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Degrees for Open Learning? 

Open Educational Resources (OER) can be analysed in relation to the basic tension 
apparent in the modern educational system: by contrasting pedagogical function with 
the process of selection. On the one hand we expect knowledge to be open, and for its 
own sake; while on the other, we expect to use it as means to develop a personal ca-
reer. OER, freely accessible on the Internet, falls within the realm of educational func-
tionality, facilitating learning processes outside of formal structures characterised by 
selection processes like degrees and diplomas. However, OER are lacking an associate 
service industry (such as Open-Source Software distributors) which could improve their 
usability and develop their overall economic impact. 

The article explores the possibility of finding marketable services in relation to the se-
lection function, arguing that degree-providing institutions can offer learners credits 
for the competences acquired during open learning, in other words, re-formalizing the 
process. Such accreditation would be an asset, it could provide access to better careers, 
and as such it might be possible to price this service in a more or less cost-efficient way. 
Different current developments, like the French ‘validation des acquis de l’experience’, 
show that this scenario is realistic.

1.  Introduction
More than thirty years ago in the ‚Postmodern Condition’ Lyotard (1979/1984, 51) analyzed 
the future of knowledge, particularly including universities, against the backdrop of the be-
ginning computer age and in regard of the loss of the ‘grand narratives’, i.e. the speculative 
unity of truth and justice. This unity was sought in ‘the University’ and in the interrelated 
possibility of emancipation through knowledge and education. Lyotard denies these grand 
narratives their former legitimative ability. Accordingly, he conceives the (future) discourse 
concerning universities as merely related to an improvement of performativity of the social 
system by generating experts with relevant skills. 

Looking at the debates concerning the development of Higher Education, e.g. the goal of 
improving Europe’s economy based on the Lisbon-process, it is beyond doubt that Lyotard 
had a point here. However the general right to knowledge is still of high relevance for the 
discourse and the development of the educational system. Concerning the ‘professionalist 
student’, as Lyotard calls him, and the saleability of higher education there is an aspect of the 
computer age which he could not foresee. The conception of digital knowledge, particularly 
if produced in ‘open’ networks, refers continuously to general emancipation through knowl-
edge and as such influences Higher Education. By changing “the way we create and exchange 
information, knowledge, and culture we can make the twenty-first century one that offers in-
dividuals greater autonomy, political communities greater democracy, and societies greater 
opportunities for cultural self-reflection and human connection.” (Benkler, 2006, 473) Other 
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authors even see a kind of “gift-economy” emerging by open re-
sources. But as Carr (2008, 141) points out: The utopian rhetoric 
ignores the fact that the market economy is rapidly subsuming 
the gift economy.” The following analysis rather suggests com-
plementarity between market and collaborative production. 
Also the UNDP (2004) assumes that “unleashing entrepreneuri-
alism” in the educational field will stimulate access to education 
on a global level.

Thirty years ago Lyotard could not see the set-off of a sphere 
of voluntary communication and co-operative production of 
knowledge based on the decentralized communication struc-
ture of the Internet. What he could not see is that in a plenty of 
fora on the Internet knowledge and justice still go hand in hand 
and propagate the possibility of emancipation. The current po-
litical protests in a set of states aiming at just and democratic 
societies and the role of communication technology for these 
protests support this argument. So even worse for Lyotard this 
resurgence of the grand narrative is due to the ‘open’ conditions 
of discourse in the Internet. 

The sphere of open production of knowledge has relevance for 
the future of the university. So it has been noticed that this shar-
ing attitude of intellectual ‘property’ is similar to or even origi-
nates from the academic attitude to intellectual and scientific 
progress (Himanen, 2001). And sure enough, the educational 
and scientific sector is an important (non-commercial) contribu-
tor to the content (and infrastructure) of the Internet and World 
Wide Web. Especially sciences offer extensive open access to 
(reviewed) scientific publications. Social sciences and humani-
ties are catching up (cf. German Commission for UNESCO, 2008).

Due to the non-rivalry consumption of knowledge and the ir-
relevance of costs for digital storage and transportation this 
sphere of ‘open’ production has also changed (or will change) 
basic conceptions of our political economy (Benkler, 2006). For 
instance, there is a major shift from earning money with the 
product (e.g. software), as far as this is ‘free’ or ‘open’, to earn-
ing money with services around the product (e.g. customiza-
tion). It is the intention of this paper to outline examinations as 
one possible service in relation to Open Educational Resources, 
i.e. a major issue of open knowledge in academia.

Besides the claim for open access to mostly publicly funded and 
scientifically secured knowledge on the one hand it has to be 
asked on the other hand what contribution to the funding of ac-
ademic work, particularly education, can be drawn from this free 
provision. More so when this product becomes more and more 

standardised because of European or world wide transferability 
and when learning is getting more and more learner-controlled 
and self-regulated. Are there possible services around this prod-
uct which can contribute to the funding of universities (cf. EC, 
2006)? As learning can be based on OER or other sources, i.e. 
independent of a formal learning path, it might become normal 
that (degree related) examinations are a ‘saleable’ service. Just 
recently the London School of Business and Finance turned the 
usual “convention on its head”. Instead of paying for courses in 
advance the LSBF opened the full course contents of its ‘Global 
MBA’ course in Facebook and wants students to pay only when 
they sit the exam to receive their accreditation (LSBF, 2010). 

The question mainly discussed in this paper is thus how these – 
seemingly contradictory – topics: the development of OER and 
the commercialization of Higher Education. The paper will start 
by describing relevant aspects of OER and their developmental 
potential. Then the two basic functions of the (modern) educa-
tional system will be outlined: fostering learning and selecting 
for careers (by providing degrees), and how OER fit into this ten-
sion. Lacking quality control and thus ‘customer-orientation’ will 
be identified as a major problem of OER which might foster the 
willingness to pay for certain services, like examinations. The re-
sult could be called: ‘exams to go’. Finally this will be discussed 
in relation to the general issue of accreditation of prior learning.

2.  The Case of Open Educational 
Resources 
For a start we have to look closer at OER as they “… are un-
derstood to be an important element of policies that want to 
leverage education and lifelong learning for the knowledge 
society and economy.” (Schaffert & Geser 2008: 15) As part of 
this understanding the OECD (2007) published a report on the 
world wide ‘emergence of open educational resources’. Though 
it mentions a set of difficulties (e.g. financing, quality manage-
ment, interoperability, granularity, and dominance of English) it 
is rather optimistic in regard to the further development of OER 
and its role for general development of world-wide and lifelong 
learning. 

Depending on the development of some institutional problems 
(Remmele, 2006) it only seems a question of time until the in-
fluence of OER will be of high significance for Higher Education. 
This optimism concerning OER is strongly based on the success 
of Free-and-OpenSource-Software (FOSS). A major reason for 
this success was however the participation of profit-seeking 
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companies and thus the development of customer-oriented 
products. A similar commercialisation of OER is though hardly 
discussed in relevant circles up to now (e.g. UNESCO, 2009). 

The fundamental change in the process and organisation of 
learning fostered by OER particularly applies to adult education, 
thus to higher education and lifelong learning. Among adults 
the self-regulated acquisition of knowledge is of higher impor-
tance than among younger students. The whole learning proc-
ess is less formalized and less teacher-centred. In this field how-
ever diplomas and degrees are also of high importance, as they 
provide access to certain career paths and payment options, 
which are a main driver to learn among adults and even to pay 
for the possibility of gain a degree. Hence, the target group is 
fitting: adults can use OER (they also more likely have individual 
learning paths) and they have money and interest to pay for 
improving their further careers. This possible willingness to pay 
for degrees can provide options for an OER business model and 
might speed up the solution of some problems of OER which are 
due to lack of customer-orientation. 

The social structures from which digital common goods like 
OpenSource Software or OER derive are decentralized non-
market-like institutions. They are the kernel of the production 
and distribution processes of these common goods. Neverthe-
less also in this field the function of market prices can be useful 
to have things done, which would not be done otherwise. Until 
now the development of OER is production-driven, be it for in-
stance on the basis of an individual will to share and to establish 
an educational commons, or be it for instance on the financing 
power of philanthropic foundations and public authorities (cf. 
Downes, 2006). Business models however based on payments 
by donors, contributors or by advertisers often miss the spe-
cificity of information provided by the mechanism of prizes paid 
by customers. Significant concepts explaining the ‘commons 
based peer production’ (Benkler, 2002) or the productive inter-
action between FOSS sponsors and adopters (Demil & Lecocq, 
2003) derive from the fields of institutional and informational 
economics. These started with the questions of how informa-
tion is transmitted in markets by prices and which institutional 
setting (market, hierarchy, network) is most effective for which 
problem. Payments for specific examinations, e.g., could lead to 
better information about educational resources and guide their 
improvement, thus to highly usable OER.

A prerequisite for such customer-oriented developments would 
however be the - market-based - solution of a major problem in 

current educational developments, particularly regarding OER: 
the assessment and accreditation of competences, which have 
not been gained in formal educational contexts. The dimension 
of this problem is reflected in the reference given to accredita-
tion of prior learning in the Bruges-Copenhagen and Bologna-
Process. The accreditation of knowledge and competencies 
acquired by open learning might be a service which could be 
priced high enough to gear the prize mechanism in a way that 
highly usable OER would be made accessible. 

To conduct exams is already often charged with a specific fee. 
Also there are already legal and administrative frameworks, e.g. 
in France or Finland (see below), which foster the accreditation 
of informal and non-formal learning by granting acknowledge-
ment and, as a consequence, access to degrees independently 
of how competences are acquired. Both the institutional frame-
work in relation to ‘pricing’ of this service as well as the general 
legal framework – at least in certain countries - are thus not in 
contradiction with our scenario.

3.  Basic Tension of the Educational System 
Looking at the basic tension of the modern educational system 
allows us to understand possible paths of development of (com-
mercial) academic services. The educational system has two 
basic and partly contradictory functions for society: fostering 
learning and selecting for careers by examinations and provid-
ing (or refusing) degrees. The selection function is mainly ori-
ented to labour market. In this regard educational institutions 
are producing a differentiated output of possible workforce. 
The education function however in regard or conscious disre-
gard of the divergent socialization of the pupils and students is 
to proceed according to equality (homogenisation of learning 
group by classes of age, by standardised test etc.). Educational 
‘reform’ is oscillating between the two functions (cf. Luhmann, 
2004, 218 ff.): e.g. from equal chances to merit-orientation or 
from individualized learning to optimal output. 

The allegedly necessary monitoring of learning/education, i.e. 
mainly of the individual learning process, with methods like 
grades, certificates, degrees is generating means for later selec-
tion. Other societal systems, particularly economy, are selecting 
according to these means. Human capital theory assumes for 
example that certificates in the first line do not serve as a proof 
of competence, but provide employers with a screening device 
(cf. Woodhall, 1994, 23).
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This basic tension can be found in the EC’s ‘Modernisation 
Agenda for Universities’. In accordance with the selection func-
tion the European Commission wants universities to “provide 
the right mix of skills and competencies for the labour mar-
ket”. The equality-oriented education is mentioned alike with 
regard to funding: “Student support schemes today tend to be 
insufficient to ensure equal access and chances of success for 
students from the least privileged backgrounds. This applies 
equally to free access, which does not necessarily guarantee 
social equity.” (EC, 2006) The two functions also directly relate 
to the “two major globalizing trajectories for education”: these 
are “education as a human right under the Education for All/
Millennium Development Goals banner; and … education as an 
emerging market and new services sector” (Robertson, 2008).

OER are strongly promising in regard to the education function 
as they offer educational possibilities with rather equal access. 
The optimistic interpretation of OER goes along with favoring 
this function. As learning, particularly adult learning, is becom-
ing more diversified and more self-directed, the ‘openness’ of 
OER is valuable, because the possibilities to learn are increased. 

Particularly with regard to continuing academic education, the 
task of universities to prepare their ‘clients’ for the labour mar-
ket is a social and political claim. Some sceptics criticize this as 
an instrumentalisation to meet employers’ demands. They em-
phasise the emancipatory and critical task of academic educa-
tion without which academia as such is endangered (cf. Brödel, 
2004). 

At least the students at the author’s university are rather ca-
reer oriented. They are mainly part-time students studying for 
a further degree in business and they accept this claim of la-
bour market relevance to a large extent. They (577 students 
and graduates) as the most important reasons why they started 
their course: improvement of prospects on the labour market; 
broadening the academic horizon; interest in the subject mat-
ter; improvement of promotion prospects (Keller et al., 2004).

At the same time the interest for ‘quality’ is increasing because 
the sources of content are hardly controllable any more. And 
students are conscious of this problem. Thus they call for qual-
ity of educational resources. In a comparative study quality of 
information was rated the most important characteristic of e-
learning material in higher education in four of six countries 
(France, Germany, Italy and Spain). Students from the Nether-
lands and Sweden rated ‘ease of use’ most important shortly 
followed by quality of information (further categories were: 

speed, interactivity, up-to-date-ness and - rated least important 
by all – design; Lam & Ritzen, 2008).

However the definition and assessment of quality in relation to 
OER is a problem. Without control of who is accessing which 
resource and the ascription of learning paths to a certain educa-
tional resource, the evaluation of their respective didactic qual-
ity is rather difficult.

As such OER hardly contribute to the selection function. There 
is no accreditation of quality of the acquired competences, i.e. 
the improvement of individual employability based on their us-
age. So there is no inference regarding the feasibility or quality 
of a certain resource in a specific educational context and no 
(official) documentation of how successful an individual learner 
has been using it. 

One does not have to like the selection function but it provides 
sustainable structures, even commercial ones. The awarding 
of certificates and degrees, i.e. a main dividing line between 
formal learning on one side and informal or non-formal learn-
ing on the other, is where the power of the educational system 
shows up – and is partly exchanged for money. Degrees pay off. 
At least in national contexts where there is a focus on formally 
acquired knowledge like in Germany (cf. Colardyn & Bjornavold, 
2005: 40).

4.  Users’ Motivations and Problems of 
OER 
Compared to FOSS there are specificities of OER concerning 
their possible marketability. A major problem is the lacking 
‘customer-orientation’ and in direct relation to that the prob-
lem of quality control. The user of FOSS as open code (not as 
self-installing software) is usually a software-developer himself 
and thus likely to improve the product; the user of OER as open 
learning material is often a learner who does not have much 
opportunity and incentive to feed back on the product or to the 
producer systematically. Atkins et al. (2007, 55ff) see this prob-
lem however their recommendation of an „open participatory 
learning initiative” with peer learning as major part does seem 
convincing, because the motivation to get involved in such a 
way is not clear. 

On the one hand a learner does not have sufficient knowledge 
about alternative educational resources and on the other hand 
he might come to the conclusion that the adequacy or inade-
quacy of a certain OER is due to his personal aims. The main 
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problems are rather to be found in the dispersedness of OER 
and in the contextuality of their quality. 

So looking at FOSS we have one problem in relation to the form 
of communication of OER. It is the absence of a central struc-
ture which makes the crucial difference between FOSS and OER. 
OpenSource initiatives show a very centralistic attitude regard-
ing the communication between the contributing ‘hackers’. Re-
sponsibility for the coordination of one project is clearly given 
to one person and so called forking, i.e. looking for different so-
lutions to the same problem, is held as an exception and needs 
very good reasons to be accepted by the community (Raymond, 
1998). There is strong feedback between users-producers, so 
that there can be spoken of ‘user-driven innovation’ (Hippel, 
2002). These characteristics are even more obvious in view of 
Wikipedia, where there is usually – except for very specific wikis 
and the like – one per language. With such centric structures 
information about what is done and has to be done in regard to 
a certain task is easily communicated and self-ascribed (Benkler, 
2002). 

In contrast, the production of OER though based on the same 
Internet-technologies is highly dispersed. If made publicly ac-
cessible in the Internet, educational resources are to be found 
on the website of the teacher’s institution. The resources up-
loaded and systematically referenced on a server for exchange 
of materials are only a minor part of the whole set. So it is pos-
sible to find a set of different resources on the same topic at dif-
ferent sites. And even if the motivation to produce OER is taken 
for granted this does not imply the motivation to adhere to 
general standards of metadata and interoperability (in the case 
they existed). There is thus also no established system to pub-
licly and systematically review OER in order to generate more 
transparency in the world wide thicket of learning objects (cf. 
Kollock & Smith 1996) – not even the specialized search engines 
(e.g. http://www.oercommons.org/ or http://opencontent.org/
googleocw/). 

OER are however not only dispersed in a technical sense but 
also content-wise in a qualitative sense. The other and more 
important problem is that educational resources are usually 
produced to fit a specific educational context. Such contexts 
are rather complex and need (hermeneutic) interpretation as 
they include, e.g., age and experience of students, the wider 
course curriculum, the preferred didactical methods of the pro-
viding institution, and – last but not least - the personality of 
the teacher (the ‘context’ of FOSS is standardised computing 

machines, which read the code; cf. Remmele, 2006). The pro-
duction of educational resources implies a certain concept of 
their usage, i.e. the educational setting in which the intended 
teaching and learning takes place. It is thus doubtful if OER can 
close the gap between “teaching and learning as framed and 
maintained by typical educational institutions and the fabric of 
work in a knowledge-based economy ‘out there’.” (cf. Schaffert 
& Geser, 2008, 15) All together it is difficult for a user of OER to 
find adequate OER and to estimate their quality and usefulness, 
because quality and usefulness have to be conceived in relation 
to the context of the user.

5.  Formal, Informal, Non-formal Learning 
– Self-regulation 
The OECD (2007) expects OER to “bridge the gap between non-
formal, informal and formal learning.” They can be used for dif-
ferent purposes and in the context of different practices of the 
user/learner. The problem of context-dependency is also obvi-
ous when looking at that gap. OER are typically used in informal 
and non-formal learning. For non-formal learning, like in formal 
learning context, they can be structured in terms of learning 
objectives, learning-time, learning-support etc. However tak-
ing the perspective of informal learning it is difficult to define 
in advance which piece of information is actually an educational 
resource. What is educational in one context is not necessarily 
educational in another. 

Now the importance of informal and non-formal learning is 
growing due to the increase of social and economic differen-
tiation. The accelerated multiplication of social and economic 
contexts of action cannot be dealt with completely in the frame-
work of formal learning. Centralized curricular planning is sys-
tematically lagging behind these developments. The (decentral-
ized) multiplication of certificates and degrees is an observable 
reaction to this. One would assume that the adaptation is faster 
if it proceeds in a kind of market form than by centralized ad-
ministration. 

At least partly this adaptation process is a formalization of infor-
mal and non-formal learning thus also bending it back into the 
realm of the selection function. Such formalization is intended 
to facilitate the access to certain contexts/careers. A future of 
education institutions could be to speed up their supply of de-
grees and certificates to keep track with the developments in 
labour market and science.

http://www.oercommons.org/
http://opencontent.org/googleocw/
http://opencontent.org/googleocw/


eLearning Papers •  ISSN: 1887-1542 • www.elearningpapers.eu

n.º 24 • April 2011

6

In-depth

eLearning 

Papers24www.elear
ningp

apers
.eu

For the learner this implies a high degree of self-regulation not 
only regarding the question how to learn, but also what and 
to which end to learn. A self-regulated learner is setting his 
learning-goal, allocating resources necessary for the learning 
process, and monitoring the learning success himself. Such au-
tonomy is however easily frustrated if the conditions for suc-
cessful learning are rather constrained. This might apply to the 
choice of learning resources in accordance to the learner’s goals 
and to the uncertainty regarding how he will be able to verify 
his efforts and to prove that he reached his goal for others but 
also for himself. 

Thus OER are only partly adequate for self-regulated (and other) 
learners – their goal setting (content-wise and regarding better 
access to career paths) and their interest in learning efficiency 
might go beyond the scope of ‘openness’. This has to be kept 
in mind as e.g. the OLCOS-Roadmap (Open eLearning Content 
Observatory Service) points to further adjusting OER to self-reg-
ulated learning as the future of OER (Geser, 2007).

6.  Marketability of Competence-Based 
Certificates 
The usage and usability of OER ought to be adjusted also to 
more prosaic learning goals. To do this however additional 
features that deal with the mentioned problems would have 
to be applied. Mainly there are two such additional features. 
First the ‘didactical context specific quality assessment’ of the 
resource would make the learner’s deployment of means for 
learning more efficient. Regarding efficiency a (self-regulated) 
learner would try to avoid assessing the quality of an OER for 
himself. Assessing the resource would at least be partly using it, 
and this costs time. He would thus be interested in curricular or 
didactical specifications and quality assessment of educational 
resources – done by others. Knowing that this specific resource 
would lead to fulfil a specific course requirement would be help-
ful and motivating.

Surely this reduction of uncertainty would not be worth enough 
for the learner that his willingness to pay would suffice to run a 
business. Learners probably would not pay for that but at least 
a proportion of this group might reciprocate by evaluations of 
resources done by them. In a suitable context some social soft-
ware application (grading, tagging etc.) could harness the provi-
sion of quality information on different OER. 

The second additional feature to complement OER would be the 
possibility to (officially) document one’s learning, as this would 

even enhance goal setting. A quick high quality adaptation of 
examinations to (labour market) requirements could further ex-
ploit this issue. If a learner wants to foster his career with his 
learning efforts, he might be willing to pay for accredited proof 
of his acquired competences. The question is if this would be so 
valuable for an OER user that he would pay enough that others 
could run a business on it. With such a service the OER-user will 
be transformed from a self-regulated user of a common good 
to a customer demanding certificates. Could such a framework 
even provide at least in certain fields relevant curricular specifi-
cation and quality assessment of OER? 

This question can be answered again in terms of quality. OER 
are up to now mainly producer (or sponsor) driven. Goodwill 
is however not user- or customer-orientation. To pay for mere 
access to OER is of course a self-contradiction. To put a price on 
an educational supply is necessarily combined with a minimum 
amount of quality-standards. Quality in educational arrange-
ments can be evaluated in relation to three dimensions. Input-
quality is evaluated e.g. in respect to standardised curricula, 
evaluation of learning-materials, requirements on the compe-
tence level of the producers (teachers), i.e. having an academic 
degree or testified teaching experience, technical standards 
of the platform and so on. The process-quality can be related 
to the didactical arrangements, the organisation of feedback-
loops and so on. Finally output-quality can be measured by the 
performance of the learner in a standardised examination, the 
self-assessment of his learning-progress and so on. It’s evident 
that the second approach does not fit at all with the process of 
producing and using OER. To provide an assessment of the input 
quality of a OER is however possible, e.g. an education institu-
tion can commit itself and its employees to respective standards 
(cf. MIT’s OpenCourseWare). But it cannot be done in general; 
so many interesting resources are left out. To include the third 
approach could be adequate: certified learning with OER and 
whatever other resources. The CEDEFOP (1997) took a similar 
position in the general discussion: “Discussions have centred 
on the relative worth of sources of evidence, when they should 
be concerned with the quality of the evidence regardless of its 
source.”

In analogy to methods applied in other contexts we see two 
possibilities of certified learning. There are monitored self-as-
sessment-procedures like the French ‘bilans de competence’ 
(Gutschow, 2003) or the similar procedure of the German ‘Pro-
filpass’, which misses however the legal framework of the ‘bilan 
de competence’ (DIPF et al., 2003). In OER-related contexts the 
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guided design of an e-portfolio could be a comparable method. 
As e-portfolios often only reframe the question of accreditabil-
ity on another level, there are a lot of questions left (Lorenzo & 
Ittelson, 2005), e.g.: “Should an e-portfolio be an official record 
or a student’s work… If an e-portfolio does not include a profes-
sional evaluation, should it be an official document? … Should 
alumni be charged a fee to keep their e-portfolios on an insti-
tution’s server? Who owns the e-portfolio? … Should anyone 
other than the student be able to make changes to the student’s 
e-portfolio? … How are e-portfolios evaluated in a manner that 
is both valid and reliable?” (For a further discussion on the func-
tional dilemma of e-portfolios, i.e. decoupling them from the 
formal assessment process see also: MOSEP, 2007).

The other method of certified learning would be fully fletched 
accreditation of predefined outcomes like in the NVQ (National 
Vocational Qualifications) in Great-Britain or other procedures 
of APL (Accreditation of Prior Learning) (Eraut, 2003). Also in 
2003 the Ministers of Higher Education of the Bologna Signa-
tory States defined recognition of qualifications as one of three 
priorities (Berlin, 2003). In this context they emphasize the ne-
cessity to improve the recognition of prior learning including 
non-formal and informal learning (EC, 2007). These considera-
tions directly relate to the European Qualifications Framework 
(EQF) which applies both to vocational and higher education 
as it focuses on learning outcomes and thus mentions the ac-
creditation of informal learning (Hanf, 2006, 57). In Germany 
e.g. there was a series of pilot projects trying to find ways to 
credit vocationally acquired competences for higher education 
(www.ankom.his.de). And such a certification always implies a 
documented third party evaluation usually based on structured 
exams in relation to fixed standards and reference levels (DIE 
et al., 2004). Hence OER-related certificates could only be such 
‚competence-based certificates’. 

If one looks at the commercial education market and the focus 
of pertinent advertisements, then it is quite obvious what could 
be a realistic commercial service in relation to OER. Specific 
knowledge and (branded) degrees are what is paid for. ”Rele-
vance and accreditation are themselves information goods, just 
like software or an encyclopaedia.” (Benkler, 2006, 12) 

With OER we have knowledge for free. Thus there will not be any 
willingness to pay for it or any unstructured compilation. Provid-
ing advice regarding OER fitting to a certain certificate would 
be a reversal or a recontextualization of the opening-process of 
OER. The opening of OER is an informalization of often formal 

materials. They are taken out of their original educational con-
text (if there is such) and ‘opened’ for varied individual use. To 
specify distributed OER in relation to a competence framework 
would thus be the reverse process. Degrees and certificates are 
paid for because it is of major interest to have officially docu-
mented one’s learning-path and competences, i.e. to have one’s 
self-regulated non-formal and informal learning processes for-
malized. Educational institutions or general accreditation agen-
cies could thus specify the conditions for certain degrees etc. 
and open their examination procedures to self-learners. They 
could offer ‘exams to go’. 

Looking at the success of FOSS it has to be acknowledged that 
the involvement of companies trying to make money with and 
around FOSS (e.g. services and additional software, partly writ-
ten by paid programmers) was a major factor for its success 
in the mass market. The influence of these companies lead 
to more user-friendliness of FOSS. These developments were 
market-driven. The user/producer driven innovation was sup-
plemented by customer orientation.

7.  Infrastructure of ‘Exams To Go’ 
Now a broad scenario can be outlined of how such an examina-
tion service could be organised. The degree providing institu-
tion would have to explain the exam structure, and give hints to 
adequate OER also for enlisted students who follow the prob-
ably still dominant formal learning path. This information would 
include the partly lacking curricular specification of OER and 
specify them in relation to the requirements of formal educa-
tion.

The degree providing institution could charge fees for different 
services or just for admittance to the exams. It would also save 
costs because it would not be necessary to produce and update 
all materials on its own.

There could be different kinds of additional services around 
(commercialized) degrees, e.g.:

•   Pre-test and/or learning contract

On the basis of different methods, e.g. tests or portfolios (see 
below), the certifying institute could estimate the possibility 
of a successful examination process for (enlisted and external) 
students. This estimation might also be priced with a minor fee 
because it would save the aspirant expenses for the examina-
tion fees if he is not yet ready to take the full exam. They could 
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then even offer a kind of learning contract, referring to knowl-
edge and skills which have still to be acquired and to possible 
resources for this acquisition, i.e. they would provide specific 
information of what competences are still to be acquired and 
where they can be found. In addition, schemes analogue to di-
ploma supplements used in higher education could be ‘re-engi-
neered’ based self-descriptions, portfolios etc.

•   OER-quality assessment

The educational institution could provide an assessment tool 
for OER. Staff and students can select and evaluate the qual-
ity; they can give advice to their students, customers, and fel-
lows on positive and negative experiences. They give links to 
educational websites they consider high or low quality and 
they categorize in accordance with the respective competence 
framework. This could be organized as ‘social bookmarking’ and 
‘tagging’ and with different levels of access, i.e. partly free of 
charge and partly restricted. This would provide a kind of cen-
tralized communication for the specific content in regard of the 
supplied degrees.

•   Improvement of OER

It might be possible that such a system which is based on in-
dividual willingness to pay would generate information that 
would direct efforts into relevant fields of OER. The above men-
tioned quality assessment could include feedback (or even pay-
ment for improvement from the exam providing institution) to 
the author of a resource. Reputation could be gained by docu-
mented usage for certain degrees and reference to respective 
assessments. This would stimulate quality and maintenance of 
resources. Even translations could be triggered.

•   Study centres

The educational institutions can subcontract (on mutual or fran-
chise basis) local centres to conduct and survey written and/or 
(online) oral exams. Of course also online exams are possible if 
personal identity is confirmable and cheating not possible.

8.  Accreditation of Prior Learning 
Irrespective of whether the examined competence is a conse-
quence of processes whilst carrying out the work or was gained 
within the course of institutionalised educational activities or 
with the use of an OER, the evaluation remains identical. As al-
ready mentioned to make all these learning results comparable 
to each other requires an underlying competence model. This 

approach thus implies descriptions of learning results based on 
complex competence models, which allow differentiation ac-
cording to general and domain-specific analysis and according 
to different levels of proficiency (Seeber & Keller, 2006).

This is however not as easy as it sounds. The certification of in-
formally and non-formally acquired competences is associated 
with considerable measurement problems and a considerable 
amount of work. several measurement processes regarding 
learning-on-the-job (Erpenbeck & Rosenstiel, 2003) and stand-
ardised certification processes of informally acquired compe-
tences exist now for several years, e.g. the “National Vocational 
Qualifications (NVQ)” system in Great Britain (cf. Ertl, 2003) us-
ing five competence levels,  the European Qualification Frame-
work with eight levels (including vocational and higher educa-
tion), the “Credit Framework Baden-Württemberg” four levels 
and so on (for overviews regarding accreditation in the field of 
VET systems cf. UNESCO, 2005).

In the UK the national vocational qualifications framework 
(NVQ) was started in 1986. By 1994 there were 500 NVQs cover-
ing 150 occupations, representing 80% of all jobs (QCA 2000). 
They include the (modular) description of the occupation. APL is 
now integrated into this framework. For the accreditation proc-
ess a portofolio is matched against target requirements; there 
can be tutorial support for the development of such portfolio. 

Since 1998 the certification of prior learning on different edu-
cational levels is a personal right in Finland, i.e. the Finish VET 
system allows for competence-based examinations as described 
above. “Vocational skills are demonstrated through compe-
tence tests, regardless of how and where the skills have been 
acquired.” (CEDEFOP, 2006) For each vocational certificate the 
necessary competences are defined by a national board. Institu-
tions are accredited to conduct exams. They take fees for their 
competence tests. 

A similar legal framework with a national register of respective 
certificates open for ‘validation des acquis de l’experience’ can 
be found in France since 2002. To have their skills assessed the 
learners have to present a portfolio possibly followed by coun-
selling, assessment at their workplace etc. (MEN, 2008)
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