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Foreword
As professor, researcher, administrator, and advocate of open and 
distance learning, I have always called for openness, flexibility, and 
accessibility in education. Throughout the world, open and distance 
learning has been a major contributor to national development by 
opening up quality education to people who cannot access conventional 
universities due to time, geographical, and socio-economic barriers. 

As societies developed from the post-industrial era to the information 
age, open and distance learning has also evolved. Interactive 
communication between and among students and tutors is now being 
emphasized more than ever. The advancement of ICT and greater 
public access to the Internet has allowed students to have easier 
access to distance education programs and services. 

The UP Open University is one of the institutions in the region that 
have incorporated the use of web-based technologies in the design and 
delivery of their courses. It has tapped online teaching and learning to 
reach Filipinos in the country and around the world. 

The book “Open and Distance eLearning” captures UPOU’s experiences 
in its evolution as an institution that combines the philosophies of open 
learning, the approaches of distance education, and the methods of 
e-learning. While it highlights the narratives as told by members of 
the UPOU academic community, it also bears some lessons to other 
educational institutions that are engaged or are planning to get into 
web-based and distance education. This publication contributes to the 
growing body of literature on how online learning can enhance learner 
experience, make learning more accessible, and serve the professional 
and continuing education needs of various sectors and stakeholders 
in our communities. May it inspire more educators, administrators, 
learners, and policymakers to support the cause of widening access to 
education through judicious use of information and communication 
technologies.

Prof. Tian Belawati
President
International Council for Distance Education



Preface
Open and distance e-learning (ODeL) is a worldview that incorporates 
the values of open learning, distance education, and e-learning and 
their intermingling to promote social transformation. It is grounded 
on the unique character and experiences of the UP Open University 
(UPOU) as the distance education institution of the country’s 
National University and an open university established on the dawn 
of the internet revolution in the country. 

ODeL as a worldview is sustained, reproduced, and re-constructed 
by a community of scholars connected by networked technologies. 
This book aims to articulate the values that underpin this ODeL 
framework as they are enacted in the practices, experiences, 
articulations, and stories of the members of ODeL community.

While ODeL has been shaped by the pedagogical approaches 
pursued at UPOU, this book is less interested with discussing online 
pedagogies, which have been covered in other publications. As such, 
this book is more interested in showing the interrelationship between 
the teaching and learning practices adopted in the university, the 
experiences that this community has undergone, the individual and 
collective identities of the participants in the community, as well as 
the dynamics and outcomes of the relationships between the ODeL 
academic community and the publics it serves.

This book attempts to explain and thickly describe a new culture of 
teaching, learning and sharing. It will likewise attempt to picture the 
changing concepts, constructs, and roles of learners and teachers 
in the development and creation of academic texts as seen in the 
narratives and analyses of those who are part of this academic 
community. They are the community of scholars in a fast-changing 
information, communication, and media technology-enabled 
world that is widening and magnifying teaching and learning in our 
digitized environment.

The book is divided into three parts. Chapter 1 (ODeL as a Worldview) 
presents the concept of ODeL as worldview, an articulation of 



values that arose from the intermingling of the philosophy of open 
learning, the approaches of distance education, and the methods 
of e-learning against the historical backdrop of UPOU’s creation and 
growth as a distance education institution. This chapter also shows 
how  other lenses can be used to interpret ODeL processes. Grace 
Alfonso discusses the global and local trends in open, distance, 
and e-learning as well as UPOU’s experiences as an open learning 
institution, and defines ODeL as a worldview within the context 
of these trends and developments. On the other hand, the paper 
by Melinda Lumanta presents an overview of the UPOU’s identity 
as it evolved with its adoption of e-learning as a mode of delivery 
and resource-based course development (RCBD) as a way to design 
and create courses.As a worldview, ODeL is not a prescriptive 
approach to education but rather is open to re-interpretation by 
other members of the academic community. The papers by Jean 
Saludadez and Ricardo Bagarinao in this chapter examine how ODeL 
transpire in learning situations from two disciplinal perspectives—
communication and ecology, respectively. 

Chapter 2 (Navigating Through the Digital Pathways of ODeL) 
articulates how ODeL has permeated the teaching and learning 
practices at the university. Primo Garcia shares a personal account 
of his experiences as an ODeL teacher, giving the readers a peek 
into the affordances and challenges in teaching and learning in an 
online environment. Patricia Arinto’s article describes the rapid 
instructional design as an approach adopted by the university to 
train its faculty members to design and develop appropriate content, 
craft interactive learning activities, and provide timely and effective 
feedback to learners. Melinda Lumanta and Alvie Simonette Alip 
describes how the administrative, instructional, and learner support 
services have been adapted and upgraded to support ODeL thrusts 
of the university.

The last chapter (Towards a New Culture of Teaching, Learning, and 
Sharing) touches on ODeL’s values of openness, access, sharing,and 
inclusion and how these are realized as the university engages with 
the wider academic community and the general public it serves.
Grace Alfonso discusses the role of open educational resources 
(OER) in widening access to education and argues that universities 



should be at the forefront of OER creation given that the values 
that underpin OER are consistent with those that have traditionally 
shaped universities. In another paper, Grace Alfonso presents 
OER as one of the means to achieving openness in education and 
puts forward how OERs can be maximized through the offering of 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC). Melinda Bandalaria talks 
about Massive Open and Distance eLearning (MODeL)—UPOU’s 
version of massive open online courses—and reflects on the issues 
surrounding MODeLs and their impact on inclusion. Inocencio Buot, 
Jr. and Larry Cruz share how UPOU tapped ODeL to widen access 
to nature and environmental studies and disseminate sustainable 
practices for the conservation and rehabilitation of destroyed 
landscapes and villages. Grace Alfonso expands the application 
of ODeL by explaining how it can encourage scientific thinking 
among learners and promote scientific culture in higher education 
institutions. This chapter ends with Grace Alfonso’s exposition on 
the opportunities and challenges in transnational and borderless 
education.

While the narratives and analyses presented in this book are largely 
based on the experiences of the UP Open University, they still 
offer some insights that other educational institutions can learn 
from as they embark on their distance education or e-learning 
initiatives. Just like any narrative, the experiences, propositions, 
and explanations presented here are never complete and final. Just 
like any story, it will be subject to re-telling, re-interpretation, and 
re-construction. We hope that through this book, we can engage 
in more conversations on our continuing vision to make education 
more accessible to more people for social transformation.

     Grace Javier Alfonso
     Primo G. Garcia
     Editors
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ODeL AS A WORLDVIEW





Creating Spaces and Possibilities
Through Open and Distance

e-Learning (ODeL): 
A Worldview

Grace J. Alfonso

Introduction

We now live in the digital age. The explosion of knowledge 
and scholarly resources in the Internet and recent 
advances in information and communication technologies 

(ICTs) have spurred educators to develop new methodologies for 
teaching and learning.

These innovations have been labeled as “distance education,” “open 
learning,” “e-learning,” “flexible learning,” “online learning,” and 
“blended learning.” These concepts now fall under the umbrella of 
“open, distance, and e-learning.”

There are three domains in open, distance and e-learning, each of 
which has its own definition and origin. Distance education (DE) is 
a mode of learning in which students and teachers are physically 
separated from each other, students undertake guided independent 
study of specially-designed learning materials in various media, and 
two-way communication exists between the teacher and students. 

Open learning, on the other hand, is a vision of an educational 
system accessible to every individual with minimal restrictions. 
It emphasizes the flexibility of the system to eradicate problems 
caused by barriers like age, geographical location, time constraints, 
and economic situation. Open and distance learning (ODL) is 
therefore a system which combines the methodology of DE with 
the concepts of open learning and flexible learning. 
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A more recent concept, e-learning is commonly referred to as the 
intentional use of networked ICT in teaching and learning (Naidu, 
2006). 

Strictly speaking, e-learning and ODL are interrelated but not 
exactly synonymous terms. As Guri-Rosenblit (2005) explained, DE 
in most higher education systems is not delivered through the new 
electronic media, and vice versa: e-learning in most universities and 
colleges all over the world is not used for DE purposes.

The plethora of terminologies in this area of education can indicate 
the different value systems that underlie these forms of technology-
mediated learning.  As a communication scholar, I look at how 
meaning making constructs realities. In this paper, I will attempt 
to examine the meanings various authors (including myself) attach 
to these labels. Since meanings are contextual, I will look into the 
trends in open distance e-learning globally and nationally. I will also 
present to you a brief background on the UP Open University, the 
institution to which I belong.

Based on these, I will thresh out some lessons that can be 
deduced from the previous discussions, in particular the spaces 
and possibilities that we in the ODL sector can look into. Drawing 
implications from the lessons, I will then present my worldview of 
“Open and Distance e-Learning” (ODeL) and identify issues that 
may arise out of this worldview.

Global Trends in Open, Distance, 
and e-Learning

In recent years, open and distance e-learning has been influenced 
by the following trends.

1. Transnational education
One impact of globalization is the increasing demand for cross-
border education. Institutions of open, distance, and e-learning 
are well positioned to propel them to cross-border education 
given their experience in ICT-enhanced modes of delivery. In their 
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efforts to control border education, governments may be forced 
to internationalize their accreditation systems. As an International 
Council for Open and Distance Education (ICDE) report noted, this is 
a case of concern as it may unintentionally create a new postcolonial 
knowledge environment that is dominated by the strongest and 
richest institutions at the expense of cultures and traditions in 
developing countries.

2. Quality assurance
With the spread of border education comes the heightened focus 
on accreditation and quality assurance. Most established distance 
educator providers have their own quality assurance systems. 
However, Belawati (2008) said that ODL has not yet established a 
universally standardized or acknowledged quality assurance system 
comparable to that in conventional face-to-face education.  

3. Digitization of distance education
In the past, most ODL institutions deliver a large part of their course 
content through print, radio, and television. The arrival of the 
Internet has enabled ODL institutions to get into what Otto Peters 
called “digitized” distance education. However, the adoption of 
e-learning methods across ODL institutions has been quite varied. 

4. Changing profile of students
Across the world, the number of adult learners wanting to update 
their knowledge and qualification has steadily increased. To cater 
to these learners, many conventional universities have gotten into 
blended learning, combining traditional classroom practice with 
e-learning solutions. However, many conventional universities 
have been unable to adapt online teaching methods fast enough to 
ensure increased access, quality, and sustainability through the use 
of teaching technology. 

5. Open educational resources
More and more institutions are openly sharing their learning resources 
at no cost. The development of free and user-friendly ICT has brought 
down the cost of producing learning resources. This coupled with 
the principle that knowledge must be free has contributed to the 
propagation of open educational resources (OER). 



6 ODeL as a Worldview

Recent Trends in the Philippines

At present, there are only 17 higher education institutions that offer 
DE programs in the country. However, there is a growing number 
of conventional universities that offer programs in either online 
or blended modes. The Commission on Higher Education (CHED) 
assesses, monitors, and accredits institutions that are intending to 
offer DE programs and transnational education. 

In the area of basic education, the Department of Education 
implemented the Open High School Program (OHSP) as part of the 
Education for All (EFA 2015) program.

The UPOU Experience

The UPOU was established in 1995 as the fifth constituent university 
of the University of the Philippines System. It aims to provide 
education opportunities to individuals aspiring for higher education 
and improved qualifications but who are unable to take advantage 
of traditional modes of education.

The creation of UPOU was a response to a felt need. Through the DE 
provided by the UPOU, the University is able to respond better to 
the demand for quality higher education especially in areas which 
do not have a UP campus. 

When UPOU was established 17 years ago, the university taught 
primarily through stand-alone modules in print. With the growth 
of the Internet at the turn of this century, the university shifted 
its gears and adopted online teaching and learning. Harnessing 
the advantages of these technologies, the UPOU decided to look 
at e-learning as a means to enrich the learning experience of our 
students. In addition, e-learning also enabled us to expand our 
reach abroad. At present, our offshore students come from over 40 
countries and comprise 20% of our total student enrollment.
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Compared to other universities, UPOU is unique for several 
reasons. 

First, UPOU is basically a graduate university. While many open 
universities focus on offering undergraduate and non-formal 
courses, most of UPOU’s program offerings are at the graduate level. 
The founders of UPOU thought it best to cater to the underserved 
graduate education sector, since there are many colleges and 
universities all over the country that offer a range of undergraduate 
programs. As of the latest data from CHED, there are 2,180 higher 
education institutions in the country, 72% of which are privately 
owned and run. 

Second, the UPOU exists as part of a national university system that 
is essentially residential in character. This poses both constraints 
and opportunities. In the beginning, UPOU took great efforts to 
convince some of its counterparts in its sister campuses about the 
quality of DE as a mode of teaching and learning. On the other 
hand, being part of UP has also allowed UPOU to tap the academics 
in other campuses as course authors, reviewers, affiliate faculty 
members, or tutors. The various campuses also became hosts to 
most of UPOU learning centers in key cities in the country.

Being part of UP also means upholding the values the national 
university has been known for - scholarship, academic excellence, 
academic  freedom,  humanism, nationalism, and social 
responsibility. Our regular faculty members and academic units 
are subject to the same performance review standards used in the 
whole university system. 

Third, UPOU’s creation also coincided with the inception of the 
Internet in the Philippines. From the time the university was 
established to the time the Internet took off in the country, 
the university has not invested much in physical infrastructure 
associated with earlier models of DE. This made it easier for the 
University to get into online models of delivery and digital mode of 
printing (i.e., print on demand).
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Fourth, the rapid increase in the number of Internet users in the 
Philippines bodes well with e-learning. From 2000 to 2011, the 
number of Internet users in the country leaped by 1000% from two 
million to 29 million Internet users in 2011. This can be attributed to 
the partnership between the government and telecommunication 
providers as well as increasing Internet usage among families of 
millions of Overseas Filipino Workers who use the web to connect 
with their loved ones.

Issues and Lessons

1. E-learning opens up possibilities
Modern ICTs have made teaching and learning innovations possible. 
The non-linear nature of web-based technologies allows for more 
independent, problem-based, and creative learning opportunities 
for our students. It gives teachers and learners the tools to engage 
in learning activities that foster creativity.

E-learning will also play an important role in the internationalization 
of DE. World-renowned universities may still rely on their reputation 
to attract younger international students to study on campus. 
However, there is a group of mature learners out there who prefer 
to study part-time and acquire the skills necessary to advance 
themselves in their careers. Many private online providers have 
actually specialized serving this market.

2. ODL creates spaces for the marginalized
In recent years, there has been a surge in e-learning initiatives all 
over the world. There are more commercially operated providers of 
e-learning now than a few years back. All these point to the viability 
of e-learning as a reliable approach to education.

Even as the providers of e-learning continue to diversify, there is a 
need to revisit what it means to be open. As author Greville Rumble 
argued, we need to remind ourselves that “access is about individual 
learners, structure and dialogue” and not some instrumental ends 
or commercial interest. It would do us good to look back at the 
contributions of open and distance learning not only to educational 
systems but to also to society as a whole. 
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ODL has helped usher in a more learner-centered approach to 
education. As a pedagogical approach, learner-centeredness brings 
with it certain values like public service, access, and equity. 

In the past, we have seen how ODL has reached sectors that do not 
have equal access in conventional forms of education. These values 
are what made ODL a success in the past and these are the same 
values that have and will make ODL relevant in the digital age and 
beyond.

3. The need to claim the space for the universitas 
E-learning as a mode of teaching and learning does not exist in a 
vacuum.  It is influenced by a host of socio-cultural, political, and 
economic factors. The confluence of these factors helps define what 
kind of e-learning will prevail and how it will affect our educational 
system in particular and societies as a whole.

For instance,  the diversification of providers of e-learning 
may provide learners with more options but it can also result 
in some unintended consequences. For example, the rush to 
meet the demand for so-called skill-based courses may lead to 
myopic programs that do not go beyond the how-to’s of things. 
International accreditation of online courses can answer the need 
for quality assurance but it can also preserve the hegemony of 
the market leaders in the field. Open educational resources can 
make learning more accessible to more people but it can also mute 
marginalized perspectives that do not lend themselves well to 
digital representation. Standardized quality assurance systems can 
ensure uniformity of student experience but they can also impinge 
on the academic freedom of faculty members.

How do open, distance, and e-learning hold on to its mission in 
the midst of these changes? Aside from getting inspiration from 
ODL’s inherent public service, access, and equity, we need to look 
at e-learning within the context of the “universitas” – the larger 
community of scholars, the state that has given us the mandate 
to operate, as well as the citizenry from which we draw support. 
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By going back to the concept of the universitas, we can better 
appreciate what education is regardless of its mode of delivery – a 
social contract.

At the core of the universities’ social contract is its role in social 
transformation. Universities have helped shape society not only 
by producing competent professionals but also by nurturing 
innovative ideas, facilitating discourse on important social issues, 
and developing technologies that people can use. Universities 
are able to do this because they encourage the free exchange of 
ideas, thereby allowing its community of scholars to think critically, 
creatively, and collegially. 

E-learning has the potential to develop learners who can think 
critically, analyze situation from different angles, tolerate other 
ideas, and propose creative solutions. From my observation though, 
effective course design and delivery are not enough to realize all this 
potential. For such  learning to be authentic and therefore achievable, 
e-learners and e-teachers alike need to know and feel that they are 
a part of a community of scholars. E-learners and e-teachers alike 
need to imbibe values that have made the universitas the cradle of 
social transformation – academic freedom, humanism, intellectual 
pluralism, cultural diversity, academic excellence, democracy, and 
service to society. For purposes of discussion, I will identify this way 
of looking at these realities as “Open and Distance e-Learning” or 
ODeL.

Open and Distance e-Learning as a Worldview

ODeL draws from the features and affordances provided by open 
learning, DE, and e-learning – access and equity, resource sharing, 
learner-centeredness, flexibility, active learning, interactivity, 
ubiquity, and connectivity. Some of these features – like access and 
equity – are more in tune with open learning. Others – like learner-
centeredness, flexibility, and active learning – are shared by the 
three domains. Ubiquity, interactivity, and connectivity are more of 
e-learning’s contributions (Figure 1). 
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As I have previously discussed, these affordances and features are 
infused with values that underpin the universitas – excellence, 
academic freedom, humanism, intellectual pluralism, democracy, 
and service to society. These ethos create the spirit of the university 
as we all recognize. Together, all these elements are embedded and 
facilitated by networked ICTs and make up what I refer to as ODeL. 
The interweaving of these components can bring about social 
transformation.

Let me just say that I am not the first one to espouse these values. 
Many ODL institutions have actually practiced these values in one 
form or another. ODeL is not a normative framework but is more 
of an expression of values. For me, ODeL is more of a worldview. A 
construction of how open learning, DE, and e-learning can converge 
and diverge, co-create each other, and enacted in the context of 
the universitas.

The conception of ODeL is a product of my experiences as an 
educator and administrator of an open learning institution in the 
Philippines. As we know, there is a range of models of ODL all over 
the world, each one of them is valid in their respective contexts.

Figure 1. ODel Worldview 
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ODeL-related Issues

Instead of dispensing a specific set of recommendations, I would 
like to raise some academic and administrative issues that may 
arise within the worldview that is ODeL.

1. Plurality of ideas
The post 9/11 scenario has shown us that the world needs more 
people who have greater understanding of the complexities of the 
world around them, a high level of tolerance for differences, and 
a more open mind to transformation. These are the same values 
that define the universitas. For us working in ODeL, this requires 
designing courses that not only encourages participation but also 
presents a range of ideas and perspectives.

The OER movement has done a great deal in democratizing 
learning materials. However, the developing world has been more 
of a consumer rather than producer of content. To create a truly 
global perspective, we in the Third World must find means to 
design, construct, and produce our information, our stories, our 
experiences, our interpretations, our course materials and claim 
our voices and spaces in the vast limitless Web. There is a need 
to create our own materials the way we want to create them and 
proliferate the web for the world to see. Only then can we talk 
about authentic contribution. 

2. Production of scholarly texts in a networked world
The Internet has been heralded and ridiculed for revolutionizing 
the world of education and for being a source of misinformation. 
If we really want the web to be truly reliable, academics need to 
be active in propagating scholarly texts that can be accessed by 
people across the globe. We in the academia should maximize the 
potentials of multimedia as research—both in terms of conduct 
and dissemination. While printed academic journals—which can 
be digital too—shall remain the primary mode for disseminating 
empirical work among academic scholars, multimedia offers a great 
opportunity to disseminate scientific knowledge to an audience 
that is becoming more accustomed to the grammars of the audio-
visual language.
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3. Non-linearity of the medium
Traditional cultures like the Philippines has a long oral tradition. 
According to Thomas J. Farrell’s commentary on Walter Ong’s 
work on orality and second orality, orality is participatory while 
print is objectively distanced. In orality, the author is dubbed as 
the performer, however, the listener is part of the performance 
and therefore is likewise the author. E-learning is capable of 
reconfiguring a space for second orality through its use of hypertexts 
and hypermedia, and hypermultimedia. Hypertext brings back the 
non-linear, non-hierarchical organization of information of primary 
orality. The digital text has given the ordinary people voices thus 
expanding the democratic space.

Indeed, e-learning technology is characterized by that unending 
cycle of conversations and dialogues. It has that openness for the 
thickening of discourse that is recorded through this flickering 
medium. Just like the way we have become conversant in the 
technology of writing, teachers and learners will have to be eloquent 
in this new technology. Teachers and learners will have to go 
beyond traditional technologies’ linear nature and understand and 
appreciate how to think non-linear as well. This has implications on 
how we recruit, train, and even compensate our ODeL teachers.

4. Instilling the universitas ethos in the electronic environment 
In conventional universities, the spirit of the universitas is made 
manifest in the way classes are conducted, research is undertaken, 
or even in the cultural activities as well as sporting events held 
on campus. How do we then propagate these values in an online 
environment? How do we re-define the spaces for socialization? 
Should we create new rituals for the performance of these ethos? 
How do we make social networking a tool not just for entertainment 
but also for a community of scholars? These issues offer exciting 
possibilities for ODeL.
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5. Digital divide
Just as ICT can be used to reach sectors that are not served by the 
conventional educational system, ICT can also marginalize people 
who do not have access to it. To address this concern, we need to 
improve the ICT infrastructure in the rural and poorer areas. This 
can be addressed by working with governments and the private 
sector. 

The use of ICTs, and the web in particular, has an internal logic in it 
and therefore requires a set of knowledge skills. For us educators, 
the bigger challenge is how we can assist disadvantaged people to 
overcome this cognitive divide. In addition, we may also need to 
explore more ways of combining online technologies with earlier 
media—like TV, radio, and print—to address the needs of certain 
sectors.

These are indeed exciting times for open and distance e-learning 
which offers a lot of opportunities for experimentation and 
innovation. It is here today and will proliferate more so in the future. 
We hope that with ODeL, we can better prepare ourselves for the 
opportunities and challenges that lay before us as educators and 
learners in the digital age.
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Identity of the UP Open University 
as an ODeL Institution

Melinda F. Lumanta

As early as 2001, we boldly declared “UPOU goes online.”  
The move proved to be a game changer as it did not mean 
simply switching the course delivery system of the UP 

Open University (UPOU); it meant redefining and realigning critical 
functions of the university that affected the way we did things and 
the way we viewed ourselves as an academic institution. What then 
is UPOU and who are we?  

As Van der Walt (2007) observed, identities of educational 
institutions, in most instances, seem to form spontaneously with 
no conscious effort to define its identity at the outset.  Rather, 
institutional identity is developed as individuals, forming the totality 
of the institution, collectively negotiate successful behaviors in 
meeting the challenges in its environment. 

In UPOU going online was the tipping point which triggered 
the institution’s  behaviors as revealed in major activities 
and undertakings.  Hence,  by  looking  at the university’s  
accomplishments through the years, one gets a sense of UPOU’s 
identity as an ODeL institution.  What we had been engaging in 
all this time, as an institution and even as individuals making up 
that institution, is reflective of who we are. This narrative provides 
glimpses of how we see ourselves behaving and responding to 
emerging trends and realities of a digital and networked society. It 
is an attempt to present UPOU activities that define certain themes 
or threads that make up the fabric of the UPOU identity.

Like most other educational institutions, UPOU found itself 
responding in deliberate and not so deliberate ways to challenges 
in its environment. An institutional document that heralded our 
accomplishments was put out in 2009. Intended to be an end-of-
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term institutional report it was creatively put together, providing 
a glimpse of ourselves as an agile organization adapting to the 
technological and pedagogical forces that presented themselves in 
a digital world and open education era. 

For instance, in the area of teaching and learning, we were quick 
to innovate with the Resource-based Course Development (RBCD) 
strategy.  This approach empowers learners by providing access to 
learning materials and deciding for themselves how these will help 
them in their own learning. It was a shift from the initial way we 
did things wherein faculty-in-charge prepared their course modules 
prior to offering the course.  These materials served as the main 
learning resource of learners. “With online learning, however, 
course development and course delivery as separate and sequential 
processes became less distinct” (Lumanta & Lagaya, 2012).  Further, 
Internet-based resources have become available to both students 
and teachers and along with the fact that the obsolescence of 
materials have been occurring at a faster pace and updating of print 
modules has become expensive, UPOU’s management deemed it 
practical to pilot the RBCD approach.

Hence, UPOU redefined its course development and delivery 
approach to include RBCD.  Premised on a fundamental orientation 
wherein student and teacher are considered as co-creators of 
knowledge, the RBCD approach allows for greater flexibility in 
putting together course materials. In this approach, the faculty-
in-charge, after preparing a course guide in which course goals 
are articulated, takes on a facilitation role through a process of 
referencing, compilation, integration, and synthesis of resource 
materials which the students can use, evaluate, and reuse in the 
learning process. 

This learner-centered approach was taken to heart by UPOU faculty 
and staff.  It is heartening to know the efforts exerted by faculties-
in-charge and support offices in knowing who their learners are and 
how best to reach them. These experiences were not only given out 
as testimonials but also shared in fora through paper presentations 
in national and international conferences by UPOU faculty and 
staff.



17Chapter 1

In line with this orientation, a significant innovation adopted by 
UPOU was the creation of the Virtual Learning Center in recognition 
of the special needs and concerns of its “offshore” learners. The 
driving force behind this was the growing number of learners based 
abroad and the need to integrate them into the academic life in an 
open and distance e-learning (ODeL) environment.  Needless to say, 
the attendant administrative and logistical support were likewise 
reviewed and adapted.  Another instance of agility was UPOU’s 
ability to quickly shift gears because of its “smallness.”

In 2009, we seized the opportunity to announce to the world that 
we were going global. International collaboration with academic 
and other institutions were forged for various projects including 
course development, course offering, short-term training, and 
institutional assistance. For that year, the anniversary theme, 
“Building Global Learning Communities” captured the essence of 
our internationalization thrust.  

We collaborated with Central Queensland University for the Land 
Valuation Management Program. We partnered with the World 
Health Organization for course development in international health 
and continued the contract with the e-Learning Development 
Initiative.

We forged linkages with five Asian Open Universities to develop 
and offer a graduate program in ASEAN Studies. It was a deliberate 
move as we anticipated the vital role an ODeL institution could play 
in the 2015 ASEAN integration.  Offering courses online allowed the 
university to reach an international audience and bring global and 
regional issues before learners and communities of practice.  

While our sight was set on the international arena, UPOU did not 
forget its commitment as a public service institution in the national 
scene.  With teacher education being one of its main thrusts since 
its inception, UPOU focused its degree and nonformal programs 
on Filipino public school teachers because “teaching the teachers” 
allows us to reach Filipino learners through them. Through this, we 
kept to our commitment of providing lifelong learning for all.
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With the burgeoning business process outsourcing (BPO) industry 
in the country, UPOU offered its expertise in developing online 
courses in service management. Similarly, with the continuous 
demand for qualified seafarers worldwide, UPOU committed itself 
to help in the professionalization of the maritime sector. With an 
ODeL framework  UPOU believed it was in the best position to fast 
track and scale up the training of qualified talents to sustain its 
unrivaled position in the world as the BPO country of choice and 
the maritime industry’s supplier of marine engineers worldwide.  

Under the leadership of the Faculties of Studies, UPOU pursued 
projects that helped elevate the level of teaching in public schools, 
that surfaced issues in the use of Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) in education, that piloted local government-
academe cooperation to bring the UP quality education even to 
underserved sectors of the country, that multiplied e-learning skills 
through capacity building courses, and that gave expert advice to 
policymaking bodies. 

We are also a community of scholars continuously conceptualizing, 
debating and addressing the essence of what is distance learning, 
e-learning, openness, and online learning in various fora organized 
or participated in by UPOU officials, faculty, and staff.  A colloquium 
series on distance education and the disciplines was held to foster 
critical reflection and dialogue on pedagogical and curricular 
innovations, research themes and approaches, disciplinal tensions 
and debates, and evolving perspectives in distance education.

Another academic exercise we held was a roundtable discussion 
on open educational resources (OER) and participation in the 
knowledge commons movement.  This intended to provide a forum 
for critical reflection on policies, practices, and role of the university 
from multidisciplinary perspectives.

And in keeping with advances in education, a soul-searching series 
of discussions was held by UPOU faculty and staff to reflect on the 
basic question: “How open are open universities?”  It explored the 
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paths and trajectories the university has to travel, the pedagogies 
and strategies it has to employ to remain relevant and effective. In 
the following years, a research team ventured follow-up activities 
such as research teams.

In line with this academic debate and ongoing discourse, UPOU 
organized an international conference in 2014 aptly titled 
“Universities in an Era of Open Education.”  As the 2nd international 
conference on open and distance e-learning (ICODeL), it intended to 
bring together academics, researchers, educators, administrators, 
policymakers, students, and other stakeholders to address 
educational challenges posed by a dynamic, technology-based, and 
continually changing environment. 

It was in 2012 that the UPOU introduced the concept of open 
and distance e-learning (ODeL) by holding the first international 
conference on open and distance e-learning known as ICODeL. In 
this conference, UPOU proposed to explore spaces and possibilities 
for open, distance, and e-learning; the convergence of philosophies, 
pedagogies, and technologies; and the opportunities, issues, and 
challenges in the education and public sectors.

These were great strides we took because we believed we had a 
responsibility to articulate, innovate, initiate, and undertake these 
initiatives. I would like to believe that the things we have engaged 
in in the past years are reflective of who we are, thus defining our 
institutional identity. Our informed assessment of what is going 
on around us that allows us to be at the forefront results from an 
academic orientation in being part of the premier university in the 
Philippines.  It follows too that our being reflective of what is good 
or not so good about developments in the field comes from a clear 
articulation of values we uphold as a university, among which are 
excellence, equity, humanism, and efficiency. In addition, we have, 
as an institution, come to own the “universitas ethos” which include 
academic excellence, intellectual pluralism, democracy, and cultural 
diversity. These enable us to elevate discourse to a conceptual 
level and to harness the spirit of experimentation, innovation, and 
evaluation of ODeL practices. 
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In essence, the ODeL institution we know as UPOU is all these—
agile and responsive, arising from its being lean and mean; in tune 
with the times, if not ahead of its time; a community of scholars 
continuously enriching theory and practice of open and distance 
e-learning.
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Agency Framework
as a Means for Explaining ODeL

Jean A. Saludadez

The mediated nature of open and  distance e-learning  (ODeL) 
makes it an institutional/organizational performance or 
accomplishment which means that there are agents other 

than the teacher participating in the teaching and learning process.   
Extant studies on the organizational dimension of open and 
distance learning (ODL)  focused either on the economic or the 
governance/administration issues rather than on how educational 
purposes are accomplished organizationally (Shane, 2002; Hai-
Jew, 2004; Lachtem, 2007; Zawacki-Richter, Bäcker & Vogt, 2009; 
Davies, Lowell & Petrie, 2010). Since 2004, I have embarked on an 
exploration of the agency framework, drawn from the organizational 
communication field which is my academic discipline, in explaining 
how and why education is possible at a distance (Saludadez 
2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013; Saludadez & He, 2012).  The 
exploration challenges the adequacy of present scholarship in the 
distance education (DE) discourse to explain why and how virtual 
organizations such as open universities accomplish their purposes. 
Within the agency framework, communication is seen as “not only 
a matter of people speaking or writing to each other, but that other 
things are continuously inviting and expressing themselves in day-
to-day interactions” (Cooren, 2011, p. 11). These other things are 
agents. Being an agent means being able to act or speak “on behalf 
of principal” (Taylor & Van Every, 2000 as cited by Cooren, 2006, 
p. 82). In this chapter I illustrate the use of the Agency Theory as 
an organizing framework for ODeL through a study of authority.  
Authority plays a key role in understanding the constitution of 
organizations.
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Acceptance as a Means to Understand Authority

People can orient to a given source of authority, which is then 
identified as tele-acting when its/her/his spokespersons/
spokesobject is acting or speaking. But this is a matter of negotiation 
and recognition, since this tele-action is not always obvious, 
accepted or recognized (Cooren, 2012). The study explores tele-
action in terms of the acceptance of authority (Taylor & Van Every, 
2000) or uptake (Austin, 1962 as cited by Taylor, 1993) in the 
context of open universities “where learning may reside in non-
human appliances” (Siemens, 2005 as cited by Anderson, 2012). 
Using a ventriloqual approach, it examines the pedagogies and 
the technologies that were incarnated in the archived recordings 
of teacher-student interactions in the virtual classrooms of three 
open universities in Asia, including the students’ reflections on 
their learning experiences. Surfacing the non-human agents staged 
at teacher-student interactions will tell what lends weight in ODeL 
organization’s performance and explain the accomplishment of 
open and distance elearning.

In the articulation of the Montreal School of Organizational 
Communication, authority is not a position but a communicative 
action that refers to “authoring an account” (Taylor & Van 
Every, 2011, p. 63).  A given source of authority can speak or act 
through “spokespersons or spokesobjects” (Cooren 2006, 2012). 
Acceptance of authority is operationalized as acceptance of the 
role of a spokesperson (or of the role of an agent for a principal 
in the parlance of the narrative economy). Acceptance of the 
spokesperson’s role does not reduce the human agent into a 
“judgmental dope” (as Cooren, 2010 quoted Garfinkel, 1967) as 
human agents are autonomous agents, rather it is suggestive of a 
shared action and responsibility. It is precisely this tension between 
“an acceptance for the moment, of authority as lodged in another, 
and a continuing sense of judgmental authority that explains the 
principle of why each organization unfolds the way it does (Taylor & 
Van Every, 2011, p. 36).
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Analytical Approach
 

The study made use of the Ventriloqual Approach that assumes that 
“Various sources of authority—understood as forms of agency—can 
be invoked or mobilized in a given interaction or dialogue” (Cooren, 
2010, p. 75).

The approach involves
•	 recording interactions as they happen or collecting recorded 

interactions; 
•	 identifying markers through which  a variety of figures 

appeared to recurrently and iteratively express themselves in 
the interactions; and

•	 understanding or hearing what the figures are made to say. 

Asian Open Universities as Study Sites 
Accounts were collected from three open universities in Asia—
where most of the open universities are located. Open universities 
are 

higher learning institutions that are primarily concerned 
with education at a distance, namely, education in which 
the systematic teaching and the communication between 
student and teacher or institution take place mainly by a 
variety of media (Asian Association of Open Universities, 
2014).

The three universities shared common features: 
•	 majority of their teachers/tutors were working part-time 

(affiliate teaching status) and 
•	 majority of their students were working adults.

Such relatively autonomous status of the teachers/tutors and 
the students (common in many open universities) makes them a 
good site for the study of authority in terms of acceptance in this 
context.
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The  three universities were selected as they offer a variety of  
settings in terms of program offering and of use of media/technology 
for teaching and assessment:
•	 University A  offered mainly graduate programs with fully online 

teaching and offline (face-to-face) assessment,
•	 University B offered undergraduate and graduate programs 

with blended mode teaching  (online with optional  end of the 
month face-to-face tutorial) and offline assessment,  and 

•	 University C offered undergraduate programs with either fully 
offline or blended mode (online and face-to-face tutorial) and 
offline assessment.

Access to the archived recording of class interactions in the two 
universities was made through faculty exchange programs. The 
classes selected were those where permission by teachers was 
granted, that is, 4 classes in all  (3+1) from AY 2011 to 2012. The 
third university is my home university and I used the archived 
recordings of two of my classes from AY 2010 to 2012. 

Analyzing the Accounts: Some Samples

Five interactions were presented below to illustrate the analysis of 
the accounts using the Ventriloqual Approach:

Interaction 1:  Forum thread on the venue for tutorial in  
University B

Interaction 2:  Forum thread on the study guide for a course in 
University B

Interaction 3:  Email exchanges on the final exam mode in 
University A

Interaction 4:  Forum posts on experiences in the final exam and 
on being a distance learner in University A

Interaction 5:   Questions and answers to an online evaluation of a 
course in University C
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Interaction 1:  Forum thread on the venue for tutorial in 
University B

Tutorial 1
by Tutor - - Wednesday, 25 July 2012, 11:00 PM

Dear All,

If you have any question for me, please post it on this page.

Tutors will not be replying to questions in the public forum. 
Public forum is meant for discussions among students only.

I will be online most of the evenings.

Re: Tutorial 1
by Student B1 - - Tuesday, 31 July 2012, 11:40 AM

Hi Tutor,

Can I have your email address please. 

Thanks.

Re: Tutorial 1
by Tutor - - Tuesday, 31 July 2012, 11:17 PM

Dear Student B1,

My email is ______

If you have questions on TMA1, please post it in Tutorial 
1 forum so that my reply can be shared with your class 
friends.

But I encourage you to email or post it here so that we can 
discuss any issues together.
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Contact Information
by Tutor - - Tuesday, 31 July 2012, 11:38 PM

Dear All,

I can be contacted at _____. H/P no. ________.  Best time 
is Mon-Fri 10pm 12midnight.

But please post questions on TMA1 on Tutorial 1 page. We 
are living in the age of knowledge economy. Knowledge is 
meant to be shared and leveraged.

Analysis of Interaction 1
The incarnation in the teacher’s reply/post of the tutor’s forum as a 
venue for sharing accomplishes two things:

1. It recognized what is the official venue for interaction and 
learning (teacher “herding” the class to the classroom), thus 
made present the unseen virtual university.

2. It spoke on behalf of a pedagogical community (the 
constructivism pedagogy where knowledge creation is through 
sharing) whose presence made an open university a higher 
institution of learning.

Interaction 2: Forum thread on the study guide for a course in 
University B

TMA3 results
by Course Coordinator (CC) - - Monday, 19 November 2012, 
10:21 AM

Dear All,

TMA3 results have been released after the usual 
moderation process practiced by the university. I shall 
be uploading the answer guide to TMA2 and 3 either 
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later today or tomorrow. I shall also be uploading some 
additional exercises for you to try. Perhaps also hints on 
what to expect in the coming exam.

Good Luck.

Re: TMA3 results
by Student B2 - - Monday, 19 November 2012, 10:27 AM

Thanks.

Looking forward to the model answers and the additional 
exercises, hope to receive it soonest as possible, so that 
we have more time for our revision. As we are all working 
adults, time is always the factor that limit ourselves.

Regards.

Re: TMA3 results
by Student B3 - - Tuesday, 20 November 2012, 02:58 PM

Dear CC,

I have yet to see any answer guide for TMA 2 & 3 and 
also additional exercise uploaded in the forum. Could you 
please assist in uploading it in the soonest possible time for 
our revision. There are only 12 days left before our exam. 
Please consider that time is very precious for open distance 
learners and working adults like us.

Many thanks.

Analysis of Interaction 2
The incarnation in the students’ replies/posts of the timely posting 
at the course forum of the assignment guide accomplishes three 
things:
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1. It recognized what is the official venue for interaction and 
learning (the students waiting for the teacher to appear at 
the “lecture hall” so to speak thus made present the unseen 
virtual open university.

2. It also spoke on behalf of a pedagogical community 
(cognitivism pedagogy where knowledge acquisition is 
through transfer) that at the same time materialized (or made 
real) the virtual open university as a higher institution of 
learning.

3. It also spoke on behalf of the learner community making 
virtual universities real, as learners are what make universities 
an institution for learning.

Interaction 3:   Email exchanges on the final exam mode in 
University A

From: Student A1
Date: Wed, September 15, 2010 at 2:59 AM
Subject: inquiry re exams
To: Faculty-In-Charge (FIC)

Hi FIC,

I am inquiring if it is okay to use laptop for the exams. I will 
use Microsoft Word as answer sheet and have it printed at 
the Learning Center.

Thanks!

From: FIC
To: Student A1
Sent: Wed, September 15, 2010 9:20:46 AM
Subject: Re: inquiry re exams

Dear Student A1,

It is good to use laptop during the exam (and given that we 
are in a cyber campus). However, I am not inclined to allow 
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its use because it will not be fair to those who do not have 
one. So, for the course final exam, the students will still use 
the old technology of pen and paper.

Hope this will not pose difficulty on your part.

From: Student A1
Date: Wed, September 15, 2010 at 9:50 AM
Subject: Re: inquiry re exams
To: FIC

Dear FIC,

Yes, will follow as instructed. It’s just that I’ve been so used 
in using the laptop that my thinking cap works best when 
I’m using keyboards for writing. I guess this is one draw 
back of technology (the laptop) - at least for me: it took 
me away from the fundamental skill, art and joy of writing 
using the pen and paper.

Looking forward to the exams this weekend.

Thank you very much.

Analysis of Interaction 3
In incarnating students not having laptop, the teacher spoke on 
behalf of a subset of the learner’s community in an open university. 
In doing so, it materialized/made real the university as an open 
university (“education for all” being the university’s motto).

Interaction 4:  Forum posts on experiences in the final exam and 
on being a distance learner in University A

Introduction to the Final Forum
by: FIC
Date: Monday, 19 March 2012

How  did your final exam go? I hope that that final 
requirement has still contributed to your learning by way of 
reflection...
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You may share also what it is to be a distance learner, now 
that distance learning is no longer an idea but has become 
real, practical, and experiential to you having gone through 
it for a semester.

End-of-semester post
by Student A2 - Tuesday, 20 March 2012, 07:39 PM

First off, the final examination. I personally didn’t 
experience it as an exam but rather as another opportunity 
to take stock of what I had learned from the course...

The only issue I had was that computer use was not 
allowed for the  final exam. For someone who has been 
using computer for all types of writing, I found doing two 
exams in one day torturous and somehow affected my 
thought process. Given the high technology available, I 
hope this will be addressed in the future.

This is my first semester at [the University] and I can now 
say it’s been a very productive start for me. My choice to 
enroll for this elective, as I’ve answered in the final exam, 
was rather arbitrary. Looking back now, I’m lucky to have 
made the decision because my experience in this particular 
course has convinced me that this style of learning suits me 
very well.

Final Thoughts
by Student A3 - Friday, 23 March 2012, 10:20 AM

I do agree that the exams could be made online as most of 
us have been using the Internet and computers, and will be 
more appropriate in the distance learning setting.

I’ve already experienced online examinations in my major 
subjects and mechanisms have been in place to ensure 
intellectual honesty.



31Chapter 1

But overall, [the Course] is  in my  top list of the most 
enjoyable courses I’ve taken during my [University] stint. 
I will be graduating this sem and I am happy I took this 
course.

Interaction 5:  Questions and answers to an online evaluation of 
a course in  University C.

Q:     Do you think this course helps you understand more   
about the new immigrants in the [country]? Explain   
how it helps you.

A:      I don’t think it is enough to understand by reading  
 few articles. The best way to know deeper is to get 
into their lives and get acquainted with them.

Q:     Please write down your comments or suggestion to   
 this course.

A:   I think this course shall not be limited in    
multiculturalism, immigrants and derivative only.  
There are many good articles, stories, news report 
and press info in various aspects that are good for 
use as reading for the curriculum.

Analysis of Interactions 4 and 5
The mobilization of laptop and students belonging to the 
technoword in Interaction 4 and of other means of learning (e.g., 
other materials, real experiences) in the students’ evaluation in 
Interaction 5 tells of

1. the presence of learner communities that have diverse 
background and needs, and 

2. their spokespersons’ role for the future students to which the 
university should give attention.
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Accomplishment of Open and Distance e-Learning 

By operationalizing acceptance of authority as acceptance of the 
spokesperson’s role, the virtual organization, that is, the open 
university is understood as: 

• having material spaces
• being made up of various communities; and
• emergent spokesperson of such communities negotiate/

co-construct what an open university is  providing a means 
to explain why and how open and distance e-learning is 
accomplished and education is possible at a distance.
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ODeL Environment in
Landscape Ecological Perspective

Ricardo T. Bagarinao

Introduction

Distance education (DE) has recently been popularized 
because of the advances in information and communication 
technologies. The latest version of the web, which further 

enhances Internet-based interactivity, revolutionizes DE and creates 
the possibilities for the development of online learning. Several 
universities around the globe, including the UP Open University 
(UPOU), took advantage of such modernization. In recent years, 
these universities developed programs, formal and non-formal 
alike, that were offered wholly online. Specifically, UPOU espoused 
the open and distance e-learning (ODeL) worldview in providing 
the global community with a quality higher education. 

However, regardless of the framework or mode of delivery used, 
DE in general or ODeL in particular still involves the spatial and 
temporal separation of teachers and students. According to Liu 
(2008), geographic separation between the students and teachers is 
a common characteristic of distance learning. Such separation may 
create a feeling of isolation, which remains to be one of the barriers 
that a distance learner should overcome. A study conducted by 
the Higher Education Academy as cited in Croft, Dalton, and Grant 
(2011) reported that about 22 percent of distance learning students 
mentioned the risk of feeling isolated as a challenge, highlighting 
the importance of personal interaction in the learning process. 
Isolation affects learner’s motivation to learn. Thus, it should be 
considered in the design and delivery of courses.
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In addition, online learners exhibit diverse patterns of navigation 
while logged on their virtual classrooms. Navigational behavior 
analysis is important in personalizing the learning environment. 
According to Carbo, Mor, and Minguillon (2005), personalization 
arises from the extracted knowledge of the navigational behavior 
of the e-learning environment users. This highlights the need 
for instructional designers, teachers, and web designers to have 
powerful tools for the visualization of all information collected 
in the e-learning virtual environment (Carbo, Mor & Minguillon, 
2005).

The issues of isolation and navigational patterns are among the 
converging points between ecology and DE. The purpose of this 
paper is to describe ODeL as a fragmented landscape, and discuss 
how such fragmentation may bring isolation effects on students. It 
will also discuss certain navigational patterns as observed in two 
case studies.

UPOU’s ODeL Environment as a Landscape

ODeL Patches
The ODeL environment can be construed as a virtual landscape with 
a mosaic of elements that is affecting and affected by the learning 
process. This landscape is highly fragmented, that is, its elements 
are physically separated. In ecological terms, the ODeL landscape 
consists of communities of teachers and learners in conjunction 
with the non-living components (e.g., online platforms, learning 
materials, technologies) interacting as a system. These components 
are linked together through their academic programs, courses, 
interests, or learning goals.

The UPOU ODeL landscape may consist of about seven virtual 
patches, namely: UPOU headquarters, learning centers, testing 
centers, affiliate faculty members, students, partner institutions, 
and alumni that are distributed in various geographic locations. 
The main headquarters of UPOU, which serves as the center of all 
major processes and activities, is located in Laguna province while 
its learning and testing centers are dispersed in more than 20 other 
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provinces. Philippine embassies located in 50 countries—including 
Japan, Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, Australia, Canada, United 
States, Mongolia, Oman, Algeria, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, United Arab 
Emirates—also serve as UPOU’s testing centers. 

In addition, a 10-year enrollment data of the university shows 
that more than 90% of its enrolled students are located in the 
Philippines. Of this percentage, more than 80% is located in Luzon, 
6% in Visayas, and 2% in Mindanao (Figure 1). In the academic 
year 2013-2014 alone, UPOU’s students came from more than 80 
provinces in the Philippines and 50 countries though most of them 
are concentrated in Metro Manila and in some urban centers in the 
country. 

Virtual corridors
Corridors are structures that may act as links or barriers in a 
landscape (Clark, 2010). In UPOU’s ODeL landscape, these corridors 
refer to all the wired and wireless systems developed to connect all 
its fragmented patches. In recent years, UPOU has maximized the 
use of virtual corridors such as the internet for its administrative 
and academic processes including the application for admission, 
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registration, submission and viewing of grades, course development 
and delivery, payment, check notification, meetings, and the like. 
Communication via web-based applications has been considered 
more cost-effective than through telephone lines. Likewise, the 
online systems of the university have helped the students in several 
ways. In a survey conducted by Secreto and Pamulaklakin (2013), 
about 90% of the respondents (n = 147) indicated that the online 
student portal and myportal, the university’s academic platform, 
has allowed them to connect to UPOU’s information and services. 
They considered these systems as more convenient, cost-effective, 
and time-efficient than going to the learning center to carry out 
certain non-academic processes. “With the online portal, students 
were freed from the hassles of lining up during enrollment and 
payment of matriculation fees. Likewise, it increases learners’ 
convenience since the system is available 24/7 anywhere” (Secreto 
& Pamulaklakin, 2013).

In addition, these online systems, which serve as important virtual 
corridors for all the university’s patches, provide timely information 
to all users. The immediacy of information is critical to all Faculties 
of Study in assessing students’ application for graduation, deciding 
to dissolve courses, advising students, and other student-related 
processes, and to students who will make decisions regarding 
their studies (Pullan, 2011). According to Nelson (2007), online 
students usually work on their course requirements or perform 
their academic tasks outside of their work schedules. Thus, the 
availability and accessibility of the system 24/7 could help these 
students save time and money in fulfilling their academic tasks 
(Secreto & Pamulaklakin, 2013).

Fragmentation, Isolation, and Interconnectivity

The highly fragmented UPOU’s ODeL landscape highlights the need 
to enhance interconnectivity especially between the student and 
teacher patches to reduce the impacts of fragmentation. In a real 
landscape, fragmentation leads to isolation of organisms, which 
when unmitigated will result in biodiversity loss (Echeverria et al., 
2007). In this virtual landscape, however, the fragmentation may 
lead to the development of a feeling of isolation, which when 
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unmitigated, may result in students’ de-motivation and eventually 
“loss” from their programs. According to Rovai and Wighting (2005), 
DE students are more likely to develop a feeling of isolation and 
alienation because of their physical separation from the school and 
its services and from other students. “This geographical isolation 
significantly detracts from the need for social interactions that are 
usually afforded by face-to-face situations” (Lee & Chan, 2007). 
According to Cooper (1990) and Fields and Lemay (1989) as cited in 
Senanayake, Liyanege, and Dadigamuwa (2005), students who felt 
isolated and alienated are more likely to drop out of their programs. 
In fact, isolation has been regarded as one of the major causes of 
students’ non-completion of their courses (Delahoussaye & Zemke, 
2001 in Lee & Chan, 2007). 

In addition, isolation may increase the DE students’ learning 
insecurities. Knapper (1988) in Senanayake, Liyanege, and 
Dadigamuwa (2005) argues that distance learners are more likely 
to have insecurities about learning more than traditional students. 
“Because there is no regular, classroom-based instructor contact, 
students may face difficulty in self-evaluating their progress and 
their understanding of the subject material” (Lee & Chan, 2007). 
Sweet (1986) in Senanayake, Liyanege, and Dadigamuwa (2005) said 
that these insecurities could be founded in personal and university-
related issues such as financing of study, disruption of family life, 
perceived irrelevance of their studies, and lack of support from 
their employers. 

Several studies (e.g., Lee & Chan, 2007) suggested the use of modern 
information technologies as tools to improve interconnectivity of 
ODeL students and teachers. As Lee and Chan (2007) indicated, these 
technologies, including both synchronous and asynchronous online 
communication tools, would have tremendous potential to help 
mitigate isolation effects. In Duke University and Georgia College 
and State University, the learning materials, lectures, orientation 
information, and administrative and academic materials were 
converted into podcasts (Lee & Chan, 2007) so that students might 
be able to bring them anywhere at any time or they may download 
it to their personal computers to avoid the “click and wait” scenario 
with poor Internet connectivity (Curry, 2004). In UPOU, some faculty 
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members have maximized the use of web-based technologies in 
order to simulate what is done in face-to-face learning (Arinto, 
2013). The purpose of the simulation is to increase information 
immediacy and achieve high degree of interactivity and students’ 
participation. In a narrative study conducted by Fakinlede (2012), 
a DE student reported that communication technologies promote 
students’ interactivity, collaboration, and social networking. These 
technologies had created opportunities for effective dialogue and 
bridges for transactional distance within the community of inquiry 
(Johnson, 2008 in Fakinlede, 2012). Likewise, the same student 
reported that synchronous media tools provide real-time, audio-
video communications, thus making them necessary social, teaching 
and learning platforms for effective interaction and interconnectivity 
for distance education delivery (Fakinlede, 2012).

However, these technologies should be used appropriately and 
with appropriate strategies; otherwise, they will further isolate and 
alienate the students by introducing technical overhead that acts as 
a further impediment to learning (Lee & Chan, 2007). For instance, 
Wagstaff (2007) warns “simply recording the audio component of a 
weekly lecture can potentially result in an experience for the listener 
that is boring, disconnected and difficult to follow.” In addition, 
“more complex multimedia elements such as video, animation 
and interactive media like simulations and games may have a high 
success rate in terms of boosting attention, motivation, and interest, 
but they are expensive and time consuming to develop, typically 
requiring a great deal of technical expertise” (Lee & Chan, 2007). 
They also require higher bandwidth for downloading, and thus, 
increase the likelihood of the “click and wait” situation common in 
streaming, especially in slower connections (Lee & Chan, 2007). 

Species Movement and Students’ Navigational Patterns

Fragmented landscape reduces organisms’ movement. “Individuals 
may experience difficulty in moving between different parts 
of the landscape to obtain their required resources” (Bennett 
& Saunders, 2010, p.93). This highlights the need to increase 
landscape connectivity. However, in some cases, the fragmented 
characteristic of the landscape allows species to develop certain 
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patterns of movement. According to Bennett and Saunders (2010), 
species persist in fragmented landscape because they move to 
multiple fragments, incorporating them in their territory and daily 
foraging areas. Other species, however, may become isolated and 
fail in their breeding activities. Hence, movement of organisms 
in fragmented landscape is species-specific and depends upon 
species’ dispersal abilities combined with the composition of the 
surrounding landscape (Eycott & Watts, 2011). 

In similar fashion, students may exhibit certain patterns in their 
navigational behavior under the ODeL fragmented landscape. 
Analyzing this students’ behavior in such environment could offer 
new opportunities for both web-based architects and designers, 
and pedagogical and instructional designers (Carbo, Mor & 
Minguillon, 2005). One of these opportunities is personalizing the 
learning environment. As suggested by Carbo, Mor, and Minguillon 
(2005), personalization arises from the knowledge extracted from 
the navigational behavior of e-learning virtual environment users. 
Personalization usually pursues improvement of user learning 
experience and satisfaction.

In analyzing the movement of students in ODeL landscape, three 
parameters could be quantitatively measured, namely: number of 
visits, time of visits, and length of visits. As students access their 
course sites in a semester or trimester basis, these parameters 
could be quantified in an academic term. The number of visits will 
measure the number of times that students visited their virtual 
classroom in a given term. The time of visit identifies the specific 
time of the day when the student logged on to the course site. 
The length of visit measures the number of minutes or seconds 
that the student stayed in the virtual classroom (Bagarinao, 2011). 
These parameters can be used to describe the pattern of the virtual 
movement of a student, and may be useful in designing the virtual 
classroom. 

In a study by Bagarinao (2011) involving 6,107 logged data of an 
online Natural Sciences II course in a Modular Object-Oriented 
Dynamic Learning Environment (Moodle) platform in UPOU, 
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students were observed to visit their virtual classroom more than 
the required number of days in the academic term of analysis, and 
even more than the number of days required for one academic term 
in the conventional residential education. On the average, they 
stayed logged on to the course site for more than 10 hours. They 
are also more active in nighttime than in daytime. These patterns 
are predictable because most of the students are working and had 
Internet connection at home (Bagarinao, 2011). But more research 
should be conducted involving working students in other online 
courses to have a substantial generalization of these patterns.

The movement could be studied in details by using existing 
visualization and movement analytic tool such as graphs. For 
instance, a study that will analyze the number of visits of online 
students to all the pages in a virtual classroom could be done 
while the measurement of the parameters could be presented 
graphically. Figure 2 is an example of a graphical representation of 
such analysis. 

The data used in visualizing this pattern were extracted from the 
logged data of online students in Science, Technology, and Society 
in Moodle platform in UPOU during the third trimester of academic 
year 2012-2013. Numbers in black boxes represent the total 
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number of information contained in each course site page while the 
number in yellow lines represent the total number of times that the 
class moved from one page to another. In this example, students’ 
movement in the virtual classroom was analyzed by using the graph 
theoretical approach. Graph theory indicates that movement of 
organisms in a landscape can be studied by looking at the nodes 
and edges of their movement. In the ODeL landscape, the pages 
could represent these nodes while the edges are the virtual paths 
that will be created as the students navigate from one page to 
another. These data are readily extractable from the logged data 
in Moodle. As indicated in Figure 2, students have accessed more 
frequently those pages (e.g., resource page, home page, forum 
discussion page, forum page) that contain information necessary 
in performing their learning tasks. According to Bagarinao (2014), 
these pages contained the resources such as the learning materials 
of the course, important announcements, and discussion threads 
on the concepts and applications of Science, Technology and 
Society (STS) that are needed to complete the course. As in a real 
landscape, movement of students in the ODeL landscape appears 
to be influenced also by the presence or absence of resources that 
could help them achieve their learning goals. But more researches 
involving different students’ set up or contexts should be conducted 
towards this analysis to have more evidence that could either 
support or deny this observation.

Summary

Some concepts of  landscape  ecology could be applied 
metaphorically to describe the ODeL environment and behavior of 
users in such environment. Two aspects of the ODeL environment 
could be described with landscape ecological terms, namely: the 
geographic separation of the users, which is associated with the 
fragmentation concept in landscape ecology, and the navigation 
behavior of users in a virtual environment, which could be analyzed 
by using the movement ecological concept.
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As mentioned earlier, fragmentation in the ODeL landscape 
is associated with the geographic separation of its functional 
elements—including the students, teachers, staff, offices—which 
serve as its major patches. Its wired and non-wired systems that 
link these patches could serve as the virtual corridors of the 
landscape to reduce or avoid the isolation effects of fragmentation 
or separation. Isolation effects should be minimized among the 
students since it could affect their academic performance and 
decision to complete their program. Though there are already 
existing modern information technologies that could enhance 
interconnectivity in the ODeL landscape, they should be used 
effectively and with appropriate strategies; otherwise, they can just 
further isolate and alienate the users.

Users’ movement in the ODeL landscape can be viewed as their 
navigational behavior. Such behavior is individual-specific and 
depends upon their abilities to navigate in the online environment. 
In landscape ecology, it is suggested that both intrinsic and extrinsic 
factors—such as the characteristics of the landscape itself and the 
ability of the organism to move—influence organisms’ movement 
across the landscape. Some studies involving online courses are 
suggestive of the same pattern where students navigate pages 
that contain the learning resources. However, this observation still 
requires more evidence, and thereby, it is suggested that more 
research studies could be done in varied students’ contexts. 
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CHAPTER 2: 
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Becoming an ODeL Teacher
at UP Open University:

 An Auto-Narrative
Primo G. Garcia

I joined the UP Open University as a faculty member in 2001, six 
years after the university was established and six years since I 
left the teaching profession.

Joining UPOU was my return to the academe. After graduating from 
college, I immediately taught undergraduate courses at another 
constituent unit of the University of the Philippines (UP). After a 
three-year teaching stint, I worked in research and development in 
a couple of development organizations for a few years. UPOU, being 
an open university but still part of UP, was both familiar and strange. 
The emphasis on academic excellence and academic freedom was 
evident but I also felt that it was more open in many ways. 

Obviously, the mode of teaching and learning took into consideration 
the students’ context. I understood that distance education was 
designed to help students who for one reason or another cannot 
study in the conventional educational system. I was also unaware 
that our students are mostly professionals and may have different 
goals than the full-time graduate students I have encountered in 
my graduate studies. 

Being a teacher at UPOU was quite novel to me. Having been 
educated in the traditional system, I had some questions and doubts: 
Will my students actually learn? Is it possible to teach with minimal 
interactions between and among my students? Will I actually thrive 
in this environment? Just as I had concerns, I also believed that 
education should be made more accessible and equitable. I was 
also drawn to the fact that as UPOU teachers, we were exposed to a 
variety of tasks including curriculum development, course writing, 
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production of audio-visual materials, and the like. To prepare us for 
these roles, the university provided various training programs to its 
faculty members. Things were moving fast. We had to learn fast. 

Over the years, advancements in web-based technologies have 
altered the way we teach at the university. My exposure to other 
schools of thought in my discipline has widened my idea of what my 
students should learn. As the university underwent organizational 
changes, so did our institutional practices. This is a narrative 
(Stanley, 1993) of my shifting identities as a teacher at UPOU.

Becoming a Distance Education Teacher/Online Tutor 
(2001-2003)

“Online tutoring is more difficult than I initially expected.  
While certain behavior and teaching styles in face-to-face 
tutoring also apply in the online setup, the absence of social 
cues and the asynchronous mode of communication call for 
a different approach. The fact that this is all taking place in 
a distance education mode adds another dimension to the 
teaching context.”

These statements were articulated in a paper that I presented in 
a national e-learning conference in 2002.  A year earlier, I joined 
the UPOU as a faculty member. In the first term of my work in the 
university, I primarily taught through the course manuals written 
by other authors and the monthly face-to-face tutorials conducted 
at the Learning Centers. Student attendance to these tutorials was 
optional.

A term later, the university decided to introduce online learning into 
the teaching and learning mix. Monthly face-to-face tutorials were 
still available but online tutorials were also offered for the first time. 
A Learning Management System was put in place for discussion 
forums, submission of assignments, and emailing of students.

As a novice online teacher, I faced a number of challenges (see Table 
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1) that shaped the way I saw myself as an academic—both as a 
teacher and a researcher. Having previously taught in a conventional 
campus, my experience as a teacher has mainly revolved around 
delivering content (i.e., lecturing). Learning activities such as 
class discussions and examinations were basically there to test 
my students’ mastery of content I transmitted. Upon entering the 
UPOU, my role as a source of knowledge was transformed to that 
of a “guide on the side.”  I came to the university at the tail-end of 
a distance education mode that is heavily focused on the use of 
carefully prepared print modules. Regular training programs were 
conducted to teach content experts to design and write course 
modules. These materials were subjected to the review of a quality 
assurance team composed of the author, an instructional designer, 
a reader, a media specialist, and a language editor. The modules are 
supposed to be written in a conversational manner and “talk” to 
the learners. At that time, it is not unusual to hear the phrase “the 
module is the teacher.” As a Faculty-in-Charge (as the teachers are 
called in UPOU), my function was to assist the students understand 
the modules and acquire mastery of the concepts and other skills 
through the learning activities designed by the course author.

At first, my interaction with my students was limited to the 
monthly face-to-face study sessions. In addition to handling one 
class, I was also supervising two other tutors for the two other 
sections in the introductory postgraduate course I was handling.  
In our tutors training, we were reminded not to do “lectures” at 
the study sessions, which must be supposedly spent on clarifying 
concepts that students find incomprehensible, addressing learner 
difficulties, and conducting learning activities to deepen students’ 
understanding of the content. Tutorials fell under the jurisdiction 
of a student support services unit, which also took care of tutors 
training and the collection and distribution of assignments from the 
students to the tutors.

The move to online tutorials has retained the centrality of the 
printed modules in the teaching and learning process but has 
opened up more spaces for interaction between and among my 
students and myself. Students who cannot attend the face-to-face 
study sessions now have another opportunity to participate in the 
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discussions. The virtual classroom has enabled me to engage with 
my students more frequently. However, it also brought a number 
of challenges, particularly in the areas of learning a new medium, 
facilitating dialogue, designing learning activities, assessing student 
learning, and providing support in the online environment (Table 1).

Table 1.  Challenges experienced as an online teacher and  
the solutions adopted
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The online discussion forums were a new approach for us to 
conduct tutorials. At this point, participation in the online tutorials 
was still optional just as it was in the face-to-face study sessions. 
It was at this time when the word “online” began pervading our 
discussion at training and informal discussions in addition to 
words like “connectivity” and “interactivity.” But for the most part, 
“online” more or less referred to the online discussion forums. The 
other course requirements like tutor-marked assignments can now 
be submitted online but many of us still printed the downloaded 
assignments or asked our students to send in their requirements 
in print. And so, of all the challenges cited above, designing and 
facilitating online discussion required the greatest amount of 
thinking and planning on my part. To encourage the students to 
participate, I tried to come up with discussion questions that could 
elicit multiple answers and perspectives.  On the topic of the nature 
of management, for instance, I asked them to answer the question 
“Is Management an art or a science?” To ease our foray into this 
asynchronous and technology-mediated mode of communication, I 
adopted some strategies like creating a positive tone, encouraging 
participation, and laying down the mechanics of the activity, as 
shown on Table 2.

I managed to sustain and direct the flow of the discussions by 
doing some follow-up postings, asking students to clarify their 
contributions, and encouraging other students to participate. In 
other instances, my time as an online tutor was spent on mediating 
discord in the discussions and setting ground rules to address 
conflict among the learners, as illustrated below:

Much as I want to encourage open and lively discussion at 
the Integrated Virtual Learning Environment (IVLE), there 
are certain standards of behavior that we need to uphold. 
Hence, I will be posting a set of ground rules at our course’s 
site to prevent such occurrence again. Attached herewith is 
a copy of those ground rules. 
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At the end, my primary contribution as the online tutor would 
be my synthesis of the discussion, which primarily consisted of 
summarizing the main points raised by the students and connecting 
the discussion with the theoretical concepts. In the following 
excerpt from my synthesis of the online discussion on the nature 
of management (Table 3), one can see how the ideas shared by the 
students were framed by the concepts provided in the prescribed 
course material, and vice versa.  

Table 2.  Sample Faculty-in-Charge (FIC) introductory posting in 
an online forum (2002)
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Table 3. Sample FIC synthesis of an online discussion (2002)

In spite of the guidelines and structure provided by the teacher, 
there were times when students would bring in ideas that may 
not fit with those of their classmates or the teacher. Depending on 
the relevance of the posting, my role as a teacher was to find ways 
of using the student’s contribution in bringing the discussion to a 
higher level (Table 4).
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Table 4.  Sample FIC’s treatment of a peripheral perspective
 in the online  discussion (2002)

While I believed that the online discussions have opened up more 
space for learner-learner and learner-teacher interaction, I thought 
that the discussions were still strongly tied up with the print modules 
prescribed by the university.  There is a growing realization that the 
materials were somewhat inadequate to create a fuller learning 
experience for the students. Referring to the third sentence in 
the posting shown in Table 2, there was an attempt on my part to 
open up the discussion to other perspectives by encouraging the 
students to cite other sources (and perspectives). In my posting in 
Table 4, I incorporated a tangential perspective in the discussion. 
In spite of these, the nature of the online tutorials at that time and 
the primacy of the perspectives presented in the course material 
meant that marginal perspectives remain as such.

This hankering for a wider range of perspectives came at a time 
when my views on research were also being challenged. It was 
during this time that I began collaborating on a research with 
a former colleague in the university where I used to work. (This 
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university is also a constituent campus in the UP System.) Having 
been introduced to qualitative research in my master’s studies, I 
started to develop a huge interest in the methodology. I learned 
that this former colleague was doing her doctoral dissertation 
using qualitative research methodology. She shared her research 
experiences with me and this encouraged me to learn more about 
it.  

In 2002, my colleague and I were invited to facilitate a roundtable 
discussion on the use of qualitative research in research and 
development (R&D) management studies. It was organized by the 
academic center where I was previously employed. The discussions 
turned out to be quite interesting, if not impassioned, so we decided 
to analyze the transcription of the discussions and publish our 
findings in a qualitative research journal. The study basically focused 
on our construction of qualitative research and our quantitative 
counterparts’ construction of the same. As we began to engage in 
more discussions about our study, I began to understand more how 
knowledge is basically a product of people’s interactions. After our 
article was published, we decided to work on a bigger study and 
this time problematize the centered and muted discourses in the 
field of R&D management, in particular R&D management research, 
R&D governance, and R&D management education. 

Two other colleagues joined our team to tackle the other aspects of 
the study. I was assigned to examine the discourses in the teaching 
of R&D management by analyzing the texts in the course modules. 
It was not an easy task but it confirmed my growing realization: the 
course materials were quite effective in presenting the concepts and 
approaches in managing R&D organizations but there were aspects 
of R&D organizational life that seemed to have been marginalized 
in the modules—the socially constructed and artful nature of 
management and the role of power in managing organizations.

As I was contemplating on the nature of R&D management, the 
UPOU was also examining its status and future. The UP System was 
undertaking re-organization at that time and there were streamlining 
efforts in various parts of the University System. There were talks 
about realigning the functions and structure of UPOU.  Efforts to 
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expand curricular programs were put on hold. The emphasis was on 
improving the current offerings. There were also questions about 
the adequacy of the printed modular course materials in teaching 
graduate students. As have been argued, graduate students need 
to be exposed to a variety of reading materials and a wider range of 
perspectives than the ones being provided in the course manuals. 
While I appreciated the amount of effort put into the production 
of the reader-friendly manuals, a part of me seemed to agree with 
the contention.

Amidst this situation, I had also been working on securing a 
scholarship grant to be able to pursue my PhD studies abroad. 
In late 2003, I applied for a study leave from UPOU to pursue my 
doctoral studies in Australia.

The Intervening Years (2004-2007)

I spent my succeeding three and a half years working on my PhD in 
organizations studies at Melbourne University. My doctoral thesis 
was a discursive study on the social construction of an Australian 
University’s organizational identities in the context of organizational 
change. As part of my study, I was exposed to the different schools 
of thought in organization and management.

Becoming an ODeL Teacher (2007 to date)

In late 2007, I returned to UPOU. In spite of the downsizing of some 
offices, the university has succeeded in maintaining its mission and 
functions as an autonomous university offering distance education 
programs. 

There were new faces and new systems. For one, we have moved 
on from a licensed Learning Management System (LMS) to an open 
source. I thought that the old LMS had a better environment but 
the new one has more features—online quiz, blogs, chats, and a 
host of other applications. 
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While the new LMS took some adjustments, the biggest change that 
struck me most was the university’s adoption of resource-based 
approach to teaching and learning. Instead of the usual printed 
course manuals, the university was now promoting the use of 
learning resources—including online articles, website, digital audio 
files, videos, and study guides—to promote higher thinking skills. 
The university has actually experimented on this approach even 
before I left for studies abroad. The main difference is that it has now 
become the standard approach to course material development for 
newly instituted courses. Faculty members and lecturers were still 
being trained in instructional design, but this time, the emphasis 
was on developing courses using online resources, including online 
articles, videos, and interactive sites and applications. More and 
more faculty members were also incorporating games, social media, 
blogs, and other web 2.0 technologies into their courses to promote 
interactivity, particularly in terms of collaborative learning.

In addition, FICs are expected to update the course materials of 
existing courses using the same approach. Whereas in the past, a 
course development team was organized to revise the old course 
manuals, FICs can now compile their own set of course materials as 
they see fit. The dictum “the module is the teacher” was no longer 
in fashion. 

At first, I felt nostalgic about the familiarity of the old way of doing 
things. Having been away for almost four years, I had to familiarize 
myself with my familiar but equally strange environment. As 
expected, I was not alone in my uneasiness. There were other people 
in the university who were also concerned about this change. Some 
felt that in moving away from the course manuals, the university 
could lose the branding it had built with its printed modules.

It was quite ironic that I had these nostalgic feelings when I had 
actually conducted a research arguing the limitation of the printed 
course manuals. Having said this, any ambivalence I was having 
was replaced by what I believed to be the advantages of this 
approach. First, online resources are easier to source and organize 
which makes updating of course content faster as compared to the 
printed course manuals, which may be reader-friendly but were too 
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costly to revise. Second, online resources come in various formats, 
which make them easier to disseminate and apply for different 
learning purposes. These were probably the same reasons why the 
university decided to go in this direction.

I was assigned to a course in R&D organizational structure, 
relations, and processes. Having been trained in organization 
studies for my PhD, I was excited to handle this course. Much as 
existing course manuals were quite effective in presenting the 
systems and functionalist perspectives on management, they need 
to be supplemented with other lenses for looking at organizations. 
I believed that this would not only enhance the students’ analytical 
skills but also make them better practitioners—managers who can 
think creatively and not be calcified by predictable ideas, respond to 
shifting and contesting organizational realities, and reflect on their 
relationship with and impact on their co-workers in their respective 
organizations.

To expand the perspectives covered in the course material, I 
decided to include Gareth Morgan’s Organizational Metaphors as 
one of the required reading materials for the course unit on “The 
Research Organization.” While in graduate school, I bought a copy 
of Morgan’s book “Images of Organizations” which argued that 
organizations can be read as metaphors. I did not have to condense 
his ideas from the book, as there were quality online resources on 
the web tackling the same topic.

As a distance education teacher, I was aware of the unique context 
of my learners. I believed that while the course manuals had it 
limitations, the students benefit from the structure they provide. 
In other words, students do not get easily “lost” while reading the 
modular manuals. And so when I combined this new material with 
the existing ones (i.e., course manuals), I made sure that I explained 
the relationship between the two in the Study Guide that I prepared 
(Table 5). I believed that it was important for me to provide the 
students with enough scaffolding as they interact with this learning 
material.
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Table 5.  Supplementing the course manual with online resources
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As part of the requirements in this module, I asked my students 
to participate in online discussion forum wherein they used any 
of Morgan’s metaphors to describe their own organizations. 
While a few students seldom used metaphors like “cultures” and 
“instruments of domination” to examine their organization, most 
still preferred to use the “machine” and “organism” metaphors 
which are associated with the systems and functionalist perspectives 
that were emphasized in the existing course manuals. 

The second module of the same course covered the relationship 
between the R&D organization and its environment. In the existing 
course material, the “environment” is presented as a separate 
entity to which organizations must adapt in order to survive. Just 
like in the first module, I drew on Gareth Morgan to supplement the 
existing perspectives. According to Morgan, there are three schools 
of thought on the organizational environment—adaptationist, 
natural selection, and social constructionist.  Just like in the previous 
example, most of my students related well with the adaptationist 
perspective, which is the commonly accepted view in management. 
In these cases, I will have to come in at the end of a discussion 
forum to clarify some of the misconceptions by expounding on the 
ideas presented in the learning material and relating them to the 
students’ postings, as shown below:

In the discussion, it was also argued that enactment is 
exhibited when managers/organizations come up with 
decisions based not on what is out there but on the former’s 
willful acts. There were some pretty good examples of 
companies that introduced new and innovative products 
(e.g., iPhone, news programs on primetime) that did not 
exist in the market but through the sheer creativity and 
tenacity of the organization’s leaders, new markets and 
industries were created, thus altering the environment 
forever. This is an example of people making sense of what 
the environment needs or wants and acting upon these 
interpretations. In this sense, the environment did not 
act upon these organizations. Instead, the organizations 
enacted it.
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However, it has also been mentioned that enactment 
could be an “aggressive” form of adaptation. According to 
this perspective, we can see that the enactment process 
precedes adaptation. Adaptation is therefore a retrospective 
act—it comes after the fact. The managers’ actions can be 
explained not by the environment but their interpretations 
of it. From the enactment perspective, the environment is 
enacted or constructed as people make meanings about 
it (i.e., it does not precede or exist outside the meaning 
making).

From the enactment point of view, managers supposedly 
act in the now (whether or not they see this act as an 
adaptation or something else) and interpret this action later 
or in retrospect. It is only after the fact that those managerial 
actions are re-interpreted as “adaptation.”

Judging by the posting from a student as shown below, such 
discussion notes posted at the end of the forum help students gain 
a better understanding of the lesson:

Thank you Sir for the summary notes specifically for clarifying 
the difference between adaptation and enactment.

In some instances though, students are able to grasp the concepts 
as well as the interrelationships between these concepts. In this 
passage from an online discussion, notice how a student (who, by 
the way, chose to describe his organization as a “machine”) saw the 
relationship between the metaphorical lenses he chose and the way 
he perceives an organization should relate to the environment:

Student A:
Hi classmates. I realized that the concepts of organizational 
metaphor and the three schools of thought that we just 
read are very much related and complement each other. The 
organizational metaphor that one uses to compare his/her 
organization has a big influence on what school of thought 
he/she will use to analyze it. For example, I compare the 
milling plant of our company to a machine, whose parts can 
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be replaceable to satisfy needs. Because of this, I think that 
our plant is best seen as an adaptive organization; changing 
its metal flow sheets and reorganizing people depending 
on the buyers’ demands. Also, one may believe in the 
enactment theory if he sees his organization as a brain!

Student B:
Hi [Student A]! I love your idea. This is what I am trying to 
drive at in my post. Keep up your good work...

It is moments like this when a teacher remembers why he/she got 
into teaching in the first place. 

The use of online materials available on the web extends beyond 
the course materials. I have also used it as a springboard for my 
students to do written assignments. In the module on the culture 
of organizations, for example, I required my students to describe 
and analyze the culture of their organization using The Cultural 
Web, which I found on the web (Mind Tools, n.d.). I thought 
that the framework could help the students surface the values 
that are embodied in their stories, rituals and routines, symbols, 
organizational structure, control systems, and power structures. 

Despite having a relatively specific set of guidelines for this 
assignment, I have observed that there were some students who 
still cannot seem to identify the “values” behind the practices and 
artifacts in their organizations. In the succeeding semester, I made 
my guidelines more structured by providing them a sample matrix 
to help them delineate those “values.”

Since I returned from my PhD studies several years ago, I 
experimented with some teaching and learning strategies, including 
collaborative learning, online assessment, and peer assessment. I 
was also given an opportunity to handle another graduate course 
where I personally assembled all the online course materials and 
designed all the learning activities.  

In 2010, the university organized a series of colloquia on the 
relationship between distance education and the disciplines that 
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we teach. I was one of the faculty members who were invited to give 
a talk. In one of those discussions, somebody asked whether there 
were fundamental differences between online teaching at UPOU 
and face-to-face teaching. Some believe that there was not much 
difference while others argued that the asynchronous and textual 
nature of the interaction makes the facilitation in online classes 
more difficult and laborious. I am aware of these challenges and 
there were times that I have struggled to tackle these challenges. 

I can understand why people see the gap between online teaching 
at UPOU and residential teaching closing more than ever. As a 
former teacher in a residential university, I appreciate the leeway 
given to teachers in the way they handle their classes. In recent 
years, UPOU teachers have been given greater freedom to select 
and design their own learning materials given the limits of the 
approved course description and learning goals and guided by the 
instructional design training they have received. But as a teacher 
in an open university, I also recognize the importance of providing 
structure to the learning experience. While I am given a greater role 
in deciding what to impart to learners, I am also aware that this 
content is still delivered through technical media. As a teacher, it is 
my role to guide my students engage with this content and be clear 
about the requirements they are expected to meet.

Postscript

Looking back, I can say that my role as an ODeL teacher can be 
summarized as follows: facilitating discourse, encouraging 
participation, developing content, designing learning activities, 
assessing student learning, and providing student support. 
These roles are not much different from those of a teacher in a 
conventional classroom. While the time and space difference 
between and among the teachers in distance learning adds another 
layer of complexity to the teaching and learning context, ODeL and 
face-to-face teachers share the same vision—to see their students 
achieve their full potential as learners and professionals in their 
chosen fields.
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I am not sure how teaching and learning at UPOU will evolve in the 
future. The possibilities appear to be endless. New technologies 
will be developed and bring ODeL to a new level or direction. In 
the end, the community of scholars and stakeholders that comprise 
UPOU would continue to construct and re-construct their narratives 
and enact their teaching and learning realities in this constantly 
adaptive worldview that is ODeL.
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Rapid Instructional Design for 
ODeL Course Development 

Patricia B. Arinto

Introduction: Evolution of Course Design 

Course design in distance education (DE) has been evolving in 
the last 15 years as a result of the increasing availability of new 
information and communication technologies. Traditional DE 
consisted of print-based materials developed by course teams 
consisting of subject matter experts, instructional designers, editors, 
multimedia designers and editors, and library support staff, among 
others (Calder, 2005; Haughey, 2010; Naidu, 2007). The course 
teams would take one to two years to develop materials using the 
systems approach to instructional design (see Figure 1). Because 
of the number of experts, length of time, and other resources 
involved, this approach to DE course design and development was 
“costly” (Naidu, 2007). However, the high costs could be justified 
by the production of high-quality self-instructional materials that 
could be “presented to large numbers of students with the support 
of tutors who are often part-time, contract staff” (Calder, 2005, p. 
232) over several course offerings.  

The advent of computer and web technologies changed the mode 
of DE from print-and-post to computer-mediated and online. The 
change was not only in course delivery but also in course design and 
development, with the emergence of the resource-based approach 
as an alternative to the course team approach. In online resource-
based courses, learners work with a mix of tailor-made learning 
resources such as study and activity guides, and existing materials 
like textbooks, websites, and rich media resources, instead of pre-
packaged course materials (Jara & Fitri, 2007; Mason, 1998). Mason 
calls this the wraparound or 50/50 model in her typology of online 
DE courses, and she differentiates it from the traditional content 
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+ support model of DE and the integrated model. The content + 
support model is characterized by the separation of the course 
content, which is pre-packaged and “relatively unchanging,” and 
tutorial support, which is usually provided by tutors who are not 
the course authors. In the integrated model, which Jara and Fitri 
(2007) call the discussion-based model, the course contents are 
“fluid and dynamic” because they are created during synchronous 
and asynchronous online collaborative activities. Also, in discussion-
based courses the course author and the tutor are the same person. 
In the wraparound or resource-based model, tutors or teachers 
have a more extensive role in course design “because less of the 
course is pre-determined and more is created each time the course 
is delivered, through the discussions and activities” (Mason, 1998, 
pp. 6-7). 

The involvement in course design of teachers-in-charge (Naidu, 
2007) or faculty tasked with course delivery is an important 
difference between the industrialized print-based model of DE 
course development and the postmodern, post-industrial, and 
digital model of DE course development. In the former, course 
design was undertaken through division of labor among specialists 
working as a team, and it took place during course development, 
before course delivery. In the latter, course design is undertaken by 
“a reduced version… of the course team approach” where faculty 
members both design and deliver the courses asynchronously 
online (Power, 2007, p. 65). Course design in the latter also tends to 
be “ad hoc” rather than “planned” or “centralized” (Davis, 2001, p. 
10) and the design process is much more fluid, taking place not just 
before but throughout course delivery. It is in this context that rapid 
instructional design is best understood as a course development 
method in DE. 
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Principles and Processes of Rapid Instructional Design

Rapid instructional design is described by Thiagi (1999, 2008) as 
“faster” and “cheaper” instructional design that results in “better” 
learning because it focuses on absolutely essential skills and 
concepts and it fosters active learning. At the UP Open University 
(UPOU), rapid instruction design has been adopted as a means of 

• developing web-supported DE courses that are learner/ing-
centered, knowledge-centered, assessment-centered and 
community-centered (Anderson, 2008a); 

• engaging Faculty-in-Charge in the design process and helping 
them to adopt innovative pedagogies; and 

• regular updating of course materials at minimal cost, thereby 
enabling the ODeL institution to maintain quality in a cost-
effective way.  

The open and distance e-learning (ODeL) model being implemented 
at UPOU is one where students engage in guided independent 
study of resource-based course packages and online tutorials 
conducted through a Modular Object Oriented Dyanmics Learning 
Environment (Moodle) - based virtual learning environment (VLE). 
This open source VLE allows for the creation of courses featuring 
two types of content: resources and activities (Blin & Munro, 2008). 
Resources are usually digital materials like webpages, PowerPoint 
presentations, and files in portable document format that are 
created outside of the VLE and uploaded or linked to the course site 
on Moodle. Activities include discussion forums, chat rooms, and 
online quizzes that are generally created directly on the Moodle 
system to enable interaction and dialogue among learners 

Training workshops on how to use Moodle are conducted regularly 
for all of UPOU’s Faculty-in-Charge (FIC). In addition, FICs may 
request individualized tutorials from techsupport staff. However, 
although UPOU shifted to the use of Moodle in 2007 and online 
tutorials were adopted at UPOU in 2001, we noted the persistence 
of the following issues in faculty use of the VLE: 
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• Some course sites or virtual classrooms are not prepared for 
student use before the semester begins. Thus, upon entry, 
students find these course sites bare, without basic resources 
such as a course guide to give students an overview of the 
course, an introductory message or instructions from the 
FIC, and an introductory forum where students might at least 
introduce themselves. 

• Many of the functionalities of the online learning platform are 
not sufficiently utilized to engage learners, to facilitate and 
enhance learning, and to foster dialogue and collaboration. 
For example, few FICs have tried out the online quiz tool, the 
use of chats, and the use of the blog and wiki features. 

• The most used functionality or feature of the learning 
management system (LMS) is the discussion forum. However, 
there is minimal and sometimes no teacher moderation of or 
participation in these forums beyond setting the forum topics.  

• In many cases, faculty do not give timely feedback on student 
assignments.         

Analysis of these issues led us to conclude that a basic workshop on 
how to use Moodle is inadequate for faculty to learn how to design 
online courses well. To be able to teach effectively with technology, 
faculty members need to develop not only the requisite technology 
skills (i.e., skills in the use of particular hardware and software) but 
also a deep understanding of how using particular technologies 
might change the dynamics of teaching and learning (Arinto, 2008). 
As Mishra and Koehler (2006, p. 1030) put it, “The addition of a new 
technology is not the same as adding another module to a course. 
It often raises fundamental questions about content and pedagogy 
that can overwhelm even experienced instructors.” Indeed, using 
a VLE like Moodle, especially in a DE context (i.e., where teachers 
and students do not meet face-to-face in a physical classroom), 
requires teachers to think carefully about how they would chunk 
and sequence course content, what types of learning resources 
to make available, and what mix of individual and collaborative 
activities to provide in order to foster deep and active learning. In 
short, FICs using Moodle need to do instructional design. 
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Following this analysis, we designed a workshop on rapid 
instructional design for FICs that is based on Anderson’s (2008b) 
conceptualization of the roles of the online teacher, and a framework 
for designing online courses derived from Anderson’s (2008a) 
attributes of effective online DE, Beetham’s (2007) approach to 
e-learning activity design, and Thiagi’s (1999 and 2008) rapid 
instructional design methodology.

According to Anderson (2008b), the online teacher’s roles include 
designing and organizing the learning context, supporting learning 
and facilitating discourse, assessing learning, and providing direct 
instruction. The rapid instructional design workshop highlights 
the online  teacher’s   role as course designer,  which according 
to Anderson (2008b) involves developing, updating, and/or 
customizing course content; and designing learning activities that 
maintain a balance between independent study and community 
building, facilitate deep exploration of content, and provide for 
effective assessment of learning. Anderson’s (2008a) model of 
online learning shows high levels of interaction among the learner, 
the content, and the teacher made possible by effective use of 
web-based learning resources and communication tools. Thus, 
for Anderson (2008a) effective online DE is learner- or learning-
centered, knowledge-centered, assessment-centered, and 
community-centered. This online learning model is compatible with 
Beetham’s (2007) principles of effective e-learning design, namely: 
(1) design for learning outcomes; (2) design for learners; (3) design 
with digital tools and resources; and (4) design for interaction 
with others. These principles can be applied at any of four levels 
of design—course design, session planning, activity design, and 
learning object design (Beetham, 2007). 

Anderson’s description of what online teachers do when they 
engage in design work matches Thiagi’s rapid instructional design 
methodology which aims to ensure that the three components of 
effective learning are present: 
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1. Content related to the instructional objectives;

2. Activities that require learners to process the content and to 
provide a response; and

3. Feedback to learners to provide reinforcement for desirable 
responses and remediation for undesirable responses.

Thiagi’s methodology is called rapid instructional design because 
it involves significantly fewer steps than the steps in traditional 
instructional design shown in Figure 1. Traditional instructional 
design is a lengthy process but FICs usually have little time to 
prepare for course delivery (although course assignments are given 
at least one semester ahead, FICs often have to juggle teaching as 
well as research and administrative loads within a semester). Thus, 
it is necessary to adopt a more streamlined approach to traditional 
systems design (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Six basic steps in instructional design
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We can then map Thiagi’s method of rapid instructional design 
on to the streamlined approach to reduce the six steps to three   
(Figure 3).

We propose further that since learner demographics are already 
available at the program level and since the course objectives are 
already set and not normally changed during course delivery, it is 
possible for FICs to focus on just two steps. These two steps are: 
(1) selecting existing content and customizing it; and (2) designing 
learning activities around this content. 

Figure 3. Grouping steps in instructional design
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A Pedagogical and Practical Rationale
for Rapid Instructional Design 

The rapid instructional design methodology described in the 
preceding section is both content-driven and activity-focused. The 
focus on content is significant because, as Anderson (2008a) reminds 
us, “[e]ffective learning does not happen in a content vacuum.” 
This means that people develop thinking and other skills within the 
context of particular knowledge domains or disciplines. Thus, for 
example, people learn how to write in an academic way by being 
exposed to examples of academic writing, rather than to written 
resources in general. Our rapid instructional design methodology 
in a web-supported environment allows DE teachers to prepare 
a menu of content-rich resources in various formats and diverse 
contexts that learners can explore in order for them “to grow their 
knowledge and find their own way around the knowledge of the 
discipline” (Anderson, 2008a, p. 49). 

The activity-focused aspect of rapid instructional design, on the 
other hand, is important in helping faculty to design online learning 
environments that are “rich in resources, tools, and learning 
materials, and that offer ample opportunities for social interaction 
and collaboration… [and] extensive opportunities for practice with 
the different categories of knowledge and skills” (de Corte, 1996, 
p. 124, in Calder, 2005, p. 232). Such learning environments are 
underpinned by a social constructivist perspective on learning, or the 
view that learning is a process of constructing knowledge through 
social interaction and application in authentic contexts (Anderson 
& Dron, 2011). In social constructivist learning, students are fully 
engaged and they are active participants in a learning community. 
Especially in DE contexts, this represents an ideal of sorts, indicating 
successful negotiation of the transactional distance (Moore, 1997) 
between learner and teacher and among learners that is inherent 
to the teaching-learning transaction and exacerbated by physical 
distance.   

The rapid instructional design methodology described in this paper 
also has the added advantage of increasing the level of engagement 
of the ODeL teachers themselves. One of the negative aspects 
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of the traditional content + support model of DE was the feeling 
of alienation it engendered, especially among faculty in-charge 
of course delivery. This alienation came from a loss of autonomy 
and control over the teaching process which was cut into various 
phases and “distributed” (Guri-Rosenblit, 2009) among the senior 
academics who planned the courses and developed the course 
materials, the junior faculty who planned assessment activities 
and served as course coordinators during the course offering, and 
mostly part-time lecturers who served as tutors and counsellors 
(Arinto, 2007). In contrast, in online DE the boundaries between 
course development and course delivery are blurred and there are 
opportunities for increased faculty control of courses (Abrioux, 
2001). Mason (1998) and Jara and Fitri (2007) refer to the increased 
role of tutors in the design of online resource-based courses. Tait 
(2010) refers to the expansion of the mediating role of online 
teachers to include helping learners “to make sense of the wealth 
of resources which they can, with guidance, find themselves” (pp. 
x-xi).

A fourth advantage posed by our rapid instructional design 
methodology is that it is a relatively inexpensive way of “updat [ing] 
the study materials on an ongoing basis” (Guri-Rosenblit, 2009, p. 
106). In the industrial model of DE course development, the revision 
and redevelopment of course materials is not easily managed as it 
requires the (re)constitution of course teams, the (re)organization 
of faculty workloads, and the (re)allocation of time and other 
resources. In contrast, the rapid instructional design methodology 
presented here is parsimonious: it involves only the course faculty 
and it can be implemented quickly.  

Factors to Consider in Implementing Rapid 
Instructional Design

Rapid instructional design poses a number of advantages, as 
discussed in the previous section. However, certain conditions need 
to be met for these advantages to be realized. First, faculty need to 
undergo training in design for learning. The training should be a 
holistic program in teaching effectiveness in ODeL. Thus, it should 
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highlight the principles of effective learning discussed previously, and 
not be narrowly focused on design as a technological skill. Second, 
faculty should be provided tools and resources to guide them in 
their design work. Examples of these are frameworks, models, and 
templates, as well as standards, guidelines, and procedures that 
the faculty can use as reference points for their work. 

For the institution as a whole, these quality standards and systems 
would be an important means for gauging success in ODeL. This 
is the third condition for rapid instructional design to improve the 
quality of online teaching and learning. More specifically, institutions 
should put in place a system for regular and timely review of both 
the process and outcomes of course design. This system should aim 
to implement the appropriate standards for the design of online DE 
courses, such as accessibility for all students, appropriate types and 
levels of interactivity, and relevant and up-to-date content, as well 
as appropriate use of proprietarial and open educational resources. 
The standards to be implemented are in a sense the principles 
of effective instructional design which, following the process of 
instructional design, should also underpin the training and support 
programme for faculty as course designers.  
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Institutional Services 
in Support of an ODeL Environment

Melinda F. Lumanta and Alvie Simonette Q. Alip

When in 2010 the UP Open University (UPOU) embarked 
on being an open and distance e-learning (ODeL) 
institution, support systems were put in place to enable 

a networked and technology-based learning environment. ODeL 
initiatives of the university had and continues to be supported by 
UPOU’s two main staff offices—the Office of the Vice Chancellor for 
Academic Affairs (OVCAA) and the Office of the Vice Chancellor for 
Finance and Administration (OVCFA). 

With a clear mandate to be 100% online, the academic and 
administrative functions of the university were reoriented to 
suit the so-called 4th and 5th generations of open and distance 
learning wherein web-based materials and the use of a learning 
management platform figure prominently. It was a move from a 
paradigm using primarily print-based learning resources with face-
to-face tutorials and variations of it (Generations 1-3) to one that 
relied on web technologies (Generations 4 & 5). The shift in its core 
academic philosophy created a ripple effect on UPOU’s finance and 
administrative operations.

Innovative strides in the academic realm reflect adaptation, if not 
radical changes, in perspectives, pedagogies, and practices in ODeL 
in UPOU.  It is notable that, after a decade of using print modules, 
UPOU switched to digital copies which were downloadable and 
printable. Students initially accessed these through a virtual 
bookshop which served as a repository of course modules; later, it 
was decided that a decentralized system was more efficient. Digital 
copies of the material were uploaded to course sites accessible 
to enrolled students. The leap from print to digital formats of 
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course materials not only redefined course delivery and course 
development (from printed module to resource-based course 
package) in UPOU; it likewise refocused certain functions in the 
administrative support systems.

In the academic realm, the major changes were accompanied by 
evolving student support systems. Figure 1 shows the timeline of 
the UPOU support units under OVCAA from 1995 to 2013. The 
reorganization in UPOU that happened in 1998 and 2003, and the 
rapid developments in the use of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) and Internet in higher education brought 
academic and administrative changes in how the UPOU support units 
operate, particularly in course delivery and course development. 

Figure. 1. UPOU Support Unit Timeline from 1995 to 2013
(Alip & Yambao, 2013)
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In its early stage, the delivery of UPOU’s academic programs was 
through distance education using stand-alone printed modules 
supplemented by audio-visual materials, and a once a month 
face-to-face tutorial session. With the advancement in computer 
technologies and the Internet, UPOU adopted online teaching and 
learning in 2001 via the Integrated Virtual Learning Environment 
(IVLE), and in 2007 offered its courses online via the Modular 
Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment (Moodle). UPOU 
also started its own massive open online courses (MOOCs) in 2013. 
With such developments, UPOU maximized the potentials of ODeL 
in making quality education more accessible, enhancing the learning 
experience of its students. For instance, UPOU customized its own 
learning management system, MyPortal, which is also powered by 
Moodle, for greater support to teaching and learning. 

Aside from MyPortal, another major innovation in student support 
was the development of the Online Student Portal (OSP), a student 
facility of the academic information management system (AIMS). 
OSP is the online gateway of UPOU’s academic operations wherein 
“students can register online, view their final grades, pay online, 
request for documents, view important announcements, and access 
the online course sites, e-library resources, online order system for 
learning materials, and student evaluation of teacher” (Secreto & 
Pamulaklakin, 2013). UPOU is also targeting system integration and 
rationalization as it continuously develops other online systems that 
will make teaching and learning in the digital age more interactive 
and productive, efficient, and effective.

The offering of online courses expanded UPOU’s reach to offshore 
students located in more than 40 countries. This increase in the 
number of offshore students eventually paved the way to establish 
the Virtual Learning Center (VLC) for offshore students with a full-
time coordinator in 2011.  

The effects of the shift in UPOU’s core academic philosophy were also 
felt in the finance and administrative sector. As the administrative 
sector kept pace with the innovations in the academic sector, 
initiatives on computerization of operations, development of online 
payment schemes, and installation of ICT infrastructure were taken 
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on as new challenges of the university. As an agile organization, 
UPOU was in a position to experiment with these innovations even 
as it remained part of the University of the Philippines (UP) System 
of conventional campuses. 

As early as 2001, the OVCFA embarked on the production of an 
e-Manual in anticipation of an ODeL environment. A computer-
based compilation of processes accessible through UPOU’s intranet, 
the eManual was intended to guide UPOU staff and various 
UPOU clientele in understanding and complying with applicable 
government rules and regulations that govern the operations of 
the university.   

It started with a soul-searching undertaking that examined the 
administrative processes of the university and attempted to use the 
affordances of a digitized system. For instance, UPOU recognized 
its unique situation as an open university. “Consistent with the 
nature of an open university where the students could enroll and 
graduate without ever having to set foot in a physical campus, the 
OVCFA focused its efforts on studying, proposing and implementing 
payment schemes that would allow students to perform school-
related transactions through alternative modes” (UPOU, 2007).  

In addition to online and over-the-counter payments through 
local banks, the Learning Centers and Cash Office at the UPOU 
headquarters, a wide range of payment options including credit 
card payments for local and foreign students using over-the-counter 
(OTC), mail-order-telephone-order (MOTO), and e-Commerce 
modes were instituted by the university. UPOU had in mind a 
system that would be a clear-through process whereby its online 
and regular registration could be complemented with an online 
payment scheme suitable for open and distance learning students.

With support from the UP administration, UPOU was first among 
the campuses to implement credit card payment of tuition fees by 
the students. Moreover, with an internet payment gateway facility 
in place, UPOU is positioned to handle other transactions vital to 
student support services and its own internal operations.  
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The UPOU’s strategic position as the academic leader in ODeL in 
the country and in the region requires that its support units be 
proactive, innovative, and creative in ensuring quality academic 
offering, engendering a culture of innovative research in ODeL 
and the disciplines, modernizing ODeL pedagogy, mainstreaming 
open educational resources (OER) advocacy, and strengthening 
instructional and student support services (OVCAA, 2013). Needless 
to say, the main support offices of the university have to confront 
and creatively address issues and challenges in student support 
systems for online teaching and learning.  

Articulated as directions the university intends to pursue, these 
challenges are in the areas of student support resources, online 
examinations, and assessment systems for massive online courses. 
Alfonso (2013) articulated these in her speech before distance 
education leaders. First, student support resources (e.g., academic 
policy manuals, academic calendars, FAQs, learning strategies) need 
to be readily accessible. Second, ways by which online examinations 
can be delivered effectively and efficiently should be explored. An 
open source invigilating system can be developed, one that ensures 
security and integrity of examination and can cover different sources 
of assessments. Third, the foray into MOOCs questions the very 
nature of support. An assessment is needed to identify the extent 
and form of support that can be replicated on a massive scale in 
online courses.

Adhering to its being a learner-centered university in an ODeL 
environment, UPOU will continue to evolve as it adjusts its 
institutional systems and structures  in accordance with the varying 
and changing needs of its learners.  
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Open Educational Resources and 
Higher Education: 

Putting Universities back 
in the Center of

Knowledge Production 

Grace J. Alfonso

Prologue

In 2011, the UP Open University (UPOU) embarked on the 
production of a community television program that aims to 
highlight science and technology issues and showcase the 

research and technologies produced by research and development 
(R&D) institutions based in the university town of Los Banos in 
Laguna, Philippines. The UPOU offers mostly graduate programs 
through open and distance e-learning.

The one-hour magazine show is called “Maki-Makiling”, named 
after the beautiful mountain that stands above the university town. 
Among its segments are a discussion of science and technology 
issues by local experts and citizens, feature stories on technologies 
developed by the R&D agencies, trivia, and other information about 
the town’s history, culture, and tourism. It is part educational and 
part entertainment. To make it more accessible to more people, the 
show was produced in Filipino.

The local show ran for one season. It was produced through the 
efforts of volunteers from the UP Open University and the R&D 
agencies. I acted as the show’s director with technical crew coming 
from UPOU’s Multimedia Center. The local cable operator offered 
to air the show thrice a week for free. It was broadcasted in several 
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towns in the province of Laguna. UPOU is also planning to upload 
the show in its web-based station called UPOU Networks to make 
it more accessible to a wider community. While the show primarily 
addresses a local audience, the issues it covers—forest conservation, 
health, water quality, and science culture—are universal.

This initiative was initially met with doubts by some representatives 
from the R&D institutes. They were unsure whether there is an 
audience for a show on local science and technology issues. After 
the airing of the show’s initial episode, we were gladly surprised by 
the positive feedback from the local citizens.

I shared this experience because it gave me some insights on open 
educational resources (OER) in Asia and the digitized world.

OER Contributions and Challenges

The benefits of OER to education has long been heralded—widening 
access to education, promotion of lifelong learning, increased 
collaboration between academics, increased reputation for the 
participating institutions, and so on.

While we continue to reap the benefits of OER, there are some 
issues that I believe we must consider of we are to make OER more 
relevant to learners, especially in this part of the world.

The proliferation of educational resources—both proprietary and 
open—has been a cause for celebration as well as concern. While it 
has made learning more accessible to more people, its openness to 
all types of assertions can be problematic as well.  Individual learners 
who do not belong to the formal education system may find the 
wide array of resources confusing, especially if they are confronted 
with opposing perspectives. As Prof. Som Naidu said, students 
need help with locating OERs, evaluating their quality, and applying 
these resources for effective learning. More than ever, our teachers 
need to be involved not only in the development but also delivery 
of these digital resources. In the era of open knowledge, however, 
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traditional quality assurance systems are at best difficult to impose 
and go contrary to the participative nature of OER where teachers 
and learners are engaged in the co-creation of knowledge. 

OER has an inherent mission to make learning available to as many 
people as possible. If we really want to make OER truly useable, 
academics need to be open to the popularization of complex 
scientific ideas. As it is, there is general disdain for popularization 
among academics. As Stephen Hilgartner noted, popularization 
is sometimes seen as “appropriate simplification or at worst, the 
distortion of science by outsiders.” Having said this, popularization—
if not properly handled—can also lead to oversimplification, if not 
misrepresentation.

The digital nature of OER has made it readily accessible, reusable, 
and interactive. However, it has also raised the difficulty of pinning 
down authorship in a multimedia environment. When French artist 
Marcel Duchamp put a urinal in a museum to make a point about 
the nature of art, the artistic community began questioning the 
nature authorship. Who is the author in this case—is it maker of 
the urinal or the artist who put it in the museum and called it art? 
The same dilemma now faces multimedia resources. When people 
do mash-ups of digital resources, to whom does the authorship 
rightfully belong? 

Lastly, OER has done a lot in giving much latitude to our teachers 
and learners in both content, type, and medium. However, more 
work needs to be done to increase resources suited to the Asian 
context. As Ilkka Tuomi argued, the Western Platonic or “object” 
view of resources may not fit with the primacy of the “flow” in Asian 
philosophy.  Moreover, Asian academics also need to populate the 
web with their own narratives and discourses and in their own 
languages. If indeed language constructs reality, our reality may 
change depending on the language we use to make sense of our 
world. A more active contribution from Asian academics in OER 
may perhaps help in addressing exoticism and stereotyping of Asian 
people and societies.
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Role of Universities in OER Movement

By virtue of their name alone, universities cannot afford not to 
be involved in OER. In this case, the growth of OER will likely be 
shaped by the context in which universities and other educational 
institutions are situated. The confluence of these contextual factors 
shall define what kind of OERs will prevail and how it will affect 
our educational system in particular and societies as a whole. In 
the midst of these issues and concerns, what roles can universities 
play? How do academics hold on to their mission in the midst of 
these changes? 

OER and the Universitas

Despite claims by some critics about the impending death of the 
University as we know it, I believe that the long-term success and 
relevance of OER is tied up with the future of universities that 
support it.  For OER to flourish and to be truly enriching, we need 
to look at OER within the context of the “universitas”—the larger 
community of scholars, the state that has given us the mandate 
to operate, as well as the citizenry from which we draw support. 
By going back to the concept of the universitas, we can better 
appreciate what education is—a social contract.

At the core of the universities’ social contract is its role in social 
transformation. Universities have helped shape society not only 
by producing competent professionals but also by nurturing 
innovative ideas, facilitating discourse on important social issues, 
and developing technologies that people can use. Universities have 
pursued knowledge beyond the utilitarian needs of our professions 
and industries. They have also helped spur paradigm shifts, social 
movements, and social transformation. Universities are able to do 
this because they encourage the free exchange of ideas, thereby 
allowing its community of scholars to think critically, creatively, and 
collegially. 
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OERs can be tapped to develop learners who can think critically, 
analyze situation from different angles, tolerate other ideas, 
and propose creative solutions. From my observation though, 
effective course design and delivery are not enough to realize all 
this potential. For such learning to be authentic and therefore 
achievable, learners and teachers alike need to know and feel 
that they are a part of a community of learners. While technical 
knowledge is a must, our citizens need to know that they have ready 
access to a more holistic learning experience that goes beyond 
the how to’s of things. I believe that e-learners and teachers alike 
need to imbibe values that have made the universitas the cradle of 
social transformation—academic freedom, humanism, intellectual 
pluralism, cultural diversity, academic excellence, democracy, and 
service to society. 

On the other hand, OER is underpinned by values like freedom, 
inclusivity, access, resource sharing, learner-centeredness, 
flexibility, and reflection. 

These values are inherent among educators. In addition, they 
are compatible if not supportive of the values that define the 
universitas—excellence, academic freedom, humanism, intellectual 
pluralism, democracy, and service to society. These ethos create 
the spirit of the university as we all recognize. Together, all these 
elements—embedded and facilitated by networked information 
and communication technologies (ICTs)—can help bring about 
social transformation (Figure 1).

Let me just say that I am not the first one to espouse these values. 
Many educational institutions have actually practiced these values 
in one form or another. What I am presenting is not a normative 
framework but more of an expression of values, a worldview, a 
construction of how open knowledge can be enacted in the context 
of the “universitas.” It is a worldview shaped by my experiences 
as an academic, a university administrator, a citizen, and a lifelong 
learner. 
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OER Worldview Implications

This worldview has implications for OER and the way we handle 
some of our academic and administrative matters in the university.

First is the issue of plurality of ideas. The post 9/11 scenario has 
shown us that the world needs more people who have greater 
understanding of the complexities of the world around them, 
a high level of tolerance for differences, and a more open mind 
to transformation. These are the same values that define the 
universitas. For us working in OER, this requires designing resources 
that not only encourages participation but also presents a range of 
ideas and perspectives.

The OER movement has done a great deal in democratizing learning 
materials. However, the developing world has been more of a 
consumer rather than producer of content. To create a truly global 
perspective, we in Asia and the Third World must find means to 
design, construct, and produce our information, our stories, our 

Figure 1. ODeL Worldview
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experiences, our interpretations, and our course materials and 
claim our voices and spaces in the vast limitless Web. There is a 
need to create our own materials the way we want to create them 
and proliferate the web for the world to see. Only then can we talk 
about authentic contribution. 

Related to this issue is the production of scholarly texts in a 
networked world. OER has been accused of contributing to 
confusion. If we really want OERs to be truly reliable, academics need 
to be active in producing propagating OERs that can be accessed 
by people across the globe. We in the academia should maximize 
the potentials of multimedia as research—both in terms of conduct 
and dissemination. While printed academic journals—which can 
be digital too—shall remain the primary mode for disseminating 
empirical work among academic scholars, multimedia offers a great 
opportunity to disseminate scientific knowledge to an audience 
that is becoming more accustomed to the grammars of the audio-
visual language.

Corollary to this is the need for collaboration in the production 
of OERs. In a network society, academics must partner not only 
with other academics but also with communities of learners in the 
production of OERs. There should be more East-West, East-East, 
South-South, and North-South collaboration to ensure that OERs are 
not only relevant but, more importantly, present a balanced view 
of the world. In this way, we can minimize the problems of racism, 
caricature portrayals, exoticism, sexism, and fundamentalism that 
have been plaguing our world. 

Academics should be more open to working with learners and 
other communities of practice in the development of OERs. This 
applies not only in OER per se but also in the way we conduct our 
research. This goes beyond the issue of popularization. It is more 
about understanding their perspectives and worldview to make 
OERs more sensible to their lived experiences. We should maintain 
our rigorous research methods even as we explore more accessible 
ways of disseminating research results. In this way, we can share 
the products of our research as OER in a relevant manner to a wider 
audience.
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If academics fail to see the opportunities of working with learners 
and other stakeholders in the educational system, commercial 
providers would fill the void. I have no problem with private 
sector participation in education. However, universities should still 
play a leadership role in the OER movement. The juggernaut of 
consumerism has its dangers and we should remain vigilant about 
it.

Third is the non-linearity of the medium. Traditional cultures like 
those in Asia has a long oral tradition. According to Thomas J. 
Farrell’s commentary on Walter Ong’s work on orality and second 
orality, orality is participatory while print is objectively distanced. 
In orality, the author is dubbed as the performer, however, the 
listener is part of the performance and therefore is likewise the 
author. The online environment in which most OERs are embedded 
is capable of reconfiguring a space for second orality through its use 
of hypertexts, hypermedia, and hypermultimedia. Hypertext brings 
back the non-linear, non-hierarchical organization of information 
of primary orality. The digital text has given the ordinary people 
voices, thus expanding the democratic space.

Indeed, e-learning technology is characterized by that unending cycle 
of conversations and dialogues. Just like the way we have become 
conversant in the technology of writing, teachers and learners will 
have to be eloquent in this new technology. Teachers and learners 
will have to go beyond traditional technologies’ linear nature and 
understand and appreciate how to think non-linear as well. As Prof. 
Mangla Sundara Krishnan said, a number of interactive technologies 
are now available for us to explore. This has implications on how 
we recruit, train, and even compensate our teachers who will be 
involved in OER design, production, and delivery. Institutions must 
provide the capacity building for sustainable development of quality 
learning materials as cited in the 2012 OER Paris Declaration shared 
by Prof. Asha Kanwar.

Fourth is instilling the universitas ethos in the electronic 
environment. In conventional education, the spirit of the universitas 
is made manifest in the way classes are conducted, research is 
undertaken, or even in the cultural activities and sporting events 
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held on campus. In an educational system with multitudes of highly 
dispersed learners, how do we instill the universitas ethos? How do 
we propagate these values in an online environment? How do we 
redefine the spaces for socialization for highly dispersed learners 
who use OERs? Should we create new rituals for the performance 
of these ethos? How do we make social networking a tool not just 
for entertainment but a community of scholars? These issues offer 
exciting possibilities for us.

Fifth, we have the issue of digital divide. While OERs does not have 
to be digital, the vast majority of them are. In addition, digital OERs 
are easier to propagate, reuse, and are more interactive. Just as ICT 
can be used to reach sectors that are not served by the conventional 
educational system, ICT can also marginalize people who do not 
have access to it. This is a special concern since most of those 
without access are poor and cannot avail of traditional modes of 
learning, as suggested in the presentation of Prof. Gwang-Jo Kim. To 
address this concern, we need to improve the ICT infrastructure in 
the rural and poorer areas in the region. This can be addressed by 
working with governments and the private sector. 

The use of ICTs, and the web in particular, has an internal logic in it 
and therefore requires a set of knowledge skills. For us educators, 
the bigger challenge is how we can assist disadvantaged people to 
overcome this cognitive divide. In addition, we may also need to 
explore more ways of combining digital OERs with earlier media—
like TV, radio, and print—to address the needs of certain sectors. 

Lastly, the question of “who pays?” is something that universities 
should not leave solely to the market. There are emerging business 
models around OERs and they have an important role to play in OER 
development. Prof. Wayne Mackintosh shared how international 
collaboration between universities can help sustain OER initiatives.  
As Prof. David Wiley suggested, we should continue evaluating not 
only OER’s usage but also its impact and costs. 

In addition to these emerging models of partnerships, universities 
also need to play a stronger role in advocating for public funding 
of OER.  The long-term sustainability OER will ultimately depend 
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on governments and other agencies that have a stake in learning. 
The OER is too crucial a factor in our society’s future to be left to 
the vagaries of the market and its tendency to focus on skills and 
techniques.

Epilogue

Going back to the show “Maki-Makiling”, I now realize that its 
fruition was made possible by several factors. From the start, 
we were motivated by the need to communicate science and 
technology to a larger community. We made sure that the scientific 
concepts and principles were never compromised at the expense 
of entertainment. We got the best experts in the community to 
talk about the science and technology issues. The show provided 
a space not only to the scientists but also to the common man and 
woman on the street. Despite limited budget and other constraints, 
it pushed through because it was run practically by professional 
staff members from the university and the member organizations 
pro bono.  The local operator also disseminated it for free. It was an 
act of volunteerism and public service… an expression of plurality 
of ideas, access, and quality—the same values that cut across OER, 
open knowledge, and the universitas.



Open Educational Resources and 
Massive Open Online Courses: 

Windows of Openness in a 
Digitized Educational Landscape

Grace J. Alfonso

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) as a concept has been 
well entrenched with its rich literature and application. 
Institutions and associations have thickened the discourse 

on this and have exchanged best practices and have built this strong 
community through many, many years. 

ODL is the merging of two concepts, that of “open learning” and 
“distance education”. This occurred when distance education (DE) 
institutions stated and agreed that DE is a mode of learning in 
which students and teachers are physically separated from each 
other. Students undertake guided independent study of specially 
-designed learning materials in various media, and two-way 
communication exists between the teacher and students commonly 
called continuing education, learner-centered education, distance 
learning, flexible learning, and distributed learning (Keegan, 1980). 

The ODL academic community has declared that distance 
education should always be together with the concept of Open 
Philosophy of Learning. Open learning is a vision of an educational 
system accessible to every individual with minimal restrictions. 
It emphasizes the flexibility of the system to eradicate problems 
caused by barriers like age, geographical location, time constraints, 
and economic situation (Bates, 1995). 
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In a number of materials on open learning (OL) that have been 
reviewed and gone through, OL is declared as a philosophy of 
learning that is based on flexibility of access for equity in education.  
It is learner-centered, where   learners   determine what they want 
to learn, how, when and where they want to learn, how to get their 
learning assessed and determine their career direction. 

ODL is therefore a system which combines the methodology of DE 
with the concepts of open learning and flexible learning (Belawati , 
2008).  So the community of ODL as we know it today can be traced 
to the establishment of the National Extension Institute in the 
United Kingdom in 1963 and later on the creation of the UK Open 
University in the late 1960s. 

The Concept of Openness in a Digitized World

While openness in DE is very much tied to flexibility of the educational 
system, it can occur in any of the following various forms:

• Openness in admission policies 
• Openness in giving credits and degrees 
• Openness in delivery modes 
• Openness in cost and affordability 
• Openness in choosing one’s educational track (open 

curriculum) 
• Openness in course design and evaluation

These modes of openness have been applied in open learning 
institutions in varying degrees over the years. While these outcomes 
have dominated the discourse on openness in distance learning, 
dramatic changes in information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) in recent years have added dimensions to this construct.  
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Digital Society

As we also hear, we now live in the digitized world. As of 2012, 
the number of Internet users in Asia is 114 million. Of the 7 billion 
mobile phone users in the world, 87%  are in Asia. 

We  in  habit a world shaped by e-Culture, e-Mobile, and 
e-Governance. Open data are now accessible to citizens from 
anywhere, making transactions ubiquitous.  As such, more and more 
transactions will be made available online, mobile, and personal.

At the FUTURE-GOV convention in Phuket, Thailand held in 2013, 
government institutions from numerous countries were all trying to 
find e-solutions for their government procedures and transactions. 
Its advocacy is e-governance and awarding the best practices 
in the world and selling the culture of advocating e-government 
transactions in everyday life. e-Transaction has become a social 
contract where the general public expects efficiency, immediacy, 
accessibility and connectivity of all services. This social contract 
becomes second nature and a way of life. 

It is within this context that open and distance e-learning (ODeL) 
has come to fruition. The explosion of knowledge and scholarly 
resources in the Internet and recent advances in ICTs have spurred 
educators to develop new methodologies and to take a closer look 
at pedagogies for teaching and learning. 

e-Learning has proven to be a viable option in reaching out 
professionals and other non-traditional learners. To cater to these 
learners, many conventional universities have gotten into blended 
learning, combining traditional classroom practice with e-learning 
solutions. Residential universities are now finding ways to be flexible 
and blended and learner-centered to reach more learners. However, 
many conventional universities have been unable to adapt online 
teaching methods fast enough to ensure increased access, quality, 
and sustainability through the use of teaching technology. It may 
not be as quick to involve itself in e-learning but they are certainly 
strategizing the best way to be part of the movement as it is seen as 
the future’s mainstream teaching and learning form.
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In addition to exploring more flexible teaching approaches and 
open system of admission, universities are also beginning to see 
the value of openly sharing their learning resources at no cost. The 
development of free and user-friendly ICT has brought down the 
cost of producing and distributing learning resources. This coupled 
with the principle that knowledge must be free has contributed to 
the propagation of open educational resources (OER). According to 
the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), OERs are “any type of educational materials that are in 
the public domain or introduced with an open license.” OER fits with 
the open learning philosophy as they expand access to learning for 
everyone particularly the non-traditional groups of learners. 

Open Educational Resources

ODeL is part of the larger worldwide movement for greater openness. 
In the past decade, we have been exposed to terms that are often 
described as “open” – open source software, open technology, etc. 
Recently, the academic world has been strongly influenced by OER.  
All these concepts evoke the same set of values: sharing, access, 
collaboration, and freedom.  

The ‘Open’ Movement, which is part of the range of 'Open' 
philosophies and models that emerged in the 20th century, is a 
result of several drivers and motivations, including the free sharing 
of resources, preventing duplication, avoiding restrictive (copyright) 
practices, promoting economic efficiencies, and improving access 
to groups of stakeholders. Many of these have been driven and 
created by communities that recognize the benefits to themselves, 
and sometimes to the wider groups.  

While the sharing of educational resources has existed in the 
past, the ubiquity and efficiency by which these resources are 
disseminated and consequently shared has been greatly enhanced 
by the advancements in web-based technologies. 
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Individuals who want to have their OERs licensed can be assisted 
by Creative Commons (CC), which is a non-profit organization 
with the advocacy of making creative works more available for 
people to build upon legally and to share. The organization has 
released several copyright licenses known as Creative Commons 
licenses free of charge to the public. These licenses allow creators 
to communicate which rights they reserve, and which rights they 
waive for the benefit of recipients or other creators.

UPOU’s Experience with OER

When UPOU was established in the mid 1990s, the university’s  
take on educational resources was solely anchored on copyright 
principles. Our approach then was to teach primarily though 
copyrighted stand-alone modules in print. A few years later, we have 
seen an explosion in the collective sharing and creation of knowledge 
as more people got more connected through social media. With the 
rise of Web 2.0. Internet users have been transformed from mere 
consumers to producers of knowledge. In this digital age, knowledge 
is not merely transmitted, it is constructed through the interaction 
of people across classes, disciplines, borders, and cultures. Instead 
of relying on the monologue offered by a teacher or a printed 
module or textbook, we can now take advantage of the wide 
array of resources available in the Internet. In the past, academics 
propagate ideas primarily through the print media. With the advent 
of Web 2.0, we can now use a wide array of free online resources 
to facilitate learning. Compared to previous technologies, where 
the audiences of the learners are mere consumers of information, 
these technologies have given our teachers and learners the chance 
to share what they know, critique each other’s position, and discuss 
problems from different angles. In this way, knowledge creation 
becomes more relevant, participatory, and context specific. 

All these developments have also changed the way we develop our 
educational materials. Instead of producing stand-alone course 
modules in print, we have decided to utilize various OERs in the web 
to deliver content. More than the accessibility and affordability, our 
reason for using OER is first and foremost pedagogical. We believe 
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that learning goes beyond a simple transmission of knowledge from 
the educator to the student. Adopting a resource-based approach 
meant moving away from the traditional notion of the  talking   
teacher to the use of different media to communicate content and 
develop learning activities. We have used OER as a material and tool 
for imparting concepts, developing thinking skills, and promoting 
creativity, self-discovery, and interactivity.

OERs have been quite useful in offering our programs. However, 
we also recognize that a lot of these educational resources were 
created by foreign authors and for foreign audiences. For learning to 
be truly authentic, it has to be based on the realities of our learner’s 
context. Even scientific concepts that are largely universal can be 
explained more effectively and appreciated more if these are applied 
and grounded in the everyday conditions of our students. There 
is a need to design, construct, and produce our own information, 
stories, experiences, interpretations, and course materials and claim 
our voices and spaces in the vast limitless Web. More importantly 
all these OERs shall be grounded on Philippine experiences and 
realities showing the Filipino solutions and discourses on major 
concerns regarding our culture, health, environment, education, 
livelihood, labor, governance, and the like. We must create our own 
materials the way we want to create them and proliferate the web 
for the world to see. 

As we source  OERs from outside the country, it is also our 
responsibility to participate in the knowledge commons by 
producing and sharing educational resources with the members of 
this global community. In this way, we focus our moves towards a 
constructivist view — creating quality and accessible educational 
resources, co-creating texts with teachers and learners in a global 
community, and making social networking go beyond generic 
entertainment to a repository of teaching and learning texts. 

The UPOU has taken some efforts towards designing and creating 
OERs that are framed within the local perspective. In response 
to this challenge, we have recently created the UPOU Networks 
— an online network/station producing, programming and 
delivering scholarly productions through the web using a content 
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management system programmed with various applications. The 
UPOU Networks produces research-based scholarly texts in various 
formats, from hypertext to rich media, for use in regular course 
offerings, special courses, and programs for the general public. The 
materials will vary from open educational courseware (or freeware) 
to courseware designed for the exclusive use of specific client 
groups. The materials stored in the UPOU Networks are accessible 
on demand subject to curatorial and programming approval by a 
Creative Academic Board of Advisers.    

Corollary to the spread of OERs is  begging the question about how 
OERs should configure in the actual process of learning. The OER 
movement has been made manifest in participation in the creation of 
OERs including open textbooks, participation in Creative Commons, 
and sharing of these resources through content  management 
systems (CMS). 

Maximizing the Potential of OER

Most of the OERs have been disseminated primarily through content 
management systems (CMS). Jonathan Mott and David Wiley in 
their article “Open for Learning: The CMS and the Open Learning 
Network (OLN)” talks of the weakness of CMS paradigm:

Open Learning Networks should be seen as critiques of 
the predominant pedagogical model in higher education. 
They feel that institutions and instructors should aim to 
do more than just transfer knowledge from the professor, 
the library, and the textbook into their students' brains. 
And they argued that while promising developments are 
changing the centuries-old stand-and-deliver lecture, the 
current technological paradigm reinforces and even hinders 
movement away from this model. The OLN model also has 
the potential to be used in support of traditional, lecture-
based, content-centric courses. This is because it removes 
artificial time limits, allows for more student autonomy in 
the learning process, and opens up the learning network, 
thereby removing the barriers that stand in the way of 
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those who are anxious to innovate and employ new learning 
methodologies. The place and time-independent nature 
of the web affords limitless learning activities and learner 
interactions that are not possible in the place and time-
bound classroom (Mott and Wiley, n.d., p. 17).

For OERs to be truly meaningful, they have to be delivered and 
used within the context of a teaching and learning environment 
that promotes authentic, activity-based, flexible, and outcomes-
focused learning. It must go beyond transmission from the source 
to the end user. 

In recent years, various educational institutions have incorporated 
OERs in their instructional offerings. These initiatives have made 
OERs more relevant and useful, as they become part of well-defined 
learning contexts. While conventional online courses offered by 
educational institutions have used OERs to deliver content, access 
to these courses have been limited due to registration costs and 
cross-border limitations. 

Due to the changing labor markets brought about by globalization, 
there has been an increasing demand for professional graduate 
and continuing education has steadily increased. There is a growing 
number of mature learners out there who do not see the university 
as central to their lives. These students will prefer to study part-
time and acquire the skills necessary to advance themselves in 
their careers.

We see teaching and learning in all levels. In the work place, our 
industries do their own e-learning training.  We see institutions 
with e-learning platforms offering different types of courses directly 
to the public. On television, we view a stream of documentaries, 
exposes, instructional shows, discussions on public issues. In all 
levels, new knowledge, teaching, and learning transpire. More 
and more teaching and learning happen beyond universities and 
colleges. 
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The rapidly expanding need for lifelong learning, the rise of 
OERs, the ubiquity of information sources, the decreasing cost of 
delivering courses due to the affordances offered by the web, and 
the greater pressure for higher education institutions to reach out 
to an increasingly diverse learners have led to the development of 
the Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs).

Massive Open Online Courses

According to Educause (2011, p.1), MOOC is “a model for delivering 
learning content online to virtually any person—with no limit on 
attendance—who wants to take the course.” It “provides access 
to large numbers of people who might otherwise be excluded 
for reasons ranging from time, to geographic location, to formal 
prerequisites, to financial hardship” and facilitates the entry of 
individuals into communities of practice without the usual pressures 
and limitations of conventional modes of learning (McAuley, 2010, 
p. 6). In MOOCs, the learning activities are modified to suit the 
requirements of a more fluid and much large class. Social media 
platforms are also maximized to connect highly dispersed students 
and experts (Educause, 2011). Examples of MOOCs abroad are 
Coursera, edX, Udacity, and FutureLearn. In the Philippines, the 
UP Open University has @ral, which currently offers a MOOC on 
Android Apps Development.

In the study by Osvaldo Rodriguez (2012) on MOOCs and the Artificial 
Intelligence (AI)-Stanford like Courses, he sees open online courses 
(OOC) with its massive number of students as representing an 
important development for online education. A course on artificial 
intelligence at the University of Stanford that was offered free and 
online in the fall of 2011 attracted 160,000 registered students. It 
was an experiment by the Stanford Computer Science Department 
to extend technology knowledge and skills to the entire world. The 
instructors were two of the best-known experts in the subject of 
artificial intelligence. Although students would not get Stanford 
University grades or credit, 20,000 from 190 countries finished the 
course, successfully receiving a “statement of accomplishment” 
from the tutors Sebastian Thrun and Peter Norvig. 
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Udacity is a start-up from the authors of CS221 delivering similar 
massive free online courses. edX, which is a joint partnership 
between the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and 
Harvard University to offer online learning to millions of people 
around the world, is one of the most recent proposals in this 
realm.

MOOCs speak of distance education pedagogy that can be classified 
through the evolution of three categories: cognitive-behaviorist, 
social constructivist, and connectivist. These three current and 
future generations of DE pedagogy have an important place in a well-
rounded educational experience. To a large extent, the generations 
have evolved in tandem with the technologies and all three models 
are very much in existence today. It has a participative pedagogical 
model, which is unique and different from that adopted in the AI 
course, which has a cognitive-behaviorist pedagogy (with some 
small contribution of social constructivism). With a connectivist 
pedagogy, MOOCs can leverage the vast network of teachers, 
learners, and communities of practice connected by such massive 
courses.

MODeL: The UPOU Response

UPOU’s version of MOOCs is encapsulated in MODeL (massive open 
and distance elearning). MODeL courses draw upon the scalability 
offered by the existing MOOCs as well as the learner-centeredness 
of open and distance e-learning.  The assessment activities go 
beyond cognitivist-behaviorist approaches to include constructivist 
and connectivist activities.

Learning materials developed for MODeL courses are often packaged 
in multimedia formats. Online learning activities like quizzes and 
discussion forums are usually incorporated. Individual learning 
is highlighted and one is virtually connected to the ideas of both 
experts and learners in the fields of studies.  Peer evaluation may 
be used but in in tandem with tutor assessment. MODeL courses 
are usually in the format of rich media like videos.
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The UPOU has just launched the first MOOC in the Philippines 
in partnership with Smart Communications, Inc., through the 
development and delivery of MODeL courses on Adroid Apps 
Development and Technopreneurship. Learning materials developed 
for these were also designed as OERs.

Talks are also currently underway for the creation of open online 
courses to serve the needs of our workforce. We are collaborating 
with Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia (UNED) to for 
the development of an OOC in e-Teaching of World Languages 
starting with teaching Spanish to help in the preparation of our 
hundred of thousands school teachers, more particularly English 
language teachers, to be able to teach a third language. There has 
been a law passed in our country to teach a third language in our 
Basic Education system.

The university is also working with the local IT-Business Process 
Management industry for the development and delivery of MOOCs 
in service management to address the rapidly increasing demand 
for talent of our burgeoning IT-BPM industry.  We are aware of the 
issues surrounding around present-day MOOCs and are thinking of 
ways on how to stamp the UPOU approach on our own OOCs. The 
course materials for the BPO initiative will also be developed and 
shared as OER.

Quo vadis?

The digitization of educational resources has altered the way 
these materials are distributed. The new systems of repositories of 
digitized academic materials have affected traditional biblioteques 
and libraries — leading to the closing of companies of publishers 
of books distributed physically. Some of them have moved on to 
reinventing their distribution systems including the services they 
provide to scholars. In addition, publication systems have opened 
themselves to the digitized world of e-book publications that are 
more receptive to the emerging digital repositories of educational 
texts.  
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The digitization technology plus the growing support for openness 
as embodied in the UNESCO declaration that education should be 
freely accessible, has encouraged several national governments 
to support the OER movement. Traditional universities, colleges, 
and open and distance education institutions including the mega 
universities (those with 250,000-3 million students per university 
and there are 50 of them in the world) have considered the move 
for governments to make accessible education available across 
borders through online systems. Not all are as enthusiastic, more 
specially those who have invested so much in printing equipment 
and the full printing and publishing systems. Nevertheless, more 
and more ODL institutions are also considering offering MOOCs in 
their own models, as I have noted at the International Council for 
Distance Education World Conference held in Tianjin, China in 2013 
where I spoke in the plenary session. 

Given these developments, how will openness play out in the 
educational environment in the local setting? The residential 
mode culture will perpetuate its position as long as it can. Even 
then, conventional universities are getting keener to go into 
transnational education, given the possibilities it offers in terms 
of internationalization of programs and students. The entrance 
of the e-learning concept, with its interactive nature, has also 
shaken the misconceptions that many academic institutions used 
to have against open and distance learning. As more institutions, 
including private enterprises, get into open and distance education, 
government educational regulatory bodies like the Commission on 
Higher Education need to balance the provision of incentives to 
attract more providers in this areas as well as regulatory mechanisms 
to weed out the run of the mill providers.

On the other hand, OERs and MOOCs have further swung the gate 
of universities wide open to the public. As I have mentioned earlier, 
there have been experimentations with OOC sans MOOCs. On the 
other hand, there is still continuing reluctance in some sectors to 
deal with the popular nature of e-learning and MOOCs.  There is 
also some bias among some academics against commonness and 
the popular.
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We, as an academic community, need to reflect on our views on 
the issue of popularization in education. We have to evaluate our 
assumptions and long-held positions. Does our fear of popularization 
stem from our lack of familiarity with teaching and learning models 
that are closer to our communities’ culture? Are we afraid that 
popularization can water down the quality of our educational 
content? If we are serious about making quality education more 
accessible to more people, the academic community needs to 
include the communities of practice as it renews its responsibilities 
to the society that supports its existence and sustainability.
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MODeLing: A Search
for an Ideal MOOC Framework

Melinda dela Pena Bandalaria

A Wanted Disruption

Harvard School of Business Professor Clayton Christensen has 
predicted disruption in higher education in the same way 
that it has happened in industries.  The culprit? The modern 

information and communication technologies. In education, it is 
also known as online learning or e-learning. 

Online learning has redefined the way teaching and learning is done.  
It has rendered the brick and mortar-based education somehow 
irrelevant when it comes to authentic and context-based learning.  
It has become more appropriate when it comes to meeting the 
need for continuing education of professionals so they can keep up 
with the changing skill requirements of industries and demands of 
their professions. Online learning, specifically distance e-learning 
(DeL), has turned inclusion to the system of formal education one 
notch higher.

Then came the Massive Open Online Course popularly known as 
MOOC.

A blog posted in 2008 mentioned that it was George Siemens who 
first coined the word “MOOC” to describe what he and Stephen 
Downes were doing (Cormier, 2008); a course which is free, online, 
and can accommodate as many students as there can possibly be.  
The learners’ limitations had become MOOCs’ weakest link.

Two years after the declaration of the year of the MOOC in 2012, 
we do not even have to say what M-O-O-C means.  It has become a 
word by itself to mean an online course that is free for everyone or 
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anyone interested to learn about the topic.  The mere mention of 
MOOC will bring to mind Coursera, edX, and Udacity.  If one wants 
to describe what MOOC is or show an example, the reference point 
will be Coursera. Other players had entered the arena but they 
were not able to make a significant impact when it comes to name 
recall.  

Imagine this scenario:

If a simple online learning that still has all the trappings of 
conventional education (e.g., expensive, schedule-based, 
and qualifications-based program admission), had already 
disrupted education, how is it now with all these talks of 
openness and MOOC invasion? It was flipped upside down!

With MOOC providing opportunity and venue for inclusiveness and 
ubiquity, the world’s conventional system of education has been 
challenged. It was a revolution not from below but from among 
the ranks of academic institutions themselves. Those from below, 
especially the lifelong learners, seized the opportunity which 
hastened the dawning of the new era in education.

For many stakeholders, MOOC is a wanted disruption. It does not 
have a blueprint which directs the path that it will take; instead it 
has been and is taking a life of its own—the life shaped or being 
shaped by those who recognized the inclusivity and took it upon 
themselves to be part of the making of a history in whatever 
capacity.

Joining the Bandwagon 

It started in 2011 from an email invitation to participate in a MOOC.  
Being part of a distance e-learning university, the interest and 
decision to join was prompted by the desire to know what exactly 
this MOOC is and how it is done. The email digests of the class 
postings received everyday and participating in online discussions 
seemed to be not too different from what UP Open University 
(UPOU) is doing—except for the fact that the course is free.
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Earlier than that, there had already been talks at the university 
about opening access to the modules developed and are being 
used for the courses. Bits and pieces of arguments and counter 
arguments can be gleaned in the minutes of various meetings, 
especially along the line of making UPOU courses 100% online to 
mark UP’s Centennial Year in 2008.

The 100% online courses happened; the openness came one step 
at a time but it did happen all the same. 

In 2012, many conferences were already talking about MOOC and 
open educational resources (OERs) which is not at all surprising, 
considering that 2012 was declared as the year of the MOOC. 
There were big grants pouring in for this initiative and names of 
known universities being identified with certain courses and MOOC 
providers.

UPOU joined the bandwagon also in 2012 with the birth of uLearn 
Project which was inspired by talks and presentations in that year’s 
World Conference of the International Council of Distance Education 
(ICDE). uLearn Project was envisioned to carry all MOOC initiatives 
of UPOU. It was all exploratory; it was all done in the context of 
research and finding the fit between MOOC and the mission and 
vision of UPOU. The journey was scary but exciting at the same 
time for it was bringing us to something new and unexplored; the 
scary part was that the name and reputation of the university was 
at stake. It was the same feeling when the university decided to go 
online in 2001, a big leap from the traditional way of doing distance 
education. 
 
The tension between living up to its name of being open and the 
pull of the long tradition of exclusiveness in UP was eased by MOOC.  
It provided the handle or the framework under which the university 
can operate: quality based on a sound pedagogical framework 
and openness in the context of UPOU being a public and a service 
university. The integration of research to the initiative in order to 
contribute to the body of knowledge on MOOC is something that 
was expected from UPOU, it being a research university too.  With 
the uLearn Project, @ral was developed, the platform for the first 
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ever MOOC offered by UPOU, the Mobile Apps Development Using 
Android Platform.  The term @ral was derived from the word “aral” 
which is the Filipino term for “study.”  “A” was changed to @ to 
connote the digital nature of the course and the processes.  At 
the same time, @ral can also be interpreted as @ (at) R (register); 
A (and);  L (learn) which briefly captures or describes what is 
happening in the virtual learning environment.

UPOU’s first MOOC has the following features:
• Massive.  Fourteen days after the course was opened, there 

were already 390 who signed up/enrolled to the course.  
The course ended with 727 registered learners.  Part of the 
continuing conversation about MOOC is “When can an open 
online course be considered massive?”  The number was 
pegged at 150, which was based on Dunbar’s magic number 
(Dunbar, 2010):   

Dunbar argues that we are only able to manage about 
150 contacts simultaneously, our brain is simply 
unable to deal with more. So, a MOOC is only a MOOC 
if the number of participants is well over 150. Then it 
contains multiple overlapping communities and each 
individual is an active member of only some of those. 
And only then it becomes 'massive' and technology 
is needed to keep track of its behaviour, to help its 
participants, to assess their products (Sloep, 2013).

• Open.  Enrolment to the course was open to anyone 
interested.  There was no admission requirement, no course 
fee, and course sign up remained open. This made possible 
a more or less open schedule for learners to complete 
course activities. The learners were also allowed to study the 
materials, take the quiz and submit the assignments/activities 
at their own pace. The peer assessment feature of the 
course, however, set the limit to the open schedule of course 
requirements submission. Another aspect of course openness 
was the use of OERs.  
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• Online.  The course was offered 100% online using the online 
platform @ral.  The Learning Management System is powered 
by Modular Object Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment 
(Moodle), an open source.   

• The course also has the attributes of any other courses offered 
by the university in the sense that it is “a coherent academic 
engagement with a defined set of learning outcomes” (JISC/
HESA, 2011). 

• Another course feature is linkage with the industry. The 
course was developed and implemented in collaboration with 
Smart Communications, Inc., a leading mobile phone service 
provider in the country. The company has made known its 
interest to buy good apps which the students will develop 
through the course or even hire android apps developers. 

The profile of the UPOU’s first MOOC learners is as follows:

Most of the students of the course were based in the Philippines as 
only 9% were based outside the country. This is also indicative of 
geographical profile of the UPOU students which can be explained 
by the fact that the offering of the course was advertised only 
through the university website. It should be noted, however, that 
despite this limited advertisement of the MOOC offering, more 
than half (52%) of the students were enrollees of an online course 
for the first time. The probable explanation is the dissemination 
of information through word of mouth by the students of UPOU’s 
degree programs.

On the gender profile of the students, the majority (63%) are 
male which may be due to the technical nature of the course (i.e., 
Android Apps Development). In terms of age, it is noteworthy to 
mention that almost three quarters or 75% of the students belong 
to the 20-40 age bracket or those who were born and grew up 
during the period of the rise of the Information Age, the Internet/
dot com bubble and digital globalization (Isacosta, n.d.). One can 
also say that this is the generation very much fascinated with and 
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interested in gadgets and apps in the android platform. It is also 
worth mentioning that the youngest student is 15 years old while 
the oldest is 57 years old.

In terms of educational attainment, being open, the course was able 
to attract the range from high school graduates to those who have 
attained or gone through post-graduate program. Those who have 
completed the bachelor’s degree comprised the majority (48%) 
of the students which implies the interest of this sector to learn 
something new that is aligned to their interest and which could 
also be an additional credential for future employment. It should 
be noted that while there are websites offering free information on 
android apps development, such sites do not offer certification of 
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what one has learned. In contrast, this course is being offered for 
free also by the UPOU and the seal of excellence is implied in the 
certificate of completion that the university gives.  This could also 
explain the interest of many undergraduate students or those who 
did not or have not yet completed their bachelor’s degree. Although 
UPOU is a state university, it still charges fees for its courses which 
can be prohibitive to many who want to be part of the teaching-
learning environment of the university.

The Search for Own Identity

UPOU’s first attempt to do its own MOOC brought it face to 
face with the many concerns and issues surrounding MOOC like 
quality of instruction, initial investment and sustainability model, 
assessment considering the massive nature of enrollment, learner 
support model or framework (i.e., what do the learners need 
and can the university provide it—again considering the massive 
enrollment?), recognition and accreditation (i.e., who will recognize 
the Statements of Accomplishment earned by the participants who 
successfully completed the course?). Added to these is the world’s 
perspective on MOOC which surfaced the following issues:  the 
perceived intellectual neo-colonialism given the one-way transfer 
of educational materials from the rich north to the poor south 
(Cormier, 2008), low course completion rate (Quillen, 2013), and 
cheating and plagiarism (Rooney, n.d.).

The advantage of not being the first in the playing field is one gets 
to observe and learn from the experiences of the early birds. This 
provides the opportunity for reflection and to do things better. 
Moreover, UPOU’s more than 10 years of experience of being a 
distance e-learning institution provided the bits and pieces of 
information which, when put in their proper places, can provide 
the answers to most of the questions. The more than a decade of 
experience provided the strong foundation as UPOU journeyed on 
its search for its own MOOC identity: the MODeL Framework.
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MODeL:  UPOU’s Framework for MOOC

MODeL stands for Massive Open Distance e-Learning.  It has all the 
other attributes of a MOOC as well as the other features of a UPOU 
DeL course as follows:

1. Quality assurance framework
There are key areas and phases of MOOC development and 
implementation where the components of the quality framework in 
open and distance e-learning can be integrated.  In the development 
and offering of the UPOU MOOC, three quality frameworks were 
considered (see Table 2).  

Table 2.  Areas/Domains/Benchmarks of quality in open and 
distance learning



123Chapter 3

As shown also, some aspects—those with the same color—can be 
found in all the three frameworks, indicating the wide acceptance 
of these areas as indicators of quality in ODL.  These areas/domains 
or benchmarks were applied to the UPOU MOOC as follows:

a. The backing of an academic institution in the offering of 
MOOC. This is implied in the domain/benchmark institutional 
commitment/support; vision/mission/goal; and leadership, 
governance, and administration. It should be noted that in the 
early generation of MOOC, learners’ learning is certified by the 
individual professor or course coordinator. The institutional 
presence and backing up somehow implies that the quality 
standard that the university adheres to will also be applied to 
the MOOC which the university offers.    
 
Specific to the MOOC on Android Apps Development, the 
course does not focus on the skills alone but also integrated 
the theoretical underpinnings for the skills.  For instance, the 
role and position of android apps in the overall schema of 
the digital world was discussed as well as the characteristics 
of a good android app based on relevant communication and 
needs satisfaction theories. 

b. The course development process.  As in any other course at 
UPOU, the development of the course package for the MOOC 
on Android Apps Development also followed the principles 
of the quality circle approach.  This approach consists of the 
integration of instructional design and pedagogically-based 
multimedia supplements to come up with quality course 
package. The material was also reviewed for correctness of 
content. 

c. Instruction/Teaching and learning and the instructors.  As in 
any other course, how instruction is done and who does the 
instruction are major quality concerns. One of the strengths 
and, in fact, the attraction of the early generation MOOC, is 
the expertise of the professor handling the course. If at all, 
this is the only assurance of quality of the early generation 
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MOOC given that the professors handling the courses are from 
well-known universities and are the experts in their respective 
fields. 
 
The only concern now is how teaching or instruction is done 
given the massive enrollment which also characterizes the 
course.  Given this realization, the UPOU MOOC on Android 
Apps Development also subscribe to the combination of 
instructivism or direct instruction of the content from the 
teacher/expert and directing them to OERs on the topic, and 
connectivism and constructivism which were both facilitated 
through formation of online learning communities. The online 
learning communities also made peer assessment possible. 

d. Student support services. Integration of learner support to a 
MOOC is also subject to debate and discussion given the large 
number of students enrolled in the course. In the case of the 
UPOU MOOC, it was just paralleled to other online courses 
that the university offers: some aspects are automated (e.g., 
automatic reply to sign-ups), provision of technical support 
for those who will need specific technical assistance, and 
assigning a portal/email address where specific inquiries can 
be forwarded. The technical support staff was also in charge of 
monitoring the course site in terms of technical requirements 
(e.g., upgrading the hosting services, ensuring that the site 
is up and accessible to the students).  Aside from the two 
teachers of the course who monitored the discussions, quiz 
completion, and submissions of requirements, there were also 
tutors ready to assist and provide tutorial support if and when 
necessary. Provision of learner support is also seen to address 
the concern of low course completion rate. 

e. Assessment. In all contexts of learning, assessment has 
always been considered as the major consideration or area 
of quality. Integrated to assessment is the integrity of the 
process. In the case of most MOOCs, assessment is automated 
in consideration of the number of students. For the UPOU 
MOOC, the following assessment mechanisms have been 
integrated into the course: 
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i. Automated assessment for the quizzes
ii. Peer assessment for the assignments
iii. Faculty/Tutor assessment for the final project
iv. If and when necessary, UPOU can also utilize its Learning   
 and Testing Centers all over the world for assessment and   
 ensure integrity of the process for certification purposes

f. Other considerations.  While technology appears in just one 
framework, its importance, especially in MOOC, cannot be 
overemphasized.  Given the large number of enrollees, there 
should be extra efforts to ensure that the technology support 
would enable the learners to have a rewarding experience. 
Research should also be integrated into the process to ensure 
continuous improvement of the initiative and for future 
offering of other MOOCs.

2.  Cheating and plagiarism
Cheating and plagiarism are not monopolies of online courses or 
of MOOC. In fact, it has become easier to detect cheating (e.g., 
copying of assignments from fellow learners) or plagiarism in this 
mode of instruction given the various software designed to address 
this concern or even just a simple search using various search 
engines. The real challenge is the design of learning and assessment 
so that learners will be forced towards the direction of reflecting, 
contextualizing, and step-by-step knowledge building.

3. Initial investment for course development 
In offering programs in distance education, the initial cost is quite 
high since the larger part of it goes to the development of the 
course material or package. For credit courses where enrollment 
requires a fee, there is always the promise of recovering the initial 
cost.  In the case of MOOC, however, there has to be another model 
to cover the cost of preparing for the course offering.

Partnership has figured prominently in UPOU’s 19 years of 
democratizing access to quality education. Through those years, 
UPOU has partnered with more than 100 organizations, universities, 
and individuals in the course of its pursuit of education inclusion. 
This observation attests to the fact that there are many like-minded 
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organizations and individuals who share UPOU’s mission and vision 
and who are willing to share their resources to bring us nearer to 
the goal.

The same strategy was adopted for UPOU’s first MOOC.  UPOU has 
partnered with SMART Communications, Inc., one of the biggest, 
if not the biggest telecommunications company in the Philippines. 
Smart Communications, Inc. provided the subject expert who took 
charge of the course development. The UPOU implementing unit 
for MOOCs, on the other hand, was also given a grant to undertake 
MOOC research. Such model can also be explored for other 
UPOU MODeL courses.  The academe-industry partnership can be 
maximized to offer courses to professionals that would address 
their continuing education need.

4. A MOOC from a developing country  
MOOCs are often associated with the well-known universities 
(e.g., Coursera) with Stanford University since the two professors 
who started Coursera were from there (www.coursera.org) and 
edX with Harvard University and Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (www.edx.org), the UPOU MOOC can be considered as 
a form of South-South cooperation and address the concern of the 
perceived intellectual neo-colonialism given the one-way transfer 
of educational materials from the rich north to the poor south 
(Ryvard, 2013).

Conclusion

Online learning, particularly MOOC, has disrupted education but it 
turned out to be a wanted disruption to many.  UPOU’s own journey 
in the offering of its MOOC has led to its search for the answers 
to the questions and mechanisms to address the various concerns 
surrounding MOOC which eventually led to the development of its 
own MOOC framework: the MODeL or the Massive Open Distance 
eLearning.  The open nature of MOOC also provides opportunities 
for continuous development and reshaping for it to genuinely realize 
what it had aimed for right from the start:  inclusion in education.
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Satoyama 
and Organic Agriculture Online: 

Widening Access to Nature 
and Environment Studies

Inocencio E. Buot, Jr. and Larry N. Cruz

Introduction

Everybody knows that there is an ongoing destruction of nature 
and the environment and this has been escalating alarmingly. 
Despite the knowledge of many that nature has all the diverse 

resources for everyone’s basic needs, it can deteriorate depending 
on how humans relate with their environs. What is currently 
happening has something to do with how humanity views nature. 
There are two prevailing worldviews about human’s relationship 
with nature: (1) humans dominating over nature (Pattberg, 2007) 
and (2) oneness of humans, nature, and the gods (Verhagen, 2008). 
Evidently, many tend to believe in the first worldview. 

Barry Commoner (1971) in his classic four laws of ecology published 
in his “The Closing Circle”, made a call to understand the second 
worldview. Commoner (1971) announced to humanity that 
everything is interrelated and interconnected, that everything goes 
somewhere, that nature knows best and that there is no such thing 
as free lunch. The four laws of ecology by Commoner urge people 
to adopt the second worldview as applied in agriculture, forestry, 
fishery, or in whatever enterprise they have with nature.

Ironically, there is still sustained destruction of nature, loss of 
important biodiversity, and subsequent deterioration of ecosystem 
services for humanity. Hence, in this digital era, there is a need 
to widen access to information about humans, nature, and their 
relationship. This paper narrates how the UP Open University 
(UPOU), with its Open and Distance e-Learning (ODeL) platform 
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and worldview (Alfonso, 2014), has widened the access to nature 
and environmental studies through the offering of the Satoyama 
and Organic Agriculture Online.

Satoyama Online: 
Advocating a Concept and a Global Initiative

“Satoyama” is a Japanese term referring to a socioecological 
production landscape where there is respect and harmony among 
the various components of the environment (Duriappah et al., 
2012). This is the ideal landscape in many rural areas in the past 
that has exemplified the second worldview about the relationship 
between human and nature. In a satoyama landscape, there is 
oneness of human, nature, and the gods, hence, there is respect 
and harmony. A typical satoyama landscape comprises a village, 
farm, and a nearby forest (Buot, 2008). The forest is well-managed 
by the village to have sustained ecosystem services for everybody.  
The Ifugao Rice Terraces is a very good example of a satoyama 
landscape in the Philippines. The “muyong” in Ifugao is a forest 
managed by a community, a clan, or an individual to ensure diverse 
biodiversity that would secure water and organic matter for the rice 
terraces. Every rice terrace owner sees to it that there is a muyong 
which he or she maintains and manages. The muyong is respected 
and the entire community or village always help one another to 
replant harvested timber or shrubs so as not to alter the forest 
landscape processes and services. Other examples of Philippine 
satoyama landscapes are corn farm and coconut farm landscapes 
that include a forest nearby. In the past, the villages in these 
satoyama landscapes used organic inputs to maintain soil health.

With globalization and population explosion, however, many lost 
the traditional knowledge about satoyama (Buot & Osumi, 2004). 
Greed, need, and ignorance led people to encroach on natural 
forests and cut trees for housing and in exchange for money. Millions 
of hectares of forest cover were destroyed, resulting in large-scale 
degradation of forest lands, farms, rivers, and seas, leading to 
serious impairment of ecosystem services (Buot & Osumi, 2011; 
Rebancos & Buot, 2007; Sopsop & Buot, 2011).  
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Believed to be viable in putting a stop to or at least minimizing the 
sustained decline of biodiversity, satoyama was proposed as a global 
initiative and was recognized and approved in 2010 by the United 
Nations as the International Partnership for the Satoyama Initiative 
(IPSI) (Duriappah et al., 2012).  The Satoyama Initiative or IPSI  is a 
strategic call to rebuild or rehabilitate or restore, if possible, what 
has been ruined through long years of distorted worldview, greed, 
and ignorance that resulted in defective human-nature relationship 
whether in the agricultural farms or in the wilderness. However, 
only very few know the “what, why, and how” of the satoyama 
initiative. 

There is a dire need to widen access to information on satoyama, 
hence, the UPOU, through the Continuing Education program of 
the Faculty of Management and Development Studies (FMDS), 
began to offer Satoyama Online. The course aims to help learners 
to: (1) understand what satoyama landscape is and its relevance 
in solving today’s environmental problems, (2) identify satoyama 
landscapes in the Philippines and in Asia and reflect on the ecological 
concepts, worldviews and lessons that can be learned from them, 
(3) determine ecologically and socioculturally sound strategies in 
rehabilitating degraded satoyama landscapes, and (4) enhance 
satoyama landscape, livelihood, and the environment through a 
field study.

There are five modules in this 12-16 week non-formal course: (1) 
Satoyama and the Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems 
(GIAHS): (2) practical ecology and biodiversity conservation: (3) 
sustainable agriculture: (4) Nature, culture, and heritage; and (5) 
Conceptualizing and conducting the field study. 

These modules are intended to reintroduce and rekindle lost 
knowledge about the satoyama tradition and instill the concept 
in both the young and old. In this digital age, there is a need to 
fully recognize the full potential of Web 2.0 as a powerful tool in 
conveying satoyama concept to humanity. The birth of this digital 
era is so timely and a sure hope for the successful sharing of the 
collaborative satoyama initiative.
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But what is satoyama in the 21st century? Is it the quick conversion 
of bald mountains into dense forests? Or is it establishing serene 
rural satoyama sceneries in urban malls and villages of huge 
metropolis? Of course not! Satoyama in the 21st century may not 
be the conversion of bald mountains into muyongs and thick forest 
lands. It is impossible to regain lost satoyama forests and landscapes 
in an instant. But in the most part of the 21st century, we suppose, 
transition satoyama landscapes will dominate after people will 
have relearned about the concept of the traditional satoyama. In 
the transition landscapes, many people would love to respect the 
land. People would strive to harmonize with nature by avoiding 
excessive use of inorganic pesticides and fertilizers. People would 
consult nature’s way in controlling pests by exploring botanical 
pesticides, herbals, and other natural means. People would 
advocate for organic way of life. People would have a passion for 
organic agriculture in the farming villages of satoyama landscapes. 
Incidentally, the fascination with organic agriculture has started 
already and we need to sustain the trend.

Organic Agriculture Seen as Road to Realizing
Satoyama Goals and Nature Conservation

The International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements 
(IFOAM) (2008a) defines organic agriculture as “a production 
system that sustains the health of soils, ecosystems and people. It 
relies on ecological processes, biodiversity and cycles adapted to 
local conditions, rather than the use of inputs with adverse effects. 
Organic agriculture combines tradition, innovation, and science to 
benefit the shared environment and promote fair relationships and 
a good quality of life for all involved.”

Indeed, organic agriculture is a very benign farming approach that 
would surely lead to the accomplishment of the satoyama goals 
and nature conservation. After people had experienced the impact 
of conventional agriculture on the environment and the issues 
brought about by the use of inorganic fertilizers and pesticides on 
human health and wellness, few started to go back to the basics, 
to live in harmony with nature, to go organic. Organic agriculture 
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is not just avoiding the use of harmful inputs but it is also a way of 
life that respects nature and other living things, including humans, 
as it restores soil health, improves biodiversity, and protects the 
environment as well as the health of farmers and consumers (Calub 
& Matienzo, 2013).

IFOAM (2008b) also adheres to the four main principles which, 
according to the movement, are the roots from which organic 
agriculture grows, develops, and expresses contribution that it can 
make to the world. These are:

Principle of Health - “Organic Agriculture should sustain and 
enhance the health of soil, plant, animal, human and planet 
as one and indivisible.”

Principle of Ecology - “Organic Agriculture should be based 
on living ecological systems and cycles, work with them, 
emulate them and help sustain them.”

Principle of Fairness - “Organic Agriculture should build 
on relationships that ensure fairness with regard to the 
common environment and life opportunities.”

Principle of Care - “Organic Agriculture should be managed 
in a precautionary and responsible manner to protect the 
health and well-being of current and future generations and 
the environment.”

Organic agriculture, which started out as an advocacy of 
nongovernment organizations, is now being supported by the 
government sector through laws, subsidies, and other forms of tax 
incentives.

In the Philippines, organic agriculture has gained recognition with 
the signing into law of the Organic Agriculture Act (OAA), also 
known as Republic Act 10068, in 2010 (National Organic Agriculture 
Board, 2011).
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Section 2 of the OAA states that 

It is hereby declared the policy of the State to promote, 
propagate, develop further and implement the practice of 
organic agriculture in the Philippines that will cumulatively 
condition and enrich the fertility of the soil, increase farm 
productivity; reduce pollution and destruction of the 
environment, prevent the depletion of natural resources, 
further protect the health of farmers, consumers and the 
general public, and save program for  the promotion of 
community-based organic agriculture systems which include, 
among others, farmer-produced purely organic fertilizers 
such as compost, pesticides and other farm inputs, together 
with a nationwide educational and promotional campaign 
for their use and processing, as well as the adoption of 
organic agricultural system as a viable alternative shall be 
undertaken.

Essentially, the Act provides for the development and promotion of 
organic agriculture in the Philippines.

In response to the call upon tertiary educational institutions 
and government technical training centers to integrate organic 
agriculture in their curricula and operational activities as stated in 
Section 23 of the OAA and considering that organic agriculture in the 
Philippines is still in its infancy plus the fact that there is a growing 
interest and demand for knowledge and skills in organic agriculture, 
the UPOU launched an online course on organic agriculture in July 
2012 via its MyPortal learning management system.

This course aims to fill the information gap by providing basic 
knowledge and skills on organic agriculture. The offering of 
this course through open and distance e-learning aims to build 
capabilities of the target participants who are interested to learn 
about organic agriculture but would not be able to join the course 
through the usual classroom method because of the demands of 
their work, time, and distance. 



135Chapter 3

The course goal is to contribute to the advancement of organic 
agriculture in the Philippines and worldwide through open and 
distance e-learning.

Divided into 10 modules, the course includes the following topics: 
Introduction to Organic Agriculture, Principles and Related Concepts 
of Organic Agriculture, Close Encounters with the Soil in Organic 
Agriculture, Organic Fertilizers, Organic Crop Production, Organic 
Pest Management, Organic Animal Production, Fair Marketing of 
Organic Products, Organic Certification and Guarantee Systems, 
and Promoting Organic Agriculture.

Each module consists of course materials available in both hard 
and soft copies. Video materials, particularly on the agricultural 
production aspects, were made to guide the students. Open 
educational resources are also made available via the UPOU’s 
MyPortal learning management system.

In order to turn a practical hands-on course like organic agriculture 
into an effective online and distance e-learning class, a number of 
teaching and learning methodologies are used. Aside from using 
the learning materials, the learners are expected to conduct hands-
on activities and farm visits designed to enhance their appreciation 
and learning of the course as a practical discipline. Individual hands-
on activities are photo-documented and uploaded in the course site 
for the class to view and discuss. Group farm visits, on the other 
hand, are video-recorded and uploaded in YouTube for the benefit 
of those who are unable to join the farm visits.

To date, UPOU has conducted Satoyama Online for three batches 
(July-November 2012, January-May 2013, and July-November 2013) 
with a total enrollment of 79 learners, 50 (63%) of whom completed 
the course. The ongoing batch, which began on 25 January 2014 
and will complete the course on 17 May 2014, has 29 enrollees (11 
males, 18 females). Their age ranged from 24 to 60 years old, with 
42 as the average. All are Filipinos, 12 of whom are single and the 
rest are married. 
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UPOU is looking to offer organic agriculture as a massive open 
online course (MOOC) in the near future to reach a more learners 
and thereby realize the goal of contributing to its advancement 
as an advocacy and to nature conservation in the Philippines and 
worldwide.

Conclusion

There is an urgent need to use the fastest means in advocating 
satoyama and organic agriculture to communities around the 
globe. The use the affordances of Web 2.0 technologies will indeed 
widen access to nature and environmental studies. This will hasten 
the rehabilitation of destroyed satoyama landscapes and villages. 
The UPOU with its ODeL platform and worldview will play a critical 
role in inculcating the concept of this traditional socioecological 
landscape to bring about social transformation and subsequent 
environmental rehabilitation. 
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Openness, Communication, 
Collaboration, and Scalability: 

Some Thoughts on Mainstreaming 
Science and Technology

in Higher Education 

Grace J. Alfonso

We are all aware of the important role that science and 
technology (S&T) plays in the development of a country. 
And yet we have always bemoaned the lack of S&T 

culture in our society. We complain about the low ranking of the 
Philippines in scientific innovation and the low scores of Filipino 
students in international science and math examinations. We 
expect our universities to conduct more R&D and yet we do not 
provide the needed support systems to enable our academics to do 
more research.

How do we create an environment where S&T culture can flourish? 
How can we acculturate our learners to the scientific way of 
thinking? How can we support our academics to do more research 
and publications? How can we make S&T more relevant and useful 
to the public?

I believe that for the S&T in the higher education sector to flourish, 
it needs to be supported by scholarships for PhD studies for our 
faculty members, research and development (R&D) grants, financial 
incentives for international publications, awards, and inventions; 
support mechanisms for technology commercialization; and 
investments in R&D facilities in universities to support university-
industry research collaboration.
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All these have costs. In the past, universities in the Philippines 
have relied on the generous support of the Commission on Higher 
Education (CHED) and Department of Science and Technology 
(DOST) for much of these. Not a few universities have also partnered 
with foreign institutions to fund their R&D. Despite our efforts, I 
also understand that there is still much to be done.

In a country with meager resources and a world with decreasing 
disposable funds for grants, how do we elevate and sustain these 
efforts? I believe that the scientists and economists have their own 
take on this. As a culture and communication scholar and visual 
artist, let me share my perspective on these issues.

The sustainability of S&T promotion efforts will ultimately lie with 
a Filipino public that supports S&T and R&D. Our politicians can 
only put resources in agenda which either deliver votes from the 
masses or support from key sectors in society. And so, we need to 
mainstream S&T in the people’s consciousness. We have to work 
toward creating the scientific culture.

When we think of promotion a science culture, some people tend 
to equate it with media blitz. While this is very much part of it, I 
think there are other ways by which we in the higher education can 
achieve this. I think that S&T can be promoted in higher education 
in three ways. First, we need to inculcate the scientific culture in 
our learners. Second, there is a need to communicate scientific 
knowledge to the general public. Third, we can prioritize sectors 
where R&D in higher education institutions (HEIs) can create an 
impact.

As an educator, I believe that scientific culture should not only 
apply to science students. Scientific culture should be imbibed by 
all learners because it results in competencies that everyone can 
apply in life—ability to think critically, creatively, and rationally. 
Not only does it enhance the problem and decision-making skills 
of the learners, it also promotes values that contribute to a healthy 
society—transparency, rationality, and openness to new ideas.
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As we know, scientific culture is exemplified when people think 
critically for themselves. It abhors dogma and encourages scrutiny 
of ideas, questioning and analyzing them to make sure that claims 
are supported by evidence. 

Scientific culture promotes honesty. It is about uncovering 
explanation of the natural world and encourages people to be 
honest about how they arrived at this explanation.

Scientific culture encourages ethical behavior. It promotes new 
discoveries but also promotes guidelines for ethical behavior, 
especially in terms of the potential impacts of their research 
outputs.

As faculty of the UP Open University (UPOU), let me share with you 
how we nurture this culture among our learners. The UPOU was 
established in 1995 to provide quality education to more people. 
We offer mostly graduate programs in education, information and 
communication studies, and management and development studies 
through open and distance e-learning or ODeL. 

ODeL is more of a worldview through the convergence and 
integration of the concepts of open learning grounded in the 
philosophy of openness and inclusion, distance education and 
its concept of learner-centeredness and flexibility, and e-learning 
with its connectivity and constructivist framework. That is our 
contribution as an institution to the ODL community and to the 
higher education environment in general. 

At UPOU, learners study at their own pace and place using specially-
designed multimedia materials and interact with their teachers 
and co-learners in MyPortal, a Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic 
Learning Environment (Moodle) powered learning management 
system or virtual classroom. Social media like Facebook and Twitter 
are also used in some subjects.

Just like their counterparts in the conventional classrooms, UPOU 
students are required to submit assignments, research reports, take 
examinations, and participate in online discussion forums. In all 
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these assessments, we normally require our students to apply their 
theoretical lessons in their own personal and professional contexts 
and in solving realistic problems. In discussion forums, they are 
also encouraged to pose questions to each other and critique each 
other’s position. 

The good thing about this mode of learning is that students’ outputs 
can easily be made open to the scrutiny not only of the teacher 
but also the classmates. When students are required to write down 
their reflections on their learning in the form of blogs, students can 
actually read and comment on each other’s ideas. When they post 
their responses to the teacher’s question in online discussions, they 
need to write down their ideas and post these on the discussion 
board for everybody to read, analyze, and evaluate. To be credible, 
they must ensure that their postings apply the concepts covered 
in the modules, provide evidence for their position, and even cite 
other literature if necessary. Not only does this format allow the 
other learners to scrutinize the ideas of their classmates in a much 
more detailed manner, it also enables them to respond to those 
questions and defend their stand on issues in more organized and 
transparent way. In addition, the online discussions also require a 
certain level of decorum, which fosters ethical behavior.

In online learning, the teacher becomes more of a facilitator of 
learning. The teacher is no longer the sole source of knowledge in 
class. In addition to video lectures and written modules, our students 
are also required to read scientific papers like journal articles which 
exposes them not only to the content of the subject matter but 
also the empirical process by which the content has been arrived 
at. In an environment where the students’ power relative to the 
teacher is increased, peer-to-peer learning and evaluation becomes 
more possible. This enables the learner to think for herself and not 
accept everything at face value. In this way, students are given the 
opportunity to imbibe the scientific culture values of rationality, 
critical thinking, and openness to scrutiny, transparency, and ethical 
behavior through the learning experiences they undergo.

The learning environment I just shared with you has shown that 
teaching scientific culture is not just about content. I can never 
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overemphasize the importance of accurately teaching science 
theories and concepts but for the scientific way of thinking to be 
internalized by students, it has to permeate all their subject areas. A 
learner-centered approach that promotes critical thinking, problem 
solving, and creation should therefore be the norm rather than 
the exception. Research should be undertaken not only in science 
classes but also in all disciplines. Students should be able to see 
research not just a mere academic exercise but an important tool 
for problem solving and decision-making.

Second, Filipinos need to see the relevance of S&T to their everyday 
lives if they are to appreciate and support it. Unfortunately, the 
mainstream media has not given much attention to S&T. When 
Manny Pacquiao wins or even loses in a boxing bout in Las Vegas, 
or a Filipino wins a place in an international beauty pageant, the 
whole country is agog with the media frenzy that surround these 
events. 

When a group of Filipino school kids wins medals at the Math 
Olympiad, they are lucky if they are even mentioned in the morning 
news or written about in the inside pages of a newspaper.

This is how society views science. In a world driven mad by the 
glitter of celebrities, S&T rarely receives the attention it deserves. 
This is true for the rest of the world but more so in the Philippines. 
However, in a country that still struggles to promote a scientific 
culture, such imbalance becomes more crucial.

Why do we need to give attention to scientists and their work? I 
believe that scientists and researchers need more recognition not 
only because they deserve it but also because our society needs it. 
We need to recognize people who have invested their time, energy, 
and intellect to come up with technologies that improve our lives. 
Furthermore, we need to make science as an attractive career in 
the eyes of the youth. We need more people who will sustain the 
work of the earlier generation of scientists as well as break new 
grounds. Given the length of time to educate and train a scientist, 
the human resource pool from which we can recruit promising 
scientists should be larger. 
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How do we communicate S&T’s relevance to the public then? I 
think this is where communicators and artists in universities come 
in. Humans are basically story-telling creatures. We make sense 
of realities around us through the stories we tell each other. Have 
you seen an episode on Animal Planet? Why are we attracted to 
two-hour long documentaries on a set of animals in the wild? It is 
because they are told as narratives. Notice how the documentarists 
depict the animals as characters that viewers can relate to—
mother, offspring, clan member. Tension is also created in the story 
by presenting the animals in some sort of danger, if not conflict—
predator vs. prey, animal vs. nature, alpha animal vs. other males 
in the brood. Musical score is also added to push those emotional 
buttons.
 
I understand that some scientists believe that popularization dilutes 
if not misrepresents scientific knowledge and work. I am also 
aware of instances when mainstream media has committed errors 
in scientific reporting to the point of causing unnecessary alarm 
among the public. Being a communication scholar and a visual artist 
myself, I believe that there is a way to combine the two. And it is 
the communication experts in our universities who are in the best 
position to lead the way. Being in the academe, communication 
teachers are already exposed to the scientific culture. The scientists 
in universities are not some anonymous person they have to write 
about—they are colleagues they personally know. As such, they 
have more access to the S&T world and can better represent them 
and their work but still do so in compelling ways that artists and 
communicators can.

While we must lobby for mainstream media to disseminate 
information on local S&T initiatives, we can also look into alternative 
media to target non-traditional audiences. For instance, during my 
term as president of the Los Banos Science Community Foundation, 
Inc., we have collaborated with all the member R&D agencies to 
develop and produce a TV program called “Maki-Makiling.” It is a 
one-hour TV magazine show that features S&T issues, technologies 
developed by the member agencies, and trivia on tourist spots and 
other curiosities in Los Baños. We have partnered with a local cable 
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company to air the programs in several towns in Laguna. In addition, 
we will also make this program available in UPOU Networks, a web-
based TV station managed by the UP Open University. 

The so-called new media has made ordinary people into 
reporters, writers,  broadcasters, and critics. It has democratized 
communication platforms and enabled the public to become 
producers of information and knowledge instead of just mere 
consumers. We in the university must be able to tap this web-
based medium to disseminate our S&T  initiatives. But to attract 
the people’s attention, we need to do it in a language understood 
by the young people or the so-called digital natives—visual, 
conversational, dynamic, personal, brief, and fun.

At UPOU, we have also tapped this medium not only to communicate 
science but also to teach it on a larger scale. Recently, we have 
launched the first massive open online courses (MOOCs) on 
apps application in partnership with Smart Communications, Inc. 
the courses are free and accessible to anyone who is interested. 
Through this course, we are able to teach technology design and 
development to our young people who normally would not be able 
to learn this due to a number of limitations—time, money, or lack 
of education prerequisites.

Lastly, we have to make R&D work in universities more relevant to 
the lives of the Filipino people. I believe that to do this, universities 
must be able to find their respective niches relative to their strengths 
and the needs of their respective communities. We applaud the 
universities that have established track record in agricultural and 
rural development R&D. Their efforts have already benefitted our 
farmers and rural communities. Having said this, we also need to 
expand these efforts in other universities, disciplines, and sectors. 
Urban-based HEIs, for instance, can focus on researching on 
problems faced by the industrial and service sectors. For instance, 
the country has been known as the Business Processing Outsourcing 
capital of the world. It is a platform-based industry and yet we have 
not yet maximized R&D in this area.
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Corollary to increasing the impact of R&D in HEIs is the need for 
greater trans-disciplinarity. While we have made some strides in 
the inclusion of socioeconomics in agricultural R&D, there are still a 
lot of opportunities in integrating communication, humanities, and 
art perspectives in R&D.  The Philippines is known for its design 
talent, particularly in the international furniture and housewares 
sectors. The local furniture and handicraft industry is mainly 
composed of small and medium scale enterprises, which do not 
have many resources for R&D. This industry is constantly looking 
for new organic materials to keep its competitive edge.  Our R&D 
must be able to support the design visions of our designers, artists, 
and crafts people. For inspiration, we can turn to the Bauhaus 
movement which adopted this approach in the early part of the 
last century.

The Bauhaus movement was established in 1919 in Germany by 
Walter Gropius who had a vision of bridging art and industry by 
combining traditional arts and crafts. The movement asserted that 
all crafts, including art, architecture and geometric design, could be 
brought together and mass-produced. It also espoused the value 
of being true to the material, for example, presenting steel in its 
honest and natural state. It also favored the adage “form follows 
function,” stripping designs to its essential form. All these resulted 
in designs that are streamlined, functional, modern, and mass-
produced. It influenced the design and mass production of products 
ranging from furniture to can openers.

The strength of the Bauhaus lies in the convergence of art, industry, 
and technology. Let us take the case of the monobloc chair. This 
piece of modern furniture would not have worked without its plastic 
injection technology, its streamlined structure, and ergonomic 
design. In the same way, we cannot advance the plant-based 
materials, which have been the trademark of our local furniture and 
handicraft manufacturers, without the collaboration of our artists, 
our industrial designers, craftspeople, and scientists. To address the 
limitations of the material, science has to come in. To make the 
products marketable to the consumer, the designer and artists have 
to come up with contemporary designs that fit with the consumers’ 
modern lifestyle and aspirations. To make all these possible, we 
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need to involve our crafts people who have a rich background in 
the use of the material and train them in modern applications of  
said material. Where else can we find the largest concentration of 
scientists, artists, and technologies but the universities?

Collaboration provides universities an opportunity to test their ideas 
in an actuality. Industry, on the other hand, can gain access to R&D 
expertise and facilities and help researchers scale up prototypes 
for mass production and marketing. A collaboration involving these 
experts can be initiated by the universities with industries through 
the help of relevant government agencies like the Department of 
Trade and Industry (DTI), DOST, and CHED. 

The arrival of the digital era and recent developments in the 
global economy have offered vast opportunities and challenges 
to universities worldwide. More than ever, we need to produce 
graduates who can think critically for themselves, seek information 
for problem solving, and work in cross-cultural teams. Our industries 
need to constantly innovate to survive the growing competition 
in the world market. The universities have a role to play in this 
environment. We should be able to harness the vast talent we have 
in our universities to apply their expertise in relevant R&D. But to do 
so, we must also be able to work together to mainstream the S&T 
culture and agenda both in and outside the academe. To do so, we 
in the higher education sector need to re-examine our approaches 
in the light of the demands of the global era and the digital age. 
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Transnational and
Open and Distance Education

in the Philippines: 
UP Open University’s Experience 

in Borderless Education

Grace J. Alfonso

The dramatic rise of Asia as an economic powerhouse has 
caught the attention of international universities, which 
have invested in various international student recruitment, 

twinning, and offshore programs to capture this vast market. 
While Anglophone universities in the West have been the primary 
beneficiaries of this market, some countries in the region have 
established their niche as well. The Philippines is an example of a 
country that has carved a very special niche—affordable English 
language education.

The globalization of the world’s markets has made transnational 
education a buzzword nowadays. According to the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
transnational education refers to all types of higher education 
study programs, or sets of courses of study, or educational services 
(including those of distance education) in which the learners are 
located in a country different from the one where the awarding 
institution is based. Such program may belong to the education 
system of a State different from the State where it operates, or may 
operate independently of any national education system.
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Transnational Education in the Philippines

In the Philippines, transnational education (TNE) is classified 
according to delivery system, level of collaboration, institution 
awarding the degree, and mode of supply.

In terms of delivery, TNE can be offered via distance education, 
face-to-face, or blended learning. The level of collaboration can 
either be as equal partnership, franchise, branch, or no commercial 
presence. The award can be granted by a foreign higher education 
provider (FHEP), a local higher education institute (HEI), or both 
the FHEP and local HEI. In terms of modes of supply, it can be cross-
border supply, consumption abroad, commercial presence, or 
presence of natural persons.

These policy guidelines are specified in the Commission on Higher 
Education (CHED)  Memorandum Order (CMO) 02, Series of 2008 
and CMO 27 series of 2005. We in the Transnational and Distance 
Education Technical Panel are working to put the two CMOs together. 
We have invited the stakeholders, the universities, colleges, and 
institutions involved in transnational and distance education to 
share their thoughts on the CMOs and how we can improve on them. 
Not all were present but a significant number of interested higher 
education institutions doing transnational or distance education 
were in attendance. Transnational education has been around for 
some time but mainly under the internationalization initiative of 
CHED through the higher education institutions that went into the 
twinning and sandwich programs. However, these programs have 
been overtaken by the many happenings in higher education and 
the redefining of teaching and learning in today’s landscape.

The Philippines is a signatory to General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT), which opens up our country to the free movement of 
goods, people, and ideas. And this finds us vulnerable to the vagaries 
of commercialism. We can understand the concern of transnational 
education providers to develop a working business model for their 
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efforts. But this is also where the cases of the horror stories are 
based on and its impact on the reputation of higher education in 
country. At the end of the day, the success of TNE in the Philippines 
rests on the quality reputation of our education system.

Quality Issues in Transnational Education

Why do we exert effort to comply with international standards 
and seek accreditation from recognized bodies? It is, as of now, 
the workable system—a system of ratings of universities which are 
grounded on world reputation and publications. 

In addition to international ranking of universities, professional 
accreditation system is another benchmark for monitoring the 
quality of TNE providers. For example, the Philippines is a leading 
service provider of maritime human resources in the world. Lately, 
the quality of our maritime graduates has been put into question. 
To maintain our lead in this labor environment, we need to upgrade 
the quality of our training for this sector. 

Beyond the maritime sector, we also need to examine the concept 
of the strengthening of our Filipino workforce. As we know, there 
are approximately 10 million Filipinos abroad and we do want 
to reach those who need continuing education. Another factor 
affecting international acceptability is our ability to institutionalize 
K-12 in basic education. If we are able to do this, there are many 
things that will follow that will ease Philippine higher education 
acceptability. The other is the academic calendar shift to align with 
the international academic calendar.

Doing transnational education necessarily brings up the concept of 
quality assurance as the issue. How do we assure that that we are 
not exporting and importing substandard academic programs? This 
is what CHED is concerned about. 
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From what we have seen, transnational education is crossing of 
borders. It means that education is not constrained by geographic 
proximity. It involves learners located in a country different from 
where the learning provider is based. TNE is about collaborating 
with international institutions, and making our educational system 
more competitive.  

Some Philippine  universities have made strides in instituting 
twinning programs with foreign universities. Nursing and other 
health sciences is one area where foreign institutions found the 
Philippines to have a comparative advantage as an education provider. 
However, we are also aware that whatever gains we have achieved 
in this area can all go down the drain if we simply leave the system 
to the vagaries and whims of the market. Recognizing the need to 
address global education reform, CHED issued Memorandum No. 
06, series of 2003 on the Policies and Guidelines on Transnational 
Education. This order clearly spells out distance education, through 
the use of print- and non-print-based learning methods, as one 
major avenue to implement transnational education.  

After giving you a background on TNE, let me share with you our 
experiences at my home institution—the UP Open University 
(UPOU).

The UPOU is the fifth constituent university of the University of the 
Philippines System, a National University composed of constituent 
campuses known for their academic excellence, progressive values, 
and service to the nation. 

The creation of UPOU was a response to a felt need. Because 
of the limited resources of the residential colleges in other UP 
campuses, UP can only accommodate a certain group of applicants 
for admission. Through the distance education provided by the 
UPOU, the university is able to respond better to the demand for 
quality higher education especially in areas which do not have a UP 
campus. 

The university currently offers a range of graduate programs 
in education, information and communication studies, and 
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management and development studies. The UPOU offers three 
undergraduate programs in education studies, liberal arts, and 
multimedia studies.

The UPOU has chosen to deliver its courses 100% online. It, 
however, uses the other traditional media to answer some specific 
learner’s needs. It sees learning as being able to access course 
materials in hypertext and hyper-multimedia from our UPOU 
resources, repositories/libraries of the world, and multi-texts from 
communities of practice. 

Borderless Education through 
Open and Distance e-Learning

When UPOU was established 17 years ago, the university taught 
primarily through stand-alone modules in print. With the growth 
of the Internet at the turn of this century, the university shifted its 
gears and adopted online teaching and learning in 2001. 

With our shift to online learning, we have in effect engaged in 
transnational education, with the continuous increase in the number 
of our offshore students.  To date, around 20% of our students are 
based offshore, coming from more than 40 countries in the Middle 
East, North America, and Africa, to name only a few. The significant 
increase in the number of offshore students is felt in only a span of 
10 years when we started to be more dynamic and vigorous in our 
efforts to improve our online delivery system. 

With the advancements in information and communication 
technologies (ICTs), universities have looked at open and distance 
e-learning to open up their courses to learners all over the world.  
Based on our experience, the move to online teaching and learning 
is not a walk in the park. It requires adjustments that go beyond 
the technology. More than 18 years ago, the UP Distance Education 
Program from which UPOU evolved, started to offer distance 
education programs using printed materials, with some courses 
supplemented by audio materials. I remember we had to fly in 
tutors to selected learning centers to conduct face-to-face study 
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sessions as part of the university’s commitment of providing an 
effective student support service. This was a practice that lasted 
for six years. Committed to its mission of “providing wider access 
to quality education,” UPOU embarked on the use of online course 
delivery system in 2001. There were, of course, birth pains as we 
continued to improve our system and be more responsive to the 
needs and requirements of our learners. This system’s innovation 
also led to deliberate (and some radical) transformation in course 
development and course delivery procedures and practices in 
the university. For instance, we had to establish a virtual learning 
support system to assist our offshore students. Online examination 
systems have to be set up for our learners based abroad. In some 
cases, alternative course requirements have to be developed to suit 
the peculiarities of the international students’ context. Up to now, 
we continue to innovate since it is through this attribute that we 
create a learning environment that stimulates better knowledge 
acquisition among our learners who can consequently build and 
sustain communities of open and distance e-learners.

Conclusion

When people talk about open and distance e-learning, we tend 
to focus on the technology requirements and its ability to reach 
geographically dispersed students. More than the issue of access, 
we also need to appreciate the possibilities that open and distance 
e-learning can provide in the promotion of higher order thinking 
skills.  

The gates of higher education all over the world have been swung 
open. As such, higher education institutions should re-examine 
their approaches in the light of the demands of the global era and 
the digital age. Universities of today should produce graduates 
who have the ability to seek new information from different 
sources, translate this information into applicable knowledge, and 
communicate this knowledge in various forms and situations. They 
should be able to work in different cultural contexts. This creates a 
challenge to make our programs more international in perspective 
without losing their relevance to their national contexts. 
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UPOU’s experience has shown that transnational education can be 
offered in different modes. Whether it is offered through twinning 
program or open and distance elearning as we have pursued, the 
quality of the programs offered remains paramount. The quality of 
academic offerings rests on a range of factors—the quality and level 
of preparation of the teachers, the adequate provision of student 
support services and student-responsive learning environment, 
among others. While these factors are also relevant in conventional 
educational system, their importance is more heightened in 
transnational education wherein the reputation of the country 
represented by the educational institutions is also at stake.
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UPOU Academic Programs

Faculty of Education

Undergraduate         
Associate in Arts
Bachelor of Education Studies 

Post-baccalaureate

 Graduate Certificate
Graduate Certificate in Distance Education 
 

 Diploma
Diploma in Science Teaching
Diploma in Mathematics Teaching
Diploma in Language and Literacy Education
Diploma in Social Studies Education

 Master's
Master of Distance Education
Master of Arts in Language and Literacy Education
Master of Arts in Social Studies Education

Doctoral
Doctor of Philosophy in Education (Biology Education, 
 Chemistry Education, Physics Education, 
 Mathematics Education)

 
 

Faculty of Information 
and Communication Studies

Undergraduate
Bachelor of Arts in Multimedia Studies 
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Post-baccalaureate

 Diploma
Diploma in Computer Science

 Master's
Master of Development Communication
Master of Information Systems

Doctoral
 Doctor of Communication  

Faculty of Management and Development Studies

Post-baccalaureate

 Graduate Certificate
 Graduate Certificate in ASEAN Studies
 
 Diploma
 Diploma in International Health
 Diploma in Land Valuation & Management
 Diploma in Social Work
 Diploma in Research and Development Management

 Master's
 Master of ASEAN Studies
 Master of Hospital Administration
 Master of International Health 
 Master of Land Valuation & Management 
 Master of Public Health
 Master of Social Work
 Master of Arts in Nursing
 Master of Public Management
 Master of Environment and Natural Resources    
  Management
 


