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Ladies and gentlemen, honorable guests, thank you for joining us this afternoon. I am humbled by the opportunity to stand before you to talk on a subject close to my heart and work. But, there are many more competent persons to talk about the Pacific in the audience than me, and therefore, I would begin with a disclaimer: the information I share is based on my interactions with many of you and my own readings on the topic. While I have tried to articulate the needs and issues, you will be in a better position to take it forward with a critical perspective. I have also extensively used some of the slides from our previous presentations in the true spirit of open educational resources. I thank the organisers, especially, Prof. Nigel Healey, Vice Chancellor, Prof. James Pounder, Pro Vice Chancellor and Dr. Deepak Prasad, Associate Dean, Teaching and Learning Enhancement for the invitation to deliver this public lecture. Before, I begin let me give a brief about my organisation for the benefit of many who are not aware of the Commonwealth of Learning.

COL is an intergovernmental organisation established by Commonwealth Heads of Government when they met in Vancouver for CHOGM 1987. Ever since, we have been in beautiful British Columbia, which makes us the only Commonwealth intergovernmental organisation not in London.

Our mission is to help Commonwealth member states and institutions to use technologies for expanding access to education and training.

COL believes that learning is the key to sustainable development. Learning must lead to opportunities for economic growth, social inclusion and environmental conservation.

We work in the 53 developed and developing countries of the world, of which there are 11 in the Pacific. Australia and New Zealand being amongst the top six contributors to COL. 

The University of South Pacific hosts the Pacific Centre for Flexible and Open Learning for Development (PACFOLD), which serves as a regional centre of COL.

Let me now, focus on the presentation. My plan is to give an overview of the context of the Pacific, provide a brief overview of open educational resources (OER), talk about COL’s work in the field, present a pacific perspective of OER, and propose OER Pacifika as a nodal centre for the region to promote access to quality educational resources for lifelong learning.

Now the context.

The enrolment in secondary schools in the region ranges between 53% in Vanuatu to 100% in Kiribati, Samoa and Tuvalu. The world average is about 76%.

Vanuatu has as high as 80% untrained teachers in the secondary schools, though many other countries are catching up to have 100% trained teachers.

Tertiary enrolment data available in the region indicates that except Australia and New Zealand, all other countries in the region fall much below the world average of 37%. Fiji has the highest with 16% tertiary enrolment. Should this be a matter of concern?

Is the low enrolment rate due to the high costs? Data from countries in the Asia-Pacific shows that the cost of higher education is very high, if we look at the amount it costs as percentage of the average annual income in 2015. While in Japan, tertiary education costs about 61% of the average income, it is nearly 350% in Indonesia and 500 % in India. In many countries, parents could not really afford to send children for higher education, even if they have single child. 

One element of the high cost of higher education is the rising cost of textbooks. In the US, while the consumer price index has increased by 48% in the last two decades, the cost of textbooks has increased by 181%. In many of the developing countries of the Commonwealth importing of textbooks further increases their costs.

Access to technology, especially the Internet has become an important aspect of education at all levels. In the Pacific countries, the percentage of Internet users is less than 50% in most of the countries with exception for Australia and New Zealand.

In contrast to the Internet use, the number of mobile users in the Pacific is much higher with only couple of countries having less access to mobile technology. It is important to note that the mobile penetration around the world has surpassed total population, and the mobile Internet access is growing, making it a good option for providing access to and delivery of educational opportunities and resources.

With these backgrounds let me return to the main focus of the presentation—access to educational materials. In 2012 there was only 1 reading textbook for 12 students and only 1 mathematics textbook for 14 students in grade 2 in Cameroon. In grade 2, there were 3 students for every reading textbook, compared with 8 students for every mathematics textbook in Togo. On average higher education students in Bangladesh spend BDT 1850 per year on books and supplies, and in Malaysia 76.4% learners decide not to buy textbooks due to high costs. Even in the United states students spend USD 1200 per year on textbooks and supplies. Over 5.2 million students use financial aid to purchase their textbooks. About 65% students inform that their grades are affected due to non-purchase of required textbooks. The situation would not be different in the Pacific, if we undertake a study.

So, what is the solution to these problems? Certainly, my proposition is to focus on OER as one of the ways to tackle the challenge.

A bit of history for those who want how it all started. OER has its root in development of learning objects for sharing in the early 1990s. In 1998, David Wiley talked about “open content” for sharing with an open publication license. Rice University developed a platform called Connexions, now OpenStax, in 1999, which was followed by the widely known and acclaimed MIT OpenCourseware initiative in 2001.  These developments led to the 2002 UNESCO Forum on the Impact of Open Courseware for Higher Education in Developing Countries, supported by the Hewlett Foundation. It was in this forum that the term open educational resources or OER was coined. In that Forum, Prof.  V.S.  Prasad said “The Open Courseware concept is based on the philosophical view of knowledge as a collective social product and so it is also desirable to make it a social property." This is the underlying philosophy of OER.

With the support of Hewlett Foundation, in 2012 COL and UNESCO organsied the first OER Congress that released the OER Paris Declaration which urged Member States to promote awareness and use of OER, encourage the development and adaptation of OER in a variety of languages and cultural contexts, and in particular encourage the open licensing of educational materials produced with public funds. This was in deed a milestone in the annals of OER.

In the same year, the Conference of Commonwealth Education Ministers endorsed the idea of OER and recommended ‘to set up a common platform for OER materials’ and ‘for the development and use of OER in providing quality teaching and learning for all’.

In 2015, as a lead up to the acceptance of the Sustainable Development Goals by the world community, UNESCO organised the World Education Forum to discuss strategies for inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning for all. The declaration at the event states “A well-established, properly regulated tertiary education system supported by technology, open educational resources and distance education can increase access, equity, quality and relevance, and can narrow the gap between what is taught at tertiary education institutions, including universities, and what economies and societies demand.” 

This was followed by the International Conference on ICT and post-2015 education in Qingdao. The Ministers responsible for Education, high-level government officials, representatives of civil society organisations, teachers’ organizations, United Nations (UN) agencies and development partners, and members of academia and the private sector participating in the event committed to develop “sector-wide strategies and capacity building programmes to fully realize the potential of OER to expand access to lifelong learning opportunities and achieve quality education.”

In December 2016, COL organised the 8th Pan-Commonwealth Forum on Open Learning which also emphasised the role of OER in the KL Declaration to reduce cost of education and urged Member States to develop “strategies and policies at governmental and institutional levels” for using OER to enhance quality.
UNESCO organised the 2nd World OER Congress in 2017 to celebrate 15 years of OER and take stock of the developments. The Congress developed an Action Plan to mainstream OER and recommended that an international instrument be developed by UNESCO, which is currently working to present a Recommendation on OER for approval by the General Conference of UNESCO. While a Recommendation is not mandatory for the Member States to follow, it is expected that such a step will help in increasing the availability and access of educational materials.

The year 2017 was actually celebrated as the Year of Open by many around the world. The world community also celebrates open education week every year, and this year the open education week was March 4-8, 2019. FNU can still claim this public lecture as part of that celebrations!

What are OER? OER are teaching, learning and research materials in any medium that reside in the public domain or have been released under an open license that permits their free use and, in some instances, re-purposing by others. Two important phrases to be remembered here: public domain and open license. Public domain is a legal term that means either the work is copyright expired or the author has relinquished rights to the public. Open license is a type of licensing provision within the copyright law that allows increased use and reuse of materials.

However, the word open in OER has many different connotations. David Wiley explains this using the 5Rs: Reuse (copy verbatim), Revise (adapt and edit), Remix (combine with other materials), Redistribute (share with others), and Retain (make, own and control copies). In essence, an openly licensed material requires no permission from the copyright holder as long as the license is respected.

Promotors of OER like me emphasise that OER reduces costs, enhances access and improves quality. Reduces costs for whom? Learners or the institution. Textbook cost is a major problem for many learners to access educational materials, so making these available free is a good idea. But, institutions also save due to increased efficiency in the system by repurposing of existing materials. 

Next is access for what? Is the access for getting degree or for lifelong learning? The access may result in additional advantages to the institution to develop new business models. 
And of course, how do materials improve quality? It is the use of the materials that helps in transformation of the pedagogical process making the quality to improve. Both the teacher and students are engaged in the content development and utilisation, updating of the material, using critical thinking and reflection to improve the learning process.

To recognise an OER, we need to look for the licenses. Typically, most OER use the Creative Commons licensing system that uses four different concepts: Attribution, Share-Alike, Non-Commercial, and Non-Derivative.

This results into six different types of licenses. Of these, only four are considered OER. As the licenses with Non-Derivative options can’t be modified, these are not considered open by the OER community, which is not the same as my own conviction.  To me the Non-Derivative materials are also OER as these too increases access, although the authors/creators choose not to allow remix or revision. 

Today, OER are available in digital and non-digital formats. There are over 1.4 billion openly licensed materials available on the Internet. We can search OER through standard search engines, repositories, directories, and YouTube. OER could be textual, images, audio, video, animation, as well as printed materials. 

Today there are large number of platforms and repositories. The OER Global Report 2017 lists over 100 repositories and platforms for OER. You can try some of these to find resources that you can adapt for your own purpose.

You can also use standard search engines to do advanced search to find OER or use Creative Commons search. Today, there are several ways to find OER, and it is becoming more and more technically sophisticated and easier to search OER.

What we do at COL for OER? Even before the term OER was coined, COL was promoting the development and sharing of educational materials.  The STAMP 2000+, a free resource to train school teachers, was developed collaboratively by teachers in eight Southern African countries and was a precursor of Open Educational Resources (OER). In 2011, COL became the first intergovernmental organisation to adopt an open license policy for all its publications.

At COL we have been involved in advocacy for more open environment for teaching and learning. OER is an integral part of the bigger goals to support SDG4 by member countries. In the past, COL organised the first OER Congress, Open Textbook Forum for Caribbean countries, and recently in 2016-2017 organised six-regional consultations on OER.

Supporting appropriate policy development for creating and fostering an enabling environment for the use of technology for teaching and earning is a key activity that we do at COL. As a strategy our policy development work is dependent on the in-country requirements. At some countries, we support ICT in education policy, which integrates OER, while in other countries we also support sand-alone OER policy. Some countries also like to develop OER strategy to operationalise their commitment to OER in national development plans. 

In 2017, COL supported the National Universities Commission in Nigeria to develop OER policy, which paved the way for using and integrating OER in 165 universities in Nigeria. Recently, the Government of Saint Lucia has adopted the ICT in education policy with the support of COL, and a major part of the policy includes integration of OER in teaching and learning at all levels.

The use of OER can help development of Open Textbooks that are made available in different format for the learners to either use on digital devices or make print copies. The teachers develop or curate the textbooks in such case rather than adopting a commercial textbook for a class.

In Antigua and Barbuda, a COL commissioned study on the use of Open Textbooks revealed that students saved between 75 to 88 ECD per course per semester and also the supplemental approach to use open textbooks improved student performance by 5.5%.

In the Pacific, the National University of Samoa offers the VUSSC developed Diploma in Sustainable Agriculture, which is available as OER. The first group of students who graduated from this programme are already in full-time employment. Vaaelua, a graduate of this diploma was already planning to further improve her qualifications by joining the University of the South Pacific, when she graduated from the OER degree.

With the support of Hewlett Foundation, COL has developed 17 secondary school subjects in grade 10, 11 and 12. These materials are available for adoption by anyone.

English is used as a medium of instruction in many Commonwealth countries in some or all levels of schooling.  The English language competencies of the learners therefore become central to their performance in other subjects as well. COL has worked in partnership with a number of countries in Africa to develop OER that can help improve the teaching of English Language.  

COL has developed a short course in understanding OER, which is available online. In the last 4 years over 20,000 individuals from the Commonwealth and beyond have used the course. I encourage you to take this course and earn a certificate on OER. This could be the starting point for anyone interested on OER.

COL has developed an innovative low-cost server to promote the use of OER in no Internet or low bandwidth environment. This is called Aptus and can provide offline access to online resources to provide interactive learning experiences to the students. It has been tested in Fiji and Samoa in the Pacific with very high satisfactory results.

Following the Cyclone Gita, Tonga’s education infrastructure was destroyed. COL assisted the Ministry of Education in Tonga to restore classroom teaching with OER in Tongan schools and colleges using Aptus. 

COL’s reginal office in New Delhi – the Commonwealth Educational Media Centre in Asia has also pioneered in developing a framework for quality assurance of OER that can be adapted to different local contexts.

We also host a Directory of OER collected from various sources. Currently over 6,000 resources are listed there for secondary education, technical and vocational skills development, teacher education and higher education.

And of course, COL is a knowledge creator in the field of open and distance learning. We have the best guides and toolkit to help anyone understand, use, curate and develop high quality OER. Please visit our institutional repository for more on this.

Now let me turn to the Pacific situation on OER. COL organised the Pacific OER consultation in Auckland on February 16-17, 2018. 

Severn countries participated in the event, but 11 countries (including non-Commonwealth) contributed to the survey.

There is support for OER at policy level in Australia, Fiji and New Zealand. Recently with the support of COL Tonga has also developed a draft OER policy, which is under consideration. The OERu, based in New Zealand, is a growing consortium of many universities around the world supporting the use of OER for credentials. 

In the meeting, the participants identified some useful priorities that should be considered for the development of OER in the region. While countries need OER policy at national level, this should be aligned to Regional Pacific Education Strategy. They also stressed the need for emphasis on indigenous knowledge and culture, improved infrastructure and connectivity, and focus on OER as freedom, human rights and a people’s movement for dignity of human labour and life.

Specific findings from the regional consultations on OER also concluded that more governments in the region commit to support OER and there is a greater willingness to collaborate for OER. 

OER Pacifica is a phrase that I actually heard from two people: one my host for today, Dr. Deepak Prasad and the other Mr Ian Thomson. Both of them are passionate about the role of OER in the region. Here I have tried to elaborate some of my thinking that I hope will resonate with others in the audience today and some day it will become a reality with appropriate modifications.

Currently there are three national policies in the region. One institutional policy for OER at University of South pacific and one Technology-Enabled Learning Framework at National University of Samoa that include open licensing. According to the OER Global Report 2017, eight countries are contemplating development of OER policy. So, the time is ripe for a major regional collaboration for OER.

The PACFOLD has developed a draft regional strategy for OER to be approved by the Education Ministers in the region.

In the Pacific, the lack of understanding of the OER business models, lack of policy and user’s capacity are top three barriers to mainstream OER.

For individuals to use and adapt OER, the top two major problems are lack of institutional support at the management level and lack of recognition for OER work. Interestingly issues related to hardware, software, connectivity, etc are no more major barriers to OER.

A recent report from the Asian Development Bank entitled “ICT for better Education in the Pacific” recommends development of educational resources for the Pacific context. It recommends setting up of an entity (or group of organizations) for (i) aggregating; (ii) customizing, verifying for quality and appropriateness; (iii) indexing materials for curricula; and (iv) uploading them to repositories. This is in line with the idea of OER Pacifika and will help “leverage economies of scales to develop and collate materials that target demand areas in the education sector.”

The OER Pacifika will support the principles outlined in the Pacific Regional Education Framework (2018-2030): (i) Regionalism and mutually beneficial partnerships, (ii) Application of evidence to policy and practice, (iii) Efficiency in the use of resources, (iv) Equity in access and opportunity, (v) High quality and relevant inputs, and (iv) Sustainable and high-quality outcomes. 

Recently, I served as a member of a working group of the ICT for Better Education taskforce of the Council of Regional Organisations in the Pacific. As a team, we have recommended to set up a portal with OER adapted for the Pacific region. The working group also recommended to prioritise which subjects, and resources needs to be produced first, driven by required learning outcomes and provide training to the teachers to use and adapt OER. 

Thus, the vision of the OER Pacifika shall be to improve access to quality learning resources that reflect Pacific values, cultures, traditional knowledge and aligned to regional needs and aspirations. The specific objective shall be to provide a platform for sharing educational materials at all levels and support lifelong learning needs of the people of the pacific.

The system can take a distributed approach using cloud technology and follow a hub and spoke model for networking. With each country having their hub connecting institutions in their country, and ultimately connected to a federated search and indexing platform to leverage on the work of others.

The approach will be a regionally coordinated body implemented at national level in each of the Member Countries. All capacity building activities shall follow online and/or blended approach and support countries and institutions for policy development, whenever required. Its major activity shall be to curate and develop regionally needed learning resources and accredit teacher developer for curating and developing courses and lessons for different levels to avoid duplication of efforts by teachers in different countries of the region.

When a new idea is proposed, the immediate question that comes to mind is where are the resources? Who will fund this new task or set up? OER Pacifika should be a Member country supported activity with institutional annual membership. Over a period of time, OER Packfika could become a sustainable model by supporting members using a model of number of learners-based subscription. Occasionally, support may also come from intergovernmental agencies and international foundations.  

It is important to develop OER Pacifika as an independent organisation with its 3-Tier management structure: (i) High-level governance structure with a mix of representatives from governments, institutions and regional and international agencies, (ii) Coordinating agency with representatives of National Steering Committees, and (iii) Country level Steering Committees. A small administration and technical team (full-time and part time staff) could serve as a permanent secretariat.

My strong believe and conviction is that such an organisation will help increase access to learning materials, improve quality of student learning, strengthen better utilisation of the national education budget, and support continuous professional development of teachers in the region.

Looking ahead I proffer three specific point for your reflection and indulgence to make OER Pacifika a reality.

We all know about the “bell and the cat” fable. It is easier to suggest an idea than to execute it. Most of the times, it goes as “that not my role or priority”, “somebody else should do it”, “not me”, etc. So, even though an idea may look fantastic, there are few risk takers. Most people look to governments to support an idea, and thus it takes time to work on innovations. As I see it, for OER at a regional level, there is still the possibility of getting “a first mover advantage” and lead the movement for the benefit of the region.  

Once we get ready, there is a need to identify concrete targets by developing a strategic plan with priorities to achieve in a time-bound manner. Specific steps to mobilise resources from government as well as funding agencies would be required to build systems and processes, including setting up of a platform to support OER development and re-use.

For a gigantic task of this kind, there is a need for constant regional collaboration at the level of individuals, institutions and policy-makers. Heads of the Ministries of Education as well as head of the institutions in the countries need to appreciate the value of such a collaboration for the region. OER Pacifika would remind everyone in the system about the shared common goals beyond narrower national aspirations. 

Thank you for your kind attention.
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