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In 2004, over a hundred California high school students sued the state of 

California for not giving them equal educational opportunities as more affluent schools. 

They said that they were not being taught the same information and were not as prepared 

for higher education or for their futures as their wealthier peers. The case settled, and 

California agreed to attempt to equalize education statewide. (Williams v. California, 

2004) The discussion of educational equivalence has been a century long battle. Since the 

explosion of online video in 2005, thousands of education programs have become offered 

for free online. The users of such free programs do not necessarily receive a degree, but 

rather simply gain the knowledge of things they might not have access to in the non-

virtual world. The users of these online videos are both first world university students and 

third world farm workers, and thus giving the same education to all different people, from 

all walks of life. My paper will study and question if the higher education gap being filled 

or spread further by the advancement and accessibility of free educational online videos 

by examining three case studies that offer such videos. I will first look at Khan Academy, 

then Open Educational Resources, and finally TEDtalks and TEDx, discussing the 

winners and losers, and the effects for the future of each. 

 

 



Background 

These educational videos have been facilitated through the Internet, and the 

prevailing nature of personal computers and WiFi.  Many universities now require or 

strongly recommend students owning their own computers and assign tasks assuming 

students have a computer. This translates to students who do not have access to full 

degree programs. 78% of the North American population uses Internet on a regular basis, 

and even in less developed continents like Africa have 11.4%. (World Internet Usage 

Statistics, March 31, 2011) Now people who could not in the past afford technological 

advances, have more opportunities to look at newspapers, read important information and 

learn about almost anything they could possibly desire. In the past, most information was 

not only expensive, but also hard to get to. Only law students at prestigious universities 

could have access to law books from the 1800s, however now anyone can access this 

information from anywhere in the world. (Project Gutenberg, November 6, 2011)  

A primary resource that has been used in classrooms since the early 1990s, is the 

use of the VHS and videos in general to educate students in materials that traditional 

teachers do not know or do not have access to show as easily in a classroom setting. (The 

Decline of VHS, 2006) It is frequently debated whether or not students learn in the same 

way or learn information as deeply when viewing it from a video perspective. Data shows 

that in reality students absorb almost the same amount of information from traditional 

teachers and from videos. (National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment, October 

2011) While videos such as these have been around for decades, the ways they are 

incorporated into classrooms has changed dramatically with the use of the Internet. Along 

with this, everything from kindergarten lessons in the ABCs to medical lectures at 



prestigious universities is now available online. Through the use of handheld video 

recording devices it is becoming easier and easier to stream directly. Teachers can use 

these streamed videos in classrooms to demonstrate what chemicals look like when they 

react or to show an ustream of the Egyptian revolution in a classroom in California. 

However my paper is going to focus on these videos used in the context of teaching 

information, not for a degree but purely to get educated and thus close the education gap 

between the lower class who do have access to the same quality of education as the upper 

classes.   

I will focus on three organizations, all of which offer diverse resources that 

provide free supplemental education in the form of online video. Firstly I will look at 

Khan Academy, a website in which one man has published thousands of videos on a 

variety of subjects in ten minute videos. Then I will move to the Hewlett Foundation’s 

Open Education program and Academic Earth, both of which are websites, which offer 

full lecture classes from prestigious universities around the world. Finally I will discuss 

TED (Technology, Entertainment, Design), which is an online collection of videos of 

leaders in almost every subject presenting at conferences under the motto “Ideas Worth 

Spreading.” TED allows people to learn from the very best about the newest research in 

every field, and then later, view their entire collection of more than 900 videos, online. 

(About TED) 

 

Khan Academy 

Khan Academy was established in 2004, as a means for its founder Salman Khan 

to tutor his cousin who was struggling with math, who was living far away. He uses a 



simple doodle pad, only showing his work and the occasional picture and video. He has 

now posted more than 2,000 videos onto his website through YouTube, which have been 

viewed by more than 85 million people. (Khan Academy) The videos are all around ten 

minutes long and cover material from the very elementary materials to college level 

instruction. In fact, his programs are almost designed to be accessible to those who do not 

have first world resources, providing learning charts that not only show extremely helpful 

videos and exercises from simple addition to trigonometry, and every step along the way. 

Students can see where they have problems, and work in those spaces. Programs have 

also been translated into hundreds of languages, some like Bulgarian, which only have 18 

videos, while there are more than 800 videos posted in Spanish. Khan is the most popular 

YouTube educator and has posted videos in every subject from explaining the recent 

economic crash to teaching about the French Revolution. (San Francisco Chronicle, June 

6, 2010) 

However, Khan Academy has been met with a mixed response, which seems to be 

common for such supplemental videos.  Many critics complain that because one teacher 

is teaching it, students are simply getting a “flat” perspective of any given subject. There 

is also the problem of the one-sided teaching experience. Students do not have the 

opportunity to do an experiment by themselves, and do not have the same learning 

process at all. However, there is the strong counterargument that in Khan Academy, 

students can learn at their own speeds and view problems over and over until it makes 

sense to the individual students. However the main worry that educators have, is whether 

programs like Khan Academy will in the future be seen as substitute goods for traditional 

accredited teachers. For now, they provide an additional service, a non-degree way of 



learning about things that students are genuinely interested in. However, as Jeffery Leeds, 

the president of the largest US firm the specializes in private education, put it, only 

“motivated students” will be the ones to utilize Khan for its full value. (CNN Money, 

August 23, 2010) Some might argue that this is a good move for the future, allowing for a 

merit based educational society, rather than hierarchical one, based off of the amount of 

money an individual’s family has. One of the first investors in Khan Academy describes 

the need for Khan in the future saying, “The next bubble to burst is higher education. It is 

too expensive for people- there’s no reason why parents should have to save up a hundred 

grand to send their kids to college.” (San Francisco Chronicle, June 6, 2010) Even Khan 

himself has said that he doesn’t see the Academy as a way to replace the traditional K-12 

school. But for students, even in America, who are being taught at schools, that whether 

because of budget cuts, or a history of lack of individual attention for students, Khan 

provides a resource that teaches them the basics that they need to know to be on the same 

level as their upper-class peers.  

But who is actually accessing this information? Is it all simply upper class 

American college students using the academy as a way of learning information taught in 

an entire class period into a ten-minute block, or is it third-world children learning math 

and science with an individual methodology? According to statistics on 

khanacademy.org, there are 70,000 visits to the webpage every month and over 35,000 

videos are watched every day. Videos have also been translated into more than 30 

different languages, some of which have more than 400,000 views. Khan Academy has 

now been published onto the sharing website BitTorrent, which is available world wide 

and allows all videos to be taken from anywhere and put onto DVDs and taken into rural 



areas that do not have access to the Internet. (Gregory Ferenstein, February 15, 2011) 

Khan Academy has been given millions of dollars in grants, which has allowed the 

videos to spread around the world, and for children and adults to have access to the same 

education that Bill Gates’ children use.  (Lynn O'Shaughnessy, March 29, 2011) An 

organization called World Possible, takes snapshots of Khan’s lessons to third world 

schools, particularly in Africa and South America, and reports that their students are 

learning quickly and well. Using the individualized system, the students are able to learn 

in a more efficient and interesting way, as every student is on their own pace, and never 

gets stuck behind on materials they do not understand to the same extent. (Deepa 

Chaudhary, 2011) Thus the students using Khan are either as Leeds says, the most 

motivated of college or high school students trying to find ways to fill the gaps they have 

struggled with in their own educations, or students around the world who have now found 

a way to learn the same information, with the same efficiency and technique as any other 

student in the world. Khan Academy is potentially helping to solve this century long 

problem of equalizing education and creating a merit based system of gaining education.  

From Khan Academy, as with every other video program I will discuss, there are 

clear winners and losers. The “winners” of Khan Academy programs are those people 

who have the motivation to learn more, whether it is college students who want to 

succeed in a class and use Khan videos to help then understand a confusing subject 

matter or people in the third world who want to learn about a subject matter that no one 

around them knows. However, Khan is a one-man operation, and as a single teacher he 

has produced thousands of videos on subjects that some teachers devote their entire 

careers to teaching. Tutors, a common resource for struggling students, are becoming 



irrelevant for many students who seek a quick, free, fix, as are teachers of Community 

Education programs.(C.J. Westerberg, November 18, 2010) 

 

Open Education Resources 

There are two programs currently online that are reigning supreme in the 

cyberspace world of open coursework and open education. These ideas give way to full-

scale lecture series videos posted online, along with the suggested readings for that class, 

the syllabus, and even the occasional test for the student who just can’t do enough. Of 

course these programs do not offer degrees from their sponsored universities, including 

Yale, MIT, Berkeley, and hundreds of others around the globe, but they offer something 

that many experts are beginning to say is equally desirable of the job market, an 

education in the practical things that one wants to do. A student in the third world might 

not have the opportunities to become a famous political scientist and devote their life to 

studying the effect of Plato’s Apology on the European Union, but they can hear leading 

professors on the subject discuss it, and then become better educated for themselves. This 

not only betters that individual, but according to several studies, even one individual in a 

community taking it upon themselves to become educated, can help lift an entire 

community into a different age and into first world education for the rest of the 

community. One of these organizations is sponsored by the Hewlett Foundation and runs 

a website called Open Educational Resources (OER). The phrase “Open Content” has 

existed since the late 1990s, when the ideas of open source content were first applied to 

the Internet, and soon creating, in 2001, a system in which online content could  

be produced with a loose patent called Creative Commons. With this background directly 



behind them, in 2002, MIT announced that they would be offering their entire course 

materials through its OpenCourseWare initiative. Since then MIT has put videos and 

resources online for almost all of their classes. OpenCourseWare has now become a 

worldwide brand from OERs. Then in 2002 the Hewlett foundation decided to invest 110 

million dollars to expand several full-scale universities, not for degrees, not for credit, but 

simply to allow every person who desires to learn from the most prestigious universities 

from any global perspective one could. (Open Educational Resources) 

 Currently, there are more than 2,000 videos available on various universities OERs 

from China, to the Netherlands, to Yale to Utah State. MIT conducted a study three years 

after they began their OCW program and found that; “people who are neither teachers nor 

students in formal programs access OERs primarily to enhance their personal 

knowledge.” The study also found, even in 2005, before the explosion of YouTube that, 

“Podcasting, screencasting, and videocasting are becoming increasingly popular as 

inexpensive ways to capture and distribute course content.” Now videocasting is the 

primary source on all OCW websites. 

 One of the other most frequently used programs is Academic Earth, (Academic 

Earth) a website that shows videos from Stanford, Columbia and Princeton, but rather 

than organized as specific courses, the website combines important lectures from several 

different universities. All of the videos are graded, and the site only uses those programs 

with the best grades in their series. One of the things that separates Academic Earth from 

other sites is the amount of selection and care that they put into choosing which videos 

they publish. According to the founder of Academic Earth, Richard Ludlow, there are 

four groups of people who use the materials offered on his site, one of which are those 



who are “working professionals and job seekers, who view our business, economics, 

engineering, and computer science videos to gain knowledge related to job skills.” 

(Marilyn Gilroy, March 2010) 

 People criticize these programs, saying that learning this information is useless, 

without the outcome of a degree. (Audrey Watters, April 8, 2011) It is true, neither OERs 

nor Academic Earth offer any sort of certificate or degree program. Thus, it probably will 

not help an individual in the job market, unless they already have a degree, and are taking 

classes to expand their knowledge of their field. However, a study by UNICEF showed 

that education, even without the job effect, increases the education in a community. 

(Shantha Bloeman, April 20, 2010) If a person in a third-world country takes an OER on 

Civil Engineering, they can help to create water treatment facilities for their village. If a 

high school graduate parent takes a course in political science, they can engage their child 

in a discussion about what is happening in the world, so that their child can vote in an 

educated way. The benefits of education are endless, even without the standard four-year 

result of a bachelor’s degree.  While the annual income of those with a bachelor’s degree 

is far higher than those who are high school graduates, with college graduates making 

more than $45,000 on average and high school graduates making less than $26,000, 

(Robert Longley, August 24, 2011) those students who are motivated to educate 

themselves in their adult life are more likely to go on to earn degrees in their lifetime. 

These videos also provide an invaluable resource to third world citizens who are not in 

the same degree-based economy as America, and gain professions simply by learning 

how to complete the tasks necessary, dozens of which are available on OERs.  



 However, by providing access to these resources, it is not only strengthening a 

community, it is also allowing anybody, even those who might not have had the type of 

primary education that would have allow them to attend a school like Yale, to have 

access to Yale classes. Thus a person can take classes, and figure out if higher education 

is something they are motivated to do. It is simply a process of who is the most 

motivated, and they have the resources to decide to possibly attend a four year, or two-

year school.  

  Higher education in the United States, and in fact, in the world has a history of 

being accessible only to the more wealthy populations. At first, only upper class, white 

men were permitted entrance into universities. However, due to the admission process for 

universities, upper class students still find themselves with far more advantages than 

students who attend poorer grade schools, are raised in impoverished neighborhoods, or 

who simply cannot finance a higher education degree. This has resulted in a higher 

educational system that not only excludes the lower income levels, but also ensures their 

exclusion in the future. According to a study by the Economist “three-quarters of the 

students at the country’s top 146 colleges come from the richest socio-economic fourth, 

compared with just three percent who come from the poorest fourth.” (The Economist, 

December 29, 2004) America was founded on principles of a meritocracy, in which every 

man, if he worked as hard as he could achieve his dream. However, this is clearly not true 

in the current public educational system, as students do not have the same resources, as 

do wealthier students. Thus, the videos act as supplement for students who use them as an 

opportunity to equalize the education gap for themselves. These programs provide an 

invaluable opportunity for all students to learn the same information, and for the 



resources to exist for anyone who has that desire. In doing so, we can see that OERs and 

Academic Earth type programs are definitely working against the trend of a growing 

education gap in the United States and around the world.  

 The beneficiaries of OERs are perhaps less extensive than that of Khan Academy. 

While OERs offer students an impressive range of courses and materials, they are firstly, 

not as utilized or well known to the general public. More importantly, however, they are 

taught in a manner that provides for more segmented learning, rather than 10-minute 

videos on a specific subject, OERs are full hour or more length classes that can require 

background knowledge in subjects and even reading outside of the lecture. The obvious 

“winners” in OERs are more frequently university professors around the world who can 

use OERs as examples of how to conduct their courses, what materials to use, and what 

material to discuss during class. While this also benefits the students of such professors, it 

creates even more of a divide between the population of university students as a whole 

and anyone who is unable to have a higher education.  

 

TEDx 

In 1984, an organization began as a conference series that invited some of the best 

minds in the world and challenged them, to “give the talk of their lives (in 18 minutes or 

less).” In 2006 the best of these talks were published online, and today there are more 

than 900 published featuring speakers who range from Bill Clinton, to Stephen Hawking, 

to Jane Goodhall. All of these people along with many distinguished others are chosen to 

give speeches at TED conferences around the world. This has also developed into an 

organization called TEDx, which allow communities or organizations, which range from 



having themes like TEDxwomen and TEDxteen, to being global presentations about a 

range of whatever is cutting edge in that moment. In 1752, when Benjamin Franklin 

found electricity when lightening hit his kite, told his colleagues and peers about it, but 

the common man had no way of knowing about anything about for decades after. Now 

anyone in the world can have firsthand knowledge of any breaking news or revolutionary 

ideas in any subject.  

 Most four-year public universities in the United States have a component of 

research well engrained into their faculty and campus. This has long been one of the 

promoted reasons to attend one of these schools, with admissions officials advertising 

that you may have a professor who is leading in his field and can teach you things that no 

one else in the world knows or can teach. However with programs like TED, anyone in 

the world can have access to any brand new information, presented in a format that is 

easy for anyone to understand, not meant for experts in the subjects, but rather presented 

for the world at large.  

This, of all three resources is probably the least directly connected to getting a 

job. People who watch TED lectures do not necessarily gain any skills or knowledge that 

connects to jobs that do not already require degrees. However because of the accessibility 

of such programs and the ease of watching them anyone in the world can gain the 

knowledge and spread it to their community. In almost all cases of closing the education 

gap, one of the most important effects that result from the information, is the ease with 

which it can spread to anyone in the community and thus make a community more 

educated, hopefully allowing the community as a whole to move in a new direction.  



 One of the most important parts of the TED talks is how accessible they are, 

almost all of the videos have been published in several different languages, transcribed 

for deaf viewers, as well as encompassing a range of subjects that allow for people to 

learn a massive amount in their areas of interest. (L.Y.L Muller, June 20, 2008) Because 

of this, the videos are extremely popular with over 500 million views in the past five 

years. (Ryan Lawler, June 27, 2011) The lecture series have also spread, allowing for 

students at universities to present about their ideas at TEDx lectures, which is a TED 

conference but much more local and more in a university or community setting. The most 

exciting thing about these lectures though is what could result from them that will be 

changing our lives in five years. For example at the first TED lecture the Apple 

Macintosh and first CD-Rom were first shown to the public. Lectures that are being given 

today may be the next big thing, and chances are, some of them are. For example, last 

year Nathan Myhrvold, the former Chief Technology Officer at Microsoft, presented a 

laser that may be able to prevent malaria. A few months ago, Harald Haas, an Australian 

software developer, presented a light bulb that can transmit data, similar to that of a 

cellular tower. These people could literally be changing the world as we know it, and it is 

available for everyone.  

 This growing trend of whatever information one could possibly desire being 

online just shows the extent to which the education gap can close with a motivated lower 

class who works hard to learn and to have the desire to fill in these gaps for themselves. 

Online videos provide an amazing resource for such a task; they are simple, can be taught 

to a student’s own pace and are most importantly, free. Khan Academy, OER and 

Academic World, and TEDtalks all provide vastly different resources that can help 



various different types of students. However they all answer the question of how people 

that cannot access higher level education, whether because of geography, financial 

situation or one’s background, can find a way to get the same resources that are universal 

due to the amazing facility of the Internet.  

 TEDx are an amazing facility for the spreading and growing of knowledge. With 

the spread of TEDtalks for specific organizations and groups, they are becoming 

accessible for the general public. TEDtalks themselves are quite elitist, costing thousands 

of dollars to attend, and only open to certain invited guests. However, every lecture is 

posted to their website, and thus available for everyone to watch. While they are not very 

useful in the professional lives of most people, in terms of educating people and 

providing knowledge of incredibly progressive ideas to anyone who desires that 

knowledge. TEDx seems to have no clear “losers” simply because it is not replacing 

anyone or making a better service, it is literally creating a new field in the world of 

education.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 Despite the fact that there are no programs that offer degrees on these sites, 

though of course there are many fee based programs that offer degrees online, they 

provide a resource that is almost more valuable. They can get students who have a true 

and pure desire to become educated the best possible education in the world, from 

kindergarten programs offered by Khan Academy for talks about the latest and greatest 

on Ted.com. These students, who already have the motivation to become educated, 

whether they are in the third-world or simply do not have access to higher education, will 



be the best possible facilitators of this information and I believe in the future will prove 

an amazing way of moving communities to a better place. 

According to a study published in Educause Quarterly, the quality of online 

courses would be superior to (47 percent) or the same as (39 percent) that of traditional 

instruction by 2013.” (Kim, Kyong-Jee, and Curtis Bonk, 2006) Already, traditional 

universities are offering full courses online, and other than the degree the college student 

receives at the end, the programs are exactly the same. There are many questions still out 

there about the future of online education, but it is already becoming clear that with 

public education becoming increasingly expensive more people will look to getting 

degrees completely online. It is also becoming clear that with programs like these the 

world at large will become more educated and will move developing communities 

towards a brighter future. Khan Academy, OERs, and TED along with many other 

prominent organizations are, by providing free accessible knowledge are closing the 

education gap one video at a time. 
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