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Abstract 
This study looks at OpenCourseWare (OCW) in Spain, a country where most public universities have 
tried to promote that particular model of open educational resources (OER) provision among 
academics. Using three universities with varying levels of OCW activity as a case study, this article 
examines key drivers behind the implementation of OCW initiatives and unpacks what it means, as an 
academic practice, to engage in OCW authoring. Following a qualitative case study approach and a 
multi-methods design, this study offers a basis for theoretical generalisations that can be useful for 
understanding similar dynamics taking place within different organisational contexts in Spain and 
beyond. The findings reveal a major disconnect between the drive to implement OCW initiatives in 
Spain and actual opportunities for academics to engage with them as part of their work. The author 
concludes that the extrapolation of a highly prescriptive model of OER provision into institutional 
realities different from the context where it was originally devised—in this case, the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology in the United States—is rather problematic. The article also provides some 
recommendations to university leaders and policy makers, encouraging the creation of alternative 
models that are mindful of the institutional and cultural specificities of their own contexts and also to 
take into consideration the social and material realities of the communities they aim to provide with 
lifelong learning opportunities. 

Keywords: OpenCourseWare, OCW, open educational resources, OER, open educational practices, 
OEP, open education, higher education, universities, Spain 
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Introduction 
Over the last two decades, the creation of open educational resources (OER) in higher education (HE) 
has generated a considerable amount of attention worldwide. A major milestone in the history of OER 
was the launch of the OpenCourseWare (OCW) initiative by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT), conceived as a “free and open digital publication of high quality educational materials, organized 
as courses” (Carson, 2009, p. 27). Soon after, other universities in countries around the globe became 
interested in replicating that OER provision model (Carson & Forward, 2010), and Spain quickly stood 
out due to an extraordinarily high number of institutions in the country doing so (Aranzadi & Capdevila, 
2011). 

Most public universities in Spain implemented an OCW initiative between 2006 and 2010, but this fact 
may result in misleading conclusions about the actual importance and long-term uptake of OCW 
authoring in the Spanish higher education context. The number of Spanish universities in the OCW 
Consortium started to dwindle in 2014, and currently, the majority of OCW sites “are not up to date, 
they redirect to other university systems, or they are no longer operational” (Santos-Hermosa et al., 
2020, p. 6). 

The amount of research on OCW—and more generally OER—in Spain has been modest, and most 
studies were published several years ago. They include descriptive accounts of the implementation of 
OCW initiatives at particular universities (Clifton et al., 2013; Gallardo Paúls, 2008; Llorens et al., 2010; 
Ros et al., 2014) and comparative studies focused on technical features or the nature and structure of 
content (Borrás Gené, 2010; Llorente Cejudo et al., 2013). Two research projects on the impact of OCW 
in Spain and Latin America were funded by the Spanish Government (Frías-Navarro et al., 2010; Tovar 
et al., 2013). 

The purpose of this study was to research the interplay between the OCW model and the institutional 
arrangements influencing academics’ behaviour at Spanish universities. Using three universities as a 
case study, this article focuses on what it means to be an OCW author in those contexts and the role of 
OCW authoring as an academic practice, offering a basis for theoretical generalisations that can be 
useful for understanding similar dynamics at different organisational contexts in Spain and beyond. 
Additionally, the role of the Universia organisation and network of universities is considered to have 
played a key role in the proliferation of OCW initiatives in Spain by establishing a regional consortium 
(with HE institutions in Latin America and Portugal too) associated with the global OCW Consortium. 

The contextualisation for this study is considered next, including the theoretical framing and 
identification of the research questions addressed by the case study approach, which is used to structure 
the remainder of the article, before moving to the discussion, conclusions, and recommendations. 

 

Background 

OCW as a Model of OER Provision 
In 2001, MIT launched the first OCW initiative, which was aimed at providing the public with access to 
high-quality OER and covering the entire curriculum of a selection of courses taught to its students, 
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with the ambition to eventually include all undergraduate and graduate courses (Abelson et al., 2021). 
A major concern during the design and implementation of the initiative was to ensure that it would not 
undermine in any way the service of MIT as a residential institution, which was always regarded as a 
high priority (Abelson, 2008). After a consultation process, it became clear that academics could only 
uptake OCW authoring if the publication process was offloaded to support staff, and therefore, “the plan 
for implementing OCW had to minimize faculty burden” (Lerman et al., 2008, p. 219). As Lerman and 
Miyagawa (2002, p. 27) stress, academics “operate essentially at capacity, and doing any new task 
inevitably means not doing something else.” A sizeable budget was secured to enable the development 
of OCW courses at a scale (Abelson et al., 2021), and beyond financial resources, another key factor was 
that the initiative drew on a culture of open sharing that was already deeply entrenched in the MIT 
academic community (Lerman et al., 2008). 

OCW as a Global Phenomenon 
The OCW-MIT initiative was unique in capturing the imagination of policy makers, journalists, and 
opinion leaders all over the world. It contributed to redefining the open concept in education (Peter & 
Deimann, 2013) and inspired the coinage of OER as an established term (UNESCO, 2002). Moreover, 
it triggered other institutions' interest in launching their own OCW initiatives, and MIT collaborated 
with other universities and organisations to establish the OCW Consortium, which was officially 
launched in 2006, rebranded as the Open Education Consortium (OEC) in 2014, and again in 2019 as 
Open Education Global (OEG). Some studies have looked at key factors influencing OCW authoring in 
specific countries, such as Turkey (Kursun et al., 2014) and Taiwan (Wei & Chou, 2021). 

OCW in Spain 
Spain quickly stood out as one of the most active countries in terms of institutional members in the 
OCW Consortium (Figure 1). However, after 2014, the number of Spanish universities in the OCW 
Consortium decreased dramatically (Figure 2). In 2021, only six Spanish universities remain in OEG. 

Figure 1 

Higher Education Institutions in the OCW Consortium per Country 
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Note. Figure created by the author. It includes only those countries with more than 20 institutional members. 

Source data collected from the OCW Consortium website (http://ocwconsortium.org) and captures of that site by 

the Wayback Machine (https://web.archive.org).  

Figure 2 

Spanish Higher Education Institutions in the OCW Consortium (2013–2014), Open Education 
Consortium (2014–2018), and Open Education Global (2019–2021) 

 

Note. Figure created by the author. Source data collected from the websites of the OCW Consortium 

(http://ocwconsortium.org/), the Open Education Consortium (http://oeconsortium.org/), Open Education 

Global (https://www.oeglobal.org) and captures of those sites by the Wayback Machine (https://web.archive.org). 

CC-BY. 

Understanding the proliferation of OCW initiatives in Spain requires paying close attention to the 
advocacy efforts of Universia, an organisation launched in 2000 and sponsored by the Santander 
Bank—a key financial player with both philanthropic and commercial interests in the HE sector in 
Ibero-America (Lloyd, 2011). In 2002, Universia and MIT signed an agreement to translate a selection 
of OCW-MIT courses into Spanish and Portuguese. Later, Universia became one of the first sustaining 
members of the OCW Consortium and encouraged a dozen Spanish universities to join it, launching 
OCW-Universia as an associate consortium in 2007 (Aranzadi & Capdevila, 2011). 

The lack of incentives associated with OCW authoring, a low level of awareness among academics, and 
the overall limited resources allocated by universities have been identified as key barriers to the 
implementation of OCW initiatives in Spain (Frías-Navarro et al., 2010; Tovar et al., 2013). 

 

http://ocwconsortium.org/
https://web.archive.org/
http://ocwconsortium.org/
http://oeconsortium.org/
https://www.oeglobal.org/
https://web.archive.org/
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In addressing the above concerns, the following research questions guided this study: 

1. What is the role of OCW initiatives with regard to the strategic orientation of universities? 

2. To what extent does the implementation of OCW initiatives contribute to the adoption of OER-
based practices and increase in OER awareness? 

3. How do OCW authors perceive such activity in relation to their professional identities and 

activity? 

Theoretical Framework 
A socio-technical perspective in line with the principles of social informatics (Meyer et al., 2019) was 
used as a “theoretical foundation for addressing e-learning, deriving … from the sociology of 
contemporary culture, particularly where it intersects with computing use by groups, organizations, 
communities, and societies” (Andrews & Haythornthwaite, 2007, p. 27). This approach was adopted to 
develop a more nuanced and context-aware understanding of technologies in use, offering an 
alternative to deterministic accounts often found in education and technology (EdTech) discussions 
(Oliver, 2011). 

More specifically, the study viewed OCW initiatives as socio-technical interaction networks: “A Socio-
Technical Interaction Network (STIN) is a network that includes people (including organizations), 
equipment, data, diverse resources (money, skill, status), documents and messages, legal arrangements 
and enforcement mechanisms, and resource flows” (Kling et al., 2003, p. 48). STIN models help one to 
grasp the intricacies of technology-mediated human behaviour by shedding light upon both 
technological systems and social factors, which are accounted for as highly enmeshed phenomena, and 
have proven relevant to the study of education and technology (Creanor & Walker, 2012; McCoy & 
Rosenbaum, 2019; White et al., 2020). 

Instead of focusing on the analysis of technical platforms and the potential activities enabled by them, 
this study examines the manifold dynamics, processes, and practices that bring these socio-technical 
arrangements into being as composite networks made of OCW authors, technicians, policy makers, 
advocates, technical protocols, and others. The STIN framework provides a set of heuristics that can 
help to articulate the inquiry on socio-technical systems at various levels, prompting researchers to 
identify a “relevant population of system interactors, core interactor groups, incentives, excluded actors 
and undesired interactions, existing communication forums, system architectural choice points, 
resource flows [and then] map architectural choice points to socio-technical characteristics” (Kling et 
al., 2003, p. 57). 

While the STIN strategy was used to map out key elements and relationships around OCW initiatives, 
the interpretive process—that is, making sense of the practices and perspectives of people involved in 
those initiatives—was grounded in a set of principles underpinning social informatics and cognate with 
a socio-materiality lens (Orlikowski & Scott, 2008). 

 



“They Have to Combine the Future of the University and Their Own Future”: OpenCourseWare Authoring as an Academic Practice in Spain 
Villar-Onrubia 

68 

 

Methodology 

Research Design 
Drawing on the STIN framework, the research adopted a qualitative case study approach and followed 
a multi-methods design (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Miles & Huberman, 1994), involving the analysis of 
discourse and behaviour as embodied in (a) documents of different kinds, (b) the accounts provided by 
research participants, and (c) online data. It addressed the three research questions by investigating 
OCW authoring within its real-life context, examining several organisations within a bounded system 
over time through in-depth data collection and drawing on diverse information sources (Creswell, 2007; 
Yin, 2003). 

The study started with a review of documents and online data (phase 1) relating to OCW in Spain, 
followed by in-depth interviews (phase 2) with both OER experts in that country (n = 4) and 
participants involved in establishing OCW-Universia (n = 3). The analysis of data collected during the 
first stages informed the design of the interview guides used as part of the subsequent fieldwork, which 
involved semi-structured interviews with university leaders and professional staff at the three sites of 
the case study (n = 23) and at other universities in the same regional system (n = 10) (phase 3). The 
final stage of fieldwork (phase 4) entailed interviewing academics at the three sites (n = 24) who had 
been involved in authoring OCW courses and other kinds of learning resources available on the Web. 

Sites 
The overall aim to maximise “what we can learn” (Stake, 1995, p. 6) guided the selection of the three 
universities as well as the wider system in which they are embedded. A “purposeful maximal sampling” 
(Creswell, 2007, p. 75) strategy was used, aimed at generating a rich account of the interplay between 
the OCW model of OER provision and the specificities of different institutional settings. The three 
universities of the case study are anonymised here as UNI-1, UNI-2 and UNI-3, while other key 
universities analysed for contextual purposes are anonymised as UNI-a, UNI-b, and UNI-c. 

Both UNI-1 and UNI-3 are large universities, while UNI-2 is medium sized. The OCW initiatives of those 
three institutions achieved different levels of activity in terms of number of OCW courses and number 
of OCW authors. Less than 1% of academics in UNI-1 (i.e., about 30), 3% in UNI-2 (i.e., about 60), and 
above 10% in UNI-3 (i.e., about 400) had contributed to their respective OCW initiatives. 

Participants 
The selection of research participants followed a purposive sampling strategy to cover different 
perspectives and to “establish a good correspondence between research questions and sampling” 
(Bryman, 2008, p. 458). The samples included three groups of key actors: (a) university leaders (i.e., 
senior management), (b) professional services staff, and (c) academics (Table 1). The academics 
recruited as participants had been particularly active in authoring OCW modules and, to a lesser extent, 
other types of OER and online learning materials. 

With the aim of gaining insight into the wider context and its influence on the case study sites, 
interviews were also conducted with participants involved establishing OCW-Universia and university 
leaders and staff at other Spanish universities in the same regional HE system. 
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Table 1 

Research Participants per Setting and Category 

Organisation University 
leaders 

Professional 
staff 

OCW 
authors 

Authors of other 
kinds of learning 

resources on the Web 

Others Total 

UNI-1 4 3 5 2 - 14 
UNI-2 5 4 7 1 - 17 
UNI-3 3 4 7 2 - 16 
UNI-a 1 2 - - - 3 
UNI-b 1 2 - - - 3 
UNI-c 2 2 - - - 4 
Others - - - - 7 7 
Total 16 17 19 5 7 64 

Note. OCW = OpenCourseWare. 

Data Collection and Analysis 
Desk research (phase 1) included analysing policy and strategy documents (statutes, bylaws, manifestos, 
plans) relevant to OCW authoring at each university and the whole Spanish HE sector. Other relevant 
sources (i.e., calls for participation, texts about the OCW initiatives available at their respective sites, 
brochures, press releases) were also analysed. Online data were collected to assess the scale of OCW 
initiatives, and Webometrics techniques were applied to gain insight into the overall level of attention 
paid to the notion of OER across Spanish universities (Villar-Onrubia, 2014). 

In-depth interviewing was key to both tracing the origins and evolution of the OCW initiatives and 
gaining insight into the meaning of open educational practices (OEP) as an academic practice. The 
interviews with OER experts informed the design of the interview guides used with university leaders, 
staff, and academics, which were tailored to each group and tested before use. 

A computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software package was used to manage and examine data 
sources (i.e., transcribed interviews, documents, Webpages) and involved descriptive and analytical 
coding stages, handling the texts interpretively, and focusing on core themes, emerging leitmotifs, and 
causal links (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Richards, 2009). 

Quality Criteria 
The study followed quality criteria for qualitative research to ensure rigour and credibility, mainly by 
grounding interpretive practices on multiple sources of evidence, establishing rapport with participants, 
returning to them for further clarifications when needed, keeping a clear line between their perspectives 
and researchers’ observations, and adopting a reflexive approach throughout the entire process of data 
collection and analysis (Tracy, 2010). Ethical approval was obtained before fieldwork. 
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Results 
Based on the cross-comparative analysis of the three selected universities and their wider contexts, 
OCW initiatives were modelled as STINs, and the main potential elements and relationships at play are 
mapped out in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 

OCW Initiatives Modelled as Socio-Technical Interaction Networks 

 

Note. Figure created by the author. EdTech = education and technology; OCW = OpenCourseWare; HE = higher 

education. 

Despite the contextual similarities provided by the HE Spanish and regional systems, along with the 
requirements of the OCW model, there were considerable differences in the implementation of OCW 
initiatives across the three universities in the study. OCW was not embedded in the same ways and to 
the same extent into the preexisting institutional arrangements supporting EdTech at each of the three 
institutions. Table 2 summarises key differences. 
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Table 2 

Key Differences in OpenCourseWare Implementation 

 Details UNI-1 UNI-2 UNI-3 
Launch date 2009 2008 2007 

Key actors driving the 
implementation of OCW 

Mid-level 
institutional leaders 

Top-level institutional 
leaders 

Top-level institutional 
leaders 

OCW mentioned in top 
strategic documents 

No No Yes 

OCW formally included 
into EdTech plans 

No Yes Yes 

Certificates enabling 
recognition of OCW 
authoring in career 

progression 

No Yes Yes 

OCW excellence awards Yes (only first year) Yes (over two 
academic years) 

No 

Instructional design 
support to OCW authors 

Yes (limited) No Yes (substantial) 

Technology Same as university 
virtual learning 

environment 

Same as university 
virtual learning 

environment 

Different from 
university virtual 

learning environment 

Note. OCW = OpenCourseWare; EdTech = education and technology. 

OCW Production and Release 
The release of OCW courses at the three universities grew fast during the period following the launch of 
each initiative, reaching a plateau within the first five years (Figure 4). Growth was negligible after 2013 
for the OCW initiatives of both UNI-1 and UNI-3, the former being discontinued in 2017 (with 23 
courses) and the latter in 2020 (with 253 courses). UNI-2 has released about 10 extra OCW courses 
since then, and, out of the three OCW sites, it is the only one still available. The creation of OCW 
modules tended to be one-off activities at the three universities, but some academics were credited as 
authors in more than one module—namely about 10% at both UNI-1 and UNI-2 and 20% at UNI-3. 
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Figure 4 

Number of OpenCourseWare (OCW) Courses per University 

 

Note. Figure created by the author. Source data collected from OCW sites of each institution and captures of them 

by the Wayback Machine (https://web.archive.org). 

In the case of UNI-3, and to a lesser extent UNI-1, instructional designers were available to support the 
OCW authoring process. Indeed, the provision of that kind of support is key to understanding the large 
number of OCW courses produced at UNI-3, as any academic wishing to receive assistance in the 
creation of online resources in the academic year 2009–2010 was required to contribute the resulting 
content to the OCW initiative. Instructional design support was outsourced to an external company, 
and the number of OCW courses authored in 2009–2010 was so high that the courses had to be 
gradually released over the following years, due to limited capacity to process them. The end to 
instructional design support for OCW authors resulted in the release of just one new course after 2012: 

The regular release of OCW [courses] has been discontinued because the team of technicians 
was disbanded in June 2012. … The programme depended on a vice-rector who is no longer in 
post after the appointment of our new rector, and nothing has replaced the actions that led to 
such a large number of OCW modules. (Senior learning technologist, UNI-3) 

Integration of OCW into Institutional Arrangements 
There were important differences across the three universities in terms of the extent to which OCW was 
present in strategic documents, plans, and support mechanisms relating to EdTech and educational 
innovation. While no key documents from UNI-1 mentioned OCW, both UNI-2 and UNI-3 included 
OCW in plans devoted to outlining priorities and support mechanisms in that regard. Moreover, top-
level university leaders at UNI-3 mentioned OCW within documents defining their vision for the 
institution. 
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UNI-3 made OCW a core element in its teaching and learning innovation programme over a number of 
years. Most notably, in 2009–2010, access to instructional design was restricted to those willing and 
able to build their online learning resources for the virtual learning environment (VLE) as OCW courses. 
Over the next couple of years, the amount of support and incentives for OCW authoring at UNI-3 
gradually decreased, and the innovation plan approved by a new leadership team in 2013 did not 
mention OCW at all. 

OCW was also embedded into a programme aimed at supporting the creation of online learning 
resources at UNI-2. The authors of outstanding OCW courses were rewarded with an economic 
incentive in the 2008–2009 and 2009–2010 academic years, but coinciding with the appointment of a 
new leadership team, the allocation of budget for that specific purpose was discontinued. Certificates 
that could be used by academics for career progression purposes started to be issued to OCW authors 
at UNI-2 after the first year of activity, and they became the main way of fostering participation after 
economic incentives were discontinued. 

The varying levels of importance from a strategic point of view also translated into significant 
differences in terms of resources allocated to operational costs and OCW authoring. For instance, while 
UNI-3 allocated substantial human resources to instructional design support and the implementation 
of required online infrastructures, UNI-1 and UNI-2 relied largely on the work of interns: 

We assigned too much responsibility to the intern, because we didn’t have any member of the 
staff available to do the job. So it was delayed. Indeed, there were [authors] who had finished 
their materials, but they were not available to the public on the Website. (Former top-level 
university leader, UNI-2) 

Optimising resources was also part of the rationale for UNI-1 and UNI-2 to use the same technical 
systems to run their OCW and VLE. While it required some tailoring to meet the requirements of the 
OCW model, that work could be done in-house as it was an open-source system, and both institutions 
had the required expertise. On the contrary, at UNI-3, it was not possible to integrate OCW with its 
proprietary VLE system, and a separate content management system was used instead. 

Key Drivers to OCW Implementation 
Universia had a strong influence on the implementation of OCW initiatives in Spain, especially among 
public universities. Most institutions in the OCW-Universia regional consortium joined it between 2007 
and 2008, but the number kept growing until 2013 (Figure 5). In 2017, 40 public and 7 private Spanish 
universities were listed as members on the OCW-Universia site, which is no longer available. 
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Figure 5 

Spanish Higher Education Institutions in OCW-Universia 

 

Note. Figure created by the author. Source data collected from the OCW-Universia site (http://ocw.universia.net) 

and captures of that website by the web.archive.org.  

In order to join the OCW-Universia consortium, HE institutions were required to sign a memorandum 
of understanding and commit to implementing an OCW initiative with at least 10 courses in the first 
two years. However, not all of the member institutions completed the process of establishing their OCW 
sites In 2018, most public universities in Spain (more than 80%) were listed as members of the OCW-
Universia on its Website, but only 29 active OCW sites (58% public universities) were linked from there 
(Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

Public Spanish Higher Education Institutions in OCW-Universia 

 

Note. Figure created by the author. Source data collected from the OCW-Universia website, captured by the 

Wayback Machine (https://web.archive.org/web/20180126044851/http://ocw.universia.net/es/instituciones-

integrantes-iberoamericanas-opencourseware.php). Total number of public higher education institutions in 

Spain provided by the Ministerio de Ciencia, Innovación y Universidades (2019). OCW = OpenCourseWare. 

Top-level university leaders at both UNI-2 and UNI-3 had strong links with Universia, as indicated by 
the fact that representatives from both universities joined its board of directors around the time their 
institutions became affiliated with the OCW-Universia associate consortium. The decision for their 
universities to join the consortium must be understood in the context of the overall relationship between 
those institutions and the Universia organisation and network, as well as the Santander Group as its 
main sponsor. Besides the aims and values associated with the OCW initiative, cooperating with 
Universia was somehow a strategic movement on its own: 

There is a key factor in the implementation [of the OCW site]: the ongoing relationship between 
the university and the Santander Bank. The rector was one of the members of Universia’s board 
of directors, and Santander, through Universia, wanted [us] to implement that initiative. 
(Former top-level university leader, UNI-2) 

The fact that so many Spanish universities had quickly joined OCW-Universia also operated as extra 
pressure, as not embracing OCW could be perceived as a failure to follow “cutting-edge” trends: 

It is also a bit like a domino effect. When you see someone else doing it you say: “Ah, that’s all 
right to do that, we’ll do it too.” Or because you get some complaints: “If X University is doing 
it, why is that you are not doing it?” (Top-level university leader, UNI-1) 

Listed as OCW-
Universia member 

with link to an OCW 
site
29

58%
Listed as OCW-

Universia member 
without link to an 

OCW site
12

24%

Not listed as OCW-
Universia member

9
18%

https://web.archive.org/web/20180126044851/http:/ocw.universia.net/es/instituciones-integrantes-iberoamericanas-opencourseware.php
https://web.archive.org/web/20180126044851/http:/ocw.universia.net/es/instituciones-integrantes-iberoamericanas-opencourseware.php
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OCW Authoring as an Academic Practice 
The authoring of OCW courses does not necessary imply an understanding or even awareness of the 
basic principles of OER. While some interviewees were cognizant of the philosophical, legal, and 
technical aspects underpinning OCW as a type of OER, others simply equated OCW authoring with the 
creation on online learning resources. As an extreme example of this, one of the OCW authors 
interviewed at UNI-3 was disconcerted at realising during the interview that their OCW modules were 
accessible to people outside their university. Despite the scale of UNI-3’s OCW and availability of 
instructional design support and training, the rationale behind OER provision was not clearly 
communicated to academics: 

It hasn’t been [clearly] explained, saying, “Well, we will do either some technical training that 
includes a clear introduction to the context”—that is, what the values of the project are, to 
understand why we’re doing this, [why] we’re going to participate in this—or [even] simply 
some campaign. (Senior learning technologist, UNI-3) 

Even though UNI-1 was the only participating university accompanying the launch of its OCW initiative 
with a series of workshops aimed at raising awareness of the historic, legal, technical, and philosophical 
implications of OER, dissemination efforts were rather limited: 

If you organise a few workshops but then you spend a whole year before circulating anything 
[again]or organising another workshop, then it is normal for people to think that [the project] 
is dead. Dissemination is very important and probably those other universities [that have been 
more successful in finding OCW authors] have done so. I must recognise that we haven’t done 
enough publicity. Not just workshops, but sending e-mails, advertising it on the homepage of 
the university’s Website. (Mid-level university leader, UNI-1) 

OCW authors at the three institutions were particularly concerned about the creation of online learning 
resources for their students as a way to enhance learning and overcome the limitations of pedagogical 
approaches primarily based on academics giving lectures and students taking notes, which have 
historically dominated teaching and learning at Spanish universities. That level of dedication to 
authoring learning resources was not regarded by participants as a mainstream academic practice in 
Spain, but they considered it a core aspect of who they were as academics: 

I have created [learning] materials since I started. Always, always … whether I was working 
part-time or full-time … I’ve always elaborated my own [extended] notes. … It’s absurd to have 
students taking notes during classes. … It looks to me like a waste of time. (Academic, UNI-2) 

Likewise, academics in certain disciplines tend to base their teaching on original content created by 
them, and therefore amenable to be released under an open licence, while others heavily rely on the use 
of copyrighted materials (e.g., artworks). Indeed, the need to rely on copyrighted materials was 
perceived as an important barrier to OCW authoring. While OCW courses were largely a by-product of 
academics’ ongoing work on the creation of learning resources, meeting the requirements of the OCW 
model required extra effort and was a clear barrier to participation: “The thing is that OCW does not 
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require [creating] just a textbook, some notes. … It also involves creating exercises, self-assessment 
activities, etc. … Developing quizzes for self-assessment requires time too” (Academic, UNI-1). 

Another impediment mentioned by participants was the perception that sharing teaching aids and other 
educational resources among peers was at odds with the prevailing academic culture at Spanish 
universities: 

Lecturers are very protective of the materials that they have and [the content] they deliver in 
their classes. … I think that it is something cultural, not to meddle in what other colleagues do, 
because it generates tensions and conflicts. These are sensitive issues. (Academic, UNI-3) 

While participants considered the creation of learning resources as an important academic practice, 
they also recognised that its value for career progression purposes and appraisal was limited. Some felt 
that their excessive commitment to teaching and creating nonstandard scholarly publications (e.g., 
blogs, Websites, etc.) had a negative impact on their own opportunities for career development. This 
was particularly constraining to early-career academics: 

Any young academic who doesn’t have a permanent position is currently listening to the 
following message: “You have to get accredited; you must publish a lot of research work.” It’s 
quite clear what she needs to do if she wants to have access to a [permanent] position in a 
reasonable time frame. Probably not to create OCW courses. … The thing is that within this 
population that cannot devote their time [to the creation of OER] there are more people 
convinced that this is the future of the university. But they have to combine the future of the 
university and their own future. (Former top-level university leader, UNI-2) 

Even though the value attached to the creation of online learning resources for career progression—and 
more generally, teaching as compared to research—was relatively low, the effort of adapting content to 
the OCW requirements was more worthwhile at UNI-2 and UNI-3 thanks to the issuing of certificates 
to OCW authors: 

What they always say when you are planning to go for an accreditation is that you have to try 
and tick all the boxes, not to leave any gaps. … Everyone knows that research is the most 
important section. As for the teaching section, provided you have taught enough credits—there 
is a minimum—[you are fine], then the rest is just complementary. … You may meet the 
requirements of the teaching section just with your classes. … Innovation in teaching is far from 
being a decisive factor [but still counts]. (Academic, UNI-2) 

While most senior academics would not themselves benefit directly from that kind of recognition, one 
motivation for some was to help younger colleagues by coauthoring OCW courses with them. Other 
motivations apart from direct incentives (e.g., support, certificates) were social pressure (e.g., being 
invited personally) or involvement in the implementation of OCW and having to therefore set an 
example. 

 

 



“They Have to Combine the Future of the University and Their Own Future”: OpenCourseWare Authoring as an Academic Practice in Spain 
Villar-Onrubia 

78 

 

Discussion 
The findings from this case study are consistent with the cumulative body of knowledge generated in 
the social informatics literature (Meyer et al., 2019). In particular, this study uncovered some of the 
main difficulties that may arise when an EdTech initiative originally designed for a specific institution, 
namely OCW-MIT, is extrapolated to significantly different contexts. In doing so, it approached EdTech 
as socio-technical arrangements formed by a diverse range of interrelated elements, including artefacts 
(such as hardware and software), people, roles, values, practices, norms, and protocols (Kling, 2007). 

This study’s results are also in line with the results of previous research on OEP that highlight the 
importance of institutional arrangements and cultures (Cachia et al., 2020; Cox, 2013; Hatakka, 2009; 
King et al., 2018) and complement, with qualitative insights, the results from previous studies on OCW 
in Spain (Frías-Navarro et al., 2010; Tovar et al., 2013). 

An analysis of the meaning and value attached to OCW authoring as an academic practice across the 
institutions in this study revealed key aspects influencing the dispositions of academics towards OEP 
uptake, the long-term sustainability of those initiatives, and the more or less successful ways of fostering 
participation. 

The analysis revealed five main differences between OCW-MIT and the OCW initiatives examined in 
this case study: 

1. While the design and implementation of OCW-MIT was informed by a consultation with 
academics, the adoption of that model of OER provision at the Spanish universities in this case 
study followed a primarily top-down approach and did not draw on the views from the 
communities expected to participate as OCW authors. 

2. A culture of creating learning resources and sharing with peers was already established at MIT 
before OCW was devised. 

3. Unlike at MIT, the main driver in implementing OCW at Spanish institutions was an external 
actor, namely Universia, instead of an internal process aimed redefining their strategic 
approach towards lifelong learning. 

4. MIT institutionalised OCW as a core component of its strategic orientation towards lifelong 
learning, ensuring its long-term continuity. By contrast, the sustainability of OCW at the 
universities in this case study was highly dependent on the personal support from members of 
their leadership teams, putting its continuity at risk when changes were made. 

5. MIT allocated significant resources to permanently support OCW authoring in order to 
minimise the extra efforts required from academics. 

Overall, a disconnect was observed between the drivers and rhetoric behind the implementation of OCW 
initiatives and the motivations for academics to create OCW courses. Different motives may intersect at 
the creation and release of OER, often resulting in tensions and conflicting priorities (Falconer et al., 
2016). As noted by Selwyn (2013, p. 82), “it may be argued that the likelihood of teachers and learners 
involved in the production of open software or content is curtailed by the realities of institutionalized 
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education—not least issues of time, technical expertise, interest and motivation.” Even when there is 
appetite to create OER, the day-to-day demands of established academic practices—including a host of 
administrative tasks—leave little room for doing so. 

The lack of incentives is a clear barrier to OCW authoring in Spain (Frías-Navarro et al., 2010), and, 
beyond the particularities of each of the three selected universities and their own institutional 
arrangements, the value—for career progression—of producing online learning resources was minimal, 
as determined by performance criteria established at a national level for the entire Spanish HE system. 
This means that academics had to prioritise other kinds of academic activities, mainly publishing 
research, over OCW authoring if they were to advance in their careers. 

However, the two universities in the case study that provided OCW authors with a certificate enabling 
them to get their work recognised in accreditation processes—even if the value was minimal—achieved 
higher levels of participation. Academics aspiring to be promoted to more senior positions would benefit 
from prioritising other types of outputs; but at the same time, an OCW certificate was more valuable to 
them than it was to senior colleagues. Beyond career progression implications, making access to 
instructional design support for the creation of online learning materials conditional to the release of 
the resulting resources as OCW courses made the biggest difference in terms of participation levels 
across the three universities. That type of support was key to the implementation of OCW-MIT and has 
been highlighted in previous studies as an important enabler of OER authoring (Henderson & 
Ostashewski, 2018; Ros et al., 2014; Wei & Chou, 2021). 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
Using three OCW initiatives in Spain as a case study, this article sheds light on the process of 
implementing a highly predefined model of OER provision within institutional contexts that are 
considerably different from where it was originally devised, namely MIT. The study reveals a major 
disconnect between the drive to implement the initiatives and the realities of adopting OCW authoring 
as an academic practice. Even though the availability of support and the issuing of certificates—which 
academics may use for career progression purposes—proved to be valuable mechanisms used by some 
of the universities as enablers of OCW authoring, the overall incentive to invest time and effort in OER 
provision was minimal due to the accreditation and performance criteria defined at a national level. 

An important recommendation for university leaders and policy makers wishing to promote the 
authoring and release of OER is to devise models that take into consideration the specificities of their 
institutions and the wider HE system in which they operate, paying particular attention to ways of 
making participation a valuable academic practice in relation to other competing priorities. For those 
considering the implementation of a highly defined model of OER provision conceived elsewhere—such 
as OCW—it is advisable to invest time first into assessing the readiness of their communities for the 
uptake of the proposed OEP (Wei & Chou, 2021) and carefully examining their institutional contexts 
from a socio-technical perspective. 

The implementation of OER initiatives, including OCW, and related learning opportunities, such as 
massive open online courses, is often driven by the honourable goal of widening access to education and 
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enabling development opportunities and lifelong learning for all; however, despite good intentions, it 
may instead lead to reinforcing knowledge gaps and social inequalities (Knox, 2013; Rohs & Ganz, 2015) 
by wrongly putting too much emphasis on individual agency over social structures (Eynon & Malmberg, 
2021). Therefore, university leaders, policy makers, and advocates should take a step back to consider 
the ultimate goal they want to achieve in relation to their institutions’ missions before deciding what 
type of OER initiative is the most suitable to implement or promote, and even whether OER provision 
is the best way of doing so. 
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