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NATIONAL OER POLICY 
 
I really think of building open educational resource (OER) awareness as a multi-phase process. 
The first phase involves just awareness-raising. I would say that most of the places that I’ve 
been visiting are still at this early awareness phase. They just don’t even really know what OER 
is, what it is for, or how it works? And so I think there are a lot of presentations, discussions and 
disseminations that need to be done initially just to raise awareness up to the level of ‘Oh, this is 
new and different and an important thing that we might consider doing ourselves’. As we are 
now into more than ten years of having done OER, we now know a lot about the lessons 
learned.  
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I just recently published the National OER Framework which is a country level document. Let’s 
say for a country like yours, that framework outlines what you would need to consider when 
implementing OER nationally. The document focuses on issues surrounding success factors 
necessary to do OER on a national level. Historically OER efforts have started at the grassroots 
level. Therefore, you or I might have just started in our classroom, however now we’re seeing a  
higher-level of interest in adopting these practices and at a larger scale. Therefore, from a 
national OER framework perspective, what does one need to think about? Within that document 
I’ve laid down (on one page) some of the key factors that a country would need to consider in 
order to develop a plan or strategy for OER. Having a framework helps to ensure that you have 
success and that you can roll it out. Furthermore, we are now also seeing many quality 
assurance practices being put in place to ensure that OER is of high quality. Often those efforts 
include; peer review processes and explorations around pedagogy (open pedagogies).   
 
When implementing OER practices, I think that one should really start at the very beginning. 
Therefore, it’s very helpful to consider ‘what is the strategic purpose’ for us in doing open 
education resources? It has to have some bigger strategic purpose rather than just saying ‘let’s 
do OER just because we should be doing OER’. It really does need to have a delivered intent or 
purpose behind the effort. For every country that I’ve been to so far and for every initiative I 
have seen, that intent and purpose tends to vary and it varies based upon the needs of that 
particular region. Furthermore, I think one also needs to consider other issues, for example 
incentives. In other words, how do we incentivize the transition from traditional ways of doing 
things to OER? In some places those incentives involve money, in others it might involve 
providing grants and in others it may involve some motivations around; transforming education, 
learning practices and improving learning outcomes. However, there does definitely need to be 
some sort of thought given to ‘what are the incentives’ which will engage people to do this work? 
Furthermore, it is essential that you have a research strategy in place which will allow you to 
evaluate the process as you start to roll it out. Furthermore, you should also be looking at the 
‘front-end’ of things such as policies. For example, how should a country rethink government 
and institutional level policies in order to enable this to happen? Enabling things to happen often 
requires some overarching policies. From there you can move into looking at what needs to 
happen within institutions. I would highly recommend the formations of OER teams within 
institutions. These teams would be made up of; faculty, instructional designers, media 
producers, librarians, education technologist and others. Therefore, this isn’t a solo effort and for 
that reason it requires a team effort to do this well.  
 
If one was thinking nationally about an OER effort, I’d also be thinking about the actions 
required across multiple institutions. For example, can one form communities of practice where 
a faculty in one discipline, let’s say the sciences, can speak to faculties of sciences in other 
institution around the subject of OER which they are either using or developing? This form of 
peer-to-peer exchange around OER can be coordinated and even developed as one is going 
forward. I would also look at building communities of practice not only between faculties but also 
together with librarians and instructional designers across multiple institutions, because these 
parties like to speak to each other and learn from each other with regards to what works and 
what doesn’t works.  
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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When it comes to the content, I think that you can view that as a four stage process. The first 
stage involves considering; do we have some existing curriculum that works really well that we 
are proud of and that could be simply licensed using Creative Commons licenses and made into 
OER? Then you’re kind of under way, right? It doesn’t really take money, it’s just takes being 
willing to do that first step. The second step comes after some years (by then there is lots of 
own-OER content), you can consider if there is existing OER out there that your institution could 
begin to incorporate (adopt) into your curriculum and make use of yourselves? If there is 
content, you just simply go and adopt that content because the only costs involved are for 
finding that OER content, but there are no additional costs. The third step is; if you have found 
suitable OER but it isn’t quite perfect, now that content needs to be translated from say English 
to Finnish. Then okay, you do some adaptation of that work to make it fit your local context. But 
because it’s OER you do have the right and permission to adapt the content and you don’t need 
to seek permission or to pay anybody. Therefore, you can freely adapt the content to your own 
context. Finally the last step; if you couldn’t find suitable OER and you don’t have OER, but you 
need OER, only then would I consider authoring OER. However, that would be my last step 
because I think those other three steps can be rewarding.  
 
COMMUNITY BUILDING (5:50) 
 
The OER community building piece is still in a very early stage of development. What we’ve 
seen historically is autonomous, independent production of OER that meets the needs of a 
particular institution who have then released that OER in the hope that someone will use it. 
However; this has been done without necessarily an expectation that the OER will be used. But 
now we’re starting to see more national initiatives, for example in the U.S.A. along with 
statewide initiatives and therefore a build-out of community is enabled through multiple forms. 
One form is through an online platform of some kind within which you can; enable discussions, 
sharing and exchanging of materials. During that process OER content can go through kind of 
editing processes as it is reviewed and adopted. A lot of that can now be done online and 
doesn’t have to be done face-to-face. However, I also think that sometimes it’s helpful to have 
some face-to-face conversations. I would also say that eventually what I hope to see is that 
OER is discussed in events such as national or international conferences where faculty gathers. 
For example, let’s say that biologists gather together from around the world and open education 
curriculum is one theme within that established community of practice. Therefore, OER could 
simply become a component of that group’s discussion and support that existing community. 
Therefore, we can see multiple ways of achieving OER community building and all of those kind 
of efforts need to be employed because there isn’t just one single way. It’s very much like 
research.   
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES AND COSTS (7:43) 
 
Here at the Open Education Conference in Washington D.C., you’ll hear a lot of the mantra 
being about saving students money. I do think that open education resources (OER) have a 
cost-value proposition, however I would say that this value proposition doesn’t work everywhere 
in the world. I was just in the Middle East for example and for them saving student’s money 
really was not an issue. Therefore, that value proposition doesn’t resonate everywhere. 
Furthermore, to some extent we do the open education space a disservice by focusing just on  
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that value proposition because ultimately the real value proposition is going to end up being; 
what is it that pedagogically speaking we can do now with open resources that we couldn’t do 
before when we just had closed resources. We are now just starting to see some really exciting 
things emerge around that concept. Students themselves are now becoming engaged in 
creating education content that will be used in courses by other students; therefore students will 
no longer be just the recipients of education content that is being offered by faculty or 
publishers.  
 
WORLD BANK OER PROJECT (8:59) 
 
I was brought in as part of a team by the World Bank (Global Food Safety Initiative) to write a 
concept paper on how openness and the use of open practices might enable a more scalable 
and sustainable set of global food practices around the world. I’m part of the team that’s looking 
at multiple forms of openness to scale the awareness of global food safety and food safety 
practices going forward, especially in developing countries. This is a particular challenge 
because the Global Food Safety Initiative is really a public-private partnership arrangement, 
therefore you not only have universities who have curriculum dealing with global food safety 
practices, but you also have private entities whose business is perhaps providing training or 
devising procedures, all of which they sell. Therefore, when it comes to the for-profit sector, 
engaging that sector in open education resources and open practices is particularly challenging 
because they view it as threat to their existing business model and they don’t want to jeopardize 
revenue by utilizing open practices. So that actually lead me to do some really interesting work 
around; how one might conceptualize a business model for private sector organization as well 
as some public sector organizations (open business model).  
 
OER BUSINESS MODELS (10:22) 
 
Regarding my open business model research the initial focus has been on three sectors; open 
educational resources, open-access research journals and organizations in the open-data 
space.  I have essentially conceptualized a framework using existing business model generation 
tools and added in an open component to those. Now I am applying that model to the; for-profit 
sector, non-profit sector, institutional entities, and government organizations, all of whom are 
exploring openness and want to transition to more open practices. I’m hoping the model can be 
employed not only within new startups (a means of defining what a new startup business model 
might look like), but that the model could also be used in; for-profit, non-profits, NGOs and so 
on, in order to help understand how those entities might transition current ‘closed practices’ to 
more ‘open practices’, while still surviving and remaining viable.  
 
The open business model is a means of getting to the root of that question. One of the most 
frequent questions I’ve received over the years in the open education resource space is, ‘how 
do I make money doing this, how do I generate enough revenue to keep the lights on, how do I 
pay for my home and my family if I’m giving away things for free and how am I going to make a 
living’? You know those are the most fundamental questions that people typically have. Those 
questions are all rooted in the competitive market-driven world that we currently reside within. 
The notion of sharing and giving things away for free is kind of the antithesis of ‘money being 
the driver’.  
 
 
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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Therefore, I have been considering; what do we mean by the phrase ‘business model’ in the 
open context? When we use the term ‘business model’, are we sharing a common 
understanding of what that refers to? And as part of this investigation I have decided to adopt 
something called the Business Model Generation handbook. That handbook was authored by 
over 400 people from 45 different countries and lays out the 9 building blocks of a business 
model. That model includes everything from; the value proposition, how to produce and create 
goods, how to distribute goods, revenue streams and five other components. Those are the set 
of underlying building blocks that we would say make up a business model, However, what I’ve 
done is that I’ve remixed that model a little bit and tweaked it to add another component. Given 
that I work for Creative Commons I also added a 10th building block (open licensing) as an 
inherent part of what I call the ‘open business model’.  
 
Therefore, I’ve added to the traditional business model the Creative Commons licensing of 
goods or works produced by an entity, and that has become a core component of what makes a 
‘open business model’. Furthermore, I have taken this framework ‘open business model’ (which 
has now 10 building blocks instead of the original nine) and started analyzing existing 
organizations that are operating as open businesses. From that, I am teasing out what 
components of those businesses address each of the ‘open business model’ building blocks? 
When you start doing this kind of analysis you begin to surface the strategies and tactics which 
those businesses are using to succeed as open businesses. I would say that many of those 
strategies and tactics boil down to leveraging and the reducing costs, which the Internet offers 
by enabling; creation of goods, production of goods, distribution of goods and not having those 
activities done solely in-house by own-staff. That is just one example of a generalizable strategy 
which would apply to most ‘open business models’. 
 
However, going to an open business model doesn’t necessarily mean that an entity will become 
unprofitable and not generate revenue. Rather, one should also consider how to generate 
revenue and with whom, because it’s often done in partnership. For example, I’ve looked at the 
Noun Project which is a really interesting example of an open business model. The Noun 
Project creates icons using independent graphic designers and those icons are then made 
available on the web. Anybody can download these icons for free. However, if you want to use 
the icons without giving attribution (they are all attributed Creative Commons licensed), you 
need to pay a fee. One of the most interesting aspects of the Noun Project is that they draw on 
graphic designers distributed all over the world; however none of the designers works directly 
for the Noun Project. They are avid graphic designers producing some amazing symbols and 
icons and the Noun Project is acting as a centralized organization that collectively gathers work 
from all of these creators, distributes that work all over the world and then acts as a collector of 
funds from people who want to use those resources. The Noun Project then shares a portion of 
the revenue with the designer and a portion of that revenue supports the operation of the Noun 
Project.  
 
Therefore, I think there are some very interesting things to look at there. For example; the Noun 
Project is an entity which didn’t exist before and their business model involves tapping into 
expertise that’s distributed globally along with making use of those people as their core creators, 
rather than hiring designers to create the icons. The Noun Project is also making use of people 
who already do this work in the world at large. That open business model is also; more 
distributed model, less centralized and involves revenue sharing. Therefore, rather than having 
a company keep all the revenue for itself, by employing an ‘open business model’ they can now  
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share revenue with people from around the world whom they are partnering with and help those 
creators exist as a business in the first place.  
  
 
LINKS 
 
 
Creative Commons:  

http://creativecommons.org/ 

7 Things About OER:  

https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7061.pdf 

National OER Framework:  

http://edtechfrontier.com/2014/11/09/national-oer-framework/   

OER Framework: 
https://paulgstacey.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/oerframeworksuccessfactors.pdf 

World Bank Food Safety Program:  

http://foodsafety.iufost.org/ 

Business Model Generation Handbook:  

http://www.businessmodelgeneration.com/book 

Noun Project:  

http://thenounproject.com/  

Creative Commons Licenses:  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/      

OER Policy Registry:  
https://wiki.creativecommons.org/OER_Policy_Registry 
 
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 

 
FURTHER INFORMATION: 
 
 
Dr. Gerard L. Danford 
gerard.danford@haaga-helia.fi 
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