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Abstract

Universities increasingly require students to enroll in diversity 
coursework, which is positively associated with a range of aca-
demic and social outcomes and psychological wellbeing. However, 
these courses can be challenging for both students and faculty to 
navigate. For institutions to effectively engage diversity on campus, 
attention must be paid to pedagogical and curricular transforma-
tion—not only in stand-alone diversity classes, but in major-specif-
ic coursework as well. This conceptual paper explores the benefits 
of using open educational resources (OER) and open educational 
practices (OEP), in combination with the Hewlett Foundation’s 
Deeper Learning framework and empathic scaffolding, in promot-
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ing social justice and equity in courses by diversifying curricular 
content and enhancing students’ learning and skill development. 
Pedagogical and curricular examples from instructors’ diversi-
ty initiatives in two academic fields, drawing from a larger study 
on OER creation and adoption, are shared as a potential reference 
point for faculty interested in implementing similar practices. 

Keywords: open educational resources (OER), open educational 
practices (OEP), curricular diversity, deeper learning

Cursos “abiertos” para la diversidad y el aprendizaje  
más profundo

Resumen

Las universidades exigen cada vez más que los estudiantes se ins-
criban en cursos de diversidad, lo que se asocia positivamente con 
una variedad de resultados académicos y sociales, así como con el 
bienestar psicológico. Sin embargo, estos cursos pueden ser difíci-
les de navegar tanto para los estudiantes como para los profesores. 
Para que las instituciones involucren efectivamente la diversidad 
en el campus, se debe prestar atención a la transformación pedagó-
gica y curricular, no solo en los cursos de diversidad independien-
tes, sino también en los campos principales. Este documento con-
ceptual explora los beneficios de usar recursos educativos abiertos 
(REA) y prácticas educativas abiertas (OEP), en combinación con 
el marco de aprendizaje más profundo de la Fundación Hewlett y el 
andamiaje empático, para promover la justicia social y la equidad 
en los cursos mediante la diversificación del contenido curricular 
y la mejora de los estudiantes. ‘aprendizaje y desarrollo de habili-
dades. Los ejemplos pedagógicos y curriculares de las iniciativas 
de diversidad de los instructores en dos campos académicos, ex-
traídos de un estudio más amplio sobre la creación y adopción de 
REA, se comparten como un punto de referencia potencial para los 
profesores interesados   en implementar prácticas similares.

Palabras clave: recursos educativos abiertos, prácticas educativas 
abiertas, diversidad curricular, aprendizaje más profundo



159

“Open”-ing Up Courses for Diversity and Deeper Learning

为多样性和深度学习“开放”课程

摘要

大学越来越多地要求学生注册多样化课程，这与一系列学术
结果、社会结果、以及心理福祉呈正相关。然而对学生和教
师而言，如何完成这些课程可能是一场挑战。为了让机构能
有效参与校园多样性，则必须关注教学法和课程转型—不仅
针对独立的多样性课程，对主要学科领域而言也是如此。本
篇概念性文章探究了使用开放教育资源（OER）和开放教育
实践（OEP）的益处，结合休利特基金会的深度学习框架和
共情框架，通过对课程内容进行多样化并提升学生的学习发
展和技能发展，进而推动社会正义和课程公平。分享了两个
学术领域的教师多样性倡议计划所提供的教学实例与课程实
例（取自一项关于OER创造与采纳的大型研究），以供对执
行相似实践感兴趣的教师参考。

关键词：开放教育资源，开放教育实践，课程多样性，深度
学习

Introduction

Universities increasingly require 
students to enroll in diversity 
coursework (Ravitch, 2015), 

which is positively associated with a 
range of academic and social outcomes 
and psychological wellbeing (Bow-
man, 2010; Bowman et al., 2011). These 
courses, however, can be emotionally 
and cognitively challenging for both 
students and faculty to navigate (Pe-
ters-Davis & Shultz, 2016). When poor-
ly executed, diversity experiences can 
negatively impact student development 
(Bowman, 2010; Milem et al., 2005). For 
institutions to effectively engage diver-
sity on campus, attention must be paid 
to pedagogical and curricular transfor-
mation—not only by diversity, equity, 

and inclusion facilitators in stand-alone 
diversity classes, but by instructors in 
all major-specific coursework (Milem 
et al., 2005; Ukpokodu, 2010). Custom-
izable learning materials, such as open 
educational resources (OER), and a fo-
cus on open pedagogical opportunities 
offer a way to effectively develop diver-
sity coursework and support the intro-
duction of curricular and pedagogical 
diversity in the classroom. 

 Black feminist scholars have 
long been calling for pedagogical ap-
proaches that center personal experi-
ence, promote empathy, and uplift the 
voices of marginalized communities 
(Henry, 2005). Diversity efforts in edu-
cation are not new. Yet as campus com-
munities grapple with widening equity 
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gaps as a result of a global pandemic 
and seek to support students of color in 
the wake of racist violence, there is a na-
tional call-to-action for diversity work. 
Instructors who may have never con-
sidered the importance of diversifying 
their curriculum or infusing empathy 
into their practice are now compelled to 
do so. As diversity work moves towards 
the mainstream and #KeepTeaching ef-
forts prioritize equity and inclusion, the 
need to provide faculty with resources 
becomes more important than ever. 

This conceptual paper explores 
the benefits of using OER and open 
educational practices (OEP), in com-
bination with the Hewlett Foundation’s 
(2012) Deeper Learning framework 
and empathic scaffolding (Bauer & 
Clancy, 2018), to promote social jus-
tice and equity in higher education by 
diversifying curricular content and 
enhancing students’ learning and skill 
development. Assignments designed 
using OEP, coupled with the Deeper 
Learning competencies of collabora-
tion and communication, can prepare 
students to interact with specific com-
munities and the world more broadly—
essentially moving learning from an in-
dividual to a societal benefit. Through 
OEP, educators and students can de-
velop relationships with local commu-
nities and design collaborative projects 
for students to learn more about the 
population, document its history, and 
share their work with the community 
and beyond. Yet while OEP provides a 
promising opportunity for more inclu-
sive and effective pedagogy, instructors 
may be hesitant to explore these new 
modes of instruction because they may 

not know how to engage with them 
(Harley, 2008). 

In the absence of models for ef-
fective pedagogical implementation, in- 
structors often default to teaching in 
the same way they successfully learned 
as students, creating a barrier to inno-
vation (Mehta & Fine, 2015). With this 
in mind, this paper offers pedagogical 
and curricular examples from diversity 
initiatives in two academic fields, draw-
ing from a larger study on OER creation 
and adoption, as a potential reference 
point for faculty interested in imple-
menting similar practices. 

Framing the Conversation

Open education refers to educa-
tional materials and practices 
that improve access, efficacy, 

and equity (Open Education Consor-
tium, n.d.). It describes a range of pol-
icies, practices, materials, and pedago-
gies, as well as the values inherent in the 
free exchange of information (Cronin & 
MacLaren, 2018). The current conver-
sation around open education has priv-
ileged OER, or those teaching, learn-
ing, and research materials that can be 
freely used, modified, and redistributed 
(Hewlett Foundation, n.d.). The focus 
on materials that can reduce cost is un-
surprising given the variety of textbook 
affordability initiatives saving students 
millions of dollars per year (Jaggars et 
al., 2019). The cost conversation alone, 
however, does not communicate the 
full benefits of OER as a pedagogi-
cal resource (Rivera et al., 2019). Re-
search has shown students and faculty 
are generally pleased with the quality 
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and experience of using OER (Jaggars 
et al., 2018) and that courses utilizing 
OER tend to exhibit positive or neu-
tral difference in academic outcomes 
compared to courses using tradition-
al texts (Croteau, 2017; Hilton et al., 
2013; Shaw et al., 2020). This suggests 
OER do not harm, and potentially may 
benefit, student learning. Positive out-
comes in courses that use OER include 
increases to final grades and lower “D,” 
“F,” or withdrawal (DFW) rates (Col-
vard et al., 2018) The positive influences 
of OER may be particularly significant 
for traditionally high-risk groups in-
cluding Pell grant recipients, part-time 
students, and those who have been his-
torically underserved by higher educa-
tion (Colvard et al., 2018). 

Further, faculty members per-
ceive higher student interest and en-
gagement with OER materials, allow-
ing them to increase the depth and 
breadth of content in courses or to 
include additional educational ac-
tivities (Bliss et al., 2013). Because of 
their customizability, OERs also allow 
educators to tailor materials to meet 
the needs of diverse learners and im-
plement culturally responsive teach-
ing practices (Hockings et al., 2012; 
Prescott et al., 2018), which research 
has demonstrated is indispensable for 
teaching social justice (Bauer & Clan-
cy, 2018). OER are particularly adapt-
able because they are premised on 
what Willey (2014) calls the “Five Rs” 
of open education. This includes the 
rights to retain, reuse, revise, remix, 
and redistribute content. The flexibili-
ty and ethos of sharing offered by OER 
makes them an effective tool for teach-

ing and learning (Rech & Mortimore, 
2020; Scronce et al., 2020). 

While the definition of OER is 
generally well accepted, definitions of 
OEP have ranged from the basic use of 
open materials to an intentional focus 
on both the cultural and pedagogical 
dimensions of openness disconnected 
from OER (Cronin & MacLaren, 2018; 
Hodgkinson-Williams, 2014). In this 
paper, we use the term OEP when ref-
erencing the “practices which support 
the (re)use and production of OER 
through institutional policies, promote 
innovative pedagogical models, and re-
spect and empower learners as co-pro-
ducers on their lifelong learning path” 
(Andrade et al., 2011, p. 12). Examples 
of OEPs include students completing 
assignments that contribute to web-
sites and e-portfolios, or even develop-
ing their own OER to be used in future 
classes (Paskevicius, 2017). OEPs have 
the potential to provide instructors 
with curricular opportunities to en-
hance teaching and learning (Conole, 
2018; Ehlers & Conole, 2010). Built on 
the foundation provided by customiz-
able OER, OEPs further allow for what 
Bauer and Clancy (2018) call empathic 
scaffolding, whereby instructors struc-
ture content and pedagogy—through 
the “strategic selection and arrangement 
of course content”—to expand students’ 
comfort discussing race and social jus-
tice (p. 74). OEP and the customizable 
materials associated with them offer 
educators opportunities to (re)design 
courses in an intentional way. Yet the 
varying definitions of OEP, along with 
related terms such as connected learn-
ing and open pedagogy, create a barrier 
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to successful implementation. There is 
a need for scholarship that clarifies ter-
minology and offers practical guidance 
to educators. We begin to address this 
gap by demonstrating varying dimen-
sions of diversity in education before 
discussing how OER and OEP can sup-
port teaching and learning.

Dimensions of Diversity (in) 
Education 

Diversity education and diversi-
ty of educational materials are 
necessary for student develop-

ment and skill attainment, including the 
development of different perspectives, 
challenging biases and stereotypes, and 
learning to interact with diverse peers 
(Bowman, 2010; Bowman et al., 2011). 
OEP and OER can contribute to vari-
ous dimensions of diversity—content, 
cognitive, and pedagogical—that sup-
port the development of these skills, 
enhance diverse representation, and 
improve engagement with the curric-
ulum. Although discussed here as dis-
tinct concepts, these three dimensions 
are often interconnected and overlap in 
educational contexts. 

Diversity Coursework 

Diverse content included in diversity 
courses supports cultural competency 
through a reduction in students’ preju-
dices and encourages students to chal-
lenge social injustices (Denson & Chang 
2009; Engberg, 2004; Nelson Laird, 
2005; Zúñiga et al., 2005). Further, di-
versity courses promote multicultural  
competency, or the ability to engage 

with diverse peers and understand dif-
ferent cultural perspectives (Chang, 
2002; Hurtado et al., 2008). The Ameri-
can Association of Colleges and Univer-
sities (2002) referred to this skill set as 
social responsibility; it includes consid-
ering multiple perspectives, negotiating 
conflict, and being open to having one’s 
views challenged (Hurtado et al., 2012). 
Pedagogy must include recognition of 
difference for students to become civic 
equals (Gutmann, 2004). However, di-
versity courses tend to be relegated to 
the humanities and social sciences in-
stead of housed widely in all disciplines 
(Acosta et al., 2015). Students are re-
turning to campuses amidst heightened 
racial tensions and campus protests 
(Douglas et al., 2020) and faculty must 
be ready to navigate and contribute to 
the difficult conversations that result. 
Further, students and community lead-
ers across the country are demanding 
their high schools and colleges diversify 
the curriculum and provide anti-rac-
ist texts (Jurado, 2020; Natanson, 2020; 
Nguyen, 2020). The customizability of 
OER/OEP offers the opportunity to ex-
pand this dimension of diversity to en-
sure students are engaging with multi-
ple perspectives and developing cultural 
competencies and skills. 

Cognitive Diversity

The 2012 President’s Council of Ad-
visors on Science and Technology ob-
served that the topic of demographic 
diversification across disciplines also 
supports increasing cognitive diversity, 
or the ability to approach learning with 
a variety of cognitive strategies and to 
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synthesize a range of divergent perspec-
tives (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, & Medicine, 2018). Cog-
nitive diversity can also describe the di-
versity of a group’s composition across 
different beliefs, perspectives, ideas, 
and preferences (Miller et al., 1998). 
Students benefit when they collaborate 
with individuals across differences and 
grapple with conflicting perspectives. 
For example, groups are more adept at 
the creation of new knowledge when 
diverse perspectives are represented 
(Mitchell & Nicholas, 2006). Addition-
ally, academic opportunities that inte-
grate various disciplines, including arts, 
humanities, social sciences, and science, 
technology, engineering, and math 
(STEM) fields expand learners’ cogni-
tive repertoire (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2018); OER/OEP create opportunity 
for structuring course materials and ac-
tivities with interdisciplinarity in mind. 
Apart from considering the diversity 
of course content and the student per-
spectives represented in the classroom, 
faculty can diversify their pedagogical 
approaches to engage students more ef-
fectively with the material.

Pedagogical Diversity

In addition to limiting cognitive diver-
sity, traditional pedagogies create barri-
ers in diversifying fields of study by his-
torically disregarding and discouraging 
certain populations—including women 
and students of color—from more tech-
nical majors and careers (Byars-Win-
ston et al., 2010; President’s Council of 
Advisors on Science and Technology, 

2012). Without practical guidance on 
effective instruction, faculty members 
often replicate how they successfully 
learned as students, limiting pedagog-
ical innovation (Mehta & Fine, 2015). 
Many postsecondary instructors use 
traditional “knowledge transmission” 
styles of teaching (Bailey et al., 2015), 
mirroring the teacher-directed in-
struction that results in the rote learn-
ing common in under-resourced high 
schools (Knoester & Au, 2017). The 
creation and adoption of OER mate-
rials provides an opportunity for in-
structors to reflect on how they plan to 
integrate the materials in their courses 
and the pedagogical approaches used 
in their classroom; changing materials 
can, but does not necessarily, encour-
age instructors to break away from the 
knowledge transition model in favor of 
learning facilitation (e.g., Hendricks et 
al., 2017; Pawlyshyn et al., 2013). Al-
though OEP builds on the foundation 
provided by OER to offer instructors 
opportunities to enhance and innovate 
pedagogically (Ehlers & Conole, 2010), 
instructors seek additional support and 
resources for implementation (Har-
ley, 2008). Frameworks for learning, 
such as Deeper Learning and empathic 
scaffolding, are such supports that can 
serve as guides for the creation and im-
plementation of OER and OEP. 

Deeper Learning

The Hewlett Foundation’s (2012) 
Deeper Learning framework of-
fers a practical guide for the cre-

ation and implementation of open ed-
ucation while also encouraging student 
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development. The introduction of new 
materials and practices, which are often 
necessary to successfully implement 
Deeper Learning, can also enhance the 
development of the dimensions of di-
versity discussed above. The National 
Research Council (2012) defined Deep-
er Learning as “the process through 
which an individual becomes capable 
of taking what was learned in one situ-
ation and applying it to new situations” 
(p. 5). Deeper Learning emphasizes in-
terpersonal, intrapersonal, and cogni-
tive skills development. The cognitive 
domain refers to how a student thinks 
critically about complex problems and 
how they understand and apply content 
knowledge. The intrapersonal domain 
pertains to students’ ability to self-reg-
ulate their learning and includes skills 
such as learning to learn and develop-
ing an academic mindset. Finally, the 
interpersonal domain focuses on in-
teractions with others. Skills associated 
with this include effective communica-
tion and collaboration. 

In practice, Deeper Learning- 
aligned pedagogy emphasizes a focus 
on symbiotic relationships between 
real-world conditions and classroom 
concepts, ongoing assessment of under-
standing, and active participation in de-
veloping knowledge through (re)source 
curation (see Petrides et al., 2017; Rive-
ra et al., 2019). When thoughtfully im-
plemented, these types of project- and 
inquiry-based approaches, along with 
service-learning and community-based 
research, have been shown to bene-
fit student learning and development 
(Coker et al., 2017; Hébert & Hauf, 
2015; Kuh, 2008). Research has demon-

strated that community and peer en-
gagement positively influence students’ 
cultural awareness, self-efficacy, and 
communication skills and that these 
benefits persist long-term (George et 
al., 2017; Vaz & Quinn, 2014). 

Empathic Scaffolding 

The introduction of new mate-
rials and new perspectives in a 
course opens an opportunity to 

strategically present challenging topics 
to students. Diversity is one such topic 
with which students may be uncom-
fortable engaging and they may react 
in ways not conducive to classroom 
dialogue (Bauer & Clancy, 2018; Cole 
et al., 2011). In the case of race, in par-
ticular, students of color are often bur-
dened with the task of educating their 
white classmates (Harris et al., 2015) 
and white students are hesitant—and 
often opposed—to discuss their privi-
lege (Peters-Davis & Shultz, 2016). The 
customizability of OER/OEP allows 
instructors to mitigate harm or foster 
engagement by structuring content and 
pedagogy to expand students’ comfort 
in discussing race and social justice (i.e., 
empathic scaffolding; Bauer & Clancy, 
2018). For example, students in an en-
gineering class might be asked to reflect 
on a time they felt frustrated navigat-
ing campus, perhaps due to a physical 
barrier they encountered. This empa-
thy-building activity then becomes the 
starting point for a conversation around 
ableism and assistive technologies. Fur-
ther, the open nature of OER and OEP 
allow educators to integrate opportuni-
ties for reflection necessary for taking 
stock of students’ comprehension. For 



165

“Open”-ing Up Courses for Diversity and Deeper Learning

instance, journaling activities provide 
students with privileged identities an 
opportunity to process their thinking 
in such a way that does not further 
harm their peers while simultaneously 
allowing marginalized students space 
to privately reflect—without the obli-
gation to perform for others. As Bauer 
and Clancy (2018) stressed, “building in 
a framework for capturing that (lack of) 
understanding through frequent checks 
of understanding and feedback is vital to 
effectively scaffolding content” (p. 76). 
For example, using anonymous polls 
with software students can access on 
their mobile devices can be a useful tool 
for quick assessments during lectures. 
Instructors can also purposefully imple-
ment reflection activities and practices, 
such as small group discussion, to en-
courage students to grapple with con-
tent and conversations that make them 
uncomfortable (Bauer & Clancy, 2018). 
As previously described, these conver-
sations are taking place on campuses 
whether or not instructors feel pre-
pared to guide them. Well-trained and 
thoughtful educators have the respon-
sibility to ensure that difficult conversa-
tions around race and other aspects of 
identity do not perpetuate harm. 

Below, we detail how these learn-
ing frameworks may be applied to 
coursework while simultaneously en-
hancing curricular diversity and skill 
development. We do this by providing 
examples from Midwestern Universi-
ty’s1 Affordable Learning Program to 
demonstrate how this might look in 
practice.

1 We use a pseudonym for the institution and the learning program to protect confidentiality. 

Open Education in Context: 
Midwestern’s Affordable 
Learning Program

In 2015, Midwestern University in-
troduced an OER initiative to ad-
dress rising textbook costs at the in-

stitution. The initiative provided grants 
to instructors across a range of disci-
plines who wanted to replace tradition-
al course texts with high-quality open 
and affordable alternatives. Instructors 
were encouraged to select educational 
resources that best met their needs by 
adopting an existing open textbook, au-
thoring a textbook, or curating a suite 
of library materials or other freely avail-
able digital readings. Although the ini-
tiative was largely framed as an afford-
ability project, it also sought to improve 
student learning and encourage faculty 
innovation. 

The examples for practice high-
lighted throughout this paper were 
drawn from a larger study of Midwest-
ern’s affordable learning initiative and 
serve as illustrative examples of po-
tential implementation. Interviews ex-
plored the production of OER, instruc-
tor satisfaction with OER materials, 
and changes in teaching and learning. 
Interviews with nine instructors from 
two academic fields—six from Social 
Work and three from STEM Educa-
tion—are discussed below, demonstrat-
ing OER/OEP’s utility across divergent 
academic disciplines. The social work 
materials were used to renovate a diver-
sity sequence for their major and minor 
programs and the STEM education ma-
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terials were developed for an interme-
diate writing course. 

Drawing on the extant literature 
and practical insights gained at Mid-
western, we present two ideas for how 
OER/OEP, coupled with Deeper Learn-
ing and empathic scaffolding, can help 
introduce different dimensions of di-
versity in teaching and learning across 
fields of study, and create opportunities 
for longer-term social justice outcomes: 

1. The customizability and flexibili-
ty of OER can assist instructors in 
creating curricular diversity and 
introduce empathic scaffolding to 
meet desired alignment and learn-
ing outcomes.

2. Deeper Learning offers a practical 
guide for creating and implement-
ing open education while encourag-
ing students’ skill development. The 
learning goals and competencies 
can also potentially support social 
justice education.

Within the ideas presented, we share 
insights gleaned conversations with in-
structors about their motivations and 
experiences engaging with OER/OEP. 
The value of OEP/OER to present con-
tent, cognitive, and pedagogical diver-
sity in the classroom for the betterment 
of learning is illustrated through these 
ideas and insights.

Leveraging the Customizability 
of OER to Develop Curricular 
Diversity

The customizable nature of OER 
allows educators to tailor mate-
rials to better address students’ 

respective needs. A blanket approach 
to textbook and material adoption may 
not be appropriate for all learners, par-
ticularly when some learning materials 
can be exclusionary to diverse popula-
tions by centering whiteness (Alemán, 
2014; Burrows, 2017) and Americen-
tric ideals (Bartolini et al., 2009). In 
studying collaborations between Rice 
University and the Creative Commons 
Consortium, Baker et al. (2009) found 
that “publishers’ textbooks are inap-
propriate for use in community college 
courses because ... they contain generic 
information that lacks regional, local, 
or cultural relevance to diverse com-
munity college student populations” 
(p. 3). Further, a survey of British Co-
lumbia college educators found that, on 
average, faculty felt OER better accom-
modated diverse learners and increased 
learner satisfaction, experimentation, 
engagement, discussion participation, 
and interest in the subject (Jhangiani et 
al., 2016). This was in part because open 
materials allowed for “teaching to the 
content and the learner’s needs rath-
er than teaching to the book” (Jhang-
iani et al., 2016, p. 29). Although not 
a universal solution to meet the needs 
of learners, the customizable option of 
OER presents educators with multiple 
opportunities to enhance their course 
materials with diverse perspectives and 
content. 
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Several instructors we spoke 
with saw the ability to customize the 
learning material and include diverse 
and relevant sources as a benefit to us-
ing OER. They discussed intentionally 
interweaving various educational re-
sources as part of their curricular de-
velopment—either to present students 
with multiple perspectives on one topic 
or to ensure that students reached de-
sired learning outcomes when no sin-
gle resource achieved this goal on its 
own. Instructors discussed developing 
weekly modules and writing content 
to “knit” together disparate source ma-
terials or assigning exemplary videos 
in combination with articles, which 
helped with perceived student engage-
ment in the course. The materials used 
were selected for their relevance and 
the intention to get students more in-
volved and motivated about learning. 
Another instructor, whose course fo-
cused on perspectives of marginalized 
groups, discussed how the ability to 
adapt the course’s design and content 
enables them to appeal to, engage, and 
pique the interests of students who are 
older, veterans, and of color. Bringing 
attention to experiences and curricular 
needs of students who may be margin-
alized in ways that are not class-related 
highlights the importance of conceptu-
alizing access more inclusively. 

These perspectives and content 
can also be intentionally introduced to 
mitigate the unease that comes from 
discussing challenging topics. Instruc-
tors discussed using OER in curricu-
lum design to facilitate empathic scaf-
folding so that students were willing 
to engage in uncomfortable conversa-

tions that support cultural responsive-
ness and empathic scaffolding. Course 
materials can give attention to under-
served groups that are also underrep-
resented among this field’s students, 
faculty, and professionals, as well as in 
college textbooks and curricular appli-
cations (Burk, 2007). For example, an 
instructor used the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services and the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development websites, but also includ-
ed local data from the Coalition for the 
Homeless and the National Alliance to 
End Homelessness. They further per-
sonalized the material by discussing 
the nearby drop-in center for LGBT 
homeless youth. The movement from 
national to local (re)sources transferred 
the content and discussion from an ab-
stract national level to a localized exam-
ple within the community. Scaffolding 
such as this can encourage students to 
connect the material to real-life chal-
lenges and consider underrepresent-
ed populations in their communities. 
Along with the opportunity to gain a 
deeper understanding of local commu-
nities and an appreciation for diversity, 
students can gain skills associated with 
academic success more broadly.

Skill Development through 
Diversity Coursework

Teaching race and social justice in 
a contextually specific and de-
velopmentally appropriate way  

allows for personal growth and bene- 
fits the campus and surrounding com-
munity. However, some students—par-
ticularly White and mid- to low-in-
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come—may benefit more than others 
from diversity coursework and related 
initiatives (Bowman, 2009; Harris et 
al., 2015). Research on engaging K-12 
students in courses designed with 
Deeper Learning in mind, however, 
suggests a wider array of students may 
develop skills and competencies asso-
ciated with academic success (Bitter 
et al., 2014; Noguera et al., 2015). For 
instance, students with lower levels of 
prior academic achievement and those 
who were low-income experienced the 
same benefits from Deeper Learning 
as their higher-resourced peers, sug-
gesting schools offering Deeper Learn-
ing-aligned instruction can provide 
more equitable opportunities for stu-
dents at all ability and income levels 
(Bitter et al., 2014). Thus, by pairing 
OEP with Deeper Learning, educators 
can respond to the needs for cultural 
competence, while also promoting ac-
ademic, problem solving, communi-
cation, and collaborative skill develop-
ment among all learners.

Cultural Responsiveness

In addition to scaffolding course con-
tent in developmentally and pedagogi-
cally appropriate ways, instructors can 
adopt materials and adapt courses to re-
spond to social environments, includ-
ing current events and specific groups’ 
socio-historical needs. Textbooks and 
other materials not regularly updated 
are quickly outdated and may have lim-
ited cultural relevance on recent topics 
like Black Lives Matter and the dispro-
portionate impact of COVID-19 on 
Indigenous, Black, and Latinx commu-
nities. Including timely and culturally 

relevant resources encourage students 
to consider the environment in which 
they live and will work in. Instructors 
can further include materials from the 
communities being studied, including 
blogs and popular sources, to center the 
voices of marginalized populations typ-
ically absent from textbooks (Alemán, 
2014; Burrows, 2017). 

Developing assignments that ask 
students to think critically about gen-
eral practices can also be an effective 
strategy to encourage the application 
of content knowledge. For example, a 
social work instructor adjusted their 
curriculum to include an assignment 
specific to addressing the needs of an 
underserved ethnic population in the 
neighboring community. They realized 
students will need to work with popu-
lations that receive little concentration 
in the extant literature. Students were 
asked to read culturally relevant mate-
rial on the population, identify gener-
al substance abuse interventions, and 
consider culturally responsive adapta-
tions to better serve the population. 

 By having students work 
through the gap in resources for the 
specific population, the instructor’s 
approach served as a pedagogical in-
tervention that not only addressed the 
topical information, but also encour-
aged students to develop their critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills. 
Another instructor adjusted lesson ma-
terials in response to current events and 
created an assignment that prompted 
students to explore how different news 
sources discussed the same incident. 
The instructor saw value in having stu-
dents read materials that are “here and 
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now” and that encourage them to think 
more critically and reflect on how in-
formation from different sources affects 
them daily.   

Not only was learning about dif-
ferent cultures and communities im-
portant to instructors, but students’ en-
gagement with each other and with the 
community was also discussed as a crit-
ical component in their overall learning 
and development. Community-based 
projects can enhance students’ level of 
peer engagement and collaboration. 
Two instructors designed major class 
projects that required students to assess 
social services available to an assigned 
population. Similarly, a third instructor 
provided an opportunity for students 
to engage with the local community 
and identify what social service agen-
cies were doing to specifically serve di-
verse populations. Students moved be-
yond the classroom to develop a deeper 
awareness of the gaps in services, what 
providers are doing well, and where im-
provements could be made. Designing 
an assignment with practical outcomes 
allowed students to apply in-class con-
cepts to external scenarios. Instructors 
emphasized skills development to help 
students become better practitioners 
and citizens, but also better and contin-
ued learners after college. 

Cognitive Development

OER materials can encourage cogni-
tive development—a domain integral 
to Deeper Learning—and introduce 
cognitive diversity to a course when 
assignments come from an array of 
sources with varying formats. Whereas 

a traditional textbook is highly struc-
tured, the disparate formatting of OER 
materials was itself a developmental 
tool, compelling students to pay atten-
tion to and think more critically about 
information. One instructor felt the 
“messiness” of OER was advantageous 
in supporting student growth. The 
sources used placed more responsibility 
on students to make connections across 
texts in the absence of an intentionally 
sequenced textbook—while simultane-
ously connecting social justice concepts 
and modern discourses to their disci-
pline’s more traditional ones. These in-
sights from faculty illustrate how OER 
can simultaneously support cognitive 
development and empathic scaffolding. 

Another marker of students’ 
cognitive development has been their 
critique of course materials; students 
provided feedback to instructors about 
a lack of representation of some mar-
ginalized populations and a need to 
edit or reorganize course content. 
Purposely including students in revis-
ing course materials engages them in 
a co-creation process, which is itself 
an OEP (Lane & McAndrew, 2010); 
encouraging students to critically ex-
amine provided resources helps them 
to further develop cognitive skills and 
competencies as well.

Considerations for 
Implementation

Instructors should feel empowered 
to design educational materials, 
assignments, and assessments with 

their localized context and student 
body in mind. Although our research 
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team is a proponent of using OEP to-
ward a more socially conscious end for 
learners, we recognize the majority of 
faculty may not be thinking about using 
open education in this way, further em-
phasizing the need for professional de-
velopment and practical support. There 
is also a need for faculty to strengthen 
their pedagogical skillsets so that they 
are better equipped to implement open 
materials that they adopt for their class-
es with a more critical lens toward top-
ics of study. 

Moreover, instructors must be 
willing to take on the additional labor 
that is necessary for curating and cul-
tivating a pedagogically strong course 
based on open education. Of the in-
structor examples presented, only one 
underscored the fact that using OER 
materials calls on instructors to fre-
quently update both their knowledge 
and materials for the issues discussed 
in classes. This professor also suggest-
ed that their coworkers saw the need to 
constantly self-educate and update their 
courses as a burden—rather than as a 
best practice. Although this requires 
more work, updating materials allows 
faculty to be responsive to students’ 
daily realities and stay well informed of 
relevant content. This speaks to the im-
portance of faculty being as proactive 
about teaching as they expect students 
to be about learning. Instructors must 
take on constant self-education in con-
temporary social issues if they are to 
effectively support students in their de-
velopment (Acosta et al., 2015; Nicotera 
& Kang, 2009). This is perhaps truer for 
fields that have historically been homo- 
genous, or unwelcoming or inaccessible  

to marginalized students. Littlejohn 
and Hood (2017) identified the need 
for educators to continually develop 
their practice, including through their 
ongoing learning, as critical in keeping 
up with pedagogical advancement. For-
tunately, both racial justice movements 
and the shift to virtual learning neces-
sitated by COVID-19 have prompted 
colleges and universities to ramp up di-
versity efforts. Many have begun offer-
ing training on implicit bias, curricular 
diversity, and pedagogical inclusivity in 
which instructors should participate. 

Regarding Deeper Learning, it is 
difficult to ascertain the specific degree 
to which students learn cognitively, in-
terpersonally, or intrapersonally. One 
possibility is that OERs, when enact-
ed in a meaningful way, support the 
learning of students in these domains 
simultaneously. By asking students to 
engage with peers and collaborate with 
community partners (interpersonal 
development), faculty members place 
them in positions that challenge their 
ideas about course concepts (cognitive 
development). Consequently, students 
reflect on their reactions to the new 
material, informed by previously held 
ideas about the topics, which may foster 
intrapersonal development.

Lessons Learned

An overarching lesson we 
gleaned working with faculty 
who were using affordable ma-

terials is that OER and OEP have great 
potential for supporting more inclusive 
and tailored learning for students—but 
this potential requires proactivity, com-
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mitment, and imagination on the part 
of educators to be realized. “Too often, 
new technologies are themselves pre-
sented as transformational agents,” and 
the role of the educator in educational 
transformation is lost (Fisher, 2006, p. 
301). OER alone cannot drive social 
change; rather, “it is through educators’ 
engagement with OER within the con-
texts of their practice that they develop 
the necessary knowledge (theoretical, 
socio-cultural, and practical–experien-
tial) to develop their practice” (Little-
john & Hood, 2017, pp. 506-507). Ad-
mittedly, this demands a commitment 
on the part of the educator. 

Interviews with instructors con-
sistently revealed the degree to which 
they put time and energy into course 
design and developing of learning ob-
jectives and goals; researching, collect-
ing, curating, and organizing course 
materials; matching course materials 
with course assignments and desired 
learning outcomes; and assessing stu-
dent learning to adjust or restructure 
assignments—which then may prompt 
more researching, collecting, curating, 
and organizing of course materials. Al-
though these steps of course design the-
oretically exist for most educators, they 
are even more necessary for those who 
design courses completely with OER—
especially courses that incorporate so-
cial justice education. 

Conversations with instructors 
also suggest they rely on and promote 
collaboration, using the 5Rs of OER, as 
part of their curricular design. Inter-
viewees continuously discussed reusing 
OER in lessons, particularly for engag-

ing current events or rapidly-shifting 
social movements; revising colleagues’ 
shared content for their courses, to later 
redistribute to colleagues who did their 
own revising; and remixing content to 
tailor lessons to their specific desired 
learning outcomes, when no one re-
source was sufficient in doing so. Their 
constant discussion of four of the five Rs 
suggests that OER fosters a community 
of learning for educators who use it. In 
turn, instructors require their students 
to collaborate—with both each other 
and community members—to expand 
perspectives and enhance learning. 
Collaboration among instructors on 
OER (re)creation strengthens the abili-
ty to produce curricula that is diverse in 
both structure and perspective—which 
supports the development of skills, cul-
tural competence, and empathy for stu-
dents with an array of identities. 

Watters (2014) cautioned that we 
cannot “presume that, because some-
thing is ‘open’ that it necessarily con-
tains all the conditions for equality or 
freedom or justice” (n.p.). Openness, 
of materials or practice, does not elimi-
nate the “inequalities, institutions, bias-
es, [or] history” in institutions of higher 
education (Watters, 2014, n.p.). Edu-
cators must proactively work towards 
improving materials and practices with 
a social justice agenda. With Watters’ 
caution in mind, we argue OEP, when 
paired with the Deeper Learning frame-
work and the principals of empathic 
scaffolding, can enhance curricular di-
versity and develop students’ cultural 
competence and other necessary skills 
for success. 
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