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					Abstract

					The aim of this article is to present an analysis of challenges and perspectives through a project supported by the Mexican National System of Distance Education (SINED) and based on a successful case called the Regional Open Latin American Community for Social and Educational Research (CLARISE). The CLARISE for Distance Education project (2012-2013) seeks to generate knowledge on teaching models in accordance with distance education needs and a competency-based training approach, by means of networking activities that progress through three phases (diagnosis, training, implementation). This article focuses on the first phase. Having conducted a diagnostic survey of 40 participants from 9 Mexican institutions, it presents a descriptive exploratory study into 4 areas: identification data, the open education movement, distance education and innovation competencies, and networks. The purpose of the study was to devise the actions that would need to be carried out as a research group in the field of distance education. The challenges were identified in three areas: (a) institutional policies for open access; (b) knowledge management and communication; and (c) cultures of collaboration. The perspectives could be opened up by: (a) facilitator training for competency development; (b) innovative models with open access systems; and (c) mobilisation through innovation networks.
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					Retos y perspectivas en el movimiento educativo abierto de educación a distancia: estudio diagnóstico en un proyecto SINED

					Resumen

					El objetivo de este artículo es presentar un análisis de retos y perspectivas a través de un proyecto apoyado por el Sistema Nacional de Educación a Distancia (SINED) y que tiene sus antecedentes en un caso de éxito de la Comunidad Latinoamericana Abierta Regional de Investigación Social y Educativa (CLARISE). El proyecto CLARISE para la educación a distancia (2012-2013) busca generar conocimiento en torno a modelos de enseñanza acordes con las necesidades de la modalidad a distancia y el enfoque de formación en competencias, a través de las actividades de una red, en tres etapas (diagnóstico, formación, implementación). Este artículo se enfoca en la primera etapa, donde se presenta un estudio exploratorio-descriptivo, con un diagnóstico de cuarenta participantes de nueve instituciones mexicanas, que indagó en cuatro dominios: datos de identificación, movimiento educativo abierto, competencias en educación a distancia e innovación y redes. Todo para proyectar las acciones que realizar como grupo de investigación en el ámbito de la educación a distancia. Los retos se vislumbran en tres niveles: (a) políticas institucionales para el acceso abierto, (b) gestión y comunicación del conocimiento y (c) cultura de colaboración. Las perspectivas se abren a través de: (a) formación de facilitadores para el desarrollo de competencias, (b) modelos innovadores con sistemas de acceso abierto y (c) movilización a través de redes e innovación.
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				Introduction

				Educational offerings in distance education mode have increased in higher education institutions in Mexico, and are made available through a variety of programmes: support courses for face-to-face learning, blended learning programmes, fully distance learning programmes supported by technological platforms and resources, and continuing education programmes. In parallel to the growth in distance education, governments, international organisations such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2007) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2002-2012), and education institutions have promoted various initiatives to produce, disseminate and share digital materials known as open educational resources (OERs) that support academic and research activities. While OERs are materials that can be used to support educational processes, there is still very little awareness of them among the educational community in Latin America, particularly in Mexico.

				In the Latin American environment, the development of networked projects to mobilise educational practices was considered necessary. Thus, under the CLARA Communities 2011 (COMCLARA 2011) programme, an international project was approved in 2011 to create the research community called the Regional Open Latin American Community for Social and Educational Research (CLARISE, https://sites.google.com/site/redclarise/), which, in its initial stage, involved 27 researchers from 5 countries: Argentina, Costa Rica, Uruguay, Colombia and Mexico. The organisation and coordination of this community was undertaken in Mexico, thus placing it at the forefront of the open movement in the Latin American region. The CLARISE case is considered a successful example because of the activities that were carried out in the Latin American sphere and effectively extended to Europe, specifically in the Ibero-American sphere.

				An interest emerged from this experience in promoting the topic of the open education movement in the distance education environment, and that was how academics from nine Mexican institutions came to participate in the national call for applications issued by the Mexican National System of Distance Education (SINED) for the institutionalisation of the SINED’s electronic networks (SINED-cn-02/12). This resulted in the approval of the CLARISE for Distance Education project, which would be developed in the 2012-2013 period.

				The aim of the SINED-CLARISE for Distance Education project is to generate knowledge on teaching models in accordance with distance education needs and a competency-based training approach, by creating integrated projects in which researchers and lecturers specialising in distance education can pool their know-how and experiences. At the same time, the aim is to create a collaborative area that serves as a platform for research into and the development of the open education movement’s capacities in order to foster the use of knowledge (academic and scientific outputs) that is openly accessible on the Internet, and to support the improvement of educational practices in distance education institutions.

				The specific aim of this article is to analyse the challenges and perspectives identified in the first stage of the project, based on a diagnostic survey of the participants, in order to devise the actions that would need to be carried out as a research group in the field of distance education. The article is divided into five sections: a description of the context, the theoretical framework, the method, the results and the discussion.

				1. Context

				The SINED-CLARISE for Distance Education project is based on a successful case called CLARISE (Figure 1). CLARISE emerged in 2011, with the collaboration of research lecturers involved in the national Internet-based networks of their respective countries. The aim is to attend to the Latin American regional need to unite efforts by creating collaboration and learning networks in order to raise the visibility of and provide open access to the cultural, scientific and academic outputs of Latin American authors and institutions, which are freely available to everyone. The main research topic is the open education movement in general, and OERs in particular.

				
					Figure 1. CLARISE website (https://sites.google.com/site/redclarise/)
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				The CLARISE network is working on studies that report on the application of OERs, cultures of collaboration and open educational practices (OEPs). Of particular note among its activities is the open education movement’s webinar, which had 255 participants from 12 Latin American and European countries. Several associated networks have been crucial to CLARISE’s development, such as the CLARA Network (Red CLARA), the ALICE2 Latin America Interconnnected with Europe Project (Proyecto ALICE2), the Corporation of Universities for Internet Development (CUDI), the National Academic Network for Advanced Technology (RENATA), the Argentinean National Research Network (INNOVA RED) and the Uruguayan Academic Network (RAU2). The network’s activities have been disseminated through various publications (Burgos & Ramírez, 2011; Glasserman, 2012; Nappa & Pandiella, 2012; Peré, 2011; Ramírez, 2012a; Ramírez & Burgos, 2011 [coords], 2012; Salazar, Rodríguez & Campos, 2012; Waisman & Olivares, 2011) and participating institutions’ newsletters and websites.

				With the experience gained and results obtained from this Latin American network, a decision was taken to participate in an affiliated network to bring distance education innovations together; that was how, in 2012, SINED supported the creation of CLARISE for Distance Education (Figure 2). Nine institutions participated in the initial project:

				
						Guanajuato Official Normal School of Higher Education (ENSOG)

						Chihuahua Institute of Technology (ITCh)

						Sonora Institute of Technology (ITSON)

						Monterrey Institute of Technology and Higher Education (Monterrey Tec)

						Autonomous University of Baja California (UABC)

						Autonomous University of the State of Mexico (UAEM)

						Autonomous University of Yucatán (UADY)

						University of Montemorelos (UM)

						Autonomous University of Guadalajara (UAG)

				

				The Chalco Institute of Technology and Higher Education (TESCHA) joined later, but, for the purposes of this article, the data refer to the initial nine institutions that took part in the diagnostic survey.

				
					Figure 2. CLARISE for Distance Education website (https://sites.google.com/site/sinedclarise/).
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				The project seeks to generate knowledge on the use of OERs in technology-mediated environments and to support practice innovation, specifically in distance education. In addition, collaboration among researchers and academics via an online network is considered to be an innovative way of working that seeks to make full use of the potential of information and communication technologies (ICTs) and the Internet for sharing experiences and knowledge. Thus, the first question addressed in this article is: What challenges and perspectives can be identified for the open education movement in the distance education environment?

				2. Theoretical framework

				Distance education and competency development. The impact of incorporating technologies into learning environments is undeniable, and several emergent changes can be identified in ways of learning and, ultimately, in ways of teaching. Distance education emerged in response to the considerable rise in demand for places in higher education, due to the growth in the numbers of people gaining qualifications at lower educational levels and the need to make teaching-learning models more flexible. In distance education, many higher education institutions are now offering courses, bachelor’s degrees and postgraduate studies (Guthrie & McCracken, 2010; ANUIES, 2001). Cabero (2008) noted that distance education had gone from being a mode with little social acceptance to an option with great potential, to which considerable effort and financial resources were being devoted.

				Certain strategies can undoubtedly help to strengthen education systems, particularly in distance education, such as: creating a culture that is open to ICTs by means of training; creating national and Latin American inter-institutional collaboration networks; and forming regional multidisciplinary teams of researchers to contribute knowledge on the topic, for the purposes of developing new policies (Facundo, 2002). Likewise, when faced with the demands of the knowledge society, it is important to bear in mind that education systems need to change to ensure the effective inclusion of human resources in a complex society. From the perspective of complex thinking, competency-based training is one of the approaches that education seeks to express (Tobón, 2006).

				In order to understand the teaching-learning process, it is essential to identify the competencies that its protagonists – teachers and students – should either have or develop. Although work has been done on selecting and defining teaching competencies for many years (Sugumar, 2009), the task cannot be considered simple or complete. However, the works by Zabalza (2003) and Perrenoud (2004), to name but a few of the authors who have proposed categories for describing teaching practice, do indeed provide the basis for a guide of competencies that characterise the profession. Some of these competencies are a knowledge of the curriculum and its content, the ability to communicate and interact with students, and the development of instructional designs or plans.

				Regarding students’ competencies, the Tuning América Latina project – involving 19 universities across Latin America – defines 27 general competencies (Tuning América Latina, 2008) that students at higher education institutions should develop in the course of their education, some of which are the ability to abstract, analyse and summarise; the ability to apply know-how in practice; the ability to plan and organise time; the ability to communicate in writing; the ability to do research; the ability to learn and keep abreast of new developments; the ability to look for, process and analyse information from a variety of sources; the ability to identify, frame and solve problems; the ability to work in teams; and the ability to work independently.

				In distance education, teachers’ and students’ competencies come together in an integrated learning model or integrating project where online media serve as the platform for raising and solving problems (Medina-Rivilla, Domínguez-Garrido & Sánchez-Romero, 2008; Guohong, Ning, Wenxian & Wenlong, 2012). This is how the know-how, skills and attitudes of the actors in the education process are ‘mobilised’ to transform the learners’ environment.

				Open education movement and the development of OEPs. One of the branches of the open education movement focuses on the production, dissemination and reuse of OERs. In 2002, UNESCO coined the concept of OERs. The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation defines them as “teaching, learning, and research resources that reside in the public domain or have been released under an intellectual property license that permits their free use or re-purposing by others. Open educational resources include full courses, course materials, modules, textbooks, streaming videos, tests, software, and any other tools, materials, or techniques used to support access to knowledge” (Atkins, Brown & Hammond, 2007, p. 4; Tuomi, 2013; Gurell, Kuo & Walker, 2010).

				Today, projects for the creation, use and transformation of OERs are being promoted all over the world, as is the development of repositories and catalogues for their storage and classification. Some of the best-known examples are OpenCourseWare (OCW) from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), Rice University, Carnegie Mellon University (CMU) and Yale University in the United States; China Open Resources for Education (CORE); the Japanese OCW Consortium; and the Paris Tech OCW project (OECD, 2007). In Mexico, Monterrey Tec stands out as an institution that has developed several projects, including the creation of the Temoa OER portal, the publication of academic content on MIT-OCW, the creation of the repository called DAR (Develop, Learn and Reuse), which stores studies and OERs, and the publication of e-books, among other initiatives (Burgos & Ramírez, 2011). Also worthy of note are the efforts made by the UAEM and the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) to disseminate knowledge via the Redalyc network and the SciELO online library (Aguado, Rogel, Becerril & Baca, 2009).

				However, despite the efforts made, the use of OERs in educational practice is still in its early stages. Some of the reasons for this are the lack of development of technology-use competencies (OECD, 2007; Ochoa & Duval, 2009; Minguillón, 2010; Lane & McAndrew, 2010); the constraints of OERs due to the language, content and cultural traits of their producers, who are based mostly in English-speaking institutions (Amiel, 2013; D’Antoni, 2007, 2009; Baaren & Vries, 2010; Davis, 2010); and mistrust stemming from the lack of licensing arrangements to ensure that copyright is respected (Atkins et al., 2007; D’Antoni, 2007; Davis, Carr, Hey et al., 2010). In this context, the Open Educational Quality Initiative (OPAL) has suggested that efforts should be focused on the development of OEPs, and describes them as “a set of activities around instructional design and implementation of events and processes intended to support learning” (OPAL, 2011, p. 13).

				Consistent with these initiatives, the open education movement is conceived as open access educational activities that are conducive to a range of educational practices: the use of OERs available on the Internet; the production of materials with open licenses; the selection of OERs via repositories and links that serve as OER catalogue infomediaries; the dissemination of practices in academic, governmental and institutional environments, etc.; and mobilisation towards educational practices (Ramírez, 2012b). Likewise, participation in communities of inquiry and practice is considered an indispensable strategy for sharing and disseminating knowledge and experiences on innovative pedagogical practices.

				3. Method

				The SINED-CLARISE for Distance Education project is based on the research-action method, where work is done on the topic of the open education movement in the distance education environment with a competency-based training approach. The project is being carried out in three main phases: a) inter-institutional diagnosis; b) human resources training; and c) implementation of open education movement research projects. Collaborative construction is fostered throughout the project, with the support of SINED distance education nodes.

				This article reports on the first phase. Having conducted a diagnostic survey of the participants from the nine institutions involved in the initial project, it presents a descriptive exploratory study. The aim of the inter-institutional diagnostic survey was to identify the participants’ knowledge of the open education movement, focusing on the production, dissemination and use of OERs, and the development of OEPs.

				The questionnaire used in the diagnostic survey contained 30 open and closed questions exploring 4 areas: a) identification data for the participants and for OER application; b) the open education movement; c) distance education and innovation competencies; and d) networks. The sample population consisted of 42 initial project participants, who were invited to answer the survey. The total number of respondents was 40.

				4. Results

				Presented below are the results obtained for the four areas explored in the diagnostic survey.

				Identification data of the participants and of OER application

				The ages of the participants in the SINED-CLARISE for Distance Education project were homogenously distributed (Figure 3) across four relatively balanced segments. In terms of academic qualifications, 14 held doctorates, 13 held master’s degrees and 7 held bachelor’s degrees. In terms of roles, most were research lecturers (67%), followed by administrators (22%) and students (11%).

				
					Figure 3. Ages of the participants in the SINED-CLARISE for Distance Education project
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				Two-thirds of the participants belonged to public institutions, and one third to private institutions. The educational levels to which they intended to apply OERs (Figure 4) were distributed across bachelor’s degrees (higher education, 33%), postgraduate studies (higher education, 28%), continuing education (training, 11%) and others (extracurricular training courses, 28%).

				
					Figure 4. Education levels to which the participants intended to apply OERs
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				Open education movement

				When the participants were asked about their level of OER expertise, the results showed that the distribution was homogenous (Figure 5) across those who considered themselves experts (31%), advanced (14%), intermediate (25%), beginners (22%) and, to a lesser extent, unaware of the topic (8%).

				
					Figure 5. Perceived OER expertise
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				Some of the OEPs that the participants said that they had been involved in were OER documentation for courses, participation in CLARISE 2011 open education movement seminars, massive open online courses (MOOCs), mobile open educational resources (mOERs), repositories, nationally and internationally funded research networks and projects, as well as internships at the University of Nottingham, connected with repository harvesting and OER production and distribution, among others.

				The participants’ perceived barriers to or constraints on the use of OERs were mostly a lack of awareness of them, a lack of recognition for using them and a lack of policies on them (Table 1).

				
					Table 1. Perceived barriers to or constraints on the use of OERs

					
						
							
									
									There is a mistrust of resources produced by others

								
									
									11

								
									
									33%

								
							

							
									
									There is a lack of awareness in the institution about copyright issues with regard to using and/or sharing OERs

								
									
									20

								
									
									61%

								
							

							
									
									I do not have time to look for suitable materials

								
									
									7

								
									
									21%

								
							

							
									
									I do not have access to the Internet

								
									
									3

								
									
									9%

								
							

							
									
									Specialist software is required to modify the resources

								
									
									7

								
									
									21%

								
							

							
									
									The quality of OERs is not as high as that of the resources I use

								
									
									2

								
									
									6%

								
							

							
									
									OERs cannot be adapted to the cultural characteristics of our institution

								
									
									5

								
									
									15%

								
							

							
									
									The language of OERs makes them difficult to use in our institution

								
									
									7

								
									
									21%

								
							

							
									
									The use of OERs is not recognised or encouraged by my institution

								
									
									21

								
									
									64%

								
							

							
									
									Education professionals’ lack of interest in innovating

								
									
									18

								
									
									55%

								
							

							
									
									Lack of national and regional policies to support the creation and use of OERs

								
									
									22

								
									
									67%

								
							

							
									
									Lack of institutional policies to support the production and use of OERs

								
									
									24

								
									
									73%

								
							

							
									
									Lack of skills and know-how to produce and use OERs

								
									
									19

								
									
									58%

								
							

						
					

					

				
				
				Distance education competencies

				Some participants stated that their knowledge or experience of competency-based training was intermediate (50%), while others considered themselves experts and advanced (33%), and, to a lesser extent, beginners or unaware of the topic (17%).

				Innovation and networks

				The participants tended to conceptualise innovation as an action that brings something new to a system or organisation (50%), and as a tangible outcome of creativity and ideas (40%). They said that they had put innovations into practice in their institutions, which is evidenced by the various projects that, nationally and internationally, have set new paradigms for educational innovation. Their plans clearly stipulate their support for innovation initiatives, as well as for programmes that promote them. They also expressed a predisposition towards innovation, specifically in relation to keeping abreast of developments in ICT use.

				
					Figure 6. Perceived knowledge/experience of competency-based training
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					Table 2. Interest in innovation expressed in institutional strategic plans

					
						
							
									
									All of the institution’s members of staff are involved in producing innovation

								
									
									10

								
									
									25%

								
							

							
									
									Innovation is generated through specialist and/or research centres

								
									
									6

								
									
									15%

								
							

							
									
									Innovation is defined in specific strategies, goals and targets

								
									
									16

								
									
									40%

								
							

							
									
									Innovation is not an explicit topic in the institution’s operations

								
									
									4

								
									
									10%

								
							

						
					

				
				
				Finally, the participants said that they had participated widely in several academic networks of the SINED (69%), the CUDI (53%), the National Association of Universities and Higher Education Institutions (ANUIES, 75%), the Mexican Education Research Council (COMIE, 50%), the Mexican Network of Education Research Researchers (REDMIIE, 41%) and the Network of Graduate Studies in Education (28%), among others, such as CLARISE, the Education Research and Innovation Network of North-east Mexico (REDIIEN), EDUTEC, the Network of Working Normal School Alumni, the Strengthening Information Society Research Capacity Alliance (SIRCA), the American Educational Research Association (AERA), the Mexican Network of Researchers into Mobile Learning (ReMIAM) and the Adventist Virtual Learning Network (AVLN).

				5. Discussion and conclusions

				Based on a diagnostic survey of the project participants and the objectives set in the SINED-CLARISE for Distance Education project, the following challenges were identified: (a) the need to generate national and institutional policies that regulate and promote open access in educational practices; (b) the importance of developing OER management systems and open knowledge communication; and (c) the promotion of a culture of academic collaboration (which is perhaps the main challenge), where the importance of sharing is recognised and OER production and use are promoted in distance education practices.

				Furthermore, the perspectives in the SINED-CLARISE for Distance Education project could be opened up by means of the following actions: (a) the training of competency-development facilitators via the seminar due to be held in the second phase of the project, called “Training of educators in the distance education environment for the development of OER-use competencies”, the aim of which is to develop digital and instructional design competencies to integrate OERs in distance education environments (this seminar will take the form of a MOOC and be delivered in 2013); (b) the promotion of innovative models with open access systems, where the experience gained through the CLARISE project (as a successful case) and the project participants’ level of expertise will be of great help in promoting the production, use, dissemination and mobilisation of OEPs in distance education environments; and (c) mobilisation via networks, and innovation through the formation of a network that seeks to support OEPs and re-evaluate studies and innovation in distance education environments.

				Finally, it is important to conclude this article with an invitation to contribute to the generation of new knowledge on OERs and the development of OEPs in online education environments, by means of inter and intra-institutional cross-sectional studies that combine the experience gained and innovatory efforts made in a variety of national and international educational contexts.
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