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The art of sustainable engagement with OER

ALTO Symposium Summary & 3 Questions

John Casey, University of the Arts London.

The ALTO project (Arts Learning and Teaching Online) at the UAL is a classic example of a short externally funded OER project. To promote involvement with the project we examined a range of possible motivations from the perspectives of both individual academics and institutional management. What has been striking is the strength of the institutional ‘business’ case that has emerged from our discussions; best described as a kind of ‘enlightened self interest’.  
The ALTO project at the University of the Arts London has as one of its high level aims to link engagement with OER to a process of culture change across the institution. The question of what kind of change was, and is, a difficult proposition. It is tempting to try to ‘design’ change in these institutions, but as Friesen observes (2009) these institutions tend to change at a very slow rate – ‘evolve’ is the term he uses. We concluded that we would not suggest or prescribe any particular changes to teaching practices as being part of the ALTO mission – apart from the open and free sharing of learning resources that teachers (or students) chose to share. 

In common with the rest of the UK higher education sector, the UAL faces a future of rapidly declining public funding (greatly exacerbated by being a specialist arts institution) while at the same time there are increasing pressures to deliver flexible and blended learning opportunities to an increasingly diverse student population. But, for practice-based subjects such as Art and Design, extending the range of study modes and options presents a real challenge. It is clear that the traditional teaching model as well as a wide range of associated institutional support systems needs to change, the tricky question is how to do so in such harsh times? Educational technology and its many proponents have failed to deliver a breakthrough change, despite constant claims to be on the brink of doing so. A lack of attention to systemic and soft issues (such as tradition, structures and cultures) is often cited as some of the causes for this failure. So, how might engaging with OER be a part of a wider cultural change such as breaking the current hegemony of classroom and studio-based teaching?

From our point of view, it is precisely because involvement with OER raises such systemic and soft issues that make it such a potentially powerful engine for change. The ALTO project has concluded that there are surprisingly strong managerial reasons for involvement and we list these below as the ‘ALTO value proposition’:

1. Collaborative links with the national and international OER communities of practice

2. A showcase for individual students, staff and the UAL for; promotion, networking and student recruitment

3. Developing the staff skills base to extend blended and flexible learning opportunities at the UAL – new markets

4. Building effective institutional knowledge, infrastructure and skills for managing, sharing and preserving digital content, including learning resources

5. Raises the institutional profile and builds a sense of shared identity and unity

6. Improves resource coverage for subjects

7. Improve cross college/disciplinary collaboration by engendering a culture of openness, transparency and integrity

8. Increased use of e-learning technologies

9. Building a growing and sustainable collection of learning resources

10. A part of the institutional ‘memory’, a form of knowledge capture and management

11. A way of harvesting and passing on subject knowledge and teaching expertise (knowledge management)

12. Develops policy (e.g. IPR & Employment) 

13. Students making well-informed application choices, resulting in better retention and satisfaction rates

Key Questions

· Do we really have a good rationale for OER engagement?

· Should we change the strategic emphasis from content - to process, practice and collaboration?

· Does the OER programme reveal a shortage of learning design skills in HE?
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