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Note to the reader 

When I first set out my outline of intended research I made a case for the importance of open 

educational resources to open access to learning and education. MIT’s OpenCourseWare 

initiative was only five years old, many of those engaged in higher education were not familiar 

with any of the many open initiatives that were being developed around the world, and no one 

had participated in a massive open online course. There was relatively little discussion of such 

initiatives in areas outside academic, organizational and policy conversations directly 

concerned with their creation or use. The field was in its relative infancy.  

As I complete my research study, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s 

OpenCourseWare initiative is more than a decade old, massive open online courses are 

regularly mainstream news and overall attention to openness in education and its meaning to 

traditional higher education is increasing exponentially. In the past 10 months alone 

tremendous changes have begun to reshape the landscape: MIT partnered with Harvard 

University and created the new online platform edX, newly founded for-profit educational 

technology company Coursera already has more than 2 million participants from almost 2000 

countries in its online courses and Udacity, another for-profit educational venture, promises to 

“democratize” education. At the same time the popular media are attempting to define these 

practices, and their meaning to learning and education, faster than the academic communities 

of which they are a part. 

Whilst such rapid development has provided some challenges to this study, it has also afforded 

a unique opportunity to examine the contemporary manifestation of ‘open access’ as it is in 

the process of transforming. Analysing a phenomenon that is still emerging has been both 

methodologically and theoretically challenging. It has been incredibly exciting, rewarding me 

with substantial insights and allowing me to consider critical interventions to the social 

imaginary of access to ensure that learning can be free. 

Parts of this thesis have been published or have been accepted for publication (in earlier 
versions) in peer-reviewed publications, conference proceedings and online repositories. 

Peter, S. and Farrell, L. (2013) From learning in coffee houses to learning with open educational 
resources, E-Learning and Digital Media, 10(2), 174-189. 
Peter, S. and Deimann, M.  (2013) On the role of openness in education: An historical reconstruction, 
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ABSTRACT 
This thesis addresses the question of access to education, focussing particularly on the 

potential opening up of access to higher education that open educational resources (OER) 

seem to offer. 

Starting with MIT’s OpenCourseWare initiative, continuing with massive open online courses 

and emerging commercial start-ups, OERs promise free access to anyone, anywhere at any 

time. I am interested in open access that is expressed as the learner’s ability to claim his or her 

learning (or educational) opportunity to achieve his or her learning goals. My research is 

conceptualised as a ‘project of exploration’ (Smith, 2005). I want to know how open access to 

learning is enabled through open educational resources, from the learner’s perspective.  

I propose three avenues for understanding open access. First, I draw on the little explored 

history of open learning to chart its development, ground the current discussion and provide a 

basis for understanding ways in which OERs may help meet today’s opportunities and 

challenges. I explore how openness was then, as it is now, a matter of degree, the importance 

of the context in which open access becomes enabled and reconsider notions of literacy, 

technology, time and location. I also highlight the importance of association and stress the 

significant role that awareness plays. 

Second, I investigate learner experience with OERs and use analytic autoethnography 

(Anderson, 2006a) to develop theoretical understandings of access through my own practice. I 

then move to a macro level perspective and use Institutional Ethnography (Smith, 2005) to 

analyse that experience in the context of an ambiguously bounded, emerging, global 

education. I expand on the theoretical discussions around the possibilities afforded by analytic 

autoethnography and institutional ethnography. The two methodologies in conversation allow 

me to extend the framework for understanding access and learner profiles. They also throw 

light on the role of both traditional and new texts in organising experience, unmasking more 

profound instances of power, as embodied by search engines.  

These insights challenge me to address a third dimension to examine the imaginary of access 

as it comes into existence and understand avenues for possible interventions. I examine how 

media representations come together to produce the imaginary around open access to 

learning. I also examine how institutional ethnography’s commitment to social justice can be 

achieved by revealing the complexities of this phenomenon and setting the terms of current 

debates, if people are to achieve access for themselves. 
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