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Chapter 2

Powers and limitations of open 
world learning
Experiences from the field of education

Bart Rienties

2.1   Introduction

In September 2014, an interdisciplinary group of 18 researchers from four Faculties 
at the Open University UK (OU) submitted a (successful) £1 million large grant 
proposal to the Leverhulme Foundation entitled Open World Learning. In its pro-
posal,1 the group indicated that

[w]e seek support for a programme of PhD studies to address inclusive 
approaches to learning across disciplines, integrated by a focus on Open World 
Learning, for which the OU has a worldwide reputation. Our proposal aims 
to increase understandings of the complexities of Open World Learning com-
pared to systems and approaches that close rather than open opportunities 
because of social, geographical, or technical barriers. To do this requires a 
strong cross- disciplinary approach centred on educational thinking but involv-
ing a range of subjects across the University. This cross- disciplinarity means 
that obtaining funding from domain- specific research councils is not straight-
forward and there is no targeted programme in this area. The Leverhulme 
Foundation’s Doctoral Scholarship funding, on the other hand, is specifically 
focussed on cross- disciplinary and complex research topics.

As already described in Chapter 1 (Rienties, Hampel, Scanlon, & Whitelock, 
2022a) and argued throughout this book, learning in the 21st century is under-
going both subtle and radical transformation as a result of the impact of digital, 
networked technologies (Bond, Zawacki- Richter, & Nichols, 2019; Ferguson, 
Jones, & Scanlon, 2019; Hampel, 2019). Open learning gives unprecedented 
access to knowledge, information, and education and provides support to learn-
ers across the globe (Kizilcec, Saltarelli, Reich, & Cohen, 2017; Kukulska- Hulme 
et al., 2021; Weller, 2020). However, it is not the technologies themselves that 
represent the biggest change, but the opportunities for openness that flow from 
their thoughtful application, in the form of availability of and access to formal 
and informal learning (Iniesto, McAndrew, Minocha, & Coughlan, 2022; Rizvi, 
Rienties, Kizilcec, & Rogaten, 2022; Weller, 2020). Without research to gain 
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deeper understanding, the changes in learning may exclude the very people who 
most stand to benefit from them.

Within the Leverhulme Open World Learning programme, 18 scholars from 16 
different countries have each contributed to understanding how the enablers and 
disablers of open world learning might have shifted over time, and how each shift 
might have had expected and unexpected consequences in open world learning. In 
this chapter, I critically review some of the key events that have shaped our open 
world learning in the period 2014–2022, and how this might potentially develop 
over time in a UK, European, and perhaps global context.

This will by no means be an accurate reflection and review of all facts, perspec-
tives, and contexts. I am acutely aware that experiences and reflections are strongly 
embedded in one’s own context (i.e., working in a top UK distance learning 
organisation, being a white male academic from Europe, having access to nearly 
unlimited open world learning opportunities). Nonetheless, I hope that by sharing 
some of my experiences and reflections of working with leading Leverhulme 
scholars as well as working with brilliant and state- of- the- art researchers across 
four Faculties at the OU will help to make sense of how leading institutes like the 
OU are trailblasing the way to make sense of open world learning.

2.2   Making sense of open world learning on a  
macro-meso-micro level

As conceptually visualised in Figure 2.1, there are both enablers and disablers for 
open world learning. The fluidity in the 3D shape or space of the open world 
learning framework highlights that the size and space of open world learning expe-
rienced by individual learners and organisations in a particular context, region, or 
nation might be substantially different from other learners and organisations. 
Furthermore, the fluidity of the 3D shape and space will inevitably change over 

Figure 2.1  Open world learning framework (2014).
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time, making the reach, depth, and breadth of open world learning experiences 
more or less comprehensive. For example, those learners who have no digital 
devices, no internet access, and/or who live in countries with very strict access 
policies might at best only experience open world learning in a limited, match- box 
manner. In Chapter 10, Mohamud, Buckler, Pitt, and Twining (2022) provide a 
fascinating account of how providing internet kiosks in Uganda opens up a win-
dow of opportunity for open world learning. Other learners who have ubiquitous 
access, competences, skills, and resources to explore open world learning opportu-
nities and who live in a very open country might have nearly infinite opportunities 
to enable experience and potentially benefit from open world learning.

At the same time, with the growth in access to online education and the 
increased competition amongst educational providers and arrival of new commer-
cial entrants into the market, there is also an expansion of the “closed” learning 
industry (i.e., paid- for by learners and/or organisations) by a range of diversifica-
tion and growth strategies (e.g., apprenticeships, dual degrees, micro- credentials, 
short- courses). Obviously, there might be trickle- down effects from closed learn-
ing to open learning (e.g., free open short courses as spin- offs from closed courses), 
as well as opportunities for pathways from open learning into formal degree rec-
ognition (e.g., using accreditation of MOOC competition to a formal degree). In 
other words, the “forces” of the enablers and disablers of open world learning hold 
each other together in a (temporary) equilibrium, whereby a shift in any of the 
building blocks might change the equilibrium.

In this conceptual model, I distinguish three levels or spheres of influence on a 
macro, meso, and micro level. Note that the colouring of these boxes in Figure 2.1 
was based upon our joined understanding of the literature and practice within an 
OU context on each of these levels in 2014. More pronounced darker colours 
indicate a stronger evidence of experience and research, while lighter boxes repre-
sent relatively uncharted research areas.

2.2.1   Macro

On a macro (i.e., regional, national, international, global) level, many things have 
changed since 2014 and will continue to change. In Chapter 2, I highlight three 
examples of macro changes in 2014–2022 that inevitably have changed the open 
word learning spaces for large groups of learners, namely technological change and 
development, rise of populism, and Brexit. First of all, technological change and devel-
opment is continuous. For example, in 2014 the first voice- activated virtual assistant 
in households was introduced (Alexa) by Amazon, whereby in 2020, 22% of UK 
households have such a smart speaker in their household (Ofcom, 2020). In 2019, 
5G was launched in the UK giving users over a hundred times faster internet on 
their phones than in 2012, and uptake in terms of smartphones increased from 61% 
in 2014 to 82% in 2020 (Ofcom, 2020).

While each of the many technologies introduced since 2014 provide their own 
affordances and limitations, in the last seven years how learners can access online 
resources has radically accelerated. Indeed, a recent Ofcom (2020) report indicated 
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that in the UK during lockdown, on average people spent a record 6 hours and 
25 minutes per day watching audiovisual content, often on Smart TVs, and spent 
on average 4 hours and 2 minutes online, mostly via smartphones (Ofcom, 2020). 
On the one hand, with most Western jobs being desk- oriented jobs and requiring 
staff to sit behind a computer, many people have unprecedented access to screens 
and the internet, thus potentially allowing for opportunities for open world learn-
ing. On the other hand, the unprecedented access to screens may negatively 
impact mental health and wellbeing (Lucassen et al., 2018), and learners’ willing-
ness to engage with online learning. Indeed, a lot of organisations (Wellcome 
Trust, 2020) and the public sector (World Health Organization, 2019) are con-
cerned about the unprecedented access to information and technology, and the 
increase in screen time. Anecdotally, several CEOs of large tech companies includ-
ing Microsoft and Snapchat restrict the screen time of their children or even 
forbid them to use technology.

A second major macro- development is the rise of populism in many Western 
countries. Narratives around post- truth and #fakenews are continuing to have a 
large impact on the perceptions of social media (Ernst, Engesser, Büchel, Blassnig, 
& Esser, 2017; Isaak & Hanna, 2018), and in particular the perceived value of 
(higher) education (Quinton, 2019) and recognition of experts (Bruggeman et al., 
2020; Kubin, Puryear, Schein, & Gray, 2021). A range of studies have started to 
explore how people make sense of these complexities and how learners make sense 
of open knowledge and information. For example, a large- scale study amongst 389 
US domestic students by Quinton (2019) showed that students who were more 
conservative, supported (former) President Trump, and had more negative stereo-
types towards international students were significantly less likely to interact with 
other (international) students. In cross- cultural literature, it is a well- established fact 
that social interaction between people from different cultures helps to overcome 
stereotypes and allows people to develop mutual relations and understanding (Jing, 
Ghosh, Sun, & Liu, 2020).

Furthermore, in a lab- based study with 308 first- year business students, Knight 
et al. (2017) found that while most participants indicated to have strong internet 
searching skills, their actual searching strategies and behaviour indicated that par-
ticipants mainly used lay health advice website sources rather than academic 
sources to solve a complex health case. Similarly, using in total 15 studies, Kubin 
et al. (2021) found that personal experience about a (political) issue, in particular 
negative experience, was weighted more important than having expertise, knowl-
edge, facts, or data. In other words, while many learners have unprecedented 
access to knowledge and information, substantial development and training will 
be needed to ensure that learners can develop strong epistemological skills to 
make sense of open world learning in this post- truth era.

A third macro trend for the UK in particular is that recent political develop-
ments have partially undone 40 years of intensive and open collaboration between 
European and UK companies, public organisations, and research institutions, and 
has introduced a range of new barriers in terms of how learners can access data, 
study, travel, work, etc. In a way, this unexpected macro development went against 
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the grain of increased globalisation and open world learning. In part the unex-
pected referendum result was blamed on social media, and the impact of Cambridge 
Analytica in particular (Isaak & Hanna, 2018). In part concerns about international 
migration and pressure on British identity and values fuelled by (social) media 
(Gavin, 2018), post- truth, and a divide amongst voters mainly along (higher) edu-
cation lines (Zhang, 2018) heated opinions. On the one hand, one could argue that 
open world learning approaches allowed more people to gain access to knowledge, 
skills, and facts. On the other hand, social media was substantially influenced by 
political and external parties, and individual (negative) experiences, which may 
have influenced the referendum result. Perhaps it was not a surprise that the day 
after asking whether the UK should leave the EU the second most searched ques-
tion in Google UK was “What is the EU?” (Fung, 2016).

2.2.2   Meso

On a meso (i.e., institutional, cross- institutional, cross- discipline) level, education 
has experienced some radical changes in the last seven years, not only in the UK 
but worldwide. For example, there is an ever- increasing shift towards consumerism 
of education (Bragg, 2014; Langan & Harris, 2019), as well as stronger competition 
and managerialism within and across institutions (Erickson, Hanna, & Walker, 
2020). Furthermore, there are increased pressures on teachers to include technol-
ogy in teaching (Bond et al., 2019; Herodotou, Rienties, Boroowa, & Zdrahal, 
2019; Uerz, Volman, & Kral, 2018; van Leeuwen, 2019), leading to potential burn- 
out and mental stress amongst some teachers (Daniel, 2018), researchers (Wellcome 
Trust, 2020), and students (Houghton & Anderson, 2017). All these trends were 
accelerated and exacerbated by the COVID- 19 pandemic, where teachers sud-
denly had to become experts in blended/online teaching overnight (Crawford  
et al., 2020; Naffi, 2020; Reinholz, Stone- Johnstone, White, Sianez, & Shah, 2020).

Another meso change is the increased focus on Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion (EDI) in (higher) education. In part this increased focus on EDI is 
fuelled by the #metoo and #blacklivesmatter movements that have a macro and 
meso impact, as well as a range of studies highlighting substantial inequality in 
opportunity in education (e.g., Bhopal & Henderson, 2021; Lucassen et al., 2018; 
Nguyen, Rienties, & Richardson, 2020a; Richardson, Mittelmeier, & Rienties, 
2020). For example, in Chapter 15, Iniesto and Hillaire (2022) indicate that 
despite efforts by MOOC providers to make their materials accessible, in practice 
this often falls short for learners with accessibility needs. Similarly, in Chapter 8, 
Rizvi et al. (2022) show that despite best intentions, MOOC learning activities 
are not necessarily fit for purpose for some geo- cultural groups of learners, as the 
(Western) learning designs of MOOCs do not necessarily fit with their preferred 
learning approach.

Indeed, a range of institutional and cross- institutional initiatives such as Athena 
Swan and Race Equality Charter have started to address some of these inequalities 
of opportunities, including explicit requirements for institutions to report on how 
they are addressing these inequalities. However, there are substantial tensions in 
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terms of prioritising which part of EDI to focus on first, as argued by Bhopal 
and Henderson (2021, p. 167) “[w]hile institutions can claim to be working on 
structural inequality by focusing time, resources and attention on gender equal-
ity, there is little or no imperative to shift the focus to uncomfortable conversa-
tions about race and racism in the academy”. Both the macro and meso changes 
in the last seven years have had a substantial impact on the micro level of open 
world learning.

2.2.3   Micro

Finally, on a micro (within institution, module, student) level, several large 
changes have occurred that have influenced how educators design courses and 
how learners learn. For example, with the omnipresence of technology and 
mobile devices in the classroom, the way students learn and interact with others 
is rapidly changing education (Kukulska- Hulme et al., 2021; Srisontisuk, 2022). 
For example, in the OU, while many courses in 2014 had several offline and 
print- based learning resources, in 2021, nearly all resources are primarily avail-
able online (Nguyen, Rienties, & Whitelock, 2020b). Similarly, with the increased 
availability of free online resources, MOOCs, and other learning opportunities, 
students and teachers have unprecedented access to knowledge and information 
(Conde Gafaro, 2022).

A large change on a micro- level is the access to data and learning analytics data 
in particular. While in 2014 mostly institutions were storing some data for retro-
spective reporting for accreditation processes and government bodies, an increas-
ing number of teachers and students have gained (near) real- time access to 
learning and learner data. For example, Herodotou et al. (2020) analysed how the 
predictive learning analytics tool OU Analyse was accessed by 1159 unique 
teachers and reached 23,180 students in 231 undergraduate courses in the last 
four years, and found substantial different adoption patterns between teachers. 
These in part were explained by how Faculties engaged with predictive learning 
analytics, how they encouraged teachers as “champions”, as well as teachers’ digi-
tal literacy and their conceptions about teaching online. In Chapter 13, Hillaire, 
Rienties, Fenton- O’Creevy, Zdrahal, and Tempelaar (2022) show that based 
upon online chat discourse between 1251 business undergraduate students, a 
student- sourced sentiment analysis tool can be developed that can accurately 
predict emotions in written text.

2.3   The 4P approach of Open World Learning

As indicated in Figure 2.1, beyond the macro- meso- micro levels, the 4P approach 
distinguishes between four important inter- related themes that may influence the 
enablers and disablers of open world learning: people, places, practices, and proper-
ties. Given the nature of open world learning, some of these enablers or disablers 
of learning might influence the four themes differently.
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2.3.1   People

In terms of the theme people accessibility needs (Iniesto et al., 2022), socio- 
economic factors (Rizvi et al., 2022), and personal learner characteristics such as 
age (Iwaniec- Thompson, 2022), ethnicity (Nguyen, Rienties et al., 2020b), gender 
(Richardson et al., 2020), and learning dispositions (Tempelaar, Rienties, & Nguyen, 
2021) might influence whether people can benefit from open- world learning. For 
example, in Chapter 7, Rets et al. (2022) show that Open Educational Resources 
(OERs) could be made more accessible for non- native English speakers by decreas-
ing their complexity level by text simplification. In Chapter 14 Nguyen, Rienties 
and Whitelock (2022) shows that teachers make complex decisions when designing 
closed and open world learning designs, which in part are influenced by their own 
conceptions of teaching, as well as the culture of the discipline in which they work.

2.3.2   Places

Secondly, places where people work or live might substantially impact on how they 
get access to open world learning opportunities. For example, Facebook restricted 
access to news sites in Australia in February 2021, thereby limiting people’s access 
to knowledge and information. In some countries like Myanmar or Belarus, 
Facebook and other social media sites have been taken offline during social unrest, 
while in other countries certain topics are censored or even completely barred. 
Beyond actively restricting content and access to open world learning, even when 
learning activities are openly available this does not necessarily imply that users will 
universally make sense of them in the same way. For example, in Chapter 8, Rizvi 
et al. (2022) show in two studies that MOOCs are not necessarily culturally inclu-
sive, based upon engagement patterns by 49,582 learners in ten Futurelearn 
MOOCs. In Chapter 4, Vogiatzis et al. (2022) explore how WhatsApp was used by 
German- language learners on the move, while in Chapter 10, Mohamud et al. 
(2022) show how internet kiosks in one particular context of Uganda raised some 
culturally specific opportunities and concerns.

2.3.3   Practices

Thirdly, the practices people and institutions are surrounded by might influence 
how they engage with open world learning. Although sometimes we seem to live 
in a global village, the way that education is shaped in countries is mostly deter-
mined by policy makers and stakeholders on a national level, whereby consistently 
substantial differences in practices are noticed on a regional, national, and geo- 
cultural level (Kizilcec et al., 2017; OECD, 2018; Rizvi et al., 2022). Also, girls are 
particularly likely to be left behind (Girls’ Education Challenge, 2021). An emerg-
ing body of research has shown that for example while MOOCs are accessible 
across the globe, some nations and geo- cultural regions are more likely to benefit 
from these open world learning opportunities than others. Indeed, accessibility 
policies of MOOCs are framed and shaped by local and national practices and 
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policies as evidenced in Chapter 9 (Iniesto et al., 2022). In the context of financial 
sectors, in Chapter 17, Chaudhari, Littlejohn, and Cross (2022) show that how 
finance professionals cope with uncertainty and make use of technologies is nested 
within their practice.

2.3.4   Properties

Finally, properties of open world learning technologies and data will substantially 
influence the affordances and limitations of how people make sense of open world 
learning. As illustrated in Figure 2.1, there was a relative paucity of research in 2014 
on how properties of data and practices within open world learning might enable 
or thwart learning. For example, the OU was the first institution to introduce an 
ethics policy on the use of data with learning analytics (Open University UK, 
2014). In Chapter 11, Korir et al. (2022) show that most UK learners are now rea-
sonably comfortable to share their data with higher education institutions, while 
initially some authors reported concerns about privacy and sharing of data. In 
Chapter 12, Nguyen et al. (2022) show that OU teachers make substantial use of 
student engagement data to determine how they design online courses. In particu-
lar how they balance assessment, interactive, and communicative learning activities 
seems to significantly impact student engagement, retention and satisfaction. At the 
same time, with the triangulation of more and more data and as Artificial 
Intelligence is becoming more intertwined in education (Rienties, Køhler 
Simonsen, & Herodotou, 2020), there are substantial concerns about how algo-
rithms are potentially making decisions that could influence behaviour and perfor-
mance of learners (Baker & Hawn, 2021; Prinsloo & Slade, 2017).

2.4   Discussion and moving forward

In this book, each of the chapters will explore how the enablers and disablers of 
open world learning may have shifted over time. As indicated in Table 2.1, almost 
all chapters focus on the people theme of open world learning. This book brings 
together insights from 387,134 learners and educators in 136 unique learning con-
texts, from short lab- exercises (Hillaire et al., 2022; Rets et al., 2022), in- class 
experiments (Anastasiou, 2022), online experiments (Korir, 2022), to longer inten-
sive blended and online courses (Conde Gafaro, 2022; Vogiatzis et al., 2022) and 
MOOCs (Chua, 2022; Rizvi et al., 2022). Many of the chapters do this mostly on 
a micro level, focussed on learners, teachers and technologies in one particular 
context or setting. This is important as a lot of macro studies have already been 
written on the affordances and limitations of open world learning. There is a dire 
need to conduct high- quality evidence- based research on the meso and micro 
level of learners and teachers of what works, and what does not, and why.

The second important theme that will be discussed in this book is the practices 
in which learners and teachers find themselves. As context is everything in educa-
tion, unpacking how practice influences learners and teachers to make sense of 
open world learning will help you, the reader, to use these insights for your own 
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Table 2.1  Levels and 4Ps of open world learning discussed in this book

Authors Chapter Level People Places Practices Properties

Part I Learners and the power of language in an Open World

Anastasiou 03 Digital stories in science: The role of story 
sequencing

Micro ✓

Vogiatzis, Charitonos, 
Giaxoglou & Lewis

04 Can WhatsApp facilitate interaction? A case 
study of adult language learning

Micro ✓ ✓

Conde Gaforo 05 First steps towards self- regulated learning: 
Setting goals in MOOCs

Micro ✓ ✓

Chua 06 Discourse practices in MOOC discussions: A 
corpus linguistic approach

Micro ✓ ✓

Rets, Stickler, 
Coughlan & Astruc

07 Simplification of open educational resources in 
English: Its effect on text processing of English 
learners

Micro ✓ ✓

Rizvi, Rienties, 
Rogaten & Kizilcec

08 Culturally adaptive learning design: A mixed- 
methods study of cross- cultural learning design 
preferences in MOOCs

Meso/
micro

✓ ✓ ✓

Part II Innovative technologies in an Open World

Iniesto, McAndrew, 
Minocha & 
Coughlan

09 Accessibility in MOOCs: The stakeholders’ 
perspectives

Meso/
micro

✓ ✓ ✓

Mohamud, Buckler, 
Pitt & Twining

10 Internet kiosks in Uganda: A window of 
opportunities?

Meso/
micro

✓ ✓ ✓

Korir, Slade, Holmes 
& Rienties

11 Eliciting students’ preferences for the use of 
their data for learning analytics: A 
crowdsourcing approach

Micro ✓ ✓

Hall, Herodotou & 
Iacovides

12 Measuring player creativity in digital 
entertainment games using the creativity in 
gaming scale

Micro ✓

(Continued)
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Table 2.1 (Continued)

Authors Chapter Level People Places Practices Properties

Hillaire, Rienties, 
Fenton- O’Creevy, 
Zdrahal & 
Tempelaar

13 Incorporating student opinion into opinion 
mining: A student-sourced sentiment analysis 
classifier

Micro ✓ ✓

Part III Educators and inclusive practice in an Open World

Nguyen, Rienties & 
Whitelock

14 Informing learning design in online education 
using learning analytics of student engagement

Meso ✓ ✓ ✓

Iniesto & Hillaire 15 UDL and its implications in MOOC 
accessibility evaluation

Meso ✓ ✓

Srisontisuk 16 Practitioner’s perspective on young children’s 
use of mobile technology

Meso/
micro

✓ ✓

Chaudhari, Littlejohn 
& Cross

17 Antecedents and consequences of uncertainties 
perceived by finance professionals

Meso/
micro

✓ ✓

Iwaniec- Thompson 18 The identity trajectories of older academics: 
Workplace affordances and individual 
subjectivities

Meso/
micro

✓ ✓

Note: that all the reported studies included in this book went through formal Human Research Ethics Committee at the Open University UK, and 
received approval.
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practice. Finally, places and properties will be explored in several Chapters. In 
Chapter 19 (Rienties, Hampel, Scanlon, & Whitelock, 2022b), we will bring 
together all these findings and insights and discuss how they have shifted our 
understanding of open world learning.

Note
 1 https://iet.open.ac.uk/projects/owl
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