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Introduction to Open Education: 
Toward a Human Rights Theory
By Patrick Blessinger, St. John’s University, USA 
and TJ Bliss, Hewlett Foundation, USA

Abstract

Education is recognized as a fundamental human right. Yet, many 
people throughout the world do not have access to important ed-
ucational opportunities. Open education, which began in earnest 
in the late 1960s with the establishment of open universities and 
gained momentum in the first part of this century through open 
educational resources and open technologies, is part of a wider ef-
fort to democratize education. Designed for access, agency, owner-
ship, participation, and experience, open education has the poten-
tial to become a great global equalizer, providing the opportunity 
for people throughout the world to exercise this basic human right.
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Introducción a la educación abierta:  
hacia una teoría de Derechos Humanos

Resumen

La educación es reconocida como un derecho humano fundamen-
tal. Sin embargo, mucha gente en todo el mundo no tiene acceso 
a oportunidades importantes de educación. La educación abierta, 
que comenzó en serio a finales de la década de 1960 con el estable-
cimiento de universidades abiertas y ganó impulso en la primera 
parte de este siglo a través de recursos educativos abiertos y tecno-
logías abiertas, es parte de un esfuerzo más amplio para democra-
tizar la educación. Diseñada para el acceso, la agencia, la propie-
dad, la participación y la experiencia, la educación abierta tiene el 
potencial de convertirse en un gran ecualizador global, brindando 
a las personas de todo el mundo la oportunidad de ejercer este de-
recho humano básico.

Palabras clave: educación abierta, derechos humanos, teoría, espa-
cial, temporal, dimensiones de proceso, recursos educativos abier-
tos, blockchain

开放教育导论：走向人权理论

摘要

教育是一项基本人权。然而，全世界有许多人无法获得重要
的教育机会。开放教育最早始于20世纪60年代末。随着开放
大学的创建，开放教育通过其资源和技术在本世纪上半叶获
得迅猛发展。它是在更广范围内努力实现教育民主化的一
环。开放教育为获取、代理、所有权、参与和体验而设计，
它有潜力成为全球平等的伟大力量，帮助全世界人民获得行
使这一基本人权的机会。

关键词：开放教育，人权，理论，空间，时间，流程维度，
开放教育资源，区块链
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Introduction

What does it mean to be 
open, as opposed to closed? 
As with any word, several 

meanings can be attached to it. Perhaps, 
it is best to first discuss the more general 
meaning of the term and then explore 
the more specific meanings as we devel-
op an analysis of open education. The 
word open, broadly speaking, means 
to be flexible, free, and welcoming, and 
relative to closed, it means nonpreju-
diced, nonrestricted, and unfettered. Of 
course, there are different degrees and 
types of openness as well as different 
goals and outcomes that are sought in 
open education. Common themes that 
tend to cut across all these aspects of 
open education are the ability to culti-
vate personal agency, self-determina-
tion, and self-regulated lifelong (every 
life stage) and life-wide (across all life 
activities) learning. In doing so, democ-
racy is strengthened and human rights 
are supported.

The condition of being open 
has many qualities and characteris-
tics, but these characteristics, relative 
to one’s ability to access, participate 
in, and leverage the full benefits of 
open education, have the following di-
mensions:  spatial, temporal,  and  pro-
cess.  Therefore, these core dimensions 
serve as a good starting point to explain 
the nature of open education.

As noted by Kahle (2008), the 
core underlying principles involved in 
open education include the following:

��  	design for access,

��  	design for agency,

��  	design for ownership,

��  	design for participation,

��  	design for experience.

Open education is designed 
for  access  because it removes the tra-
ditional barriers that people often face 
in obtaining knowledge, credits, and 
degrees—including but not limited to 
cost. Access is fundamental to open ed-
ucation and is the basic principle that 
has informed and driven the open ed-
ucation movement from its inception.

Open education goes beyond 
access: it is designed for the agency of 
students and teachers and affords them 
increased control of content and tech-
nology. As Kahle (2008, p. 35) explains: 
Openness “is measured by the degree 
to which it empowers users to take ac-
tion, making technology [and content] 
their own, rather than imposing its own 
foreign and inflexible requirements and 
constraints.” Open education pre-sup-
poses the participation of the learner 
and the educator, and it seeks to amplify 
their agency.

Open education is also designed 
for  ownership  when technology and 
content are licensed in such a way that 
users can both modify and retain the 
resource in perpetuity. David Wiley 
originally defined open content using 
a “4 R” framework, which includes the 
rights to reuse, revise, redistribute, and 
remix creative works. But, in response 
to academic publishers pushing access 
codes and short-term leases on edu-
cational content, Wiley made explicit 
something he had long seen as an un-
derlying implicit principle of open con-



International Journal of Open Educational Resources

40

tent: the right to retain, which includes 
the rights to make, own, and control 
copies of the content (Wiley, 2014).

Open education is designed 
for  participation  when it is well de-
signed for access, agency, and owner-
ship. In other words, these aspects lead 
to participation by learners and educa-
tors. As open education promotes these 
fundamental principles, students and 
teachers are more likely to collaborate 
and participate in inclusive activities. 
Indeed, one of the goals of open edu-
cation is to move learners closer to the 
center of a community of practice, spe-
cifically by providing opportunities and 
infrastructure for participation and col-
laboration.

Finally, open education is de-
signed for experience, or at least it can 
be when educators and systems focus 
on making content and technology ap-
pealing and user-friendly. Kahle (2008, 
p. 42) argues that “design for experi-
ence recognizes that all participants, 
particularly busy educators and stu-
dents, quickly form opinions as to what 
resources are interesting, helpful, and 
worth their investment of time. Design 
for experience is a form of human-cen-
tered design.” Insofar as creators of 
content and technologies recognize 
this important principle, open educa-
tion can appeal to a broader audience 
than students and educators, thus am-
plifying access, agency, ownership, and 
participation to anyone with a desire to 
learn.

The open education movement 
can also be viewed as part of a wider 
drive to democratize tertiary educa-

tion, which, in turn, can be viewed as 
part of the movement to establish ter-
tiary education and lifelong learning as 
a human right. Since this article starts 
with the normative premise that open 
education should be used as a means to 
promote and facilitate lifelong learning, 
the next section will discuss a brief his-
tory of open education and then segue 
into the rationale for tertiary education 
and lifelong learning as a human right, 
which will lay the groundwork for a hu-
man rights theory of lifelong learning.

The human rights view of life-
long learning focuses not on the socio-
economic and personal benefits that 
education produces (albeit very im-
portant) but rather on the claim that 
universal education makes on others. A 
human right is a very broad construct 
from which other issues and rights flow 
(e.g. civil rights, social inclusion, hu-
mane treatment of people). A human 
right is defined as a justified claim on 
others (McCowan, 2013).

In addition, one of the goals 
of the  UN Millennium Development 
Goals initiative  is to move toward a 
more inclusive and quality education 
system that recognizes tertiary educa-
tion alongside primary and secondary 
education.  Human rights are justified 
because they protect humanity from 
the abuse of others and they defend 
those aspects of society (e.g. life, lib-
erty, and security) that are considered 
fundamental to human life, and as 
such, they are the most urgent claim on 
others.

In the final analysis, by viewing 
learning and education through the lens 
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of human rights, universal education 
throughout the course of life becomes 
an important condition for justice in a 
democratic society.

Blessinger discusses this theme 
further this way:

Given the huge importance of 
lifelong learning to the overall 
well-being of society and the econ-
omy, access to and participation 
in meaningful lifelong education-
al opportunities is one of the chief 
human rights issues of our genera-
tion. As such, the emerging global 
higher education system hints at 
the prospect of a more inclusive 
global knowledge society. (2015b)

In 2007, UNESCO and UNICEF  
further delineated the right to education 
into three areas: the right of  access  to 
education, the right to  quality  educa-
tion, and the right to  respect  within 
the learning environment. Defined this 
way, these rights, therefore, have impli-
cations for governments, educational 
institutions, and nongovernmental or-
ganizations with regard to their respon-
sibility toward how they provision ed-
ucational resources and how they lead 
learning environments.

Concerning  access, open educa-
tion puts the responsibility and duty of 
care primarily on the service provider 
and others to ensure a ubiquitous, af-
fordable way for people to access a wide 
range of educational resources. Con-
cerning  quality, it puts the responsi-
bility primarily on the service provider 
(i.e. the educational institution) and the 
content creators (i.e. the faculty or oth-

er subject matter expert) to define the 
framework and process of who, what, 
when, where, why, and how the content 
will be created and the criteria by which 
to evaluate and assess the quality of the 
content and the effectiveness of teach-
ing and learning. Concerning respect, it 
puts the responsibility primarily on the 
service provider to define the policies 
and rules to cultivate an environment of 
mutual respect and on the teachers and 
students, as the two primary agents in 
the teaching-learning process, to treat 
others with respect and dignity. Thus, 
open education will be most effective if 
it addresses all these components.

Brief History of 
Open Education

At its core, the open education 
movement has been about ac-
cess. In the late 1960s, efforts 

began to remove barriers to entry for 
students desiring to pursue tertiary ed-
ucation. For example, the Open Univer-
sity of the United Kingdom (OU-UK, 
http://www.open.ac.uk) was established 
in 1969 with the mission to help facilitate 
educational opportunities and greater 
social justice by providing high-quality 
university education to anyone who has 
a desire to learn and realize their poten-
tial. Since the founding of the OU-UK, 
many other open universities have been 
established in countries throughout 
the world, ranging from Bangladesh to 
Canada to South Africa.

In the late 1990s, as the Internet 
was becoming more ubiquitous, many 
prestigious institutions of higher edu-
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cation in the United States began look-
ing for ways to further disseminate the 
educational content promulgated with-
in their classrooms. At the same time, 
forward-thinking education technolo-
gists were recognizing the power of the 
Internet to democratize education at all 
levels and exponentially increase access 
to educational content for people across 
the globe. In 1998, David Wiley coined 
the term “open content,” which he de-
scribed as a creative work that others 
are allowed to copy, share, and modify. 
Wiley created a basic open license that 
creators could place on their works to 
signify these permissions.

As the idea of open content for 
education began to spread, Charles 
Vest, then President of the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology (MIT), 
sought funding from private founda-
tions to video-tape and post content 
from MIT courses on the Internet. This 
radical idea became the MIT project 
(http://ocw.mit.edu/ index.htm), which 
continues to publicly and freely share 
the content from over 2,000 MIT cours-
es. Other universities followed MIT’s 
example, dramatically expanding the 
open courseware movement over the 
next several years.

Recognizing the power and po-
tential of open content to increase ac-
cess to education, private philanthropic 
foundations, particularly the William 
and Flora Hewlett Foundation in Cal-
ifornia, began supporting the develop-
ment and spread of open courseware 
and other types of open educational 
content. In 2002, at a UNESCO meet-
ing of developing nations, known as the 
Forum on the Impact of Open Course-

ware for Higher Education in Develop-
ing Countries, the term “Open Educa-
tional Resources” (OER) was officially 
adopted to describe open content used 
for educational purposes. The forum 
agreed on the following definition of 
OER: the open provision of education-
al resources, enabled by information 
and communication technologies, for 
consultation, use, and adaptation by a 
community of users for noncommercial 
purposes (UNESCO, 2002, p. 24).

In the same year, Lawrence 
Lessig, Hal Abelson, and Eric Eldred 
received funding to establish a new 
nonprofit called Creative Commons, 
which produced flexible copyright li-
censes that people could use to openly 
license their creative works. These li-
censes have become the gold standard 
for establishing the legal aspect of OER. 
The Hewlett Foundation defines OER 
as “teaching, learning, and research re-
sources that reside in the public domain 
or have been released under an intellec-
tual property license that permits their 
free use and re-purposing by others,” 
and requires that all works created with 
project grant funding be licensed with 
a  Creative Commons Attribution  li-
cense. Many other foundations and 
government agencies throughout the 
world have adopted similar open poli-
cies, leading to a significant increase in 
the supply of OER.

For the first five or so years after 
the UNESCO meeting in Paris, most 
of the OER available for professors to 
adopt existed in piecemeal form and 
was most suitable as a supplement to 
primary course content. Starting in 
2009, advocates and supporters of OER 

https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/open-educational-resources
https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/open-educational-resources
https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/open-educational-resources
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began to recognize that for OER to en-
ter mainstream adoption, open con-
tent would need to be produced in a 
format that professors would be better 
able to adopt as primary course mate-
rial: the textbook. With support from 
foundations and governments, work 
began to produce and disseminate 
what has become known as “open text-
books.” For example, over the past four 
years, OpenStax College at Rice Univer-
sity has produced 20 open textbooks for 
the highest enrolled college courses in 
the United States; and the state of Cal-
ifornia and the province of British Co-
lumbia have each compiled a library of 
open textbooks for the highest enrolled 
courses in their respective systems. 
These open textbooks have been adopt-
ed by thousands of professors, positive-
ly impacting hundreds of thousands of 
students. In addition, the  Open Text-
book Network and the Open Textbook 
Library at the University of Minnesota 
provide access to a growing list of open 
textbooks.

Most recently, an effort has be-
gun to bring adoption of OER in higher 
education to scale. In 2013, Tidewater 
Community College established the 
first-degree program entirely based on 
OER. In June 2016, the college reform 
network, Achieving the Dream (http://
achievingthedream.org), provided pass- 
through funding to nearly 40 commu-
nity colleges in the United States to 
establish OER degrees within the next 
two years. These degree programs will 
impact many students and do much to 
bring OER into mainstream adoption 
in higher education.

On the international front, the 
OERu partnership (https://oeru.org) is  
working with over 30 partner institu-
tions around the world to establish a 
fully articulated, credit-bearing first 
year of study based exclusively on OER 
that students around the world can en-
roll in for free.

Open education is more than 
just open content, of course, but the 
OER movement is a remarkable exam-
ple of the power of openness to increas-
ing educational access for all. The real 
potential of open education is to actu-
ally improve learning for all. In the next 
several years, open educational practice 
is expected to increase. It will include 
teaching techniques that draw on OER, 
open technologies, and open systems 
to increase the flexibility and authen-
ticity of learner experiences (Conole 
& Ehlers, 2010), ultimately resulting in 
better learning for students and better 
teaching for educators globally.

 	Increasing educational access 
and improving teaching and learn-
ing around these opportunities elic-
its the  necessity  to conduct research. 
Alongside the flurry of OER activity, 
pockets of OER research have informed 
areas around perceptions, cost, usage, 
retention, policy, etc. Much of this re-
search has been published in educa-
tional technology-related journals or 
academic journals specific to the OER 
subject matter (i.e. science, history, 
physics, etc.). In the fall of 2018, Melissa 
Layne, Associate Vice President of Re-
search and Innovation for the American 
Public University System, developed a 
home for all OER-related research in 

https://openstax.org/
https://openstax.org/
https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/open-textbook
https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/open-textbook
https://open.umn.edu/
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the first academic, peer-reviewed jour-
nal, the  International Journal of Open 
Educational Resources. Not only was it a 
first for OER, but Layne also offered au-
thors the opportunity to “Blockchain” 
their research–which was also another 
first in the world of scholarly publica-
tions. Combined, Blockchain and OER 
have a significant impact on the world 
of scholarly research and publishing in 
the following ways:

�� The peer review process becomes 
more transparent and thorough.

�� Post-publication reviews can be 
integrated easier.

�� Encryption allows reviews to be 
validated, but stay anonymous 
and permanently stored.

�� Data behind published results 
are verifiable.

�� Researchers can protect their 
IP and prove ownership with a 
timestamp.

�� Researchers can selectively share 
their work products with others 
in the research community, their 
funders, and publishers.

�� Funders can monitor the prog-
ress of their researchers.

�� Other researchers can reproduce 
experiments more easily.

�� Nodes are distributed among uni-
versities, research and publishing 
organizations, and funders.

In essence, Blockchain allows 
OER researchers and those who create 

open educational content to issue li-
censes to the Blockchain ledger which 
records all of the digital asset’s metadata 
and ownership information.

Open Education to 
Democratize Education

Open education is not a substi-
tute for traditional higher ed-
ucation provisioning, nor is 

it intended to be. The desire-to-learn 
model of open education supplements 
the ability-to-pay model of higher ed-
ucation. For many people who use 
open education services, they provide 
a supplementary type of education that 
adds to the mix of educational offerings 
available. Thus, open education need 
not represent an “either/or” proposition 
and it need not compete with (nor nec-
essarily intends to) traditional higher 
education, but rather it provides an ad-
ditional means by which people can ac-
cess knowledge and engage in lifelong 
learning.

In fact, some of the largest pro-
viders of OER are the traditional brick-
and-mortar higher education insti-
tutions because they understand that 
open education is not a pure substitute 
for traditional place-based higher edu-
cation and because it makes it easier for 
them to prepare materials for  massive 
open online courses (MOOCs), for ex-
ample (based on existing courses), and 
because it is easier for them to utilize 
existing instructional staff and institu-
tional expertise.

The goals of students using open 
education and the goals of those who 

https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/international-journal-of-open-educational-resources
https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/international-journal-of-open-educational-resources
https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/massive-open-online-courses
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undertake traditional higher education 
are often very different. Most students 
in traditional place-based higher edu-
cation want to obtain a degree, whereas 
most in open education want to pursue 
learning but not necessarily obtain a 
degree.

In addition, many people do not 
have the time to devote themselves ex-
clusively, or even part-time, to place-
based education. Fixed time and place 
requirements are major obstacles to 
enrolment for many students. To ame-
liorate this obstacle, in some countries, 
university fees are kept very low and 
virtually nonexistent for low-income 
students and for students who live at 
home, the total cost of attendance is ex-
tremely low.

A key distinction between tradi-
tional and open education is that tra-
ditional higher education institutions 
provide services (e.g. accredited de-
grees, extensive instructional and sup-
port staff, research output) that some 
open education services may not, nor 
necessarily intend to. Thus, both sys-
tems have emerged to address different 
types of learners who have different 
goals and needs.

Most nations have gradually 
shifted away from an elitist system of 
higher education and toward a univer-
sal access model of higher education. In 
the universal access model, a multiplic-
ity of institutional types (e.g. technical 
colleges, community colleges, liber-
al arts colleges, research universities) 
and a multiplicity of access types (e.g. 
online universities, open universities, 
open courseware, OER), as well as hy-

brid institutions together with further 
and continuing education programs are 
combined in unique ways to serve the 
varied needs of society. This shift has 
created a more diversified system of in-
stitutional types, access methods, and 
program and course offerings for every 
stage of life or career and is reflective 
of the continuing democratization of 
knowledge and the growing demand 
for higher education worldwide (Bless-
inger, 2015a, 2015b; Blessinger & An-
chan, 2015; OECD, 2012; Trow, 1974; 
Yu & Delaney, 2014).

The main distinguishing features 
of open education are that it consists 
of free, unfettered, anytime, anywhere 
access to educational resources that are 
meaningful and useful to those who 
wish to utilize those resources. Effec-
tive open education platforms and pro-
cesses center on meeting the needs and 
aspirations of people throughout every 
life stage (lifelong learning) and across 
all life activities (life-wide learning).

Since every person is part of the 
broader social structures in which they 
live, the most effective open education 
platforms are those that create oppor-
tunities for shared meaning-making, 
collaborative activities, and creative 
participation. Thus, open education 
should not only be a personal mean-
ing-making experience but also a so-
cial one. As such, the open education 
model moves away from the knowledge 
scarcity model and toward a knowledge 
abundance model (Batson, Paharia, & 
Kumar, 2008; McGrath, 2008).

As such, additional models are 
needed to work alongside (not replace) 
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traditional educational structures. 
With the knowledge abundance mod-
el, knowledge is made available to any-
one who wishes to consume it, regard-
less of their ability to pay or their ability 
to participate in place-based education. 
The emerging abundance model is re-
flective of the broader democratization 
of knowledge that is unfolding around 
the world. The abundance model rep-
resents an emerging paradigm shift 
from the knowledge that is owned and 
controlled by knowledge elites to the 
knowledge that is accessible to anyone.

As mentioned earlier, the emer-
gence of  massive open online courses, 
open universities, and OER represent 
concrete exemplars of this paradigm 
shift. As noted by Blessinger (2016), 
this is not an entirely new phenomenon 
because there have been revolutionary 
moments in human history (e.g. inven-
tion of the printing press in the fifteenth 
century, the spread of public libraries in 
the nineteenth century, the develop-
ment of the Internet in the twentieth 
century) that have served as catalysts to 
de-monopolize higher learning and to 
open access to knowledge to wider seg-
ments of society.

Blessinger (2016) puts it this way:

The wide-ranging utility of the 
printing press laid the foundation 
for future political, social, eco-
nomic and scientific revolutions 
such as the Renaissance and the 
Reformation, which paved the 
way for mass learning and the 
modern hyper-connected global 
knowledge society.

This trend continues to this day. 
Thus, one can see how these events are 
connected, although, at the time they 
emerged, their future impact was often 
unforeseen and often shunned and even 
fiercely opposed by those who wanted 
to maintain the status quo.

Thus, as discussed by Blessing-
er and Anchan (2015), the underlying 
forces driving the development of open 
education are the basic human needs 
to learn and grow throughout every 
stage of life. The change model also 
supports a  democratic theory of higher 
education  postulating that the goal of 
university-level education is to cultivate 
personal agency through the develop-
ment of knowledge, skills, and capacity; 
opportunities to learn throughout life 
should, therefore, be provided to all.

These  political, social, economic, 
scientific,  and  technological  revolutions 
and factors are connected and they im-
pact each other in concrete ways. The 
role and purpose of tertiary education 
continue to expand. The importance of 
lifelong and life-wide learning contin-
ues to grow and it is now regarded as 
necessary to social and personal devel-
opment and therefore as a human right. 
As such, the role of tertiary education 
has expanded to include the production 
of social and cultural capital, not just 
human and economic capital.

Lynch (2008) argues that we 
should not automatically equate access 
to information (e.g. Internet-based in-
formation) to access to education (i.e. 
education is a system of formal learn-
ing). This is especially true if we take a 
broader definition of education to in-

https://ijoer-org.layneplatform.com/glossary/massive-open-online-courses
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clude sociocultural processes which im-
ply that education should also be about 
social and emotional learning, not just 
cognitive learning. Treating education 
as a social process emphasizes the point 
that learning is socially situated (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991) and that learning is 
also a personal meaning-making pro-
cess (Kovbasyuk & Blessinger, 2013). 
Yet, notwithstanding the importance 
of these processes, effective educational 
systems also require the elimination of 
unnecessary and arbitrary barriers that 
may inhibit its access and participation.

Whether one uses a narrow defi-
nition of education or a broad defini-
tion, open education can be adequately 
described as a form of universal educa-
tion available to all through freely ac-
cessible and ubiquitous knowledge bas-
es. Although open education need not, 
strictly speaking, be electronic in form, 
electronic technology does nonetheless 
provide a low cost and relatively easy 
means for people anywhere at any time 
to learn in a social and personalized 
way, thus making the idea of “education 
for all” an emerging reality.

Open Education as 
Social Inclusion

Given higher education’s his-
tory of exclusion and elitism, 
the emergence of education for 

all  and  education as a right  is impera-
tive (Blessinger, 2015e; Burke, 2012; 
McCowan, 2013; Spring, 2000; UNES-
CO/UNICEF, 2007; Vandenberg, 1990). 
Learning is a social process and formal 
systems of learning are necessary for 

social reproduction and the continual 
development of society.

As with all living creatures, all 
people are born depending on others 
for their survival and development. 
They depend on others (e.g. family, 
school, community) to learn the re-
quired knowledge and skills to live in 
society. Education is therefore social in 
nature and a type of learning commu-
nity.

Although the ultimate purpose 
of education is to produce learning, 
education also inherently serves polit-
ical, economic, social, and humanistic 
purposes. With globalization, humans 
live in an increasingly interconnected 
and interdependent world. The more 
complex the world becomes and the 
faster that change happens, the greater 
the need for lifelong and life-wide ed-
ucation. Different models and systems 
of open education help meet this need 
(Altbach, Gumport, & Berdahl, 2011; 
Barnett, 2012; Burke, 2012; Dewey, 
1916; Kezar, 2014; Knapper & Cropley, 
2000; Kovbasyuk & Blessinger, 2013).

In the United States, for example, 
higher education and lifelong learn-
ing have been marked by four broad 
movements (or waves) over the last 150 
years. The first wave was the result of 
the  Morrill Act of 1862  which creat-
ed a system of land-grant universities 
through the United States; the second 
wave was the creation of the commu-
nity and technical college system that 
began at the beginning of the twentieth 
century and the G.I. Bill of 1944, both 
of which extended access to higher ed-
ucation to millions of U.S. citizens; the 
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third wave was the use of information 
and communication technologies (e.g. 
television, Internet) and distance ed-
ucation opportunities which helped 
create the anytime, anywhere educa-
tional movement; and the fourth wave 
which has been brought about by the 
acceleration of globalization and the in-
ternationalization of higher education 
resulting in the growing recognition 
that lifelong learning and education is a 
human right which further expands the 
democratic social contract to education 
to all segments of society (Blessinger, 
2015c, 2015d, 2015e).

We suggest that the OE move-
ment, and open methods as part of this, 
be considered a fifth wave in the history 
of education.

Open Education to 
Support Education

One of the main reasons why 
higher education has become 
so diversified (in terms of insti-

tutional types and educational delivery 
models) and widely available to anyone 
who wishes to avail her/himself of it is 
because a university or college degree 
has become the gateway to professional 
careers and specific job opportunities, 
whether they be white, pink, or blue 
collar.

For instance, nearly all profes-
sions such as medicine, law, education, 
and engineering are only available to 
those with advanced university degrees. 
Many careers that once only required a 
high school diploma now require a col-
lege degree.

In most countries, certification 
and apprenticeships are now required in 
most vocational fields such as medical 
and legal assisting, welding, electronics, 
cosmetology, real estate, and culinary 
arts. Jobs have become more complex 
and more demanding throughout the 
labor market.

Thus, it is no surprise that tertia-
ry institutions of all types have grown 
in importance. Societies around the 
world are placing greater faith and re-
liance in educational systems to address 
a growing array of social and economic 
problems.

Universal education is now 
widely viewed as one of the basic re-
quirements for a modern society and it 
serves as a chief catalyst for socio-eco-
nomic and personal development. Edu-
cation at all levels (i.e. primary, second-
ary, tertiary) is now widely considered a 
human right because it yields so many 
positive benefits at a social, economic, 
and personal level (Hanushek & Woess-
mann, 2007), because it has become so 
vital to the development of social repro-
duction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) 
and because continual learning is so 
necessary to human agency and devel-
opment.

Because of these factors, it would 
be an injustice to deny or constrain 
people from learning throughout the 
entirety of their lives (Kovbasyuk & 
Blessinger, 2013; Spring, 2000; Vanden-
berg, 1990).

MOOCs, OER, open universi-
ties, and the like therefore provide a low 
cost or zero cost means for anyone to 
access high-quality educational mate-



Introduction to Open Education: Toward a Human Rights Theory

49

rials. The costs associated with produc-
ing open educational services typically 
come from a variety of sources such as 
institutional budgets, government sup-
port, and nongovernmental support 
(e.g. foundations).

In addition, studies have shown 
that costs for textbooks, for example, 
can be dramatically reduced using OER 
(Hilton, Robinson, Wiley, & Ackerman, 
2014). Open education resources and 
platforms may be structured either as 
formal learning (i.e. part of a structured 
curriculum) or as nonformal learning 
(i.e. not structured as part of a curricula 
program leading to a certificate or de-
gree but rather as one-off courses).

In the years following World 
War II (WWII), the human and civil 
rights movement took on a new sense 
of urgency. This sense of urgency was a 
result, in large measure, of the crimes 
against humanity perpetrated by some 
people during WWII. When the full ex-
tent of these crimes was revealed, it be-
came clear that the civilized world com-
munity needed to intervene on a global 
scale. So, the United Nations, acting in 
their capacity as representatives of the 
world community, adopted  The Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights—
UDHR  (United Nations, 1948) which 
articulated those basic human rights 
that applied to all nations and cultures. 
The UDHR states that everyone has a 
right to education at all levels.

To conclude, democratic soci-
eties have gradually moved away from 
elitist and exclusivist systems of higher 
education that were based on power 
and privilege claims in favor of open 

and inclusive systems of higher educa-
tion based on justice and human rights 
claims.

This phenomenon represents a 
major paradigm shift in higher edu-
cation. Since democratic societies are 
fundamentally based on principles of 
rights and justice, it should not come 
as a surprise that this transformation is 
occurring, albeit incrementally. Thus, 
the emergence of open education is a 
reflection of the broader democratic 
society in which it functions.

The UNESCO  Universal Decla-
ration on Democracy (1997) states that 
“A sustained state of democracy thus re-
quires a democratic climate and culture 
constantly nurtured and reinforced by 
education and other vehicles of culture 
and information.” Thus, lifelong educa-
tion, not just basic education, is needed 
to nurture and strengthen democra-
cy. It does this by creating flexible and 
open educational structures that allow 
all people to engage in lifelong and life-
wide learning. Given the increasing im-
pact of globalization and the increasing 
importance of continual lifelong educa-
tion for all, it is clear that treating edu-
cation as a human right is imperative.

In a democratic society, the right 
of voting has been viewed as the “great 
equalizer” because it allows citizens 
to have a voice in how their society is 
governed. Open education can also be 
viewed as a potential “great equalizer” 
since it allows people to continual-
ly improve their knowledge and skills 
throughout the course of their lives. 
And just like voting, it helps to extend 
the democratic social contract to all 
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and is reflective of how the democrat-
ic social contract continues to be re-
structured in meaningful ways. Thus, 
open education also has the potential to 

strengthen democracy and respect for 
human rights by creating a more edu-
cated and informed citizenry.
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