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One Size Doesn’t Fit All: Contrasting Approaches 
to Building Communities of OER Users Amongst 

the Language Teaching Community

Kate Borthwick* and Alison Dickens

University of Southampton, Southampton, UK

Abstract. The LLAS Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies, at the 
University of Southampton, UK, has led a number of projects aimed at creating and 
building communities of sharers and users of open educational resources (OERs). We 
have worked with very different groups within the language teaching community to raise 
awareness about OERs, encourage practical engagement with OERs, and foster good 
practice in the use and re-use of open content. All of our projects sustain continuing 
FRPPXQLW\�DFWLYLW\��:H�KDYH�IRXQG�WKDW�D�µRQH�VL]H�¿WV�DOO¶�DSSURDFK�LV�RIWHQ�RIIHUHG�E\�
institutions to those wishing to engage with open practice, but that it is unlikely to be as 
effective as a more direct, personalised approach. Through an analysis of the needs and 
challenges of different groups of language teachers we have worked with, we will show 
WKDW�D�ÀH[LEOH�DSSURDFK��ZKLFK�WDNHV�LQWR�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�H[LVWLQJ�SUDFWLFH�DQG�LQGLFDWHV�
how OERs relate to this, ensures a greater chance of OER uptake and use, and increases 
the likelihood of open practice sustaining in the longer term.

Keywords: open educational resources, language teaching, professional development, 
technology.

1. Introduction

The LLAS Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies**, at the University 
of Southampton, UK, has led a number of projects aimed at creating and building 
communities of creators and users of open educational resources. Projects such as 
JISC***�±� IXQGHG�+XP%R[��Dickens et al, 2010) and Community Café (Borthwick 
& Dickens, 2011) have worked with very different groups within the language 

* Contact author: k.borthwick@soton.ac.uk

** A research and enterprise group which promotes the study and teaching of languages, www.llas.ac.uk

***  UK funding body, the Joint Information Systems Committee, www.jisc.ac.uk
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teaching community to raise awareness about open educational resources, encourage 
practical engagement with OERs, and foster good practice in the use and re-use of 
open content. Activity within these communities of open practice continues beyond 
the life of the projects which created them and LLAS is now working with a new 
JURXS�RI�ODQJXDJH�WHDFKHUV��ZLWKLQ�WKH�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�VHFWRU��RQ�WKH�)$925��-,6&��
SURMHFW��:H�DUH�DSSO\LQJ�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�H[SHULHQFH�JDLQHG�RQ�SUHYLRXV�SURMHFWV�
WR�WKLV�QHZ�FRPPXQLW\�JURXS�ZLWKLQ�WKH�/DQJXDJHV�GLVFLSOLQH�DUHDV��2XU�H[SHULHQFH�
indicates that the most effective method to encourage actual sharing and resource 
re-use is to use direct and personalised approaches which take into consideration 
H[LVWLQJ�SUDFWLFH��XQGHUVWDQG�ZKHUH�2(5V�PD\�PHHW�D�QHHG��DQG�ZHDYH�2(5V�LQWR�
the web of everyday professional activity.

2. Background

OERs are “teaching, learning, and research resources that reside in the public 
domain or have been released under an intellectual property license that permits 
their free use or re-purposing by others” (Atkins, Brown, & Hammond, 2007, p. 4). 
In recent years, the UK government has devoted large amounts of funding, via the 
JISC (2012), to encouraging the publication of open educational resources by the 
DFDGHPLF�FRPPXQLW\� LQ� WKH�8.��DQG� WR� H[SORULQJ� LVVXHV� DURXQG� WKH�SXEOLFDWLRQ��
creation and re-use of OERs. Nonetheless, the ‘adoption of open practice in UK 
KLJKHU� HGXFDWLRQ� UHPDLQV� SDWFK\�¶� �Darby, 2012) and Comas-Quinn, Beaven, 
Pleines, Pulker, and Delos Arcos (2011) note that interest has increasingly begun to 
shift from the resources themselves (and the desire to simply put large amounts of 
open content on the web), to the communities that form around open repositories 
of content. However, they point out that ‘issues that enable or inhibit the use, reuse 
DQG�UHPL[�RI�2(5V¶�E\�PHPEHUV�RI�WKHVH�FRPPXQLWLHV�DUH�VWLOO�HPHUJLQJ�DUHDV�RI�
research.

2XU�ZRUN�ZLWK�GLIIHUHQW�JURXSV�RI�ODQJXDJH�HGXFDWRUV�VLWV�ZLWKLQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W��
We have found that while OERs are effective in increasing the pool of high quality 
resources available to all teachers and promoting individual work, there is a danger 
WKDW�LQGLYLGXDO�XVHUV�FDQ�EH�ORVW�DQG�DOLHQDWHG�E\�D�JHQHULF�DSSURDFK��IRU�H[DPSOH�
the demand to share through institutional or national repositories, such as Jorum*) 
DQG�GR�QRW�IHHO�µEX\�LQ¶�WR�VKDULQJ�ZHEVLWHV�RU�HYHQ�WR�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�VKDULQJ�WKHLU�
resources. This is because they do not see this kind of activity as relevant to them or 
WKHLU�SURIHVVLRQDO�SUDFWLFH��2XU�H[SHULHQFH�FRQ¿UPV�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�ZKLOH�DFDGHPLFV�
DQG� WHDFKHUV� XQGHUVWDQG� WKDW� 2(5� VKDULQJ� LV� RI� EHQH¿W� LQ� D� JHQHUDO� ZD\� WR� WKH�
ZKROH�HGXFDWLRQ�VHFWRU��PDQ\�VWUXJJOH�WR�VHH�KRZ�WKHVH�EHQH¿WV�UHODWH�WR�WKHLU�GD\�
to-day teaching.

* www.jorum.ac.uk

http://www.jorum.ac.uk
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3. Method 

3.1. The HumBox project
7KH�¿UVW�RI�//$6¶V� WZR� UHFHQW�2(5�UHODWHG�SURMHFWV�ZRUNHG�ZLWK� ODQJXDJH�FRQWHQW�
VSHFLDOLVWV�LQ�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ��7KH�+XP%R[�SURMHFW�UDQ�IURP�����������DQG�LW�VRXJKW�
to engage eleven higher education humanities practitioners in publishing their work 
DV�2(5V��/DQJXDJH�WXWRUV�IURP�¿YH�XQLYHUVLWLHV�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�WKH�SURMHFW�XVLQJ�WKH�
+XP%R[* website to publish their resources.

3.1.1. The challenge

7KH� FKDOOHQJH� IRU� WKH�+XP%R[� SURMHFW�ZDV� WR� JHW� KXPDQLWLHV� SUDFWLWLRQHUV� WR� VKDUH�
WKHLU�H[LVWLQJ�WHDFKLQJ�UHVRXUFHV�DV�RSHQ�FRQWHQW��:H�IRXQG�DW�WKH�RXWVHW�WKDW�DPRQJVW�
the project group there was a general inclination to share materials but that this usually 
happened informally and on a local basis. There was also a wide range of digital 
PDWHULDOV�DOUHDG\�LQ�H[LVWHQFH�DPRQJVW�WKHLU�¿OHV�UHDG\�IRU�VKDULQJ�RQOLQH��,W�ZDV�DOVR�
acknowledged that sharing content openly across humanities disciplines was desirable – 
particularly for language teaching, where there is a great need for adaptable, authentic and 
VXLWDEOH�PDWHULDOV�RQ�D�UDQJH�RI�WRSLFV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��LW�ZDV�IHOW�WKDW�H[FHOOHQFH�LQ�WHDFKLQJ�
is often unrewarded and unrecognised, but that engaging with open practice may offer 
a way to showcase good work. This idea had particular resonance with language tutors, 
who are often on teaching-only contracts and are not engaged in research. Despite these 
positive attitudes towards sharing materials, there was a reticence to engage with online 
open practice and practitioners voiced concerns about quality, copyright, abuse of their 
materials and the time required to engage with OERs.

3.1.2. Our approach

2XU�DSSURDFK�ZDV�D�SUDFWLFDO�RQH��ZH�LQWHQGHG�XVHUV�WR�H[SORUH�WKHLU�FRQFHUQV�ZLWK�
open practice while actually doing it. We created a neutral online environment (the 
+XP%R[��ZKLFK�ZDV�LQLWLDOO\�FORVHG�WR�DQ\RQH�RXWVLGH�WKH�SURMHFW��DQG�WKLV�DOORZHG�
SUDFWLWLRQHUV� WR�H[SHULPHQW�VWUDLJKW�DZD\�ZLWK�SXEOLVKLQJ�GLIIHUHQW�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�
to discuss issues associated with quality and copyright in a collective way. This 
enabled participants to work through their concerns with the advice and support 
of the project group, and to focus on their teaching and their discipline rather than 
institutional differences or imperatives. This approach encouraged the general 
FROOHJLDWH� IHHOLQJ�RI�SURIHVVLRQDO� WUXVW� WKDW�H[LVWV�EHWZHHQ�IHOORZ�SUDFWLWLRQHUV� WR�
EH�H[WHQGHG�WR�WKH�RQOLQH��RSHQ�+XP%R[�JURXS�

We also engaged the project team in processes that were familiar to them: 
SXEOLVKLQJ�ZRUN�IRU�RWKHUV� WR�YLHZ��RIIHULQJ�ZRUN�IRU�SHHU�UHYLHZ��DQG�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�
their pedagogical practice. All of these activities are part of everyday academic life 

* ZZZ�KXPER[�DF�XN

http://www.humbox.ac.uk
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DQG�WKH�SURMHFW�VLPSO\�JDYH�WKHP�D�QHZ�WZLVW�E\�SXWWLQJ�WKHP�µRXW�LQ�WKH�RSHQ�¶�7KLV�
meant that rather than engaging with a totally new process in their professional lives, 
SURMHFW�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZHUH�UHYLVLQJ�WKHLU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�H[LVWLQJ�SURFHVVHV�±�EXW�LQ�D�
QHZ�FRQWH[W��

$W�WKH�FORVH�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��WKH�+XP%R[�KDG�EHFRPH�RSHQ�DQG�DOO�UHVRXUFHV�ZHUH�
DYDLODEOH�IRU�RWKHUV¶�WR�GRZQORDG�DQG�DGDSW��7KH�FRPPXQLW\�WKDW�KDG�EHHQ�VHHGHG�E\�
WKH�SURMHFW�KDG�JURZQ�IURP���� WR������UHJLVWHUHG�XVHUV���DQG� LW�FRQWLQXHV� WR�H[SDQG�
(Borthwick, 2012).

3.2. The Community Café project
The Community Café project ran from 2010-2011 and was a collaboration between 
the University of Southampton, Southampton City Council and Manchester 
Metropolitan University. Its aim was to create, publish online and share a collection 
of open access digital resources for community-based language teachers in the 
Southampton area.

3.2.1. The challenge

Community-based language teachers face different challenges from their colleagues 
LQ�WKH�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�VHFWRU��7KH\�RIWHQ�WHDFK�µRXW�RI�KRXUV�¶�LQ�LQIRUPDO�VLWXDWLRQV��
and are reliant on creating their own materials due to a scarcity of relevant, up-to-date 
resources. They often work in isolation and do not have the opportunity to meet with 
other tutors to share ideas and practice, and there are only occasional opportunities for 
SURIHVVLRQDO� GHYHORSPHQW��7KLV�ZDV� D�JURXS� WKDW� FRXOG� FOHDUO\�EHQH¿W� IURP� VKDULQJ�
resources and ideas in an open way and they were willing – indeed, hungry to do 
so; however, they lacked the practical and pedagogical skills, training and equipment 
necessary to engage with open practice.

3.2.2. Our approach

Once again, our approach was a practical one. We held informal café-style meetings 
which enabled tutors to share practice and ideas across cultural and linguistic groups, 
and we complemented these sessions with training in the use of technology to create 
materials, and good practice for OER-sharing. The project ultimately became less about 
FUHDWLQJ�D�EDQN�RI�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�PRUH�DERXW�XVLQJ�RSHQ�SUDFWLFH�DV�D�YHKLFOH�WR�UHÀHFW�
on and enhance pedagogical practice. Tutors report an ongoing impact on their teaching 
as a result of work on the project.

3.3. The FAVOR project
)$925� �)LQGLQJ� D� 9RLFH� WKURXJK� 2SHQ� 5HVRXUFHV�� UXQV� XQWLO� 2FWREHU� ������ ,W� LV�
ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�KRXUO\�SDLG�ODQJXDJH�WXWRUV�DFURVV�¿YH�GLIIHUHQW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�WR�SXEOLVK�
H[LVWLQJ�PDWHULDOV�DV�2(5V�DQG�FUHDWH�QHZ�2(5V�WR�VXSSRUW�ODQJXDJH�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�WKH�
UK. The challenge for such tutors is to receive recognition for the important role they 
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play in the academic life of their institutions, and so our approach in this case, is 
WR� KLJKOLJKW� LQVWLWXWLRQDO� DI¿OLDWLRQV� DV�ZHOO� DV� FRPPXQLW\� LGHQWLW\� �DV� ODQJXDJH�
tutors).

4. Discussion

7KH� EHQH¿WV� RI� HQJDJLQJ� ZLWK� 2(5V� DUH�� RQ� WKH� VXUIDFH�� VLPLODU� IRU� HDFK� JURXS��
LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�SRRO�RI�UHVRXUFHV�DYDLODEOH��VKRZFDVLQJ�H[FHOOHQW�WHDFKLQJ�ZRUN��UDLVLQJ�
WKH�SUR¿OHV�RI�FUHDWRUV��DQG�HQKDQFLQJ�SURIHVVLRQDO�SUDFWLFH��EXW�HDFK�JURXS�KDV�UHTXLUHG�
D�GLIIHUHQW�DSSURDFK�LQ�RUGHU�WR�EHJLQ�WR�UHDOLVH�WKHVH�EHQH¿WV�

)RU�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�ODQJXDJH�WXWRUV��WKH�SULQFLSOH�REVWDFOHV�WR�HQJDJLQJ�ZLWK�RSHQ�
SUDFWLFH�ZHUH�FRQFHSWXDO�� H�J��� IHDUV�DURXQG�FRS\ULJKW�DQG� ,35�RU�DQ[LHW\�RYHU�SHHU�
reviews; but for community-based tutors, they were practical – e.g., how to create 
RQOLQH�PDWHULDOV�RU�KRZ�WR�ZULWH�HIIHFWLYH�PHWDGDWD��7KH�QHZ�JURXS�RI�)$925�WXWRUV�
DUH�¿QGLQJ�LW�PRUH�VDWLVI\LQJ�WR�UHDOLVH�EHQH¿WV�RI�RSHQ�SUDFWLFH�WKURXJK�D�UHFRQQHFWLRQ�
ZLWK�WKHLU�LQGLYLGXDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DORQJVLGH�FRPPXQLW\�VKDULQJ��7KH�XVH�RI�D�ÀH[LEOH��
web 2.0-style community-oriented website has been used for all projects and this also 
greatly assisted in seeding the online community in each case. 

5. Conclusions

2XU�H[SHULHQFH� LQGLFDWHV� WKDW� WKH�QDWXUH�DQG�FRQFHUQV�RI�SDUWLFXODU�JURXSV�QHHG� WR�
be taken into consideration and addressed directly, in order to best encourage the 
organic growth of a group of OER sharers and users. We have found that when this 
PHWKRG�LV�DGRSWHG��2(5V�KDYH�D�JUHDWHU�FKDQFH�RI�XSWDNH�DQG�XVH��$�µRQH�VL]H�¿WV�DOO¶�
DSSURDFK�WR�HQFRXUDJLQJ�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�RSHQ�SUDFWLFH�GRHV�QRW�FRQYH\�WKH�EHQH¿WV�
WR�LQGLYLGXDOV�RI�GRLQJ�VR��RU�KRZ�2(5V�FDQ�EH�FRQWH[WXDOLVHG�ZLWKLQ�SURIHVVLRQDO�
practice.

:H�KDYH�IRXQG�WKDW�EHLQJ�SDUW�RI�DQ�LGHQWL¿HG�FRPPXQLW\�SURYLGHV�UHDVVXUDQFH�
in grappling with issues around open practice; however, the motivations of OER 
XVHUV�QHHG�IXUWKHU�UHVHDUFK��7KH�)$925�SURMHFW�ZLOO�UHSRUW�LWV�¿QGLQJV�ODWHU�LQ�WKH�
year and we hope it will contribute to a greater understanding of how and why OER 
communities grow and sustain themselves.
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