Overcoming issues of context and personalisation in creating OER’s

Very initial thoughts and comments.
  With apologies for maybe glossing over some key OER issues.
Background: 

Following a merger between Christchurch College of Education and the University of Canterbury there was pressure on the teaching at the College.  

In the future the trajectory was towards

· Less contact hours

· Increased class sizes

· Standardisation of course sizes.

Huge change.  We started a few informal visits to lecturers to see what was happening and where best to proceed.  Conversations often turned to the workload required to adapt and develop resources for new and revamped courses.  I chatted to a few people and jotted down some scribbled notes.

These brief conversations revealed some quite interesting dynamics. 

Firstly there were some huge roadblocks to any sharing. 

· The sense of possession from the original creators of a resource.

· The perceived loss of control if the resources were used further.   Work may be “misused”

· The potential commercialisation of resources. Two specific feelings were expressed:

· A suspicion of others benefiting financially from reuse of the resources.

· The worry that the owner may in future want to commercialise, and a past free release may muddy the waters.

· I’ve put in all the work, why should I share it to benefit someone else?

· Others may use the work to my detriment.

· Worry about putting work “out there”  Others may not like my work.

Then there was some interest in sharing, but it was seen as just too hard to find the stuff, and when you did find materials, there were significant barriers.  eg
· Personalisation: With some resources there is a perception that style issues, idiosyncrasies and preferences mean they can’t easily be used by other teachers.  “The effort to fix this is often too great”

· Context: Similarly with context: there was a perception that many resources were just too context dependant.

There was talk of new approaches to teaching, or in some cases, taking seriously what we were already doing.

I changed a little in my thinking: Open Educational Resources were a viable way ahead.
At some stage I formalised my questions a little to see what could emerge as trends.  (see http://lits.gen.nz  for detail)
A few comments:

Some things were working.  Even in a very small scale way.  There were identifiable pockets of success, and small leaps forward.  
What were some of the features that seemed to contribute to this?  

1. The power of the tiny network. 
The successful projects seem to have been in a tiny network.  Or links between tiny networks.
2. The power of a further audience of one. 
This was an observation that emerged several times quite spontaneously.
It seems that if at the development stage, writing with even one other person/context in mind, the product becomes more generic and more reusable.
It may even become easier to do the writing/creating with this added element.  Maybe as one person suggested it helps provide focus.

3. The power of feedback.

Quite obvious really. It was unclear of the exact parameters and features of this attitude. I suspect there are a range of factors involved, security and confidence of the lecturers, the lack of competition for jobs, and surprisingly, just plain personal organisation.
General

Sharing ideas and outlines with others, the reports say, has been reasonably beneficial. This may be stating an obvious fact but such sharing has been proved to be not very common, or easy for some.

I revisited a few of my initial contacts to ask about this. They report pressures of 
· Time

· Lecturers preparing material quite late, often a day before it’s due to be used in class

· A feeling of not wanting to worry someone else who was also very busy

· Siloed interest areas

As a corollary there was mention of the desirability of tweaking of resources shortly after an initial use.  But this rarely happens in practice.
Leadership also seems a significant factor.  We found no projects without a committed and involved team leader.  Lack of certain kinds of workplace pressures as well.
It seems there are some structures for institutions, leadership practices, some habits of teachers and some attitudes that may help OER’s develop and maybe even flourish.
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