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ABSTRACT
The idea of Open Educational Resources (OER) is nowadays widespread in higher
education. However, notwithstanding their supposed benefits, the actual adoption
of OER in teaching remains low. Due to this absence, various studies have primarily
focused on (the lack of) OER awareness among teachers and identified barriers to their
use. This article argues that the current debate could benefit from insights from those
who are already using OER in their teaching practices. Examining their perspectives can
disclose measures that promote the adoption of OER. A mixed-method approach was
applied that comprised an expert survey among 32 OER experienced higher education
teachers in Germany, which results were then subject to a focus group discussion with
20 of them to validate and differentiate the results. Overall, the results reveal that
teachers prefer measures comprising incentives and support rather than obligations.
Exemplarily, a commitment to publish all materials as OER was rejected. Instead,
a more fundamental transformation was requested from closed to open practices.
Therefore, it can be stated that the teachers underlying path is guided by a desire for
a shift towards openness in higher education. The measures favoured by the teachers
can thus be understood as essential puzzle pieces that contribute to the bigger picture
of openness.
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INTRODUCTION
The idea of Open Educational Resources (OER) has become widespread in education all over
the world. Since the term was initially coined by the UNESCO’s Forum on the Impact of Open
Courseware for Higher Education in Developing Countries (UNESCO, 2002), OER has evolved as a
central element of open education (Bozkurt et al., 2019; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2020). Although
no canonical definition exists, in its latest report the UNESCO defines OER as being
“learning, teaching and research materials in any format and medium that reside
in the public domain or are under copyright that have been released under an open
license, that permit no-cost access, reuse, re-purpose, adaptation and redistribution by
others” (UNESCO, 2019, p. 3 f.).
Therefore, the potential of OER is that they permit the 5R activities –the right to retain, reuse,
revise, remix and redistribute teaching and learning materials (Wiley, 2016; Wiley & Hilton,
2018). Based on these 5Rs, teachers are empowered to develop open, collaborative, and
sustainable teaching and learning scenarios. These prospects of OER have manifested in the
two follow-up concepts of Open Educational Practices (OEP) and Open Pedagogy that have
emerged in the course of the debate about the practical impact of OER. While no rigid definition
for both concepts exists, OEP describes the use and creation of OER in pedagogical practices
(Cronin & MacLaren, 2018). The concept of OER-enabled Pedagogy, defined by Wiley and Hilton
as one strand of Open Pedagogy, captures educational practices that are only possible due to
the 5R activities (Wiley & Hilton, 2018).
While it can be stated that OER and the related concepts of OEP and OER-enabled Pedagogy
are well established in the broader educational discourse (Bozkurt et al., 2019; Cronin &
MacLaren, 2018; Koseoglu & Bozkurt, 2018), one persistent problem is the low use of OER in
higher education teaching. Notwithstanding the increase of Repositories of OER (ROER) and
the growth of resources (Santos-Hermosa et al., 2017), empirical studies have repeatedly
documented that there is a low uptake of OER for teaching practices (Otto, 2019). The same
applies to OEP and Open Pedagogy, for which few empirical examples have been identified
(Hilton et al., 2020).
For filling this gap between the proclaimed benefits of OER and the lack of use, various studies
have concentrated on investigating barriers for OER (Belikov & Bodily, 2016; Blomgren, 2018;
Percy & Van Belle, 2012; Perryman & Seal, 2016; Richter & Ehlers, 2012; Rolfe, 2012). Bozkurt
et al. (2019), in their review, state that the central barriers for OER are meanwhile well
documented and predominantly comprise three main factors; lack of time, legal uncertainty
and institutional obstacles.
Whereas these identified barriers constitute fundamental challenges for the use of OER, in
our article, we argue that the current focus of the literature is too narrow on barriers while
neglecting to investigate measures that might increase the use of OER. Combined with this is
another problem that is often inherent in the studies research design: Predominantly, these
survey the awareness of OER or the lack thereof and the reasons for the absence of OER use.
However, it might be more promising to examine the perceptions of those who already use
OER in their teaching practices. The latter might help to render insights on what measures or
incentives are most likely to enhance the use of OER. The few analyses that already exist, for
instance, by Santos-Hermosa et al. (2021), find that the offer of incentives for teaching staff for
the creation of OER is rare.
Following this observation, we examine the following research question:
•

What measures are promising to enhance the use of OER in higher education teaching?
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To answer this research question, we used a mixed-method approach to collect data. This
approach comprised an expert survey among OER experienced higher education teachers in
Germany, which results were then subject to a focus group discussion. The focus group allowed
validating and differentiating the results of the initial expert survey data.
Regarding the structure of our article, we describe our methods in detail in the next section. The
results of our mixed-methods approach are presented afterwards. Conclusions are drawn in the
last section, as well as the implications for further research on OER.

METHODS
The focus group method is a well-established methodology in educational science and
mostly contrasted with one to one interviews (Parker & Tritter, 2006). The advantage of
setting up a focus group instead of conducting interviews lies in the interaction between the
group members, which can be observed and steered by a moderator to obtain the desired
results. Common challenges in focus groups are individuals who dominate within the groups,
normative discourses, and conflicts and arguments within focus groups (Smithson, 2000). All of
these challenges have to be reflected during the analysis of the data. Overall, focus groups can
especially be helpful if the intention is to generate new ideas and receive feedback to develop
recommendations for future change and development (Breen, 2006).
Wilkinson (1998) has identified three distinctive research tradition within the use of the focus
group methodology. A first tradition is to providing access to participants’ language, concepts
and concerns. The second tradition encourages the production of more fully articulated
accounts. The third offers an opportunity to observe the process of collective sense-making
in action. With our research approach, we follow the second strand that aims to receive
differentiated feedback from the participants’ regarding a specific topic/research question.
In contrast to one-to-one interviews, the focus group participants can articulate themselves
more comprehensively, express, and exchange their views and opinions. Therefore, the
moderator’s key challenge is to spur interaction between the participants by providing adequate
input for the debate. Deliberation cannot be expected to arise out of nothing. Consequently,
Breen (2006) emphasises that before implementing a focus group, it is essential to begin by
asking: ‘What do I ultimately expect to get out of this research?’ (2006, p. 463).
Against the background of our initial research question, our objective was to identify and
validate measures that are promising to enhance the use of OER in higher education teaching.
From this objective, we derived the following desired outcomes of using a focus group:
•

Identification of suitable measures that enhance the use of OER in higher education
teaching

•

Assessment of these measures by OER experienced lecturers by rating their importance
and expected impact

•

Communicative validation and differentiation of the measures by the participants

We decided to prepend the focus group with an expert survey as a pre-test to accomplish all
of these preferred outcomes. The survey intended to rank the identified measures and served
as the primary input for the focus group discussion. Therefore, the survey presented different
measures to the participants estimated to increase the use of OER in higher education. The
measures were derived from current findings in the literature (Baas et al., 2019; Percy & Van
Belle, 2012; Rolfe, 2016; Santos-Hermosa et al., 2021; Schuwer & Janssen, 2018) and our
research (Heck et al., 2020; Otto, 2019). All measures were assigned to two broader topics that
are considered essential in the literature.
1. Measures on an institutional level that support teachers to use OER. Hitherto, these
structural barriers are an eminent focus of the available studies.
2. Measures that enhance the use of ROER. Only a few studies are available on the issue of
the usability of ROER. However, this is crucial to empower teachers to the 5R activities of
OER.
Overall the survey comprised 26 measures that had to be rated by the participants. The rating
for each measure consisted of two components.
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1. How do participants rate the measure’s priority on a scale from one (no priority) to five
(highest priority)?
2. How do participants estimate the measure‘s impact on a scale from one (no impact) to
five (highest impact)?
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To select participants and invite them to the survey and the subsequent focus group, a list of
inclusion and exclusion criteria were predefined to guide this process. The list encompassed the
following criteria (Table 1).

INCLUSION CRITERIA

EXCLUSION CRITERIA

Employed in a higher education institution

Not employed in a higher education institution

Compulsory or voluntary teaching activities

no teaching activities

Uses or has used OER in teaching activities

Has not used OER in teaching activities yet

Engagement in any of the 5R activities of OER

Not engaged in any of the 5R activities of OER

Table 1 Selection criteria for
participants.

In total, we identified 41 higher education teachers in Germany that fulfilled these criteria.
Therefore, we used established networks with OER research projects, contacts from OER
conferences and workshops, and colleagues’ suggestions for identification. Moreover, the
teachers that we contacted recommended colleagues who were suitable candidates for the
survey and the focus group.
From the 41 teachers we invited, 32 took part in our survey. Of these 32 teachers, 20 accepted
our invitation to participate in the focus group (Figure 1).

41 identified and invited for survey

32 participated in survey and
invited to focus group

20 accepted invitation and
participated in focus group

Due to the corona pandemic, the focus group was conducted as an online event. The event had
a total duration of four hours. After a plenary presentation of the survey results, the participants
were divided into three smaller focus groups to discuss the survey results further. Each group
had an external moderator and a recorder who observed the discussion and documented the
most important results. After the end of the first round, a plenary session was held, in which
the moderators briefly summarised and documented the main results of their respective focus
group. After another short break, the second round of discussion took place, for which the
participants were randomly reassigned to the three focus groups. The procedure was identical
to that of the first round. The workshop ended with a final plenary discussion.
For analysing the data obtained through a focus group methodology, two main approaches
have emerged (Wilkinson, 1998): systematic coding via content analysis and strictly qualitative
or ethnographic analysis. As we think that sole quantitative coding of verbal statements does
not adequately echo either consent or rejection of these statements, nor does it consider the

Figure 1 Illustration of the
selection process for survey
and focus group.

participants’ reactions and emotions, we decided to examine our data using an ethnographic
approach (Reed & Payton, 1997). Consequently during each focus group, the moderator
observed, and the recorder summarised the discussion’s primary outcomes, including the
focal points, controversies, agreement or disagreement. After the focus groups finished, all
moderators and recorders compared and contrasted their two-round results and carved out
the main findings.
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RESULTS
In the following, we first present each topic’s survey results, institutional measures and
repositories that we sent to the 42 higher education teachers identified as suitable candidates.
As aforementioned, 32 of the teachers participated in the survey. After presenting each of the
two survey components, we interpret and differentiate the results against the background of
the findings we obtained during the focus group discussion. Twenty of the 32 teachers who
took the survey attended the focus group.

MEASURES ON AN INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL
Table 2 illustrates the ratings for the measures on an institutional level. These were rated
concerning their priority from 1 (lowest priority) to 5 (highest priority) and their impact ranging
from 1 (lowest impact) to 5 (highest impact).

MEASURES TO PROMOTE THE USE OF OER IN HIGHER EDUCATION (N = 32)

PRIORITY

IMPACT

Free legal advice for teachers to create and use OER.

4.56

4.28

Development of a cross-institutional metasearch engine for OER.

4.48

4.26

Funding programmes for the creation of OER.

4.28

4.53

Use of open textbooks in higher education teaching.

4.04

3.93

One contact office/person in higher education institutions for OER.

4.00

3.60

Establishment of an OER repository at every higher education institution.

3.90

3.55

Research semester for teachers to create OER.

3.81

4.06

Consideration of OER activities in appointment procedures for professorships

3.58

3.77

All results of research projects must be published as OER.

3.52

3.64

Compulsory OER training for teachers in higher education.

3.48

3.38

Introduction of an OER Citation Score.

3.30

3.40

Obligation for teachers to publish all created teaching materials as OER.

2.77

3.20

The results in Table 2 reveal that direct support for teachers to the use of OER is two of the
highest-ranked measures. The highest priority (4.56), offering free legal advice for teachers, is
in line with the findings in the literature that identified legal uncertainty as one of the major
obstacles for the use and creation of OER (Bozkurt et al., 2019; Koseoglu & Bozkurt, 2018;
Otto, 2019). Consequently, the teachers expect this to have the second-highest impacts of all
measures (4.28).
An additional challenge for teachers frequently mentioned in the literature is finding suitable
OER (Otto, 2019). Even though the number of OER increases (Clements et al., 2015; SantosHermosa et al., 2017), it is particularly time-consuming for teachers to search in different
repositories to find fitting OER. Therefore, the measure to establish a meta-search engine,
comparable to that of Google and others, received the second-highest rating (4.48). Thereby,
another central barrier for teachers could be addressed, the lack of time (Bozkurt et al., 2019;
Otto, 2019).
On a more general level, funding programmes for OER creation were given the third-highest
priority (4.28). Noteworthy, this is expected to have the most significant impact of all measures
(4.53). One reason for this could be the accompanying increased awareness and recognition of
OER compared to other more popular research topics such as virtual or augmented reality or
learning analytics.

Table 2 Measures on an
institutional level to promote
OER.

Another measure that also received a high rating is to use open textbooks in teaching (4.04).
The idea of open textbooks has received considerable attention in education, and studies
repeatedly demonstrate that they can reduce cost for students while achieving similar learning
outcomes when compared with conventional materials (Mason & Kimmons, 2018; Wiley,
2020). While open textbooks have become prominent in the US, they are not very common in
the rest of the world (Wiley, 2020).
The general need for direct support for teachers interested in OER mentioned at the beginning
is also evident when looking at the other higher-ranked measures. A central contact (4.00) and
a repository (3.90) in each higher education institution underscore findings of the literature that
not only high-quality ROER are needed but also general support of teachers in their use (Atenas
& Havemann, 2014). For the measure to have research semesters for creating OER (3.81), is it
noteworthy that teachers assume this to have a considerable high impact (4.06) on the use of
OER. The latter can be interpreted against the background of the low acknowledgement of OER
and teaching in general, which usually enjoys a lower reputation than research (Otto, 2019).
For the lowest ranks, it is remarkable that teachers consider strict or direct regulations, for
instance, compulsory OER training (3.48) and imposed obligations, for instance, that results of
research projects must be published as OER (3.52) as a high priority nor expect them to have
a high impact. This especially concerns teachers’ obligations to publish all created teaching
materials as OER (2,77), which contradicts some literature requests to make educational
material a public good (Jhangiani, 2017). On a more general level, this could indicate that
instead of obligations and compulsory measures, incentives are perceived as promising to
convince teachers to use OER.

Focus group discussion
The results of the survey were further corroborated during the focus group discussion. From
the start of the discussion of the ranking, it became evident that the participants perceived
compulsory measures as having little effect on the actual use of OER. Participants stated that a
more fundamental shift from close to open teaching is needed regarding OER and teaching in
general. Hitherto, the idea of openness has not established itself in higher education. However,
adequate infrastructures that support this idea of openness do not exist either and inhibit the
development of an open attitude. Recent findings in the literature confirm the importance of
attitudes for OER use (Otto, 2021).
In the focus group discussion, there was again considerable support for third party funding
for OER, which the participants identified as a critical hurdle to achieving an increase in OER
use. Funding opportunities could especially be an incentive for people who are not intrinsically
motivated to engage with OER and further stimulate teachers’ open attitudes. However, some
participants noted that converting already existing material into OER is also an important issue
but is far more complicated than creating new material. As a possibility to address this problem,
a ‘support staff fund’ was proposed so that student assistants could be trained to support the
conversion of conventional material into OER. Free legal advice on licensing processes can be a
significant contribution here. One participant stated the importance of facilitating safety in the
use of image rights. Overall, teachers agreed on the necessity of practical and direct support
and the development of pragmatic solutions.
Discussions unfolded in the focus group on the measure to establish one repository for each
institution. It was argued that this could help to ensure that materials can be found at a central
pool/portal and that confusing structures are avoided. The inhibition threshold to use or upload
materials at one’s institution is also lower than using an external platform. However, platforms
also exist at the federal level, which makes it easier to pool materials. The latter would as
well support higher education institutions that only have limited OER available. According to
the participants’ consensus, a central contact point/person per higher education institution or
even faculty to manage these processes is becoming more critical. Some participants brought
up the idea of ‘OER curators’ who manage all aspects during these processes. Based on their
own experience, the participants agreed that there is a need for a central contact person in
institutions, especially for technical and licensing concerns, as these are small but often crucial
hurdles to OER.
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Finally, the participants made it clear that higher education teaching has the fundamental
problem of being less valued than research. Concurrently to spurring the use of OER, it would
therefore be necessary to reduce this imbalance.
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MEASURES FOR ROER
Table 3 shows the rating for measures regarding the use of REOR. Again, the measures are
ranked starting with their priority from 1 (lowest priority) to 5 (highest priority). Likewise, the
impact of the measures ranges from 1 (lowest impacts) to 5 (highest impact).
MEASURES TO INCREASE THE USABILITY OF ROER IN HIGHER EDUCATION
(N = 32)

PRIORITY

IMPACT

Changes/improvements to OER materials can be communicated back to the creator.

4.13

3.77

The repository only allows the use of open licenses.

4.07

3.69

Creators are informed about the use and modification of their OER material.

4.06

3.84

Quality control when materials are uploaded into the repository.

4.03

3.76

Changes/improvements to OER material is reported back to the creator.

4.00

3.90

A tool/app exists for the assignment of OER metadata and OER licenses.

3.93

3.73

Other users can comment on OER materials.

3.81

3.68

There is a possibility to inform others about changes to one’s own OER material.

3.81

3.61

The repository is integrated into the institution’s learning management system (LMS).

3.75

3.43

Peer-review process for uploading materials into the repository.

3.63

3.55

Tool/app for creating and uploading OER materials to the repository.

3.60

3.53

Other users can rate uploaded OER materials.

3.30

3.40

The previous versions are still publicly available when uploading updated material.

3.27

3.07

Badges are awarded to users for their activities in the OER repository.

2.79

2.96

The results illustrate that the five highest-ranked measures are relatively close to each other,
all slightly above four. First, it is evident to the teachers that a repository should only contain
material with an open licence (4.07). Thus, the repository should not be mixed with closed
materials. Besides, it is remarkable that the teachers stress that creators should be informed
about changes/improvements of their material (4.13) and its further use and modification
(4.06).
Second, the rating indicates that the participants believe that quality control is necessary when
uploading material into the repository (4.03). However, there was no strong support for the
idea of a peer-review process (3.63). This understanding can contribute to the considerable
discussion about quality and OER, mainly whether there should be any kind of quality control
(Atenas & Havemann, 2013, 2014; Yuan & Recker, 2015).
Interestingly, only moderate support was given to integrating the repository into the LMS
(3.75), which would facilitate teachers to remain in their familiar learning environment. Overall,
it appears that the participants find that the communicative aspect should play a considerable
role in the repository. This is evident in the support for the measure to be able to comment
on materials (3.81) and the possibility to inform others about changes to one’s own material
(3.81). Noteworthy, any form of rating material (3.30) or awarding users with badges (2.79) did
not find significant backing by the participants.

Focus group discussion
One dominant topic during the focus group discussion was again the aspect of quality control.
The participants debated whether quality control should only encompass the formal level
(technical, metadata) or equally the content level (correctness, adequacy). It was stated that
quality control is challenging, particularly regarding pedagogical aspects. One participant gave
an example of teacher education where quality management was established. Students here
work with the material and give feedback regarding content and technical quality. Moreover, an

Table 3 Measures to increase
the usability of ROER.

independent quality management office provides the possibility of continuous improvement.
Other participants took up this idea and suggested providing an opportunity in the repository
to request feedback on published material.
More generally, the participants indicated that there is a necessity for openness towards feedback
and constructive criticism. A peer-review process as the established practice in science is also
conceivable for OER in principle, best as a collaborative review and quality assurance by the
community. What is tricky here is identifying the relevant criteria. The participants agreed that
these need to be defined in the respective professional societies. However, a positive culture
towards feedback and constructive criticism is therefore required. Perfect material should not
be regarded as an immediate standard but a process that comprises continuous improvement.
A preferable goal would be to develop standards by the community, although this is difficult to
implement. The latter is mainly because, according to the participants, there is usually hardly
any feedback culture from colleagues in teaching practices. It is also crucial for the participants
to distinguish more clearly between research and teaching. Research criteria cannot be applied
to teaching materials and specific pedagogical approaches without any adjustments. The
participants well received the comment that quality control should first occur locally in the
institutions and small communities. The first steps are essential here: develop low-threshold
offers to avoid any inhibitions and overwhelming colleagues interested in OER.
The low standing of the idea to allow a rating of material by others was reinforced during the
discussion. While the participants agreed that criteria such as download numbers could help
to screen materials efficiently, they saw the risk that likes or downloads could be subject to
manipulation and create a bias when specific tipping points are reached.
Regarding the exclusive use of open licences in the repository, the participants took a clear
position. Creative Commons licences have proven to be a viable way forward. It does not help to
find materials in a repository that one is not allowed to use or edit. Open licences, in particular,
facilitate to begin to work with OER. However, the literature suggests that adequate licensing of
open materials is still demanding and sometimes confusing (Amiel & Soares, 2016). Following
the participants, including commercial licences in the repository adds complexity and increases
the need for (legal) advice, which is already a problem. On the other hand, open licences can
provide simplicity, as users often still have fears about the materials’ scope.
Regarding the availability of earlier versions of materials used or further developed by other
teachers in different contexts (e.g. subject-specific or pedagogical scenarios), the participants
felt that this is preferable. Derivatives should remain traceable through citation in the case of
subsequent use.
Another measure that was confirmed as useful in the discussion is to provide technical support
for assigning metadata to materials. Assigning metadata is often demanding and therefore
discouraging, particularly for beginners. Hence, a low threshold is necessary, and automation
for assigning metadata is preferable. However, the development of OER’s metadata’s common
standards remains difficult (Amiel & Soares, 2016).

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK
In conclusion, this article gave insight into the challenge of identifying measures to increase
OER use in higher education teaching. From OER experienced teachers’ perspective, it can be
stated that they prefer incentives and support services over commitments and obligations.
Even though obligations to publish the results of research projects or even all materials as OER
sounds convincing and increase OER availability, teachers feel that this would be perceived as
a burden instead of creating the desired positive stance towards openness. For that reason, a
more fundamental shift from close to open teaching was favoured, which is connectable to
the emerging discussion on OEP and Open Pedagogy (Bossu & Stagg, 2018; Cronin & MacLaren,
2018).
For all of the teachers, this shift towards openness comprises the entrenchment of respective
values and principles in institutions, such as recognising teaching as being equally important
as research, a positive culture towards criticism, and affirmative attitudes towards sharing and
collaboration. All this provides the foundation for the use of OER.
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Concerning tangible measures to build this foundation and increase OER use, teachers find that
direct support and incentives are the most promising. Therefore, they endorse that legal advice
regarding the use and creation of OER should be the priority and could best be implemented
in the form of a central office or person responsible for OER related issues. Funding can serve
as a pivotal extrinsic incentive for indecisive teachers to engage in OER. Corresponding funding
programmes should include open textbooks, which the teachers concede potential to boosting
OER. However, teachers find that a metasearch engine for OER is crucial not only for searching
and composing open textbooks.
As for repositories, teachers find that these should be established at every higher education
institution. One aspect that seems to be essential for their design is that authors/creators want
to be informed about their material’s further use. However, this is a two-way communication
as users should be able to give feedback to the creator. Despite this, the exclusive use of
open licences was undisputed. As the literature suggests, another critical aspect during the
discussion was quality control. The teachers believe that quality control is essential not only
regarding technical quality but also in terms of content. Therefore, an open and participatory
approach is required, which involves the related professional communities, starting at a lowthreshold level. To create this low threshold, tools that support assigning OER metadata and
OER licenses can be helpful.
Although our results were obtained on a solid mixed-methods approach, they nevertheless face
some limitations that need to be reflected. First, our sample only involves teachers from higher
education institutions in Germany, and our results might thus not be valid for other countries.
Future research should determine whether analogous or different preferences exist in other
countries or educational areas. Second, our sample is small, comprising 32, respectively, 20
teachers. However, this small number of suitable candidates echoes the current low use of OER
in higher education teaching in Germany and probably most of the other countries worldwide
(UNESCO IITE, 2019). Third, a control group would have been preferable to verify to what extent
preferences differ or coincide with teachers who are interested but do not have experiences
with the use of OER in teaching.
As a final point, it appears that the teachers underlying path is guided by a desire for a
fundamental shift towards openness in teaching practices. The measures favoured by the
teachers for OER use can thus be understood as essential puzzle pieces that compose the
bigger picture of openness in higher education.
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