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Why Understanding the Use and Users of 
Open Education Matters

Diane Harley

My colleagues and cocontributors to this volume make eloquent argu-
ments for the promise and potential of open educational resources (OER) 
to improve educational opportunities locally and globally.1 Many also 
point to the importance of determining how the high quality use of their 
tools and content can be achieved in diverse educational communities 
and how demand for those resources can be increased and sustained. We 
all recognize that it is one thing to make high-quality content and tools 
widely available and another to identify the best strategies for integrating 
them into a critical mass of meaningful teaching and learning contexts. 
How (or if) materials are used and valued will vary by type of institution, 
the background and needs of faculty and students, the intellectual require-
ments of the discipline, and the characteristics of the open knowledge 
collections themselves. Beyond the largely anecdotal, however, what do 
we really know about how these important variables interact with open 
education content? And how might such knowledge allow the OER com-
munity to better assess user demand for open educational (as well as 
other) digital resources?

There is no dearth of prognostications about the needs and require-
ments of “millennials” and how faculty in higher education must adapt 
to their technology habits.2 Yet faculty—not students, technology profes-
sionals, or librarians—are the arbiters of pedagogical quality in certifi -
cate and degree-granting contexts. Arguably, understanding the needs of 
faculty will be essential as we envision new technology-mediated aca-
demic environments. To that end, we conducted an empirical University 
of California, Berkeley-based study of faculty in specifi c U.S. tertiary 
education milieus. In doing so, we uncovered disconnects between what 
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a potential pool of faculty users of digital resources say they need in 
undergraduate education and what those who produce those resources 
imagine as an ideal state. (I use the term “digital resources” because, as 
is described in more detail below, OER represent only one small galaxy 
in the total universe of digital tools and content available to faculty and 
others in tertiary education.)

Understanding the Context for the Research

The chasm between what many technological enthusiasts envision in 
terms of scale and quality of use on one hand, and what productive and 
creative academic scholars say they need on the other, is often manifested 
in the suggestion that “the lack of willingness of faculty to change” is a 
key barrier to wider adoption of and demand for a variety of technolo-
gies and digital content in scholarship. Faculty culture, individual peda-
gogical proclivities, time, budgets, and access to support structures are 
all major impediments to the use of digital resources in undergraduate 
education, and each of these factors will have an effect on the demand 
for resources by faculty.

The question of use and user demand is itself intimately tied to ques-
tions of cost and sustainability: There is no avoiding the fact that sustain-
ability of open education resource initiatives will be determined ultimately 
by actual user demand. Although there is an implicit assumption that 
faculty at a variety of institutions import digital content to enhance their 
undergraduate teaching, we simply do not have much rigorously col-
lected data that can tell us whether such importation occurs on a measur-
able scale or what the quality of integration might be. In an era of 
shrinking institutional budgets and defl ated expectations of profi table 
consumer markets for digital curricular materials, such a lack of knowl-
edge about user demand can make strategic investment decisions by 
institutions diffi cult (See, for example, Matkin, 2002). Even if we all 
agree that open content should be made freely available for the public 
good, some entity—be it federally, state, or privately funded—will ulti-
mately need to pay for it. A demonstration of robust demand from a set 
of relevant constituents will be undoubtedly needed to justify such 
investment.
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Methodology: The Challenges of Studying Users, Uses, and User 
Demand

Between 2003 and 2006, we gathered attitudinal data relatively quickly 
and systematically from an array of stakeholders in the humanities and 
social sciences (H/SS) undergraduate education community, and we 
attempted to triangulate those attitudes and perceptions. We employed 
a combination of surveys, discussion groups, and interviews to create 
our scan, with primary focus on faculty. In the interests of achieving 
rigor and depth versus breadth, we talked with educators in a subset of 
H/SS disciplines at three institution types in California only: public 
research universities, liberal arts colleges, and community colleges. Our 
faculty survey employed a carefully designed methodology that included 
random stratifi ed sampling and non-response surveys. To provide impor-
tant institutional context, we also spoke with digital resource providers 
and those who support faculty in digital resource use such as librarians 
and IT staff. The entire report that describes our results and the various 
research lenses we employed can be found online.3 Recent publications 
resulting from the details of this research are also cited throughout where 
appropriate.

At the outset, we recognized that we needed to assiduously avoid judg-
ments about the “value” of specifi c types of resources if we were to assess 
faculty demand for the vast array of available resources and to elicit 
responses as unbiased as possible. We also recognized that there are 
many types of resources proliferating in different environments, and that 
these resources are being created by different kinds of developers who 
have varying goals. Therefore, our defi nition of digital resources was 
intentionally broad and included rich media objects (for example, maps, 
video, and images) as well as text. These digital resources may reside in 
or outside of universities, digital libraries, and museums, may be “free” 
or proprietary, and can include those developed by individual scholars 
and non-academic entities such as commercial and non-commercial 
media outlets.

The challenges to rigorously measuring demand and uptake of 
material fl oating freely out on the Web should not be underestimated. 
Such measurement requires that researchers not be biased in favor of 
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any one type of resource. It also demands complicated defi nitions about, 
and analyses of (1) the scope, variety, and origins of the available 
resources, tools, and services available to “users”; (2) how and why 
the resources are actually used (or not used); and (3) the variation 
that exists between and among a diverse group of “users” and “owners” 
(and a recognition that users and owners are often embodied in the 
same person).

In framing our research as questioning the value of studying users and 
attempting to measure actual demand for resources, we discovered an 
especially complex set of stakeholder interests and agendas. Beyond 
users, there are the interests of policy makers, funders, and administra-
tors who oversee, and ultimately fi nance, educational reform efforts; 
developers who create resources; and technicians or designers who 
develop tools for the integration of resources into undergraduate settings. 
These stakeholder interests encompass a number of broad and overlap-
ping expert domains in the humanities and social sciences—not just OER 
providers—and include digital libraries, cultural heritage institutions, 
educational and information technologists, higher education policy 
makers, and liberal arts education advocates, to name a few. We also 
found that, although digital resource providers may share a desire to 
measure how and for what purpose materials are being used once 
accessed, it is often diffi cult to ascertain what, if any, concrete plans are 
in place for undertaking this measurement in a systematic, replicable, 
and shareable way. This diversity of perspectives, motivations, and 
agendas results in few common terms, metrics, methods, or values for 
defi ning use, users, or value.

Results: Focusing on Faculty Cultures

From our conversations with humanities and social science faculty, we 
learned that they used almost every conceivable type of digital resource 
available, many of which fall outside of what are formally called 
“collections,” “educational,” or “courseware.” Faculty from different 
disciplines often have different needs with regard to the types of 
resources they want and how they ultimately use resources in particular 
educational contexts. In addition to disciplinary differences, organiza-
tional culture, location, and an individual faculty’s personal needs and 
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experiences can infl uence specifi c choices and challenges. In the follow-
ing, I summarize our fi ndings.

User “Types,” User Behavior
The humanities and social sciences are not a monolith, nor are user types. 
The degree to which personal teaching style and philosophy infl uence 
resource use was striking. There is a broad spectrum of user types, 
ranging from the nonuser, to the inexperienced-novice user, to the highly 
profi cient and advanced user of digital resources. Nonusers were them-
selves diverse and included those who were passionately opposed to the 
use of technologies in their classroom for a variety of valid pedagogical 
reasons (for example, the technologies cannot substitute for a faculty 
member’s preferred teaching approaches; they undermine learning). 
Nonusers also included self-described enthusiasts frustrated by technical 
and nontechnical barriers and those simply without time to think about, 
let alone use, technology in teaching.

What Digital Resources Faculty Use
Respondents used an exceptionally wide range of resource types for 
a variety of reasons.4 Images and visual materials were the most fre-
quently used resources and were often used for classroom presentation 
or posting on the Web. Similarly, high use of images was found by 
Green (2006). News and other media resources, video, and online 
reference sources were also heavily used. Google-type searches were the 
most frequent way in which faculty found resources. Many of the 
resources faculty use and value are proprietary; defi nitely not “open.” 
Indeed, we found that many of these valued resources may be licensed 
by an institution, but faculty view them as free simply because they 
have access. Many may be derived from public media and other techni-
cally noneducational sources. A faculty member’s own “collection” of 
digital resources, described more fully below, was the second- most 
frequent source of material after the Google-type search. Curricular 
materials were relatively low on the list of what faculty reported using, 
although community college faculty, perhaps predictably, were the 
heaviest users within that relatively small group. Among those who 
said they used curricular materials, instructors in foreign language, 
writing, and art and architecture were the heaviest users; instructors 
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educational content can afford to simultaneously meet the needs of 
formal and informal audiences that range from scholars to school 
children, both internationally and domestically.

The vast universe and diversity of available resources on the Web and 
personal hard drives, the great variety of users and their needs, and the 
ubiquity of faculty personal collections considerably complicate our 
thinking about the sustainability and economics of open educational 
resources. These factors compound the reality that determining the real 
costs to institutions to create and maintain their digital education assets 
is perhaps impossible, given the mosaic of development and funding 
models that exist for any one set of assets, and the imprecision of cost 
models. Funding sources are often cobbled together from a variety of 
institution and foundation budgets; there are the frequently unpredict-
able, ongoing costs of maintenance and updating, and the signifi cant time 
faculty spend on development and adoption is rarely entered into the 
cost calculations.

Moreover, are there signifi cant costs incurred to customize resources 
for nonpaying, nonaffi liated audiences, many of whom are simply impos-
sible to study because of the informal way in which they access resources 
on the Web? It is not always so clear what tangible value informal users 
bring to an institution’s investments if there is no obvious benefi t to the 
institution’s faculty and current or future matriculated students (for 
example, a pool of transfer students from community colleges). Indeed, 
how a site accommodates unintended use may require a complicated 
calculus that takes into account the site’s mission, scope, fi nancial model, 
desired impact, quality control, and targeted constituencies. To some, 
unintended and informal use may be an opportunity for creative reuse, 
while others believe a site should not or could not change course to serve 
an unintended audience. As illustrated by MIT OpenCourseWare’s 
(OCW) evaluation work (2006), strong institutional leadership, high-
quality, high-profi le, and well-funded projects can bring advantages to 
the institution itself by serving its own students and faculty. This recogni-
tion of value by the sponsoring institution provides a potential route to 
long-term support and funding (including support for the subsidization 
of nonpaying informal users). “One size” approaches will not likely fi t 
all, of course, and success of any one digital resource initiative will 
demand developing strategies of both the site and content design to 



208  Chapter 13

initially meet the needs and desired outcomes of a clearly defi ned range 
of users.

For projects that make content freely available on the Web, clearly 
defi ning a target audience and measuring desired outcomes is a challenge. 
Studying unintended and informal users of Web site content is exception-
ally diffi cult (Harley and Henke, 2007). User studies that measure 
the number of “hits” or page-views to a site, or report out on anecdotal 
and random responses to online Web site surveys, are ubiquitous and 
frequently used as evidence that a particular Web resource has “value.” 
These measurements surely indicate a form of popularity, but they 
tell us only about relatively enthusiastic users of a particular brand of 
content. They reveal nothing about whether a brand may be valued or 
useable by a wider potential audience operating in complex formal 
educational institutions that confer degrees or certifi cates. We suggest 
that, in any study interested in assessing user demand, one key group to 
include is individuals who do not currently use digital resources, espe-
cially if the aim is to increase demand. If we better understood, through 
well-designed research, the myriad reasons for nonuse in specifi c 
educational contexts, including social and economic barriers, perhaps 
resources could be designed in ways that would be useful to targeted 
audiences (and that would potentially counteract existing disincentives 
and barriers).

Finally, the development of user communities around open digital 
resources, along the Wikipedia model, is much discussed, with many 
suggesting that sustainability and high quality can be approached when 
communities contribute to and organize content, primarily through new 
social software tools and associated practices. In the current “Web 2.0” 
climate, it might be a little too easy to dismiss valid questions about 
whether a “wisdom of crowds” vision can be realized while still ensuring 
high quality (see, for example, Duguid, 2006, among others). The costs 
to creating and sustaining high quality curricular resources are high. 
When coupled with the potential for rampant propagation of misinfor-
mation and poor quality educational materials on the Internet, tensions 
can be created for some developers of OER. Controlling quality by 
strictly enforcing pedagogical and production standards may make it 
more diffi cult for the material to be reused outside the educational 
context originally envisioned, but unbridled reuse of branded material 
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introduces real concerns about user communities propagating misinfor-
mation and poor-quality educational materials.

Factors that will determine whether or not social computing models 
can actually create economies in OER production will depend on, fi rst, 
serious users participating actively in these communities and, second, 
toppling the strong traditional role and value of peer review in the 
academy. Distributed processes of quality control where vaguely defi ned 
users, not faculty, are the primary arbiters, would likely create signifi cant 
regulatory tensions because such a process is fundamentally antithetical 
to traditional concepts of higher education’s purpose, in which creden-
tials depend upon some modicum of quality assurance verifying that 
what has been achieved has met certain minimum standards. The strong 
central role (and interests) of faculty, formal institutions, scholarly soci-
eties, professional associations, and sometimes governments, in setting 
those standards cannot be dismissed lightly (Harley, 2007). Until over-
whelming evidence arises to the contrary, we can assume the creation of 
high quality educational materials will be achieved only at considerable 
cost in time and resources to some relatively central, and expert, vetting 
agent(s), be they universities, individual scholars, or other entities.

In closing, it is worth recalling sociologist Martin Trow’s (1997) pre-
diction a decade ago that to understand the diffusion and uptake of 
educational technology resources in higher education, it will be crucial 
to understand how “the distinctions between elite, mass, and universal 
access to higher education point to different forms of teaching and 
learning, to differences in their contexts and uses.” (p. 294) The OER 
community should be encouraged and supported in developing system-
atic research programs that target a clearer understanding of the differ-
ential needs and values of the particular educators and students they 
desire to serve.

Notes

1. This chapter was adapted from Diane Harley, 2007, Why study users? An 
environmental scan of use and users of digital resources in humanities and social 
sciences undergraduate education, First Monday, 12(1) (January 2007), http://
fi rstmonday.org/issues/issue12_1/harley/index.html. This work was made possi-
ble by generous funding from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and 
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. Additional support was provided by the 

http://firstmonday.org/issues/issue12_1/harley/index.html
http://firstmonday.org/issues/issue12_1/harley/index.html
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Hewlett-Packard Company, the Center for Information Technology Research in 
the Interest of Society (CITRIS), the California Digital Library (CDL), and the 
Vice Chancellor of Research, UC Berkeley. Signifi cant contributions were made 
by Jonathan Henke, Shannon Lawrence, and others. I am grateful to the many 
participants in formal and informal interviews, discussion groups, and those who 
contributed their valuable time and opinions to our survey.

2. See, for example, Kvavik and Caruso, 2005; Oblinger and Oblinger 2005 for 
some background defi nitions of millennials (also referred to as the “net genera-
tion,” among other monikers).

3. The entire fi nal report, a detailed description of our methods, survey instru-
ments, and associated data sets are available online; Harley and others, 2006. 
The survey targeted 4,500 faculty from specifi c disciplines at a stratifi ed random 
sample of community colleges, University of California campuses, and liberal 
arts colleges in California; the survey was administered both online and on paper. 
Surveys were conducted in 2004 and 2005. We received 831 valid responses (a 
response rate of 19 percent) to the large faculty survey. A follow-up telephone 
survey of selected non-responders found no convincing evidence of response 
bias in the survey. We also conducted a second, parallel survey of instructors 
from a broader range of institutions, disciplines, and geographic areas, recruited 
through online discussion groups; we received 452 responses. The results from 
this second survey corresponded closely with the main faculty survey on most 
dimensions. Discussion groups were conducted in fall 2003 and winter 2004, 
and are summarized in a separate publication that can be found at http://cshe
.berkeley.edu/research/digitalresourcestudy/documents/faculty_discussion
_group_june05.pdf

4. Preliminary results from McMartin and others, 2006 suggest a number of 
similarities to the general patterns reported here.
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