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Executive Summary

The Foundations of Open Culture playbook is a primer designed to support HBCU
educators, instructional designers, and academic leaders to integrate open education
principles into their teaching and curriculum development. By embracing open culture,
educators can create learning environments that are more inclusive, learner-centered,
and adaptable, ensuring that course materials reflect diverse perspectives and position
students as co-creators of knowledge.

This playbook provides practical strategies and frameworks for embedding open culture
into teaching and learning. It explores key areas such as pedagogical approaches,
curriculum development, instructional design strategies, technology integration, and
assessment models aimed at making education more collaborative and accessible.
Further, it addresses aligning to institutional goals to support scaling open education
initiatives and aligning them with HBCU values and priorities.




Welcome

TENNESSEE STATE UNIVERSITY
Dr. Robbie Melton

Provost/ Vice President for Academic Affairs & Vice
President for SMART AI/IOE Applied Technology
Innovations

Dear Esteemed Colleagues and Visionary Leaders,

As we navigate the intersection of educational transformation and cultural heritage, the
contributions of institutions and communities to the open education movement are
more critical—and more inspiring—than ever. Together, we stand in a unique position to
lead this movement, drawing from our shared traditions of resilience, and creativity.

Open culture is not a new concept—it is inherent to the ways many communities have
shared knowledge, fostered connection, and uplifted one another for generations.
Across the globe, education has been a tool for liberation and a means of preserving
identity and storytelling. Our students are not just learners—they are innovators, culture
bearers, and changemakers. By embracing open educational practices, we amplify these
roles and affirm the fullness of who they are. We create spaces where their histories,
identities, and aspirations are not just acknowledged—but celebrated and woven into
the fabric of their learning experiences.

This playbook series is a reflection of that belief. It is more than a resource—it is a bold
declaration that educators and institutions everywhere have the expertise, creativity,
and cultural insight to lead the charge for educational access and equity. It reminds us
that open education is about more than improving affordability—it is about designing
learning environments reflected of all students, especially those from historically
underserved communities, can thrive and succeed.



At its core, open culture is about fostering connection: between teachers and students,
between course content and lived experience, and between institutions and the
communities they serve. It is this spirit of connection that drives innovation and
transforms education into a force for societal change. Whether by creating culturally
responsive learning experiences, empowering creativity in the classroom, or
encouraging students to become co-creators in their education, we collectively bring
practices rooted in care, inclusivity, and collaboration.

As you engage with the frameworks and examples in this playbook, I invite you to
reflect deeply on the opportunities it presents. Use the reflection questions and action
steps to spark dialogue with colleagues, reimagine your classroom practices, and
explore ways to center students’ voices and lived experiences. Each act of reflection and
iteration is a step toward building a more open, equitable, and inclusive future for
education.

Let us continue to lead with purpose and vision. Let us honor the legacies of those who
came before us by shaping an open education movement that reflects not only the
diversity of our world but also the values of justice, community, and possibility.

Together, we are not just rethinking curriculum—we are shaping the future.

Robbie K. Melton



MERLOT AND SKILLSCOMMONS

Dr. Gerry Hanley

Executive Director

Dear Colleagues and Champions of Open Education,

For decades, the open education movement has advanced with a steady and powerful
goal: to make learning more accessible, more affordable, and more accessible for all.
Through openly licensed resources, shared teaching practices, and institutional
innovation, we have worked together to unlock the potential of education as a public
good. This playbook series reflects the next chapter of that journey—one where the
long-standing values of open education intersect with a bold and culturally grounded
vision of transformation.

At MERLOT and SkillsCommons, we've witnessed the power of open practices to change
what is possible in classrooms, on campuses, across systems, and throughout the
workforce. But sustainable change requires more than materials—it requires a shift in
culture. That is precisely what this playbook series offers. It builds from the practical to
the transformational, helping educators not only find and create resources but redesign
systems of teaching, collaboration, and curriculum development through an equity lens.

HBCUs are leading this work with a clarity and purpose that inspires. Their legacy of
community-driven education and culturally responsive pedagogy serves as a model for
how institutions can build inclusive and innovative futures. The frameworks in these
playbooks are practical and actionable, but also deeply visionary. They support
educators in progressing through the Design, Enhance, and Optimize stages of
change—equipping HBCU faculty and institutional leaders to reflect, adapt, and scale
practices in ways that are responsive to student needs.



The most effective open education strategies are those that are embedded, intentional,
and collaborative. This means going beyond adopting OER to redesigning professional
development, curriculum review, and assessment with openness in mind. It means
cultivating communities of practice where knowledge is co-created and shared, not
siloed. It means aligning policy and practice so that open education is not an
initiative—it is an identity.

I encourage you to spend time with the reflection questions throughout these
playbooks. Use them to assess your current practices, challenge assumptions, and build
plans for action. Whether you are just beginning your open education journey or
working to institutionalize your efforts, these valuable resources will meet you where
you are and help you move further, together.

Thank you for the work you do to make education more just, inclusive, and
transformative. It is an honor to collaborate with you on this path.

In partnership and purpose,

Gerry Hanley



OPENED CULTURE

Dr. Angela Gunder

Chief Executive Officer

Dear Educators, Collaborators, and Dreamers of a More Open Future,

The work of teaching and learning has always been about more than content. It is
about possibility—about shaping spaces where students can imagine new futures,
explore their identities, and develop the agency to transform their communities. Yet too
often, our efforts are constrained by outdated systems and narrow definitions of
success. This playbook is an invitation to think—and act—differently.

This playbook series calls us to move beyond our challenges and toward something
bold: a culture of openness. This is not a call to adopt a new tool or tweak a single
lesson plan. It is an invitation to reimagine how we collaborate, what we create for our
learners, and how we connect to the students we serve.

At Opened Culture, we believe that open practices are most powerful when they are
rooted in community. When we engage in open collaboration, we shift from working in
isolation to building together. When we support open creation, we move from
consuming knowledge to contributing to it. And when we foster open connection, we
design experiences that reflect and respond to the people in front of us—not abstract
learners, but real students with names, stories, and aspirations.

The frameworks in these playbooks embrace this vision. They recognize that cultivating
openness requires time, reflection, and care. That's why you'll find structured stages for
practice—Design, Enhance, and Optimize—as well as reflection roadmaps to support
your own transformation.
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These tools aren't just for course design. They are blueprints for shifting mindsets,
institutions, and learning cultures.

To those of you doing this work in the face of structural barriers or limited support: I
see you. The path to openness is not always easy, but it is deeply worthwhile. It creates
room for joy, for experimentation, and for the kind of teaching that changes lives.

So I encourage you to use this playbook boldly. Share it with colleagues. Reflect with
your students. Let it spark new ideas and affirm your values. This is our moment to
model a future of learning that is more inclusive, more imaginative, and more
connected.

With deep gratitude and enduring commitment,

ﬂnge/a/ Gunder
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Preface: A Living Playbook

This playbook is more than a guide. It's a living resource, and you're encouraged
to shape it with your voice and experience.

As you read, consider engaging with comments that expand, question, or contextualize
what you see here. Your insights help build a richer, more relevant resource for
everyone in the open education community.

Try any/all of the following ways to contribute using the comments feature:

e Stories from your classrooms or campus, especially student stories that show
how these ideas come to life.

e Frameworks or strategies you‘ve adapted or developed based on this
content.

e Case examples from your work, showing how you're applying these concepts in
practice.

o Citations or resources that deepen the conversation or introduce related
scholarship.

o Affirmations or attestations—brief notes that validate what resonates, or flag
what challenges your thinking.

Whether you're trying out an idea for the first time or scaling a practice across your
institution, your comments are part of the story we're writing together. Let this be a
space where theory meets action, and where community fuels change.

12



How to Contribute

Follow the steps below on How to Comment in Google Docs and Complete the
Contributor Form to ensure we properly recognize you and can keep you updated on
the final release.

1. Highlight the area where you want to leave a comment.

Playbook 1: Foundations of Open Culture (ACTIVE Draft) % & &
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genuine partnership and collective responsibility. Educators, administrators, and learners
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collaborative practices fosters an environment where everyone feels valued, trusted,
and essential in shaping the educational experience.

Creation asks: What do we build together? An open culture inspires participants
to become active contributors to knowledge creation rather than passive consumers of
information. It prioritizes innovation and experimentation, encouraging educators and
learners to take creative risks, remix ideas, and build upon existing resources openly
and transparently. Creation here isn't solely about products but also processes and
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Foundations of Open
Culture

How does fostering an open culture enhance
inclusivity and representation in teaching and
learning?

At Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), education has long been a
catalyst for cultural affirmation, collective knowledge, and social transformation.
Embracing an open culture in teaching and learning builds upon this legacy, fostering
collaboration, equity, and accessibility. When educators integrate open educational
practices, they create learning environments where course materials reflect diverse
voices, students are empowered as co-creators, and knowledge is more adaptable,
inclusive, and responsive to real-world challenges.



This playbook provides a foundational guide for faculty, instructional designers, and
academic leaders seeking to integrate open culture into their teaching practices. More
than just adopting Open Educational Resources (OER), an open culture is about shifting
pedagogical mindsets—encouraging shared knowledge creation, participatory learning,
and institutional change. Through open pedagogies, educators can design flexible,
community-driven learning experiences that enrich curricula, enhance student
engagement, and strengthen academic communities at HBCUs.

9
o 7'

Photo. Insert caption (Tahoma 10pt Italic Dark Gray 3).
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Exploring This Playbook

To successfully implement an open culture, educators must take a strategic and iterative
approach. This playbook is organized around five key areas that address both the core
principles and practical applications of open education in culturally responsive teaching.

1. The first chapter, Understanding Open Culture, introduces the essential
elements of open pedagogy, exploring its role in fostering inclusivity and
representation in learning environments.

2. Building on this foundation, Creating and Sustaining Inclusive Learning
Environments highlights strategies for ensuring cultural relevance in course
materials and promoting student belonging.

3. Next, Fostering a Culture of Creativity examines how creative
practices—such as storytelling, remixing, and digital making—can serve as
powerful tools for innovation and inclusivity in teaching.

4. Collaboration as a Catalyst for Growth emphasizes the role of peer
collaboration, community engagement, and feedback loops in strengthening
open educational practices.

5. Finally, Engaging Students as Partners in Learning provides practical tools
for incorporating student voices into curriculum development, encouraging
co-creation, and making learning more participatory and meaningful.

By engaging with the strategies outlined in this playbook, educators will be equipped to
apply open culture principles in ways that not only improve student learning outcomes
but also create more inclusive, representative, and dynamic educational experiences
within HBCU communities.
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CHAPTER 1

Understanding Open Culture

How does fostering an open culture enhance inclusivity
and collaboration in education?

Think back to a family gathering that sparks joy within your memories—a potluck feast
where laughter blends with music, the smells of the different dishes mingle as they drift
through the air, and vibrant platters fill the table with colors as rich as stories passed
between generations. Each guest proudly shares their signature creation, crafted from
cherished recipes or bold experiments that ignite curiosity. Warmth radiates through
smiles exchanged, and in that collective offering, something beautiful emerges, far
greater than any single contribution alone.

Why does this potluck resonate so deeply? Because at its core, it embodies
openness—welcoming each individual to participate fully, inviting creativity without
constraints, and nourishing connections that strengthen bonds. Similarly, building an
open culture thrives when collaboration brings diverse voices together, creativity invites
us to shape knowledge freely, and genuine connection sustains a community rooted in
belonging and trust. Like that potluck feast, openness within education celebrates the
beauty of what we can create and accomplish together, enriching our collective
experience beyond measure.



The Essential Elements of an Open
Culture

Understanding the richness of a potluck feast as a metaphor brings clarity to the
concept of an "open culture.” But what exactly is an open culture?

Simply put, it is a vibrant ecosystem where attitudes, values, and beliefs are cultivated
intentionally to advance educational access and foster openness (Gunder, 2023). It's a
community and institutional commitment to clear the path for collaboration, creative
growth, and meaningful connections, empowering educators and learners to engage
openly in inventive practices that transform education.

Photo. Insert caption (Tahoma 10pt Italic Dark Gray 3).

The concept of culture itself is foundational to comprehending how openness operates
in educational environments. Jamaican-British scholar and creator of cultural studies, Dr.
Stuart Hall, defines culture as "the practice of giving meaning to people, objects, and
events" (1997). Culture shapes our identities, directs how we interact, and influences
how we collectively assign value. At educational institutions, this translates to the
shared understandings and values that guide how educators, staff, and learners engage
and make sense of their roles and relationships. By intentionally shaping this culture,

18



institutions can align their daily practices and long-term strategies to become
authentically open.

Photo. Insert caption (Tahoma 10pt Italic Dark Gray 3).

An open culture emerges most powerfully when three essential elements—collaboration,
creation, and connection—are nurtured intentionally:

Collaboration addresses the question: How do we work with others? Within an
open culture, collaboration goes beyond mere cooperation or teamwork; it signifies
genuine partnership and collective responsibility. Educators, administrators, and learners
actively share expertise, ideas, resources, and even decision-making. This openness to
collaborative practices fosters an environment where everyone feels valued, trusted,
and essential in shaping the educational experience.

Creation asks: What do we build together? An open culture inspires participants
to become active contributors to knowledge creation rather than passive consumers of
information. It prioritizes innovation and experimentation, encouraging educators and
learners to take creative risks, remix ideas, and build upon existing resources openly
and transparently. Creation here isn't solely about products but also processes and
relationships that foster inventive educational practices.

Connection explores: How do we align what we build with the needs of those
around us? Connection is the critical bridge between the collaborative and creative

19



processes and their relevance to the community. It ensures that the outcomes—whether
courses, resources, or practices—reflect genuine responsiveness to the lived
experiences, aspirations, and practical needs of faculty, staff, and particularly students.
Connection ensures alignment between educational innovation and inclusivity, creating
environments where all learners thrive.

Each element—collaboration, creation, and connection—is interdependent and dynamic,
reinforcing one another to sustain openness within educational communities. Just as a
successful potluck thrives on active participation, creativity in shared contributions, and
a sense of community through mutual support, an open culture flourishes when these
elements are embedded deeply into institutional practices.

Understanding and embedding these principles isn't instantaneous; it requires a
deliberate, reflective, and staged approach. Like learning to host the ideal potluck,
educators and institutions benefit from stepping thoughtfully through phases of
openness—beginning with awareness, progressing to application, and ultimately
achieving sustained integration. The next sections of this playbook provide a structured,
staged pathway for educators to explore these foundational ideas further, equipping
them with tools to cultivate a rich, collaborative, creative, and connected open culture.

A Staged Approach to Advancing Open
Culture

Below you will find our recommendation of a three-stage approach—Design,
Enhance, and Optimize—to help you to apply the open education principles that
we've shared here progressively, offering foundational strategies, deeper
engagement techniques, and advanced practices for sustained impact.

If you're new to open culture principles, your initial focus is exploration and
foundational understanding. Begin by joining workshops or webinars about open
educational resources (OER) to familiarize yourself with how openly licensed materials
can enhance accessibility. Identify opportunities to creatively explore open resources on
a collection like MERLOT or SkillsCommons. Start small-scale collaborative projects,
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such as co-designing a lesson plan with colleagues using openly available content or
inviting students to share input on course materials. Reflect intentionally on how such
interactions can nurture deeper connections within your community, paving the way for
openness by building trust and awareness through early, manageable successes.

J, Enhance

For educators already acquainted with open education but new to the concept of an
“open culture,” the Enhance stage involves actively deepening your practices. Engage
colleagues and students directly in co-creating open resources such as openly licensed
textbooks or multimedia presentations. Encourage experimentation—perhaps hosting
hackathons or edit-a-thons to remix existing OER or collectively improve educational
materials. Regularly solicit and incorporate feedback from learners and peers to
continually refine your open educational initiatives. For instance, students from
Voorhees University participated in the 2024 BE Smart HBCU Hackathon, where they
developed "PAM," an Al-driven app aimed at improving educational accessibility for
single parents. These students were among 30 HBCU teams who collaborated to
develop innovative solutions, showcasing their talents and enhancing their technical
skills (Voorhees University, 2024). Events like this build community connections by
explicitly aligning projects to address real needs, making learning resources culturally
responsive and contextually relevant.

@ Optimize

Educators who have advanced knowledge of open culture principles should prioritize
sustainability and systemic impact. At this stage, advocate for institutional policies, such
as official support for faculty who adopt or create OER. Lead initiatives to integrate
open pedagogical practices across departments, and serve as a mentor or advocate for
colleagues new to openness. Share your experiences and insights at conferences,
publish openly licensed case studies, and build partnerships with other institutions or
open networks. Ultimately, your goal is to embed openness deeply within institutional
culture, ensuring ongoing collaborative, creative, and connective educational practices.

21



Reflection and Action Roadmap

Establishing the foundations of an open culture is an ongoing, reflective journey
requiring intentionality, collaboration, and continuous institutional commitment.
This reflection and action roadmap offers educators a structured approach to
assess their current openness practices, identify opportunities for growth, and
take meaningful steps toward fostering deeper collaboration, creativity, and
connection within their learning communities.

Reflection Questions

To deepen your understanding and application of the concepts explored in this chapter,
the following reflection questions encourage you to critically assess your current
practices, identify opportunities for growth, and consider actionable next steps in
advancing an open culture in your course design.

How do your current practices foster collaboration,
creation, and connection in your educational community?

Consider the ways you currently structure interactions among
students, colleagues, and community partners. Are your activities
intentionally designed to encourage genuine collaboration,
creativity, and meaningful connections, or do they primarily
emphasize individual performance? Reflect on whether learners
and educators feel empowered to openly share ideas, co-create
resources, and build authentic relationships within your
environment.

What barriers exist to cultivating an open culture within
your institution or learning spaces?

Are there institutional policies, cultural norms, or limited access to
open educational resources that hinder collaboration, creative
exploration, or meaningful connections? Do factors such as time
constraints, limited professional development, or resistance to
change impact your ability to adopt open practices? Identifying
these barriers clearly will guide you toward actionable strategies
to overcome them.

22



Action Steps

To support the practical application of this chapter’s principles, the following
action steps outline what you can do now, next, and later to integrate open
education strategies into your course design, providing a clear pathway for

immediate implementation, deeper exploration, and long-term sustainability.

Host a collaborative
open practices
discussion.

Invite colleagues to an
informal conversation
about the principles of
open culture. Share
insights on
collaboration, creativity,
and connection. Use
the session to gauge
interest, surface
questions, and begin
identifying
opportunities to embed
openness into your
educational practices.

NEXT

Co-create a resource
map of open
practices.

Work with interested
colleagues to map
existing practices,
resources, and
initiatives that align
with open culture
principles. Identify gaps
or areas where
collaboration and
creativity could be
enhanced. Use this map
as a foundation for
planning deeper
engagement across the
institution.

LATER

Launch a
campus-wide open
practices group.

Form a sustained group
of faculty, librarians,
and instructional
designers who meet
regularly to share
strategies, successes,
and challenges around
open culture. Foster
ongoing professional
development and
mentorship to build a
robust, connected
community of open
practitioners.




CONCLUSION

Building an open culture is a dynamic, ongoing process
rooted in collaboration, creativity, and connection. By taking
intentional steps, fostering shared practices, and advocating
for openness, educators at HBCUs can create inclusive,
resilient learning environments that empower both students
and communities.
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CHAPTER 2
Building Connections to Your
Learners

How can inclusive learning environments ensure all
students feel a sense of connection and belonging?

When Brianna first entered her college literature course, she felt a familiar sense of
dread. Diagnosed with autism and reading comprehension challenges in her teens, she
had grown accustomed to the pattern: falling behind, struggling to process complex
reading materials, and eventually withdrawing from class discussions and participation.
However, this semester was different. Her professor spent time getting to know the
students, collaborating with them to create flexible assessment options for different
strengths. Through creative approaches like providing text-to-speech options and
offering visual concept maps alongside readings, the course transformed into a dynamic
space fostering authentic connections among peers and the professor. This shift
towards openness, where resources and knowledge were shared and adapted, made all
the difference. For the first time, Brianna wasn't just surviving a literature course; she
was thriving.



Brianna's experience illustrates the transformative power of inclusive learning
environments amplified by an open culture grounded in collaboration, creativity, and
connection. When educators move beyond a one-size-fits-all approach to create spaces
where diverse learning needs are anticipated and accommodated, and where
knowledge is shared and adapted openly, education becomes not just accessible but
empowering. An open culture within inclusive design removes barriers that have
historically marginalized students with disabilities, those from underrepresented groups,
and anyone whose learning style diverges from traditional academic models. This
chapter explores how to create learning environments where all students feel valued,
capable, and supported, not as an afterthought, but as a core design approach, driven
by these principles of an open culture.
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Understanding Your Learners

Inclusivity in education means creating an open culture within the learning
environment where all students feel a deep sense of connection — to their peers,
their instructors, and the learning process itself.

Photo. Insert caption (Tahoma 10pt Italic Dark Gray 3).

True inclusivity goes beyond simply welcoming diverse students into classrooms; it
requires intentionally designing educational experiences that foster relationships, shared
understanding, and mutual engagement. The Community of Inquiry framework
highlights the importance of balancing social, cognitive, and teaching presence in digital
learning spaces (Garrison, 2016; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). Through this lens,
establishing connection early—by incorporating students' perspectives, diverse
knowledge systems, and lived experiences—not only enhances engagement but also
fosters a shared, co-constructed learning experience. An open culture, where resources
are adaptable and knowledge is collaboratively built, naturally strengthens student
agency, fostering active participation in learning, a sense of belonging, and equitable
opportunities for success.

An open culture strengthens connection by ensuring that learning is not a solitary
endeavor but a communal process, embracing diversity in all its forms including ability,
language, culture, gender, socioeconomic status, and learning style. Through the open

27



exchange of ideas, co-creation of knowledge, and adaptation of resources, students and
educators build a collective learning experience that is responsive, representative, and
empowering for all. Platforms like SkillsCommons, a comprehensive repository of
open-access workforce development materials, exemplify how openly licensed resources
can be adapted and reused to meet the diverse needs of students. Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) is a key framework that leverages these connections resulting in
learning experiences designed to work for all students, including those with disabilities.
A robustly open culture expands UDL's impact by promoting the flexible sharing,
adaptation, and co-creation of resources, ensuring that educational materials evolve to
meet diverse student needs. Developed by CAST (Center for Applied Special
Technology), UDL is grounded in neuroscience research and provides multiple means of
engagement, representation, and action/expression (CAST, 2024). Rather than adapting
for each student individually, UDL incorporates diversity from the start, creating
proactive, inclusive learning environments wherre students are not just passive
recipients of knowledge but active participants in shaping it. Research by
Griful-Freixenet et al. (2020) highlights that UDL implementation in higher education
significantly improves student engagement and reduces barriers for all learners, while
Boothe et al. (2018) found benefits for neurodivergent students, including those with
autism spectrum conditions.

When viewed through the lens of a Community of Inquiry framework as a foundational
concept of open culture, UDL shifts the perspective from a deficit view of
accommodating individual differences to an asset view, embracing the diversity of
learners as integral to the learning process. When designing learning environments that
center connection between students, content, and the broader learning community,
educators create spaces where all students can bring their full selves to the learning
process. This approach doesn't just benefit marginalized students, it enriches the
educational experience for everyone by introducing diverse perspectives and dialogue
that fosters creativity and encourages the open flow of information.

A Staged Approach to Building Connection

This chapter presents a structured three-stage approach—Design, Enhance, and
Optimize—guiding educators from foundational implementation to deeper
refinement and ultimately to long-term sustainability in applying open education
principles.

28


https://partner.skillscommons.org/
https://www.cast.org/

Students thrive when they feel seen, valued, and supported, reinforcing the importance
of designing with empathy and intentionality from the outset (Adams et al., 2021).
Thus, creating truly inclusive learning environments begins with understanding the
students’ needs and goals resulting in intentional design decisions that anticipate and
value diverse student needs. This initial stage focuses on examining current practices
and materials to ensure they represent all students, are accessible to various learning
approaches, and encourage the open sharing and adaptation of knowledge.

A critical first step is conducting a comprehensive audit of course materials for
representation, accessibility, and potential for open adaptation. This process should
examine whose voices and perspectives are centered in readings, examples, and case
studies. Are diverse cultures, abilities, and backgrounds represented not just as subjects
of study but as knowledge creators and experts, and are these materials adaptable and
shareable? Additionally, materials should be evaluated for accessibility, ensuring they
work with screen readers, include appropriate alternative text for images, offer multiple
formats when possible, and are licensed in a way that allows for remixing and sharing.

For instance, Professor Parsons, teaching an introductory biology course, discovered
through her audit that her curriculum primarily featured white male scientists. In
response, she incorporated the significant contributions of scientists from
underrepresented groups. Instead of standard lab examples, she highlighted local
research, such as wildlife studies and community garden projects, connecting biology to
students’ everyday lives. By presenting science as dynamic and accessible, she
empowered students to see themselves as contributors to the field, shaping and
expanding knowledge together.

These design strategies lay the groundwork for inclusive learning within an open culture
by ensuring that course materials, examples, and policies reflect and support the
diverse students who will engage with them and that they are designed to be shared
and adapted. Rather than treating inclusivity as an add-on feature, this approach builds
it into the structural foundation of the course, with an eye towards openness.
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A, Enhance

Once the foundation for inclusive learning, strengthened by an open culture, is
established, educators can enhance these environments by actively collaborating with
students and leveraging adaptive technologies, as well as by promoting open sharing
and co-creation. This stage moves beyond representation to true co-creation and open
collaboration, where students become partners in developing an inclusive learning
community.

A powerful enhancement strategy involves partnering with students to co-create
inclusive resources. Professor Parsons developed a "living syllabus" for her sociology
course, with dedicated sections that students could expand with additional resources
reflecting their diverse backgrounds and that were licensed for open sharing. When
studying family structures, students contributed scholarly articles on blended families,
intergenerational households, and families with LGBTQ+ parents, perspectives initially
missing from the core readings. This approach not only diversified course content but
also validated students' lived experiences as legitimate sources of knowledge and
allowed for the open sharing and adaptation of these resources.

Brianna, our student with autism and reading challenges mentioned earlier, thrived in a
literature course that employed this strategy. When given the opportunity to suggest
alternative formats for engaging with complex texts, she introduced the class to graphic
novel adaptations of classic works, which were then shared with appropriate licensing.
The professor incorporated these alongside traditional texts, discovering that many
students, not just those with reading disabilities, benefited from the multimodal
presentation. Brianna moved from a silent observer to a valued contributor, sharing her
expertise in visual storytelling techniques and contributing to the open collection of
resources.

Adaptive technologies offer another avenue for enhancing inclusivity and promoting
open access. Dr. Hudson integrated text-to-speech technology, reading comprehension
tools, and collaborative annotation platforms into his history course, ensuring that
outputs could be shared. Recent innovations like Hypothesis for collaborative annotation
(Kalir et al., 2020) and AI-powered summarization tools (McNely & Grimes, 2023)
provided multiple pathways for engaging with complex texts and facilitated the sharing
of student work. Students could highlight difficult passages for clarification, access
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simplified versions of complex texts, and collaboratively build understanding through
shared digital annotations. These tools particularly supported English language learners
and students with processing disabilities, but they improved engagement across the
entire class and fostered open collaboration.

Beyond technological solutions, pedagogical approaches can be enhanced through
techniques like differentiated instruction and open educational practices. Rather than
offering a single path through course material, instructors can provide multiple entry
points and assessment options, and encourage the open sharing of these options. A
writing instructor might allow students to demonstrate rhetorical understanding through
traditional essays, multimedia presentations, or podcasts, each option applying rigorous
standards while accommodating different strengths and being licensed for open use.

These enhancement strategies transform inclusive design from a teacher-driven process
to a collaborative community effort within an open culture. By inviting students to
co-create inclusive environments, leveraging technologies that support diverse learning
needs and open sharing, and promoting open educational practices, educators can
deepen engagement and build learning communities where everyone contributes to
collective understanding.

®© oOptimize

Creating truly sustainable and inclusive environments within an open culture requires
moving beyond individual classroom efforts toward institutional commitment. The
optimization stage emphasizes embedding inclusivity into broader systems and policies,
ensuring these practices endure, scale, and remain openly accessible for continuous
adaptation and growth

A critical optimization strategy involves embedding inclusiveness and open educational
practices into curriculum development policies. For example, Riverdale College revised
its curriculum review process to include a dedicated "inclusivity and open education
impact statement" for all new and revised courses. Faculty must articulate how their
courses incorporate diverse perspectives, accommodate various learning needs, and
promote open sharing. This policy shifted inclusivity and openness from personal choice
to an institutional expectation, resulting in more courses adopting UDL principles,
culturally relevant content, and open educational resources.
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Similarly, Eastern State University implemented a syllabus review process where a
diverse committee evaluated course materials for representation, accessibility, and open
licensing before approval. This process identified patterns of exclusion and provided
targeted professional development for departments needing support in both inclusivity
and open pedagogy. After three years, the university saw a 40% increase in courses
meeting comprehensive inclusive and open standards.

Using institutional feedback systems to evaluate inclusivity and open practices provides
another optimization avenue. Westwood Community College added questions about
representation, accessibility, belonging, and open sharing to their standard course
evaluations. This data was aggregated to identify both exemplary practices and areas
needing improvement. Departments with consistently high inclusivity and openness
ratings shared their approaches through faculty learning communities, while those with
lower ratings received dedicated resources and mentoring (Kuh et al., 2021).

By embedding inclusivity into institutional structures, curriculum policies, evaluation
systems, and professional development programs, colleges and universities can create
scalable, sustainable inclusive learning environments. Within an open culture, this
approach ensures that inclusive practices are not isolated efforts but instead become
fundamental to the institution’s identity, fostering collaboration, knowledge-sharing, and
continuous improvement beyond the work of individual champion educators.
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Reflection and Action Roadmap

Creating inclusive learning environments within an open culture requires ongoing
reflection and deliberate action. As you work to develop spaces where all
students feel valued, supported, and where knowledge is openly shared and
adapted, consider both your current practices and opportunities for growth.

Reflection Questions

The following reflection questions are designed to help you critically examine your
current approaches, explore new possibilities, and consider how you can apply the
concepts from this chapter to strengthen an open culture in your course design.

How do your current teaching practices promote
inclusivity?

Review your syllabus, assignments, and classroom dynamics.
Whose voices are emphasized, and whose are missing? Do your
materials reflect diverse perspectives and accommodate different
learning needs? Observe participation patterns—who speaks up
most, and why? Consider how you use open educational
resources (OER) or co-create knowledge with students to ensure
broader representation. Identify not just intentional exclusions
but also unintentional barriers that may limit inclusivity.

What signals does your learning environment send about
who belongs?

Physical and digital spaces communicate powerful messages
about who is welcome. Are your materials accessible, including
screen-reader compatibility and diverse representation in images
and examples? Does your communication style affirm different
cultural expressions of knowledge? How do you invite students to
contribute their own perspectives? A "belonging audit" can help
you view your course through the lens of students from varied
backgrounds, ensuring your use of open resources and teaching
strategies fosters equity and representation.
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Action Steps

Inclusivity begins by building meaningful connections with learners. As an
ongoing process that requires intentionality and sustained effort, these steps
provide a structured approach to create more open, participatory, and
student-centered learning experiences.

Audit your course
content for
inclusiveness.

To avoid assumptions,
start by learning about
your students’ needs,
goals, and experiences.
Review one course for
cultural representation,
accessibility, and open
licensing. Identify
missing voices, check
for accessibility
standards, and ensure
materials are
adaptable. Then, make
3-5 quick changes—like
adding captions or
offering multiple
formats—to create a
more inclusive and
responsive course.

NEXT

Collaborate with
students to
co-create inclusive
resources.

Develop ways for
students to contribute
and openly share
course resources based
on their diverse
perspectives and needs.
This might be a
collaborative
bibliography, a space
for suggesting
alternative examples, or
options for creating
multimodal learning
artifacts. Create clear
guidelines to ensure
academic rigor,
accessibility, and proper
open licensing.

LATER

Advocate for policies
that sustain
inclusivity
institution-wide.

Identify institutional
policies—like curriculum
reviews, faculty
evaluations, or resource
allocation—where
inclusivity and open
education can be
embedded. Partner with
allies to advocate for
inclusive and open
practices, and collect
data on student
engagement,
outcomes, and the use
of open materials.
Share results with
stakeholders through
compelling stories and
visuals to drive
institutional change.




CONCLUSION

By reflecting on these questions and taking purposeful
action, educators can ensure that curriculum is not just
informative but transformative—empowering students to be
agents of change within their communities.
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CHAPTER 3
Fostering a Culture of Creativity

Marketing

Strute;w' ’

Marketing
Strategy

How can creativity be integrated into teaching to
encourage deeper learning?

As students settled into their seats, an air of anticipation filled the lecture hall. This
session on the Bystander Effect, a core concept in social psychology, was not going to
follow the traditional format of a video followed by structured discussion questions.
Instead, the faculty designed the lesson to immerse students in real-world applications
of psychological theory, making the abstract both tangible and emotionally resonant.

Rather than relying solely on academic literature, students engaged with an episode of
What Would You Do?, a program that stages real-life ethical dilemmas to observe public
reactions. The episode featured scenarios where bystanders were placed in morally
complex situations—such as witnessing discrimination or neglect—and faced the
decision of whether to intervene. As the video played, students observed, analyzed, and
engaged in live reactions through a structured digital discussion, what was termed a
“Tweet-Up.”



Throughout the episode, students responded in real time, synthesizing theory with
immediate emotional and intellectual reactions. Some expressed shock at the reluctance
of bystanders to act, while others applied Latané and Darley’s (1968) model of diffusion
of responsibility to explain observed behaviors. The digital engagement allowed
students to articulate their thoughts dynamically, debate perspectives with peers, and
critically evaluate both psychological theory and human behavior in practice.

By the session’s conclusion, student reflections highlighted the transformative impact of
this creative pedagogical approach. Many noted that experiencing the concept in a
socially relevant and participatory manner deepened their understanding far more than
passive observation alone. Course evaluations further reinforced the significance of this
instructional design choice, with students reporting a heightened sense of engagement
and curiosity about the applicability of psychological concepts beyond the classroom.

Through this integration of experiential learning and digital engagement, the lesson on
the Bystander Effect moved beyond theoretical discourse to become a lived, reflective
experience—one that reshaped how students perceived both social responsibility and
the role of creativity in the learning process.

Openly Fostering Creativity

Open educational practices foster creativity (Hegarty, 2015) which can further be
describe as a three-step process of ideation, action, and reflection. The bystander effect
lesson exemplifies this integration of creativity into teaching, aligning with two key
pedagogical frameworks: Project-Based Learning (PBL) and Design Thinking. Both
frameworks emphasize active, student-centered engagement, where creativity serves as
a tool to deepen understanding and enhance critical thinking and problem-solving skills.
These frameworks seamlessly integrate into open pedagogical practices, amplifying
opportunities for students to create knowledge within and beyond the classroom.

Project-Based Learning (PBL) is grounded in the idea that students learn best by
actively engaging in real-world problems. According to Thomas (2000), PBL is a
student-driven, inquiry-based approach that involves complex tasks reflecting real-world
challenges. The What Would You Do? episode and the corresponding Tweet-Up activity
functioned as a microcosm of a PBL experience. Students were not merely passive
consumers of content but were prompted to observe, reflect, and actively participate in
the analysis of bystander behavior in real time. By transforming a theoretical concept
into an interactive, real-world dilemma, the lesson allowed students to apply their
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knowledge, explore different perspectives, and create solutions through thoughtful
engagement.

Design Thinking, on the other hand, is a framework that focuses on solving problems
through empathy, ideation, and iteration. Brown (2009) describes design thinking as a
human-centered approach to innovation that integrates the needs of people,
technological possibilities, and business requirements. This approach encourages
students to frame challenges from multiple viewpoints and think critically about possible
solutions. In the context of the bystander effect, the Tweet-Up allowed students to
think through the real emotional and psychological dynamics of intervention, ideate
alternative courses of action, and assess the implications of their choices. The design
thinking process emphasizes prototyping and refining ideas—much like students refining
their understanding of the bystander effect through active engagement and discussion.
Again, this reflective, iterative process sparks creativity in the open classroom, building
problem-solving and critical-thinking skills crucial for understanding human behavior in
complex, unpredictable social situations.

A multitude of tools are available to facilitate OERs. Platforms like Pressbooks empower
educators and students to co-create and publish interactive, accessible digital textbooks
and learning materials, extending the reach of student-generated knowledge beyond
the classroom. Tools like HSP enable the creation of engaging, multimedia-rich learning
objects—such as interactive timelines, branching scenarios, and quizzes—that allow
students to design and share learning artifacts that reflect their own critical thinking and
creativity. For example, a student might develop an H5P branching scenario exploring
ethical dilemmas related to the bystander effect, allowing peers to engage with
alternate decision paths and consequences. And, repositories like MERLOT provide a
structured space to share and discover these creative works, reinforcing the
collaborative, iterative nature of open education and allowing faculty and students alike
to adapt and remix existing materials to suit diverse learning contexts. When we apply
open educational practices, creativity flourishes; and, when we share these outcomes
through open educational resources (OERs), learning is no longer an isolated academic
exercise but a meaningful contribution to a broader knowledge ecosystem (Thurlby et
al., 2024; Keegan & Bell, 2011).

A Staged Approach to Open Creativity

To support the practical application of open education principles, this chapter
introduces a three-stage framework—Design, Enhance, and Optimize—offering a
step-by-step progression from initial planning to refinement and full integration.
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Laying the Foundation for Creative Learning

In the design stage, creativity is intentionally embedded into course structure, fostering
an environment where students feel encouraged to explore ideas and engage deeply
with content. This phase focuses on introducing creative assignments and encouraging
exploratory learning through open-ended inquiry, allowing students to take ownership
of their knowledge construction.

One of the most effective ways to integrate creativity into teaching is through creative
assignments that require students to actively construct knowledge rather than passively
consume it. Digital storytelling, for instance, enables students to synthesize research,
narrative construction, and multimedia tools to express their understanding in a
compelling format (Robin, 2008). Similarly, role-playing activities immerse students in
historical or psychological perspectives, prompting them to experience theories in action
rather than abstract concepts.

Additionally, exploratory learning enhances creativity by shifting away from rigid
lecture-based instruction and moving toward ideation that invites discussion and deeper
analysis. For example, open-ended questions encourage students to think beyond
simple recall and engage in critical reflection, hypothesis testing, and
problem-solving—key components of both project-based learning and design thinking.

A powerful example of creative learning in action is a history course where students
develop multimedia presentations exploring significant historical events. Instead of
traditional research papers, students create digital narratives, incorporating primary
sources, video clips, and interactive media to bring historical moments to life. This
format promotes creativity and engagement, helping students develop digital literacy
while reinforcing analytical skills — reflection circling back to ideation.

J, Enhance
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Strengthening Creative Engagement

Once creative assignments are introduced, the next stage is to enhance learning
through collaboration and iterative refinement. This phase introduces creativity in
action, integrating collaborative tools and peer feedback mechanisms, to ensure that
students refine and improve their creative outputs through interaction with peers and
structured critique.

Collaboration is a cornerstone of creativity, and using virtual whiteboards, collaborative
documents, and discussion boards allows students to engage in dynamic idea-sharing.
Platforms like Miro and Padlet enable students to visually map out ideas, engage in
brainstorming sessions, and co-develop projects, making the creative process more
dynamic and iterative (Mishra & Koehler, 2006).

Additionally, peer feedback is a crucial strategy in this stage. Encouraging students to
provide structured critiques of one another’s work not only refines creative outputs but
also fosters metacognition and constructive discourse. Peer review allows students to
see multiple approaches to problem-solving and rethink their creative choices.

A literature course leverages collaborative learning by asking students to build
interactive timelines of major literary movements. Using digital tools, students work in
groups to map out themes, key works, and historical influences, making abstract
concepts more visually and contextually meaningful. This collaborative exercise helps
students see literature as a living, evolving field while practicing skills in synthesis and
visual storytelling. Once again, creativity is encouraged within this assignment through
ideation, action, and reflection.

®© Optimize

Scaling and Sustaining Creativity in Learning

To sustain the momentum of creativity in education, institutions should highlight and
celebrate creativity by featuring exceptional creative projects in public showcases,
digital exhibitions, or interdisciplinary collaboration events. Universities can host an
annual creativity summit where students present their work to faculty, peers, and
external audiences, demonstrating how creativity enriches academic learning. At one
university, an annual Creativity in Learning Summit provides a platform for students
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across disciplines to showcase their creative projects—from digital media and research
posters to interactive exhibits.

Incorporating creativity into assessment frameworks is another way to model open
practices. Traditional grading metrics often prioritize accuracy and factual recall over
innovation and problem-solving. By incorporating rubrics that assess originality, critical
thinking, and risk-taking, institutions reinforce the value of creativity as an academic
skill (Brookhart, 2013).

By integrating creative assessment criteria and public recognition, the institution not
only validates student innovation but also encourages faculty to adopt more creative
pedagogies. By moving through the design, enhance, and optimize stages, creativity
becomes more than a pedagogical tool—it becomes a transformative force in education,
fostering critical thinking, problem-solving, and engagement across disciplines.
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Reflection and Action Roadmap

Creativity in education is not just about engagement; it is about preparing
Students to think critically, solve complex problems, and apply their learning to
real-world challenges. As educators, we must continuously reflect on our
teaching practices and take intentional steps to integrate creativity into our

classrooms.

Reflection Questions

Use the reflection questions below to analyze your current practices, uncover areas for
growth, and develop strategies for embedding the open education principles discussed
in this chapter into your teaching and curriculum design.

42

How can creative projects connect students with
real-world challenges?

Creative projects bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge
and practical application. When students engage in design-based
problem-solving, multimedia storytelling, or collaborative inquiry,
they develop skills that are essential in professional and civic life.
For example, students creating digital storytelling projects on
social issues can deepen their understanding of ethical dilemmas,
systemic challenges, and diverse perspectives, preparing them to
tackle real-world problems.

What barriers might limit creativity in your teaching?

Institutional constraints, standardized assessments, and rigid
curricula can often discourage creative teaching methods.
Additionally, faculty hesitation, lack of resources, or student
resistance to open-ended tasks can pose challenges. Recognizing
these barriers allows educators to strategically advocate for
flexibility in assessment, interdisciplinary collaboration, and
institutional support for creative pedagogy.



Action Steps

To help you translate the ideas from this chapter into action, these steps provide
a now, next, and later framework—supporting immediate application, deeper
refinement, and long-term integration of open education practices.

Integrate a single
creative project into
your course.

Start small by replacing
a traditional assignment
with a multimedia
presentation,
interactive case study,
or role-playing activity.
This ensures students
begin engaging with
content through
exploration and
innovation.

CONCLUSION

By reflecting on the role of creativity, overcoming barriers,

NEXT

Collaborate with a
colleague on an
interdisciplinary
project.

Creativity flourishes
when multiple
perspectives converge.
A psychology professor
might partner with a
history or media studies
instructor to create
cross-disciplinary
assignments that
challenge students to
apply psychological
theories to historical
narratives or media
representations.

LATER

Advocate for
creativity as a core
value.

Engage in professional
learning communities,
present at faculty
workshops, and push
for creativity to be
embedded into
assessment frameworks
and program learning
outcomes. By
demonstrating the
impact of creative
pedagogy through
student success stories,
educators can
encourage broader
institutional change.

W
®




and taking intentional steps to integrate innovative learning experiences, we can
create dynamic, student-centered environments that prepare learners for an
ever-evolving world. Creativity is not an add-on; it is an essential tool for
transformative education.
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CHAPTER 4
Collaboration as a Catalyst for
Growth

How does collaboration foster growth for educators and
learners?

Collaboration is like a braided rope — each strand intertwines to create a structure that
is stronger, more flexible, and more resilient than any individual strand alone. Just as a
rope gains strength from multiple fibers working together, collaboration in education
enhances learning by bringing together diverse perspectives, skills, and experiences.
When educators and learners work collectively, they co-create knowledge, solve
complex problems, and foster a culture of shared growth.

In open education, collaboration is foundational to innovation, inclusivity, and
sustainability. Whether through team-based learning, interdisciplinary projects, or
institutional initiatives, working together amplifies impact and enriches both teaching
and learning experiences. By embracing collaboration as a dynamic process, educators
not only enhance student engagement but also refine their own practices through peer
exchange and shared expertise. In this chapter we will explore the role of collaboration
as the foundation of open education, offering frameworks, strategies, and case studies
that demonstrate how collaborative efforts strengthen outcomes at all levels of learning.



The Power of Boundless Collaboration

Collaboration fosters deeper engagement, creativity, and innovation by integrating
multiple viewpoints into the learning process. When individuals work together, they
challenge assumptions, refine ideas, and generate solutions that are more robust and
inclusive than those developed in isolation. For educators, collaboration enables the
co-creation of curriculum, the sharing of best practices, and the development of
interdisciplinary courses that provide students with richer, more holistic learning
experiences. For learners, collaboration nurtures essential skills such as communication,
teamwork, and problem-solving—preparing them for the realities of an interconnected
workforce. Encouraging educators and students to create OERs adds a powerful
dimension to collaboration, turning knowledge sharing into knowledge production that
contributes to a global commons.

More formally known as Communities of Practice (CoPs), this framework emphasizes
the importance of social learning through collective participation. In CoPs, groups of
educators, students, or practitioners come together around a shared interest to
exchange knowledge, refine practices, and support one another’s growth. CoPs enhance
professional development, promote reflective teaching, and create sustainable networks
of knowledge-sharing (Wenger, 1998). Communities like MERLOT and Equity Unbound
offer digital spaces where such practices thrive globally, enabling both educators and
students to contribute, remix, and co-create open resources across institutional and
cultural boundaries.

CoPs organically lead to open education policies and practices. Collaborative initiatives
in Latin America, for example, show how regional CoPs have supported culturally
relevant OER creation, localized policy development, and community-driven research
efforts (Rodés & Iniesto, 2021). Through ongoing discussions, peer feedback, and
shared experimentation, CoPs strengthen the adoption of inclusive and effective
teaching strategies. By fostering sustained dialogue and collaboration, CoPs empower
educators to refine and improve their teaching approaches over time. CoPs by definition
support the tenets of open education as an approach to teaching and learning that
emphasizes the free exchange of knowledge.

Aligned to faculty CoPs, Peer-Assisted Learning (PAL) is another foundational model for
open education emphasizing the reciprocal benefits of knowledge-sharing among
learners. In PAL, students take active roles as both learners and educators, facilitating
peer discussions, tutoring sessions, and collaborative projects. This model enhances
comprehension, fosters leadership skills, and encourages deeper engagement with
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course material. For instance, a PAL model might include a structured peer-mentoring
program in which advanced students guide newer learners through complex subjects,
reinforcing both their own understanding and that of their peers. A math department
might implement a PAL program in which upper-level students lead weekly
problem-solving sessions for introductory-level courses, or a humanities course using
collaborative writing workshops. In all of these examples, students provide structured
feedback on one another’s work, helping their peers refine and clarify ideas, and
develop stronger analytical skills.

These peer-to-peer learning environments lead to increased confidence, greater
retention of material, and improved academic performance. Furthermore, PAL has been
shown to enhance students' sense of belonging within academic communities, as
collaborative study groups encourage discussion, critical thinking, and mutual support.
These findings underscore the value of PAL in open education, demonstrating that
student-led learning can be a powerful tool for creating more inclusive and effective
educational experiences (Feng et al., 2024).

By integrating CoPs and PAL models into course design and professional development,
educators can create collaborative environments that enhance learning outcomes, build
community, and sustain ongoing growth for both faculty and students. Whether through
formalized networks of educators or student-led initiatives, collaboration serves as a
catalyst for knowledge-sharing, innovation, and educational excellence.
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A Staged Approach to Open Collaboration

Collaboration in course or program design fosters transformative learning by
integrating team-based activities that enhance engagement and problem-solving.
ngagement with course materials. Faculty co-design bring diverse expertise,
creating richer and more inclusive learning environments. The three stages below
outline pathways for open collaborations.

Course and Program Collaborations

Collaboration at the design stage of a course or program lays the foundation for
transformative learning experiences. By integrating small-group projects and
team-based activities, educators encourage active learning, shared problem-solving,
and deeper engagement with course materials. When faculty work together to
co-design courses, they bring varied expertise to the table, creating richer and more
inclusive learning environments.

One example of this approach is seen at a mid-sized public university, where faculty
members from different departments collaborated to create an interdisciplinary open
pedagogy course. The course integrated open educational resources (OER) and
emphasized student-driven learning projects. Faculty from English, History, and
Computer Science co-designed modules that encouraged students to create
public-facing digital projects, such as Wikipedia entries and interactive data
visualizations.

In scenario, students not only engaged deeply with course material but also contributed
openly licensed content that could be reused and built upon by future cohorts. Through
this collaboration, faculty enriched their own teaching strategies, and students benefited
from a cross-disciplinary approach that deepened their understanding of content and
digital literacy skills. This course became a model for future collaborations,
demonstrating the power of faculty partnerships in shaping meaningful learning
experiences.
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A, Enhance

Interdisciplinary Collaborations

Once foundational collaborative strategies are in place, educators can enhance learning
by fostering interdisciplinary collaborations. These partnerships break down silos,
exposing students to diverse ways of thinking and problem-solving approaches. By
designing courses that bridge disciplines, faculty create learning environments that
mirror real-world professional and research settings.

A compelling example of interdisciplinary collaboration comes from a community college
where faculty members from the Biology and Philosophy departments co-developed a
course titled "Bioethics and Society." This course blended scientific inquiry with ethical
reasoning, requiring students to analyze case studies on genetic engineering, climate
change, and medical research. Through collaborative teaching, faculty modeled
interdisciplinary thinking, and students gained a more nuanced understanding of both
the scientific concepts and their ethical implications. The success of this course led to
further interdisciplinary collaborations across the institution, reinforcing the value of
cross-disciplinary engagement in higher education.

®© oOptimize

Collaboration Across the Institution

To maximize the impact of collaborative efforts, institutions can scale up initiatives that
support faculty partnerships, interdisciplinary projects, and student engagement.
Likewise, organizations can optimize OER outputs by selecting collaborative platforms
that reduce access barriers, ensuring tools and technologies are user-friendly and
inclusive (Abularour et al., 2015). Institutional collaboration ensures sustainability and
encourages a culture where teamwork, knowledge-sharing, and innovation become
embedded in academic practices.

A strong example of this can be found at a large research university that launched an
institution-wide Open Education Initiative to encourage faculty collaboration and the
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adoption of OER. Led by the Center for Teaching and Learning, the initiative provided
grants for faculty teams to co-develop open courses, integrate open textbooks, and
create collaborative research projects with students. Faculty from different disciplines
joined working groups to share best practices and develop interdisciplinary OER. As a
result, the initiative increased access to high-quality learning materials, reduced
textbook costs, and fostered a culture of collaboration that extended beyond the
classroom. This institutional approach demonstrated how structured support can amplify
the impact of collaboration and drive long-term educational innovation.

By moving through these stages—from course-level design to interdisciplinary
partnerships and institution-wide collaboration—educators and institutions can harness
the full potential of collaborative learning. These strategies not only enrich educational
experiences but also contribute to the broader goals of openness, equity, and
innovation in education.
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Reflection and Action Roadmap

Collaboration is not just a strategy;, it is an evolving process that grows through
intentional practice and reflection. By considering past experiences and setting
actionable goals, educators can build stronger collaborative networks that
enhance both teaching and learning. This roadmap provides guiding questions
and practical steps to help educators at different stages of
collaboration—whether just beginning, actively participating, or advocating for
institutional support. Let’s begin by reflecting on current collaborative practices.

Reflection Questions

These reflection questions invite you to think deeply about your course design choices,
assess how well they align with open education principles, and explore meaningful ways
to enhance student engagement and inclusivity.

What collaboration opportunities exist in your courses?

Consider the ways you currently integrate collaboration into your
teaching. Do you incorporate team projects, peer discussions, or
co-created assignments? Are there opportunities to work with
colleagues in your department or across disciplines? Reflect on
where you can enhance collaboration to support student learning
and engagement. Even small adjustments, like integrating peer
review or encouraging interdisciplinary perspectives, can have a
big impact on the learning experience.

How can collaboration improve teaching outcomes?

Think about how working with others—whether colleagues,
students, or institutional partners—could enrich your teaching.
Have past collaborations helped you develop new strategies or
insights? Could partnering with a colleague lead to a fresh
approach to course design or assessment? Consider how shared
knowledge and expertise can make teaching more dynamic,
student-centered, and effective. Embracing collaboration can also
provide a support network, making teaching a more engaging
and rewarding process.
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Action Steps

Implementing change is a process, and these action steps will help you navigate
it with intention. Use the now, next, and later framework to take immediate
action, build on your progress, and sustain long-term improvements in your

course design.

Partner with one
colleague on a
collaborative
project.

Identify a fellow
educator who shares an
interest in open
education,
student-centered
learning, or innovative
teaching strategies.
Start small—this could
be a joint assignment, a
guest lecture exchange,
or a shared discussion
forum for students.
Establish clear goals
and reflect on how this
collaboration enhances
student engagement
and your own teaching
practices.

NEXT

Join a CoP to share
best practices.

Seek out or establish a
Community of Practice
within your institution
or a professional
organization focused on
open education. CoPs
provide structured
spaces to exchange
ideas, reflect on
teaching methods, and
collaborate on
curriculum design or
research projects.
Engaging in these
communities allows for
continuous learning,
broadens your
professional network,
and provides a forum
for troubleshooting
challenges
collaboratively.

LATER

Advocate for
institutional support
for collaborative
teaching.

As you gain experience
with collaborative
approaches, consider
ways to promote
broader institutional
support. Present at
faculty meetings,
propose professional
development
workshops, or
contribute to grant
applications that foster
collaboration. Highlight
the impact of
collaboration on
student outcomes and
faculty development
encourage and sustain
a culture of openness
and teamwork.
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CONCLUSION

Collaboration is not only a method of learning; it is a form of

open praxis—a continual negotiation between knowledge,

community, and context. When students co-create OERs,

they are not just demonstrating their learning; they are

contributing to a shared public good. When educators

engage in Communities of Practice or join global networks like MERLOT and
Equity Unbound, they challenge the boundaries of traditional academia and
embrace a more inclusive, dialogic approach to teaching.

The examples in this chapter—from peer-assisted learning to interdisciplinary
course design, institutional collaboration, and student-led OER
creation—demonstrate that collaboration is central to open education. It
supports equity, deepens learning, and builds sustainable communities of
knowledge. By embracing collaborative practices at every level—from course
design to institutional policy—educators can create learning environments that
are more inclusive, participatory, and transformative. These are not just
questions of pedagogy—they are questions of justice, access, and the future of
learning itself.




CHAPTER 5
Engaging Students as Partners in
Learning

How can educators engage students as co-creators in
their education?

In order to foster an open culture for enhancing inclusivity and representation, it is
crucial for students to have a voice in shaping their education, as active engagement
fosters deeper learning and a greater sense of ownership. Traditional learning models
often position students as passive recipients of knowledge, limiting their ability to
influence course design, assessment methods, and learning materials. However,
research has shown that when students are invited to collaborate in the creation of
their learning experiences, they become more motivated, invested, and empowered
(Clinton-Lisell, 2021; Wilkerson, A. et al., 2021).

Student partnerships in learning align with open pedagogy principles, emphasizing
collaboration, creativity, and shared decision-making. This approach allows students to
contribute to course design, co-create assignments, and participate in meaningful
assessments that reflect their experiences and aspirations. At HBCUs, student-centered
learning has long been a cornerstone of academic culture, reinforcing the value of
communal learning and knowledge production.



By engaging students as co-creators in open culture, educators can cultivate inclusive
and culturally responsive learning environments that support critical thinking,
innovation, and personal development. This shift in pedagogical practice not only
benefits students academically but also prepares them for active participation in
professional and civic life. When students play a role in shaping their education, they
transition from passive learners to engaged contributors, leading to deeper intellectual
and personal growth.

Building Meaningful Partnerships with
Learners

Student-faculty partnerships are a transformative approach to education, shifting
traditional power dynamics and fostering a more engaged learning environment. Rather
than viewing students as passive recipients of knowledge, these partnerships recognize
them as active participants in the learning process. When students are invited to
co-design curriculum elements, assessments, and learning materials, they gain a sense
of ownership over their education, leading to increased motivation and deeper
intellectual engagement.

At HBCUs, where culturally affirming pedagogy is a fundamental principle and crucial for
fostering cultural representation and inclusive classrooms, student-faculty collaboration
also extends beyond the classroom. These partnerships often incorporate mentorship
models in which faculty serve as both educators and advisors, guiding students through
personalized learning experiences that reflect their cultural backgrounds and
aspirations. This communal approach aligns with longstanding traditions at HBCUs that
emphasize collective learning, peer-to-peer support, and faculty-student engagement as
key drivers of student success (Fredericks et al., 2012). Additionally, such partnerships
foster skills beyond academic learning, including leadership, critical thinking, and the
ability to engage in constructive dialogue—skills that are essential for professional and
civic life.

55.4% of faculty agreed (combining "Agree" and "Somewhat agree") that they found
OER materials to be culturally relevant, indicating faculty's interest in materials that
support culturally responsive pedagogy.
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Bringing Theory to Practice

Two key frameworks underpin effective student co-creation in education: 1)
participatory learning and 2) collaborative course design. Participatory learning
encourages students to take an active role in shaping their educational experiences,
moving beyond passive consumption of knowledge to actively constructing it. This
approach not only enhances engagement but also fosters a sense of agency, as
students see their perspectives represented and valued in shaping coursework and class
discussions. At HBCUs, participatory learning can be structured around
community-based projects, social justice initiatives, and digital collaborations that
integrate Black cultural history and contemporary societal issues, ensuring students feel
connected to the material and see its relevance in their lives (Norment, 2021).

Collaborative course design builds upon participatory learning by formalizing student
involvement in curriculum development. In this approach, students and faculty
co-develop syllabi, assessments, and instructional activities, fostering a learning
environment that is inclusive and adaptable to diverse student needs. At some
institutions, faculty have worked with students to develop interdisciplinary courses that
blend traditional academic study with experiential learning, such as project-based
assignments that reflect real-world challenges. This model not only enhances student
engagement but also strengthens faculty-student relationships, making learning a
shared and iterative process (Chen et al., 2014).

By embracing these frameworks, educators—particularly at HBCUs—can create learning
environments that empower students, making them co-authors of their educational
journey. This shift from passive to active learning not only leads to better academic
outcomes but also equips students with the confidence and skills to navigate complex
professional and societal landscapes. Finally, these are helpful strategies to foster
cultural representation, inclusivity, and student engagement—key characteristics of an
open culture.

A Staged Approach to Sustaining
Innovation

Following a three-stage pathway—Design, Enhance, and Optimize, this chapter
provides a scaffolded approach to implementing open education strategies,
beginning with foundational design, followed by iterative improvements, and
culminating in sustainable, long-term practices.
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One effective strategy for involving students in choosing course materials is
collaborative syllabus design, where faculty and students work together to select
readings, media, and other resources that align with course objectives while reflecting
students’ interests and lived experiences. At the beginning of the semester, instructors
can present a curated list of potential course materials, including traditional textbooks,
Open Educational Resources (OER), journal articles, podcasts, and videos. Students
then engage in discussions or surveys to provide input on which materials resonate
most with them, fostering a sense of ownership over the learning process.

At Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), this approach is particularly
impactful, as it allows students to incorporate culturally relevant texts that reflect Black
history, identity, and contemporary social issues. For example, an African American
literature course could include student-selected readings from both canonical and
contemporary Black authors. Faculty can further facilitate this process by creating
assignment options where students research and justify new course materials based on
relevance, accessibility, and scholarly rigor.

By engaging students in this decision-making process, educators create a more
inclusive, dynamic learning environment where all students and cultures can be
represented, increasing motivation, critical thinking, and investment in the course. This
strategy ensures that the curriculum remains responsive to student needs and evolving
societal conversations.

A, Enhance

One strategy for partnering with students to co-create assignments and assessments is
flexible assignment design, where students actively contribute to shaping how they
demonstrate their learning. Instead of prescribing a single type of assessment,
educators can present a set of learning objectives and allow students to propose
assignment formats that align with their interests, strengths, and career goals. This
approach not only increases engagement but also fosters creativity, critical thinking, and
personal investment in the coursework.
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At HBCUs, where culturally responsive pedagogy can be a priority, this strategy enables
students to incorporate their lived experiences into their academic work. For instance, in
a history course, rather than all students writing a traditional research paper, some may
opt to create a documentary, podcast, or digital timeline showcasing historical events
from a community perspective. Multi-modal assignment opportunities allow for
differentiated learning and are inclusive of different learning styles. Similarly, in a STEM
course, students might co-design problem-based assessments that apply theoretical
concepts to real-world challenges relevant to their communities.

To implement this strategy, faculty can facilitate discussions or brainstorming sessions
where students propose assignment formats. They can also collaborate on grading
rubrics, ensuring that expectations are transparent and inclusive. This method
empowers students as co-creators of knowledge, making learning more meaningful and
applicable to their academic and professional aspirations.

®© Optimize

An institution could establish a Student Curriculum Advisory Board (SCAB) to ensure
student perspectives are meaningfully incorporated into curriculum development and
instructional practices. This board would consist of a diverse group of students from
different disciplines, class years, and backgrounds who meet regularly with faculty and
administrators to provide structured feedback on course content, assessment methods,
and overall academic experiences.

To implement this, the institution could invite applications or nominations at the
beginning of each semester, selecting students who demonstrate strong academic
engagement and an interest in shaping their learning environment. The board could
meet monthly to discuss curriculum concerns, such as the relevance of course
materials, inclusivity in assignments, and the effectiveness of teaching strategies. For
example, students might advocate for more case studies featuring underrepresented
communities in business courses or recommend alternative assessment methods, such
as project-based evaluations in STEM classes.

Faculty and administrators could then use these insights to refine courses, ensuring
they remain dynamic and responsive to student needs. By institutionalizing this advisory
board, the institution would create a formal mechanism for student participation in
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academic decision-making, fostering an open culture of collaboration and continuous
improvement in curriculum design.
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Reflection and Action Roadmap

To meaningfully engage students as co-creators, educators must move beyond
theory and into intentional practice. This section offers reflection questions and a
actionable strategies that support student partnership at every stage of course
and curriculum development.

Reflection Questions

As you reflect on the ideas in this chapter, consider the following questions to assess
your current strategies, challenge existing assumptions, and identify actionable ways to
integrate an open culture into your curriculum.
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In what ways can co-creating assignments and
assessments improve student engagement and academic
outcomes?

When students have a say in their coursework, they’re more
motivated and invested. Consider giving students options—like
choosing between a paper or a multimedia project—to show their
learning in ways that fit their strengths. Another approach is to
invite students to help shape grading criteria by co-creating
rubrics or suggesting what makes an assignment meaningful.
Even small tweaks, like letting students brainstorm real-world
applications for their projects, can make coursework feel more
relevant and exciting.

What challenges might arise in student-faculty
partnerships?

One big challenge to consider is balance. Students need to feel
like their voices truly matter, and staff need guidance on how to
facilitate these collaborations without just assigning extra work.
Consider setting clear expectations upfront, defining roles, and
keeping communication open to avoid confusion. It's also
important to provide students with training and mentorship so
they feel confident contributing.



Action Steps

Applying open education principles requires both short- and long-term planning.
The following now, next, and later steps offer a practical roadmap to help you
implement key strategies, refine your approach, and ensure lasting impact.

Engage students in
selecting course
materials.

Faculty can engage
students in selecting
course materials by
starting with a class
survey or discussion to
gauge preferences.
Offering diverse
readings, OER, and
multimedia options
allows students to vote
or suggest alternatives.
Integrating this process
early ensures materials
reflect their interests
while maintaining
academic rigor.
Encouraging students
to research and
propose resources
fosters active
participation and
deeper investment in
learning.

NEXT

Pilot a co-creation
project in one
course.

Institutions can test
student-faculty
collaboration by piloting
a co-creation project in
one course. Students
help design an
assignment, from
assessment criteria to
project formats,
through brainstorming
and faculty-guided
refinement. Faculty
document the process,
gather feedback, and
evaluate engagement.
Successful practices can
then be refined and
shared to expand
co-creation across
courses.

LATER

Build systems to
support student
partnerships.

To sustain student
partnerships,
institutions can create
formal structures like
Student Curriculum
Advisory Boards and
embed student
feedback into
curriculum revisions.
Faculty workshops and
incentive
programs—such as
credit or leadership
recognition—support
ongoing collaboration.
Tracking outcomes over
time helps guide
policies that make
co-creation a lasting
part of academic
decision-making.
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CONCLUSION

Engaging students as co-creators in their education is a

transformative practice that fosters inclusive, culturally

responsive, and open learning environments. Historically

Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) have long served as

exemplars in this space, modeling student-centered

pedagogies rooted in cultural affirmation, communal knowledge production, and
deep faculty-student engagement. These longstanding practices offer valuable
guidance for institutions seeking to create more equitable and participatory
educational experiences.

By centering student agency and collaboration, educators can cultivate learning
environments where all students feel seen, heard, and empowered. As we adopt
these practices, we move closer to realizing an open culture in higher
education—one that values diversity, promotes equity, and prepares learners for
meaningful engagement in their academic, professional, and civic lives.




Closure

How can you intentionally foster an open culture that
empowers your community and amplifies the voices of
your learners?

Answering this final questions requires that we reflect on the practices and approaches
documented within this playbook. Consider how your current teaching, collaboration,
and resource-sharing practices align with the principles of collaboration, creativity, and
connection. Think about the spaces where openness already thrives within your
institution and where intentional effort is needed to build a more inclusive, collaborative
culture. What small changes could you make today to encourage creativity and shared
ownership in your educational community? What long-term initiatives could you
champion to build sustainable practices that benefit both your colleagues and your
students? Identify the intersections between your professional roles and your
commitment to fostering openness, and imagine the possibilities that arise when every
community member feels valued and empowered.



A Strategic Path Forward

Building an open culture at your institution is not a one-time effort—it’s a journey, an
ever-evolving practice, and a commitment to weaving openness into the very fabric of
your educational community. Think of it as tending a flourishing garden. At first, you
prepare the soil—breaking ground by fostering curiosity, planting seeds of collaboration,
creativity, and connection. You nurture those seeds with intention, giving them the time
and space to grow, even when the first sprouts seem delicate and tentative. As the
garden expands, roots intertwine, blossoms emerge, and the vibrant ecosystem
becomes self-sustaining—each element supporting and nourishing the others.

Your role as an educator, librarian, or instructional designer at an HBCU places you at
the heart of this transformative process. Start by cultivating small, meaningful
practices—host open dialogues, co-create learning materials, and experiment with open
pedagogies that place students at the center. Embrace the power of stories—stories of
success, struggle, and discovery—because sharing these narratives builds solidarity and
strengthens community bonds. In these early stages, focus on building trust,
encouraging risk-taking, and celebrating small victories.

As your confidence grows, seek opportunities to expand your impact. Collaborate with
colleagues to design larger-scale projects—perhaps an open resource repository that
highlights culturally relevant materials, or a cross-department initiative where students
become co-creators of knowledge. Empower your learners to participate actively,
inviting them to challenge conventions, remix ideas, and take ownership of their
learning journeys. By opening up educational practices, you create space for innovation,
equity, and representation to thrive.

When openness becomes a core value, it shapes not just individual projects but the
culture of your entire institution. Advocate for openness not just as an educational
practice but as a guiding principle. Engage leaders, administrators, and stakeholders in
conversations about the transformative power of open culture—show them how it
cultivates not only academic success but a sense of belonging, purpose, and shared
vision. Encourage them to make openness a strategic priority, and be the voice that
continually reminds your community of the importance of inclusion and creativity in
every learning experience.
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Finally, remember that the most enduring changes come not just from policy but from
people—those who believe that education is a shared journey, made richer by the
contributions of all. As you continue this work, be resilient and adaptable, knowing that
each effort, no matter how small, moves the vision of an open culture forward. Your
dedication to openness, like the roots of that thriving garden, will spread, creating a
legacy of inclusive and innovative education that sustains generations to come.
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Additional Resources
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Fusce quis dolor arcu. Sed est
metus, auctor ac eros ut, aliquam maximus nibh. Donec et augue egestas, cursus risus
quis, tincidunt leo. Nulla ultrices, nisi ut viverra efficitur, nibh arcu convallis lectus, sed
rutrum nibh libero quis lacus. Proin blandit accumsan tincidunt. Donec consequat cursus
diam a blandit. Nunc varius velit vitae ante accumsan vulputate. Donec id dapibus odio.
In vitae faucibus dolor, consequat suscipit neque. Aenean tempor vitae mi quis
dignissim. Duis at ipsum sem.

Nunc tristique enim sed accumsan volutpat. Pellentesque habitant morbi tristique
senectus et netus et malesuada fames ac turpis egestas. Nulla a egestas neque, a
suscipit mauris. Ut vel mattis nunc. Ut blandit aliquam sapien in hendrerit. Cras enim
nisi, egestas at tempor et, pretium a elit. Aenean a elit arcu. Donec vitae eleifend ligula,
vitae vestibulum massa. Proin porta eu massa ut tempor. Maecenas et ligula quis felis
egestas mattis. Maecenas rhoncus gravida ex eget egestas. Nunc libero quam, semper
et placerat sagittis, placerat sit amet ipsum. In pellentesque sem nulla, vel dictum risus
commodo eu. Nam vehicula quam sed rhoncus auctor. Ut dapibus ante ut mi
vestibulum, quis venenatis nisl rhoncus.
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Glossary

Accessible Learning Materials: Resources designed to be usable by all learners,
including those with disabilities. This includes compatibility with screen readers,
alternative text for images, captioned videos, and adaptable formats.

Co-Creation: A pedagogical approach in which students and educators collaboratively
design curriculum elements, learning materials, or assessments, emphasizing shared
ownership of the learning process.

Community of Inquiry (ColI): A research-based framework that emphasizes the
integration of social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence to support
deep and meaningful learning experiences.

Connected Learning: An educational approach that links academic learning to
students’ interests, peer relationships, and real-world experiences through openly
networked and participatory practices.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy: Teaching that acknowledges, reflects, and
incorporates students’ cultural backgrounds, lived experiences, and values into learning
to foster inclusivity and engagement.

Design Thinking: A problem-solving approach centered on empathy, ideation, and
iteration. It encourages learners to creatively address real-world challenges through
user-centered solutions.

Digital Storytelling: A creative method of communication that uses multimedia
elements such as images, text, narration, and video to tell a story or convey an idea,
often used in open assignments.

Inclusive Design: The process of creating learning experiences that anticipate and
accommodate the diverse needs of all learners from the outset, rather than retrofitting
accessibility afterward.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration: A cooperative approach where educators or
students from different disciplines co-design learning experiences or projects, fostering
broader perspectives and integrated learning.

Open Culture: A mindset and practice within education that promotes transparency,
collaboration, sharing, and accessibility of knowledge and resources, aligned with equity
and participation.
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Open Educational Practices (OEP): Pedagogical practices that involve the creation,
use, and remixing of Open Educational Resources (OER) and engage learners as active
participants in the co-construction of knowledge.

Open Educational Resources (OER): Teaching, learning, and research materials that
are freely available and openly licensed to allow reuse, adaptation, and redistribution.

Open Pedagogy: An approach to teaching and learning that emphasizes openness,
student agency, and collaborative knowledge creation, often supported by the use of
OER.

Peer-Assisted Learning (PAL): A model in which students learn from and with each
other in structured ways, enhancing both content mastery and collaborative skills.

Project-Based Learning (PBL): A student-centered instructional method where
learners gain knowledge and skills by working for an extended period to investigate and
respond to complex real-world questions or challenges.

Remix: In education, remix refers to the adaptation and combination of existing open
resources or ideas to create something new that fits a particular learning context.

Student-Centered Learning: An instructional approach that focuses on the needs,
interests, backgrounds, and goals of students, often giving them choice and voice in the
learning process.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL): A framework for designing flexible learning
environments that can accommodate individual learning differences, offering multiple
means of engagement, representation, and expression.
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