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Executive Summary 

This report (Deliverable 4.2C) is developed as part of Work Package 4 of POERUP. It reviews 

EU policy developments in vocational education and training and developments in OER 

analysed by POERUP and other current projects. It takes account of information from the 

Open Education Experts Group, the Open Education 2030 series of workshops at IPTS and 

the launching of Opening Up Education in September 2013. Finally it makes the following 

policy recommendations: 

1. Recommendation 1: Drive forward the development of EQF (the European 

Qualifications Framework) 

2. Recommendation 2: Drive forward copyright and licensing reform 

3. Recommendation 3: Encourage Europe-wide validation of learning acquired online 

(not only via OER and MOOCs) 

4. Recommendation 4: Foster research into the benefits of OER delivered via 

sustainable business models 

5. Recommendation 5: Support teacher/trainer/lecturer CPD on the creation, use and 

re-use of OER 

6. Recommendation 6: Create an innovation fund for the development of online 

learning resources and assembling/creating pathways to credentials  

7. Recommendation 7: Establish a European quality assurance standard for OER 

content produced in Europe  

8. Recommendation 8: Mandate that the content of any vocational training programme 

supported or part-supported by EU funding is licensed under the least restrictive CC 

framework 
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1 Introduction and the aims and objectives of this 
document 

This is Deliverable 4.2C of Work Package 4 of POERUP. The Deliverable Title from the 
proposal is: 

Policy advice for “colleges”  

This has been adapted to include ‘OER uptake’ in the title. 

The Work Package title is: 

The role of national and international policies and strategy 

The brief for the Deliverable states: 

Policy-makers including regional, national and European decision-makers are the main 
target group for this Deliverable. We will provide these with valid, in-depth information on 
policy support of OER for the schools, the university and the college/other sectors. This will 
be based on the inventory, country reports (including mini-reports), the case studies and any 
existing reports on policy recommendations. (This last category is rather sparse but by late 
this year there may be more reports available.) 

The policy advice will provide them with an in-depth understanding as to the importance of, 
amongst other factors, the policy context. In particular, an analysis of past policy-relevant 
successes (and any failures we can discover) will make a significant contribution towards 
better decision-making by this target group. 

This report focuses on developing policies to promote the uptake of OER in further 

education and vocational training – ISCED level 4 – across the EU. Whilst further education 

“colleges” are a familiar sector in the educational landscape of the four UK home nations, 

they do not exist in the same form in almost all other EU countries and there are currently 

substantial differences in vocational training structures and standards between many EU 

countries. It therefore seems appropriate to focus on internationally accepted standards 

and avoid potential confusion arising from the variety of systems and structures. 

Note that this deliverable is in fact a “sub-deliverable” of the overall Deliverable 4.2. This 

means that iteration of drafts and concordances between the sub-deliverables will be 

required, first to leverage good ideas from some into the others, and secondly to deal with 

edge effects. 
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2 Introduction to POERUP and the context for this 
document 

2.1 About POERUP 

POERUP is part funded by the European Commission’s Lifelong Learning Programme. The 

project, which builds on previous OER initiatives, such as OPAL1, OLnet2 and OERtest3, 

produces country reports, case studies investigating the communities behind OER activities, 

and policy papers. The overall aim of POERUP is to develop policies to promote the uptake 

of OER, especially across the EU, in all main educational sectors. The project is led by a 

consortium of institutions and organisations in Europe and Canada. Partners are the 

University of Leicester (UK), Sero Consulting (UK), Open University of Netherlands 

(Netherlands), University of Lorraine (France), SCIENTER (Italy), EDEN (UK/Hungary) and 

Athabasca University (Canada). 

POERUP started in November 2011, and is funded to April 2014. The project has already 

created an inventory of more than 400 OER initiatives worldwide which are documented on 

the project wiki4. POERUP put substantial effort into understanding the state of play of OER 

in a range of countries, within the policy context and as part of the wider development of 

online learning in these countries. The project has already produced 11 country reports and 

15 mini-reports, each covering individual countries including the Gulf States5. Each report 

provides an overview of the educational system, internet policy and provision, state of e-

learning, copyright law, and major OER initiatives in that particular country.  

2.2 The context for this document  

The inventory of OER initiatives was refined into a list of 120 notable initiatives and these 
were categorised and analysed in POERUP D2.3 Report on Comparative Analysis of 
Transversal OER Initiatives.  

Not one of these notable initiatives is focussed on ISCED level 4, the level of relevance for 
‘colleges’.  

Although some initiatives cover more than one education sector (and several ISCED levels) 
and include resources for lifelong learning and adult education, the notable initiatives are 
concentrated in higher education (ISCED levels 5A and 5B) and in schools (ISCED levels 2 and 
3). 

Thus it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that OER for ISCED level 4 is a relatively 
undeveloped area.  

                                                           
1
 http://www.oer-quality.org/ 

2
 http://www.olnet.org/ 

3
 http://www.oer-europe.net/ 

4
 http://poerup.referata.com/wiki/Countries_with_OER_initiatives 

5
 http://poerup.referata.com/wiki/Countries 

http://www.oer-quality.org/
http://www.olnet.org/
http://www.oer-europe.net/
http://poerup.referata.com/wiki/Countries_with_OER_initiatives
http://poerup.referata.com/wiki/Countries
http://poerup.referata.com/wiki/Countries


 POERUP D4.2C, WP4 Policy Advice for “colleges” – Sero Consulting Status: PU 

 

Text by Giles Pepler, final edits by Paul Bacsich 6 Draft 3 on 18 November 2013 

The Report on Comparative Analysis of Transversal OER Initiatives identified a range of 

business models for developing and sustaining OER initiatives. The Trend Report: Open 

Educational Resources 20136 concludes that OER have reached the peak of the initial hype. 

Platforms have been created, large quantities of resources have been developed, MOOCs 

are being offered, certification systems are being piloted and OER appear to be entering the 

next stage of their development and maturity. In the initial stage, the majority of OER 

initiatives were funded in the form of projects with either external or internal funding or 

both. An ongoing challenge faced by these initiatives is what business models might be 

appropriate to make them sustainable in the longer term. Several initiatives have in fact 

now ceased or are reduced to ‘tick-over’ level. 

Downes (2007) categorises nine different funding models for OER initiatives, which are 

described as follows:  

1. Endowment models: The initiative receives base funding. 

2. Membership models: Each partner organisation contributes membership fees. 

3. Donation models: The initiative receives donations. 

4. Conversion models: Fee payments are made by users/consumers. 

5. Contributor-pay models: The contributor pays for the cost of maintaining the 

contribution and the provider makes it freely available. 

6. Sponsorship models, such as commercial advertising. 

7. Institutional models: The initiative is funded internally by the institution. 

8. Government models: The initiative receives direct funding via government agencies. 

9. Partnership or exchanges: The focus is on sharing and exchanging resources. 

Most OER projects start up with external funding, and then move to an alternative model 

once that initial funding finishes. Therefore, the majority of POERUP initiatives fit in well 

with Downes’s No.1 endowment model, where the project obtains base funding from 

foundations, commercial companies, institutions or a combination of different sources.  

In the past few years significant funding has been made available by governments 

worldwide to drive OER development. Examples of large-scale government-funded OER 

initiatives include the £13 million OER Programme from 2009 to 2012 in the UK, the 

Wikiwijs Programm involving €8 million public funding in the 2009-2013 period in the 

Netherlands (not likely to be continued), the ongoing €13 million Digital School Programme 

in Poland, several initiatives in the US, and more in other countries.  

There are a variety of business models currently being trialled for the development and 

sustainability of OER initiatives, (though none has been proven yet) and a mix of business 

models is likely to be used in the near future. The big challenge now is that the scale of 

investment, especially from governments is unlikely to continue. Lack of government support 

                                                           
6
 http://www.surf.nl/trendreportoer2013 

http://www.surf.nl/trendreportoer2013
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has already been reported by several countries in POERUP, including the UK, Canada and 

Italy, as a major factor in limiting further development of OER.  

 

The current economic crisis affecting many countries has caused a decrease in government 

investment in education and innovation. This has weakened the already challenging 

situation concerning the promotion of OER in some countries, such as Italy, where OER were 

considered risky even before the crisis. As a result of the economic and financial situation, 

some national programmes have declined, downsized, or not even started. For example, in 

England, there seem to be few OER activities in schools, and activities in higher education 

institutions are inhibited by the cessation of almost all OER-related funding from the 

government since 2012. However, there is a persuasive counter argument which suggests 

that austerity and cutbacks have actually accelerated some teaching and learning policy 

changes (OER amongst them) as institutions, regions and nations seek cost savings.  

 

For this reason, the endowment model of funding is not likely to be sustainable and new 

business strategies and models will need to be developed in response to the challenges and 

new contexts in which educational institutions operate in. In the US, the Khan Academy7 

and the Saylor.org are working with sustainable funding, but these “sustainable” initiatives 

are the exception rather than the rule. Note also that unlike the United States, the role of 

foundations in funding educational developments is minimal in Europe. 

  

                                                           
7
 See https://www.khanacademy.org/about/our-supporters 

https://www.khanacademy.org/about/our-supporters
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3 The EU policy context for colleges 

This section examines current EU policy developments in VET and the broader vision of 
‘Opening Up education’ and identifies the potential drivers for policy interventions.  

3.1 EU policy developments in vocational education and training 

 The development of vocational training has been a subject of enhanced political 
cooperation at the European level during the past decade8. In December 2010, the Member 
States, the European level social partners and the European Commission adopted together 
the Bruges Communiqué, which defines an ambitious agenda for modernising vocational 
education and training systems in Europe, so that VET directly contributes to the objectives 
of the Europe 2020 strategy. It identifies key challenges and proposes actions both at 
national and European levels so as to advance towards a seamless European training area 
and several of these are relevant to the encouragement of OER:  

 Easily accessible and career-oriented continuing VET9 for all employees, irrespective of 
their educational background, which facilitates both competence development and 
career changes; 

 Improved permeability between the different education and training subsystems (school 
education, VET, higher education, adult education);10 

 Validation of non-formal and informal learning, including competences acquired in the 
work place;  

  A European education and training area, with transparent qualifications systems which 
enable the transfer and accumulation of learning outcomes, as well as the recognition of 
qualifications and competences, and which facilitate transnational mobility;  

  Substantially increased opportunities for transnational mobility of VET students and 
VET professionals;  

  Easily accessible and high-quality lifelong information, guidance and counselling 
services, which form a coherent network and which enable European citizens to take 
sound decisions and to manage their learning and professional careers beyond 
traditional gender profiles. 

Given the diversity of experiences and models, the potential for mutual learning is clearly 
high. Some Member States are already engaged in peer learning activities, and the 
Commission is ready to support further collaboration of this type to fully exploit the potential 
of work-based learning to support employability. 

Vocational education and training can play a key role in the processes of economic 
restructuring. The analysis of case studies in specific clusters (medical technologies; textiles; 
advanced engineering; finance; and renewable energy) made by CEDEFOP14 showed that 
strategic investments in skills – which pay due account to the role of VET – have the 
                                                           

8 http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/vet_en.htm 

9 Vocational Education and Training (not via universities). 

10 One reason why we must analyse edge effects between different sectors (ISCED levels). 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/vet_en.htm
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potential to create dynamic skills eco-systems which support economic development and 
innovation. The CEDEFOP report Trends in VET policy in Europe 2010-1211 further shows that 
the majority of the countries had devised a national quality assurance approach or were 
working towards this aim by 2011. They are also progressing towards a national quality 
assurance framework for VET providers, an objective for 2015 set out in the Bruges 
communiqué.  

Knowledge exchange platforms for creativity and innovation are present in 17 countries in 
2012, but another 13 countries did not report on such platforms. Slow progress in some 
countries could be due to missing incentives.  

For the past five years EU member states have been charged with developing a common 
qualification framework for VET: the European Qualifications Framework (EQF)12. 

This framework covers both higher education and vocational training. The adoption of the 
EQF will increase the mobility of workers and students. The EQF will allow workers to be 
mobile and at the same time to have their qualifications recognised outside their own 
country. This tool will facilitate the transition from work to training and vice versa, on a 
lifelong basis. The EQF is a tool based on learning outcomes rather than on the duration of 
studies.13 The main reference level descriptors are skills, competences and knowledge and 
the core element of the EQF is a set of eight reference levels describing what the learner 
knows; what the learner understands; what the learner is able to do, regardless of the 
system under which a particular qualification was awarded. 

Unlike systems which guarantee academic recognition based on the duration of studies, the 
EQF covers learning as a whole, in particular learning which takes place outside formal 
education and training institutions. In 2010 a system for comparing the national systems 
and the European framework was to be established in all participating States and from 
2012, all new qualifications issued by EU post-secondary institutions should have 
automatically been referred to one of the EQF’s eight qualification levels although it appears 
that this process has not been completed. 

Progress has not kept pace with the initial timetable set by the Commission, but by mid-
2013 reports referencing national qualifications frameworks to the EQF had been published 
from 11 EU countries: Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 
Portugal, the Netherlands and the UK. 

Be-TWIN14 and EQAVET15 have been two of the major LLP studies linked with the EQF 
agenda. The European Association of Craft, Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (UEAPME) 

                                                           
11

 http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Files/6116_en.pdf 

12 http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/education_training_youth/vocational_training/c11104_en.htm 

13 But somehow the HE sector with Bologna has ignored this aspect. 
14

 https://www.be-twin2.eu/en/ 

15
                 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Files/6116_en.pdf
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/education_training_youth/vocational_training/c11104_en.htm
https://www.be-twin2.eu/en/
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have published a useful commentary on the current state of play on EQF16. This report 
identifies further work that will be necessary to develop EU-wide assessment frameworks 
and the transfer and recognition of learning outcomes and limitations caused by existing 
national legislation. A partial revision of the ECVET recommendation on the basis of the 
results of the pilot projects seems to be necessary to overcome the current limitations.  

3.2 ‘Opening up Education’ 

Opening up Education is a proposal for a European Initiative to enhance education and skills 
development through new technologies. The ‘Roadmap’ 17 for this initiative has significant 
implications for policy development for increasing the uptake of OER at all ISCED levels, 
including level 4. The ‘Roadmap’ is intended to address a range of problems: 

The main problem this initiative will address is that Europe is not fully reaping the potential 
offered by new technologies and the upsurge of digital content across the globe to improve 
the efficiency, accessibility and equity of its education, training and learning systems. This 
implies digital skill gaps and shortages, an increasing digital divide, an inefficient use of 
resources in education and training systems and the lack of exploitation of opportunities 
coming from new phenomena like OER, with a negative impact on European innovation 
capacities and leadership.  
 
(There is) insufficient supply of quality digital contents across languages, subjects and needs  
There is an insufficient collaboration between stakeholders with complementary know-how 
(e.g. E&T institutions, publishers and ICT companies), at a moment where the traditional 
model of textbooks production, based on a strong intervention and funding from the State, is 
challenged by the combination of economic and financial crisis, the appearance of new 
actors and by emerging phenomena like OER. There are not enough incentives to change 
models, as it is happening in industries like software (challenged by open source), scientific 
publishing (with open access) or even music.  
 
(There is) the issue of unclear business models: the perceived uncertain legal framework 
conditions for producing, using, re-using and sharing educational contents. The current 
copyright framework is considered by stakeholders as difficult to understand and therefore 
this creates a barrier to develop and implement innovative teaching and learning practices 
based on collaboration and individualisation, through the re-use and sharing of content. 
Users (e.g. teachers) feel that regulations are not transparent enough and are concerned 
about the perceived uncertain legal consequences of re-using and sharing educational 
materials.  
 
(There is) difficult access to relevant, quality digital resources, in particular OER: uncertain 
quality, adequateness and the fragmented nature of digital resources like OER are obstacles 

                                                           
16

 See 
http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/UEAPME_Position_Paper_on_the_current_implementation_of_the_European_tools_E
QAVET_EQF_ECVET.pdf  
17

 http://ec.europa.eu/governance/impact/planned_ia/docs/2013_eac_003_opening_up_education_en.pdf 

http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/UEAPME_Position_Paper_on_the_current_implementation_of_the_European_tools_EQAVET_EQF_ECVET.pdf
http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/UEAPME_Position_Paper_on_the_current_implementation_of_the_European_tools_EQAVET_EQF_ECVET.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/impact/planned_ia/docs/2013_eac_003_opening_up_education_en.pdf
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to extend their use. It is difficult to discover and identify quality contents adapted to the own 
needs.  
 
(There is) a lack of teachers’ skills for a real digital pedagogy. Previous initiatives to promote 
ICT in education failed on addressing teachers’ and trainers’ concerns about the added value 
of using ICT (and/or OER) in their everyday teaching practices.  
 
It should, however, be noted that there are significant disparities between Member States, 
and this has implications for policy recommendations. 
 
(There is) a lack of validation and recognition mechanisms for online-acquired skills. The 
validation of skills and competences acquired online or through OER also needs to be 
stepped up since learning normally takes place in an informal setting and is seldom 
accompanied by any assessment or certification. Assessment and accreditation would allow 
individuals to demonstrate the skills they have acquired through informal or non-formal 
OER-based training to potential employees. This may constitute a strong incentive to 
participate in life-long learning and may push for a more effective functioning of the labour 
market.  
 
Fragmentation is an obstacle to develop economies of scale at European level and to exploit 
opportunities coming from public investments. “Market players”, be it education and 
training institutions (ex: universities) or private players (ex: publishers and ICT industry), may 
not have the sufficient incentives to develop new business models for a more efficient and 
equitable the provision of education and training and/or to promote the supply of quality 
digital content, including quality OER. Incipient markets remain mainly national or even sub-
national, with a scarce cross-border component.  
 
These ‘problems’ can easily be turned into ‘Recommendations’, but such recommendations 
have to be both operationally and politically feasible within the current socio-economic 
climate in Europe. 

 
The initiative was formally launched in September 2013. It identifies 23 Key Transformative 
Actions, and those listed below are especially relevant to the vocational training sector. 
Actions for the Commission are shown in bold and recommendations for Member States 
and institutions are shown in italic type: 

 Coordinate, facilitate exchange of experiences and results achieved in national 
programmes between Member States and provide targeted policy guidance to 
clusters of Member States to help them identify successful measures for meeting 
their challenges in view of the country specific recommendations under the 
European Semester / Europe 2020 

 Support innovative teaching and learning environments, through the use of structural 
and investment funds 

 Ensure that all educational materials supported by Erasmus+ are available to the 
public under open licenses and promote similar practices under EU programmes 

 Use the new programmes Erasmus+ and Horizon 2020 to encourage partnerships 
between creators of educational content (e.g. teachers, publishers, ICT 
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companies), to increase the supply of quality OER and other digital educational 
materials in different languages, to develop new business models and to develop 
technical solutions which provide transparent information on copyrights and open 
licenses to users of digital educational resources 

 Establish a European Hub of Digitally Innovative Education institutions, showcasing 
and piloting innovative ICT-based pedagogical and organisational practices, 
complemented by a specific European Award of Digital Excellence 

 Support teachers' professional development through open online courses, 
following pledges made under the Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs and by creating 
new and scaling up existing European platforms for teachers' communities of 
practice (e.g. eTwinning, EPALE) to establish collaborative peer-based teaching 
practices across the EU. 

 Promote networks of volunteer teachers, digital communities and ICT experts in 
launching initiatives (such as coding courses or back-to-school programmes) and 
establish teachers' awards for the good pedagogical use of ICT for all educational 
sectors 

 Support educational institutions in developing new business and educational 
models and launch large-scale research and policy experimentations to test 
innovative pedagogical approaches, curriculum development and skills 
assessment. 

 Explore and test, in cooperation with stakeholders and Member states, digital 
competence frameworks and self-assessment tools for learners, teachers and 
organisations 

 Explore how established and emerging tools for the validation and recognition of 
skills, such as 'open badges', can be tailored to the needs of learners 

 

3.3 The case for policy interventions 

3.3.1 The ‘Roadmap’ 

The ‘Roadmap’ makes a strong case for policy interventions at a European level: 
 
 A strategic intervention at European level should therefore bring the following added-value:  
– Education and training have increasingly a cross-border and international character. The 
global competition for highly skilled staff implies that European education and training need 
to remain attractive for the best students and researchers and deliver excellent outcomes. 
Increasing coordination though a holistic approach allow to tap into economies of scale 
allowed by technology and digital content which, in turn, increase the opportunities to 
access to quality education for a wider range of learners and foster EU leadership with a 
more efficient use of resources.  

– European-wide framework conditions stimulate the creation of digital technology tailored 
to education and training purposes and the supply of quality digital content, including OER. 
This will allow individuals, schools, training institutions and universities to be better 
equipped to capitalise on (past or present) public investments made on upgrading ICT 
infrastructure. European framework conditions will also boost synergies across countries in 
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the development of innovative practices and by that stimulate an increase of quality of 
European education.  

The ‘Roadmap’ describes three policy options, the first of which is to take no action. The 
case for policy intervention is explored in Options 2 and 3: 

Option 2: A coherent set of EU incentives to exploit the potential of digital technologies and 
content for better access and quality of education.  

This option would imply joint action from the Commission and other stakeholders, in line 
with their respective competences in the field of education. The Commission would devise 
and implement a more coherent strategy for stimulating the integration of digital 
technologies and content (including OER) in mainstream education and training, to stimulate 
open educational practices and innovative learning environments. Supportive actions would 
be based on incentives financed by the new generation of funds and programmes of the 
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and on the establishment of a  reference framework 
at EU level which should sustain the political guidance provided to MS.  

Option 3 would involve a greater degree of centralised intervention, with the Commission 
creating a body responsible for certifying quality of digital educational contents, including 
OER. It would be a central organisation aimed at:  

– Delivering a European quality label for contents produced in Europe.  
– Support the production of quality OER.  
– Validate skills acquired online.  
 
The Commission would create an EU centre for ICT training of teachers in Europe.  
 
– Option 1 (doing nothing) is likely to reproduce or even aggravate the current problems: 
uneven infrastructures and integration of ICT in education and training systems, inefficient 
use of existing digital investments, digital divide and digital skill gaps. Under this option, 
Europe will probably continue to lag behind in emerging phenomena like MOOC and the 
business opportunities that are already appearing.  
 
– Option 2 proposes an incremental approach. It is built on the lessons learnt from current 
and past supportive actions. In order to increase their efficiency, option 2 proposes to 
establish better reference framework at EU-level, in particular through an intense 
collaboration with stakeholders, as well as a stronger commitment from Member States 
through soft legislation. This holistic approach is expected to give a political impulse for the 
integration of ICT and OER in education and training systems, which will lead to positive 
impacts on access and equity, quality of educational resources and practices, improved 
business opportunities at micro level, enhanced European competitiveness, as well as social 
benefits like employability or better access to learning. Option 2 proposes practical measures 
and a common rationale within existing OMC and funding structures, with the major 
advantage of launching a strong political message at a moment when OER like MOOC are at 
the heart of the public debate. Option 2 would have impact on implementation 
arrangements because “Erasmus for all” regulations should be adapted to the proposed 
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open access to educational materials funded. Similarly, country-specific recommendations 
under option 2 would have an impact on Member States’ policies and budgets, as well as for 
the EC if the use of Structural Funds was necessary.  
 
– Option 3 proposes a more centralised approach. The main risks of this option are the high 
cost of measures proposed (i.e. massive investment on ICT infrastructures, new bodies for 
certification or teacher training), compared with the uncertain added-value compared with 
Option 2. Option 3 would increase administrative burden, can lead to potential duplications 
of work and may even create inconsistencies with existent policies (e.g. Council 
Recommendation on validation of non-formal and informal learning).  
 
The ‘Roadmap’ notes that not all Member States are equally convinced about the potential 
benefits of OER. For instance, in an OECD country survey (June 2012), German respondents 
raised doubts about OER as a policy priority in the near future. German respondents 
questioned whether a lack of digital content prevents learning, particularly in the case of 
people with low qualifications, and whether well-educated people will benefit the most from 
OER. Furthermore, they ask if there are any sustainable business model for OER and consider 
that there are questions of standards, quality, technical interoperability, and legal questions 
concerning copyright that have not been solved yet. All questions related to disruptive 
phenomena like open access, open source or OER are always very controversial, since they 
challenge traditional stakeholders’ business models.  
 
Richter and Ehlers 201018 consultation with German school teachers revealed that the term 
OER was “broadly unknown” to all but the IT teachers and yet the German term ‘freie 
Bildungsressourcen’ (free educational resources) was familiar. All but one of the teachers 
surveyed had used teaching materials they sourced from the Internet. And, specifically in 
the German VET sector teachers in the German ‘Berufsschule’ system (vocational schools 
which support apprenticeship type programmes) reported much more fundamental issues 
namely that a significant proportion did not use computers, availability of appropriate 
technology was patchy, some of the craft guilds prescribed content and generally, 
appropriate content was not available.  

3.3.2 The EU policy document for VET 

The EU policy document19 on VET identifies a number of key points for Member States:  

• Policy frameworks should provide VET institutions with the autonomy and flexibility to 
be an active partner in the local, regional and sectoral economic context and the ability 
to cooperate with the private sector;  
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 Richter, T., Ehlers, U.D. (2010) Barriers and Motivators for Using Open Educational Resources 

in Schools  

http://openaccess.uoc.edu/webapps/o2/bitstream/10609/4868/6/Richter_editat2.pdf 
19

 http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/vet_en.htm 

http://openaccess.uoc.edu/webapps/o2/bitstream/10609/4868/6/Richter_editat2.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/vet_en.htm
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• VET providers should be supported to endorse change and innovation and to 
disseminate cutting edge practices. 

Key points for European Commission, Member States, social partners and VET providers: 

• Local and regional authorities, as well as VET providers, should develop an 
internationalisation culture and internationalisation strategies, including cross-border 
mobility;  

• Stakeholders should address legal and administrative obstacles related to the 
transnational mobility of apprentices and trainees;  

• Professional chambers, business organisations and other relevant organisations are 
encouraged to support the host and sending enterprises in providing appropriate 
conditions for apprentices and trainees in transnational mobility;  

• Authorities should ensure the provision of language learning and intercultural 
competences in VET curricula;  

• Stakeholders should make optimal use of other EU tools (e.g. EQF, EQAVET, Europass) 
for enhancing the mutual recognition of qualifications and competences. 

The implication (both explicit and implicit) is that the development of OER can be an 
important part of encouraging internationalisation across Member States’ borders. 

3.3.3 Other key documents 

The case for policy intervention is strongly supported by other researchers. Key documents 
include: 

Open Education: The Business & Policy Case for OER (Cable Green) 20 ; Open access to 
research publications reaching a ‘tipping point’ 21, the recent UNESCO report on OER in 
Brazil22 and the Open Scotland initiative23. 
 
Cable Green suggests there needs to be a shift in attitude and culture from “not invented 
here to “proudly borrowed from there”.  
 

The UNESCO report notes that OER initiatives have the potential to: 
 

 Enable the increased number of extra-curricular activities for basic education using ICT; 

 Serve as a mechanism to reduce dropout rates from the education system by enabling 
the use of both tutored and self-study OER programmes; 
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 http://panelpicker.sxsw.com/vote/19494 

21
 http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-786_en.htm 

22
 http://iite.unesco.org/pics/publications/en/files/3214695.pdf 

23
 http://blogs.cetis.ac.uk/lmc/2013/07/04/open-scotland-report-and-actions/ 

http://panelpicker.sxsw.com/vote/19494
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-786_en.htm
http://iite.unesco.org/pics/publications/en/files/3214695.pdf
http://blogs.cetis.ac.uk/lmc/2013/07/04/open-scotland-report-and-actions/
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  Offer teachers opportunities for career development activities by engaging in OER 
development and reuse; 

 Foster the creation of collaborative textbooks for public use; and 

 Prompt the collaborative production of pedagogical and training materials for both 
teachers and students. 

This may be a very optimistic interpretation. Many self-study and MOOC type approaches 
have very low completion rates. This may not be quite so damaging when the students are 
simply attempting to improve their already reasonable CVs (as is the case with most MOOC 
participants) but there could be an acute problem if it is hoped that serial non-completers in 
traditional education will magically respond to a new approach. Relevant recommendations 
from the UNESCO report include: 

 Alternative evaluation practices should be put in place alongside existing practices ... in 
the form of an open peer-review process. The involvement of teachers and users in the 
process of assessment and evaluation of both the portals and OER is essential to help 
build a culture of sharing, valuing third-party work, collaborating and helping develop 
the skills needed to assess both the quality of content and the originality of the work. 

• The establishment of a national accreditation system for OER, allowing the most 
disadvantaged to have access to the professional market. 

 It is advised that the intellectual property rights of existing repositories should be aligned 
with open licenses in order to ensure consistency of rights of use, distribution and 
adaptation of the educational resources. 

• The alignment of current digital content initiatives with the principles of sharing, 
reusing, translating and adapting content supported by the open educational resources 
movement. 

• The recognition of OER engagement by teachers as an activity of continuous 
professional development. 

• The creation of repositories focusing on the learner, not only on the teacher. 

• Release of OER software as open source  

• Increased release of content in open file formats  

• Increased interoperability of repositories. 

Open Scotland reaffirms the case for policy intervention: “Open Policies can develop 
Scotland’s unique education offering, support social inclusion and inter-institutional 
collaboration and sharing and enhance quality and sustainability.” The recent (June 2013) 
Open Scotland conference24 identified three actions, leading to three deliverables:25 
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Action 1 – Establish a working group, similar to Wales and the Nordic countries that can 
stimulate research in the area of open education and inform future Government White 
Papers. Cetis, SQA, Jisc RSC Scotland and the ALT Scotland SIG to discuss taking this forward. 
 
Action 2 – Invite participants from those nations that are further ahead of Scotland in 
promoting the open agenda. Work with the other devolved nations in the UK. 

Action 3 – Use the working group to focus on key Government priorities and agendas, e.g. 
learner journeys, articulation, work based learning, knowledge transfer. 

Key Deliverable 1: A position paper providing evidence of the benefits of openness with 
examples of how these can impact on Government priorities.  

Key Deliverable 2: A Scottish Open Learning declaration (including topologies, grids and 
action focused statements). 

Key Deliverable 3: Government policy on open education. This will require stakeholder 
groups to state how they will engage with and contribute to the implementation of the 
policy. 

Both the UNESCO report referred to above and the current Open Scotland initiative provide 
elements of a useful template for policy recommendations. 

4 Policy Recommendations 

This section draws on the developments described in section 3 in formulating eight (8) 
policy recommendations for “colleges”. The individual recommendations are listed below 
and address the following key themes: 

 the regulatory framework for resources which can support learning; 

 improving the quality and transferability of vocational education and training across 
Member States; 

 improving teacher, lecturer and trainer awareness and use of OER; 

 promotion and advocacy of the benefits of OER; 

 obtaining best value for money in VET. 

Taken together, the recommendations can all enhance, and be embedded in, existing EU 
initiatives. They can all be aligned with the Option 2 scenario for the ‘Roadmap’ for Open 
Education and includes elements of Option 3 as well. 

4.1 Drive forward the development of EQF  

Given the diversity of qualification frameworks and accreditation that currently exists across 
Member States, it is perhaps unsurprising that the development of the EQF has been a slow 
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process and some of the initial deadlines have not been met. The Copenhagen Declaration26 
is now more than ten years old and the framework it sets out remains largely a wish list. 

As the Commission asserts, strong, quality VET is central to both overall European economic 
recovery and this is acknowledged by Member States. The development of an international 
culture is already under way: labour mobility has increased and will continue to do so and 
the standardisation of syllabi and portability of qualifications should be central planks of 
this. 

4.2 Drive forward copyright and licensing reform 

The Communication From The Commission: On content in the Digital Single Market27, issued 
in December 2012, sets out a series of actions on copyright harmonisation leading to 
possible legislation in 2014. In this document the Commission urges industry to deliver 
innovative solutions for greater access to online content28. The Commission document 
covers all online resources: it is important in the context of VET that all online resources 
should be addressed (i.e. OR), not just those seen more narrowly as ‘educational’ (i.e. OER). 

4.3 Encourage Europe-wide validation of learning acquired online 

This recommendation is equally appropriate for all three sectors, but especially for ISCED 
level 4 as a key area of the lifelong learning agenda. Validation of online learning should be 
built in to the European Quality Assurance Reference Framework for VET29. 

4.4 Foster research into the benefits of OER & sustainable business 
models 

This recommendation has two strands. First, there is a quality case to be made for the 
benefits of OER in opening up a wider range of learning resources to learners at all levels, 
including ISCED level 4. There is some evidence from recent research studies30 31 that with 
the increased availability of OER, individuals can learn more material in shorter time with 
equal learning gains, but further research is needed, particularly given the fairly sceptical 
attitude in the past towards OER in some Member States, notably Germany, though the 
climate there may now be changing.32 Cable Green33 also suggests that the use of OER may 
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 http://ec.europa.eu/education/pdf/doc125_en.pdf 
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 http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/copyright/docs/copyright-infso/121218_communication-online-content_en.pdf 

28 http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/copyright/index_en.htm 
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 See http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/education_training_youth/vocational_training/c11108_en.htm 

30 Thille, C. (2010). “Building open learning as a community-based research activity In T. IIyoshi & M. S. Vijay Kumar (Eds.), 

Opening up education (pp. 165 -180). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. Retrieved from 
http://mitpress.mit.edu/sites/default/files/titles/content/9780262515016_Open_Access_Edition.pdf. 

31 Lovett, M., Meyer, O., & Thille, C. (2008). The Open Learning Initiative: Measuring the effectiveness of the OLI Statistics 

Course in accelerating student learning. JIME: Journal of Interactive Media in Education. Retrieved from 
http://jime.open.ac.uk/jime/article/viewArticle/2008-14/351 

32 http://www.wikimedia.de/wiki/OERde13  
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lead to lower drop-out rates, but further research is needed to confirm this, particularly if 
commercial content is not readily available. 

The second strand concerns the development of sustainable business models for OER. Given 
that central governments’ financial support for OER initiatives has decreased over the past 
two years and shows no sign of returning to pre-2012 levels it is important to explore the 
business models summarised in section 2.2 of this document, both in the context of reduced 
government funding and copyright and licensing reform. 

4.5 Support teacher/trainer/lecturer CPD on the finding, assembly, 
use and re-use of OER 

Many teachers, lecturers and vocational trainers – especially those who are not confident in 
their use of ICT – are unfamiliar with the concepts of OER and are unaware of their potential 
benefits for learning outcomes. Both initial training programmes and CPD should address 
this issue. 

4.6 Create an innovation fund for the development of online 
learning resources and assembling/ creating pathways to 
credentials 

This links with Recommendation 5. Innovation funds could operate at Europe-wide and 
country-wide levels and also within institutions, industry bodies and training organisations 
delivering courses at ISCED level 4. The creation of appropriate pathways to credentials is as 
important as the development of resources themselves. 

4.7 Establish a European quality assurance standard for OER 
content produced in Europe 

This is taken from Option 3 of the Commission’s Roadmap for opening up education. It 
would require significant central investment, but would support Recommendations 1 and 3 
in particular. Whilst it might be risky for this recommendation to include pedagogy under 
this umbrella heading, it would greatly increase confidence in OER initiatives by establishing 
quality standards which covered metadata, accessibility, interoperability and curation of 
‘shelf life’ – i.e. ensuring that content was fresh and not outdated. 

4.8 Mandate that the content of any vocational training programme 
supported or part-supported by EU funding is licensed under the 
least restrictive CC framework 

This is part of both Options 2 and 3 of the Roadmap and, as the Commission notes, would 
require a brief revision of the new Erasmus for All programme rules. The recent OER summit 
in Argentina supports this and we note that this is now included as part of the Erasmus+ 
programme from 2014 onwards. 
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5 Conclusions 

Taken together, these policy recommendations can further the acceptance of OER in 

vocational education and training through: 

 stimulating their supply, through encouraging bottom-up production/assembly of OER; 
encouraging publishers and other content owners to make them open access; 
encouraging institutional actors to set up open access repositories of learning resources 
and study programmes. 

 stimulating demand, through encouraging and funding research into open learning 
outcomes; awareness campaigns for individuals, teachers and trainers; public 
commitment, declarations (putting teeth into the UNESCO declaration); norms 
legitimising a European OER/OEP/licensing framework. 

 support for market functioning and transparency, through Directives for recognition of 
learning outcomes and international agreements. 

 stimulating knowledge development through the establishment of a quality association 
and quality assurance body; training teachers, lecturers and trainers, both through initial 
training and CPD. 

 
 Recommendations 1 and 8 are specific to the VET sector. The other six recommendations 
are equally appropriate to both HE and schools; however, the lack of current OER activity in 
VET makes them particularly apposite here. 
 


