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ABSTACT 

 

This chapter describes the transition from traditional, on-campus delivery to 

technology-based higher education in Israel. It reviews the higher education 

arena in the country and offers an updated and concentrated summary with 

special focus on distance education as is practiced at the Open University of 

Israel. Various aspects of technology usage and e-learning models are 

described, including collaborative learning, on-line video and OCW. The 

review draws from the vast experience gained in over a decade of e-learning 

experimentation and model-development and is based on user-experience 

surveys and faculty interviews. 

 

COUNTRY 

 

The country of Israel is a democratic state that resides on the eastern coast of 

the Mediterranean Sea. It was founded on May 15
th
, 1948 after the end of the 

British Mandate over Palestine, and is neighbored by Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, 

Egypt and the Palestinian Authority. The total land area of Israel is 20,770 

km
2
, and it has an average population of 7.46 million people (based on the 

Central Bureau of Statistics, 2009; http://www.cbs.gov.il/), leading to a 

population density of 356.8 #/km
2
. The population is dominantly Jewish 

(5.63 million) with a large Arab minority (1.51, mostly Muslims) and 0.32 

millions Christians and other religions. The two official languages in Israel 

are Hebrew and Arabic.  Israel is defined as a Jewish state and although 

secular in governance, it holds firmly to religious values such as no work, 

transportation or commerce in the Sabbath and on religious holidays. There 

http://www.cbs.gov.il/
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is freedom of religion and sacred places are kept by law. The capital of Israel 

is Jerusalem, where the Parliament (Knesset) and government offices are 

located. The other two major urban centers are Tel-Aviv, with its business 

and financial centers, and Haifa, as the largest port-city and major industrial 

hub. 

 

The Human Development Index (HDI) of Israel is 0.935 (number 27 in the 

world). Based on IMF data, the nominal GDP of Israel is 215,727 billion $, 

with a per-capita GDP of 29,671$. The Israeli economy is strong and boasts a 

robust high-tech industry, with the 2
nd

 largest number of Technology start-up 

companies in the world (2008). Despite limited natural resources, Israel is 

largely self-sufficient in food production due to intensive development of the 

agricultural and industrial sectors (major imports are fuel, grains and beef).  

 

Figure 1. 

A Map of Israel (UN website) 
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Being a religious center for three major religions, Israel has a significant 

tourist industry, due to its perception of a "The Holy Land", which ensures a 

flux of pilgrims and tourists visiting the various historical and sacred sites.  

Israel is a major cultural center with numerous theaters, film festivals and a 

young and active cinema industry. It is also a publishing powerhouse, with 

over 4,000 new titles published annually, selling ~34 million books. There 

are 49 publishers registered in the Israeli Publishers association, 12 of which 

are located in the capital Jerusalem.  

 

EDUCATION SYSTEM 

 

Education in Israel is compulsory from kinder-garden to high-school age. 

The State Education Law, passed in 1953, established five types of schools: 

state secular, state religious, ultra orthodox, communal settlement schools, 

and Arab schools. Based on UN statistics, Israel has the highest literacy rate 

in the Levant, and in 2009 there were ~771,000 pupils in primary schools, 

and additional ~611,000 in high schools (460,909 pupils registered in Jewish 

high-schools and 149,310 in Arab high-schools). After 12 years of study, 

pupils are required to undergo matriculation exams in order to receive a 

high-school diploma, which is a prerequisite for continuing into the 

universities (except in the Open University which has an open admission 

policy as described below). 

 

The usage of ICT in the Israeli formal education system is growing rapidly, 

following the recommendation of a special expert commission in 1998 to 

enhance science literacy in schools. The Centre for Educational Technology 

(CET; http://www3.cet.ac.il) is a leading non-profit organization that 

develops special software and technology based programs for the Israeli K12 

system.  

 

The higher education system in Israel is managed by the Council for Higher 

Education (CHE) (http://www.che.org.il/english.aspx) which is an 

independent legal entity, headed by the Minister of Education of the Israeli 

government. By law, the CHE has an autonomous Planning and Budgeting 

Committee (PBC) that receives its budget from the government and in 

principle is responsible for allocation of resources to the institutions. There 

are 8 public universities; 6 universities teach towards all academic degrees: 

Tel-Aviv University, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Haifa University, 

Bar-Ilan University (in Ramat-Gan near Tel-Aviv), Ben-Gurion University 

of the Negev (in Be'er Sheba) and the Techniyon (in Haifa). The Weizmann 

http://www3.cet.ac.il/
http://www.che.org.il/english.aspx
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Institute of Science (in Rehovot) teaches only toward higher degrees, while 

the Open University of Israel – which has a nation-wide coverage - does not 

offer PhD programs. In addition to the major universities, there are 34 

academic colleges (13 private and 21 public) and 24 Teacher Training 

institutions.  

 

Based on the official statistics, in a general population of over 7.46 million 

(09/09), the total number of students registered for all degrees in the 

academic year 2009/10 is over 280,000, an increase of 3.7% compared to the 

year before (CHE report). This increase is only a third of the annual growth 

rate in the mid 90s, which was 8.7%. Approximately 37% of registered 

students study on-campus in the major universities, the rest attends colleges 

and other institutions. The largest growing sector in the higher education 

system in Israel is the academic colleges, which now enroll almost 50% of 

all undergraduate students. This tendency is reflected in the decline in the 

share of students studying for first degree at the major universities, which 

now stands at 40% (compared to 85% in the early 90s). Another clear 

growth trend is the steady flux of students registered for MA programs in 

private collages. Of these, 74% are seeking MBA degrees, a popular 

program for business oriented people who are already employed in the 

Israeli job market.  The number of PhD students in Israel now stands at 

10,300, representing an increase of 18% since 2004. 

 

Even though there is a growing demand for higher education in Israel, the 

number of senior faculty in Israeli universities and academic colleges now 

stands at ~4300, a pronounced decrease of 8% since 2000, when there were 

4684 full-time positions. In parallel, the numbers of junior faculty dropped 

from 2312 to 1905 (18%). This decline echoes the economic difficulties 

faced by Israeli universities, a result of major cuts in government funding.  

 

There are also three national infrastructure facilities that serve the higher 

education system. The Inter-University Computing Center (IUCC; 

http://www.iucc.ac.il/; MACHBA in Hebrew) was established by the CHE 

and is supported through its BPC. It is in charge of national academic 

communication infrastructures, digital information services, learning 

technologies and grid computing infrastructures. The IUCC is tasked with 

promoting and facilitating cooperation among its member institutions in 

computing and ICT issues, as well as between research institutes and 

organizations dealing with research and instruction, which share these 

common interests.  

http://www.iucc.ac.il/
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Under the IUCC operates the Centre for Digital Information Services (CDIS 

or MALMAD) which was established in 1998 as a public entity in charge of 

purchasing, licensing and provision of information services for universities 

and colleges in Israel. The CDIS makes available digital resources for 

researchers and scholars, and all university libraries are sharing joint access 

and subscriptions to digital collections and publications. The Israel Center 

for Learning Technologies (MEITAL) is also operating under the IUCC and 

focuses and the dissemination and implementation of new ICT into the 

higher-education system. The MEITAL acts as an umbrella organization 

under-which joint projects and shared experiences are transmitted 

throughout the community. It has become a professional network for ICT 

practitioners in HE and its annual conference showcases the achievements in 

all academic institutions in the country in the usage of ICT. The research 

fund of the MEITAL supports mostly young researchers in small projects, 

which are to be shared among the entire HE system through an Open-access 

repository. 

 

 

DISTANCE EDUCATION 

 

The Open University of Israel 
The Open University of Israel (OUI) is the largest public university and 

academic publisher in Israel. With more than 45,000 students, it offers 650 

courses in all major disciplines, except law and medicine. The university is 

an open-admission, equal opportunity, distance-teaching university, with 

campuses around Israel. Since its establishment in 1974, the OUI has 

published over 500 academic titles in all fields of knowledge, and prints 

more than a million copies annually. These books constitute the largest and 

most comprehensive collection of university-level textbooks in Israel, 

especially adapted to the needs of distance learners and they service not only 

OUI students, but also undergraduate students in all major universities and 

colleges in the country. The books and the accompanying course materials 

(study guides, assignments, audiovisual, multimedia and web-based) are 

delivered to OUI students and are used for independent study.  

 

The Open University of Israel was initially based on the classic model of the 

Open University of the UK (Guri-Rosenblit, 1999); From its inception, it 

was tasked to adopt an "… open admission policy, aiming to open the world 

of higher education to all, irrespective of age, sex, place of residence or 

occupation, in order to enable every individual to realize their academic 
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ability". The Open University credo, as stated in the charter given by the 

Ministry of Education of the Government of Israel was to reach populations 

that were unable to enroll in traditional higher education offered by on-

campus universities. The official decision by the Israeli Government to 

establish a national Open University was taken in 1973, following the 

recommendation of a special expert committee appointed 2 years earlier. The 

erection team started working in 1974 on a few courses, and enrollment of 

students began in the fall semester of 1976. The Open University was 

authorized by the Council for Higher Education to confer Bachelor's Degrees 

(BA) in 1980; in 1982, the first 41 graduates received their degrees. By the 

academic year 1987/88 the Open University had nearly 11,000 students in 

180 courses from the Humanities, Social Sciences, Natural Sciences, 

Mathematics and Computer Science. By 1993, the number of students 

reached over 20,000, and 300 courses were offered. The number of 

graduates rapidly increased and in 1994, 405 graduates received their BA 

degrees. The trend of rapid increase in the numbers of offered courses and 

registered students, reaching 600 courses and over 40,000 students in 2006. 

The numbers of graduates in BA and MA programs at the OUI in the last 

decade is shown in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2. 

Number of students graduating in BA (blue) and 

MA (red) programs at the Open University in the last decade. 

 

 
 

Along the years, the demographics of the Open University student body 

changed, and from an average age of 33 in the early 80s, in 2008 it was 

below 28. Students are spread all over the country, and ~5% reside outside 

of Israel. The typical student profile is young adults, mobile and fully-
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employed, which are already on the job market and seek to gain an academic 

degree while working. There is a small component of high-school children, 

which study toward a degree even before or during their matriculation 

studies. The computer literacy of Open University students had been 

regularly increasing, almost in parallel with the drop in the average age. By 

2008, over 90% of OUI students had broadband internet access either from 

home or the work-place and were fully versed with any Office or internet 

application.  

 

The Basic Distance Teaching Model 
The central component of any course offered by the Open University is a 

printed text-book, written by senior faculty members of the university (or 

from other Israeli universities; this mode of collaboration was important for 

ensuring high-quality books, as noted by Guri-Rosenblit, 1999; p. 207), with 

a clear format intended for self-study. Such a book should (in principle) 

contain the didactic apparatus that enables self-paced learning.  

 

Books contain summaries, exercises, examples, self-tests and solutions, 

aiming to encapsulate and replace class-room interaction as much as 

possible. The concept of "Professor-inside-the-book" was prevalent in the 

early courses developed, which were mostly introductory level (Holmberg, 

1995).  

 

In some courses, the textbook was adapted and translated from a foreign 

language; since normally such books lack the self-study structure, a suitable 

study-guide was developed, to add the missing pedagogical component and 

additionally to give a local, relevant perspective.  

 

As the number of courses offered by the university increased, new types of 

books evolved, and presently there are 7 different types of courses being 

developed and taught (Table 1.).  

 

The traditional yard-stick for the amount of material included has been "a 

study unit", equivalent to 100 printed pages that are to be self-learned within 

a week. As the model of the text-book evolved, that measure has become 

obsolete and it is much harder to quantify the content a-priori based on the 

number of pages only.  

 

Rather, it is the syllabi of he courses that determine the amount of self-study 

hours that need to be dedicated by the students.   
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Table 1: 

Course types developed at the OUI 

 

Type of course Major Component Supplementary 

materials 

"Classic" OUI 

textbook, basic self-

learning material 

Text-book comprised of 

10-12 units, with the 

full didactic support 

Assignments, study guide 

Partial, hybrid model Combination of several 

study units and other 

components  

Video lectures, Study 

guide, Compilation of 

essays and papers 

Translated Course Text-book adapted 

from a foreign 

publisher, includes full 

didactic support 

Study guide, assignments, 

special study unit with 

local (Israeli) aspects 

Non-textual course  A full set of recorded 

video lectures 

Detailed study guide, 

assignments  

Fully on-line text-book e-book with enriched 

multimedia capabilities 

Online support and study 

guide 

Compilation course Essays or translations Study guide and 

assignments 

Laboratory/Field 

course 

Detailed instructions, 

web-based support 

Study guide and 

assignments, technical 

information 

  

In addition to the text-book, students receive a study guide that contains the 

basic instructions and time-table for advancement along the semester. Such a 

study-guide may contain assignments, exercises and additional learning 

materials, and is an essential and crucial component for pacing the study 

along the semester. The basic layout of study and the success requirements 

are clearly spelled out. 

 

INTRODUCTION OF ICT 

 

From its inception, the Open University relied on varied means for 

disseminating and delivering learning materials to its students. This desire 

and task is clearly written in the Constitution of the OUI, which was adopted 
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in 1986: "The Open University's goals are….to promote research and 

development of learning materials and innovative teaching and learning 

methodologies, including models for personal tutoring, by various 

[technological] means of communication (such as: mail, telephone, radio and 

TV broadcasts or computers) in meetings with students or in any other way it 

sees fit".  

 

This mission-statement was a clear indication of the need to explore novel 

ways for teaching and to develop technology-based capabilities. It required 

the creation of two separate in-house IT centers: first, a strong Computer 

Center, which was tasked with creating both the physical infrastructure 

(computers, servers, bandwidth etc.) and the needed software. Second, a 

special center for evaluating the usage of IT, and specifically of learning 

technologies, in its distance education practices. The SHOAM center 

(established in 1995) focuses on the integration of information technologies 

into the basic teaching paradigm. The Center was tasked with the 

development, evaluation, research and integration of technology-based 

integrative pedagogical solutions to meet the various needs of academic 

courses offered by the university.  The aim of adopting IT was in line with 

the desire to become a national leader in the usage of learning technologies, 

by providing a higher quality and more effective learning experience to its 

faculty and the varied and geographically dispersed student population. 

 

Administrative Services 
In 2000, the senior management of the Open University decided that the 

entire administrative services which are required by students will be offered 

on-line and free of charge. The reasoning at the time was twofold: 

   

 Economic, saving the need for huge amounts of printed mail, and  

 Ideological, interactive online services improve access to and 

availability of academic and administrative information, and provide 

student-oriented updates transmitted in the format chosen by the 

student. A third, hidden motive, was to gain prestige in the 

competitive higher-education arena in Israel. 

 

This process was completed after an initial pilot period for a limited group of 

students, where the interface-design and technological requirements were 

identified. A robust technical support-center for faculty was introduced, in 

order to ensure a smooth transition from analog practices to a "digital 

university". This support center proved to be vital in the dissemination and 
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integration of IT into the work-flow of the university, as could be expected 

(Rogers, 2003).  

 

The information that a student needs – be it academic, administrative or 

technical - comes from the various OUI computerized systems and from 

course websites via RSS applications and SMS messages.  

 

The course website links students to varied online services such as: a virtual 

library with electronic periodicals and online databases; an online 

assignment system for submitting assignments through which students can 

also track feedback and grades; “Sheilta” (Hebrew for "query") a fully 

interactive online service through which students receive personal 

information and core administrative services: monitor grades, view current 

study status and payments, register to final exams and track study materials 

mailed to them. This system is password protected and is highly secured, as 

it contains academic, personal and financial information. Each student gets a 

personal username and password, which are to service him/her along the 

period of studies, and through a single-sign-on (SSO) application it enables a 

private access to all IT services.  

 

Figure 3. 

The increase in number of annual SSO entries by OUI students. The pilot 

phase in 2001-2002 included only a small number of students, and the wide 

release was during 2004/5. At present, 95% of students use the system 

regularly. 
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Since the penetration level of ICT in Israel was relatively quick, the adoption 

rate of this system was fast, as evident from the number of annual SSO 

entries in Figure 3. Guri-Rosenblit (2003) had identified 8 paradoxes in the 

implementation of technology at higher-education institutions.  

 

In Paradox #7, it is claimed that "[While] the developments of the new ICT 

are very fast….the human capacity to adapt to new habits and new learning 

styles is very slow, and research in academia necessitates a perspective of 

time and reflection".  

 

A partial disprove of this assertion is given in the following example of 

performing a technological "cultural change" by the introduction of the on-

line assignment submission system in 2002. This system enables students to 

submit files of their assignments, which the tutor can download and check 

of-line, grade and upload the marked version. The process is transparent and 

students can monitor the progress.  

 

Although the benefits were obvious, the dissemination became a slow 

process that necessitated overcoming considerable internal objections and a 

pronounced lack of desire to abandon the old snail-mail based model that 

was in use at the time. There were various excuses by junior faculty (who are 

in charge of marking and grading assignments), among which were the lack 

of home-computers, the reduced flexibility (one has to be on-line to 

download the submitted works) and the difficulty in reading large quantities 

of text of the computer screen, which necessitated printing large amounts of 

assignments, at the tutor's expanse.  The turning point was a decision by OUI 

management to allow at least one tutor and each course to check all the on-

line submitted assignments (Figure 4).  

 

Since students preferred the online mode, in many courses most of the work 

shifted to a few tutors, who received a substantial additional income (being 

rewarded for grading assignments). This created an obvious incentive for the 

other tutors to join and use the system, and in 2006/7 school year the number 

of courses almost doubled. 
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Figure 4. 

The increase in number of courses using the on-line submission system. 

 

 
 

The students satisfaction is monitored by periodical surveys conducted 

annually, and so far the majority of users reports positive attitudes toward 

the usage of ICT. No real "Digital Divide" emerges and it seems that 

computer literacy is no longer an issue, and technology is transparent and its 

usage ubiquitous. This is slightly different compared to the situation reported 

in the ECAR report in US campuses (Salaway et al., 2008), where there are 

gaps in the adoption of technology. 

 

The migration from traditional to a blended model 
The OUI was the first in Israel to develop its own, Hebrew-based online 

learning management system (LMS) already back in 1996. The adoption of 

e-learning technologies is usually dictated by the pedagogical goals of the 

university and the students’ needs.  

 

As a direct consequence of being a distance-teaching university, the usage 

level of the course websites at OUI was expected to exceed any emerging 

usage modes in on-campus universities, and this required a robust 

infrastructure from the early stages. Since no commercial LMS was available 

at the time, the OUI decided to develop it own brand, and thus be self-reliant 

and able to tailor-make the LMS as the faculty (and students) need. The 

process is described in section 5.2.1. As evident from the research literature, 
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implementing a new e-learning technology in higher education institutions is 

a complicated process (O'neill et al., 2004). The focus of many studies was 

on the transformation which was required from the university in moving 

from traditional face to face teaching to online teaching (Garison and 

Anderson, 2003; Hergaty et al., 2005; Nichols and Anderson, 2005; 

Goodyear et al., 2001). There is no "magic formula" for a successful 

transition.  

 

As a desired goal, the sustainable embedding (Sharpe et al., 2006) of a new 

learning technology in any higher education institution demands a complex 

set of changes and transformations in the micro and the macro level 

(Wallace, 2007). The success depends on the willingness and capability of 

the academic staff to embrace the new technology, and on the ability of the 

institution to manage and coordinate the process of implementation in a 

holistic approach (McPherson, 2002; Nichols, 2007). It demands the 

development of a detailed, multi-dimensional institutional strategy, to cover 

all aspect of implementation: technological, pedagogical as well as 

organizational (e.g. administrative) aspects (Koper, 2004).  

 

A key success factor was the establishment of a central pedagogical-

technological expert center, to support both faculty and students in the usage 

of on-line applications. This center strived to continuously update and to 

innovate the blended model of distance education. Figure 5 describes the 

structure and inter-relations between the Center and the OUI faculty. Each 

technological application was first tested on a small number of courses, and 

was carefully evaluated. Only mature and stable applications were 

distributed large-scale for all the courses.  

 

  

Figure 5. 

The inter-relations between the Shoam center and the academic stuff. 
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Indeed, during the initial experimental stage (1996-2000), only a few courses 

were eager to utilize on-line technologies, and those "early adopters" 

experimented with the technology and the pedagogy. The number of courses 

with on-line components increased steadily and over a span of just 5 years 

(2001-2005), the entire roster of courses offered at the OUI went on-line 

(admittedly, with a varying sophistication level). This transition was 

facilitated by a nation-wide move orchestrated by the CHE, who in 1999 

allocated a special budget for introducing learning technologies into Israeli 

universities (Kurtz et al., 2007). The material reward given to practitioners 

was a motivational factor to faculty and helped bridge the "chasm" often 

found between the early and late majority when a technology is introduced 

into the organization (e.g. Rogers, 2003).  

 

A recent study (Guterman et al., 2009) investigated the relationship between 

the beliefs, attitudes and motivation of academic stuff with respect to the 

integration of technology into teaching processes and their self-reported 

changes as a result of the move to a blended model (Bonk, 2006). The results 

showed that the “belief index” in the potential of technology integration into 

teaching was higher than the “skepticism index”; and the enhancing (internal 

and external) factors underlying the decision to implement technology 
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outweigh the inhibiting factors. Such a positive approach was, nevertheless, 

accompanied by reporting an insignificant change in teaching practices, and 

the main changes in the learning and teaching interaction related to aspects 

of communication with students (more intensive and more extensive), and 

learning materials (students are exposed to a richer variety and more updated 

materials). 

   

The OPUS Learning Management System Each course at the Open 

University has its own website to which the academic staff uploads various 

learning materials such as lecture notes, briefs, presentations, and 

enrichment material. Communication tools are embedded within the course 

website and offer chat capability for synchronous interaction and also 

discussion groups where students can interact by posting questions and 

queries, for which the course staff answer and discuss a-synchronously. Such 

applications allows them better contact with the academic staff and better 

access to learning materials, and an opportunity to collaborate from a 

distance (Harasim, 2000, Hiltz, 1990).  The complex development process of 

the OPUS LMS started in 1997 and required a meticulous interface design, 

system and scalability considerations, and relied on a commercial of-the-

shelf software engine on which a set of specific applications was developed. 

The OPUS system was the first Hebrew-based LMS in the higher-education 

arena and for that matter in the entire educational system (apart from the 

Snunit project at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, which was more of a 

Portal-type data base). Nevertheless, when the Inter-University Computation 

Center issued a support proposal for implementation of LMS in all Israeli 

universities and colleges (1999), no other university in the country chose to 

adopt it (even though it was offered for free by the OUI). The OPUS LMS 

did not become a commercial product in the Israeli educational market, even 

though a considerable amount of work was invested. Somehow, the 

transition to online blended-teaching was not accompanied by a "product 

approach".  

 

As mentioned above, the OUI has a robust Hebrew-based homegrown LMS 

and it offers a rich variety of online learning models, including Web 2.0 

applications. The OUI uses a hybrid (blended) pedagogical model (Bonk et 

al., 2005) which combines distance asynchronous tutoring with face-to-face 

sessions, some by video broadcasting to classrooms in study centers and to 

students' homes via their broadband web access. The unique combination of 

learning technologies with high-level academic materials offers a unique and 

successful model for higher-education. 
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Video-based teaching 
The most intensively used asset for synchronous teaching is video. At the 

introduction stage (1998-2004), video-lectures were based on satellite 

technology and were transmitted to 20 specially equipped video classrooms 

across Israel. The tutor was at the central video studio on the main university 

campus and students could watch the lesson on a television monitor in the 

video classroom, and communicate with the tutor using a telephone that was 

part of the system. It was a traditional synchronous, semi-symmetric video 

lesson (one-way video, two-way audio). The lessons were recorded and were 

available to students on video cassettes for loan at OUI libraries. On average, 

about 40% of the registered students attended the live lessons in the physical 

classrooms. 

 

In 2004 the rapid advance in cellular infrastructure and the decline in cost, 

the OUI created an IPVPN network to replace the expensive satellite. Since 

that transition, and due to the reduced costs, the number of courses 

broadcasted rose steadily to over 75. 

 

The introduction of broadband internet enabled the transmission of 

synchronous lessons as live video stream on the web. Initially, only few 

students used this option and the majority preferred attending the physical 

classroom, but over time, it became the preferred viewing option. At the end 

of the spring 2007 semester, the OUI cancelled the video classrooms and 

transmitted all video lessons solely over the Internet. The lessons are also 

available as VOD through the course's website. In addition to 5 video 

studios, the OUI has 5 video conference classrooms (located in Jerusalem, 

Haifa, Tel-Aviv, Jerusalem and Be'er-Sheba) that enable synchronous, 

symmetric and interactive distance education. These lessons are also 

transmitted over the Internet. Based on usage statistics, most students seem 

to prefer skipping the live lesson, either in video classrooms or at home. The 

preferred mode is viewing the recorded lecture at the time and place 

convenient for learning.  

 

On the one hand this offers a great advantage to the learner, but at the same 

time it poses serious difficulties to the teacher, who faces an "empty 

classroom", albeit a virtual one, when no students are present during the live 

session.  
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Figure 6. 

The total number of video-hours watched by OUI students since the spring 

semester of 2007, along the week of the semester. Note the clear maxima 

near the last weeks, when final exams take place. 

 

 
 

Figure 6. clearly demonstrates the usage patterns of video assets embedded 

into the teaching habits. Students use the recorded lectures in growing 

manner, with a steep increase toward the final weeks of the semester.  

 

The recorded tutorials are perceived as a useful asset for rehearsing the 

course material, enabling students to revisit old lectures and review 

necessary parts again and again. 
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Table2: 

Components and requirements of on-line tools used 

 for synchronous and a-synchronous tutoring 

 

# Components Capabilities Requirements 

1 Course web page for 

a-synchronous 

interaction, the center 

for all the course 

activities 

Course texts, assignments, self- test 

questions (and responses), Q&A 

sessions, message board and forum 

for discussions and interaction, 

administrative information, Links, 

recorded lectures (components 2-4) 

Internet access, LMS 

user passwords for 

registered users 

2 Live on-line lectures 

by teachers to  remote 

students, voice only 

(application 

dependent) 

Shared application 

 (power-point presentation), 

 live lesson via voice-over-IP 

 (no video). Lessons are  

recorded for re-viewing 

Broadband Internet, 

Application software, 

microphone, 

speakers 

3 Live on-line video 

lectures, one-way 

video, two way 

voice/text interaction 

Full video of teacher and learning 

tools. Students can respond by text-

messages via chat-room in the 

course web-site. Lessons are 

recorded for re-viewing. 

Broadband Internet, 

any standard video 

media-player 

4 Live Video 

Conference, 

 two-way video 

 and audio 

Complete lecture and full 

interaction, all teaching tools 

available. Smart-board for 

electronic tools. 

Video-Conference 

infrastructure, ISDN 

or higher 

5 Personal tutorials and 

support  (either voice 

only or voice + video) 

One-on-one tutorials, 

 two-way video and audio 

Broadband internet, 

MS Windows 

 operating system 

 

Collaborative learning 
Wikis are collaborative writing tools (Aguar et al., 2004; Bruns and 

Humphreys, 2005; Lamb, 2004), and as such, they are suitable for use only 

in courses where collaborative learning could be effective. Nevertheless, 

they possess an innovative and revolutionary potential in terms of pedagogy. 

The change required of the university in this respect is quite dramatic, 

moving from distance web-assisted self learning to online collaborative 

learning.  
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There are clear measures we used for evaluating the success in implementing 

the use of Wikis (or any new technology, for that matter). Diffusion is 

measured in terms of quantity: how many users, courses or faculties have 

adopted the new tool (Rogers, 2003, Nichols, 2007). Sustainability is 

measured in terms of time, and continued use. Sustainable embedding of e-

learning is indicated by the number of courses that made the use of the 

technology an integral part of their course’s learning environment, and for a 

long period of time (Sharpe et al, 2006). The OUI’s wiki project was a good 

example of a successful implementation of a new peripheral technology 

(Salmon, 2005) and the derived innovative pedagogies in a higher education 

institution. It was flexible, quick and it required little prior arrangements 

which are often encountered during the development of new software. The 

project began with a small group of “wiki pioneers” and was then extended 

into a large-scale project that eventually became an integrated part of the 

OUI arsenal of learning technologies. A successful implementation must act 

in all the dimensions simultaneously in order to achieve good results, a quick 

and sustainable diffusion and high level of student achievements and 

satisfaction.  This process can serve as a model for the implementation of 

innovative technologies in other educational/ learning institutes.  

 

The Chase Research Center for  

Integration of Technology in Education 
 In order to promote theoretical and practical research among the Open 

University faculty, staff and students, in the area of instructional 

technologies and their integration into educational systems the Open 

University established the Chais Research Center. It is an umbrella internal 

consortium of researchers which provides a platform for cooperation among 

researchers within and outside the Open University, who are interested in the 

study of instructional technologies and their integration. The Center acts as a 

cohesive factor for practitioners, developers and researchers and conducts 

on-going academic activities, together with the Shoam center. There are 70 

faculty and junior faculty members who regularly take part in the activities 

of the center. The annual Chais conference is considered the best in the 

country for research in learning technologies, with a specific emphasis on 

higher education. All the lectures presented at the meeting, as well as those 

presented in public seminars are recorded and made available for the general 

public at http://www.openu.ac.il/research_center_eng/events.html. This 

interaction between theoreticians and practitioners is a unique advantage the 

enable the OUI to keep a leading edge in the usage of ICT in distance higher 

education. 

http://www.openu.ac.il/research_center_eng/events.html
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OPENING EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 

The Open University was the first academic institution in Israel to join the 

worldwide trend towards providing free access to study material and 

knowledge for the public good. The Hebrew-based OCW portal 

(http://ocw.openu.ac.il) was named Pe'er (acronym for "Opening the 

Treasures of the Mind" in Hebrew); it offers free access to many of the 

OUI’s academic textbooks in electronic format (e-books) and some also in 

full audio version in MP3 format or stream format; free access to course 

materials and reusable learning objects (RLO) (Polsani, 2003); recorded 

video-lectures and a plethora of lecture notes, lesson plans and lesson 

summaries, interactive exercises, sample tests, digital photo albums, 

presentations and other web-based materials. The project was sponsored by a 

3-year grant from the Rothschild Foundation.   

 

Online E-books 
A unique aspect of the OUI project, compared to other OCW efforts, is the 

"Open Books" component that transformed 55 OUI course textbooks into 

electronic versions, amounting to some 110 volumes or 30,000 pages. These 

books are fully transformed from print to digital format and had OCR 

recognition. Readers can browse through the book, select the reading display 

format, search for texts, topics and terms within the book, and add personal 

comments to the books. Thus each time the users return to the book, they get 

their “own” copy. The e-books cover the major academic fields taught at the 

OUI (sciences, humanities, economics and education), most of them in 

Hebrew and some few in Russian and Arabic. The e-books can only be 

viewed on-line and cannot be downloaded or easily printed. Some books are 

enhanced by video lectures given by the authors or by other content experts.  

 

Audio books 
Some of the e-books include a full audio version (in MP3/stream format). 

This version allows users to listen to the books via the Internet or to 

download them to their personal computers and listen to them on mobile 

players. Audio books are recorded at the OUI's audio studios and narrated by 

professional narrators skilled in radio recordings. Prior to recording, careful 

consideration is given to the best way to narrate the book: how to describe 

pictures referenced in the text; how to read tables, some of them complex, to 

ensure the listener's understanding of the data displayed; how to treat 

footnotes so their narration will not interrupt the listening sequence and 

impair understanding; how to describe diagrams in the text; how to 

pronounce terms and names specific to a knowledge field with which the 

http://ocw.openu.ac.il/
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narrator is unfamiliar, etc. Preparing an audio version along with voice 

editing also entails correcting narration errors, removing background noise, 

adding bookmarks displaying the table of contents, etc. In order to increase 

the exposure to this mode of delivery of academic content, the OUI had 

published the audio books as Podcasts for download and stream through a 

national commercial website (http://www.icast.co.il/).  

 

IPR issues 
One of the major issues that are confronted when transforming printed books 

to e-books and publishing them on the Web is the IPR (intellectual property 

rights). A large part of the project's budget was dedicated to accommodate 

the costs of IPR requirements, and even the availability of resources was 

sometimes insufficient to overcome the resistance of copyright holders to 

digitize and publish certain items which they own.  

 

This forced replacement or deletion of the object (picture, text) from the e-

book version. Upon registration for books viewing, we require only basic 

user information (age, gender, profession, geographic location), and the 

resulting user database is available for research on usage patterns of specific 

objects and for user statistics. The Open University uses the Creative 

Commons license for some books and for the learning materials to which it 

owns the intellectual property rights (IPR).  

 

User satisfaction 
The Pe'er project was a pioneer and "ice breaker" in the Israeli higher-

education system. It offered a new model for ownerships of knowledge, by 

sharing its intellectual assets freely.  

 

A user-satisfaction study conducted by Epstein et al. (2009) showed that 

most users expressed satisfaction with the quality of the content (59%) and 

the site interface (77%). Clearly, the e-books are very popular (85%) as well 

as the video lectures (64%), though the audio books are less popular (47%) 

maybe due to the fact that the public in Israel is not yet aware for this 

technology (the audio-books market in Israeli is nearly non-existent).  

 

Most of the visitors are self learner (48%) and it similar to the MIT results of 

their survey (Carson et al, 2006) (figure 3).  

 

By the term "Self Learner" we include persons not registered in any formal 

learning institution, "Educators" are teachers and lecturers and "Learners" 

http://www.icast.co.il/
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are pupils and students registered in a formal institute. The similarity in the 

user distributions in both projects was surprising because MIT OCW 

(http://ocw.mit.edu) has different goals and users from OUI's Pe'er, and 

mainly the substance of the two institutes is different. But as the results show 

the characteristics of the users are similar.  

 

Most of our users are young people between the ages of 22-34 (46%) of 

which a dominant fraction is male (63%) (Figure 7). 

 
Figure 7: 

A comparison of user-type distribution based on respondents classification, 

between the OCW project at MIT and the Pe'er project at the OUI. 

 

 
 

OUTSTANDING ISSUES 

 

Students in the former Soviet Union 
The Open University had a joint project with the Jewish Agency, in which 

22 courses were translated to Russian and offered overseas to students in 

Russia and other former Soviet Union republics. At its peak, ~8000 students 

http://ocw.mit.edu/OcwWeb/web/home/home/index.htm
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studied toward a degree in Jewish Culture Studies (they are not included in 

the CHE statistics).  

This project enabled students to learn where they lived (St. Petersburg, 

Moscow or Irkutsk in Siberia), based on the distance-education, self-study 

model with decentralized academic services.  

 

The students had to take the same exams as their Israeli counterparts, and the 

tests were graded by Russian-speaking tutors. This project allowed students 

who immigrated to Israel in the course of their studies to continue learning in 

their mother-tongue even in Israel – a flexibility that enabled continuous, un-

interrupted studies and a better chance for graduation. 

 

Students in the Arabic-speaking sector 
In the 2009/10 autumn semester, there were 3000 students from the Arab 

speaking population in Israel, a number that expresses a steady increase of 

~15% per year in the last 4 years.  

 

Due to the fact that the text books and tutoring were offered in Hebrew, the 

attrition rate of Arab-speaking students was relatively high. In order to 

overcome such inherent difficulties, the OUI now allows the first courses to 

be taught in F2F session in Arabic, and exams are also given in Arabic 

(though assignments and tests are in Hebrew).  

 

Additionally, special study centers near major Israeli-Arab population 

centers were opened, that offer tutoring and counseling to the students. 

In an effort to enhance success rates in the first course taken by 

Arabic-speaking students, several text-books are being translated to 

Arabic. These will also be freely available on the web, through the 

OCW project.    

 
CONCLUSION 

 

Higher education is considered a prerequisite for participation in the 

Israeli job market and there is a growing demand for academic 

degrees. The Council for Higher Education of the Ministry of 

Education monitors and controls the budget of public higher education 

institutions and allows the operation of private colleges as well.  
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Technology is now a basic requirement and most students have 

sufficient computer skills. Even so, the basic teaching model in on-

campus universities and college has not undergone a significant 

change. The only exception is the Open University which is the single 

distance-teaching institute in the country. The usage of ICT at the OUI 

is now an integral part of the teaching methodology, and new and 

innovative models are being experimented.  

 
The experience gained and lessons learnt from the integration of e-learning 

into the existing teaching model at the OUI serve as a benchmark for the 

entire higher education system in the country. 
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