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Educators’ beliefs, percep-
tions and practices around self-
directed learning, assessment 
and open education practices  

 

Opportunities for self-directed learning have expanded exponentially in the past 

decades through the internet, web 2.0 meet-read-write-produce affordances and in-

creasing use of smart technologies. On the other hand, pandemics, unstable and pre-

carious markets, job instability, environmental and social challenges all point to the 

need for continuously renewing the skill sets of the future workforce towards new 

models of learning, productivity and performance. Developing countries, such as 

Mauritius, Malawi and South Africa have had to face the looming uncertainties, at 

times very dire consequences, as political instability, massive job losses, financial 

blacklisting and even access to basic necessities such as water and electricity have 

caused social unrest, mistrust and depression. Within this context, and against the 

backdrop of the vast potential of education, educators need to reflect on their prac-

tices, and deeply question whether and how they are we ensuring that the education 

system provides for adaptability and flexibility, equity, a growth mindset and even-

tually sustainable development of all people.  

This study presents a glimpse of current practices and reflects on changes in the 

education system to become more adaptable and flexible, and to achieve greater 

equity, sustainability and the development open democratic education processes. 

Firstly, it seeks to understand current practices regarding Open Educational Re-

sources (OER) by educators across Africa and in different contexts and capacities. 

With this understanding, the aim is to developing recommendations for a change 

plan to create awareness and foster use of OER, and understanding and adoption of 

open licensing approaches by those involved in education. Secondly it uncovers 

perceptions and practices regarding self-directed learning to identify ways in which 

student-directed activities can be embedded within the school curriculum. Since as-

sessment typically drives teaching and learning, the third research question ties 

these two strands together, seeking to understand educators’ perceptions and prac-

tices around different types of assessment and how, if at all, these support self-di-

rected learning and the use of OER towards establishing open education practices 

(OEP).  

The intent of this study is to identify to what extent open practices are used to 

mitigate the stressful high-stakes examination focus with a more holistic, continu-

ous learning approach where students’ voices are part of assessment design, and 
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develop their competencies as self-directed learners. The chapter presents a review 

of discourses regarding assessment and how current assessment models are de-

signed to challenges these discourses, providing a means to imagine how this could 

be changed. Using an interpretivist epistemology, we explore educators’ percep-

tions, practices and beliefs around assessments, OER and SDL. In the discussion 

section, findings from this exploration are interrogated to inform the design of fu-

ture change processes, before the chapter is concluded. 

Literature Review 

The literature review sets the stage and develops the rationale of questioning ex-

isting practices, beliefs and perceptions around assessment. Employing a future-

orientation, it also extracts ideas of how credit-bearing assessment models can 

evolve to encourage self-directed paths to learning, propelled by students’ sense of 

curiosity and creativity, and the use of OER and open education practices in this 

process.  

Assessment and evaluation are often used as synonyms, but it may be more use-

ful to clearly articulate the difference. The process of gathering evidence of the 

knowledge, skills and capacities students develop through the teaching and learning 

process is referred to herein as assessment. Through assessment, educators can 

measure what students can do and what they have learnt. A subsequent process, 

evaluation is the process through which the assessment process is interrogated and 

data produced from learners’ assessment is analysed and reflected on 

(Baranovskaya & Shaforostova, 2017). Insights gained from such data evaluation 

and analysis, commonly referred to as learning analytics, is then used to guide teach-

ing and learning decisions or plan remedial interventions.  

Educators at all levels of the system assess students for a variety of reasons using 

either informal or formal assessment. Informal assessment is less planned or even 

predetermined than formal assessment, is often impromptu and regards learning in-

the-moment using a range of procedures to gauge progress in learning. The quality 

and use of informal assessment is often based on the educator’s experience and in-

tuition, the results of which may not often be recorded. Formal assessments are 

planned in advance and conducted at predetermined times using specific instru-

ments to collect evidence of learning. A form of formal assessment, diagnostic as-

sessments, provide a basis point of a students’ prior knowledge, skills and capacities 

at the start of a learning section. As learning progresses, different methods of formal 

assessments are used to measure learning, including self-, peer- or group-assess-

ment, observation-, test- or task-based assessments. The results of formal assess-

ments are recorded and evaluated, and the interpretation of this informs educational 

plans and strategies to address the teaching and learning needs identified through 

the assessment.  

Formal assessments are often categorized as assessments of, for and as learning, 

or as summative or formative assessments. Black and Wiliam’s (1998) review of 

assessment literature tracked the development of a distinction between summative 
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and formative assessment. Drawing on such research, a distinction between assess-

ment of learning and for learning, and later assessment as learning, emerged (Black 

& Wiliam, 1998; Charteris et al., 2016; Gardner, 2009; Hargreaves, 2005). As such, 

assessment of learning refers to a measure of the extent to which students have met 

learning outcomes, assessment for learning refers to the extent to which teachers 

and students use assessment evidence to inform the learning process, and assess-

ment as learning relates to learning that takes place while students monitor and di-

rect their own learning.  

Instead of such prepositional permutations, Black and Wiliam (2018) propose an 

emphasis on the types of inferences drawn from the assessment. Inferences that are 

drawn from assessment of student’s status or potential, are functionally summative. 

Functionally formative assessments provide information about the kind of practices 

that would best support the learner in their learning process. Hence, a term test 

showing learners’ achievement at a given time, can be used to draw summative in-

ferences about their grasp of the knowledge, skills and competencies developed 

during that period. Equally, formative inferences can be drawn from the test results 

suggesting where the student is experiencing learning challenges and giving the 

teacher and student insight into areas to improve teaching and learning (Black & 

Wiliam, 2018). Following this argument, it may therefore be more productive to 

distinguish between assessment types as having a formative or summative function, 

rather than formative or summative assessment per se, or assessments of / for / as 

learning. 

Regardless of the function of assessment types, assessments need to adhere to 

four key requirements: reliability, validity, objectivity and trustworthiness. Relia-

bility of assessment refers to the consistency with which the instrument will yield 

similar results, for instance whether a test, task or observation will receive the sim-

ilar results when administered by different people at different times. The validity of 

an assessment refers to the extent to which it achieves the purpose for which it was 

designed. A tension may result between reliability and validity when an assessment 

may achieve high reliability even though it does not measure what it was intended 

to, or it may achieve its purpose but produce unreliable results. Ideally, assessments 

also need to be devoid of personal bias and secure consistency of educators’ judge-

ments to make it objective and trustworthy, even though this is not always possible 

especially with informal assessments.  

Discourses around assessment may be changing, albeit slowly. In higher educa-

tion Boud (2007) argues that increasingly dominant discourses emphasize the sum-

mative function of assessment, to the detriment of its formative function. A primary 

and secondary focus to assessment can be distinguished in such discourses (Boud, 

2007). Primarily assessment is viewed in terms of quality assurance, measurement 

of outcomes and means to ensure confidence in the standards and procedures of 

teaching and learning at the institution. A secondary outcome of assessment is the 

need to provide feedback to students and educators towards improving teaching and 

learning processes. Using discourse analysis of assessment texts in higher educa-

tion, Boud (2007) found that learning often takes a subordinate position to the 
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procedures devoted to the primary focus: rules and regulations for examination, 

mechanisms for marking and scoring, avoiding plagiarism, etc. Not surprisingly, 

educators’ time-to-task mirrors this priority, spending much of their time marking 

assignments and examinations, while less time is spent on shaping the learning pro-

cess for students.  

The discourse emphasizing the summative function of assessment has been chal-

lenged in different respects. Hattie’s (2009) seminal study on the factors that sup-

port learning achievement, placed feedback along with positive relationships with 

teachers at the top of the list. Emphasizing measurement, quality assurance pro-

cesses, results and achievement, distracts from a focus on feedback that may im-

prove the learning process. A summative-focus may also not develop students’ met-

acognitive skills to judge their perceived understanding, capability, competence and 

preparedness with their actual achievement. These skills are referred to as calibra-

tion, the ability to make metacognitive judgements of perceived and actual achieve-

ment (Alexander, 2013; Hadwin & Webster, 2013). Calibration is a critical meta-

cognitive skill as it guides learning processes in terms of task-execution and 

planning, performance outcomes and strategic adaptation (Hadwin & Webster, 

2013). Where students’ display poor calibration, they may misjudge their decisions 

and learning efforts, believing erroneously that their efforts to complete a task are 

adequate or that they had spent sufficient time studying, even studying the wrong 

content because they misjudged the importance thereof. Their performance in as-

sessments may also be compromised, since their perception of what is required and 

what the actual requirements of a question are, are misaligned. Regular, in-time 

formative feedback provides the student the tools to better calibrate their perceived 

judgements with their actual performance. 

Providing students with strategic and regular feedback within the learning pro-

cess, a formative function of assessment, is critical to developing self-directed learn-

ing skills. Feedback improves students’ calibration of learning since it develops 

their ability to metacognitively judge their performance, self-regulation and self-

assessment (Hattie, 2013), foundational skills needed to develop self-directed learn-

ing. Self-directed learning, Knowles (1975) argues, is a learning process through 

which students take initiative whether assisted by others or not, to diagnose their 

learning needs, develop appropriate learning goals and goal-directed behaviours, to 

choose appropriate learning strategies and resources, and to assess their learning 

outcomes.  Poor calibration often results in learners setting poor learning goals, mis-

diagnosing their learning needs or the resources they may require, and implement-

ing inappropriate learning strategies (Hadwin & Webster, 2013). They are often un-

able to break down larger academic tasks into smaller achievable sub-tasks, or to 

systematically analyse the learning process to identify where or how they made 

learning mistakes. Regular and strategic feedback on the learning process, helps 

students to break down tasks, analyse mistakes and prioritise how to correct this. 

Emphasizing the formative function of assessment and especially feedback is there-

fore critical to develop students’ metacognitive judgement and calibration, towards 

developing the self-directed learning competencies. 
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Discourses around assessment are also changing in terms of access and equity. 

The ever-growing number of open education resources (OER) and particularly open 

courseware (OCW) available on the internet offer students an alternative pathway 

to life-long, self-directed learning (Friesen & Wihak, 2013). OER is simultaneously 

an emerging technological innovation and educational tool which blurs the distinc-

tion between formal and informal learning (Ehlers, 2011). In an era where the ability 

to access and use knowledge is directly linked to economic advantage, OER offers 

the prospect of radically redistributing how knowledge is shared and who can access 

this (Conrad & McGreal, 2012; Ehlers, 2011; Karunanayaka et al., 2015). Through 

OER, students who cannot access learning through formal higher education institu-

tions, can access learning with some OER courses even offering degree-credential-

ing at no or minimal cost (Conrad & McGreal, 2012; Friesen & Wihak, 2013). The 

assessment and subsequent credentialing of such OER courses does not readily 

align with dominant discourses, especially with regard to the emphasis on quality 

assurance, measurement and outcomes.  

In African education contexts, OER offer a radical solution to provide non-tra-

ditional students with access to learning, the economy and social capital. Disturbing 

numbers of students across African contexts fail to reach secondary education with 

only the smallest percentage accessing higher education (Barnett, 2018; Department 

of Basic Education, 2017; Lehohla, 2016). High drop-out rates are often related to 

a disconnect between the knowledge, skills and capacities taught in schools and 

those needed for participation in the economy, meaning what students learn in 

schools may not be valued by potential employers. Moreover, potential employers 

may struggle to understand transcripts provided by education institutions or to 

match achieved grades with their economic requirements. As an alternative to such 

mark schedules, OER and particularly OCW increasingly use badges to represent 

students’ achievement of specific learning outcomes, skills or competencies. These 

badges are designed to give potential employers a visual, easy-to-understand sym-

bol of the students’ achievement (Friesen & Wihak, 2013) and are therefore easier 

to decipher by potential employers. Friesen and Wihak (2013) further argue that 

students can choose which badges they want to share and can link the badge to 

digital artefacts they created, providing potential employers with actual evidence of 

their competencies. In this way, badges as part of OER challenge the dominant dis-

course since, compared to formal course exit-grades, these are neither standardized 

or representative or course-level achievements. However, since anyone on the web 

can issue a badge, it is difficult to credential the achievement and competencies they 

signify. 

OER also challenges dominant discourses related to assessment with its greater 

inclusion of the recognition of prior learning (RPL) as an alternate form of assess-

ment to provide non-traditional students access to higher education. Mature students 

who have participated in economic activities have gained knowledge, skills and ca-

pacities through work, experience, informal training and life experiences (Conrad 

& McGreal, 2012). In an effort to provide such non-traditional students access to 

higher education, institutions offer the RPL (also referred to as PLAR: Prior 
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Learning Assessment and Recognition) route(Conrad et al., 2013; Conrad & 

McGreal, 2012; Friesen & Wihak, 2013). Students typically submit a portfolio 

and/or complete an exam to provide evidence of their experiential learning, but may 

also be interviewed or asked to complete a skills-test. RPL may also include OER 

badges, acknowledging the validity of students’ prior knowledge and how this con-

tributes to their self-fulfillment, status and social capital (Conrad & McGreal, 2012). 

In this way, RPL offers non-traditional students a flexible pathway to higher edu-

cation institutions, formal assessment and accreditation. 

A further challenge to the dominant discourse regards the focus of assessment. 

Education leaders and practitioners are increasingly moving towards learning con-

tent and experiences that promote 21s century skills such as creativity and innova-

tion, collaboration, communication and critical thinking, the so-called soft skills. 

However, while teaching and learning may increasingly include such soft skills, as-

sessment practices frequently remain focused on the hard skills of recalling factual 

knowledge or mastering the skills needed in languages, Maths and/or the Sciences 

(Valtonen et al., 2017). OER and particularly badges challenge this practice, poten-

tially offering badges for such soft skills and potentially linking the badge to a stu-

dents’ created artefacts that provide evidence of this. However, these practices are 

not often included in current practices where the assessment of hard skills is pur-

sued even through a worldwide pandemic. 

The education crisis that emerged from the Covid-19 pandemic, offered a unique 

chance to re-evaluate and reflect on assessment practices. As learning overnight 

moved from inside to outside the classroom, and parents became partners in teach-

ing and assessing, the need to evolve assessment practices became critical. Previ-

ously modalities of learning assessment had been strongly dependent on students' 

physical presence, either for administration or for observing their daily progress. 

Lock-downs and school closures forced educators around the world to review as-

sessment processes and the provision of feedback to continue learning and shape 

the learning process for students. Formative feedback, once the domain of teachers, 

needed to become a community-driven activity where parents and important others 

were equipped to understand whether students were understanding content and 

gauge how their learning was unfolding. Students themselves had to rapidly become 

self-directed, to set goals, gauge their learning needs and choose appropriate learn-

ing strategies and resources, and to assess their learning outcomes. 

Countries and education systems responded differently to the need for assess-

ment review following school-closures, and while some countries embraced the 

change, others remained resolute in their pursuit of the status quo. A survey carried 

out by UNESCO (2020) demonstrated different countries’ response to assessment 

due to COVID-19 and lockdowns: 58 out of 84 surveyed countries postponed or 

rescheduled exams, and 11 cancelled exams altogether; 23 introduced alternative 

methods such as online or home-based testing, but 22 maintained the end-of-year 

exams as planned. Some countries, specifically those in Latin America, faced less 

pressure with a long tradition of classroom-based assessments rather than standard-

ized high-stake exams. In other countries like Uganda, South Africa and Hong Kong 
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exams are considered the “ultimate outcome” of the education sector, and their post-

ponement was avoided at all costs. Even where learners had missed a significant 

number of school-days and learning opportunities, they were forced to take the end-

of-year exams. The end of year exams is a stressful period for students, their parents 

and teachers, educational institutions and administration, as well as for education 

ministers, exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic. In South Africa, the school-leav-

ing exams at the end of 2020 were made all the more challenging when 195 students 

were found to have cheated in the Maths and Physics paper, and all students in the 

country were forced to rewrite this. Against the backdrop of an emotional roller-

coaster of their last year of schooling, the pressure to return and rewrite an exam 

when many students had already gone on holiday, was immense. However, the 

South African Department of Education remained unwavering, reflecting their res-

olute view of the final school-leaving exams as the ‘ultimate outcome’ of schooling. 

Their reliance on this final formal exam process, and forcing schools to continue 

with end-of-year exams for the other grades, despite major losses of learning time, 

also reflects a resolute resistance to alternate assessment approaches and methods.  

As this example illustrates, assessment practices are often impervious to change, 

and where alternate models have been used, moving exams to online spaces for 

instance, the actual assessment process has remains largely unchanged. Using 

emerging technologies to conduct assessment process may appear to affect change, 

but the power-relations between students and teachers remain unchanged. Even 

when using technologies to conduct assessment, the teacher mostly remains domi-

nant, setting tasks and deciding on normative standards that the student should 

achieve. The student generally is not included in these decisions and their voice 

remains unheard when learning outcomes or assessment criteria is decided. The stu-

dent is allowed little if any agency in the choice of assessment, or given an oppor-

tunity to display soft skills as those developed through self-directed learning, from 

goal-oriented behaviours to assessing their own learning. While the current crisis 

has in many ways accelerated the development of students’ self-directed learning 

competencies, assessment practices have not changed. Instead, it remains inflexible, 

undemocratic and institutionalized, and unresponsive to students’ exposure levels, 

inequalities regarding gender and access for instance. 

Efforts to change beliefs, perceptions and practices regarding assessment have 

been numerous. International agencies such as the United Nations Educational, Sci-

entific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) have for many years worked to develop 

new approaches to teaching and learning in order to democratise education. Such a 

democratisation process is intended to foster quality education that may contribute 

to the eradication of poverty, and considers factors of coverage, timeliness, easiness 

and relevance of education (Semenov, 2005). Democratising education also in-

volves changing teaching-centric approaches to a learning-centred processes 

(Tarling, 2018; Tarling & Ng’ambi, 2016) in which the assessment acquires a new 

dimension (Mainali & Heck, 2015; Weimer, 2002). Such new dimension recognizes 

student’s voices in the design of assessment, and negotiates flexibility and choice 
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into assessment, ultimately creating customized assessment experiences. Opening 

assessment practices may hold the key to this democratisation process. Open As-

sessment of Learning is understood as a process of learning verification and feed-

back that takes place collaboratively, mediated by free access tools. Teachers par-

ticipating in open assessment of learning, produce or adapt assessment resources 

and students adapt and reshape these resources for the purpose of generating for 

themselves an assessment that meets their personal needs, learning styles and con-

text (Chiappe, 2012).  

Merely changing the means and tools of assessment to include technological re-

sources does not change the nature of learning assessment (Redecker & Johannes-

sen, 2013; Voogt, Knezek, Cox, Knezek, & ten Brummelhuis, 2013). A paradigm 

shift is required to democratize not only assessment but teaching and learning pro-

cesses. Whether education systems and educators in particular are ready for such a 

democratization process, is questionable. In the next section, we discuss how we 

sought to understand educators’ current assessment and open education practices 

and whether they purposefully develop self-directed learning competencies as part 

of this, with the goal of understanding their readiness for change to existing prac-

tices, perceptions and beliefs. 

Methodology 

Guided by an interpretivist epistemology, this mixed methods research used a 

self-completed online survey to ask educators from select African states about their 

assessment practices, beliefs and perceptions, how this aligns to learning outcomes, 

how/whether they develop self-directed learning and their use of OERs in this pro-

cess. The content is particularly embedded in five African states (Mauritius, South 

Africa, the Seychelles, Uganda and Zambia) where low-bandwidth and low-con-

nectivity is common, and resistance to changing pedagogical approaches often pose 

significant challenges to online learning and assessments.  

Ethics approval for this study was obtained from the Two Oceans Graduate In-

stitute. The goals of the study and its purpose was stated at the start of the question-

naire to inform potential participants of all the processes and questions involved in 

the research. Participants were assured at the start of the online questionnaire that 

their participation was anonymous and voluntary, and that they could withdraw at 

any time should they wish. They were also asked to provide consent to participate 

in the study, for the information they provided to be shared and whether they would 

consider participating in a follow-up interview should this be required. This was 

done to limit feelings of coercion and to ensure that they provided informed consent. 

Participants were also assured of the confidentiality of their responses and that all 

information they provided would be processed in accordance with the university’s 

data subject’s rights, and would remain secure and not be shared with third parties. 
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Data Production and Analysis 

Sampling for the data production was intended to include probability and cluster 

sampling, but due to different challenges and poor responses, this approach was 

adapted. Cluster sampling is particularly useful when a study population is dis-

persed across a wide geographical area as in this study, and economises time and 

costs incurred. The intention of the study was to randomly select participants by 

approaching education department officials in the ministries of education in the Af-

rican states, and requesting that the online survey be shared electronically with the 

education and teaching college / university staff in their respective countries. How-

ever, when the survey was being distributed, many of the countries were coming 

out of lockdown, meaning education ministries and educators were overwhelmed 

with post-lockdown challenges. Although the ministry officials were happy and 

willing to share the survey and wanted to participate in the study, the challenging 

times as schools and higher education institutions were reopening, resulted in sur-

veys either not reaching educators or them not returning the surveys. At this point, 

we realised that returning and catching-up with months of lost work placed too 

much pressure on educators and we did not want to add to this burden. Subse-

quently, the researchers shared the survey with educators in their circle of influence 

using social media and direct emailing. This resulted in 41 responses compared to 

a few hundred that they had hoped for. These educators completed the survey be-

tween August and September 2020 using an online Google Form.  

The data collected from the different questions on the online Google Form was 

analysed using quantitative as well as thematic analysis. The GForm responses were 

converted to a GSheets, and data prepared for analysis. The first round of analysis 

used Power BI, wordcloud.com, the data studio on Google, and the data analysis 

tools in GSheets for the quantitative data analysis. The qualitative data produced 

from longer paragraph-type answers were analysed using thematic analysis after 

coding the data first to identify trends and then comparing it to answers from the 

quantitative data. Findings from this data analysis process are discussed. 

Findings 

The Concerns Based Adoption Model (Hord et al., 1987) was used to analyse 

participants’ levels of use (Figure 1) and stages of concerns (Figure 2) about tech-

nologies in Education, referred to hence as eLearning. This was important to note 

considering the digital nature of Open Education Resources and Practices, eLearn-

ing as part of Self-Directed Learning (SDL) and eAssessment. There appeared a 

significant difference between participants’ personal / private use of devices and 

their levels of use of devices for eLearning. Only 1 participant indicated that they 

used their device once or twice a month, 2 used it once or twice a week and the rest 

can be considered frequent users. Frequent users indicated that they used their de-

vices ‘almost every waking moment’ (32%), ‘a few times a day’ (49%) or ‘at least 
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once a day’ (12%), meaning 93% of participants frequently use their devices for 

personal use. Since most participants were frequent users of devices, we wondered 

whether their levels of use for eLearning could be at a similar level. 

 

Participants’ personal use mostly paralleled their levels of use for eLearning and 

stages of concern on the CBAM. The participant who only used their personal de-

vice once or twice a month, also indicated that they are on Orientation Level 1 re-

garding eLearning. The same participants indicated that they were concerned how 

the technologies will affect their students, which suggests a much higher personal 

use and trying to find ways to use technologies with students. Similarly, most users 

(85%) who indicated a high frequency of personal use, ranked themselves at a rel-

atively high level of use for eLearning, indicating a Routine (8), Refinement (11), 

Integration (7) or Renewal (7) level. Their stages of concern were similarly at the 

top end of this scale. This would suggest that high personal use potentially posi-

tively impacts high levels of use of technologies for teaching and learning. How-

ever, a few users (17%) who indicated a high frequent personal use, noted that their 

use of technologies for eLearning ranked relatively lower on CBAM’s Levels of 

Figure 1 The CBAM Levels of Use 
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Use, either at Level 1) Orientation and one user was on 0) Non-Use; these users 

indicated a much higher stage of concern, registering mostly on the collective Im-

pact stage (green). The data thus suggests that personal use of technologies in most 

cases positively aligns with high levels of use of technologies for eLearning and 

high stages of concern, but this is not predictive. 

Open Education Resources (OER) and Open Education Practices (OEP) are typ-

ically digital in nature and support eLearning goals. Respondents indicated that they 

used OER in different ways, as indicated in Figure 3. The OER most frequently 

used were online textbooks, images and exercises for different subjects, followed 

by music, newspaper articles and movies. Almost half of respondents indicated that 

they also used OER journals and journal articles, reference works and related mate-

rials. Other OER like simulations, blogs, digital maps and open datasets were used 

less frequently. However, bearing in mind that OER as merely resources with an 

open licence, this question could be interpreted differently. Although the questions 

stated that these digital resources were OER, participants could have merely indi-

cated the types of digital tools they used frequently, rather than correlating this to 

OER. To understand whether they correlated OER to digital tools, we probed their 

levels of use of OER as an innovation.  

Figure 2 The Stages of Concern form the Concerns Based Adoption Model (CBAM) 
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Figure 3 Frequency with which participants use OER 
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The popularity of certain OER suggested that OER as an innovation was gener-

ally at a high level of use on CBAM, especially considering the general high level 

of personal use among participants. The data however, indicated a different reality. 

Although respondents indicated a high personal level of use of digital devices, the 

level of use for OER as an innovation rarely correlated to this. We compared their 

personal use of technology with those who had not heard of OER or did not use it 

(22%); with participants who had used it at least once (32%); and those who were 

regular users (46%). The regular users of OER did not correlate to the levels of 

personal use. One (1) respondent’s personal use was at a level 0) Non-Use and three 

(3) at a level 1) Orientation (thinking of using technology) but they indicated that 

they regularly use OER. Similarly, non-correlation between higher personal use was 

noted by the group who only used OER once. Compared to the stages of concern, 

those who had never used OER ranged from 2 at stage 1) Orientation, 1 each at 

stages 4) Management, 5) Consequence and 6) Collaboration, with 6 at level 7) 

Refocusing. The data thus suggests that high personal use does not correlate to high 

levels of use of OER, or to the stages of concern on the CBAM.  

If educators were not keen on using OER and 54% either never or only ever used 

it once, we wondered if this low use correlated to their Open Education Practices 

(OEP). Evidence for OEP were derived from the way they planned their curriculum 

delivery, and how likely they were to share their work with others (see Figure 4). 

Most respondents displayed a low use of OEP: 9 (22%) of respondents preferred to 

create all their teaching resources from scratch while almost half (44%) mostly used 

their own material but also used OER from time to time or borrowed from col-

leagues. Only 12% of respondents regularly used OER for assignments, activities 

and/or assessments displaying open education practices. The low use of OER gen-

erally was thus confirmed as only a small minority regularly used it for eLearning 

generally or as part of OEP to create teaching and learning resources. It was encour-

aging to note though that although a little more than half of participants were willing 

to use OER or borrow from colleagues, most participants (93%) said they would 

likely share their own resources, displaying an openness to OEP. With the relatively 

low level of OER and OEP use, we questioned which barriers may have contributed 

to the low use. 

Figure 4 The model of curriculum developed favoured by educators 
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Different barriers to the use of OER were identified that limit its potential value 

to teaching and learning. We identified general barriers to OER use from literature 

and experience in the field, and asked participants to indicate which applied to them. 

Only a few participants (15%) identified no barriers, while the others identified a 

few first and many second order barriers (Ertmer, 1999). First order barriers refer 

to external factors, while second order barriers are internal or specific to the user. 

Far fewer first order barriers to OER were identified, ranging from institutions not 

permitting its use (5%), some colleagues (5%) or students (5%) being critical of it, 

and the institution failing to recognise those who used it (22%). Another first order 

barrier is the relevance of OER, with participants noting that the OER that were 

available were not relevant to their teaching and learning needs.  

Second order barriers to OER were more frequently identified than first order 

barriers. Second order barriers are internal to the individual and mostly relate to 

their beliefs, perceptions or practices. Participants repeated noted a concern relating 

to the legal ramifications of using OER, with 41% of respondents being afraid of 

infringing on copyright or committing plagiarism, while a further 37% were con-

cerned about ownership of the material. This may relate to the few who were scep-

tical about using OER or critical of the resources produced, with one person stating: 

“I am critical of many resources available as OER as my philosophy is 

to think creatively and to solve problems in my own unique way. I want to 

encourage this in my students and urge them not to comply to the opinions 

of others.” 

It appears this educator may labour under the assumption that reusing, repurpos-

ing or remixing OER is a form of intellectual dishonesty, or that they may not un-

derstand the creative commons licensing of OER. As with this lecturer’s comment, 

it may also indicate a mistrust of OER or the perception that OER are of a lower 

quality than the work they can produce themselves. Lastly, educators were con-

cerned that the search for OER would be too time-consuming (41%) or would re-

quire too much data (27%). Data-use in low bandwidth areas where data costs are 

considerable and time equates to data usage, means ineffective searching not only 

wastes time but also money in terms of data. The data thus indicated that respond-

ents’ perceptions and limited knowledge and understanding around the creative 

commons licensing of OER, and their inability to quickly locate appropriate and 

relevant OER posed the greatest barriers it use. 

In light of the different barriers to OER use, most notably the frequently cited 

second order barriers, we asked respondents which benefits they considered to using 

OER. When seeking to change educators’ practices, beliefs and perceptions, it is 

often beneficial to let them identify a rational reason to support their changed prac-

tices (Heath & Heath, 2010; Tarling, 2018), and identifying the benefits of using 

OER provides such a rational reason. Respondents rated different benefits of using 

OER with the scale: strong, fair, weak and no benefit. The strongest benefits of 

using OER were identified as enhancing the user’s knowledge of a subject, and 

achieving greater equity by increasing access to resources for students and their 

access to knowledge. Another strong benefit was identified as publishing and also 
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using OER which encourages the sharing of best practices. The publication and use 

of OER in supporting developing nations and communities and subsequent devel-

opment of networks was a further strong benefit. More respondents indicated that 

the potential cost and/or time saved to develop OER was a weak or no benefit than 

for any other item. Despite respondents clearly understanding the benefits of using 

OER, both personally and at a national scale, these rational reasons appear to have 

limited impact to increase the use of OER. 

The potential of OER to support self-directed learning (SDL) was also probed. 

Respondents were first asked to define SDL and then to rate examples as having 

either strong, fair, weak or no relation to SDL to compare their definitions and ap-

plications thereof. When defining SDL two respondents quoted Knowles’ (1975) 

definition while another stated: 

“It is a technique where someone chooses to set the learning objectives 

to meet his or her requirements, looking for appropriate resources and 

learning methods to bring about the necessary results without the support 

of others.” 

The remaining descriptions of SDL were thematically analysed and compared to 

the ratings of the various examples. A common theme that emerged as with the 

example above, was self-determinism of learning, where the student can decide on 

the learning goals and direction of learning to control the process. Self-directed 

learning was also associated with independence in the learning process where the 

student takes responsibility for their progress and assessment, one participant stat-

ing for example: It is “[t]aking charge of your own learning, resources and out-

comes”. The independent theme also correlated to the rating of examples, where: 

‘Independent academic study on a topic that the student is passionate about’ was 

rated as the strongest example of SDL. Students’ taking the initiative to learn was a 

further theme that emerged and three respondents associated this with active or dis-

covery-based learning. The role of teacher ranged from no involvement, to fringe-

involvement as a facilitator or guide, to taking control and deciding the learning 

outcomes to teach students how to work independently. Typically, respondents from 

schools emphasized the role of the teacher to develop students' independence while 

those from Higher Education focused on the independent nature of SDL.  

What educators prioritise for inclusion is reflected in their planning. Educators 

rated the priority they assign to different competencies which support the develop-

ment of SDL. They could choose from a range of activities based on Knowles’ 

(1975) competencies for SDL, including among other diagnosing and formulating 

learning needs in the form of learning goals, identifying the required resources to 

support learning, choosing appropriate strategies and assessing the outcomes of 

learning. Educators indicated the priority they assign to the different activities using 

the scale a) I make every effort to include it in my plans; b) If I can, I include it in 

my plans; and c) It’s great but I don’t think about it when I plan. The least prioritized 

activity was students learning self-efficacy to manage how and when they access 

the internet. Developing students’ competencies to set goals and self-assess was also 

prioritised by fewer educators, followed by a lower priority placed on information 
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literacy to search for, evaluate and use information. Although some participants in-

dicated that they made every effort to include these activities in their planning, more 

did not, suggesting that even if educators supported SDL, they did not prioritise the 

development of competencies to achieve this.  

Figure 5 The frequency with which different assessment types of used 
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SDL competencies involve among other the ability to self-assess learning out-

comes in order to set goals for future learning and choose appropriate strategies and 

resources to achieve this. Hattie (2009, 2013) found that feedback as a formative 

function of assessment serves to develop students’ metacognitive judgement skills 

and through this, to calibrate their perceived and actual achievement. We therefore 

asked educators about the types of assessments they used, wondering if their assess-

ment practices supported the development of SDL competencies. More than half of 

respondents (61%) frequently used assessment to diagnose students’ prior skills, 

competencies and knowledge at the beginning of a course or session. A similar 

group (63%) used the formative function of assessment throughout a term or course 

while almost 70% only used assessment to summatively assess learning between 1 

– 4 times per term or course. This data was compared to educators’ preferences 

regarding different types of assessment (see Figure 5). Group work, worksheets 

and workbooks, and standardized test were used most frequently by most respond-

ents, followed by role plays, dramas and scenarios, observations and projects or 

assignments. 61% of respondents never used portfolios and 56% never used case 

studies as part of assessments. Crosswords, word searches and written submissions 

such as diaries, letters, blogs or experiments, and simulations were either never used 

by between 34-40% of respondents, or used at least once or twice a term or in a 

course by 20 – 40% of respondents. Standardized tests, marking worksheets and 

workbooks, often serve a summative function, and were regularly used by most ed-

ucators (this group included educators from primary to high school, higher educa-

tion to district office officials). Other assessment types may more readily align with 

the formative function of assessment such as assessing essays and paragraphs (and 

particularly drafts of this), group work and tasks that require teachers to use obser-

vation techniques for example role plays, dramas, debates and discussions etc. Such 

types of assessment can serve both a formative and a summative function. For ex-

ample, a student may have to submit drafts of their work over the course of a term 

or semester, which are either assessed by the educator or peer-assessed, as a form-

ative function of assessment, and lastly assessed summatively when the final prod-

uct is submitted. 

Discussion 

The data indicated the prevalence many challenges to the dissemination and in-

tegration of OER in education institutions. Almost half of participants indicated a 

lack of knowledge about plagiarism, ownership and creative commons licensing. 

Similarly, many were unsure how to search for or where to find relevant OER, wor-

rying about time and data wasted in the process. At an organisational level, partici-

pants faced different challenges with institutions either not encouraging nor recog-

nising the use of OER. OER and OEP have the potential to significantly address 

multiple challenges at education institutions in Africa, and it would be beneficial to 

embark on a greater awareness campaign to expand the knowledge base of 
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individual educators and increase the cultural capital associated with its use from 

an institutional and individual perspective. 

Self-directed learning (SDL) although originally defined in terms of adult learn-

ing, appears to be more widely appropriated as a learning strategy in schools as well. 

Descriptions of SDL are frequently related to students being aware of their learning 

needs, taking responsibility and initiative in the learning process, and assessing the 

outcome (Knowles, 1975; Sumuer, 2018). Similarly, educators from higher and 

basic education participating in the study, defined SDL in terms of students’ self-

determinism, independence and control of the learning process. Those in basic ed-

ucation described the role of the teacher as gradually teaching learners to be more 

independent while still actively structuring the learning process, while those in sec-

ondary and higher education saw the educator as increasingly detached from the 

learning process, either as a facilitator or guide, or not involved at all. The data thus 

suggests that while SDL may once have been associated with andragogy it is no 

longer the case and those in basic education are appropriating this strategy as well. 

It may relate to the blurring between adult and children's learning, raising funda-

mental questions about such a distinction. Is there a magical age when one stops 

learning as a child and at the stroke of midnight on one’s 18th birthday for instance, 

start learning in a different way? Or is learning just learning and different strategies 

are more appealing to different individuals regardless of their age? 

The development of students’ self-efficacy regarding online communication and 

computer-use, is significantly mediated by Web 2.0 tools (Sumuer, 2018). The low 

priority given to the development of students’ self-efficacy by educators is concern-

ing, especially since self-efficacy is a vital skill need to develop self-regulation 

(McLoughlin & Lee, 2010) and in turn develop self-regulated learning. Similarly, 

since SDL is directly reliant on goal-setting and goal-directed behaviours, as well 

as self-assessing learning outcomes, it is concerning that these two competencies 

were not prioritised by most teachers. This contrasts the priority almost all educators 

placed on developing students’ independence and the responsibility they take for 

their learning. Teaching goal-setting and goal-directed behaviours, and self-assess-

ment are crucial competencies to develop independence and responsibility and 

should be prioritized (Knowles, 1975; Sumuer, 2018) to develop students’ SDL to-

wards becoming life-long learners. It suggests that as with OER, it would be bene-

ficial to embark on a greater awareness campaign to develop teachers’ knowledge 

around the competencies that are needed to develop SDL and underlying skills they 

can encourage towards achieving this. 

Regarding assessment strategies, few educators appear to be shifting their prac-

tices towards goals of self-assessment, inclusion and the democratisation of assess-

ment practices. Using portfolios is a useful strategy to develop students’ goal-di-

rected behaviours and ability to self-assess, yet almost two thirds of participants did 

not use this. This was also evident when educators identified the priorities they place 

on developing SDL competencies, with half of respondents not prioritising self-

assessment. Instead, the greater emphasis for this group of educators was on devel-

oping students’ competencies to become independent and to take responsibility for 
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their learning, to nurture a love for learning and creativity and innovation. These 

priorities, coupled with the higher frequency of use for assessments that are teacher-

dependent and which serve summative functions (standardized tests, workbooks 

and worksheets), suggest two things. It firstly suggests that most of the educators in 

the group did not prioritise SDL but elements of this, and particularly independence 

in completing tasks set by the educator. Such an emphasis does not develop SDL as 

there is no self-determinism on the part of students to pursue learning interests, 

identify learning goals and resources to support this. Secondly, based on the data 

indicating low levels of use for OER and OEP, it appears that educators are also not 

democratising assessment practices using OEP or delving into existing OER to sup-

port assessment. OER and particularly OEPP have the potential to improve and de-

mocratise assessment practices if used and published, as acknowledged by educa-

tors in the survey. However, since few are using these the potential of OER and 

OEP cannot be realized. 

Conclusion 

The study addressed three research questions. Firstly, it asked what current edu-

cation practices are used across African education contexts that rely on OER. OER 

use was shown to be limited and open education practices were not widely adopted. 

The limited adoption of OER and OEP suggests greater awareness campaigns are 

required to encourage its use and relevance. The study also probed educators’ per-

ceptions and practices regarding self-directed learning. Educates prioritized the de-

velopment of students’ independence and responsibility over competencies that 

support the development of SDL. Thirdly, we explored educators’ assessment prac-

tices and priorities, noting that they widely focus on teacher-driven and designed 

assessments that do not typically include students’ voices or choices. As such, it 

was found that assessment designs do not widely adopt open education practices 

towards democratising education and assessment.  

The chapter firstly reviewed literature to uncover dominant discourses regarding 

assessment and how open education resources and practices may address these dis-

courses. Guided by an interpretivist epistemology, a relatively small-scale study 

with 41 participants across 5 African states was conducted to explore educators’ 

perceptions, practices and beliefs around assessments, OER and SDL. Although the 

focus for the study was on higher education practices, educators who had recently 

graduated from a university’s postgraduate programme, were also included to un-

derstand to what extent their experiences at the university had equipped them to 

employ OER and OEP in their classes. Using quantitative and thematic analysis, 

survey data provided by educators from primary and higher education, and educa-

tion district offices, were interrogated and findings discussed.  

While digital learning practices may slowly be changing, assessment practices 

appear to have remained stagnant. Most educators prioritised assessment practices 

that are designed by and rely heavily on the teacher, and mainly focused on devel-

oping students’ abilities to take responsibility for and work independently to 
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achieve the goals set by the teacher. Both formal and informal assessment provide 

evidence of learning, and potentially open dialogue between the educator and stu-

dent to strengthen learning across the curriculum. If such practices were democra-

tised, and students’ voices included in their design, there is potential for such open 

assessment practices to address the contextual challenges and learning priorities of 

students, and for students to customize their assessment experience. This may 

evolve education and assessment from its heavy reliance on high-stakes exams that 

measure outcomes, to assessment that is focused on improving the learning process. 

However, the low use of OER and OEP by educators suggest that its potential re-

mains untapped to effect change to practices, perceptions and beliefs. 

The competencies that educators prioritized did not suggest that current teaching 

practices focus on the development of self-directed learning competencies. Instead, 

the data indicates that while educators support the goals of SDL, that they do not 

actively develop student’s competencies to achieve this. Educators prioritised skills 

such as: fostering creativity and innovation in students, guiding them to become 

independent learners, to take responsibility for their learning and nurturing a love 

for learning. These skills, though important, do not readily align with the compe-

tencies needed to develop self-directed learning such as goal setting and developing 

goal-oriented behaviours, identifying the need for and choosing different learning 

strategies and resources, or self-assessment. Accurate calibration is critical if stu-

dents are to accurately judge appropriate learning goals and decide on goal-directed 

behaviours, or to judge the resources they may need for different activities. In short, 

accurate calibration is critical to effectively develop self-directed learning pro-

cesses. Emphasizing the competencies needed for SDL, and through focused, stra-

tegic and regular formative feedback developing students’ calibration may hold the 

key to unlocking the potential of OER for traditional and non-traditional students.  

Findings indicate the need for ongoing professional development at scale to 

change and democratise classroom practices towards constructively aligning learn-

ing outcomes, assessment and learning tasks to democratise education, develop self-

directed learning competencies and encourage open education practices. OER and 

open courseware have the potential to open learning for non-traditional and tradi-

tional students across Africa who would not ordinarily have accessed this. Research 

has indicated that self-directed learning has been practiced in the past and continues 

to be used in Sub-Saharan Africa by indigenous knowledge-builders, so it is not a 

foreign concept in Africa. Students who have developed as life-long learners draw 

on SDL competencies to do so, and educators have an important role to play in 

developing these. Hence the need for professional development at scale to encour-

age change to educators’ beliefs, perceptions and practices around OER and OEP, 

assessment and self-directed learning competencies. 

Findings from this study may also inform changes to education policy and insti-

tutional practices to encourage and support greater use of OERs generally for 

eLearning and OEPs to develop eAssessment. There is a need to develop cultural 

capital around open practices which would include acknowledging and rewarding 

those who display OEP, and addressing criticism towards OER in a transparent and 
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honest manner. In particular, the perceptions around ownership and plagiarism 

should be acknowledged and an awareness for Creative Commons licensing devel-

oped to address incorrect perceptions and beliefs. The greater OER community may 

also gain insight from such awareness campaigns, in order to address the challenges 

educators from African education contexts experience when searching for relevant 

OER. While there are certainly many OER repositories available, the content is of-

ten relevant to education contexts in the Global North where they were produced. 

Greater awareness campaigns may lead to more relevant OER being developed. 

The findings also suggest that the educators who graduated from university did 

not appropriate OER or OEP any more than counterparts in other African states. 

This suggests that teacher education programmes may need to prioritise their cur-

riculum to not only support the use of OER and open practices, but to also equip 

educators at graduate and postgraduate level to develop open education resources. 

Much can be learnt from existing programmes aimed at this, such as UNESCO’s 

project, Open Education for a Better World (OE4BW), which both the authors have 

participated in. Through the project, scholars who produce OER mentor those want-

ing to learn how to do so. Not only does this equip a greater section of society to 

create open resources, but it also models open practices that mentees can emulate. 

Such projects as OE4BW could potentially address the lack of OER use and limited 

open practices in university teacher education programmes, but more widely pre-

pare a greater section of society to create relevant, quality OER that address the 

direct needs of educators across Africa.  
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