can support significant complementarities in both formal and informal learning processes, and at very different educational levels. It also points to criteria that should condition the content and presentation of OER in these contexts. Content should be made up of independent but potentially related learning objects of any sort or medium, capable of yielding engaging learning opportunities. Presentation should make the nature of the learning objects clear, and should be uncluttered by complex discursive baggage. It is the first experiment of its type for the Open University, and it points the way to other opportunities, especially for subject areas that have a significant popular dimension for different learning tiers.

