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The Open educational resources (OER) movement is a new phenomenon in the 
field of education. Increasing use of Web 2.0 technologies along with growing 
competition between educational institutions have accelerated interest in the 
potential of such ‘open’ educational resources. Some educational institutions have 
made their learning resources available online for learners for the purpose of 
encouraging knowledge sharing and improving effectiveness of teaching and 
learning. Furthermore, some community organisations are also hosting and 
supporting OERs. However, at least some reports from educational institutions 
indicate that the motivation behind this move to OERs might be driven more by a 
desire to enhance their reputation and attract new students to their programs, 
rather than the promotion of OERs. This paper presents the findings of a content 
analysis of a sample of OER websites undertaken to identify whether ‘Net Gen’ 
learner needs are adequately addressed by current OER initiatives. The findings 
suggest that although many educational institutions state that their OERs allow 
learners to share knowledge and extend critical thinking and interactivity, the OER 
community organisation sites reviewed appear to be offering learners greater 
opportunities for online interaction, critical thinking, and reflective learning 
practices than the formal educational institutions reviewed. The findings of the 
content analysis also suggest that OER initiatives do not necessarily meet 
learners/users’ needs. The findings from this analysis are discussed and the 
implications for future uptake of OERs as a strategy for supporting widening access 
to education in response to the changing needs of learners are explored. 
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Web 2.0 technologies have opened up new opportunities for users to generate content and engage in 
collaborative efforts involving content sharing. Such Web 2.0 technologies are also gaining increasing 
acceptance in learning and teaching because they facilitate activities that ‘enable learners to take control of 
their own education’ (Franklin & van Harmelen, 2007, p. 21). ‘Net Gen’ learners, those born in the 1980s and 
after, are said to display certain learning characteristics such as preferring non-linear access and processing of 
information, multi-modal learning and learning activities that are active rather than passive (Oblinger & 
Oblinger, 2005). However, the literature suggests that there may be a ‘mismatch’ between ‘Net Gen’ learner 
and teacher expectations, and that new approaches are required to bridge this gap between the needs of 
learners and teaching practice (Kennedy et al., 2009). One of the emergent trends in response to such 
changing demands has been increasing interest in the potential of open educational resources for learning and 
teaching activities.    

Open educational resources (OERs) have gained increasing attention because of their promise and potential 
for promoting individualised/personalised learning practices and facilitating lifelong learning. OERs, and more 
specifically wikis, are regarded as potential solutions for increasing access to education for learners from 
different cultural and/or socially disadvantaged backgrounds. This is because wikis support multiculturalism, 
do not require high technological specifications, and satisfy different user needs (Hanna & Metzer, 2011a, 
2011b). Furthermore, more advanced Web 2.0 technologies and 3D Virtual Worlds can support the widening 
participation agenda for people in remote areas, and also learners with disabilities who may find it difficult to 
participate in on-campus learning activities (Wood, in press).  

This paper provides an overview of the nature of open access and open content educational resources, the 
premises on which OERs are based, and the challenges facing the OER movement in a period of transition. The 
finding of a comparative review of OER initiatives, which considers OER objectives, target users, the nature of 
materials, and learners’ FAQs, are presented. The assessment of OER users’ needs and OER objectives provides 
insights that offer greater insight into whether there is consistency in the stated aims and achievement of 
objectives. Addressing these differences can help bridge the gap between the needs of learners and the OER 
services provided by educational institutions. 

 
What are Open Educational Resources (OER)? 
Open educational resources are electronic materials that are offered freely online for users. These materials  
include learning modules and content management systems (Hylén, 2006), which may be either open access 
(OAER) or open content (OCER). Open access educational resources allow learners to access and use 
educational content without (or with limited) restrictions. Open content educational resources allow users 
(including self-learners, students, and educators) to participate in the production of content, while also using 
and re-distributing the content. Figure 1 shows the process of production of OERS and illustrates the 
differences between open access educational resources and open content educational resources.  
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Figure 1: Production process of open educational resources 

 

While OAER initiatives have contributed to the founding of OER repositories and have provided ongoing 
maintenance for host servers and content management systems, OCER initiatives also play a significant role in 
facilitating interaction, supporting production, and encouraging collaboration. Assessment of and discussion 
about the activities of some of the players in the OER market, as demonstrated in this paper, supports this 
view.  

 

The goals of OERs 
The primary goal of making educational resources ‘open’ through the use of Web 2.0 technologies is to 
disseminate and share knowledge for free (Yuan, MacNeill, & Kraan, 2008). Thus, OERs provide users with 
freedom from financial commitments and freedom from restriction of access (following Stallman, 1999). One 
of the fundamental basic rights articulated in the United Nation Declaration on Human Rights is that education 
should be (or shall be) free for all individuals (United Nations, 1948). OER initiatives, therefore, have the 
potential to provide the medium through which such democratisation of education can be achieved by 
providing ‘a strategic opportunity to improve the quality of education as well as facilitate policy dialogue, 
knowledge sharing and capacity building’ (UNESCO, 2011).  

Grosseck (2009, p. 482) points to the growing uptake of the use of Web 2.0 technologies to enhance teaching 
and learning activities. He argues that the benefits of Web 2.0 facilitated activities include reduction in the cost 
of education, increased flexibility, ease of access to information, and the promotion of innovation. The 
‘knowledge-in-action’ movement (Richards, 2009) supported by different applications of Web 2.0 has also 
contributed to the drive to ‘reflective learning’. For example, Ras & Rech (2009) have found that the use of 
Web 2.0 technologies in education can significantly increase knowledge acquisition. The ‘positive transfer’ of 
learning experience instead of the ‘negative transfer’ of knowledge learning (Elgort, 2007) is one of the major 
reasons cited for incorporating Web 2.0 technologies in learning and teaching activities. As Bruns (2007, 2008) 
suggests, such technologies enable users to actively contribute in their capacity as product users, or 
‘produsers’;  a term Bruns uses to describe the move towards community-based production, fluid roles, 
unfinished artefacts, and common property. 
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Many argue that the quality of OERs is indeed increasing, driven by ‘open’ market competition (Vukovic, 2009). 
It is argued that teachers and learners who are involved in the production of OERs, are motivated by ‘altruistic 
ambitions’, such as assisting developing countries and providing outreach educational services to 
disadvantaged communities (see for example GTP, 2005), while financial reward has been argued to be the 
least important motivating factor (Hylén, 2006, p. 6). Research undertaken to date suggests that the 
motivations of teachers and learners for using OER vary. For example, the findings of a quantitative study 
published on the OERCommons website (OERCommons, 2010c) suggest that students are using OERs to 
complete their assignments (9%), while self-learners either want to learn a new topic or expand their 
knowledge (~59%) or to stay current (~36%). The findings further suggest that teachers are using OERs to 
gather ideas for their lessons (~35%), to supplement their lessons (~30%), or to improve their teaching 
methods (~28%). It is apparent from these studies that the reasons for using and interacting with OERs differ 
according to the varying needs of different users. These findings illustrate that while learners use OERs to 
complete their assignments and expand their knowledge, teachers use OERs to learn new ideas for their 
lessons and improve their teaching methods; but both learners and teachers appear to also want to stay 
current and have the opportunity to network with others (Metzer & Hanna, 2011). 

Hylén (2006) suggests that competitive educational institutions embark on the use of OERs for differing 
reasons including: 1) learning from the community about what courses work and which do not; 2) providing 
rapid diffusion of their courses; and 3) seeking different revenue models. However, the question remains as to 
why community organisations also become involved in the OER movement? Moreover, one might question 
whether there any differences in the reasons for user interactions with OER between OER initiatives, and 
further, whether there are differences between the motivations of users and the ways in which OERs are used 
in educational institutions and community organisations. Do OER initiatives satisfy OER user needs? Are there 
any differences between the explicit OER objectives documented via OER websites from the underlying implicit 
objectives? Regardless of whether the providers of OERs are educational institutions or community 
organisations, the nature of content production is argued to be the key issue in assessing objectives of OER 
initiatives against OER users’ needs. To answer such research questions, a content analysis of a sample of OER 
websites was undertaken. 

 

Method: Content analysis of OER initiatives 

The main focus in content analysis of websites is not only on the technical features of the website, but also on 
the message form and the content, with a ‘diagnostic-eye’ on such matters as links, spelling, browser 
compatibility, image optimisation and accessibility (Newendorf, 2002), assessment of company’s policies 
(Polariski, 2007), security, visual appearance, convenience of order process, information quality, responsiveness 
(accessibility of service and contact information) and interactivity (Chiou, Lin, & Perng, 2010). In other words, 
website content analysis has to date largely been a matter of evaluation. Gibson et al. (2003), for instance, 
applied comparative content analysis to assess party political election websites. Schweitzer (2008) found that 
websites of minor parties were underutilising the standard functions of websites, while major parties ran e-
campaigns through sophisticated and interactive functions. While such studies may be useful in their own right, 
this project demands a different orientation. If website content analysis is to collect evidence of information 
presented to its users, then it should also be possible to use website content analysis to collect data for analysis 
focusing on an examination of the stated explicit objectives of OER initiatives and whether these objectives are 
met. 
 
This study involved firstly identifying OER websites via a web search. From the relevant sites identified, a  semi-
random sample (Bourgeron, Humphries, & Jensen, 2001; Sim & Wright, 2000) of websites was chosen for 
further analysis. The comparison of OER initiatives involved establishing the following research criteria: 

 



 
 

Proceedings ascilite 2011 Hobart: Full Paper 
 

543 

1. The OER site stated objectives: Content analysis involved assessing the stated objectives taking into 
account target users and the nature of OER materials available from the website.  

2. Target users: Each OER website, either implicitly or explicitly, has identified target users. Understanding 
which users the site targets help in the assessment of the rationale of the OER initiative. 

3. Technology: An analysis of the technology employed and features of the OER websites was undertaken to 
determine whether the objectives of initiating the OER are achievable. For example, if an OER website aims 
are to enhance collaboration among learners, but the technology employed in the website does not 
facilitate collaboration, there is very little likelihood that the stated objectives can be met. 

4. The nature of resources: The educational resources available from OER websites might include textbooks, 
audio/video materials, simulations, course guides, educational games and educational software. 
Furthermore, these resources might be open access or open content. Content analysis therefore involved 
both identifying the nature of resources available and determining whether these resources can be 
characterised as being either open access or open content.   

5. The FAQs:  Since there is no way to survey users and understand their needs, the content of their frequent 
asked question help in understanding these needs. The questions by themselves are meaningless, so 
answers are represented to show common themes of needs of learners. 

 
Results and discussion 

The comparison of the selected OER websites is presented in Table 1. The analysis was based primarily on 
examination of each website’s home page, the about-us page and the FAQs page. Other pages within the 
website were reviewed when more information was required for the purpose of comparison.  

 

Table 1: A comparison of OER websites 

OER Open Content Educational Resources  
OCER 

Open Access Educational Resources  
OAER 

Website Connexions OpenCourseWare 

Objectives Connexions aims to encourage collaboration 
and of information sharing among learners, 
scientists, and people who do not read and 
write English, to address the increasing cost 
of textbooks, to make educational texts 
available to learners to access, and to reduce 
the time between production and distribution 
of textbooks (Connexions, 2010e) 

To unlock knowledge, empower minds and 
help people who are socially disadvantaged. 
MIT, by launching OpenCourseWare, sought 
to enhance its reputation. Users are able 
to reuse the content providing they 
acknowledge OpenCourseWare (OCW) 
authors (MIT OpenCourseWare, 2010g). 

Users Authors who collaborate and create content, 
instructors who build and mix collections, and 
learners who would like to explore content 
(Connexions, 2010b). 

The courses are available for any self-learner 
who would like to know more about the 
subject. However, learners are not awarded 
academic credit by MIT (MIT 
OpenCourseWare, 2010d). Learners of these 
courses are global and include: North America 
40%, Europe and Russia 20%, East Asia 20%, 
India 8%, North Africa 5%, and Sub-Saharan 
Africa 1% (MIT OpenCourseWare, 2010e). 
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Technology CNXML & MathML in addition to MS Word 
Importer (Connexions, 2010c). Content is 
open to learners as open access, however, in 
order to create content, an account must be 
opened. Creation of content is open to 
anybody. It is preferred that content is 
created in small modules  since small 
modules make it easier for users to remix 
(Connexions, 2010d). 

Static webpages, files available for download 
in Microsoft Word, PDF and in compressed 
zip files by clicking on 'download course 
material' link on the left menu (visit this 
course for example MIT OpenCourseWare, 
2010f).  

Resources Textbooks (scholarly content) on which users 
can collaborate, from children to college 
students to professionals (Connexions, 
2010a). 

High quality open access courses which users 
can access. Resources include: course 
description, syllabus, lecture notes, readings, 
and assignments (MIT OpenCourseWare, 
2010a). This website consists of different 
courses at college (university) level. These 
courses are available for open access by self-
learners. 
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FAQs Once they have accounts, OER authors, who 
are mainly professors and teachers, can 
create educational materials. Only authors 
can edit their created modules. However, 
users can make a copy of existing module and 
edit it as needed and republish it.  

 

Teachers and lecturers can customise their 
learning materials by mixing modules 
together to create new books, courses, 
syllabuses, and lessons, and to meet different 
learning styles of their students.  

 

Teachers cannot, however, test their students 
using quizzes or exams. There are options for 
self-assessment available for students. 
Students and self-learners can read and use 
these created modules.  

 

Connexions provide open educational 
resources that are free to use and reuse 
around the world. It supports different 
languages and different educational levels 
across more than 190 countries.  

 

OER brings people back to education. OER 
also help potential authors to publish their 
work (especially k-12 teachers, scientists, 
engineers and people who do not read and 
write English). The recognition that authors 
receive for their published work 24/7/365 
universally is a great incentive. OER also help 
solving the high cost of textbooks (average 
cost $120). It helps by bringing current 
knowledge to learners instead of out-of-date 
of printed materials.  

 

In order to help users to find quality materials 
they need, connexions is developing a system 
that help authors to setup their own review 
process, and directs users to the content that 

The use of MIT OpenCourseWare is free and 
no registration is required. MIT 
OpenCourseWare does not provide quizzes 
and exams; MIT faculty publishes content 
only. Only a few video lectures are available 
because production of video materials is very 
costly.  

 

Non-MIT-Students cannot have access to 
course-pack materials because they are 
copyrighted. Only copyleft materials are 
openly available to MIT OpenCourseWare 
users.  

 

MIT OpenCourseWare is not distance 
learning, so no degree, credit, or certificate 
can be obtained. However, those who wish to 
be MIT students, they need to contact MIT 
Admissions Office.  

 

However, in case of that organisations or 
teachers use MIT OpenCourseWare materials, 
acknowledgment should be made. Any 
translation to other languages should be 
accompanied with a specific MIT OCW 
disclaimer.  

 

MIT OpenCourseWare does not offer users 
the opportunity to contact MIT 
OpenCourseWare authors, as it does not 
involve interactive experience. Materials in 
MIT OpenCourseWare are openly available to 
users for non-commercial educational 
purposes.  

 

Materials on MIT OpenCourseWare published 
by their MIT staff only since MIT take the final 
responsibility of their materials. No 
download, copy, modify, reuse, remix, and 
redistribute MIT OpenCourseWare materials 
should be made without permission from the 
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judged to be ‘high quality’. This is done 
through allowing users to tag and comment 
on modules.  

 

Connexions allow dynamic, interconnected 
and engaging environment since it helps 
learners, students, authors and instructors to 
communicate cross-institutions and 
worldwide.  (Connexions, 2010e). 

copyright owner.  

 

MIT also offers OCW Scholar courses which 
are designed specifically for independent 
learners, hoping that learners provide their 
feedback and suggest ways to reshape 
content. These OCW Scholar courses are 
elementary courses. There are some 
messages and announcements from other 
MIT programs on MIT OpenCourseWare 
pages. (MIT OpenCourseWare, 2010c). 

Website Wikibooks OLI 

Objectives To provide open books for an open world. To 
create free content in terms of freedom and 
money. To give back to humanity and help 
others. Teachers can use customised 
textbooks for their students, and learners can 
challenge themselves by making 
contributions. Authors can publish their 
books (Wikibooks, 2010c). 

To allow independent learners to access open 
and free resources (material and activities). 
To allow instructors to build and customise 
their courses (OpenLearning Initiative OLI, 
2010e, 2010f). 

Users Self-learners, instructors, institutions, and 
authors (Wikibooks, 2010a, 2010c). 

Students, instructors, and institutions wishing 
to actively engage their students in material 
in various ways (OpenLearning Initiative OLI, 
2010g). 

Technology Wiki which supports multilingualism HTML, Java applets for simulations (see for 
example OpenLearning Initiative OLI, 2010b; 
2010h which involves a simulation). This 
website has two groups of courses. The 
academic courses are not visible to self-
learners. Students who have invitations can 
enrol when they enter the course keys. The 
free courses are open for any learners.  
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Resources Open content textbooks that anyone can edit. 
These resources include: textbooks, 
annotated text, instructional guide, and 
manuals which all are instructional material 
(Wikibooks, 2010d). 

Courses available are classified into two 
types: 1) Academic courses that are designed 
by instructors to create customised courses 
for their students. Low per-student 
maintenance fee (student may pay these fees 
on enrolment in their institution). Students 
can access instructors. There are graded 
exams. Instructors can trace student learning 
(OpenLearning Initiative OLI, 2010a, 2010e); 
2) Open and free courses, which are designed 
for self-learners who are not supervised by 
instructors. Users are free either to register or 
anonymously use the content. There are no 
fees, tests or quizzes (OpenLearning Initiative 
OLI, 2010c, 2010f).  All courses include course 
materials, computer simulations, course 
schedules, computer-based tutors, virtual 
laboratories, and self-assessment modules. 
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FAQs Wikibooks aims to create free educational 
resources. Anyone can contribute to 
Wikibooks. Users of Wikibooks can download 
any content they like, and printing any book is 
also welcome by clicking on ‘Printable 
version’.  

 

Users can communicate with other users 
through email lists. They can leave messages 
on talk pages of other users. Registered users 
can communicate with other registered users 
who have registered their email addresses by 
clicking on ‘Email this user’.  

 

Users can contribute without having 
accounts; however, signing up with an 
account gives a registered user many benefits 
such as positive reputation of quality work. IP 
addresses of registered users remain 
unknown. While users, who seek recognition 
for their contribution, can use their real 
names, registered users are not required to 
use their real names. Users can change their 
pseudonym to their real names by ‘Request 
for renaming’ if they want.  

 

There is no mechanism to ensure that 
information in Wikibooks is correct and 
current since any one can edit. However, 
because there are many contributors, 
incorrect information is usually edited 
quickly. Users can create their own textbooks, 
guides, and manuals in Wikibooks. Debates 
and discussions are welcome in discussion 
pages as they help to improve content. 

 

Users, by contribution to Wikibooks, make 
information resources free to access. 
Contributions are being updated on ongoing 
basis which means they receive built-in 
feedback on their contributions.  

 

OLI offers two kinds of courses: 1) open and 
free courses which allow a) access to 
resources, b) simulation and self-assessment, 
c) formative feedback to students; 2) 
academic courses, which in addition to the 
above listed affordances, also allow d) access 
to instructors, e) graded exams, and f) credit 
for course completion.  

 

OLI courses are offered based on education 
research: choice of and content of the 
courses are determined on the basis of 
empirical studies or the findings of 
evaluations. These courses are continuously 
updated based on feedback from instructors 
and students obtained through formal 
evaluation studies. 

 

Users have the right to opt-out from such 
studies. OLI expresses interest in working 
with teachers who would like to be part of 
ongoing evaluation and would like to adapt 
OLI courses for better teaching experience. 

 

Although accessing open and free courses 
does not require that users have an account, 
it is recommended that users create accounts 
to allow them to track their progress.  

 

Academic courses require registration. OLI 
does not grant any credit of any course. 
However, those who undertake Arabic 
courses can receive credit from the 
institutions of their instructors. OLI users who 
undertake free courses can download grade 
book results as a proof of their completed 
courses, but this does not grant credit 
(OpenLearning Initiative OLI, 2010d). 
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Wikibooks considers users who have dial-up 
connection, so there is a limit of 30 KB of 
page size. The site provides features that are 
aimed at preventing or limiting acts of 
vandalism (such as deleting paragraphs from 
a webpage) and also a facility enabling users 
to recover texts. Logged-in users can track 
certain pages if they add those pages to 
personal ‘Watchlist’ by clicking on ‘Watch this 
page’ link.(Wikibooks, 2010b). 

 

 

An increasing number of educational institutions have embraced the OER movement in response to the rapid 
evolution of information technologies, globalisation and its impact upon economy and social life, as well as the 
growing competition between educational institutions (Wiley & Gurrell, 2009). Such factors have encouraged 
educational institutions to be part of the ‘open’ movement. Although some educational institutions, such as 
Carnegie Mellon University and Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT OpenCourseWare, 2010b; 
OpenLearning Initiative OLI, 2010g) have made educational resources available online for self-learners and 
students around the world, these resources have largely remained open access, rather than open content.  

 
The reasons, whether explicit or implicit, for providing educational resources online for students and self 
learners vary, but centre around the following: 1) To encourage collaboration and knowledge sharing; 2) To 
make positive use of technology and allow wider access to information; 3) To maximise the impact of 
individual research by allowing individuals to publish their research; 4) To extend research; 5) To improve 
teaching and learning effectiveness; and 6) To foster critical thinking. 

Table 1 shows that while some of the institutions included in this study demonstrate altruistic motivations for 
participating in the OER movement (for example, the  provision of educational resources for the public good), 
the findings from content analysis suggest that they are also seeking social and economic benefits (see also 
McAndrew et al., 2009). Such social and economic reasons for developing OERs include: 1) Developing the 
institution’s reputation and enhancing recognition; 2) Other implicit motivations, which  ‘might’ include 
advertising their fee-based courses and their methods of teaching and learning inside the university; 3) 
Increasing earning revenue by selling their open course materials to instructors if they wish to re-use the 
content; and 4) Developing course materials for the public to edit and speed up the development of courses, 
whether for internal purposes or for external re-use. Examples of those institutions that seek financial and 
social reward are MIT and OLI. Organisations such as Connexions and Wikibooks that freely make their 
resources open to edit and re-mix, also make revenue by selling printable versions of textbooks and from 
accepting donations. These forms of revenue are important to ensure their sustainability. The most important 
issue is freedom in terms of money and contribution. The findings also suggest that some of the OER initiatives 
that are hosting quality educational resources are publishing their OER materials with minimum editorial 
assistance at a fee to cover their operating costs. 

 

The findings also suggest that the reasons for users accessing and editing educational resources include: 1) The 
desire to acquire knowledge for free; 2) They are inspired to share their knowledge with others; 3) They seek 
to publish their work to receive recognition; 4) Editing OERs increases their understanding through peer 
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review; 5) OERs help users to develop their networks through emailing authors, and communication via 
discussion boards or discussion pages; 6) They want to help others, especially those who are economically 
disadvantaged, or giving back to their community. Teachers appear to be using OERs to: 1) Develop their 
customised course materials; 2) Re-use the available content with some minimal restructure and editorial 
effort, thus saving them time; 3) Engage their students in the production of knowledge as constructive 
teaching methods and gaining feedback on student progress; 4) Enable students’ collaboration; and 5) 
Encourage students to translate, which may lead to localising knowledge according to society’s needs, and 
enhancing the students’ reflective learning. 

 

The analysis of objectives for those who initiate OER and responses to FAQs show that they differ from those 
of OER ‘produsers’. Such analysis demonstrates that although some of these objectives are clearly stated, the 
content analysis suggests that OER educational institutional initiatives are not maximising the affordances of 
sites to meet the target users’ needs (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2: Objectives of OAER educational institutions and a critical assessment  
of achievement for OER users 

 

OAER Education Institution 
Initiatives 

Learners (mainly users ONLY) 

Enhance the community Learners are part of the community and their skills indirectly help to develop 
the community. However, users perceive that the attainment of 
certification/qualifications is still important. This is understood from 
questions, published in FAQs pages on institutional OERs, from learners 
about whether they will be able to receive certificates for courses they 
studied or not (MIT OpenCourseWare, 2010c; USQ OCW, 2010). 

Unlock knowledge Although learners are able to access information and learning materials, 
they are not able to share information and discuss issues and problems 
because most of institutional OER are only open access rather than open 
content. 

Increase the university’s 
reputation 

Evidence suggests that by initiating OER activities, the university’s 
reputation may be enhanced. However, do users really care about the 
university reputation? Furthermore, since users appear to  be concerned 
about the need to attain  formal  recognition through their participation 
(MIT OpenCourseWare, 2010c; USQ OCW, 2010), the benefits for 
universities may not be fully realised. 

Advertise their courses Users who seek OERs look for free courses (or free sources of information). 
New comers to the for-fee courses, who visited the free courses, are willing 
to pay and the free courses they use are ‘test-drive’ offerings (MIT 
OpenCourseWare, 2010c; Open Michigan, 2010; Open Yale Courses OYC, 
2010a, 2010b; USQ OCW, 2010).   
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Enhance research skills Since the institutional hosted OERs reviewed are open access and do not 
allow contribution and collaboration between members of research groups 
(to identify problems and seek solutions), the potential for supporting the 
development of user research skills is limited. 

Develop critical thinking It depends on tasks provided in those courses. The development of these 
skills would be further enhanced if the OER websites provided opportunities 
for discussion and feedback. 

Allow collaboration and 
networking 

In most cases, courses are ‘open’ in terms of open access, and the 
opportunities for collaboration are reduced in sites that do not provide 
communication tools such as wikis and discussion boards 

Develop learning and teaching 
methods 

Some institutions allow teachers to reuse material (with special 
acknowledgment). 

 

 

Table 2 indicates that the potential of the sites in achieving some of their stated objectives are not fully 
realised because of the identified limitations. Educational institutions could benefit from incorporating some 
of the features of not-for-profit (NFP) OER initiatives. Table 3 illustrates the objectives of NFP OER initiatives 
and the corresponding achievement of users’ needs.  

 

Table 3: Objectives of NFP OCER initiatives and a critical assessment of achievements  
considering the OER produsers 

 

Non-for-profit OCER initiatives Learners (and they also can be produsers) 

Unlock knowledge This objective is likely to be achieved since users can be proactive in 
creating and sharing content and they can reflect on their understanding 
and share their experience in the content. 

Foster openness The sites reviewed maximise the affordances of the open content 
movement by enabling users to edit, share, use, reuse, remix, download 
the content without (or with minimum) restrictions. 

Increase research skills The openness, and the ability of collaborative writing and sharing 
information, as well as discussions, allow users to develop their research 
skills 

Enhance collaboration The sites reviewed employ features that maximise the affordances of 
collaborative learning environments by providing opportunities for 
collaboration through discussion pages, discussion boards, built-in 
messengers, visible email contact of users, and wikis (or any similar 
technologies). 
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Develop learning and teaching 
methods 

This objective is facilitated by enabling teachers to use the content, reuse, 
and remix. Learners are also to edit content and share their experiences 
supported by the collaborative nature of the sites. 

 

 

This paper identifies two kinds of OERs: OAER and OCER. The findings from comparative analysis of these 
different OERs suggest that education institutions which produce and host OERs, are offering OAER for 
learners, while community organisations that are responsible for maintaining and running content 
management systems for OERs are showing a greater trend towards supporting OCER. As discussed in this 
paper and shown in the preceding comparative analysis, the objectives for not-for-profit (community) OER 
initiatives differ from educational institution OER initiatives. Furthermore, the findings of the OERCommons 
survey (OERCommons, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c) suggest that teachers are using OERs in their teaching and 
learning activities for a variety of reasons. Teachers derive both direct and indirect rewards from such 
involvement. Such rewards might include career enhancement as future contributors in the ‘open’ movement. 
Moreover, since remixing and editing requires time and effort, ‘produsers’ may undertake these activities to 
make their time more productive. It might be argued that those self-learners who want to learn without 
necessarily attending school, may be seeking more productive use of their free-time. Moreover, as with not-
for-profit organisations, some OER websites publish photographs and information about socially 
disadvantaged areas of developing countries (GTP, 2005), and in this way motivate users to contribute to the 
OER movement to promote social justice. 

 

 

Conclusion and areas for further research 

This paper highlights the increasing interest in the use of OERs for teaching and learning activities. Since, as the 
literature suggests, ‘Net Gen’ learners have a preference for active and collaborative learning, it is reasonable 
to expect that OCER initiatives are more likely to meet their needs than OAER. Although OER initiatives aim to 
make educational knowledge available for free to learners, as outlined in the objectives of institutional OER 
and NFP OER initiatives, the findings from this study demonstrate that open content OERs potentially hold 
additional benefits for their users than open access OER alone. Since OER users are demanding more benefits 
for themselves, such as developing creative thinking skills, unrestricted access to knowledge sharing and 
collaboration, the future of OER will be for open content material, not for open access material alone. 
Universities, schools, and research institutions need to be prepared for such a transformation of learning 
materials to meet the changing demands of learners in a knowledge based society.  

Although this research did not survey or interview contributors to the OER movement or users of OER sites 
themselves, the analysis undertaken of users’ FAQs provides some insight and understanding of their needs. 
This study is also limited by the small sample of OER sites included in the analysis. Moreover, the study would 
be strengthened by incorporating inter-rater reliability reviews of the sites. Future research involving 
interviews and focus groups with OER users, both teachers and learners, would help to provide greater insight 
into the benefits of OERs in teaching and learning. Despite these acknowledged limitations, the study has 
highlighted areas for further consideration by educational institutions that are positioning themselves to 
respond to the changing demands of ‘Net Gen’ learners and the widening participation agenda. 
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