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Abstract 

The literature on Open Educational Resources (OER) points to a need to further research how 
best to foster teachers’ reuse of OER (Masterman and Wild, 2011), and how best to enable the 
infrastructure for sharing OER to appropriately support the needs of teachers (Davis et al., 
2010).  

This paper proposes variations around the themes of Peer Observation of Teaching and 
Professional Conversations as tools to investigate the use and reuse of OER by teachers. It 
reports on two qualitative studies on the use and reuse of OER by language teachers at the 
Open University UK. Teachers use LORO (loro.open.ac.uk), an open repository of OER for 
language teaching, to select their teaching resources. 

Using Peer Observation of Teaching and Professional Conversations for data collection and a 
thematic analysis, the studies looked at how teachers used OER in their teaching, reworked 
existing resources or remix materials with others in LORO, and how they shared (or not) their 
new versions of the resources. The study also sought to understand the role of professional 
knowledge in the use and reuse of OER, and to explore the extent to which working with OER 
results in the adoption of other Open Educational Practices (OEP). 

The study stresses the importance of using innovative qualitative methods alongside evidence 
from quantitative data in order to understand teacher engagement in OER reuse, and that this 
understanding is one of the key elements needed to “build on the last ten years of OER 
development, and move towards the creation of a virtuous circle of open educational practice”. 
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The literature on Open Educational Resources (OER) points to a need to further research how 
best to foster teachers’ reuse of OER (Masterman and Wild, 2011), and how best to enable the 
infrastructure for sharing OER to appropriately support the needs of teachers (Davis et al., 
2010). Whilst analytics provide useful quantitative data about OER use and, to a lesser extent, 
reuse (see for instance MIT, 2011), little research has so far been published on how individual 
teachers use and adapt OER. 

This article reports on the methodology used in two qualitative studies on the use and reuse of 
OER by language teachers at the Department of Languages in the Open University UK 
conducted in 2011-12 and 2012-13. The teachers, who work part-time, use LORO (Language 
Open Resources Online, loro.open.ac.uk), an open repository of OER for language teaching, to 
select the teaching resources they use for their classes with students, using a blended approach 
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that combines Elluminate, a online audiographic conference tool, and face-to-face teaching 
(Comas-Quinn et al., 2011).  

Although Google analytics and other statistical packages embedded in the LORO repository 
provide data about the numbers of users, resource views and downloads, etc., these provide 
little evidence, for instance, of whether teachers adapt or remix resources, or if they share these 
with others. Indeed, if looking only at the quantitative data available, one might be lead to 
believe only minimal reuse and sharing take place. This study set out to investigate precisely 
what the analytics did not show: how teachers used the OER from the repository, reworked 
them or remixed them in their teaching, and whether and how they shared them again with 
colleagues. This paper explains the qualitative methods that were used in the study, and argues 
that if, as Beetham has pointed out, the open is the enemy of the knowable (Beetham, 2011), 
analytics will not provide all the data needed to understand use and reuse of OER, and that 
researching OER and OEP can benefit from qualitative approaches such as the ones described 
here, which are more aligned to researching individual practice (Masterman & Wild, 2011). 

Peer Observation of Teaching 

One of the tools often used in teachers’ professional development (and in initial teacher training) 
is peer observation of teaching (POT) (Bell and Mladenovic, 2008).  Peer observation is a 
collaborative activity (Bell, 2005), and is a way of focussing on ordinary practices; at the same 
time, by developing good working hypotheses or foreshadowing problems that ‘make the 
familiar strange’ (Delamont et al., 2010), practitioners can turn the observation of personal 
experience into something that has “the potential to revise collective practice, ideas and 
lifeworlds, and to provide professional voice” (Peel, 2005, p.491). POT can also play an 
important part in ensuring that teachers don’t become “isolated and routinized”, enabling 
teachers to gain exposure to other teaching styles and approaches (Cosh, 1998).  

POT is a tool that is often used in face to face teaching. However, in the context of blended 
teaching and learning, some have argued that the concept of POT needs to be extended to 
other media where teaching takes place. Thus, it should be broadened to cover areas such as 
curriculum design, the creation of teaching materials, online teaching, and the whole range of 
what teachers do to support learners (Hatzipanagos and Lygo-Baker 2006, Bennett and Barp, 
2008, Swinglehurst et al., 2008). In the context of LORO, the Department of Languages at the 
OU has been developing ways to extend the concept of peer observation to OER, by promoting 
collaborative writing and peer review of OER (see, for instance, Alvarez et al., 2013). 

Since the aim of this study was to describe and analyse the use and reuse of OER from LORO 
by OU language teachers, and the role of their professional knowledge in making sense of 
those resources and being able to adapt them if needed, it was important to understand 
phenomena in their setting, and to be able to capture and describe the phenomena from the 
perspectives of those involved. It was also important to look at specific instances of OER use, 
rather than gather data that was more general or abstract; for this reason, the principles of POT 
were applied to two aspects of teaching practice that are seldom shared with others, or indeed 
researched: lesson preparation, and reflection after the lesson, especially on resources used. It 
was felt that, in the process of preparing the lesson, teachers would be engaging directly with 
OER, and adapting them if necessary; in the act of reflection after the lesson, they might 
engage with issues of adaptation and the possibility of sharing their insights into OER use, or 
indeed, their resources. 
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Professional conversations 

When planning the data collection, however, it was also important to account for or at least 
acknowledge the possible effects that the discussion about OER might have on the teachers’ 
practice, not so much in terms of reactivity, although this was something that warranted 
attention, but in terms of how the researcher’s interests as a practitioner in moving the 
Department of Languages towards adopting educational practices that are more open might 
affect the research. As Robson reminds us, one of the issues about carrying out practitioner 
research in the context of one’s own work is that it becomes almost impossible to separate any 
changes from the research itself (Robson, 2011, p.7).  

For this reason, POT was used in conjunction with another tool which sometimes is used after 
an observation: professional conversations. As Senge (1990) explains, these are ‘learningful 
conversations [which] balance inquiry and advocacy’ and provide opportunities for people to 
‘expose their own thinking effectively and make that thinking open to the influence of others’. In 
professional conversations, the role of the interlocutor is to ask questions, seek clarification 
(Schuck et al., 2008), and move the conversation beyond the teacher providing a mere 
rationalisation of their current practice in order to “maximize thoughtfulness on the part of the 
teacher” and explore, where relevant, alternative courses of action (Danielson, 2009).  

The observations/professional conversations took place on Elluminate, which is also the 
platform currently used by teachers for their online lessons. The platform allows the facilitator to 
share resources with participants (in the form of whiteboards, for instance), very much as a 
slides might be used in a face-to-face setting, so that teachers were able to share with the 
researcher the slides they would use in their lessons. It also allows for the session to be 
recorded in order to be subsequently transcribed and analyses. An observation/professional 
conversation was carried out with each AL before and after a specific lesson in the case of the 
first study and, in the case of the second study, observations/professional conversations were 
carried out before and after two lessons. In the session before their lesson, the teachers shared 
the resources they were planning to use in the lesson with the researcher, explaining where the 
resources were from (LORO, the teacher’s own, or from other sources) and if the resources had 
been/would be adapted at all for the class, and explained how they would use them. This first 
conversation shed light on the specific context of the lesson (timing within the course, assumed 
knowledge by students, aims) and on a number of aspects related to the teacher’s practice, 
including how they perceived their role as teachers, the perceived role of materials creation in 
their teaching, and their experience of, and attitudes towards, sharing their resources. The 
second conversation, after the lesson, enabled the teachers to show the resources as they had 
actually used them in class, and included any changes made to the resources after our initial 
conversation and any changes made during the class itself (additional explanations or examples 
added to the resources, for instance). This also enabled us to discuss other ways in which 
resources had been changed, i.e. adapting the pedagogical pattern rather than the resource 
itself, for instance.  In this second conversation, we also discussed further the usefulness or 
otherwise of sharing one’s resources, or one’s insights into resource use, with colleagues. In the 
second study, a second set of observations/professional conversations was conducted around a 
second tutorial, which enabled the triangulation of some of the data collected in the previous 
meetings, and further probing into some of the issues that had come up so far in the 
conversations.  

Preliminary findings 

The data of the first study was transcribed and analysed, using a categorising strategy and a 
thematic analysis. Some of the findings of the first study have been reported elsewhere 
(Beaven, 2013), and the data of the second study is still being analysed. However, the picture 
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that emerges from the observations and conversations with teachers about their use and reuse 
of OER in this particular setting is that teachers do indeed regularly make changes to the OER 
they take form the LORO repository, and that those changes are very personal, and are related 
to meeting the perceived needs of their learners, to making the OER fit their own teaching styles 
and preferences, and to making the resources their own. That, of course, is also why they are 
seldom shared again via the LORO repository. Also, the study revealed important issues about 
self-confidence and vulnerability, and it seems that some teachers are more comfortable 
sharing their resources, or discussing issues related to them, in the Departmental tutor forums, 
which operate like a virtual staffroom restricted to the teacher son that course, as this is a more 
private setting than the very public repository.   

Conclusion 

Although these are only preliminary findings, the aim of the current paper was to explain the 
importance of using qualitative methods that focus on specific instances of OER use and 
adaptation alongside evidence from quantitative data in order to understand teacher 
engagement in OER reuse, as this understanding is one of the key elements needed to “build 
on the last ten years of OER development, and move towards the creation of a virtuous circle of 
open educational practice”.  
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