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Abstract

Textbooks are often the primary reference when we think of open 
educational resources (OER). While these textbooks are import-
ant and offer obvious economic benefits to students, the range of 
OER is wide and growing. In this paper, we introduce a specific set 
of OER, under the rubric of the metaliteracy framework, designed 
to strengthen critical thinking and the overall learning capacities 
of students. We describe a successful collaboration between an in-
structor of a political science course and a librarian, which em-
ployed these resources to enhance the overall student experience 
and to focus student attention on becoming more active contribu-
tors to their own learning. 
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Enseñanza del pensamiento crítico y alfabetización 
metalúrgica a través de los REA: teoría y práctica en una 
colaboración académica

Resumen

Los libros de texto son a menudo la referencia principal cuando 
pensamos en los recursos educativos abiertos (REA). Si bien estos 
libros de texto son importantes y ofrecen beneficios económicos 
obvios para los estudiantes, el rango de REA es amplio y creciente. 
En este documento, presentamos un conjunto específico de REA, 
bajo la rúbrica del marco de alfabetización en metales, diseñado 
para fortalecer el pensamiento crítico y las capacidades generales 
de aprendizaje de los estudiantes. Describimos una colaboración 
exitosa entre un instructor de un curso de ciencias políticas y un 
bibliotecario que empleó estos recursos para mejorar la experien-
cia general de los estudiantes y centrar la atención de los estudian-
tes en ser contribuyentes más activos a su propio aprendizaje. 

Los autores desean agradecer a Kelsey L. O’Brien y Karyn Kalita 
por sus revisiones del manuscrito y a Emily Matott por sus reflexio-
nes sobre las experiencias de sus estudiantes en RPOS250.

Palabras clave: meta alfabetismo; REA; colaboración, pensamiento 
crítico; prácticas educativas abiertas

通过开放教育资源（OER）教授批判性思维
和元素养:一项课程协作中的理论与实践

摘要

当我们想到开放教育资源（OER）时，课本通常是主要参考
物。尽管课本很重要，并为学生提供明显的经济利益，但
OER的范围很广且还在扩大。本文中，我们介绍了一组位于
元素养框架下的特定的OER，这组OER被设计用于强化学生
的批判性思维和整体学习能力。我们描述了一名教授政治学
课程的大学教师与一名图书馆员之间的成功协作，该协作使
用了这些资源，以提升整体的学生体验，并将学生的注意力
集中到成为帮助自身学习的更活跃的贡献者。

作者在此感谢Kelsey L. O’Brien和Karyn Kalita对本文的审阅，
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并感谢Emily Matott就其在RPOS250中的学生体验所提供的反
思。

关键词：元素养，OER，协作，批判性思维，开放教育实践

Introduction

How do you design an under-
graduate course emphasizing 
critical thinking skills when 

you are used to teaching classes of a 
more concrete nature, e.g., Introduction 
to American Politics or the U.S. Con-
gress? It is of course part of your job as 
a professor to constantly help students 
to develop their ideas more clearly and 
to sharpen their arguments, but how do 
you make this kind of teaching more 
explicit? The collaboration referred to 
in this article’s title began with exactly 
this set of questions when one of the 
authors was confronted with just such 
a challenge.

 The metaliteracy framework de-
scribed below provides one set of tools 
to enhance student critical thinking 
skills and overall learning. The ongoing 
professor-librarian dialogue that began 
with the need to create a new course has 
led to the application of this framework 
as a major component of the class. In 
this paper, we begin by pointing out 
the enormous potential for open edu-
cational resources (OER), we introduce 
the metaliteracy framework employed 
here as providing an important set of 
OER to enhance critical thinking, and 
we delineate the successful professor-li-

brarian collaboration that has contrib-
uted to enhancing the overall student 
experience and to focusing student at-
tention on becoming more active con-
tributors to their own learning.

Opening Education 
through OER

OER benefits both learners and 
instructors. Students appre-
ciate that these resources cost 

little or nothing and are available on-
line at any time, while instructors value 
the array of resources that supplement 
existing materials, provide inspiration, 
and engage students (Weller, de los Ar-
cos, Farrow, Pitt, & McAndrew, 2017). 

While OER are commonly as-
sociated with textbooks, they take a 
variety of forms, from software to mas-
sive open online courses (MOOCs) 
to streaming videos. They range from 
fairly traditional in their formatting or 
mode of delivery to innovative and im-
mersive. Just as the format of an OER 
may vary, so too will its use in a course. 
An OER may simply be used as a sub-
stitute for a non-open resource, with lit-
tle change in pedagogical method, or it 
may be the catalyst—or the evidence—
of a shift to a more student-centered 
pedagogical style. 
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In this regard, a number of 
scholars have highlighted the vast po-
tential for OER. Gardner Campbell 
(2012), Associate Professor of English 
and Special Assistant to the Provost at 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 
used the term “opening education” to 
describe teaching in new ways with new 
technology. He contrasted it with “open 
education,” which is doing old things 
with new (OER) technology (Camp-
bell, 2012). Education that is opening 
“challenge[s] and develop[s] students 
in owning their learning, engaging with 
others in their learning, and in innovat-
ing ...” (Hogan, Carlson, & Kirk, 2015, 
Toward Innovative Pedagogies section, 
para. 3).

Similarly, David Wiley (2013), 
who developed the 5Rs framework for 
OER (reuse, revise, remix, redistribute, 
and retain; Wiley, 2014), illuminated 
the potential of OER in ways that align 
with Campbell’s opening education: 

Using OER the same way we used 
commercial textbooks misses the 
point. It’s like driving an airplane 
down the road. Yes, the airplane 
has wheels and is capable of driv-
ing down on the road (provided 
the road is wide enough). But 
the point of an airplane is to fly 
at hundreds of miles per hour – 
not to drive. Driving an airplane 
around, simply because driving 
is how we always traveled in the 
past, squanders the huge poten-
tial of the airplane. 

Finally, Ebba Ossiannilsson 
(2018), Vice-President of the Swedish 

Association for Distance Education, 
recognized the potential of OER to em-
phasize 21st century competencies and 
capabilities, including metacognition 
(p. 106). She argued that OER is an im-
portant vehicle for establishing life and 
work competencies as identified by P21, 
Partnership for 21st Century Learning 
(2016): 

•	 Flexibility and Adaptability

•	 Initiative and Self-Direction

•	 Social and Cross-Cultural Skills

•	 Productivity and Accountability

•	 Leadership and Responsibility

Thus, moving beyond a static 
textbook as a source of learning to a 
more expansive use of OER opens the 
door for a wide range of activities that 
shift the paradigm from student as con-
tent consumer to student as content 
creator and even to student as director 
of their own learning. These activities, 
under the label of open educational 
practices (OEP), give substance to Wi-
ley’s airplane image. Catherine Cronin 
(2017), a key researcher in the field, 
summarized OEP based on an in-depth 
literature review as “moving beyond a 
content-centered approach, shifting the 
focus from resources to practices, with 
learners and teachers sharing the pro-
cesses of knowledge creation” (p. 17). 
Definitions and conceptions of OEP 
vary. Potential components include 
“Use/reuse/creation of OER and col-
laborative, pedagogical practices em-
ploying social and participatory tech-
nologies for interaction, peer-learning, 
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knowledge creation and sharing, and 
empowerment of learners” (Cronin & 
McLaren, 2018, slide 6). 

However, there can be a continu-
um model of practices (Stagg, 2014) or 
degrees of OEP (Ehlers, 2011, as cited 
in Cronin & McLaren, 2018a, p. 130). 
In courses that employ OEP, students 
generally work with OER and may be 
active creators of knowledge that will 
be shared beyond their instructor and 
potentially beyond their current class-
mates. In such courses, students move 
beyond what is seen as the traditional 
role of “student” to roles that are active, 
collaborative, and often contribute to 
the learning of others. Instructors em-
ploying OEP, whether partially or fully 
engaged with the full range of potential 
practices, need to prepare students for 
these roles, just as they need to prepare 
them for the topic of the course. In order 
for students to succeed, learning must 
center not only on disciplinary content, 
but also on a host of competencies that 
span the behavioral, cognitive, meta-
cognitive, and affective. The metaliter-
acy conceptualization described below 
provides a framework for students to 
better meet unfamiliar learning situ-
ations encountered through OER use 
and for instructors to explore pedagog-
ical practices that allow for opening ed-
ucation. 

Metaliteracy

In an age and information environ-
ment where knowledge practices 
and skills evoking critical thinking 

are at a premium, the concept of met-
aliteracy provides a framework and a 

broad set of OER-based tools with the 
potential to expand students’ and oth-
ers’ learning abilities. The framework 
is aptly named. One of the meanings 
of meta in Greek is “beyond,” so in the 
modern day, metaliteracy is what is 
needed beyond the basic literacies of 
reading and writing. It “... suggests a 
way of thinking about one’s own litera-
cy. To be metaliterate requires individu-
als to understand their existing literacy 
strengths and areas for improvement 
and make decisions about their learn-
ing” (Mackey & Jacobson, 2014, p. 2). 
Metaliteracy, therefore, is a pedagogical 
model that emphasizes an individual’s 
method of learning and participating 
in today’s complex information envi-
ronment (Mackey & Jacobson, 2019, p. 
xvii). Metaliteracy argues against pas-
sive learning, challenging students to 
reflect on and take ownership of a host 
of learner roles while acknowledging 
the need for incorporating four distinct 
learning domains.

More specifically, the metalit-
eracy framework has at its core four 
goals, each of which has a number of 
learning objectives (Jacobson, Mack-
ey, O’Keeffe, Forte, & O’Keeffe, 2018). 
These learning objectives are under-
pinned by learning domains designed 
to emphasize the depth of the learning 
process: affective, changes in learners’ 
emotions or attitudes through engage-
ment with learning activities; behav-
ioral, what competencies students have 
upon successful completion of learn-
ing activities; cognitive, what students 
should know upon successful comple-
tion of learning activities; and meta-
cognitive, how students reflect on their 



178

International Journal of Open Educational Resources

own learning (Jacobson et al., 2018). 
It can be revelatory for students to re-
alize, for example, that how they feel 
about learning something new (affec-
tive) may have an impact on that learn-
ing (cognitive). They might find that 
they want to take action (behavioral) 
in the real world based on new knowl-
edge. Thus, the metaliteracy model is a 
framework that organizes the domains 
of learning and gives students a sense 
that the nature of learning encompass-
es many more activities than the cogni-
tive domain they likely focus on. 

Metaliteracy also asks students 
to appreciate the different roles that 
they as learners occupy in today’s in-
formation environment. It is most com-
mon for students—and for many of the 
rest of us—to think of ourselves simply 
as consumers of information. The met-
aliteracy model extends this, encour-
aging students, in a variety of ways, 

to think of themselves as information 
producers. Thus, part of the metaliter-
acy model delineates a variety of active 
roles that students consciously or un-
consciously use in their own learning 
process, such as “teacher” (how many 
times without even thinking about it do 
you explain to someone else the facts 
of a situation or the meaning of a con-
cept?), researcher (how many times a 
day do you go to Google to look up a 
specific set of facts?), or translator (con-
sider times when you encounter some-
thing in one medium and then “trans-
late” it into another medium, e.g., talk 
to a friend about what you have read). 
Thus, metaliteracy emphasizes the va-
riety of ways that students are able to 
go beyond the relatively passive role of 
information consumer and take charge 
of their learning. The four learning do-
mains and the learner roles can be seen 
in Figure 1: The metaliterate learner.

Figure 1. The metaliterate learner.
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Metaliteracy goals and learning 
objectives

The four core goals, with selected learn-
ing objectives, are:
Goal 1: Actively evaluate content 
while also evaluating one’s own biases

Objectives:
Critically assess information from 
all sources, including dynamic con-
tent that circulates online. (Behav-
ioral)
Examine how you feel about the in-
formation presented and how this 
impacts your response. (Affective, 
Metacognitive)

Goal 2: Engage with all intellectual 
property ethically and responsibly

Objectives:
Responsibly produce and share 
original information and ethical-
ly remix and repurpose openly li-
censed content. (Behavioral)
Distinguish between public and 
personal information and make 
ethical and informed decisions 
about appropriately sharing infor-
mation online. (Cognitive)

Goal 3: Produce and share informa-
tion in collaborative and participato-
ry environments

Objectives:
See oneself as a producer as well as 
consumer of information. (Affec-
tive, Metacognitive)
Participate conscientiously and 
ethically in collaborative environ-
ments. (Behavioral)

Recognize diverse cultural values 
and norms to create and share in-
formation for global audiences. 
(Behavioral, Cognitive)

Goal 4: Develop learning strategies 
to meet lifelong personal and profes-
sional goals

Objectives:
Value persistence, adaptability, 
and flexibility in lifelong learning. 
(Metacognitive)
Adapt to and understand new tech-
nologies and the impact they have 
on learning. (Affective, Behavioral)
Engage in informed, self-directed 
learning that encourages a broader 
worldview through the global reach 
of today’s social media environ-
ment. (Behavioral, Metacognitive)

While students may not necessari-
ly relate to the full list of goals and learn-
ing objectives (Jacobson et al., 2018), the 
metaliterate learner roles translate these 
statements into a form that students can 
embrace and own. The defined roles enable 
students to fulfill what might otherwise be 
unstated obligations in academic settings 
and through lifelong learning efforts. The 
range and content of these obligations 
drawn from the goals and learning objec-
tives are made palpable in a way that indi-
viduals do not confront in other settings or 
frameworks. While metaliteracy is focused 
on self-directed learning, it is a framework 
that students are not familiar with. There-
fore, the instructor’s role in introducing 
students to metaliteracy and guiding their 
initial engagement with it is appropriate 
and necessary.
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Metaliteracy’s goals and atten-
dant learning objectives speak to im-
portant knowledge, competencies, and 
attributes required for today’s infor-
mation environment. They not only 
address the 21st century competencies 
raised by Ossiannilsson (2018), but also 
three of the four specific “C” skills iden-
tified as the most important for student 
success at college, in their careers, and 
as citizens: critical thinking, commu-
nication, and collaboration (National 
Education Association, n.d.). While 
creativity, the fourth “C,” is not a stat-
ed metaliteracy learning objective, it is 
inherent in those that address teaching 
and translating information for diverse 
audiences.

Metaliteracy can also serve a sec-
ond purpose for courses using OEP. It 
has the potential to scaffold the use of 
these practices, asking students to re-
flect on their roles as learners and con-
tributors. Courses that use OEP expand 
student agency, and preparation for this 
increased and often unfamiliar obliga-
tion assists students’ ability to succeed.

Metaliteracy OER

In order to incorporate the metalit-
eracy framework in courses, the 
Metaliteracy Learning Collabora-

tive has created a wide range of OER 
for teaching and learning metaliteracy. 
The collaborative is comprised of State 
University of New York librarians, dis-
ciplinary faculty members, and instruc-
tional designers, each of whom brings 
particular knowledge and perspectives 
to the creation of OER. The resources 
include a digital badging system with 

tiered content in the form of quests and 
challenges, MOOCs, a Lumen Learning 
college success module for high school 
seniors/college first year students, and 
more. The collaborative encourages stu-
dent collaboration in OER creation, and 
several components of these resources 
have been developed by students who 
are credited in the resources them-
selves. All of these OER are available 
to interested librarians and disciplinary 
faculty members and readers are invit-
ed to explore, use, and adapt them. 

Metaliterate learner badging 
system
The badges from this multi-tiered re-
source include activities based on the 
metaliteracy goals and learning ob-
jectives that culminate in four badges: 
Master Evaluator, Producer and Collab-
orator, Digital Citizen, and Empowered 
Learner, as shown in Figure 2. The Mas-
ter Evaluator badge includes two units: 
Content Analysis (search strategizing, 
evaluation, packaging and sharing of 
information) and Perspectives and Re-
sponses (author’s voice, individual and 
collaborative creation). The Produc-
er and Collaborator badge includes a 
Global Contributor unit (participate, 
listen and learn, and share) and a Cre-
ator unit (produce, expand horizons). 
Digital Citizen has Information Eth-
ics content (intellectual property and 
information use) and a Social Identity 
section (online personas and personal 
privacy). The fourth badge, Empow-
ered Learner, has three sections (meta-
cognitive reflection, critical thinker, 
and learner as teacher). Learners are 
able to demonstrate understanding 
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through the written assignments that 
accompany each activity submitted to 
instructors for review. Metacognition 
plays an important part in the increas-
ingly reflective activities students are 
asked to complete as they move from 
the entry level content to more integra-

tive material. While the badge-tracking 
component of the platform is current-
ly under development, the content of 
all activities and assignments is freely 
available to any interested instructor or 
learner (https://sites.google.com/view/ 
metaliteracy).

Figure 2. Metaliterate learner badges.

Metaliteracy: Empowering yourself 
in a connected world MOOC

 This MOOC features videos, readings, 
discussions, and learning activities that 
promote metaliteracy competencies. It 
is available on the Coursera platform, 
with frequent course start dates. There 
is no charge for the course unless one 
would like to earn a Coursera certificate 
of completion (https://www.coursera.
org/learn/metaliteracy).

Empowering yourself in a post-
truth world MOOC

This 2019 self-paced MOOC address-

es issues connected to the post-truth 
world in which factual information 
has been displaced by subjective and 
biased viewpoints. It asks participants 
to gain insights into their own biases 
and preconceptions. It uses metaliter-
acy to teach self-reflective, metacog-
nitive processes and examine fixed 
mindsets, and empowers learners to 
be responsible consumers and produc-
ers of information. It was first offered 
on the Open edX platform, and is now 
available on Coursera (https://www.
coursera.org/learn/empowering-your-
self-post-truth-world).
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Metaliteracy iSucceed module
This learning resource, offered via Lu-
men Learning, consists of five units that 
introduce high school and first year col-
lege students to components of metalit-
eracy. The units include the following 
activities and self-check questions:

•	 What Does it Mean to Be a Metalit-
erate Learner?

•	 Metaliteracy and Your Role as a 
Researcher

•	 Your Role as an Information Pro-
ducer and Collaborator

•	 Your Life as a Metaliterate Digital 
Citizen

•	 Being a Lifelong Metaliterate 
Learner

(https://courses.lumenlearning.com/
isucceed-wm-collegesuccess/)

Metaliteracy learner roles prompts
These questions prompt students to 
think about each metaliterate learner 
role more deeply, and are designed so 
that students will make connections be-
tween what they know and do and the 
roles  (https://metaliteracy.org/ml-in-
practice/metaliterate-learner-roles/).

Metaliteracy and OER: 
Collaborative Course 
Development for 
Critical Thinking

How does one move from the 
theory of critical thinking 
to teaching it in a particular 

course? Where does metaliteracy come 
in? The authors of this article have 
worked together over four iterations of 
a relatively new course, Research and 
Method in Political Science, designed to 
assist in the teaching of critical thinking 
to undergraduates. Created particular-
ly for transfer students, the course also 
meets several competencies encouraged 
for students within the Political Science 
major—information literacy, advanced 
writing, and oral discourse—all of 
which have an obvious connection to 
critical thinking. 

The instructor, confronted with 
the challenge of preparing a new class, 
sought the assistance of the librarian 
to assess the availability of resources. 
Collaboration between the course in-
structor and the librarian began in the 
specific context of developing the infor-
mation literacy requirement. The first 
time the course was offered, two librari-
ans jointly taught an introductory class, 
with the subject librarian for political 
science addressing databases and other 
important tools and some key search 
strategies, while the author explored 
metaliteracy. The course professor then 
decided that the metaliteracy frame-
work—with its focus on alternative do-
mains of learning, active learning roles, 
and the critical thinking competencies 
honed by the metaliteracy quests—apt-
ly fit the bill for future sections of the 
course. 

While there are clearly many 
ways to accomplish the goal of teaching 
this kind of class, the instructor chose 
to develop a course that would make 
abstract policies more concrete. Thus, 

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/isucceed-wm-collegesuccess/
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/isucceed-wm-collegesuccess/
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each semester students have been asked 
to focus on four or five units, each high-
lighting a current and controversial 
political issue or concept. Students are 
required to become familiar with al-
ternative perspectives on each issue or 
concept and subsequently develop their 
own positions. Topics were selected for 
their potential to involve different con-
texts for critical thinking—asking stu-
dents, for instance, to consider issues as 
a generalist (making a budget) or as a 
policymaker tasked with a very specific 
role (handling the opioid crisis); or ask-
ing students to consider issues where 
they were likely to have strong opinions 
(income inequality) in contrast to issues 
with which they might be less famil-
iar (globalization). As examples, in the 
fall 2019 semester the instructor devel-
oped a unit on migration/immigration, 
first considering some specific policies 
(e.g., green light laws, sanctuary cities), 
then stepping back to focus on broader 
principles including the advantages and 
disadvantages of open versus closed 
borders and the relevance of theories of 
American identity, finally cycling back 
to apply these broader perspectives to 
additional current-day issues. The gen-
eration unit of the course asks students, 
in light of the fact that people tend to 
pay attention to demographic charac-
teristics such as race or gender over and 
above any effect of age, to focus on what 
it means to be part of a generation and 
what impact “generation” might have as 
they move forward with their lives. The 
instructor and students then consider 
aspects of “generation” (e.g., political 
socialization, the acquisition of politi-
cal information, political participation) 

that are particularly relevant to the lives 
of younger generations and that also 
enhance one’s critical thinking capabili-
ties. For example, the more you yourself 
think about how you have been social-
ized, the better you can reflect on your 
own perspective, potentially making it 
more likely that you will be able to sort 
out the perspectives of others. The more 
you become aware of the sources of in-
formation you utilize, the more likely 
you might be to take the initiative to 
expand the range of available options.

Incorporation of Metaliteracy

When introducing metalit-
eracy to the instructor, 
the librarian described the 

aforementioned metaliteracy learner 
badges, which are specifically designed 
for use in courses regardless of disci-
pline and are flexible in the content that 
can be selected and, if desired, adapted. 
While the learning system is structured 
around four master badges, instruc-
tors may choose to mix and match the 
quests (the lowest level of activity) that 
they assign. Students who complete the 
full series of required activities are able 
to earn a digital badge, attesting to their 
competency, but interested instructors 
can create badges that acknowledge 
meaningful subsets of the content. 

After discussion, activities were 
selected from the metaliterate learner 
badges that complemented course top-
ics. In particular, a variety of quests—
who wouldn’t be intrigued by the idea 
of a quest particularly at the height of 
HBO’s Game of Thrones series?—were 
picked to increase student engage-
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ment and to serve as short assignments 
to augment the writing requirement. 
Some students perceive writing re-
sponses to quests as more user-friendly 
than a standard academic paper. By the 
third iteration of the course, 10 quests 
were being used; the current iteration of 
the course requires nine. The assigned 
quests specifically relate to critical 
thinking—for example, the “Reevalu-
ate” quest asks students to think about 
a current decision they are facing and 
reconsider it in light of critical think-
ing criteria. The “Giving Credit” quest 
focuses on the importance of acknowl-
edging sources in an era where it is easy 
to take for granted where information 
comes from. The “Expand Horizons” 
quest asks students to take a specific 
course topic (generally this has been 
done in the context of the “generations” 
unit) and put their own stamp on it by 
compiling their own set of video and 
written sources and presenting them to 
the class. Appendix 1 provides the in-
structions students work from to create 
this quest.

Lastly, a culminating assignment 
asks students to design their own quest, 
exemplifying the learner as producer. 
By this point in the semester, students 
have considerable exposure to metalit-
eracy concepts and the quest format as 
well as to the specific topics covered in 
class. The “Design Your Own Quest” as-
signment asks students to create a quest 
about a topic of importance to them 
that had not been covered in the course 
and to present it to the rest of the class.

The quests used in the course 
were selected from different parts of 
the learning system, and therefore did 

not accrue an existing digital badge 
upon completion. The authors thus cre-
ated the Expanding Horizons badge, 
which is unique to this customized se-
lection of activities. Students learned 
that digital badges reflect mastery of a 
micro-competency and that they can 
share this achievement on social media 
and online resumes.

From an open pedagogical per-
spective, students who have written 
high quality quests are offered the op-
tion to have them considered for in-
clusion in the badging system content. 
To date, one graduate student—whose 
quest was on the ways in which the 
sport of baseball united different gen-
erations of families in Taiwan—has 
shared his quest in this way. Although 
the emphasis so far has been on getting 
the students to turn in specific course 
assignments, future iterations of the 
course will put more emphasis on en-
couraging students to work toward this 
more public option. 

Impact of Metaliteracy OER

Over the course of the four se-
mesters that this particular in-
structor has offered the course, 

the metaliteracy framework has proved 
useful and has accounted for a sig-
nificant portion (20%) of a student’s 
grade. As is clear from the description 
of metaliteracy, there are a number of 
components—the framework itself, 
the learning domains, the learner roles 
(producer, teacher, researcher, etc.), 
and the quests that draw upon the goals 
and learning objectives. The OER both 
clarify and expand these components, 
with the quests and higher-level activ-
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ities from the badge content the most 
in-depth. Notwithstanding the inherent 
variation in student attention and inter-
est, in general, students in the political 
science course understand the overall 
framework. They understand the idea 
that they are producers as well as sim-
ply consumers of information, and at its 
broadest level, they recognize that met-
aliteracy is asking them to process in-
formation in ways that go well beyond 
the cognitive domain. 

Throughout the class, the in-
structor also emphasizes the accompa-
nying metaliterate roles. The students 
in one class section asked the librarian 
for more detail about what exactly each 
role entailed, resulting in the develop-
ment of the clarifying role prompt OER 
that has since been used in a number 
of other learning settings (Jacobson, 
Mackey, & O’Brien, 2018). In class, the 
professor incorporates specific roles 
in group activities—students pick the 
roles they think they need to improve 
on and at several points in the course 
are asked to engage in activities that 
will help them do so in conjunction 
with the particular topic being stud-
ied. If students want to become better 
researchers, they are asked to generate 
some new and interesting facts on the 
issue under discussion. If they want to 
improve as teachers, each student will 
be asked to explain an idea or two to 
another student. 

As the instructor came to appre-
ciate its value and became more com-
fortable explaining it to the class, the 
metaliteracy framework played a larg-
er role in each semester. The quests, 
along with the culminating badge, have 

proven integral to the course. Despite 
the strong comment from one student 
claiming he would rather take an exam 
than develop a quest, impressionistical-
ly the students have seen the quests as 
favorable alternatives to “yet another 
paper.” They appreciate that many of the 
quests are short and to the point. They 
also like the open-ended nature of some 
of the quests, particularly the “Expand-
ing Horizons” quest, and the flexibility 
of picking their own topics for the “De-
sign Your Own Quest” assignment. 

Despite some understandable 
nervousness about formally speaking 
in front of the whole class, students also 
appreciate the resources used in the 
class presentations. One student wrote, 
“the quests not only put the students 
in a more central role in learning, but 
the presentations component allows 
for students to see how their classmates 
tackled the quests, furthering ideas of 
how they could look at similar situa-
tions in the future and how to further 
use the skills and knowledge  they've 
gained” (E. Matott, personal communi-
cation, July 28, 2019). 

Overall success notwithstanding, 
critical thinking is not easy to teach. 
Students respond most readily to the 
specific quests because they are the 
most concrete aspect of the metalitera-
cy framework. Although students come 
away with a general appreciation of the 
value of this set of OER, it falls to the 
instructor to frequently remind them 
about the broader learning context. 
The incorporation of the metaliteracy 
framework makes this job easier and 
would not have happened without the 
instructor-librarian collaboration. 
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Conclusion

In this paper, the authors have ex-
panded an appreciation for OER by 
describing the metaliteracy frame-

work, which demonstrates that the val-
ue of OER goes well beyond the provi-
sion of online textbooks for students. 
In turn, the metaliteracy framework 
provides a multi-pronged conceptual-
ization to help students place the cog-
nitive skills they usually highlight into 
a broader perspective including affec-
tive, behavioral, and metacognitive do-
mains. The framework teaches students 
to become better critical thinkers and 
more effective and responsible citizens, 
thus embodying the spirit of the 4 Cs 
(critical thinking, communication, col-
laboration, and creativity) that have 
been cited as essential skills for 21st 
century learners. It empowers students 
to take on more active roles both within 
and outside of the academic setting and 
provides scaffolding for open pedagog-
ical practices. 

In explaining how this frame-
work has been successfully adapted to 
the needs of one classroom context, 
the authors have also demonstrated the 
flexibility of the metaliterate approach. 
The active metaliterate learner roles 
have been clarified over successive iter-
ations of this particular course to assist 
student understanding. The instructor 
has developed the “Design Your Own” 
quest assignment and adapted the “Ex-
pand Horizons” quest activity for use 
in larger political science courses that 
are centered on disciplinary rather than 
explicitly critical thinking-focused con-
tent, and adaptations to the metalitera-

cy OER developed in conjunction with 
this particular political science course 
have since been used by other profes-
sors at the University at Albany and be-
yond. 

	 Finally, given that professors 
often underutilize the knowledge and 
assistance of librarians, the paper pro-
vides a reminder of the benefits of col-
laborative work. Faced with the chal-
lenge of creating a new course, the 
professor searched for resources that 
would assist in teaching critical think-
ing. In the collaborative spirit promot-
ed by metaliteracy and OER, the suc-
cessful professor-librarian partnership 
described in this paper has made that 
course significantly better. 
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Appendix 1

Directions for Creating an Expand Horizons Quest (2016)

Your task: To create an engaging, informative Expand Horizons quest
Learning objectives: produce, share, and evaluate information in a variety of par-
ticipatory environments; conduct ethical practices in the use of information, in 
ways that demonstrate awareness of issues of intellectual property; and broaden 
your own understanding of generations and politics. 
Metaliteracy, as you know, emphasizes that learners are creators of information, as 
well as consumers. In this activity, you will have the opportunity to:

•	 Assume the role of creator

•	 Be creative and have fun

•	 Engage in a learning activity that allows you to inform others

•	 Further your learning about the topic of generations in connection with polit-
ical science

•	 Possibly write for a larger public if your quest is used or adapted for the Met-
aliteracy badging system (permission will be asked of you)

In this activity, you will be considering how you might expand the horizons of oth-
er learners in connection with the course theme of generations. This might involve 
a historical look at generations, a glimpse into generations in other countries or 
other cultures, or some other specific aspect of generations that you can connect 
with political science. Or it might involve an unusual juxtaposition of topics or 
content formats. 
You will be creating a quest that connects this idea of expanding horizons with the 
course content of generations. To do this, you need to know what a quest looks 
like, and what they try to accomplish. You aren’t creating this only for your pro-
fessor to review, but for a wider audience. Below, you will find out how to prepare 
yourself for this assignment, what you need to do to successfully complete it, and 
how you will share it. 
Because this assignment is rather unusual, it behooves you to read these directions 
carefully. It will definitely make the assignment less confusing for you! If you have 
questions, feel free to contact Professor Jacobson.
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Prepare
Prepare yourself by reading the following:

1.	 The Metaliterate Learner handout you were assigned earlier, to review the 4 
learning domains

2.	 Two quests in the badging system, to reiterate what quests are!

Giving Credit Quest
https://sites.google.com/view/metaliteracy/master-evaluator/perspectives-re-
sponses/authors-voice/giving-credit?authuser=0
Grow vs. Fail Quest
https://sites.google.com/view/metaliteracy/empowered-learner/metacogni-
tive-reflection/failing-better/grow-vs-fail?authuser=0

3.	 The Universal Design for Learning Guidelines (UDL)

http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.V-K1dzVFHMx
(look at the 3 boxes about the WHY, HOW, and WHAT of learning, and per-
haps click through to the UDL Guidelines)

Create

1.	 Recognize that you would like to engage readers in the topic of generations (in 
connection with political science), help them to learn something (cognitive) 
and reflect upon it (metacognitive). You might also have them do something 
(behavioral) or they might come to feel something about this content you are 
creating (affective). You may also present information in different ways or pro-
vide different options for the final activity (UDL).

2.	 The toughest part about writing a quest is coming up with an angle. What as-
pect of generations would you like to present that fits the theme of Expanding 
Horizons for those who are reading it? How can you make it interesting?

3.	 Once you’ve decided on your topic and angle, find something engaging to let 
learners know about it. It might be a video, a short reading, or something else 
entirely. Make sure you cite your sources!

4.	 Find a way to tell a story. In other words, provide background, fill in gaps, 
make this quest cohesive. What would you like learners to come away with?

5.	 Next, develop an activity (or choice of activities, keeping UDL in mind) to 
let learners take the topic further, or to explore and reflect on what they’ve 
learned.

6.	 Pull it all together, and get ready to present this to the class.

https://sites.google.com/view/metaliteracy/master-evaluator/perspectives-responses/authors-voice/giving-credit?authuser=0
https://sites.google.com/view/metaliteracy/master-evaluator/perspectives-responses/authors-voice/giving-credit?authuser=0
https://sites.google.com/view/metaliteracy/empowered-learner/metacognitive-reflection/failing-better/grow-vs-fail?authuser=0
https://sites.google.com/view/metaliteracy/empowered-learner/metacognitive-reflection/failing-better/grow-vs-fail?authuser=0
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.V-K1dzVFHMx



