
Introduction

Across the Global South, educational institutions are under pressure to provide stu-

dents with equitable access to affordable and good-quality education in economically 

constrained environments. The demand for equity of access to affordable and appropri-

ate educational materials is felt in these countries that face growing student numbers, 

decreasing government funding, increasing textbook costs, and lack of locally relevant 

educational resources.

The rapid growth and broad deployment of digital technologies have provided edu-

cators and students with platforms for locating, creating, sharing, and using educational 

materials at an unprecedented scale. This is a development that many (e.g., Daniel, 

Kanwar, and Uvalić-Trumbić 2009; Smith and Casserly 2006) have hoped would expand 

equity of access for those from resource-constrained environments. However, not all 

the educational materials located on the Internet are legally adaptable or shareable. 

Moreover, even if learners and educators have access to materials on the Internet, 

whether openly licensed or not, the content may not be suitable for their needs or it 

may lack relevance because it is based on worldviews or contexts that do not speak 

meaningfully to their own.

Engaging with open educational resources (OER) and open educational practices 

(OEP), which entails creating materials, sharing them on public platforms, reusing the 

original materials verbatim, customizing them, combining them with other materials, 

and sharing these publicly, has been advocated as a way of reaching groups that are 

socioeconomically, geographically, linguistically, and epistemically marginalized. In 

many parts of the world, educators in schools, higher-education institutions, and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) are starting to collaboratively create educational 

materials with the intention of sharing these freely with other educators and students. 

These OEP include activities such as collaboration among educators, cocreation among 
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learners and educators, the use of open technologies, and open peer review. If the 

materials created are given an open license (e.g., Creative Commons)1 that specifies the 

reuse permissions, these materials can then be shared as OER. Due to the legal permis-

sions granted by the creators of OER, other educators and learners can legally copy, 

adapt, keep, and reshare versions of resources in ways that best suit their contextual 

needs and foreground local knowledge.

This chapter explores the phenomena of OER and OEP and their relationship to 

social inclusion in developing countries. It asks the question: Whether, why, and how 

do OER and OEP contribute to the social inclusion of underserved communities in the 

Global South by widening access to education, encouraging educational participation, 

and fostering empowerment of educators and learners? To answer this question, we 

analyze findings from the Research on Open Educational Resources for Development 

(ROER4D) project,2 which focuses on OER and OEP activities in three regions: South 

America, sub-Saharan Africa, and South and Southeast Asia. ROER4D consists of eigh-

teen subprojects with more than 100 participating researchers and research associates 

in Afghanistan, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Malaysia, 

Mauritius, Mongolia, Pakistan, the Philippines, Somalia, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Tan-

zania, Uganda, Uruguay, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

This chapter starts by presenting a conceptual framing of the concepts of OER, OEP, 

and social inclusion. Next, it provides perspectives on how OER and OEP relate to 

social inclusion, as gleaned from the academic literature. Then it describes the meta-

analytical methodology employed here. Finally, it goes through the findings as they 

pertain to the relationship between ROER4D’s subprojects’ data and OER and OEP, as 

well as summarizing the key points of this chapter.

Conceptual Framing of OER, OEP, and Social Inclusion

In this section, we provide a conceptual and theoretical framework for understanding 

OER, OEP, and social inclusion. This framework underpins the discussion of the find-

ings that follow.

Open Educational Resources and Practices

In this chapter, we adopt the Hewlett Foundation’s definition of OER, which conceives 

of them as “teaching, learning, and research resources that reside in the public domain 

or have been released under an intellectual property (IP) license that permits their free 

use and re-purposing by others.”3 Wiley, Green, and Soares (2012) expand on the terms 

free use and repurposing, coining the term 4 Rs (which stands for revise, reuse, remix, and 
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redistribute) to describe the rights associated with OER, and later extend this to the 5 Rs 

framework (by adding retaining to the list) (Wiley 2014).

An early definition considered OEP as “the practice of creating the educational 

environment in which OER are created or used” (Conole and Ehlers 2010, 2). Subse-

quent practitioners and researchers have extended these practices more deliberately 

to include collaboration (Karunanayaka et al. 2015), “developing and applying open/

public pedagogies in teaching practice” (Beetham et al. 2012, 1), crowdsourcing (Weller 

2013), open peer review (Hegarty 2015), and “using open technologies” (Beetham et 

al. 2012, 2). More recently, Cronin (2017, 18) expanded the concept of OEP to include 

“collaborative practices that include the creation, use, and reuse of OER, as well as 

pedagogical practices employing participatory technologies and social networks for 

interaction, peer-learning, knowledge creation, and empowerment of learners.”

In the ROER4D project, OEP are construed as individual and/or collaborative prac-

tices between educators and/or cocreation with students to create, use, and adapt OER 

through crowdsourcing of ideas and/or materials, open peer review of materials, par-

ticipatory teaching practices, and open technologies to optimize sharing and reuse.

In 2014, Hodgkinson-Williams proposed an elaboration of the practices associated 

with OER (Okada et al. 2012; White and Manton 2011; Wiley 2014), framing them 

within a more comprehensive set of OEP encompassing ten distinct activities of an 

open education cycle (originally called the 10 Cs—conceptualize, create, curate, circulate, 

certify, critique, loCate, customize, combine, and copy) posited to optimize the key value 

propositions of OER (namely, access to affordable, high-quality education). This model 

has evolved over the period of ROER4D research (Walji and Hodgkinson-Williams 

2017) and been refined into an open education cycle, which is based on a common 

conceptualization activity, followed by three distinct phases: a creation phase, a use 

phase, and an adaptation phase (see figure 12.1).

For OER to exist, there must be prior OEP, such as individual or collaborative cre-

ation, curation (retention), and circulation (distribution) processes, in order for others 

to locate, copy (reuse in its unaltered form), or adapt (customize/revise or combine/

remix) so as to recurate and recirculate (Hodgkinson-Williams 2014). Therefore, if OER 

are to contribute to more equitable, high-quality, and sustainable education, OEP must 

be taken up by educators and learners.

As explained by Hodgkinson-Williams et al. (2017, 32–33):4

The conceptualisation activity includes planning what OER and which pedagogical strategies 

might be most suitable in a specific context; it is implicit in the OER creation, use or adapta-

tion phases. The creation phase refers to the development of original materials and/or tuition 

by the author or institution, either as a “self-use” of existing materials or as “born open” OER 
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(i.e. developed with the view of being shared freely and openly). In order for these materials to 

be made publicly available, they need to be curated; that is, they need to be hosted on a pub-

licly accessible platform with sufficient descriptive information (i.e. metadata) and appropriate 

open licensing (e.g. Creative Commons [CC]) for them to be easily found through Internet 

search tools and legally reusable. Further circulation amongst potential users of the OER is 

required to raise awareness of the existence of the OER (e.g. via social media, OER portals), 

which are then ideally certified through some type of quality assurance mechanism, either 
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Figure 12.1
Proposed optimal Open Education cycle.

Source: Adapted from Hodgkinson-Williams (2014, 32); Walji and Hodgkinson-Williams (2017).
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by the OER creator, their peers, an educational body or the hosting organisation. Best practice 

also requires that the OER can be critiqued to ensure that user feedback informs subsequent 

phases of conceptualisation regarding the OER. The use phase refers to finding OER (artificially 

referred to as “loCate” in this phase) so that it can be used in its original form (i.e. copied) in 

other contexts. This use phase, where OER are used “as is”, implies a finite path as no subse-

quent OER are created from this activity. The adaptation phase refers to OER being customised 

(e.g. revised, modified) or combined (e.g. remixed with more than one set of OER) in order for 

these derivative OER to be re-curated, re-circulated, re-certified and re-critiqued.

Social Inclusion

For the analysis of ROER4D findings, we use the concept of social inclusion, which 

the World Bank (2013, 3) defines as “the process of improving the terms for indi-

viduals and groups to take part in society,” to which Bonami and Tubio (2015, 100) 

further add: “It ensures that people have a voice in decisions which affect their lives 

and that they enjoy equal access to markets, services and political, social, and physi-

cal spaces.”

This process counters an opposing reality of exclusion that faces a great many peo-

ple, especially in the Global South. The World Health Organization defines exclusion 

as consisting of: “dynamic, multi-dimensional processes driven by unequal power rela-

tionships interacting across four main dimensions—economic, political, social, and 

cultural—and at different levels including individual, household, group, community, 

country, and global levels.”5

According to Peters and Besley (2014), the concept of social inclusion first emerged 

as a guiding political priority in France during the 1970s, followed by Britain’s New 

Labour government in the 1990s, with its Third Way approach to neoliberal gover-

nance. It has since then become more broadly accepted as a norm to strive for across 

all spheres of social activity, having become a dominant policy concept that is “seen as 

self-evident and part of the common-sense acceptance of the human rights framework” 

(Peters and Besley 2014, 108).

According to Gidley et al. (2010, 1), the following elements may, depending on the 

particular context, influence social inclusion, “socio-economic status, culture (includ-

ing Indigenous cultures), linguistic group, religion, geography (rural and remote/iso-

lated), gender, sexual orientation, age (including youth and old age), physical and 

mental health/ability, and status with regard to unemployment, homelessness and 

incarceration.”

Aside from factors that influence social inclusion, Gidley et al. (2010, 2) suggest that 

there are “degrees” of social inclusion characterized by notions of access, participation, 
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and empowerment. This means that inclusion should not be understood as a simple, 

binary, yes/no outcome. As they argue, “Social inclusion can be understood as pertain-

ing to a nested schema regarding degrees of inclusion. The narrowest interpretation 

pertains to the neoliberal notion of social inclusion as access; a broader interpretation 

regards the social justice idea of social inclusion as participation; whilst the broadest 

interpretation involves the human potential lens of social inclusion as empowerment” 

(Gidley et al. 2010, 2).

Access  The most basic form of social inclusion revolves around the principle of access, 

one of the major preoccupations of the open movement. Gidley et al. claim that this 

is often tied up with neoliberal ideology, which sees access as being about “investing 

in human capital and improving the skills shortages for the primary purpose of eco-

nomic growth as part of a nationalist agenda to build the nation’s economy in order 

to better perform in a competitive global market” (2010, 2). This is an instrumentalist 

approach, seeing people as having certain deficits in skills, knowledge, and so forth, 

which should be overcome with greater access, leading to increased social capital, and, 

therefore, opportunities for the individuals concerned, as well as expanded economic 

growth for their societies.

Participation  A broader sense of social inclusion includes notions of participation, 

which are tied to questions of social justice. This goes beyond the more economically 

instrumental view of neoliberal access and addresses the frequently more challenging 

issues of “human rights, egalitarianism of opportunity, human dignity, and fairness for 

all” (Gidley et al. 2010, 4). Such social inclusion at the higher education level is exem-

plified through social responsibility activities such as those involved in university-

community partnerships. The relationship between the university and civil society is 

what Cooper (2009, 153) calls the “fourth helix,” which goes beyond the more tradi-

tional triple-helix relationship between University-Industry-Government. The theories 

associated with this aspect of inclusion include critical pedagogy, partnership theory, 

and feminist theories.

Empowerment  At the broadest level, social inclusion also includes a focus on per-

sonal empowerment, in that education should seek to “maximise the potential of each 

human being” (Gidley et al. 2010, 4). This is based on the recognition that each person 

is complex and multidimensional and that difference and diversity are strengths to be 

leveraged and enhanced rather than ignored or suppressed. “Through this, education 

can be understood as transformative” (Gidley et al. 2010, 5), fostering one’s dignity and 

generativity. The theories associated with this element include adult developmental 

psychology theories, pedagogies of hope, and postcolonial development theories.
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Perspectives on How OER and OEP Relate to Social Inclusion

With this understanding of social inclusion in mind, we can see how other scholars 

have tried to relate OER and OEP to these three elements of the concept (as shown in 

figure 12.2). Concerning the first element, access, from the very beginning of the open 

movement (Smith 2014), OER have been touted as having the power to overcome 

various forms of educational exclusion, especially for informal learners (McGreal et al. 

2014) and those in marginalized contexts (Dutta 2016). Open advocates and scholars 

have argued that “at the heart of the movement toward OER is the simple and powerful 

idea that the world’s knowledge is a public good and that technology in general and 

the World Wide Web in particular provide an opportunity for everyone to share, use, 

and reuse it” (Smith and Casserly 2006, 2). Many early studies focused on access as the 

foundational challenge to inclusion (OECD 2007), and the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) prioritized universal access to primary education.6 Access remains a chal-

lenge for many people today, as Willems and Bossu (2012, 185) contend: “[W]hile equity 

reasons often underpin the provision of OER, challenges continue to be experienced 

by some in accessing open digital materials for learning.” Indeed, despite OER being 

“high on the agenda of social and inclusion policies and supported by many stakehold-

ers, their use in higher education and adult education has not yet reached the critical 

threshold” (Ehlers 2011, 1). Thus, access is still at the core of social inclusion discus-

sions in many contexts, especially the Global South.

However, as access has grown, OER proponents have broadened their understand-

ing of social inclusion to incorporate notions of participation (Lane 2012), especially as 

it relates to social and educational justice (Richter and McPherson 2012). Richter and 

McPherson (2012, 202) elaborate on this perspective with this observation:

Just providing those resources as a contextualized “give-away” cannot lead to reach the aim of 

educational justice throughout the world, but worse, without further action, the gap between 

the industrialized countries and the developing world may even be risen. Our research (Richter 

2010) has shown that when implementing learning in foreign contexts, not taking the cultural 

context of the targeted learners into consideration can lead to their frustration and finally to a 

general denial of participation.

This has already permeated the approaches of many educational organizations, 

including the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU) that 

views participation as being “limited for many learners by availability, affordability, 

accessibility and acceptability of opportunities to participate in education” (Lane 2012, 

138). Richter and McPherson (2012) also note how the historical effects of colonialism, 

language, contextual gaps, and a lack of cultural diversity influence the production of 

educational materials globally, which affects participation.
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Additionally, as remarked upon by Perryman and Coughlan (2013, 1),

this vision of openness and of the connection between OER and social justice … is limited by the 

fact that OER-provision is typically top-down, driven by higher education suppliers with the 

needs of higher education (HE) in mind. As a consequence, the OER that are released can 

be hard to find for potential users outside HE and often fail to meet those potential users’ needs 

in respect of the content, size, format and level of the OER.

To overcome this deficiency, Perryman and Coughlan (2013, 1) call for academics to 

become “public-facing open scholars” who work with “online communities outside HE 

to source OER to meet the specific needs of those communities.” Thus, social inclusion 

at this level means allowing learners to identify the type of educational needs that they 

have, and educators to apply their expertise to meet those needs in an open fashion.

Moving beyond access and participation, scholars have also started to highlight the 

importance of empowerment for social inclusion. As Knox states in his critique of the 

OER movement: “Proponents of OER have focused disproportionately on the removal 

of barriers to accessing educational content, and studies into the activities and compe-

tences of self-direction are needed” (2013, 830). This type of empowered, self-directed 

activity forms part of a broader movement encouraging those who have been socially 

excluded in the past—such as scholars in the Global South vis-à-vis those in the Global 

North—to contribute their knowledge to the world in their own unique voices and 

through their own “theory from the south” (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2012). In this 

way, they may transcend the demeaning and exclusionary situation where “data gath-

ering and application happen in the colony, while theorizing happens in the metro-

pole” (Connell 2007, ix). Empowerment through OER can occur at multiple levels, 

such as between students and educators. Hodgkinson-Williams and Paskevicius (2012) 

have studied how postgraduate students at a South African university experienced a 

growing sense of personal agency from their efforts to help rework academics’ teaching 

materials as OER. Thus, empowerment can occur not only in OER creation, but also in 

all forms of OER use (revising, remixing, redistributing, etc.).

These OER and OEP can be visually conceptualized as a nested development from 

access to participation through to empowerment (see figure 12.2).

Methodological Approach: Metasynthesis

To provide insights into the relationship between OER, OEP, and social inclusion, the 

findings across seventeen ROER4D empirical studies on OER adoption and impact in 

the Global South have been examined using a metasynthesis approach. Scruggs, Mas-

tropieri, and McDuffie (2007, 395), based on their research, explain that the purpose of 
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ACCESS Neoliberalism

Human capital theory
Social capital theory
Free-market economics

Influencing Factors

Socioeconomic status
Infrastructure
Technical capacity

OER

OER availability
OER awareness

PARTICIPATION Social Justice

Partnership theory
Critical pedagogy
Feminist theories

Influencing Factors

Disciplinary norms
Institutional policies
Institutional support

OEP

Pedagogical practices
Collaboration
Communities of practice

EMPOWERMENT Human Potential

Postcolonial theories
Pedagogies of hope

Influencing Factors

Reputation enhancement
Personal fulfilment
Research-led teaching practice
Epistemological stance

OEP

OER creation
Cocreation with students

Figure 12.2
Degrees of social inclusion with regard to OER and OEP.

Source: Adapted from Gidley et al. (2010, 3), figure 1.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/chapter-pdf/671285/9780262358828_c001100.pdf by guest on 21 May 2022



326	 Henry Trotter and Cheryl Hodgkinson-Williams

metasynthesis is “to integrate themes and insights gained from individual qualitative 

research into a higher order synthesis that promotes broad understandings of the entire 

body of research, while still respecting the integrity of the individual reports.”

The draft research reports or chapters of the ROER4D volume, edited by Hodgkinson-

Williams and Arinto (2017), serve as the data objects for this metasynthesis, which 

involves a number of stages, as follows:

1.	 Reading draft and final versions of the research reports or chapters (including, 

in some cases, primary microdata) and noting key similarities and/or differences 

according to key themes in the research question

2.	 Engaging directly with the researchers to clarify concepts, data, and/or findings to 

aid comparison of the findings

3.	 Using a literature-informed set of themes (access, participation, and empowerment) 

in the first instance to create a metalevel conceptual framework to identify the pos-

sible themes and indicators that might be expected to arise from the studies

4.	 Using this framework to code the themes in the findings of each of the studies and 

then adjusting the framework to include unanticipated themes emerging from the 

findings

5.	 Distilling insights according to the theoretical framework proposed here

Findings

In this section, we examine how the findings from the ROER4D studies relate to the 

social inclusion themes of access, participation, and empowerment. We aim to provide 

details from as many of the studies as possible to allow an understanding of the rich 

diversity of the research sites involved and to reveal the complexities, nuances, and 

differences that characterize the Global South’s context.

Access

In this section, we assess educators’ and learners’ degrees of access to OER in the Global 

South. We do so through examining how the studies speak to several factors that shape 

the nature and extent of access: socioeconomic status, infrastructural access, technical 

capacity, OER availability, and OER awareness.

Socioeconomic Status

Whether OER use is positively related to higher levels of economic development 

was examined in a ROER4D study by de Oliveira Neto et al. (2017). Higher levels of 
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development typically provide higher-education learners and educators with opportu-

nities for accessing and engaging online learning platforms and online collaborative 

spaces. The question that must be asked, however, is whether that access translates into 

higher OER use rates. To find out, the researchers first looked at the OER use rates across 

the Global South and then compared them to the gross domestic product (GDP) per 

capita statistics for each country as a proxy for level of development. They did this for 

both higher-education lecturers and learners.

Based on data from de Oliveira Neto et al.’s cross regional, nine-country study, 51 

percent of the 295 randomly selected educators surveyed reported having used OER at 

least once (2017, 81) (see table 12.1). Those from the South and Southeast Asia regions 

had the highest comparative use rates, with 56 percent claiming that they had used 

OER, while 49 percent of educators in South America and 46 percent in sub-Saharan 

Africa asserted that they had done the same.

A wide range of OER usage responses were found across the nine countries. Educa-

tors in Brazil (71 percent), India (70 percent), and Indonesia (70 percent) reported the 

highest levels of OER use; Malaysia (39 percent), South Africa (35 percent), and Colom-

bia (22 percent) educators revealed the lowest OER use; and Ghana (53 percent), Kenya 

(49 percent), and Chile (45 percent) educators indicated intermediate use of OER. 

In another ROER4D study (Zagdragchaa and Trotter 2017), 48 percent of forty-two 

Table 12.1 

ROER4D cross-regional study—Educators’ response as to whether they have used OER.

Region Country
Yes
(%)

Not Sure
(%)

No
(%)

South America Brazil (n = 17) 71 24 6

Chile (n = 33) 45 36 18

Colombia (n = 9) 22 56 22

Regional total n = 59 49 36 15

Sub-Saharan Africa Ghana (n = 38) 53 32 16

Kenya (n = 43) 49 30 21

South Africa (n = 34) 35 32 32

Regional total n = 115 46 31 23

South and Southeast Asia India (n = 23) 70 22 9

Indonesia (n = 44) 70 7 23

Malaysia (n = 54) 39 15 46

Regional total n = 121 56 13 31

Total n = 295 51 25 24

Source: de Oliveira Neto et al. (2017, 81), chapter 3, table 3.
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university lecturers surveyed in Mongolia reported having used OER for teaching and 

learning purposes. A qualitative study of teacher educators in education institutions in 

Tanzania, Uganda, and Mauritius revealed that the use of OER was highly fragmented 

and had yet to have any impact at the institutional or department level (Wolfenden 

et al. 2017). Furthermore, almost half of the forty-eight secondary school teachers in 

a study conducted in Afghanistan by Oates et al. (2017) indicated that they had used 

OER prior to the study.

Based on a similar survey given to students at the same twenty-eight universities as 

the educators (de Oliveira Neto and Cartmill 2017), table 12.2 shows that 39 percent of 

students said that they had used OER before, while 35 percent were unsure if they had 

and 26 percent stated that they had not. South and Southeast Asian students claimed 

the highest OER use rate, 51 percent, substantially higher than the 37 percent of South 

Americans, and 29 percent of sub-Saharan African students.

On the highest end of the use scale were students from India (85 percent), followed 

by Malaysia (47 percent), Colombia (41 percent), and Kenya (40 percent), then Brazil 

(38 percent), Chile (35 percent), Indonesia (33 percent) and Ghana (47 percent), and 

followed by the students of Kenya (41 percent) and Brazil (40 percent), then Chile (35 

percent) and Indonesia (33 percent), and finally South Africa (25 percent) and Ghana 

(22 percent).

Table 12.2
ROER4D cross-regional study—Learners’ response to whether they have used OER.

Region Country
Yes
(%)

Not sure
(%)

No
(%)

South America Brazil (n = 286) 38 33 29

Chile (n = 293) 35 34 31

Colombia (n = 170) 41 45 14

Regional total n = 749 37 36 27

Sub-Saharan Africa Ghana (n = 817) 22 45 33

Kenya (n = 798) 40 38 22

South Africa (n = 622) 25 41 34

Regional total n = 2,237 29 41 29

South and Southeast Asia India (n = 437) 85 5 9

Indonesia (n = 645) 33 42 24

Malaysia (n = 716) 47 25 28

Regional total n = 1,798 51 27 22

Total n = 4,784 39 35 26

Source: de Oliveira Neto and Cartmill (2017), appendix C.
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However, when these figures are compared to GDP per capita data, figure 12.3 sug-

gests that, at least for educators, the assumption about a positive relation between 

OER use and level of socioeconomic development does not stand. In two of the three 

regions—sub-Saharan Africa and South and Southeast Asia—the educators from the 

relatively less economically developed countries were most likely to use OER. In South 

America, this trend is only modified due to the very low OER use levels in Colombia (a 

country from which only nine educators responded to the survey, far below the thirty 

respondents that were aimed for in each survey, and that might explain this aberration).

As de Oliveira Neto et al. (2017, 84) state, “This perhaps suggests that instructors 

from these countries or regions have had to be more resourceful than their colleagues 

in more developed countries and regions in seeking out non-traditional educational 

materials that suit their needs from a cost and accessibility perspective.” These authors 

also argue that it is likely that because all of the educators surveyed work in higher-

education contexts, they appear to have access to the minimum level of technological 

infrastructure necessary for using OER without too much hindrance.

The student responses support this portrayal to some extent. In all three regions, the 

students from the lowest GDP per capita countries were more likely to have used OER 

than those from most developed countries within their own regions: Colombia more 

than Chile; Kenya more than South Africa; and India more than Malaysia (de Oliveira 

Neto and Cartmill 2017). Because of the mild variability within this pattern, it is worth 

remaining cautious about the link between GDP per capita and OER use. As suggested 

by de Oliveira Neto et al. (2017, 110), “OER use requires a certain minimum threshold 

of access to information and communication technology (ICT) infrastructure, which 

the HEIs [higher-education institutes] we surveyed provide,” and it is likely that other 

factors are more influential than access with regard to negatively influencing OER use, 

at least for educators. Further research is required to ascertain this, however.

Infrastructure

Infrastructural conditions need to be favorable for learners and/or educators to gain 

access to digital OER and to be able to participate in online open education activities. 

While some OER are available in print, such as open textbooks (Goodier 2017), the 

majority are available via online platforms. These include those of the Khan Academy, 

used in a study in Chile (Westermann Juárez and Venegas Muggli 2017); Coursera and 

FutureLearn, used in a study in South Africa (Czerniewicz et al. 2017); and institutional- 

or government-supported repositories, such as Karnataka Open Educational Resources 

(KOER), used and extended in a study by Kasinathan and Ranganathan (2017). In addi-

tion, collaborative creation of OER with colleagues or cocreation with students usually 
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requires the use of an online platform, such as Wikibooks, used in the Chilean study 

(Westermann Juárez and Venegas Muggli 2017). Necessary infrastructure, therefore, 

includes access to a stable power supply, appropriate hardware, and Internet connec-

tivity. In many parts of the Global South, as ROER4D found, these foundational infra-

structural requirements for OER use and creation cannot be taken for granted for either 

educators or learners.

Electricity

In most of the contexts where ROER4D research was engaged, local participants, espe-

cially educators, enjoyed some level of access to electricity, though this was sometimes 

compromised through random or scheduled power outages. Such outages severely 

hampered their general access to and use of desktop computers and other comput-

ing devices. For instance, teachers in the Karnataka state of India reported that power 

outages were quite common in many areas (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 2017), as 

did teacher educators in Tanzania, Uganda, and Mauritius (Wolfenden et al. 2017). In 

South Africa, one study found that university lecturers faced similar power disruptions 

(called load shedding), but at varying levels of inconvenience, with the urban universi-

ties enjoying longer, more stable periods of power than rural universities (Cox and 

Trotter 2017). This is a challenge over which educators and students have little control, 

but it creates additional pressure on educators and learners when they are able to use 

computers, forcing them to focus on essential activities while there is access to electric-

ity. OEP may sometimes be a casualty of that pressure and constraint.

Hardware

Access to computers is also essential for OER activity. In the higher-education sector 

in which ROER4D subprojects were engaged, educators appeared to have good enough 

access to computing hardware to conduct their normal teaching work, and, by exten-

sion, to engage with OER. However, good enough does not necessarily mean optimal; it 

means that the computers likely belong to the institution and are as up to date and 

powerful as the institutions’ or governments’ budgets allow. This will shape the users’ 

experiences with the machine, but for the most part it does not make OER adoption 

impossible.

However, such experiences can influence users’ priorities around what to allocate 

time to while on the computer. For instance, nearly 25 percent of Indian higher-

education educators surveyed by Mishra and Singh (2017) stated that poor technical 

infrastructure was a barrier to OER adoption. A dire challenge was noted by Indian 

schoolteachers, many of whom said that they did not always have sufficient access to 
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functional computers, which inhibited their OER creation and use (Kasinathan and 

Ranganathan 2017).

Connectivity

The availability and quality of Internet connectivity are also major access issues in 

OEP. For most of the educators participating in ROER4D studies, connectivity was 

possible, allowing OER adoption activities, though that connectivity was character-

ized by varying levels of stability, speed, and cost. These variables did not necessar-

ily prohibit OEP in any absolute sense, but it constrained it for some. For instance, 

secondary school teachers in Afghanistan said that because of Internet connectivity 

challenges, they required extra computer terminals to be located at their school so 

that they could access a particular digital library offline that was populated with OER 

(Oates et al. 2017). Teacher educators from Tanzania, Uganda, and Mauritius also 

reported an absence of fast, consistent Internet connectivity (Wolfenden et al. 2017). 

The same was true for some South African lecturers at a rural university, where it was 

more convenient for them to use private data dongles rather than the institutional 

network. The university recognized this problem, providing data dongles to many of 

its staff (Cox and Trotter 2017).

The urban/rural divide was often the key factor in whether connectivity was suit-

able for OEP. For many Indian schoolteachers interviewed in Karnataka, the “patchy” 

connectivity in certain rural areas limited their access to the collaborative development 

platforms and digital repositories necessary for OEP (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 

2017, 527). In another study, South African lecturers at a distance education univer-

sity worried about the lack of connectivity for their rural students, so they limited the 

amount of digital materials that they encouraged their students to use. This concern for 

their students’ lack of connectivity in poorer, rural areas influenced their pedagogical 

strategies regarding OER (Cox and Trotter 2017).

Technical Capacity

The infrastructural aspects of OEP also rely on users having the requisite level of tech-

nical capacity to adopt such materials. As ROER4D’s cross-regional survey established, 

this did not require an advanced level of digital expertise, but somewhere between a 

basic and intermediate level (de Oliveira Neto et al. 2017). With only the basic level 

of digital skills, OER use is a challenge. According to Cox and Trotter (2017, 296–

297), OER technical capacity goes beyond a general sort of computer literacy because 

it requires OER agents to “possess an understanding of what differentiates OER from 
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other educational materials as well as the technical skills to adapt (revise or remix), 

curate (include metadata to aid findability) and share these materials on a public plat-

form. They [teachers] must, therefore, comprehend the role of open licensing and how 

this impacts Internet searching (to find OER) as well as materials development (for 

open sharing of educational resources).”

This is in line with the sentiments expressed by the Indian higher-education edu-

cators in one study, whose general interest in increasing their ICT skills opens a door 

to potential OEP as they gain exposure to the more specialized aspects of this activity 

(Mishra and Singh 2017). Similarly, course developers in Malaysia revealed in a focus 

group discussion that they would have reduced their time in searching for relevant 

resources if they had better technical skills (Menon et al. 2017). Teachers in the Indian 

study found the editing of content on a shared wiki platform difficult and intimidat-

ing, opting instead to share materials via a mailing list (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 

2017). However, as was revealed at one South African university, the relevant technical 

capacity need not reside in all educators if they are able to call on institutional support, 

such as from staff members or student assistants, to help with their OER-related needs 

(Czerniewicz et al. 2017).

OER Availability

Another essential structural requirement for access is the availability of global, national, 

regional, and/or institutional platforms, repositories, aggregators, initiatives, and/or 

projects used to create and host OER—including open textbooks and massive open 

online courses (MOOCs)—and/or facilitate OEP. This is largely beyond the control of 

individual educators, as such availability relies on the collective efforts of educators 

to make their teaching materials available, and of relevant institutions to establish 

the digital platforms for the sharing of those materials. However, while there is a large 

number of OER available on the Internet for free use, this is not quite what we mean 

by availability, which requires that those materials are contextually suitable for educa-

tors and have the requisite quality. Thus, for our purposes, availability is less about the 

sheer volume of materials online and more about the relevance of those materials for a 

particular educator or learner who desires materials for a specific anticipated use (Cox 

and Trotter 2017).

Several ROER4D studies show that where such appropriate materials are made 

available to them, educators use the resources to enhance teaching of their subject 

matter. In Chile, educators reported using materials from the Spanish Khan Academy 

site for first- and second-year university students and the Wikibooks platform for a 
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teacher-generated open textbook (Westermann Juárez and Venegas Muggli 2017). 

Indian teachers stated that they were pleased to use materials from the KOER plat-

form (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 2017). In Afghanistan, teachers said that they used 

materials from the purpose-built online Darakht-e Danesh Library (DDL)7 (Oates et 

al. 2017). In Africa, teachers from a number of countries revealed that they had used 

resources from the Teacher Education in Sub-Saharan Africa (TESSA)8 platform (Wolfen-

den et al. 2017). With the assistance of an institutional MOOC development team, 

lecturers at one university in South Africa have so far contributed to four MOOCs on 

platforms such as FutureLearn and Coursera (Czerniewicz et al. 2017). In Sri Lanka, an 

OER-integrated Teaching and Learning (OERTL) learning management system played 

a key role in facilitating teachers’ access to OER related to their subject areas and their 

integration of those resources into their teaching and learning practices (Karunanayaka 

and Naidu 2017). OERTL was organized to motivate and support teachers not only 

to search, identify, and integrate OER, but also to share OER with peers, upload OER-

integrated lessons, upload concept maps, and reflect on experiences. In South Africa, 

the Department of Basic Education has engaged in at least two national OER initiatives: 

printing and distributing openly licensed textbooks produced by an independent OER 

publisher, Siyavula,9 and producing, printing, and distributing the “Mind-the-Gap”10 

OER self-study guides to public schools (Goodier 2017).

However, many educators said that they also felt constrained by the current OER 

available. Some felt they were not of the best format for their teaching needs (e.g., they 

were text based rather than multimedia based), or there was not enough diversity of 

platforms catering to their specific regional context, or the materials were in languages 

that were difficult for them or their students to engage with. For example, educators in 

Sri Lanka have some familiarity with English, but a majority teach in Sinhala or Tamil 

(Karunanayaka and Naidu 2017). Teachers in Pakistan and Afghanistan also bemoaned 

the fact that OER available in their national languages is limited (Oates et al. 2017; 

Waqar et al. 2017).

One university in South Africa has taken a small step in ameliorating this type of 

deficit by establishing an open research, teaching, and learning repository where lec-

turers can share their teaching materials openly (Cox and Trotter 2017). Another South 

African university also plans to make a large proportion of its staff’s teaching materials 

openly available, a project similar to the OpenCourseWare (OCW) initative at the Mas-

sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) (Cox and Trotter 2017). Such developments 

are crucial if educators and learners from poorer, marginalized regions and countries 

are to see OER as increasing their level of social inclusion.
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OER Awareness

In order for open education to fulfill its potential, students, educators, learning design-

ers, librarians, educational managers, and policymakers need to be aware of the con-

cept of openness, OER, open textbooks, and MOOCs, as well as their associated open 

practices. Most important, they need to be aware of how these resources are different 

from any other content on the Internet and other online courses that do not allow 

legal retention, reuse, revision, remixing, and redistribution.

In the cross-regional survey, 75 percent of the educators reported that they were 

aware of OER to some extent, in that they were able to say definitively whether they 

had used OER or not, compared to 25 percent who said that they were unsure if they 

had ever used OER (de Oliveira Neto et al. 2017). This does not provide much detail as 

to the extent of that awareness, but it suggests that OER as a concept have some degree 

of familiarity in this particular education community.

Research at South African universities showed, however, great variation between lev-

els of awareness at different institutions. At one urban residential university, which has 

a pro-OER policy and institutional support for OER activity (in the form of OER grants, 

workshops, and other offerings), awareness was relatively high (Cox and Trotter 2017). 

At a large distance education university that has an OER strategy (but not yet a policy), 

where OER workshops are featured every few months on campus, OER awareness was 

growing from a relatively low base (Cox and Trotter 2017). But at a rural residential uni-

versity that had been historically disadvantaged during apartheid, OER awareness was 

decidedly low (Cox and Trotter 2017). This intracountry differentiation was common 

in many research contexts, including in India (Mishra and Singh 2017) and Mongolia 

(Zagdragchaa and Trotter 2017).

The picture becomes more challenging in the schooling context. For instance, prior 

to an OER workshop intervention in Sri Lanka, only 10 percent of teachers said that 

they had heard of the term OER before (Karunanayaka and Naidu 2017). This is par-

tially due to a simple lack of exposure to the concept. However, it also appears due 

in part to the fact that there are already certain understandings of what can be used 

freely in teaching based on fair use guidelines and common pedagogical tradition. 

Thus, although the majority of teacher educators in institutions in Tanzania, Uganda, 

and Mauritius regularly drew on multiple online resources, many were uncertain as to 

which of these resources were open (Wolfenden et al. 2017). They used them regardless, 

as the relevance of the resources was more important than their licensing conditions 

(Wolfenden et al. 2017). Similarly, secondary school teachers in Afghanistan demon-

strated little familiarity with the concept of OER, revealing some confusion as to what 

constituted the open in OER: “Most teachers had some idea that OER generally had to 
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do with information that was online and many respondents assumed that OER had 

to do with the Internet, with libraries, books, or information” (Oates et al. 2017, 565).

This perception that essentially all Internet resources are available for educational 

use cuts across multiple educational levels. Among the Mongolian university educators 

as well, many felt largely free to download and use any type of educational material 

online (whether openly licensed or not), which means that the typical value proposi-

tion made by OER advocates—that OER are free—may not mean much when educators 

are already obtaining and using desired materials for free (Zagdragchaa and Trotter 

2017). These findings are consistent with prior studies on students’ download and use 

behaviors in the Global South (Czerniewicz 2016).

This variable and often laissez-faire understanding of what OER consist of as opposed 

to any other type of online materials was mirrored in educators’ general lack of knowl-

edge about open licensing. Among those who had used OER, most were at least margin-

ally aware of the rights that a Creative Commons (CC) license might grant them, but 

they were rarely confident enough in their knowledge of such licenses to know how 

they would then apply a CC license to their own work to make it publicly open. The 

nuances involved in the legal rights expressed in the various licenses felt like special-

ized knowledge to most. Educators at one South African university were confronted 

with the challenges of copyright and open licensing when needing to make decisions 

around access to the resources of their MOOCs (including their own articles over which 

they did not have copyright) (Czerniewicz et al. 2017). Special permissions for reusing 

their articles in fully copyrighted journals or books were sought, and, if not granted, 

educators were not at liberty to use their published research in the MOOC.

Participation

If access is satisfactorily achieved, educators and learners can move on to the more 

profound social inclusion component of participation, which is linked to social and 

educational justice. We will focus here on the factors that are critical in determin-

ing educators’ and learners’ degrees of participation (in the Global South): disciplinary 

norms, institutional policies, institutional support mechanisms, pedagogical practices, 

and collaboration (including communities of practice).

Disciplinary Norms  One of the primary social cues that educators assess when making 

pedagogical decisions is what is conventional practice within their discipline. If OEP 

are common in their field, then they have to decide for themselves whether to partici-

pate in such practices. If it is not common, then it may not even require a conscious 

decision, either because they remain unaware of OER and OEP or because they see OEP 

as a niche or optional activity.
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At South African universities, qualitative interviews revealed that educators were 

sensitive to the norms not only of their disciplines, but also those of their colleagues 

in their departments. While the disciplinary norms influenced them from within and 

beyond the university, their departmental settings provided personal peer pressure 

regarding their teaching choices, sometimes leading to OER use (Cox and Trotter 2017).

In the study of Mongolian universities, “Of the 76 percent of survey respondents 

who said that they had never created and shared OER, the highest percentage of them 

(25 percent) said that they had not done so because ‘such sharing is not common in my 

discipline’” (Zagdragchaa and Trotter 2017, 408).

Institutional Policies  While disciplinary (and departmental) norms seem to shape the 

expectations of educators regarding their pedagogical options, institutional policies 

can play an even more determining role regarding whether they will be able to use or 

create OER. The institution’s policies, some of which are based on national law (par-

ticularly regarding copyright), may ultimately decide at what level educators can enjoy 

or promote social inclusion, participation, and social justice.

In many countries, such as South Africa (as well as Canada and the United States), 

national copyright laws automatically grant employers copyright over any works cre-

ated by employees in the course of their duties. This typically includes teaching mate-

rials created by educators for use with their students. Most South African universities 

explicitly note this in their IP policies (Trotter 2016), but some also state that they 

grant copyright over those teaching materials to the creators, thus allowing the latter 

to relicense those works and share them openly as OER if they so desire. Without that 

formal permission from the institution, educators are technically not allowed to share 

their teaching materials openly because they lack the right to relicense the materials 

(they legally belong to the institution).

For most educators, this does not influence whether they can download and use 

OER in their teaching, but it does affect whether they can create or redistribute OER 

(Trotter 2016). For instance, while one South African university in the ROER4D study 

had developed a pro-OER policy that formally encouraged educators to share their 

teaching materials openly on a purpose-built open platform hosted by the university, 

another university had created a mechanism whereby educators could petition their 

relevant tuition committees to gain permission to share their teaching materials as 

OER. Though not well known to the study’s participants, this mechanism provides at 

least a technically viable avenue for some level of OER creation activity (Cox and Trot-

ter 2017).

Other universities, such as the University of the Republic of Uruguay, which accounts 

for 90 percent of the country’s total enrollment, has begun promoting OER as one of 
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the open initiatives in an institutional policy that includes OEP, use of open-source 

software, and open access (Toledo 2017). Wawasan Open University in Malaysia has 

adopted a specific OER policy on new course development that requires that educators 

use existing OER wherever possible to avoid the use of copyrighted textbooks (Menon 

et al. 2017).

While institutional IP policies and broader OER-related policies offer general guide-

lines on how educators might participate in OEP (if at all), educators themselves often 

say that they are more responsive to the personally impactful policies regarding rewards 

and incentives. For instance, educators at four Indian higher education institutions 

identified the lack of recognition and reward systems as a major obstacle for develop-

ing OER (Mishra and Singh 2017). Half of forty-two Mongolian university educators 

surveyed felt that the lack of a reward system for OER creation was an important factor 

in their decision-making on this issue (Zagdragchaa and Trotter 2017). In addition, 

teachers in Tanzania, Uganda, and Mauritius highlighted an absence of institutional 

recognition for OER creation, noting that even in institutions where senior leaders 

expressed support for OER, there was little evidence of institutionwide implementation 

(Wolfenden et al. 2017).

Cox and Trotter (2016) suggest that an institution’s dominant culture (collegial, 

managerial, bureaucratic, etc.) should be taken into account when determining which 

type of policy arrangement would work best in promoting OEP. However, as research 

participants from across numerous field studies reported, having any sort of policy clar-

ity regarding OER would be a useful first step in many environments where there is no 

such clarity or awareness regarding policy’s relationship to OER.

Institutional Support  While it is possible to use and create OER on one’s own, it is use-

ful to be surrounded by colleagues who also do so and be backed by policies that provide 

clarity on one’s actions. Beyond this, educators appreciate any institutional support that 

they can get for adopting OER. For instance, this support that can come in many forms, 

such as OER creation grants, legal support personnel (for copyright management and 

licensing), an institutional OER platform, and an on-campus unit with OER specialists 

who are available to help staff, has been instrumental in the engagement with OER for a 

number of educators at one South African university (Cox and Trotter 2017; Czerniewicz 

et al. 2017). Because of the robustness of this support, the educators were able to go far 

beyond simply using OER as is, reworking their own materials as OER, contributing to 

larger projects, such as MOOCs, and making all their work open.

Institutional support does not have to be as extensive as this to be valuable. In one 

ROER4D study, Malaysian librarians and technical support staff assisted course devel-

opers in locating suitable OER for creating a research methodology course primarily 
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from existing OER (Menon et al. 2017). This is a low-budget form of support, as it taps 

into intellectual capital rather than financial capital. It also builds networks and capaci-

ties for future OER-related activities.

In Africa, at three teacher education institutions in Tanzania, Uganda, and Mauri-

tius, extended individual engagement with OER was found to have been stimulated 

by support from library staff, or staff leading internal staff development sessions, such 

as instructional design specialists who acted as a resource for practice (Wolfenden et 

al. 2017). However, in several institutions, the locus of OER expertise was seen to be 

located in the e-learning, distance learning, or ICT unit or department, resulting in a 

gap between the technical issues of OER and the social practice of their use in teaching 

(Wolfenden et al. 2017).

In general, the instances of institutional support that we identified in our research 

across the Global South were few. Most educators said that they worked in environ-

ments where they either did not know where to go institutionally for OER support, or 

they already knew that there was nowhere to go for such support. While they could 

often get ICT support from the ICT staff, they did not look to them for the more spe-

cialized knowledge required for OER activity. The same was true for the library staff, 

some of whom were familiar with open access issues that pertain to research publica-

tions rather than teaching and learning materials but not OER. For many of the edu-

cators, knowing of even one person on campus, such as an institutional champion of 

OER who tried to raise awareness among colleagues, was important.

Because of this, most institutional work regimes do not actively support OEP, thus 

making it an optional activity outside the scope of normal work. For instance, teachers 

in Colombia complained to the researchers that their institutions did not provide time 

for the creation of educational resources and that school principals, in particular, were 

unsupportive (Sáenz, Hernandez, and Hernández 2017). Without formal, or even tacit, 

institutional support, OEP will likely remain an individualized and niche activity that 

will never gain critical mass. This is a challenge for a social inclusion ethic surrounding 

participation that benefits from broad engagement.

Pedagogical Practices  There is a spectrum of OEP in which educators can engage to 

adopt OER. On the one hand, for some who are the lone OER users or creators in their 

departments or institutions, the work can be quite solitary. They and their students 

may benefit from this OEP, but it would not necessarily result in a broader change in 

practices. On the other hand, especially where there is some institutional support for 

open activities or where an institution has been the target of sustained OER interven-

tions from outside groups, there exists the possibility that conventional pedagogical 

practices can be reexamined and altered to fit a new, more open paradigm.
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Where educators’ practices reside on this spectrum may be initially influenced 

by the level of informal sharing that occurs prior to a formal open intervention. For 

instance, 92 percent of teachers in the Sri Lankan study revealed that they informally 

shared materials that they were developing with each other or other interested par-

ties (Karunanayaka and Naidu 2017). However, they rarely took the next step to make 

them formally open (licensed) or publicly available to anyone who may request them. 

This was a common approach among disciplinary and departmental colleagues in the 

many contexts we investigated. A culture of mild informal sharing among peers was 

common, and in some cases that could be used as the basis for encouraging educators 

to take the next step and enlarge the circle of people that they share with beyond their 

known associates (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 2017).

However, regardless of the predominant approach to informal sharing, pedagogi-

cal practices were observed to change in situations where educators were exposed to 

OER and OEP and given the necessary support to experiment with them. For instance, 

based on the long-term interventions promoted by one open educational initiative 

in three African countries, a number of OER champions at these teacher-educator 

institutions stated that they had observed a shift in educator thinking and practices. 

One educator, who was reporting on his colleagues’ practices, suggested, “Exploring 

other OER gave them a quality benchmark, which sometimes caused them to feel they 

were doing a ‘substandard’ job compared to their international peers and that they 

were using ‘old’ methods” (Wolfenden et al. 2017, 271–272). Indeed, in the course of 

the intervention, participants’ pedagogical thinking became more critical, creative, 

and collaborative, due to the integration processes involved in OEP (Wolfenden et al. 

2017, 271–272). The educators themselves identified various factors that they believed 

were helpful for sustaining a shift to OEP, including extended study at another institu-

tion (usually abroad), improved technology or connectivity (such as personal acquisi-

tion of a laptop), and personal interaction with an external visitor who advocates and 

illustrates the use of OER (Wolfenden et al. 2017, 271–272). By the end of the interven-

tion, the majority of the participants who remained were actively engaged not only in 

reusing OER, but also in repurposing them by translating them into local languages, 

adapting them to suit their contexts, and even creating OER on their own (Wolfenden 

et al. 2017, 271–272).

However, in some cases, the predominant culture among colleagues is hostile to the 

type of openness (i.e., sharing and collaboration) that can be built in for OER purposes. 

At one South African university, there was very little informal sharing, as educators 

felt possessive over their teaching materials and had a “conservative academic cul-

ture” (Cox and Trotter 2017, 322). This stance made the case for OER that much more 
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difficult to sustain, as it relies on educators having a certain level of emotional and 

philosophical openness that can be leveraged and expanded.

Some teachers, such as more than half of those featured in the Afghanistan study, 

revealed that when they prepared lesson plans, they did not use any OER and relied 

solely on a textbook (Oates et al. 2017). This is a common approach in areas where teach-

ers may not feel capacitated to construct their own learning materials from a broad array 

of resources, or where the textbook takes pride of place as the curricular guide.

A work environment need not be hostile to openness for the idea of OER and OEP 

to struggle there. In many cases, such as with teachers in India, educators do not have 

the necessary autonomy in their work or control over their responsibilities to intro-

duce OER or OEP (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 2017). For these teachers, their role 

is to simply transmit the prescribed textbook-based information to their students, not 

to develop teaching materials themselves (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 2017). Thus, 

while they are open to the idea of OER and OEP, their own conventional teaching roles 

do not allow them to engage with teaching materials in the same way as, perhaps, at 

other institutions where teachers develop much of their own teaching materials. Thus, 

for these teachers, to enjoy the type of participation and social inclusion promised by 

open practices, they would need not only to engage with OER and OEP, but also to be 

given the right and time to do so from their institutions and/or provincial education 

departments.

Collaboration and Communities of Practice  If we extend this discussion on the idea of 

a spectrum of open practices from individual based to group based, then we can focus 

on the maximal form of OEP as advanced by the open community, that of sustained 

collaboration, or the development of communities of practice where creating, sharing, 

and peer reviewing of OER is a focal practice. For OER advocates, this represents the 

fulfillment at a developmental and practice level of the open ethic, in which educa-

tors collaborate with each other as a norm, building identities or communities around 

those collaborations. As this marks a high point of OEP, it is also relatively rare, at 

least when it is connected to OER outputs. Of course, in many disciplines such as the 

sciences, collaboration is already common, but the resulting outputs are often closed, 

copyright-protected materials. The kind of collaboration being addressed here is the 

kind that leads to and facilitates further open collaboration between educators and 

with students.

This type of sustained, open collaboration was glimpsed mostly in experimental 

contexts, as with the MOOC team at one South African university (Czerniewicz et al. 

2017). Because the unit in which the MOOC was based happened to have a strong open 

ethos, the members of that unit were able to push for the MOOCs produced—and all 
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future MOOCs to come out of its collaborations with other university staff members—​

to be based upon open, collaborative practices (Czerniewicz et al. 2017).

In Afghanistan, most secondary school teachers (76 percent) featured in the study 

said that they were willing to share resources found in the DDL, while 78 percent indi-

cated that the OER in DDL helped them initiate collaboration among students (Oates 

et al. 2017). In addition, two-thirds also said that the OER would help them work 

collaboratively with other teachers. This was a relatively new idea among teachers in 

Afghanistan, but it was an educational context that was wide open to new ideas, as the 

educators recognized that their challenging environment called for imaginative strate-

gies to overcome limitations while delivering relevant, high-quality education to their 

students (Oates et al. 2017).

Empowerment

If access and participation can be achieved, educators and learners can move on to the 

final social inclusion component of empowerment, which relates to capacitating indi-

viduals to live up to their full potential, whether as educators or learners. We focus here 

on the factors that relate to OER creation, reputation enhancement, personal fulfillment, 

research-led teaching praxis, cocreation with students, and epistemic stance, by which 

we can deduce educators’ and learners’ degrees of empowerment in the Global South.

OER Creation  OER creation represents the fulfillment of a relatively high level of social 

inclusion. It goes beyond mere OER use, especially if the OER is used as is because 

that type of OER engagement is only minimally transformative (at least for the educa-

tor, though inclusion of OER could enhance the learning experience appreciably for 

students). But when educators create and share their own teaching materials openly, 

they make a contribution to the broader world (beyond the classroom), asserting 

their unique voice along with that of the many others who share their materials. This 

is potentially transformative not only for the recipients, but also for the educators 

themselves. It reveals (and hopefully develops) a level of confidence that is especially 

necessary for educators in the Global South, whose knowledge production has been 

marginalized compared to their counterparts in the Global North.

According to the multiregion survey, 23 percent of the 295 educators stated that 

they had openly licensed (i.e., shared) their teaching materials in some fashion (de 

Oliveira Neto et al. 2017). This is just less than half the percentage who stated that they 

had used OER before. That there are fewer OER creators than users can be expected, 

given that there are lower barriers to OER use than to OER creation. But there is also a 

discernible relationship between users and creators, in that virtually all creators have 

used OER at some point as well (de Oliveira Neto et al. 2017). Their familiarity with 
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OER through use may have helped make OER creation an imaginable activity for them-

selves. Thus, the power of an OER use experience cannot be discounted for inspiring 

educators to contribute their own work as well.

At one South African university, OER creation activities appeared to result from both 

personal desire and from peer pressure (Cox and Trotter 2017). A number of individual 

lecturers profiled by one study saw the virtue of sharing their locally relevant materials 

so that they could fill a gap in the broader collection of OER available (Cox and Trotter 

2017). However, others who joined in a collaborative MOOC creation process found 

themselves under pressure to release their particular contributions to the overall course 

openly along with everyone else (Czerniewicz et al. 2017). Although they had not 

anticipated that they would have to do so, a number of the educators involved were 

persuaded to make their content open so that the entire MOOC could be considered 

open, as preferred by the core team running the MOOC-making initiative (Czerniewicz 

et al. 2017). Through this process, the initially hesitant educators became converts to 

the cause, appreciating the value of making their own work open.

In India, a group of teachers created (from scratch) twenty-five Kannada-language 

video resources for the demonstration of various science concepts (Kasinathan and 

Ranganathan 2017), which eventually formed the core resource material for a statewide 

training program. This contribution has emboldened many of these Indian teachers to 

try to find further open opportunities, as they can see its value not only for them, but 

also for other educators in their region.

Reputation Enhancement  As can be imagined, one of the outcomes of educators shar-

ing their materials—especially if they are high quality and suited to many potential 

users—is the enhancement of their reputation, both locally and globally. In some cases, 

such as at one South African university, educators may receive official recognition for 

their OER contributions (in this case, an award given at a public ceremony), although 

in most other instances, that recognition comes from feedback from users of the con-

tent, who share words of praise and gratitude and then share the resource further with 

their colleagues (Cox and Trotter 2017; Czerniewicz et al. 2017).

According to most Indian university lecturers in one study, sharing educational 

resources was perceived as improving their professional standing, enhancing their 

personal reputations, and boosting their institutional reputations (Mishra and Singh 

2017). It also increased educators’ networks and their sphere of influence, providing 

recognition at a global level. Additionally, in Mongolia, 60 percent of university edu-

cators in the study stated that they would be motivated to create OER, as it enhances 

their reputation among their peers (even though they had not yet contributed OER) 

(Zagdragchaa and Trotter 2017).
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It is hard to overstate the importance of this form of empowerment for the sustain-

ability of the open movement. While openness is based primarily on an altruistic ethi-

cal foundation, it leverages more self-centered personal ambitions for educators as well 

(Cox 2016). The combination of these desires—to enhance one’s reputation while also 

making a contribution to society—allows a type of empowerment at multiple levels.

Personal Fulfillment  Beyond the competitive gains that educators can make through 

open practices, such as enhancing their reputations, they can also enjoy one of the 

more enduring forms of empowerment, which is simply personal fulfillment. Many 

educators from across the studies revealed that they got a great deal of satisfaction from 

sharing their materials openly. It addressed a deeply held desire concerning what type 

of educator they wanted to be, how they wanted to operate in the world, and how they 

imagined themselves to be at their most effective.

Among Indian university lecturers, the highest score that they collectively attrib-

uted to various attitudinal survey prompts (4.65 on a scale of 1–5) related to the plea-

sure they felt when adopting or adapting their educational resources (Mishra and Singh 

2017). It also enhanced their sense of confidence, as it made them feel like they were 

an important part of a larger community [mean (M) = 4.46]. In addition, they felt that 

sharing OER was a useful way to disseminate their ideas (M = 4.29) and to obtain feed-

back (M = 4.58) (Mishra and Singh 2017).

In many ways, this is quite personal, as ROER4D researchers also met many educators 

who said that currently they would not get the same sense of fulfillment out of openly 

sharing their materials because they were concerned about their quality and the poten-

tially critical assessment that they might receive from colleagues (Cox and Trotter 2017). 

It would expose them. For those able to get their materials into a state that they believed 

not only reflected well upon them as educators but also was of real value to others, the 

act of sharing their materials openly was a gratifying one (Czerniewicz et al. 2017).

Research-Led Teaching Praxis  Many educators engaged in the Global South would 

not have participated in OER creation activities without the intervention of an out-

side organization that had the capacity to help them develop materials and demon-

strate what OEP looks like (Kasinathan and Ranganathan 2017; Sáenz, Hernandez, and 

Hernández 2017). This points to the continued relevance of the donor-funding com-

munity in creating opportunities for educators, especially teachers, to embark on an 

OER creation exercise within the safety of a larger group of collaborators, with quality 

assured by the rigor of the process.

In rural Colombia, one of the studies was a participatory action research (PAR) proj-

ect conducted with forty-eight teachers and eleven teacher educators at eleven schools 
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across four states (Sáenz, Hernandez, and Hernández 2017). Through that engagement, 

which was something new for the teachers, six schools and twenty-two teachers cre-

ated sixteen OER.11 Six OER were created by several authors to be used across their 

respective school areas, and ten were created by individual authors. This research-led 

interaction with the teachers took them from a point of relative disempowerment with 

regard to their feelings about their teaching materials to one where they were collab-

oratively creating a broad array of OER to be shared openly.

This kind of outcome can often only come through specialized OER-related inter-

ventions, driven by external funders (as in the Colombia example given in this chap-

ter) or governments that have taken up an active role, as they have in three states in 

India (Kasinathan 2016). Such interventions represent not a norm for the future of all 

OER expansion, but one of a number of activities that helps educators experiment with 

OER and gradually build up their capacities and confidence.

Cocreation with Students

Beyond educator to educator collaborative practices, OER advocates have embraced 

the socially inclusive vision of learner-centered pedagogical practices to the point of 

encouraging students to become cocreators of OER. This represents a particularly deep 

and powerful form of empowerment for all concerned, disrupting the power dynamics 

traditionally associated with the teacher-student relationship.

In ROER4D’s multiple studies, this was a very nascent phenomenon. In most cases, 

educators were not at a stage of pedagogical thinking that enabled them to embark on 

an experiment like this, as it combines two relatively radical approaches to teaching 

and learning—cocreation and openness.

In Pakistan, 31 percent of the teachers surveyed indicated that they shared OER 

with their students using Google Drive, while 22 percent shared resources through a 

personal website or blog (Waqar et al. 2017). They did this for the sake of their students, 

not so much to reach an online public. Thus, these teachers made OER central to their 

approach with their own students, who were also free to share these materials with 

others. Again, this represents only a gesture toward the broader empowerment goal dis-

cussed here. For the most part, such open cocreation is not happening, constrained as 

educators are by conventional teaching approaches, culturally informed notions of the 

teacher-student relationship, and a modest familiarity with OEP in general. However, 

whether or not educators and students interact at this level, from a social inclusion 

perspective, both are able to still seek the broader goal of empowerment that lies at the 

heart of the OER and OEP approach.
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Epistemic Stance  Finally, perhaps the ultimate form of empowerment and social inclu-

sion is being able to assert and define one’s own understanding of what constitutes 

valuable knowledge. Due to a long history of imperialism and postindependence neo-

colonialism, the Global South has been dominated by Northern epistemic norms and 

understandings, making it difficult for Southern educators to insist on their own forms 

of knowledge. This is an intellectually debilitating situation to be in, and it is at the 

heart of educators’ sense of global educational inequality (Mkandawire 2011). However, 

the affordances of the Internet create new opportunities for Southern educators to share 

their own knowledge (despite the various digital divides that also shape the ICT space), 

especially as OER. As our research shows, some educators were using this affordance as 

an opportunity to make epistemic assertions that not only challenged the hegemonic 

status of Northern knowledge systems, but also provided more locally relevant materi-

als for other educators in the Global South. Thus, a South-to-South conversation was 

already in motion, if only tentatively, regarding the sharing of teaching materials.

For instance, at the South African university running a series of MOOCs, each 

MOOC had its own strategic goals, which, to varying degrees, included the provision 

of open educational opportunities to engage global participants with locally gener-

ated knowledge (Czerniewicz et al. 2017). Despite the fact that MOOC learners might 

be from anywhere in the world, they engaged with materials that were unashamedly 

Southern (in general), and South African (in particular).

The African teacher educators in Tanzania, Uganda, and Mauritius began altering 

their epistemic and pedagogical positions through their use of OER by (1) exhibiting 

greater confidence and competence in drawing on multiple forms of knowledge from 

OER and problematizing what was considered valued knowledge; (2) challenging tra-

ditional hierarchical teacher-learner relationships and instead beginning to position 

their students as autonomous agents in their learning; and (3) developing a learning 

culture embracing both formal and informal learning, in which learning is jointly con-

structed and distributed (Wolfenden et al. 2017).

These efforts were all congruent with a movement toward a more participatory 

pedagogy, but the evidence was still highly emergent and fragile. For almost all the 

educators for whom OER have become part of their lived practice, this is the result of 

personal choice rather than institutional policy or collaborative endeavour (Cox and 

Trotter 2017).

In addition, while a number of educators felt emboldened to challenge the epistemic 

status quo by asserting and sharing their own locally imbued materials openly, many 

others had yet to develop the confidence to do so. Thus, it is still early days in this 

regard, certainly in the educational resources domain, but it offers the greatest scope for 
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transformative impact if more educators continue to develop their own Southern voices 

and share their resources with others. They will then be able to educate a generation 

of learners for whom epistemic inequality will not be as great as it has been up to now.

Conclusion

In this concluding section, we summarize the key findings and arguments made in this 

chapter.

First, engagement with OER and OEP contribute to social inclusion through three 

nested components of this broader concept: access, participation, and empowerment. 

The first tier, access, is underpinned by a relatively narrow neoliberal understanding 

of the term, focused on how educational access can provide marginalized people with 

more economically useful skills for contributing to their national economies. The open 

activity most associated with this basic form of social inclusion is the use of OER as 

is. With the creation of OER platforms around the world, but primarily in the Global 

North, any educator or learner with an Internet connection can download OER and use 

them for teaching or learning purposes. As our research shows, this the primary form 

of engagement that people in the Global South have with OER, as it has the lowest 

barrier to engagement compared to other forms of OER adoption. There are few poli-

cies or regulations against OER use in the education sector, and the ability of educa-

tors to use those materials in an unmodified form requires little specialized skill. At its 

most elementary level, this form of OER use can indeed foster social inclusion through 

access, broadening the scope of available materials with which educators and learners 

can engage.

Nevertheless, educators and students exhibit variable OER awareness based on a 

widespread confusion about which materials are free or open to use on the Internet. 

This confusion is due, in part, to fair use legal provisions and common educational 

practices, but it is also exacerbated by the ease with which online materials may be 

downloaded free of charge, regardless of license. Our research indicates that educators 

and students use online materials based on their perceived relevance rather than on 

their open licensing conditions.

In the Global South, there seems to be greater uptake of OER from higher-education 

institutions than schools. This may be partially because universities, which are mostly 

urban based, typically enjoy greater infrastructural capacity than many schools which 

are spread across both urban and rural (often poorer) areas. As we have seen in this 

chapter, university students have had better access to a sufficient number of functional 

computers, uninterrupted power supply, and fast, stable, and affordable connectivity. 
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While most educators and learners had the necessary computer literacy to find and 

download some OER, they did not necessarily have the specialized knowledge needed 

for doing anything more than using OER as is.

The second tier of social inclusion is participation, which derives from a number 

of social justice ideologies. With regard to OER and OEP, this factor is evident in the 

incipient shifts of teachers’ and lecturers’ pedagogical practices toward greater collabo-

ration, sharing, and OER engagement. Although ROER4D studies did not find that the 

creation and sharing of teaching materials were the usual practices for the schoolteach-

ers researched, there was some evidence that, with the necessary support and time to 

engage in collaborative materials-development activities, they were eager to adapt or 

create and share materials with each other having content appropriate for their con-

texts and in languages most readily understood. While the use of the textbook as the 

core source of information was still the norm within the schooling sector, many teach-

ers seemed to be eager to use OER as a supplement in a localized or summarized form. 

Despite infrastructural challenges, they appeared willing to share their materials, if in a 

more informal manner (such as emailing each other) than by uploading their materials 

to a public repository.

Because current OER repositories host mostly English-language materials, lack of 

OER in languages relevant in the Global South remains a challenge. It forms a barrier to 

full access and participation. However, as we have seen, some educators from India, Sri 

Lanka, and Afghanistan have started contributing materials in local languages to vari-

ous local platforms with the help of government or foreign donor funding. The ongo-

ing support for these existing and new communities of collaborative OER developers 

may be a strategy for surmounting the need for linguistically appropriate materials.

Participation in collaborative creation of OER takes a slightly different form in 

higher education where lecturers are more likely to collaborate with librarians, learn-

ing designers, course developers, content production teams, platform hosts, and some 

of their disciplinary and departmental colleagues. However, this traditional form of 

collaboration—and informal sharing of resources between colleagues—has not yet 

been infused with the open ethic. But because this type of sociability already exists in 

many higher-education contexts, it represents a foundation on which more collabora-

tive activities can develop, shifting to a more participatory space for everyone involved.

Although relatively few examples of cocreation with students were reported in 

ROER4D studies, this nascent student participation is indicative of a more learner-

centered approach and a challenge to the traditional teacher-learner hierarchies. The 

pedagogical shifts to more learner-centered approaches become more pronounced 

with the development of MOOCs, where lecturers must not only consider the needs 
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of a wider audience than their immediate student cohort, but also think of ways of 

conveying their course content in multimedia formats, preparing assessments that are 

suitable for large numbers of students, and engaging in online support activities with 

large groups of students. One of the key challenges here is ensuring that the materials 

referred to in the MOOCs have open licenses that can be easily accessed, as MOOC 

participants do not enjoy the same access to university libraries as fee-paying students. 

For this reason, it is useful to distinguish between OER-based MOOCs and so-called 

xMOOCs (eXtended Massive Open Online Courses), which do not openly license their 

materials for future reuse.

Finally, the third tier of the social inclusion concept concerns empowerment, a 

notion that is ideologically informed by human potential theories. This high-level 

form of social inclusion through OEP was embryonic within ROER4D studies. It was 

emerging in the contribution of original OER to public repositories by educators and 

the offering of MOOCs by university lecturers in association with their own institu-

tions and hosting platforms. For schoolteachers, this represented the development of a 

new level of agency in privileging their own perspectives on what constitutes valuable 

knowledge, thereby increasing their accountability and influencing their reputation 

beyond their usual sphere of influence. Likewise, for university lecturers, the offering 

of MOOCs provided an opportunity to assert alternative epistemic perspectives on a 

global scale involving both personal and institutional reputational risks. By contribut-

ing original OER and/or offering MOOCs, teachers and lecturers were offering knowl-

edge to the world in their own unique voices and through their own “theory from the 

South,” engaging in a dynamic conversation with hegemonic epistemic perspectives 

while strengthening their sense of self-identity.

In sum, it appears that the use, adaptation, and creation of OER (including OER-

based MOOCs), as well as collaboration and cocreation practices, foster social inclusion 

along a continuum from enabling access, to encouraging participation, to gradually 

cultivating empowerment more markedly with educators (especially in higher educa-

tion) than with learners in the Global South. At least, that is the picture currently. 

What is clear is that these social inclusion processes take time to develop and unfold 

and need ongoing nurturing.
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1.  See Creative Commons (n.d.).

2.  See ROER4D (2018).

3.  See William and Flora Hewlett Foundation (2018).

4.  Emphasis in bold, as in the original.
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6.  See United Nations (n.d.).

7.  See Darakht-e Danesh Library (n.d.).
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10.  See “Mind the Gap Study Guide” (http://www​.education​.gov​.za​/Curriculum​/LearningandTea

chingSupportMaterials(LTSM)​/MindtheGapStudyGuides​.aspx).
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