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Abstract 
We identify a number of meanings of “Open” , as part of the motivating rationale for a social 

media space tuned for learning, called SocialLearn. We discuss why online social learning 

seems to be emerging so strongly at this point, explore features of social learning, and 

identify some of the dimensions that we believe characterize the social learning design space, 

before describing the emerging design concept and implementation.  
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Introduction 

We are in a period of transition, as we realise how deeply the Enlightenment, industrial era has 

shaped our worldviews, and specifically, our educational practices. For many, this is the opportunity 

for new policies, pedagogies and practices to emerge which more aptly reflect what we now 

understand about how we learn, what we should learn, and who may access learning. The Open 

Educational Resource (OER) movement is a significant part of the reshaping of the landscape, 

challenging taken-for-granted assumptions as part of the “Open”  movement. Four disruptive 

dimensions of Open as a paradigm shift are summarized in Figure 1: Open Intellectual Property, 

Open Economics, Open Communities and Open Data Standards. 

The OER movement has made significant progress in raising awareness around new kinds of 

licensing models (Open IP), aided by developments such as Creative Commons, and to the extent 

that OER is financially free, OER engages with Open Economics (it is early days yet in evolving 

long term business models). OER connects with Open Communities and Open Data Standards in 

varying degrees, depending on technical platforms and the degree of learner/educator engagement 

that a given initiative catalyses.  

The Open University’s OpenLearn OER programme integrates OU course material, iTunesU, 

BBC, and all other free/open media offerings  (www.open.ac.uk/openlearn), and we continue to 

document its impact (Lane; Lane & McAndrew, In Press). Within Figure 1’s framework, the full 

text of OpenLearn course units connects strongly with OpenIP (Creative Commons BY-NC-SA 

licence), and with Open Standards (publishing in a wide range of XML formats including Moodle, 

IMS-CC+CP, SCORM), with growing Open Communities activity amongst educators and learners. 

Open Economics is addressed primarily through funding from the university and initial Hewlett 

Foundation grant. While iTunesU has proprietary aspects, all media and metadata are co-published 

in Open Standard formats.1 

Complementing this institutional, multi-channel publishing operation, the SocialLearn project 

has been investigating the more radical possibilities that Open presents. As Weller (2009) observed 

in discussing traditional learning management systems in the context of the Web 2.0 mindshift, “the 

online learning environment can be seen as a metaphor for how universities respond to the 

requirements and challenges of the digital age”.  

In this paper we put to one side the intruiging revenue-generation possibilities of Open 

Economics (e.g. Andersen, 2009). Assuming, therefore, that we are in a position to encourage free 

interaction and media sharing by learners, our focus is particularly on the Open Communities 

phenomenon, such as social networking platforms (e.g. Facebook and LinkedIn), and social media 

sharing (e.g. YouTube, Flickr, Slideshare). The common denominator here is of course the word 

Social — but the other key word is Learn. 

 

We will touch on four areas: 

 

o Why online social learning now? 

o What do we mean by social learning?  

o What distinguishes a social media space tuned for learning? 

o The emerging design concept 
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