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Introduction 
 

Recent participatory technologies such as wikis and blogs have 

demonstrated compelling collaborative knowledge creation and curation 

phenomena. Meanwhile, academic publishing, traditional universities, and 

other established medias have maintained an epistemology in which 

knowledge is owned by few, governed by hegemonic political and 

economic systems, and accessed unequally. As the host of web 2.0 

technologies continue to become more pervasive, these traditions are 

being challenged and new models of business, law and education are 

forming that merge the established institutions with the new kinds of 

interactions seen in the public technology space. We are now seeing 

hybrid institutions in higher education that contain collaborative tools, 

philosophies of democratic education and the goal of educating 

everyone. The goal of this paper is to criticize the current higher 

education system, demonstrate the social impact of collaborative 

technologies, then highlight a few open initiative that aim to provide 



equal access and democratic spaces in the knowledge of higher 

education. 

Unequal Access to Higher Education 
 

 

According to the 2008 World University Rankings, performed by 

The Higher Education Leadership and Management group (THE), 41 of the 

top 100 universities in the world are in North America and 37 are in 

Europe. Using 2008 data from the United Nations Population Division, 

this means that 78 of the top 100 universities are in the parts of the 

world that have only 16% of the people. What chance does the 60% of the 

world’s population that lives in Asia, averaging a mere $1829 yearly 

income1, have to attend one of the 78 US and European schools which 

cost, on average, $120,000 for a four year degree? For many lower 

income students, even the perception of the high cost of university is 

enough to discourage them (Cabrera et al. 2000). 

In addition to physical and economic barriers, the design of the 

traditional University mandates that only a specific percentage of 

applications result in enrollment. Since standardized tests and previous 

grades are a popular method of determining eligibility, a supplementary 

                                       
1 The average GDP per capita for the countries on the Asian continent is 
$1829 only after removing Brunei Darussalam. Latin America averages 
$5122 and Africa averages $2096. Data is from the 2008 International 
Monetary Fund report. 



layer of discrimination favors those who excel on the format of these 

tests(Valenzuela 2004). Commercial offerings for private tutors and fee 

based online training products offered by companies such as Kaplan 

which cost thousands of dollars but guarantee higher scores continue to 

widen the acceptance gap. 

Critical research abounds in evidence that lower income, female 

and non-European students face a number of challenges that may result 

in failure or dropout. For example, daytime classroom-based courses and 

minimum course loads for financial aid eligibility exclude students who 

need to work or have children (Lane 2008). It has also been demonstrated 

that limited teaching and assessment styles favor particular kinds of 

students (Valenzuela 2004). Only after a student has navigated the first 

set of social-economic barriers and arrived on campus does another 

set of hindrances become apparent. 

Closed scholarly knowledge 
 

Access is not only limited to the University itself, but also to 

scholarship in general. Academic, peer-reviewed Journals are a 

foundational form of scholarly communication but are often out of reach 

and becoming more so. Despite the fact that many articles are produced 

from research that is funded by public funds, from 2000 to 2004 the 

average cost of a one-year periodical subscription rose from $241 to 



$328. This trend is causing many public and university libraries to cut 

subscriptions to parts their journal catalogs (Dingley 2005).  

 Despite the cost of the peer review process that produces quality 

work in journals, the high costs of journals may not be necessary. 

According to CreateChange, an organization supported by the 

Association of Research Libraries, the Association of College and 

Research Libraries (a division of the American Library Association) and 

the Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition state that 

scholarly publishers earn up to 40% profit on their publications while he 

average for all other publishers stays close to 5%. As Edwards and 

Shulenburger (2003) put it, “there are powerful reasons for believing that 

high and rising prices are due not to costs, but rather to the combination 

of highly inelastic demand and suppliers’ substantial market power.”  

Academic journals are only one kind of resource required by higher 

education. For university courses, textbooks facilitate a large portion of 

what is taught. Weather or not they meet this vision, academic journals 

seek to study and report on knowledge that does not necessarily find a 

contemporary agreement. Textbooks and curriculum in general, on the 

other hand, are driven politically. They are a knowledge artifact 

representing the agenda of hegemonic political interests (Apple 2000).  

For knowledge to be useful and accessible by all, numerous 

systems will need to change. Textbooks and journals need new structures 



for submission and distribution that do not exclude budgetary 

constrained libraries. Educational assets require protection from 

economic and political agendas. Though technological innovations look 

promising, Google’s books project only highlights the fact that having all 

the information in the world digitized and available on the Internet to all 

only goes so far with the current copyright law that limits showing more 

than a few pages from the texts. Overcoming these barriers requires an 

approach to understand how these barriers are socially, politically and 

economically organized in the first place (Goldman, Chaiklin, and 

McDermott, 1994).  

Participatory Media as a Democratic Space 
 

During the 2008 terrorist bombings in Mumbai, India, several 

established news agencies including the BBC and FOX news used citizen 

journalism sources to capture on the field reporting, photography and 

video of the events as they were unfolding. Grainy, cell phone images 

were rebroadcasted to a worldwide television audience. This is an 

example of participatory media: Media that average citizens have the 

agency to leverage in order to share knowledge from their own personal 

perspective. 

A more documented example is Wikipedia, which proved that a 

community of individuals could organize and create reliable knowledge 

by leveraging the power of electronic collaborative tools. Though no paid 



experts were ever employed to review and edit submitted articles, the 

users naturally focused on refining submissions and improving their 

accuracy, resulting in work that is similar in quality to the expert-

reviewed articles of the Encyclopedia Britannica (Stvilia et al 2005). In 

contrast, the bulk of Wikipedia’s content creation and editing was being 

done from non-elite users (Kittur et al. 2007). To date, Wikipeda reports 

that the collaborative, crowd-sourcing approach has yielded over 2.5 

million articles in English, with the combined sizes of the articles in other 

languages being much larger. This equates to roughly 25 times the scale 

of the Britannica, the next largest English encyclopedia. Over 282,000 

unique individuals share the authorship of these articles.  

Citizens are using new medias to subvert controlling interests in 

politics as well. Dumisani Moyo, a professor in the department of Media 

and Communication at the University of Oslo references Ungar, Rønning, 

Hyden and Okigbo to suggest that in countries where opposition political 

parties are weak or non-existent owing to state repression, the 

‘independent’ press can occupy the role of opposition (Moyo 2005).  

For example, the 2008 Zimbabwe presidential elections were widely 

believed to be fraudulent. As dissent began to make it’s way into the 

media, the government became reluctant to allow private media to exist 

and despite the nullification of the state monopoly on broadcasting in 

2000, it ratified a number of media laws including AIPPA and the 



Broadcasting Services Act to control who was allowed to communicate in 

mass. This regulatory act effectively narrowed the democratic space 

(Moyo 2005) but emerging medias have opened up new spaces. 

While reports that members of Robert Mugabe’s government were 

assaulting citizens in the open that were likely to vote for the opposing 

candidate, citizens utilized the technology they had available to them to 

communicate in the technological underground (Moyo 2007, Macha 

2008). One joke that circulated though cell phone SMS messages read: 

“We would like to apologize to the nation for the late release of the 

presidential results. This is due to the rigging process, which is proving 

to be more difficult that we had anticipated.” (Macha 2008) 

More advanced technology, such as mashups were created and 

utilized politically as well. The bloggers who operate Sokwanele.com2 

used Google maps combined with on-the-ground citizen reports to map 

specific locations where intimidation had been reported at the polls. 

Another group, MobileActive.org, indexes and organizes similar 

resources such as an initiative to use mobile phone journalism to 

document election conditions in Ghana.  

Despite the efforts of such citizen media groups, Robert Mugabe 

was reelected as the president of Zimbabwe in 2008. However, Zimbabwe 

is not the only example of emerging participatory medias as a democratic 

                                       
2 Sokwanele translates to “enough is enough” in English. 



space. In a similar impulse, in spite of the efforts of the Chinese 

government to control the internet, new medias provide a venue for 

individuals to exercise free citizenship though interaction and sharing of 

stories (Yu 2006;2007). 

The Application of Participatory Media to Scholarship and Education though 
open access, open resources and open courseware  
 

Borrowing from the tradition of open source software, software in 

which the intellectual content can be easily used, distributed and 

modified, several educational parallels have emerged. Gabriella Coleman 

(2004) claims that free and opensource software has the power to be 

politically agnostic. A key tenet of open education is that education can 

be improved by making educational assets visible and accessible and by 

harnessing the collective wisdom of a community of practice and 

reflection (Iiyoshi and Kumar 2008). These ideas were inspired by Open 

Source Software but expanded when organizations such as Creative 

Commons provided the legal infrastructure for this new kind of copyright 

to extend beyond computer code. Three concepts of are particular 

interest to educational openness: Open Access, Open Textbooks and 

Open Courseware. 

Open Access Journals 
 

The Open Access research literature is composed of free, online 

copies of peer-reviewed journal articles and conference papers as well as 



technical reports, theses and working papers. In most cases there are no 

licensing restrictions on their use by readers. They can therefore be used 

freely for research, teaching and other purposes. A fundamental premise 

of the open access concept is that research outputs should be accessible 

to the public. This access is only possible if and when there is free and 

unrestricted access to published articles, irrespective of where the articles 

are published and where the readers are located (Harris et al 2005). 

A significant development in open access is the establishment of 

the Public Library of Science (PLoS) which has scholarly papers from over 

30,00 scientists in 180 countries (Falk 2004). Others include BioMed 

Central, OhioLINK Electronic Journal Center, and the Directory of Open 

Access Journals, which indexes over 3700 journals as of December 2008. 

There is some debate as to the quality and impact of articles 

published in open access journals compared to traditional closed 

journals. Most studies use article citation as a rubric for determining 

impact and conclude that open access articles are cited more often on 

average than traditional copyright articles (Lawrence 2001, Antelman 

2004). Others submit that open access journals impact rank about the 

same as traditional, or are not cited more simply because they are open 

but because of other factors such as articles appearing in more journals 

and thereby being seen more often (Davis 2006). 



Open Access journals streamline costs by distributing 

electronically, and fund the rest of there expenses using a variety of 

funding models. One method is to provide value added services such as 

printing and mailing hard copies of the publications for a fee. Another 

approach is to solicit grant money or create partner institution programs 

to sponsor a share of the costs. These alternative income sources make it 

possible for many open access journals to waive or reduce author fees. 

For example, the Journal of Information Systems in Developing Countries 

(EJISDC), an open access e-journal based in Hong Kong, decentralize the 

costs completely so nether authors nor readers pay (Davison et al. 2005). 

Unfortunately, most open access journals use author fees to support the 

cost of the review and publication. 

In addition to authors paying fees, other criticisms of open access 

publishing exist as well. Though over 90% of a group of 314 surveyed 

authors said the principle of free access was the most important reason 

to publish open access, greater than 40% reported concerns that 

publishing open access would adversely affect their chance of winning 

grants and being promoted (Swan and Brown 2004). Open access journals 

may not carry the same reputation as closed journals. 

Open Textbooks and other Educational Resources 
 

In a similar impulse as Wikipedia, collaborative media and 

copyright definitions such as Creative Commons and the GNU license are 



making it possible for a diverse set of authors to create full textbooks in 

a participatory way. Unlike research articles, many people can 

collaboratively author open textbooks and recombine existing 

information in new fashions to suit an individual need. To authentically 

own something involves the capacity for modification (Kahle 2008) and 

like the Apple slogan, teachers can use open educational resources to 

“Create, Rip, Mix, and Burn”. In the open textbook movement, anyone can 

use the textbook without compensating the author, copy the textbook 

with appropriate credit to the author, distribute the textbook non-

commercially and shift the textbook into another format (such as digital 

or print). 

One of the largest open textbook projects, Connexions, currently 

provides over 4,000 textbooks for use and modification3. Brainchild of 

Richard G. Baraniuk, an engineering professor at Rice University, 

Connexions receives 850,000 unique users a month, with more than 50 

percent of the traffic originating from outside the United States (Baraniuk 

2008). 

  A community of third-party reviewers and editorial bodies conduct 

postpublication reviews of the content. Users have access to all assets 

within the repository, regardless of their quality, but they also can use 

                                       
3 Other open content editing and distribution networks exist such as 
WikiEducatior and the OER Commons 

 



filters to display only the assets that have been endorsed by different 

reviewers. Filters exist for different usage rates, focus and review panels 

such as editorial boards or informal groups of colleagues in a particular 

domain. For example, The National Council of Professors of Educational 

Administration (NCPEA) has launched a Connexions filter based on a 

rigorous peer review process (Baraniuk 2008). 

Open Universities and Open Courseware create courses around content 
 

While equal access to scholarly writing and collaboratively authored 

textbooks are moving toward a more democratic educational system, 

they are only one step along a long road to equal education. The open 

educational movement requires teachers to act as scholar-curators 

associated with data and primary content information resources, teaching 

and guiding individuals and learning communities wanting to engage 

those resources in cyberspace (Lynch 2008). This means that institutions 

still must exist and curriculums must be developed to give meaning and 

context to Knowledge. 

In 1969 the Open University was established in the UK as an 

experiment of what an open higher education institution could look like. 

Unlike traditional universities, students register for individual courses 

which are later combined into programs. Most courses are taught 

primarily at a distance but many require some amount of synchronous 

time together in class. The most striking attribute however is that anyone 



that would like to take classes is allowed. It is open to everyone, despite 

previous academic achievement. 

The Open University currently has 180,000 students enrolled in 

classes as of December 2008, including 25,000 from outside of the UK. 

Nearly 70% of undergraduates are employed full-time while taking part 

time courses. Though courses are often very large, the number of tutors 

available alone limits enrolment for a particular subject. 

Student satisfaction rankings have kept the Open University in the 

spotlight. In 2008, it was ranked second for overall student satisfaction 

amongst Higher Education Institutions in the UK by a national student 

survey performed by the Higher Education Funding Council for England. 

94% of its students said they were satisfied overall, according to results 

published September 2008. This is on par with Oxford and second only 

to Cambridge. In 2005 and 2006 the same study placed Open University 

as the top school in the UK. 

Another initiative, which aims to facilitate the need of a teacher-

curator, is the Open Courseware project at MIT. MIT’s goal for the OCW 

project is to provide free, searchable access to MIT course materials from 

teachers, students and self-educators from anywhere in the world. 

Courseware usually consists of a syllabus, a reading list, and possibly 

some activities and recorded lectures (Johnstone 2005).  



According to Carson (2004), the resource was accessed, on 

average, over 12,000 times per day in 2003. Most educators used the site 

for planning, developing, improving or teaching courses, but independent 

learners made up the majority of recorded accesses. The largest majority 

(34%) of the traffic to the site was for courses related to MIT’s fame, 

electrical and computer engineering. As of August 2008, 1800 courses 

were available on the site in total. 

The dream of Open Courseware is that anyone from anywhere and 

any background would be able to access all the teaching that makes up 

an MIT degree. Unfortunately, copyright law and closed materials quickly 

reduces an “open course” to a list of books and articles that cannot be 

accessed by most of the world. 70% of the visitors to the site already have 

a bachelor’s or higher degree and 64% are from US or Western Europe. 

There still appear to be some systemic limitations to opening a world-

class university to the world. It is yet to be seen how the work pioneered 

by MIT may be able to mature past these early iterations.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Though open medias, education initiatives and organizations show 

promise in challenging social-political systems of discrimination, none 

have done so without creating other criticisms. However, they have 



produced working examples of alternate business models, 

epistemologies and emergent knowledge that, in theory, may create a 

more open and democratic spaces in higher education. 
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