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ABSTRACT

Human development Index gives a high importance to the gross enrollment ratio. Therefore the future of 
countries is more and more dependent on the knowledge, skills, and resourcefulness of its human 
resources. However, most of the countries continue to feel beleaguered due to their failure to address the 
issues of access, quality and equity in higher education. Inequalities exist both between and within 
countries. Open Educational Resources (OER) have given a ray of hope for countries to do away with 
these issues and inequalities. However there are problems aplenty. Current research highlights the 
barriers for OER adoption as contextual and language gaps, cultural diversity, differences in educational 
privilege & literacy and need for basic education.

The very definition of “Commonwealth” says that it is an intergovernmental organization in which 
countries with diverse social, political and economic backgrounds are regarded as equal in status. To 
achieve this one has to look for inequalities and how these can be overcome. The paper thus proposes to 
analyze the commonwealth countries on the basis of data, collected by COL from governmental, 
intergovernmental, and international organization sources for each country. It will use parameters like 
Rural Population percent, Adult Literacy Rates, Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER), Primary Dropouts, Total 
Public Expenditure on Education as a % of GNP and access to computer & internet. The paper intends to 
do an exploratory analysis to discover methods that can work as solutions for issues and inequalities 
faced by countries for effective use of OER. Eventually it is cooperation within the Commonwealth that 
will see each country prosper and achieve it educational goals. Hence it rightly said, “A grape that sees 
another gets ripe.”

INTRODUCTION

There is a plethora of education systems that exists worldwide. To a partial extent these systems have 
tried to uplift the educational needs of thousands who are in dire need. However there are challenges 
aplenty. Education levels in most of the developing and underdeveloped countries are alarming. Despite 
sincere efforts by international and national bodies these situations are far from achieving a satisfactory 
level. Most of the countries continue to feel beleaguered due to their failure to address the issues of 
access, quality and equity in higher education. Inequalities exist both between and within countries. 

Open Educational Resources (OER) have given a ray of hope for countries to do away with these issues 
and inequalities. The basic requirement for OERs to make an impact is that they should be appropriate to 
the needs of the learners. They should be able to generate required skills in the learners. Looking at the 
heterogeneity in the requirements of learners within and between the commonwealth countries, it will be 
increasing difficult for OERs to make an impact.

OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES (OER)

Kanwar et al (2010) noted that OER are generally understood as (1) free and freely available, (2) suitable 
for all levels of education, (3) modular, (4) reusable, and (5) online. According to The COL/UNESCO 
Basic Guide to OER, “Open Educational Resources (OER) can be defined as educational resources that 
have been designed for use in teaching and learning and are openly available for use by educators and 
students, without an accompanying need to pay royalties or license fees”.
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OERs are envisaged as drivers of the much required change the education world need. As per Olcott 
(2012) OERs can level the educational playing field between developing and developed countries.

Many researchers criticized the present format of the OERs. It was stressed that merely providing access 
to learning materials would not suffice. As per Phelan Liam (2012), “perhaps the outcome in this instance 
is OER as marketing rather than OER as education revolution”.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

As per Butcher & Hoosen (2012), “The future of countries is increasingly dependent on the knowledge, 
skills, and resourcefulness of their people”. Open Educational Resources (OER) have been the trigger for 
a very important shift, which could even be considered as the formalization of informal learning (Sangrà & 
Wheeler, 2013)

The question now arises as to how OERs will be effective in imparting knowledge and skills in a 
heterogeneous group of people? How it will make them resourceful? According to Power, (2000 as cited 
in Butcher & Hoosen 2012), “deterioration in average quality, continuing inter-regional, inter-country, and 
intra-country inequalities, and increased for-profit provision of higher education — are recognized as 
having serious consequences, particularly for developing countries and disadvantaged groups”. As per 
Sangrà & Wheeler (2013), “people need to know what they are actually learning, which competencies 
they are attaining, and how they can demonstrate what they have learnt”. 

There are several blockades for adopting OERs in different contexts. These include effects of colonialism, 
contextual and language gaps, varied cultural diversity, varied educational privilege & literacy and varied
need for basic education

Culture
Learner’s culture varies from country to country and also within country. If it is not taken into consideration
education cannot be imparted. A person learns when he is able to relate to what is being taught. For 
example, people learn many things without formally being taught. It all depends on the interest of the 
learner. OER thus have to blend themselves with the culture of the learner in question. According to 
Richter & McPherson (2012) sustainability may be possible only if OER and other resources also support 
lower-level education. Integration into the local context is another essential requirement.

Access
According to Richter & McPherson (2012), “the sheer existence and availability of free OER is unlikely to 
prove a definitive solution”. A case in point is that enormous resources are available on the web, but how 
many make use of them. Butcher & Hoosen (2012) postulated that even if OERs are available freely, 
technology provision and access costs are much higher in developing countries than in developed 
countries.

Adaptation
Richter & McPherson (2012) postulated that “without considerable thought to adaptation, OER produced 
in western industrialized countries may not necessarily fit the needs of learners in developing countries”.
Some more issue raised by Olcott (2012) were blending OER with university management structures, the 
need for sustainable OER business models and expanding awareness, adoption and use of OER & OER 
issues relevant to faculty incentives and career advancement in the university.

Indifference
As explained by Hunt (2007), HakiElimu (an organization in Tanzania supporting every child’s right to 
basic education) discontinued the distribution of electronic materials by email in 2005 because the 
recipients did not value (use) them. This is also true in the case of PAN-AFRICA educational project of 
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India where many countries of Africa are imparted education through a state of art two-way 
videoconferencing. The indifference of learners in attending the sessions and passing the course at a 
good time is really alarming.

Dominance
There are concerns that the dominance of developed countries over the production of OER risks 
relegating developing countries to the role of mere consumers (Kanwar et al., 2010). Another issue would 
be the dominance of for-profit private players in the field of OERs. While they will offer OERs for free but 
charge for other services. According to Sangrà & Wheeler (2013), “further analysis will need to focus on 
the particular interest that publishing companies have in finding their way into university functions”. 
According to Phelan Liam (2012), “some universities have put all their materials online. But if the learners 
want a qualification from MIT they would need to enroll”. 

OBJECTIVES

The very definition of “Commonwealth” says that it is an intergovernmental organization in which 
countries with diverse social, political and economic backgrounds are regarded as equal in status. To 
achieve this one has to look for inequalities and how these can be overcome. The paper has the following 
objectives: 

∑ To analyze the commonwealth countries on the basis of data, collected by COL from 
governmental, intergovernmental, and international organization sources for each country

∑ To identify the problems faced by different countries within the Commonwealth

∑ To suggest solutions for issues and inequalities faced by countries for effective use of OER

METHODOLOGY

The study intends to analyze the COL Country Information on each of 53 Commonwealth countries. The 
data is collected by COL from governmental, intergovernmental, and international organization sources. 
The study will use parameters like rural population percent (as a % of total population), average adult 
literacy rates (15 and over) for male/female as a % in 2008, Male/ Female Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) 
– Tertiary Education as a % for School year ending 2008, Primary Dropouts (All Grades for School year 
ending in 2007 (%)), Total Public Expenditure on Education as a % of GNP 2008, Households with 
Internet Access 2010 and Households with a Computer 2010.

Data was collected on aforesaid eight parameters for all the countries. However there were lots of 
missing data with respect to many countries. The earlier aim was to do a cluster analysis on the basis of 
these eight parameters; however, due to missing data this cannot be completed.

Another data that was taken into consideration is based on highest publication output in various 
disciplines for few commonwealth countries (who were among top 34 countries in terms of research 
output) over the period of 1993 to 2002, data taken from Web of Science.

ANALYSIS
There are countries which have more than 75% rural population. These countries are Papau New 
Guinea, Uganda, Trinidad & Tobago, Sri Lanka, Solomon Island, Rawanda, Samoa, Malawi, Swaziland, 
Kenya and Tonga. While the data on adult literacy rate (15 years and over) was not available for several 
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countries but still there are countries where nearly half of its adults are not even literate e.g. Siera Leone, 
Gambia, Bangladesh and Mozambique. India (63%) and Pakistan (58%) were not far behind.

Regarding primary dropouts, there are countries where more than 50% dropout at the primary level e.g. 
Fiji (95%), Trinidad & Tobago (94%), Uganda (68%), Malawi (64%), Mozambique (56%) and Lesotho 
(54%). However the data does not look very realistic. There are countries which spends nearly 8% or 
more of their GNP on education but still struggle to keep at pace with the educational standards desired 
e.g. St Kitts( 10.9%), Lesotho (9.9%), Botswana (8.8%), Maldives (8.4%) and Swaziland (7.8%).

There are counties where gross enrollment ratios at tertiary education level are in single digits for both 
males and females e.g. Kenya, Rawanda, Uganda, Dominica and Ghana. At least 20 countries were 
there where computer and Internet access is available to less than 20% of the households. Data for 16 
countries is not available. So one can infer that there are only 14-15 countries where more than 20% 
households have these availabilities.

Adult literacy rates (alr) were plotted against primary dropouts (pd) for 22 countries for which data was 
available. The following plot was obtained-

The plot revealed that for most of the countries where adult literacy rates are high, primary dropouts are 
less. However there are countries with an opposite situation, indicating that there is a huge gap exists 
between the residents i.e. there is a class which drops out at primary level and there is another class of 
adult that is literate. The data pertaining to Trinidad and Tobago- Adult literacy rate (98%) and primary 
dropouts (94%) was baffling.

THEORY OF COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE

Simply put, the theory of comparative advantage states that international trade is maximized when all 
participating countries trade their most efficiently made products with other countries doing the same. 
Efficiency is relative within a country, so even if Country A produces everything more efficiently than 
everything Country B produces, both countries are better off when Country A purchases Country B’s most 
efficiently produced goods, and vice versa (Suranovic, 2006).

Table 1 given below depicts the Country%: Discipline Analysis based on highest publication output over 
the period of 1993 to 2002, data taken from Web of Science. The figure in a cell represents the 
percentage of research a country (of the total world research) produces in a particular discipline. For 
example, 6.4% under India and Agricultural Science means that India produces 6.4% of the total research 
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in Agricultural Science. The aim of giving this data here is to emphasize the research strengths of few 
commonwealth countries with respect to the world.

COMMONWEALTH COUNTRIES

Subject Australia Canada England India Malaysia Singapore South Africa

Agricultural Science 4.55 4.76 5.15 6.4 0.35 0.07 0.47

Biology 2.21 4.27 7.03 1.63 0.08 0.2 0.29

Chemistry 1.56 3.01 5.68 4.02 0.18 0.34 0.3

Clinical Medicine 2.51 3.95 8.33 0.85 0.07 0.23 0.43

Computer Science 2.56 4.42 6.86 1.49 0.07 1.23 0.23

Economics 3.28 5.75 11.07 0.55 0.07 0.53 0.37

Engineering 2.18 4.44 6.64 2.68 0.11 1.22 0.34

Environmental Science 4.35 7.36 7.14 2.22 0.23 0.19 1.17

Geological Science 4.1 6.72 7.75 2.52 0.05 0.06 0.96

Immunology 3.13 3.6 7.87 0.76 0.05 0.12 0.32

Materials Science 1.69 3.07 6.06 4.02 0.14 1.01 0.27

Mathematics 2.48 4.84 4.6 1.96 0.06 0.51 0.45

Microbiology 2.76 3.66 7.51 1.53 0.11 0.23 0.48

Molecular Biology 2.04 4.49 7.48 0.8 0.02 0.23 0.22

Multidisciplinary 1.52 2 5.28 7.89 0.01 0.05 1.92

Neuroscience 2 5.61 7.13 0.65 0 0.14 0.11

Pharmacology 2.16 3.79 7.32 2.06 0.15 0.25 0.33

Physics 1.36 2.34 5.27 2.51 0.05 0.39 0.21

Plant Science 4.56 6.25 5.83 3.49 0.19 0.18 1.51

Psychiatry 3.76 6.95 8.99 0.26 0.04 0.15 0.46

Social Science 3.92 5.76 11.1 0.68 0.07 0.31 0.59

Space 2.55 3.05 8.07 1.68 0 0 0.65
Table1. Country%: Discipline Analysis (based on highest publication output over the period of 1993 to 2002, data 
taken from Web of Science)
Source: Saxena, A., Brazer, S. D., & Gupta, B.M. (2009).

Now these commonwealth countries can trade their efficiency in these disciplines with other 
commonwealth countries and as a result both will benefit as postulated by the comparative advantage 
theory. As with trade goods, countries are likely to realize greater publication success in those fields 
where they have achieved the greatest degree of research efficiency. Efficiency derives from available 
resources and how those resources are applied (Saxena, A., Brazer, S. D., & Gupta, B.M., 2009). This 
opens a new area to be explored where in there is an increased cooperation between commonwealth 
countries, not only the ones depicted in the table above, but also each of its member country. The task 
remains of identifying the strengths of each country and doing trade (in educational terms) within that 
domain.

DISCUSSION

The data shows that indicators of most commonwealth countries on parameters like rural population 
percent (as a % of total population), average adult literacy rates, male/ female gross enrolment ratio 
(GER) – tertiary education, primary dropouts (all grades), total public expenditure on education as a % of 
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GNP, households with internet access  and households with a computer are far from adequate. Does this 
compel us to think differently?

Good thing is that we have 7-8 countries in the commonwealth that are doing well as compared to others. 
They have their presence among the top 34 countries of the world producing highest publication output 
over the period of 1993 to 2002 as per the data taken from Web of Science. These countries have to do 
something extraordinary if educational level of other Commonwealth countries has to be uplifted.

CONCLUSION

Seeing at the pathetic state of the wellness indicators of the commonwealth countries, probably we have 
to redefine OERs and they have to be utilized. With dismal numbers on computer and internet access, we 
might have to drop “online” from the very definition of OERs. Can we think of offline OERs?

There is a need to generate Industry support as some countries even after deploying a huge percentage 
of their GNP on education are not able to achieve significant education levels. A good example here is 
the support that COL and Microsoft provided for creation of an ICT Professional Development Strategy for 
Teachers in Guyana. There is a need to stop for-profit business from flourishing. What do the generators 
of knowledge get? Authors get minimal, students have to pay for expensive materials, and teachers 
prescribe blindly. All is taken by for-profit business i.e. the publishers. NCERT in India publishes great 
school books. They are also available freely on the web but schools insist on private books. The Web is 
self sufficient. The need is that teacher (assumed to have computer and Internet access) informs the 
learners about the appropriate content and makes it available to the learners.

Because countries specialize in different areas and achieve comparative advantage, it is in the interest of 
all nations to participate both as purveyors and consumers of education and research. The seven 
countries that are doing well in research terms can make a consortium (may be named as MISS ACE-
Malaysia, India, Singapore, South Africa, Australia, Canada and England). Within commonwealth, there 
would be less heterogeneity with respect to issues of culture, access, adaptation, indifference and 
dominance. Hence it is aptly said, “A grape that sees another gets ripe.”
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