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OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES (OER) 
 
In Community Colleges the need is more immediate because we do get the students who are 
the most economically disadvantaged. As a result of this we focus much more on teaching 
because there’s not a research side of the tenure process for most faculties in Community 
Colleges. Therefore, we put a lot of our efforts into making sure our learning experiences are 
really great and we can experiment on this because we’re not trying to find funding for big 
research projects, we’re doing teaching. 
 
Right now, we (open education) are in a place where we’re pushing from more open educational 
resource (OER) adoption. The more OER adoption we see, the more institutionally-based 
funding we can count on. I think that’s where we are at the moment and it is a critical place 
because the big granting agencies (The Gate’s and Hewlett Foundations etc.) who helped to 
support OER when we were doing the creation work are now saying, ‘we’ve been doing this, so 
now let’s see some community investment in it’. To get that community investment we have to 
see institutions adopt the concept. So that’s really where we are now and we’re trying to drive 
more adoption and I think conferences like this are great indication of that. There are more 
people here than there were last year and there were more people last year than the years 
before. So we’re seeing more and more institutional ‘care’ going to open education, which is 
good because then they’ll put money into adoption.  
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Associate%27s_degree


 Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

2 | P a g e  
OER www.onlineedureport.org Q. West 

 
 
The benefits of OER will vary depending on the audience we’re talking about. For faculty, OER 
offers bigger choices in the classroom. OER provides the opportunity to do what empowers you 
as a teacher and what empowers students as learners. OER  is that tool that we’ve all been 
dreaming of our entire careers which lets us do exactly what we’ve want to in our classroom 
with our students and without them coming back to us and saying ‘why am I carrying these 
books around? I’m not using them’? That’s a really powerful argument. For administrators that 
argument is a little bit different and it’s pretty much ‘happier students’ which results in more 
completions and a better society for us all to live in. In a perfect world that’s what education 
does, it brings us a happier more solid citizenship that is willing to contribute back to the 
organizations that have supported them. 
 
PROMOTING OER WITHIN INSTITUTIONS (3:03) 
 
I think that the most effective means of promoting OER are very much dependent upon on the 
individual institutional context. I am always telling people when I go to colleges and talk about 
OER that I was one of the first people with my job description in the country and I was the only 
one in my State. What I have found is that you can’t replicate community building at one 
institution in the same way you do at another. But it always requires having a champion at the 
local level. That champion could be somebody within your institution (or you bring in somebody), 
however that somebody must be inspiring and have inspiring stories. For me, when I speak on 
the subject of OER I like to take a faculty member with me who has recently adopted OER and 
they tell their story. Another option is to have videos of inspiring people telling their story and 
these can be shared with faculty who might be ‘on the fence’ and shared with administrators. I 
also like to have stories from students.  
 
OER community building can arise from multiple places. Therefore, I always recommend that 
institutions create an advisory community around OER. That community should be made up of; 
students, faculty, staff and support staff. These are the people who will have to live with the 
decisions made around OER and it’s good to have them in the conversation from the beginning. 
Furthermore, people should attend conferences where you can meet the individuals who are 
doing this work and even connect with some people at the international level. Furthermore, 
Creative Commons have teams (some are volunteers) all over the country. Those team 
members are well connected to other people who are interested in this ‘OER realm’ therefore, 
connecting leads to community.  
 
OER somehow feels like a ‘field of its own’ and in some ways that’s true. For some people it is 
their own thing, but in OER we use tools from many different learning modalities. I’m interested 
in that aspect. I recently showed a video of students talking about open education and what’s 
happening in their classrooms to my fellow faculty members. One of the faculty was from 
another school within my institution. As I was saying “you should show this video to your 
colleagues and tell them of its importance”, she responded “at our school they’re talking about 
online learning, they’re not talking about OER.” and I said “well, for them that is their 
experience”. I think that’s something we need to be really aware of when we talk about this 
matter. Furthermore, students don’t draw a line between the materials they use in their leaning. 
They don’t draw a line between; this is a blended classroom, this is a hybrid classroom and this 
is a seated classroom, because for them ‘they’re learning’. However, they might draw a line 
between seated classes and online classes, because that’s really an obvious thing for them, but 
they’re still learning. 
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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So I think we need to think rather in terms of being learning institutions and teaching institutions. 
And when we do that (talk about learning and not just OER), we blur some of those lines. 
Therefore, when we talk about learning and teaching we get to see each other as supporters of 
a ‘whole community’. So, I try not to limit myself to just OER. I have some instructional design 
background, I’m an English teacher, I’m an basic education teacher, I’m a OER advocate and 
I’m a librarian. I kind of try to move through all of those modes of teaching if I can follow them. 
However, you can’t do everything at once, but it is good to open yourself up to new ideas. So I 
see these modalities (Online and OER) as different but I also see them as complimentary. 
However, it is necessary for us to be able to do all of those things together.  
 
HOW TO MAKE OER HAPPEN (6:33) 
 
The question that is on the top of everybody’s mind right now, unless you’ve already done it 
(OER) at your institution, we don’t know where to put it (responsibility)? OER can exist in many 
places and it should. Therefore, thatis the critical part because it should exist in many places; 
your instructional designer should know what open education is and should know how to 
support it, your instructional technologist needs the same skill-set, faculty as well definitely need 
to know as their discipline needs to have an awareness of open education for it to be 
successful, your librarians with any luck are supporting it and they’re critical in the process, your 
bookstore is pretty critical in the process and your administration needs to be a part of that 
process. So it’s kind of this blanket tool and I’ve seen it located in all kinds of places within an 
institution. My current position has OER located in The Center of Engagement and Learning, 
which is tied to faculty development or organizational development, which I think is a better 
term. I’ve seen it put into places like institutional effectiveness. I’ve also seen it lead out of the 
E-learning office, which is where instructional designers are usually housed. I think that case is 
a weird thing because instructional design happens in seated classes as much as it happens in 
online classes. We’re all design-based instructors and why would we say that’s an E learning 
person? They’re not. They’re an instructional person. 
 
We are now just arriving at a model where great instruction is recognized and that this capability 
should be housed somewhere on our campus. Because that place will be the place where we 
do great instruction and we talk about and examine what great instruction looks like. That place 
needs to have; an OER person, instructional design person and an instructional technology 
person, all of these people. Furthermore, we all need somebody who’s following the new and 
cool exciting teaching and learning opportunities. Therefore, this capability is not just there to 
support a faculty member who walks in and says “I want this” and they make it happen. In a 
dream world there will be ‘an instruction department’ which co-exists within and external to the 
entire web of bureaucracy that makes our educational system work.  
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES AND COSTS (8:54) 
 
Well honestly I think that ‘cost savings’ has become an ‘OER marketing message’ of choice 
rather than the reality of why we do this work. For me personally, the more inspiring reasons to 
do open education are; freedom to match content to outcomes in a way that you can’t with a 
prepackaged textbook and the ability to create materials as a community. The latter is really 
important because within OER I think there’s been a lot less elitism. I mean there are some elite 
projects but there’s a lot more community involvement and that’s really important.  
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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Beyond these issues, yesterday my presentation was about students contributing to the open 
education space and that’s part of what we’re seeing now through OER initiatives. In its best 
place, education is about teaching students to take responsibility for their own learning and for 
students to start contributing back what they’ve learn. I am a librarian by training and the whole 
original point of my research paper was to find ways to get students to contribute. That’s what 
we’re asking them to do now and that’s an ‘open thing’ which you cannot do with a closed 
resource. Closed resources don’t have the same adaptability tools. So in conclusion, the costs 
are very important in the United States because our students are paying $1200 a year in 
textbook costs, but more importantly, it’s really more about cultivating the ability to understand 
information as a tool that teachers from which students can change, grow and work with… in 
order to learn more.  
 
When you’re using OER you are shifting some cost off of the students. They are the first 
economic beneficiary of OER, especially in the United States where the students pay for 
textbooks. However, there is a need to recognize that within an institution those costs are 
shifted around when using OER. Somebody has to support the creation of open education 
resources, when I say creation I mean creation of courses within your institution. That cost also 
includes the design process and the support staff that goes into course creation. I happen to be 
in one of those places where I see it so clearly, because it’s very difficult on a community 
college budget that is not a vast budget and pretty well committed. Therefore, it’s hard to pay for 
somebody who handles open education fulltime as that can be quite an expensive commitment 
on the part of the institution. I happen to be the person in our institution whose job is that big 
commitment. However, over time OER can save institutions money but it requires that initial 
investment while waiting and seeing if it fits. For example, when adopting OER if a student 
agrees to stay at your institution longer and pays tuition to the end of their degree, when 
previously you were losing them. You have recouped some of the costs in that student’s 
investment. 
  
Because Pierce College are a publicly-funded institution, the better our students feel about 
higher education when they’re in our classes, the more likely they are to vote support for higher 
education when those initiatives come up in front of them. Therefore, it is a really long-term 
investment that institutions make every day but hopefully we make it well. When we talk about 
the economics of OER, what we’re really talking about is investing now for the long-run although 
some of that impact can be immediate. For example, in Washington State we have implemented 
the Student Achievement Initiative. That initiative is based on a European style model in that 
when students complete courses or hit benchmark courses, some of our funding is released. So 
we gain points as students’ progress in their studies. What we’re finding from experience with 
that initiative is rather interesting; mathematics for example is an important benchmark but one 
that many institutions have difficulty with (completion rates). From the research (Kaleidoscope 
project etc.) we know that when students have their textbook on the first day of class and their 
teacher keeps them engaged throughout their class, they’re more likely to pass that class. We 
know that from the research, so why aren’t we investing more in OER if we know we can hit 
those initiative points? We could get more funding when students complete a class, get them 
moving in their studies and they are no longer stuck in a class that they can’t finish. This is one 
of the things that I bring up when I talk to the boards of educational institutions. I’m always 
talking about this and I’m always talking about how the investments being made today are 
contributing to the long term goal of getting students to finish. That’s what we are talking about, 
the need for funding to run our schools. However, what we’re really talking about is ‘students 
getting to their career goals or their life goals and how we help get them get there’? 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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With open resources we can also achieve more of an international scope in our classes. 
Diversity is really important for our institutions and in Washington D.C. diversity is also a big 
issue at the moment. When we talking about diversity I like to talk about ‘diversity if ideas and 
cultures’ as being the same thing. Therefore, I think we can build more diversity into our 
teaching by using resources that we create within in multiple spaces.  
 
DESIGN ANALYTICS (14:59) 
 
It’s so hard to measure impact. It’s one of the biggest frustrations that I’ve had around OER, 
although I think we’re doing better with data analytics in trying to figure out the impact of OER. 
At the course level it’s really hard to say that open education has changed outcomes or 
achievement of the outcomes, because you do a full course redesign when you implement open 
education. It could be that due to the redesign changes you have finally moved to some 
standards that you’ve never used before or that teachers just feel more confident with the 
material and presenting that material in a different way, or is it because we have now 
implemented a backward-design? In my OER re-design process I start with a backward model 
which begins by looking at the desired outcomes. In that model you’re not teaching to content, 
you’re teaching to outcomes. Therefore, it’s hard to measure where OER has had an impact on 
those outcomes. The way I ‘spin’ this is that; if we were not doing OER we wouldn’t be doing all 
those other things. So OER is having that impact and in addition it’s low-cost for the students. 
Furthermore, ‘we can now do those five-hour activities with material that we can always adapt 
and make better’. 
 
Right now I am really interested in students and their place in making an impact on teaching and 
learning. I think that’s really important and exciting, ‘to be able to work with students as content 
creators’. I’m also in a place where I want to explore new ways to talk with faculty and to find 
new ways for faculty to engage in material that already exists. When I started in open education 
there was less content to adopt and it was all about content creation. However, the early 
adopters were creators as much as they were adopters. Now we’re in a place where teachers 
can be adopters of content. I think that’s really exciting because we get the nuance of each 
individual region and teacher. In addition, we get a bigger scope around the resources that 
we’re using, particularly in the USA (I can’t speak for other nations) I notice that we tend to use 
very insular materials and we teach only with those insular materials.  
 
There are more and more people out there who are adopting OER and we need that. Some of 
those are faculty members who are doing this work on the side of their teaching load. That’s one 
part of their service to their institution. I do think that in some ways it’s (OER) a ‘dream word’. In 
that dream world we start to have some fundamental shifts in the ways we support good 
teaching and learning. In addition, we have all of the wonderful analytics that we now have 
access to which can be incorporated in a neurative design which is then supported at the 
institutional level. That’s my dream for what happens with OER. However, it’s not just OER; it’s 
what’s happening with teaching and learning in general. We are not at that point yet, but within 
some institutions and some departments, open education is tied to teaching and learning and 
they go hand-in-hand. So even if you’re not adopting fully for your class, by using OER using it 
effectively you are simultaneously improving your teaching and the learning.  
 
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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LINKS 
 
 
Pierce College:  
http://www.pierce.ctc.edu/ 
 
7 Things About Open Educational Resources: 
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7061.pdf   
 
Gate’s Foundation:  
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/ 
 
Hewlett Foundation:  
http://www.hewlett.org/ 
 
Creative Commons:  
http://creativecommons.org/ 
 
Student Achievement Initiative:  
http://www.sbctc.ctc.edu/college/e_studentachievement.aspx  
 
Kaleidoscope:  
http://lumenlearning.com/  
 
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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