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Users add value to Web 2.0 

When Tim O'Reilley popularised the term Web 2.0 back in 2004 he focussed on the idea that 'users 

add value'. He was not an educationalist but he was recognising an emerging business model where 

online services which encourage users to contribute their own content could make money, big 

money! Facebook and Youtube proved to be great examples of what he was predicting.  

Many educators preferred to use the term 'Read-Write Web' to describe the tools which facilitated 

user contributions, but Web 2.0 stuck and we already have definitions emerging for Web 3.01 and 

Web 4!    

So what is an Open Educational Resource?  

Open Educational Resources (OER) are defined as teaching, learning, and research resources that 

reside in the public domain or have been released under an intellectual property licence that permits 

their free use and re-purposing by others. This definition  comes from  a great OER itself, Wikipedia.2  

However, OERs come in many shapes and sizes and are not just simple information sources such as 

Wikipedia. They could be full courses, course materials, modules, learning objects, textbooks, 

streaming videos, tests or software.  

The term Open Educational Resource was first used by UNESCO back in 2002 and the UNESCO 

commitment to the promotion of the benefits of OER was reiterated with its Paris declaration ten 

years later in 2012 with the statement: 

UNESCO believes that universal access to high quality education is key to the building of 

peace, sustainable social and economic development, and intercultural dialogue. Open 

Educational Resources (OER) provide a strategic opportunity to improve the quality of 

education as well as facilitate policy dialogue, knowledge sharing and capacity building. 3 

I am sure that an important  part of the UNESCO 'strategic opportunity' involves using the potential 

of OER to address  the imbalance in access to educational opportunities in countries with different 

levels of wealth.  However, many others have joined the 'OER party' with different motivations and 

there are now different models of OER usage. 

The most popular method of making OERs available to others, is for the creator to assert their 

copyright on the material and then to place a licence on the work stating how the material may be 

used. There are a range of Creative Commons4 licences which can be used clarifying, for example 
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where material could be used for commercial gain and where it may be broken up and mixed with 

other materials. 

Indeed, the Open Education movement took its lead from the Open Software movement where the 

copyright holder of the software provides the rights to study, change and distribute the software to 

anyone and for any purpose5 on the understanding that the result is likely to be an improved 

product which is able to evolve to meet changed needs. 

When  managing innovative community learning projects in England, the National Institute of Adult 

Continuing Education6, it was agreed with the government funding agency that all materials created 

would be OERs and this case it was chosen to use a UK Open Government Licence7 but the effect 

was virtually the same as use of Creative Commons.    The materials developed to teach and manage 

each project were put together a Project In a Box8 so that others would have the tools to replicate 

the innovative learning programmes. 

Some examples of using sharable content with adult learners 

Adult educators are busy people who focus strongly on meeting the needs of their learners and they 

are less concerned about choosing materials with a specific licence for use. This was illustrated in a 

recent consultation with lead digital practitioners in the UK  where there was a strong view among 

many, that they would use 'all the free stuff that is out there to be found lurking on the highways 

and byways of the web' 9. They were less concerned about seeking materials which strictly met the 

definition that OER are teaching, learning, and research resources that reside in the public domain or 

have been released under an intellectual property license that permits their free use and re-purposing 

by others.10  What mattered was that it was free and available.  

For this reason some of the examples of resources used will not strictly meet the full definition but 

they are illustrative of the diversity of 'openly available content' which educators are using.    

Experience in the UK suggests that teachers are most attracted to making use of small pieces of 

material such as single images, videos or sound files to incorporate in larger projects that they are 

producing themselves to fit the exact context and level of their learners. Relevant context is , after 

all, vital if you are to engage people who have been previously excluded or on the fringe of learning.     

Jamendo11 has proved to be a great source of sharable music and Flickr12 has a whole section 

devoted to photographs which carry Creative Commons licences.   

At the next level up from single digital assets we have materials which provide a one-way delivery of 

information  or instruction - some educationalists call this the 'stuff' of learning.  In addition to vast 
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amounts of text based information,  Youtube/teachers13 is valuable and the channel called Dave's 

Tutorials14 is a good example of good quality material produced by a teacher and used by many 

others.   

We can say  that the most educationally-rich content includes not only the 'stuff' of learning but also 

the 'stir'. The stir is, of course, the learning activity, during which, learners interact with the content 

to create their own understanding.  This is an area where the use of open content is not so great at 

present, partly because there is not much material outside of university level education but partly 

too because teachers are keen to  create materials to meet specific needs.  Materials are sometimes 

taken and adapted from university courses such as the Open University Openlearn15 and sometimes 

shared by individual teachers on sites such as TES- Teaching Resources16.  I have provided links to 

these and more resources at http://tinyurl.com/ajcoer.  

Why do people talk about OERs?       

National education funders often see the OERs as a way of reducing costs and promoting 

collaboration between professionals. This does sometimes bring them into conflict with commercial 

interests, but it also has brokered some interesting partnerships where some publishers offer parts 

of their works free as OERs in hope that at least some users will be tempted to purchase the full 

publication.      

Some idealists from the Left of politics seem to regard OER as a sort of educational socialism while 

the cynics from the left warn that when large and powerful institutions make their materials 

available free they are acting to strengthen their 'market position' in the way that supermarkets sell 

milk below cost price to defeat their competitors.   

Teachers themselves are usually very keen to find free materials and use them, but often not so fast 

to contribute their own learning content to the community.  This reticence is less often due to 

selfishness but to a fear that their materials  will be judged unkindly by fellow professionals!  

 

What about the learners? 

So why does all this matter to adult learners? Well, in many cases they don't even notice the 

copyright and licence conditions on the material they use.  

I find that Allison Rossett's17,  use of the terms 'Stuff' and 'Stir' of learning to be helpful. The 'stuff', 

she says, is the stock of reusable web objects, which are raw material for learning but cannot alone 

produce knowledge or skills.  Learning only occurs when the information is stirred. In the world of 

digital learning the 'stir' refers to the collaborative tools of e-learning: the online discussions and 

virtual classrooms.  OERs are mostly (but not exclusively)  in the 'Stuff' category. This is important as 

an over emphasis on access to raw materials rather distracts us from the quality of the learning 

process.   
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Open Education in action 

In practice OERs have been used in several flexible ways. I suggest these ways of considering their 

use.  

Just in time learning, short bits of learning 

Wikipedia is probably the best know example of this as it is freely available user-generated content 

and indeed is probably the OER closest to the 'users add value' Web 2.0 definition of Tim O Reilley. 

Of course this has raised a powerful debate about validity and reliability of content. For me this has 

been helpful as it focuses learners on this vital 21st century skill of Information Li teracy whides 

making judgements about sources and the funding of everything that we are offered online 

apparently at no cost.  There are other OERs which are used in this way for independent learning of 

short chunks. Whilst learners may make no distinction between material with different licences, 

there is no doubt that the OER movement has led to much more material being available  both 

directly as OERs and indirectly as commercial rights holders see the value of offering some content 

free. 

Self study whole courses 

In theory, now any of us can access the material for whole courses of study from the grand list of 

institutions which have pioneered the opening of their courseware - although many are in English or 

Spanish. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) paved the way with a grant from the 

Hewlett Foundation but the UK's Open University followed soon afterwards an set a trend for other 

institutions.   In practice this demands plenty of self motivation, it may well incur additional costs for 

text books and gives no access to the key ingredients of teacher feedback and learning that comes 

from interaction with other learners.  In truth, many of these courses are 'shop windows' for the 

institution but the course rarely replaces the taught version. 

Massive Open Online Course (MOOC).  

Very much in the same arena as OERs, these free events are attracting tens of thousands of online 

participants worldwide. They are so far largely university-based and courses are often led by 

acknowledged experts . The pedagogy is, in fact, quite traditional, often relying on video lectures 

supported by learned articles.  

The world's leading universities such as Harvard, MIT and Berkley have entered this world. One 

interpretation is that they are democratising their knowledge, another is that they use the platform 

of a MOOC to offer 'loss leaders' in an anti competitive move to strengthen their elite positions!  

Conspiracy or philanthropy? You takes your choice!  MOOCs certainly give access to courses led by 

world experts but the dropout rates are high and they probably work best for able, self motivated 

learners.  

Credit from Open Educational Resources 

The uses of OERs mentioned so far largely offer access to learning without formal accreditation. 

There is of course an active debate about how far the constraint of assessment methodology skew 

and distort good pedagogy. However, in a world where diploma's have a value in the job market it is 

vital that credit through OER is being explored. Probably the most ambitious project is the OER 

University. This is a consortium of universities which aims to provide free learning to all students 



worldwide using OER learning materials with pathways to gain credible qualifications from 

recognised education institutions18.     

Through the community service mission of participating institutions they plan to:  open pathways for 

OER learners to earn formal academic credit and pay reduced fees for assessment and credit.19  

A recent report20 on the OER Test project led by the European Foundation for Quality in E Learning 

(EFQUEL)  has explored ways in which robust but flexible and portable credit systems could be 

developed to offer lower cost Higher Education based on the use of OERs. These are early days and 

the business models are not yet clear, but this had potential to ensure access to HE is affordable to 

many.   

Teachers adopting and adapting resources 

Here there is an enthusiasm amongst many teachers, especially in adult learning, to find good 

material to enhance their work. Often teachers find useful material online and break copyright laws 

without even realising they have done so. The development of Open Educational Practices (OEP) will 

give teachers the skills needed to find, use , adapt material as well as a commitment to share 

content that they have created and adapted.       The OPAL, Open Education Quality Initiative,21 

looked at policy and practicalities of developing OEP and it is widely recognised now that without 

institutional acceptance and staff skills then OERs will remain a good idea which sits on the shelf!  

Learners using and creating OERs 

We know that one of the best ways to consolidate our own learning in any topic it to teach it to 

someone else.  The digital revolution in learning changes roles and learners can become creators of  

content - this is unsettling for some teachers but potentially very exciting or learners and for the 

future of learning.  Many learners now have basic skills of digital literacy which enable them to 

combine existing materials including video, images AND with their own ideas, This may or may not 

produce world class content - but it sure can create world class learning! 

 

What should adult educators do? 

In the second decade on the twenty first century, as adult educators we will fail in our professional 

goal of offering the best learning experiences to adults unless we harness the opportunities that 

technologies bring.   They can be used well or badly and the best practice requires professional 

judgements not a simple formula.  

I will finish by suggesting that we all need to be ready and open minded to consider the following for 

ourselves, our staff teams and our learners. We should: 

 make a personal commitment to declare our own materials OERs where appropriate, 

 make institutional commitment to declare our materials OER where appropriate, 

 encourage public funders to support open use of the materials that they finance,  
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 train ourselves and colleagues in the Open Educational Practices of sourcing, adopting 

adapting ad sharing content, 

 give space, encouragement and skill to students to use and create OERs themselves.         

 The educational Web 2.0 garden has more seeds and fertiliser than ever before - let's get gardening!  
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