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What are OERs and how do they fit 
into the growing landscape of 

Open Access materials?
The story of slow change, fast-moving design, and unlimited potential and 

creativity



Definition

OPEN – accessed for 
free but not without 
restriction 
EDUCATIONAL –
resources for use in 
formal educational 
settings
RESOURCES – all kinds 
of digital and non-
digital materials and 
tools used for learning 
and teaching



Any educational resources 
(including curriculum maps, 
course materials, textbooks, 
streaming videos, multimedia 
applications, podcasts), and 
any other materials that have 
been designed for use in 
teaching and learning) that are 
openly available for use by 
educators and students, 
without an accompanying 
need to pay royalties or license 
fees.

UNESCO definition (2011)



4 As (concept)
• Accessible

• Appropriate
• Accredited
• Affordable

5 Rs (activities)
• Retain
• Reuse
• Revise
• Remix

• Redistribute



Textbooks

Books

Monographs

E-learning platforms

Courses/lessons

Course materials

Software (OCW)

OERs



Websites

Journals

Encyclopedias

Online repositories

Pictures and images

Streaming videos

Videos of lectures

OERs



Modules

Lesson plans

Worksheets

Class activities aligned with state standards

Translations of existing OERs

PowerPoint slides of lecture notes

Adaptations of previously-published OERs

OERs



Web-based textual materials

Animations & simulations

Digital diagrams & graphics

Assessment materials (including tests)

Podcasts

Some MOOCs

OERs



History/Milestones
• The Early History: 1994-2004

• Key events:
1) launch of MERLOT in 1997
2) launch of PLOS in 2001
3) Budapest Open Access 

Initiative in 2002

• Movement officially begins in 
2002 (UNESCO)

• 2002 onward, Open courses like 
MIT OCW go viral

• ‘Open Adolescence’ (2004-2010)

• 2010-2020 -- proliferation and
diversification of OERs



Open 
education

Open Access 
publishing

Open 
data

Open 
methodology

Open 
source

Open reviews

Public 
engagement

FAIR data 
use

Recognition 
& rewards

Open 
educational
resources

OPEN SCIENCE



Open 
Access 

Publishing

Open 
Educational 
Resources



Robert King 
Merton declares: 
"Each researcher 
must contribute 
to the 'common 
pot' and give up 
intellectual 
property rights to 
allow knowledge 
to move 
forward.“ (1942)

"World's first 
online digital 
library is 
launched, Projec
t Gutenberg. 
(1971)

Syracuse 
University in the 
US issues one of 
the world's 
first open access 
journals, New 
Horizons in Adult 
Education (1987)

Budapest Open 
Access 
Initiative statem
ent issued. 
(2002)

Sci-
Hub launched 
by Alexandra 
Elbakyan. 
(2011)

Timeline of the Open Access movement

Idea
Digitization

OA publishing

Global 
movement

Research for 
the masses



The Free 
software 
movement 
(1980s)

The University 
of Tubingen in 
Germany 
publishes a 
video series 
of its lectures 
online.  
(1999)

MIT launches 
its 
OpenCourseW
are (OCW) 
program.  
(2002)

OECD's Centre 
for Educational 
Research and 
Innovation 
launches a 20-
month study 
on the scale 
and scope 
OERs, resulting 
in the report 
“Giving 
Knowledge for 
Free.” (2005)

Apple and 
YouTube launch 
‘educational’ 
enterprises; 
TED 
Ed launches to 
bring 
educational 
videos from 
the world's top 
teachers to the 
masses. (2007-
2012)

Timeline of the OER movement

First video 
lectures online

Online Courses 
going viral

Early studies of 
OERs’ impact 
start emerging

Education for 
the masses

The roots of the
free software 
movement



Impact
• Benefits are altruistic, economic, 

and political
• Affordable education (textbooks 

especially expensive in the US, avg. 
$1,240 in the US vs. $324 in the UK 
p.a.)

• Equal access to learning materials all 
around; the gap between ‘big’ and 
‘small’ shrinking (universities, 
libraries, communities)

• Broader and faster dissemination of 
knowledge

• Social inequality diminished



Impact, cont.

• Increase of public visibility and 
reputation

• Risk of monopoly ownership (control 
of scientific literature by a small 
group) lower

• Risk of software monopoly 
minimalized

• New opportunities for making 
revenue (business models)

• Allowing researchers and scientists to 
keep a seat at the publishing/content 
creation table



Benefits
Teachers
• Access to a wide range of materials
• Freedom to modify/adapt
• Staying up to date
• Reaching out to disadvantaged 

communities
• Increasing visibility of their work
• Reaching new readers
• Reducing workload
• Unleashing creativity

Institutions
• Recognition & enhanced 

reputation/ranking
• New opportunities to make revenue
• Attract new users and students
• Increased capacity to support remote 

learning

Students/Learners
• Cheaper/affordable education
• Better learning outcomes
• Equal access to learning mater
• Enhanced quality and flexibility of resources
• Applying knowledge in a wider context than their course
• Freedom of access (e.g., at work/home/on placement)
• Opportunity to participate in the creation of OERs 



Challenges
• Quality assurance
• Relevance assurance
• Lack of awareness of 

copyright issues (Intellectual 
property)

• Limitations of 
technology/User experience

• Discoverability (finding and 
keeping up)

• Too many choices and 
options

• Difficult to measure impact



Challenges, cont.
• Lack of awareness/low 

awareness of business models
• Lack of a reward system (to 

motivate teachers and faculty)
• Lack of time and skills
• Funding/sustainability
• Concerns of 

“cyberimperialism” (a new 
sign of unequal power

• Academic nationalism in the 
dominance of Western 
providers





Creative 
Commons 
licenses – one of 
the great ideas of 
the 21st century



Who pays? Business models

• Internal funding (institution model)
• OER networks/consortiums (membership model)
• Public funding (grants)
• Endowments/donations
• Sponsorship/advertisement (e.g., Global Text 
Project)
• Freemiums with additional for-pay services
• Selling learning-related data to companies
• OER on demand
• Community-based models (Wikipedia)



Discoverability
• Repositories (house and 

control actual materials, 
usually stored on the 
institutions’ servers; require 
significant resources, 
manpower, and funding to 
keep them competitive and 
relevant)

• Directories (solely focused on 
pointing to other repositories 
and resources; can point to 
large amounts of materials 
online)



Well-known OERs

•

College Open Textbooks
OpenStax CNX
Open Textbook Library
Wikipedia
Wikimedia Commons
Saylor.org
MIT OpenCourseWare
Peer 2 Peer University
Open Course Library
Siyavula
Lumen Learning
Merlot II
OER Commons
Open Education Consortium



Future outlook

• Economic stability key to 
future success (sustainable
business models)

• More use of CC-BY Creative
Commons (least restrictive)
licenses

• A better rewards system for 
teachers/academics

• Improved (more positive) 
perceptions of quality and 
relevance of OERs

• Role of libraries as the driving 
force



Research on 
Open 
Educational 
Resources: 
Key findings

• High cost of learning materials cited as a major obstacle 
by university students

• Two key traits faculty consider when selecting/evaluating 
OERs: quality and efficacy (Allen & Seaman, 2014; 
Watson, 2017)

• 10 key indicators of quality: featured content, user 
evaluation tools, peer review,  authorship, keywords, 
metadata, multilingualism, inclusion of social media 
tools, open licenses, availability of source code ( 
(Atenas & Havemann, 2014)

• Some 16 studies examined efficacy and perceptions 
between 2002 and 2015 alone (Hilton, 2016)

• An additional 29 OER studies were  published between 
2015 and 2018 – a rapid rise in OER research (Hilton, 
2019)



Research on 
Open 
Educational 
Resources: 
Key findings

• A consistent pattern has emerged of both students and 
faculty rating OER to be as good or better than 
traditional textbooks (Hilton, 2019)

• 91.2 percent of faculty perceived OERs equal or 
superior to traditional resources (Allen & Seaman, 
2014)

• 83 percent of students found OERs to adequately 
support their work (Hilton, 2016)

• Some studies show that a strong majority of students 
say OERs are more effective (Griffiths et al. 2018)

• Students enrolled in classes offering OERs vs. 
traditional textbooks perform just as well if not better 
(Hilton, 2016)



Research on 
Open 
Educational 
Resources: 
Key findings

• High-quality OERs lead to financial benefits for students 
and institutions and reduce financial debt (various studies 
between 2013 and 2017 confirm this; Colvard, 2018)

• OERs improve student performance through increased 
satisfaction, engagement and interest in subjects (Pitt, 
2015)

• Courses that implement OERs result in higher student 
grades and lower withdrawal rates (Feldstein et al, 2012)

• In a 2019 LJ survey, 65 percent of librarians reported helping 
faculty find select appropriate OERs for their courses



Scholar OA/OER perspectives

Ambivance (neither for nor 
against)

Preserving integrity/prestige

Reputation/tenure

Discomfort with open licenses 
(prefer the most restrictive CC 
BY NC ND)

Expect compensation

Loyal to traditional publishers

More loyal to disciplines than 
their institutions

Want to connect with other 
researchers

Focus on what solidifies their 
reputation and what helps the 
students

Publisher OA/OER perspectives

For-profit, commercial, non-profit, 
independent, university presses, library 
presses

Revenue still comes from print and 
‘closed’

Striking a balance (legacy vs. 
innovation)

Incorporating OA into existing 
workflows

Cultivating strong networks of scholars

Preserving quality/peer review

War against predatory publishers

War against piracy (black Open 
Access)

Focus on what matters to the 
publisher’s bottom line

Institution OA/OER perspectives

Expanded roles/new opportunities

Inadequate budgets: major challenge

Educating faculty and users

Managing rights (DRM), licenses, 
contracts

The international challenge

Balancing the needs of faculty with 
the needs of end users

The free rider problem

Supporting OA as a matter of 
principle

Focus on the institution’s local 
needs, overall reputation and 
ranking



Scholar OA/OER perspectives

Ambivance (neither for nor 
against)

Preserving integrity/prestige

Reputation/tenure

Discomfort with open licenses 
(prefer the most restrictive CC 
BY NC ND)

Expect compensation

Loyal to traditional publishers

More loyal to disciplines than 
their institutions

Want to connect with other 
researchers

Focus on what solidifies their 
reputation and what helps the 
students

Publisher OA/OER perspectives

For-profit, commercial, non-profit, 
independent, university presses, library 
presses

Revenue still comes from print and 
‘closed’

Striking a balance (legacy vs. 
innovation)

Incorporating OA into existing 
workflows

Cultivating strong networks of scholars

Preserving quality/peer review

War against predatory publishers

War against piracy (black Open 
Access)

Focus on what matters to the 
publisher’s bottom line

Institution OA/OER perspectives

Expanded roles/new opportunities

Inadequate budgets: major challenge

Educating faculty and users

Managing rights (DRM), licenses, 
contracts

The international challenge

Balancing the needs of faculty with 
the needs of end users

The free rider problem

Supporting OA as a matter of 
principle

Focus on the institution’s local 
needs, overall reputation and 
ranking

USER – Is it freely
and easily available?



Is it freely available to the user? (ACCESSIBILITY) 
Is it as good or better than the norm? (QUALITY)
Is the source trustworthy? (REPUTATION)
Does it work? (EFFICACY)
What can users do with it? (COPYRIGHT)
Is it easy to find and access? (DISCOVERABILITY)
What’s in it for the creator? (COMPENSATION)
Who pays? (BUSINESS MODELS)
Will it work long-term? (SUSTAINABILITY)

Key Open Access/OER issues



Conclusion

Any type of OPEN CONTENT available 
freely online (but not without some 

restriction) sees the same patterns of 
adoption and faces the same issues. 



The adoption of OERs is the story of slow, 
methodical change involving many players, 

fast-moving technology and design, and 
unlimited potential and creativity for 

teachers, students, learners, librarians and 
the general public.



Local relevance (space  of places) = Global impact (space of flows)
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