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THE CASE FOR OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES (OER) 
 
I would say the biggest benefit in OER is gained from economic efficiencies; especially for 

public institutions. Public institutions take public money to provide a valuable service to their 

citizens in order to provide an education opportunity and help educate people in Finland or 

whatever country they might be in. There’s a responsibility that goes with this and part of that 

responsibility is to be judicious and efficient with the public funds that we’re given. Because the 

public are putting trust and responsibility in the hands of the public education institutions and I 

don’t care if that is elementary school, K12, higher education, secondary school, tertiary-level 

education or higher education, different countries call these different things. However, with that 

public money comes the trust and responsibility of ensuring that those public institutions and 

policy makers are using and fully leveraging the tools of the day to make sure that as many 

people as possible have; access to education, at a costs that is as low as possible and at a level 

of quality that is as high as possible.  

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://wiki.creativecommons.org/FAQ#What_does_.22Some_Rights_Reserved.22_mean.3F
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That is referred to as the ‘iron triangle’ (cost, quality and access). The traditional way of thinking 

about the iron triangle is that when one of those increases, by definition the other two have to 

decrease. Therefore, the traditional way of thinking about money is ‘if I’m going to improve 

quality, then it’s either going to cost more or I can serve fewer people’. With OER, we reject the 

iron triangle. In fact we have a lot of money in public education but what we do with that money 

is very wasteful and inefficient in terms of the ways we use the public money to build 

educational courses. For example, we don’t share what we are building with public money 

because the policy makers do not require us to share. However, they should require us to share 

if we’re using public money in order to leverage the goodwill of others. 

So I would argue that faculty in the United States who are not leveraging the good OER that’s 

originating from Finland or Rwanda or South Africa etc. are doing their students a disservice for 

two reasons: for one, if I’m assigning an expensive $200 textbook and Finland has produced 

one of equal quality for free, then my students are wasting money and that’s my fault. Secondly, 

I’m not the smartest professor in the world and if there are some really bright people in Finland 

(in fact everywhere else around the world) who I can benefit from and my students can benefit 

from then I am doing a disservice to the public. The last time I looked at the open education 

consortium website; there were thousands or tens of thousands of courses available. Therefore, 

faculty from all around the world are saying; here’s my course, my best thinking and under a 

creative commons license take some of that and it’s free. 

However, we are not leveraging that when we are not moving to an open-content culture. 

Therefore, we have to move away from the ‘not invented here attitude’ regarding content and 

we have to move to the ‘proudly borrowed from there and from the best professors in the world’. 

The best teachers in the world should take that content from everywhere and synthesize this 

into something that’s going to make sense for their students, in their country and their learning 

environment. If we’re not doing that, we’re doing a disservice to the public trust, we’re wasting 

the public’s money and most importantly we’re doing a disservice to our students. 

As OER goes more mainstream; starts to take over textbook markets, gets significant adoptions 

of open courseware, starts to change the rules on money (we call these open policies), and 

governments start to require that publicly-funded resources are openly licensed, we will see 

more adoption. However, we must do that in an organized way and as a community with a set of 

best practices that there’s agreement on, to the extent that you can get agreement in a large 

community? The challenge is how do we do that in a way that maximizes the impact of 

everything we represent in open policy, and not just maximize the impact but the speed at which 

we get that achieved?  

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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So for example, I think it’s a fair assumption to say that open textbooks will be the reality for the 

100 highest enrolled courses on the planet. Everyone teaches roughly the same thing at the 

foundation level. However, in the future general education curriculum will consist of only 5 to 10 

versions of the 100 highest enrolled textbooks and they will be open textbooks. The question is; 

how fast will we get there? Will that take 10 years or will that take 10 months? Therefore, 

depending on how we (OER) structure ourselves, how we set goals and how we set strategy – 

these will determine how successful and how fast we can move on open textbooks, on new 

forms of open practices, open pedagogies and new open business models. By working through 

companies we can also get support both monetarily and philosophically.  

The second big point we should consider is; what kind of fight will come from the existing 

entrenched business models who are on the market– it’s not that they don’t like open or don’t 

agree with open, but it is a threat to their existing financial models. Therefore, at what point do 

we (OER) become impactful enough, large enough and threaten their existing business models 

and flows of revenue enough that they will rare up and fight with everything they have. The 

incumbents have considerable clout. When I say they– let me give an example. They could be 

commercial textbook publishers…that would be a good example. Textbook publishers have 

much more money than we have. They have more lawyers than we have and they have better 

political connections than we have. So at some point, they’ll pull that trigger. They really haven’t 

yet, which surprises many of us, but they will. So a part of the strategy of scaling and getting 

impact on OER is that we have to consider preparing for and creating a response to those 

attacks when and if they come.  

CREATIVE COMMONS LICENSES (6:40) 

Creative Commons (CC) has six different open copyright licenses and these are the choices 

which people can make. We also have two public domain tools; one of them is called CC0 

which lets you dedicate your work to the public domain today. In the United States for example, 

in order for your work to go into the public domain, first you have to die and then 70 years after 

you passed, your work is then within the public domain. However, copyright is continuously 

being extended and there are international conversations right now about extending this for yet 

another 20 years. Therefore, educators who choose to share now and would like to use other’s 

works are prohibited in doing so by existing copyright laws. However, Creative Commons is the 

means by which you can keep your copyright while at the same time sharing you work. These 

public domain tools allow you to dedicate your work to the public today. Our second public 

domain tool is the public domain mark. The public domain mark allows you to mark works that 

are already in the public domain in order that people know the work is in the public domain. 

These are the two public domain tools. 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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Six Creative Commons (CC) license categories may seem like a lot of choices, but these have 

been design for a purpose and they have existed for ten years. There are different purposes for 

these different license categories. However, the important question is how do we simplify those 

for open education? Currently, anybody can choose to share or not share and anybody can use 

any license form they wish to use. However, that being said, the open education community has 

sought to be clear about which licenses work well for education and which do not. Therefore, 

the preferred license if you will for education is to use the CC Attribution License. So for 

example, I mentioned previously open policy (convincing governments and others who are 

funding educational resources to link that funding to CC licenses), for those parties we always 

advocate the CC BY License as being the license of choice which governments should require 

when providing money for the creation of content. That’s a good example of a general ‘rule of 

thumb’ when licensing publicly funded content creation.  

Obviously there are also people who feel very strongly about the CC Share Alike License. For 

those cases, if you take someone’s educational work and you modify it, the user party should be 

giving the creator credit when sharing that work forward and with the rest of the world. The CC 

License form (CC Shared Alike) is used by Wikipedia, therefore different parties may have 

different preferences. My personal preference, and I can’t speak for the community as a whole, 

is to always use CC BY License on my works. The reason for that is I want to maximize the 

flexibility and the freedom given to other educators because I don’t know what they might want 

to do with my work and the more restrictions I put on my creative comments license, the less 

freedom I give those other parties. Restriction is not my intention, rather my intention is to share 

as completely and fully as I can. The best way to do that is to use a CC BY License. 

GETTING STARTED WITH OER (9:44) 

I would start by identifying where the advocates are located. Sometimes the potential OER 

leaders are from the library and to them I say okay, ‘let’s start with the library and what can the 

library do’? That is because libraries know where to find resources, how to store resources, how 

to build repositories and how to share resources. Librarians are all about sharing. They’re all 

about helping faculty find resources for the learning environment and helping students find 

those resources. That is a great place to start. However, if the advocates happens to be within 

the Math Department or the Biology Department and they say “You know we’re sick and tired of 

assigning expensive textbooks for our 100-level or 200-level biology courses and we want to go 

open textbooks for the entire sequence of general education biology.” I’d say, “Great! Let’s start 

there.”  

 

 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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Sometimes it starts with the students. There are two student groups in the Right to Research 

Coalition and there’s Open Con. Those student representative leaders are from 40 countries 

around the world (graduate students and undergraduate) and they are the next generation of 

professors and faculty and if they are the ones saying “Look, I’m tired of the high cost of 

textbooks” or “I’m starting to write research articles now and I will be throughout my career and I 

have to have an open access models that I can publish into because I want to be read and I 

want other people to benefit from my knowledge.” They are a great place to start. 

Therefore, the first thing I do is I put my radar up and I listen and I try to figure out who might be 

a leader on the campus. Then I would throw support behind them and develop it in that space 

first, accumulate some success stories and collect data. However, a lot of times it’s one or two 

faculty who are moving their course to OER and who want to collect data on how much money 

that would save students in textbook costs, improve course outcomes, achieve better 

performance in their course, reduce the number of students dropping out of the course and 

decreasing time-to-degree completions? All these things tend to happen in OER.  

Another thing we’re learning from David Wiley’s research (Lumen Learning) is that when an 

institution, particularly community colleges moving to OER, those colleges are actually making 

more tuition money on OER courses because fewer students drop-out during the drop-period 

and that’s very interesting. We didn’t know that before. All of this impact then captures the 

attention of the Provosts and the Presidents of institutions because they’re worried about the 

bottom line and as a result of this they are now becoming OER advocates. So the answer is; 

start where there’s the ‘lowest hanging fruit’. 

ORGANIZING OER (12:36) 

Whenever I go to a university or an elementary school etc. to speak about OER, I always ask to 

speak to everyone in a big keynote session, just to make sure that everybody understands the 

basics of open education and the opportunity. Then I ask to meet with all of the different 

constituent groups, first individually and then collectively. So I ask to meet with; student 

leadership, teachers, professors and the institutional leadership. I also ask to meet the faculty 

senate, the administration, Deans, Provosts, President and the Chancellors. I also ask to meet 

with the librarians, the book store, the instructional design team and the online learning or e-

learning team. I ask to meet with anybody that touches, cares about, funds or provides policies 

around the learning environment and who needs to be part of this conversation. Because if you 

don’t include them (oftentimes this happens) and they don’t understand, those same people 

could become barriers in the process.  

 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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Therefore, I always say ‘it’s a bottom-up, top-down and from-every-side process’. It has to be a 

university-wide, school-wide, district-wide or in some cases a country-wide conversation. If you 

try to just to do this from the students perspective and the faculty don’t understand why open is 

important, that’s problematic. Therefore, it is challenging and you don’t have to include 

everybody initially. However, I’m all about finding the easiest path and picking the ‘low hanging 

fruit’. 

 

LINKS 

Creative Commons: http://creativecommons.org/  

7 Things You Should Know About OER: http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/7-things-

you-should-know-about-open-educational-resources 

The Creative Commons Licenses: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/  

Creative Commons CCO: https://creativecommons.org/choose/zero/ 

Creative Commons Public Domain Mark: https://creativecommons.org/choose/mark/ 

Creative Commons Attribution License: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/ 

Right to Research Coalition: http://www.righttoresearch.org/  

OpenCon: http://www.opencon2014.org/ 

David Wiley (Lumen Learning): http://lumenlearning.com/meet-the-team/ 

Open Educational Resources In U.S. Higher Education: 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf 
 
2015 Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United States 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf 
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