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Introduction

E-l ea r n i n g, u n de rs t o o d  as t he i n t e ns i v e use o f  I n f o r m a t i o n  an d  C o m m u n i ca t i o n  Tec h n o l o g i es i n  (ma i n l y  b u t  
n o t  o n l y) d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n, has ra d i ca l l y  c ha n ge d t he m ea n i n g  o f  t he l a t t er. E-l ea r n i n g  i s an o v e r used te r m  
w h i c h  has bee n ap p l i e d  t o  an y  use o f  tec h n o l o g y  i n  ed u ca t i o n. T o da y, t he m o s t  w i d e l y  ac cep te d m ea n i n g  o f  
e-l ea r n i n g  c o i n c i des w i t h  t he f o u r t h  ge ne ra t i o n  desc r i b e d b y  Ta y l o r  (1999), w h e r e t he re i s an as y n c h r o n o us 
p r o c ess t ha t a l l o w s  st u de n ts an d  teac he rs t o  i n te ra c t i n  an ed u ca t i o n a l  p r o cess e x p r ess l y  des i g ne d i n  
ac c o r da n ce w i t h  t hese p r i n c i p l es. W e  p re f e r  t o  spea k  o f  I n t e r ne t-B ase d L e a r n i n g  o r, be t t e r  s t i l l, W e b-B ase d 
L e a r n i n g, f o r  e xa m p l e, t o  e x p l a i n  t he f a c t  t ha t d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  i s ca r r i e d  o u t  us i n g  t he I n t e r ne t, w i t h  t he 
ap pea ra n ce o f  t he v i r t ua l  l ea r n i n g  en v i r o n m e n t  c o n ce p t, a w e b  spa ce w h e r e t he teac h i n g  an d  l ea r n i n g  p r o cess 
i s ge ne ra te d an d  su p p o r te d (Sang rà, 2002). T h i s en ta i l s o v e r c o m i n g  t he ba r r i e r s o f  space an d  t i m e  o f  b r i c k  
an d  m o r t a r  ed u ca t i o n  (alt h o u g h  w e  p re f e r  t he te r m  f a ce-t o-f a ce) o r  o f  c l ass i ca l  d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  us i n g  
b r oa d cas t i n g  an d ad o p t i n g  a c o m p l e te l y  as y n c h r o n o us m o d e l  t ha t a l l o w s  ac cess t o  ed u ca t i o n  b y  m a n y  m o r e 
use rs, at an y  l e v e l  (inc l u d i n g  sec o n da r y  ed u ca t i o n, b u t  p r i m a r i l y  h i g h e r  ed u ca t i o n  an d l i f e l o n g  l ea r n i n g).

E-l ea r n i n g  i s ab o u t  c o n t e n t, se r v i c es an d use rs. A n y  e-l ea r n i n g  p l a t f o r m  i s a v i r t ua l  space w h e r e t hese t h r ee 
e l e m e n ts c o i n c i de, n o t  i n  t i m e  o r  i n  spa ce, b u t  v i r t ua l l y. E-l ea r n i n g  p r o v i d es l ea r ne rs w i t h  a i d ea l  scena r i o, 
e x p r essed as “ l ea r n  an y t i m e, an y w h e re”, w h i c h  i s j us t an o t he r v e rs i o n  o f  “ w ha t I  need, w h e n  I  nee d i t ”. A t  
t he sa me t i m e, e-l ea r n i n g  i s ab o u t  tec h n o l o g i ca l, m e t h o d o l o g i ca l  an d  o r ga n i za t i o na l  i ss ues (Her m a ns et a l., 
2004), so m o d e l i n g  an y  l ea r n i n g  scena r i o  sh o u l d  ta k e i n t o  ac c o u n t  a l l  t hese t h ree d i m e ns i o ns. A d o p t i n g  an y  
c ha n ge i n  o ne o f  t he t h ree d i m e ns i o ns needs a ls o t o  c o ns i de r  t he i m p a c t  o n  t he o t h e r t w o  o r  i t  w i l l  b e 
c o n de m ne d. I n  t he case o f  d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n, t he ad o p t i o n  o f  I n t e r ne t as t he u n de r l y i n g  i n f r as t r u c t u r e f o r  
su p p o r t i n g  t he teac h i n g  an d  l ea r n i n g  p r o cess c o m p l e te l y  c ha n ges (or nee ds t o c ha n ge) i ts m ea n i n g, he n ce t he 
l ea r n i n g  p r o c ess i n  i t se l f  an d  i t s o r g a n i za t i o n  nee d a ls o t o  be re t h o u g h t  u n de r t h i s ne w  pe rs pe c t i v e.

D i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  has been h i s t o r i c a l l y  t he o n l y  o p t i o n  f o r  t h ose l ea r ne rs o u t  o f  t he t ra d i t i o na l  ed u ca t i o n a l  
s ys te m, an d i t  has ga i ne d  a re p u t a t i o n  o f  a seco n da r y  l o w e r  q ua l i t y  o p t i o n. W i t h  t he ap pea ra n ce o f  t he W o r l d  
W i d e  W e b, d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  has bee n ab l e t o  o v e r c o m e t he t y p i ca l  d i s ta n ce l ea r ne r ba r r i e r, na m e l y  
i s o l a t i o n, an d  i t  has be c o m e a t r ue c o m pe t i t o r  f o r  f a ce-t o-f a ce ed u ca t i o n a l  i ns t i t u t i o ns. D i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  i s 
n o  l o n ge r an i n d i v i d u a l  p r o cess b u t  a soc i a l  o ne, t h r o u g h  t he use o f  v i r t ua l  l ea r n i n g  en v i r o n m e n ts w h i c h  
p r o m o te a h i g he r de g r ee o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  be t w ee n l ea r ne rs, teac he rs, r es o u r ces an d t he en v i r o n m e n t  i n  i t se l f. I n  
f a c t, m o s t  c l ass i ca l  u n i v e rs i t i es a re a ls o ad o p t i n g  t he use o f  v i r t u a l  l ea r n i n g  en v i r o n m e n ts as pa r t  o f  t he i r  
ed u ca t i o na l  o f f e r, sh o w i n g  t he i n c r eas i n g  at t e n t i o n  t ha t e-l ea r n i n g  has dese r ve d i n  re cen t  y ea rs (Cu r r a n, 
200 1). U n i v e rs i t i es suc h as t he O p e n  U n i v e rs i t y  o f  t he U n i t e d K i n g d o m  (OU U K), t he O p e n  U n i v e rs i t e i t  
N e d e r l a n d  (OU N L) o r  t he U n i v e rs i da d  N a c i o na l  de E d u ca c i ó n  a D i s t a n c i a i n  S pa i n  (U N E D) a re t r y i n g  t o  
m ass i v e l y  ad o p t  t he use o f  v i r t u a l  l ea r n i n g  en v i r o n m e n ts, i n  o r d e r t o  re d u ce t he ga p w i t h  o t he r p u r e v i r t u a l  
u n i v e rs i t i es su c h as t he U n i v e rs i t a t O b e r ta de C a ta l u n y a (UO C), f o r  e xa m p l e. 

B u t  t ra d i t i o na l  u n i v e rs i t i es are n o t  ad o p t i n g  su c h  tec h n o l o g i es at t he sa me pa ce, m a i n l y  be cause o f  t he i ne r t i a 
o f  t he i r  p r e v i o us o r g a n i za t i o na l  an d m e t h o d o l o g i ca l  st r u c t u r es. A  s i m p l e sea r c h i n  G o o g l e f o r  “o n l i n e 
u n i v e rs i t i es” re t u r n s m o r e t ha n o ne m i l l i o n  h i t s. N e v e r t he l ess, a m o r e de ta i l e d  sea r c h  re v ea ls t ha t t h ose o ne 
m i l l i o n  h i ts c o r r es p o n d  t o o n l y  f i v e  h u n d r e d re l e v a n t  l i n k s, m o s t  o f  t he m  are j us t l i s t i n gs, an d  o n l y  a f e w  o f  
t he res t c o r r es p o n d  t o l a r ge u n i v e rs i t i es suc h as t h ose a f o r e m e n t i o ne d. T h e re f o r e, a l t h o u g h  m o s t  l a r ge 
u n i v e rs i t i es i n c o r p o r a te t hese ne w  tec h n o l o g i es i n  t he i r  teac h i n g  p r o cess, i n  so me cases t he y  are seen as 
c o n te n t  m a na ge me n t s ys te ms ra t he r  t ha n t r ue v i r t ua l  l ea r n i n g  en v i r o n m e n ts. T h e  m a i n  reaso n i s, p r o ba b l y, a 
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  h u m a n  f a c t o r s (teache rs re l u c t a n t  t o  pe r f o r m  “ad d i t i o n a l ” ac t i v i t i es a t n o  c os t) an d 
o r g a n i za t i o n a l  (inst i t u t i o ns p r o v i d e t he tec h n o l o g y  w i t h  l i m i t e d  tec h n i ca l  su p p o r t  o r  f o r m a t i o n). A d a p t a t i o n  
t o  t h i s ne w  scena r i o  i s a q ues t i o n  o f  s i ze, an d  i t  i s w o r t h  t o  re ca l l  t ha t l a r ge d i n osa u rs g o t  e x t i n c t. I n  f a c t, 
s m a l l  p r i v a t e u n i v e rs i t i es are w o r k i n g  i n  a l a r ge b u t  na r r o w l y  f o c use d n i c he m a r k e t  t r y i n g  t o  d ra w  t he 



at t e n t i o n  o f  p o t e n t i a l  l ea r ne rs (or m a y b e c l i e n ts), spec i a l l y  ad u l t  o nes. T h i s de m o c ra t i z a t i o n  (but a ls o 
t r i v i a l i z a t i o n) has been ca used b y  t he p oss i b i l i t i es ra i se d b y  t he use o f  I n t e r ne t i n  ed u ca t i o n a l  scena r i os. A n y  
ed u ca t i o na l  i n s t i t u t i o n, re ga r d l ess i t s s i ze, ca n rea c h n o w  a l a r ge n u m be r  o f  o n l i ne st u de n ts. N e v e r t he l ess, 
o r g a n i za t i o n a l  i ss ues be c o m e c r i t i c a l  i n  o r de r  t o  p r o v i d e l ea r ne rs w i t h  t he ap p r o p r i a te su p p o r t. A s  w e  w i l l  
desc r i be, tec h n o l o g y  l eads t h i s c ha n ge b u t  i s n o t  t he o n l y  k e y  i ssue.

Technological driven change

T h ese ne w  p oss i b i l i t i es i n  ed u ca t i o n  a re rea l  be ca use o f  t he i n c r e d i b l e c ha n ges i n  t he u n de r l y i n g  tec h n o l o g y. 
N o  o t h e r tec h n o l o g y  has e v o l v e d  so f as t i n  su c h a sh o r t  pe r i o d  o f  t i m e  (the Pe rs o na l  C o m p u t e r  i s n o t  30 
y ea rs o l d  y e t). F r o m  p o r t a b l e c o m p u t e rs t o  ne t b o o k s; f r o m  300/1200 ba u d  m o d e ms t o D S L  t o 3 G  m o b i l e 
de v i ces; f r o m  R A M  an d d i s k  ca pa c i t y  m easu re d i n  M B  t o G B  o r  e ve n  T B ;  f r o m  p r o cesso rs c l o c k i n g  i n  M H z  
t o G H z; f r o m  s i n g l e p r o cess o r C P U s  t o m u l t i p l e c o r es t o  c l o u d  c o m p u t i n g; f r o m  1 6  c o l o r s t o  1 6 M ;  f r o m  
V G A  t o H D ;  e t c., t he tec h n o l o g i ca l  scena r i o  has c ha n ge d ra d i ca l l y. I n  f a c t, o n ce a ne w  tec h n o l o g y  has bee n 
w i d e l y  ad o p te d i t  i s a l m os t o bs o l e te an d  i t  w i l l  b e p r o ba b l y  re p l a ced b y  i t s ne w  v e rs i o n, i n  a c o n t i n u o us (and 
so m e h o w  c ra z y) ra ce. C o m p u t e rs are f as ter, c heape r an d, w i t h  t he ap pa r i t i o n  o f  ne w  m o b i l e de v i ces w i t h  
w i r e l ess ca pa b i l i t i es, t r u l y  pe rs o na l  an d u b i q u i t o us. 

N e v e r t he l ess, a l l  t hese ne w  e le m e n ts w i l l  b e n o t h i n g  w i t h o u t  t he w e b, t he su p p o r t i n g  i n f r as t r u c t u r e f o r  
c r ea t i n g  an d sha r i n g  k n o w l e d ge (in a w i d e sense) c o l l a b o r a t i v e l y. T h e  w e b  has been o ne o f  t he m o s t  
i m p o r ta n t  te c h n o l o g i ca l  a r t i f a c ts w i t h  a l a r ge i m p a c t  o n  so c i e t y  an d, a t t he sa me t i m e, t he w a y  so c i e t y  uses 
t he w e b  c o ns ta n t l y  f o r ces i t  t o  e v o l v e (Caste l l s, 2000). I t  i s f a i r  t o  t h i n k  t ha t t he w e b  has been t he f i r s t 
te c h n o l o g i ca l  a r t i f a c t  t ha t has rea l l y  c ha n ge d soc i e t y  i n  a st r o n g  sense. I t  has m o d i f i e d  t he w a y  w e  w o r k, t he 
w a y  w e  b u y, t he w a y  w e  c o m m u n i ca te, t he w a y  w e  i n t e r a c t  w i t h  eac h o t he r an d, l as t b u t  n o t  l eas t, t he w a y  
w e  l ea r n.

I n i t i a l l y, t he w e b  w as a v i r t u a l  space f o r  p r o v i d i n g  ac cess t o  sta t i c  c o n te n t, f o l l o w i n g  a l i m i t e d p r o d u ce r-
c o nsu m e r  m o d e l, w h i l e n o w a da ys i t  i s p oss i b l e t o  c r ea te an d sha re c o n t e n t  c o l l a b o r a t i v e l y. A t  t he sa me t i m e, 
n o t  o n l y  c o n te n t  b u t  a ls o w e b  ser v i ces are a ls o a va i l a b l e i n  f o r m  o f  A P I s  w h i c h  ca n be used an d  ag g re ga te d, 
a l l o w i n g  use rs t o  c rea te v i r t ua l  spaces f r o m  sc ra t c h  ac c o r d i n g  t o  t he i r  p r e f e r e n ces. E x a m p l es o f  t h i s a re 
N e t v i b es an d Pa ge F l a k es, a m o n g  o t h e rs. T h i s e v o l u t i o n  i s res ha p i n g  t he c o n ce p t  o f  v i r t u a l  l ea r n i n g  
en v i r o n m e n t, as l ea r ne rs are at t he sa me t i m e  use rs o f  m u l t i p l e so c i a l  ne t w o r k s su c h  as m y s pa ce o r  F a ce b o o k  
o r  ha ve ac c o u n ts i n  use r ge ne ra te d c o n t e n t  re p os i t o r i es suc h as F l i c k r  o r  Y o u t u be, a m o n g  o t he rs. A t  t he sa me 
t i m e, ne w  de v i c es are c ha n g i n g  t he w a y  l ea r ne rs ac cess t o  c o n te n t, n o t  o n l y  as c o ns u me rs b u t  a ls o as ed i t o r s 
o r  e ve n  au t h o rs. “ L ea r n i n g  an y t i m e, an y w h e re” i s n o w  (or sh o u l d  be, a t l eas t) eas i e r  t ha n i t  use d t o be.

I n  f a c t, i t  i s p oss i b l e t o  f o r esee t ha t e ve n v i r t u a l  l ea r n i n g  scena r i os w i l l  b e c o m e o bs o l e te, as l ea r ne rs w i l l  n o t  
ha ve t he nee d t o g o  t o spe c i f i c  p l a ces f o r  ha v i n g  a t r ue l ea r n i n g  e x pe r i e n ce. O n  t he c o n t r a r y, as de v i ces 
(net b o o k s / s ma r t p h o nes) w i l l  be c o m e m o r e an d m o r e p o w e r f u l, l ea r ne rs w i l l  ca r r y  w i t h  t he m  t he i r  o w n  
pe rs o na l  l ea r n i n g  en v i r o n m e n t, se l e c t i n g  o n l y  t h ose c o n t e n t s an d  se r v i ces o f  t he i r  i n te res t. T h i s w i l l  e na b l e 
o ne o f  t he m a i n  g oa l s o f  t he ne w  E u r o pea n H i g he r  E d u ca t i o n  A r ea (EH E A) pa ra d i g m 1 (Ade e t a l., 1 9 99), t he 
ad o p t i o n  o f  l ea r ne r ce n te re d m o d e l s. I n  f a c t, t he f i f t h  ge ne ra t i o n  o f  e-l ea r n i n g  s ys te ms, as p re d i c te d b y  
Ta y l o r  (1999), w i l l  be based o n  t ra ns f e r r i n g  c o n t r o l  t o  t he l ea r ne r, w h i c h  w i l l  b e t he res p o ns i b l e f o r  c r ea t i n g  
an d  e xe c u t i n g  h i s o r  he r  o w n  l ea r n i n g  p r o cess, c o m p l e te l y  ce n te re d o n  t he l ea r ner. O n ce aga i n, w e  a l rea d y  
ha ve t he ne cessa r y  tec h n o l o g y  f o r  p r o v i d i n g  l ea r ne rs w i t h  su c h i dea l  scena r i o, b u t  w e  nee d t o re t h i n k  b o t h  
m e t h o d o l o g i ca l  (i.e. assess me n t) an d o r g a n i za t i o n a l  i ss ues (i.e. aca de m i c  se mes te rs). 

Learner centered models

N o w a d a y s l ea r n i n g  i s m o r e t ha n j us t p r o v i d i n g  c o n te n ts, as t hese ha ve be c o m e  bas i c i n f r as t r u c t u r e f o r  
su p p o r t i n g  t he l ea r n i n g  p r o cess (Wi l e y, 2007). B e ca use o f  I n t e r ne t, w e  l i v e  i n  a pe r i o d  o f  c o n te n t  ab u n da n ce, 
so c o n te n t  ca n n o t  be t he o n l y  asset i n  t he l ea r n i n g  p r o cess. L e a r n i n g  i n  v i r t u a l  en v i r o n m e n ts i s m o r e t ha n 
j us t ac cess i n g  P D F  o r  PP T  f i l es w i t h  c o n te n t, t he w h o l e  l ea r n i n g  p r o cess m u s t  be t ra ns f o r m e d, n o t  
j us t t ra ns l a te d, as sta te d b y  T h o m as et a l. (1998). C o n t e n t  i s st i l l  ne cessa r y  as pa r t  o f  t he l ea r n i n g  
p r o cess b u t  b y  n o  m ea ns ca n be used as t he m a i n  f o r c e t o shape i t.

1 A l s o  k n o w n  as t he B o l o g na p r o cess.



H i s t o r i c a l l y, u n i v e rs i t i es ha ve bee n t he ed u ca t i o n a l  i ns t i t u t i o ns i n  c ha r ge o f  c r ea t i n g, t ra ns m i t t i n g  an d 
ce r t i f i c a t i n g  k n o w l e d ge. B u t  t h i s scena r i o  has c ha n ge d, as k n o w l e d ge i s e ve r y w h e re, j us t a f e w  c l i c k s a wa y  
f r o m  w h e re t he l ea r ne r i s. N o w a d a y s i t  i s p oss i b l e t o  f i n d  o pe n  ed u ca t i o na l  r es o u r ces f r o m  t o p  u n i v e rs i t i es i n  
t he w o r l d, as t he m o s t  p r es t i g i o us u n i v e rs i t i es a re m a k i n g  t he i r  m o s t  p r e c i o us res o u r ces o pe n an d  a va i l a b l e t o  
a l l  use rs t h r o u g h  e x pe r i e n ces su c h as O p e n C o u rse Wa re 2 o r  o t he r s i m i l a r  o pe n  re p os i t o r i es. T h i s has been 
p oss i b l e be cause o f  a c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  b o t t o m-u p  e f f o r ts (teache rs p os t i n g  t he i r  l ea r n i n g  res o u r ces us i n g  t he i r  
o w n  m ea ns) an d  t o p-d o w n  (inst i t u t i o na l  p os i t i o n i n g). T h e re f o r e, o ne o f  t he p i l l a r s o f  u n i v e rs i t i es, k n o w l e d ge 
c r ea t i o n, i s a l m os t a l rea d y  l os t, i n  t he sense t ha t t he re i s n o t  a u n i q ue c o n t e n t  p r o v i d e r. L e a r ne rs ca n eas i l y  
f i n d  l ea r n i n g  res o u r ces be t t e r t ha n t h ose p r o v i d e d  b y  t he i r  teac he rs. T h e  o t he r p i l l a r, ce r t i f i c a t i o n, w i l l  b e i n  
pe r i l  i f  l ea r ne rs l ose t he i r  c o n f i d e n ce i n  t he t ra d i t i o na l  ed u ca t i o n a l  s ys te m, w h i c h  i s t o o  c o m p l e x  an d 
f r a g m e n t e d w h e n  c o m pa re d t o t he g l o ba l  scena r i o  o f f e r e d b y  t he w e b. W h a t  i f  t o m o r r o w  G o o g l e f r o m  i t s 
p r e d o m i n a t i n g  p os i t i o n  an n o u n ces t he G o o g l e U n i v e rs i t y  u n de r  t he l e m m a  “ lea r n  w h a t  y o u  rea l l y  w a n t  t o  
l ea r n  w h e n  y o u  rea l l y  w a n t  t o  d o  i t ”? O r  m a y b e “ lea r n i n g  i s o u t  t he re”? 

N e w  l ea r n i n g  t he o r i es suc h as c o n ne c t i v i s m  (Sie me ns, 2005) esta b l i s h  t ha t l ea r n i n g  i s p r o d u ce d d u r i n g  t he 
p r o c ess o f  esta b l i s h i n g  ne w  re l a t i o ns h i p s be t w ee n  c o n t e n ts an d c o n ce p ts, ra t he r  t ha n i n  t he a l rea d y  ac q u i r e d 
k n o w l e d ge. C o n ne c t i v i s m  i s a d i r e c t  c o nseq ue n ce o f  t he use o f  I n t e r ne t f o r  teac h i n g  an d  l ea r n i n g, spe c i a l l y  
t he l a ter, as i t  ga t he rs se ve ra l  s i g n i f i c a n t  t r e n ds i n  l ea r n i n g, su c h  as l i f e l o n g  l ea r n i n g, m i x i n g  f o r m a l, n o n-
f o r m a l  an d i n f o r m a l  l ea r n i n g, t ra ns f e re n ce o f  c o m pe te n ces a m o n g  c o n te x ts (perso na l, acade m i c  an d 
p r o f ess i o n a l) an d, l as t b u t  n o t  l eas t, t he f a c t  t ha t k n o w i n g  h o w  an d  k n o w i n g  w h a t  be c o m e l ess i m p o r t a n t  t ha n 
k n o w i n g  w h e r e an d esta b l i s h i n g  t he ap p r o p r i a te re l a t i o ns h i p s w h i c h  ca n be sha re d w i t h  o t h e r l ea r ne rs. I n  
f a c t, c o n ne c t i v i s m  i s a l i g n e d  w i t h  so me o f  t he ge ne ra l  c o m pe te n ces p r o m o te d  b y  t he ne w  E H E A  su p p ose d t o  
be pa r t o f  an y  p r o f ess i o na l  p r o f i l e i n  t he i n f o r m a t i o n  so c i e t y, su c h  as e va l u a t i n g  t he d i v e rs i t y  o f  se ve ra l  
o p i n i o ns, c o n ne c t i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n  so u r ces, n u r t u r i n g  an d  m a i n t a i n i n g  su c h c o n ne c t i o ns, ab i l i t y  t o  see ne w  
c o n ne c t i o ns be t w ee n f i e l d s, i d eas an d  c o n ce p ts, an d  de c i s i o n  m a k i n g, a m o n g  o t he rs. 

A m o n g  m a n y  o t he r g oa l s re l a te d t o  q ua l i t y  an d h o m o ge n i za t i o n, t he g u i d e l i nes set b y  t he ne w  E H E A  
p r o m o te a c o m pe te n ce-based st u de n t-ce n te re d l ea r n i n g  t ha t i s m o r e h o m o ge ne o us a m o n g  u n i v e rs i t i es, w h i c h  
a l l o w s  st u de n ts t o  st u d y  an d  w o r k  i n  an y  c o u n t r y  (in te r m s o f  t he E u r o pea n sp he re). T h i s l ea ds t o  g rea te r 
c o m pe t i t i o n  be t w ee n u n i v e rs i t i es as, t h r o u g h  q ua l i t y  d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n, t he st u de n ts w i l l  n o t  be t i e d t o  an 
o p t i o n  t ha t l i m i t s t he m  d ue t o ge o g ra p h i ca l  reas o ns, f o r  e xa m p l e. D i s t a n ce u n i v e rs i t i es n o t  o n l y  a i m  a t a 
sma l l  n u m be r  o f  ad u l t  st u de n ts, b u t  at t he i r  w h o l e  l i f e c y c l e, f r o m  w h e n  t he y  en te r  t he u n i v e rs i t y  t o  
c o n t i n u o us p r o f ess i o n a l  de ve l o p m e n t, w h i c h  i s k n o w n  as l i f e l o n g  l ea r n i n g. T h i s i s o ne o f  t he m a i n  m i ss i o ns 
o f  o pe n  u n i v e rs i t i es, p r o v i d i n g  c i t i z e ns w i t h  q ua l i t y  l ea r n i n g  a l o n g  t he i r  l i v es. I n  f a c t, t he E H E A  p r o m o tes a 
c o n t i n u o us t ra ns i t i o n  f r o m  t he aca de m i c  c o n t e x t  (un i v e rs i t i es) an d  t he p r o f ess i o na l  o ne. B u t  l i f e l o n g  l ea r ne rs 
ha ve a ls o a pe rs o na l  c o n t e x t, so t he ba r r i e rs be t w ee n f o r m a l, n o n-f o r m a l  an d  i n f o r m a l  l ea r n i n g  w i l l  
e ve n t ua l l y  d i sa p pea r as t he l ea r n i n g  p r o c ess i s d r i v e n  b y  t he l ea r ne r ac c o r d i n g  t o  h i s o r  he r  ne cess i t i es, 
pa r t i c u l a r i t i es an d p r e f e r e n ces.

I t  i s n o t  c l ea r t ha t t he E H E A  pa ra d i g m  w i l l  p r o m o t e m o b i l i t y  a m o n g  l ea r ne rs, b u t  t he use o f  v i r t u a l  l ea r n i n g  
scena r i o s m i g h t  c ha n ge t he i r  ha b i ts, as t he c o n ce p t  o f  m o b i l i t y  c ha n ges c o m p l e te l y, sh i f t i n g  f r o m  p h y s i ca l  
m o b i l i t y  t o  v i r t ua l. I f  t he E u r o pea n T r a ns f e r  C r e d i t  T r a ns f e r  S y s te m  i s e f f e c t i v e, l ea r ne rs sh o u l d  be ab l e t o  
c h o ose t he i r  c o u rses a m o n g  a l l  t he E u r o pean u n i v e rs i t i es, as l o n g  as t he y  p r o v i d e o n l i ne ac cess t o  t he m  an d 
o t h e r o r ga n i za t i o na l  i ssues are ad d ressed. A l t h o u g h  l a n g ua ge i s st i l l  a ba r r i e r  (at an E u r o pea n l e v e l), m o r e  
i ns t i t u t i o na l  ed u ca t i o ns w i l l  b e te m p te d t o l o ca l i z e an d ada p t  c o n te n t  ge ne r a te d b y  o t h e r i n s t i t u t i o ns i n  o r d e r 
t o  p r o v i d e t he i r  l ea r ne rs w i t h  h i g h  q ua l i t y  l ea r n i n g  res o u r ces, i n s tea d o f  t r y i n g  t o  re i n v e n t  t he w h ee l  o n ce 
aga i n. T h i s w i l l  d e f i n i t e l y  b r ea k  t he k n o w l e d ge p i l l a r  an d i t  c o u l d  be t he f i r s t g i a n t  s te p t o w a r ds a t r ue g l o ba l  
l ea r n i n g  scena r i o  based o n  o pe n ed u ca t i o na l  r es o u r ces.

Open educational resources

A s  sta te d ab o v e, t he ne w  E H E A  pa ra d i g m  i s p us h i n g  u n i v e rs i t i es t o w a r ds p r o v i d i n g  l ea r ne rs w i t h  m o r e 
c o n t r o l  o n  t he i r  o w n  l ea r n i n g  p r o cess, t h us b rea k i n g  t he c l ass i ca l  p r o d u ce r-c o ns u m e r  m o d e l  w h e r e a teac he r 
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p r o d u ces an d t ra ns m i t s k n o w l e d ge u n i d i r e c t i o n a l l y  t o  t he st u de n ts w h i c h  c o ns u m e i t. E d u ca t i o n  has a l w a y s 
been teac he rs c r ea t i n g  k n o w l e d ge, p u b l i s h i n g  i t  an d  t he n t ra ns m i t t i n g  i t  t o  l ea r ne rs. T h i s i s a m o d e l  d r i v e n  b y  
c o n te n t, i.e. t he k n o w l e d ge t o be l ea r ne d. O n  t he c o n t r a r y, t he ne w  E H E A  pa ra d i g m  f o c uses o n  t he c o n ce p t  
o f  c o m pe te n ce, w h i c h  i s ac q u i r e d an d  de ve l o pe d t h r o u g h  ac t i v i t i es w h i c h  en ga ge l ea r ne rs i n t o  t he l ea r n i n g  
p r o c ess. T h ese ac t i v i t i es i n v o l v e t he use an d/or t he c r ea t i o n  o f  l ea r n i n g  res o u r ces. T h e re f o r e, su c h  l ea r n i n g  
res o u r ces be c o m e t he l as t e l e m e n t  i n  t he ed u ca t i o na l  c ha i n  an d, i n  f a c t, t he y  ca n be re p l a ce d de pe n d i n g  o n  
t he p r o p ose d ac t i v i t y. I n  f a c t, l ea r ne rs a re en c o u r a ge d t o de ve l o p  i n f o r m a t i o n a l  c o m pe te n ces b y  sea r c h i n g  f o r  
t he i r  o w n  c o n te n ts an d  be i n g  ab l e t o  e va l u a te t he m  an d se l e c t t h ose m o r e ap p r o p r i a te d f o r  t he ac t i v i t y  t he y  
are pe r f o r m i n g. T h e re f o r e, a h u ge re p os i t o r y  o f  h i g h  q ua l i t y  c o n te n ts i s st i l l  n e cessa r y. T h i s re p os i t o r y  w i l l  
b e used f o r  c rea t i n g  l ea r n i n g  i t i n e r a r i es (that i s, seq ue n ces o f  ac t i v i t i es) w h i c h  w i l l  g u i d e l ea r ne rs t h r o u g h  
t he i r  pe rs o na l i z e d l ea r n i n g  p r o cess. B y  pe rs o na l i z e d w e  m ea n  ada p te d t o  l ea r ne r 's pa r t i c u l a r i t i es: 
p r e f e r e n ces, l ea r n i n g  st y l e, ac cess i b i l i t y  i ssues, access de v i ce an d  so o n, f o l l o w i n g  t he d i r e c t i o ns o f  t he ne w  
E H E A ,  t ha t i s, a l ea r ne r ce n t e re d m o d e l.

B u t, o n  t he o t he r ha n d, t he w e b  has a ls o p r o v i d e d  i ts use rs w i t h  ne w  o p p o r t u n i t i es t o  o v e r c o m e  t he p r o d u ce r-
c o nsu m e r  m o d e l  ba r r i e rs. W i t h  t he ap pa r i t i o n  o f  w e b  2.0 tec h n o l o g i es, a l l  use rs a re ca pa b l e t o  c r ea te, p u b l i s h  
an d  sha re t he i r  o w n  c o n te n ts. T h i s ne w  m o d e l, na m e d  c rea te-m i x-sha re-re use (Geser, 2007), has enab l e d a 
ne w  m o v e m e n t  w h i c h  has a g rea t i m p a c t  i n  t he f u t u r e o f  ed u ca t i o n, na me l y  t he O p e n  E d u ca t i o n a l  R es o u r ces 
m o v e m e n t. T h e  w e b  has be c o m e  a h u ge g l o ba l  r e p os i t o r y  f o r  f i n d i n g  l ea r n i n g  res o u r ces, b u t  u n f o r t u n a te l y  
m o s t  o f  t he m  l a c k  o f  t he bas i c  c ha ra c te r i s t i cs w h i c h  m a k e  t he m  t o be t r u l y  “o pe n”: use o f  tec h n o l o g i ca l  
sta n da r ds, l i c e ns i n g, m e ta da ta, et c. A l l  t hese i ss ues are abso l u t e l y  ne cessa r y  t o  ensu r e an d p r o m o te c o n te n t 
re usab i l i t y, o ne o f  t he m a i n  g oa l s o f  an y  re p os i t o r y. N e v e r t he l ess, i n  t he l as t y ea rs se ve ra l  p r o j e c ts su c h as 
O L C O S 3 an d  O E R: t he w a y  f o r w a r d 4, p r o m o t e d  b y  t he U N E S C O, ha ve sh o w n  t he p oss i b i l i t i es o f  t he O E R  
m o v e m e n t, w h i c h  i s y e t  t o  e x p l o d e.

Conclusions

A l l  t hese c ha n ges ca n be ana l y z e d  f r o m  t he pe rs pe c t i v e  p r o p ose d b y  w h a t  i s na me d  “ We b S c i e n ce”, a 
m u l t i d i s c i p l i n a r y  f i e l d  w h i c h  ad d resses a l l  t he tec h n o l o g i ca l, o r ga n i za t i o n a l  an d  so c i a l  aspe c ts o f  t he w e b  
(Ber ne rs-L e e et a l, 2006). T o da y  w e  a re a t t he p o i n t  w h e r e t he ne cessa r y  c o n d i t i o ns ha ve ar i se n t o  ta k e a ste p 
f o r w a r d  i n  t he c o n ce p t  o f  e-l ea r n i n g, as desc r i b e d b y  W e b  S c i e n ce. A  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  k e y  f a c t o r s a t m i c r o  
an d  m a c r o  l e v e l s ha ve c o m e t o ge t he r t o  m a k e  w h a t  w as k n o w n  as d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  e v o l v e (M i n g u i l l ó n, 
2008). E-l ea r n i n g  has re p l a ced t he c o n ce p t  o f  d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  t h r o u g h  a tec h n o l o g y, t he w e b, an d has a ls o 
c ha n ge d t he pe r ce p t i o n  t ha t use rs ha ve o f  i t, o b l i g i n g  e ve r y  ed u ca t i o n a l  i ns t i t u t i o n  t o  ad o p t  i t  i n  o r de r  n o t  t o 
be l e f t  be h i n d  i n  t he ra ce t o w a r ds q ua l i t y  l i f e l o n g  ed u ca t i o n. E-l ea r n i n g  as t he e v o l u t i o n  o f  d i s ta n ce 
ed u ca t i o n  i s (or sh o u l d  be), t he r e f o r e, a c l ea r e xa m p l e o f  a W e b  S c i e n ce case st u d y, i n  w h i c h  a l l  o f  t hese 
c ha n g i n g  aspec ts o c c u r.  

B u t  w e b  sc i e n ce i s n o t  o n l y  ab l e t o  e x p l a i n  w h y  d i s ta n ce ed u ca t i o n  has c ha n ge d s i n ce t he ad o p t i o n  o f  t he 
w e b  as t he g l o ba l  l ea r n i n g  scena r i o, i t  m i g h t  be a ls o use f u l  f o r  i d e n t i f y i n g  p o t e n t i a l  o p p o r t u n i t i es an d  pe r i l s 
o f  w e b-based ed u ca t i o n. T h e  f o r m e r  are pe r f e c t l y  desc r i be d  i n  t w o  v i s i o n a r y  pa pe rs b y  D o w n es (2005, 
2008). A m o n g  t he l a ter, t he w e b  has c r ea te d w h a t  i s k n o w n  as “ t he d i g i t a l  d i v i d e”, d i r e c t l y  re l a te d w i t h  t he 
c o n ce p t  o f  o pe n access i n  a w i d e  sense. 

O n  t he o t h e r ha n d, as l ea r n i n g  be c o m es an ac t i v i t y  ca r r i e d  o u t  o u ts i de t he w a l l s o f  t he t ra d i t i o na l  ed u ca t i o n a l  
i ns t i t u t i o ns, i t  w i l l  b e m o r e ne cessa r y  t o  ensu r e t he q ua l i t y  o f  t he l ea r n i n g  p r o cess b y  c ha n g i n g  t he 
ce r t i f i c a t i o n  p r o cess, w h i c h  w i l l  n ee d t o be m o r e based o n  esta b l i s h i n g  a ne t w o r k  o f  t r us tees c o m b i n e d  w i t h  
a p o r t f o l i o  (a pa r t i c u l a r  v i e w  o f  t he pe rs o na l  l ea r n i n g  en v i r o n m e n t) use d f o r  k ee p i n g  t ra c k  o f  a l l  t he l ea r n i n g  
ac t i v i t i es an d e v i de n ces pe r f o r m e d  d u r i n g  t he ac q u i s i t i o n  an d  de ve l o p m e n t  o f  t he des i re d c o m pe te n ces, 
pe rs o na l, p r o f ess i o na l  o r  acade m i c.

C u r r e n t  an d f u t u r e resea r c h i n  t h i s su b j e c t sh o u l d  i n c l u de t he i de n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t he k e y  f a c t o r s i n  su c cess f u l  
cases o f  w e b-based l ea r n i n g  scena r i os. A c c o r d i n g  t o  t he sp i r i t  o f  w e b  sc i e n ce, w e  nee d t o u n de rs ta n d  w h a t  
w e b-based l ea r n i n g  i s, t o  en g i n ee r i t s f u t u r e an d t o ensu r e i t s soc i a l  be ne f i t. A c c ess t o  ed u ca t i o n  i s o ne o f  t he 
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bas i c  h u m a n  r i g h t s an d t he w e b  ca n be pa r t  o f  a f u t u r e w h e r e a l l  i n d i v i d u a l s ha ve eq ua l  o p p o r t u n i t i es f o r  
de ve l o p i n g  t he mse l v es as c o m p l e te c i t i z e ns o f  t he i n f o r m a t i o n  so c i e t y. 
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