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Abstract
In this paper I argue that open educational resources (OER), such as open textbooks, are 
an appropriate and worthwhile response to consider as colleges and universities shift to 
digital modes of teaching and learning. However, without scrutiny, such efforts may reflect 
or reinforce structural inequities. Thus, OER can be a mixed blessing, expanding inclusion 
and equity in some areas, but furthering inequities in others.
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As part of the “shifting to digital” special issue, this paper is in response to Hilton (2016). 
I argue that open educational resources (OER), such as open textbooks, can expand 
equity and inclusion, but without scrutiny, they may reflect or reinforce, and thus expand, 
structural inequities.

OER are defined as “teaching, learning, and research resources that reside in the public 
domain or have been released under an intellectual property license that permits their free 
use and repurposing” (Hewlett 2017).  Hilton (2016) synthesized the existing literature 
to examine outcomes associated with instances in which OER replaced commercial 
textbooks. He reported two major findings. First, students generally performed better when 
using OER compared to commercial textbooks. The use of OER was not associated with 
decreases in learning. Second, OER were generally perceived by faculty and students to 
be as good as, if not better than, traditional textbooks. While this research faces some 
limitations acknowledged by the author much research since then continues to affirm the 
author’s original findings (e.g., Clinton and Khan 2019; Hilton 2020).
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What is the value of OER for inclusion and equity?

The pandemic caused by COVID-19 has forced educational institutions to shift to digital 
modes of teaching and learning. This new environment includes a mode of education that 
is unfamiliar to many; it also encompasses threats and uncertainties surrounding public 
health, intensifying socioeconomic and racial strife, and an escalating economic crisis.

While the high cost of commercial textbooks was burdensome for higher education 
students prior to the pandemic (Jenkins et  al. 2020), the impacts of such costs in the 
challenging environment that students face today are magnified. A survey that gathered 
data in April–May 2020 in the United States for instance, found that nearly 60% of around 
38,000 student respondents faced food insecurity, housing insecurity, and homelessness 
(Goldrick-Rab et al. 2020). The high costs of commercial textbooks encompass significant 
educational burdens as well. When students do not have access to texts from the first day 
of the course—due to delaying/avoiding purchasing textbooks or seeking older editions of 
books—outcomes may suffer (e.g., Ozdemir and Hendricks 2017).

Significantly, these issues have disproportionate impacts on certain student populations, 
which is one of the reasons that Lambert (2018) encourages researchers and practitioners 
to view open education, OER, and openness as social justice issues. Low-income students, 
students of color, and historically underserved students in general may feel the hardships of 
high textbook prices more than others (e.g., Jenkins et al. 2020). When Goldrick-Rab et al., 
(2020) find a gap of 19% in basic needs insecurity between students identifying as White 
or Caucasian and students identifying as Black or African American, and Frenette et  al. 
(2020) show that over the next 5 years they expect the pandemic to lead to greater potential 
financial losses for women than men post-secondary graduates in Canada, it becomes clear 
that the impacts of high textbook prices will continue having greater impacts on some 
students more than others.

What may be some practical solutions?

Hilton’s (2016) research supports the widespread use of OER in higher education. In the 
immediate and post-pandemic era higher education, individual faculty members should 
consider transitioning from commercial to open textbooks. Instructional designers could 
support faculty in implementing OER and open practices (c.f. Morgan 2019). Libraries and 
Centers of Teaching and Learning could offer professional development in this area and 
advocate for such practices as the adoption of open textbooks and open homework systems 
(c.f. Okamoto 2013). Such efforts should go beyond individual action: Departments, 
colleges, and institutions, could devise policies to support, incentivise, and reward adoption 
of OER and open practices (e.g., Mays 2017).

Limitations, constraints, and future suggestions

While openness often assumes equity and justice, higher education faces numerous 
systemic injustices that cannot be solely addressed by OER adoption (Bayne et al. 2015; 
Edwards 2015; Veletsianos and Kimmons 2012). If we are not mindful, the creation and 
use of OER could not only reflect inequities but reinforce them as well. Hilton’s (2016) 
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synthesis focuses on efficacy and perceptions, overlooking issues of equity beyond 
economic maldistribution (c.f. Cox et al. 2020). A critical and equity-seeking adoption and 
examination of OER materials is necessary in order for practitioners and researchers to 
further dismantle some of the structural inequities that OER may reproduce. For instance:

• By asking Who creates OER? we may be able to examine the systemic structures that 
(dis)empower certain individuals from creating  openly licensed materials. Will we 
discover, for example, that OER are predominantly authored by men reflecting the 
disparate publishing rates that we observe within educational technology journals (e.g., 
Scharber et al. 2019)? What steps should we take, if, for instance, we discover that a 
disproportionate amount of OER are produced by tenured white professors and we lack 
OER authored by scholars of colour?

• By asking Who is and who is not represented in OER and Are individuals’ 
representations in OER appropriate and empowering? we may begin to examine 
whether OER offer broad, diverse, and accurate representations. One has to pause and 
question the value of OER that are  associated with higher outcomes if, for instance, 
they marginalize or ignore people who identify as LGBTQ2+ (see Subramony 2018).

• By asking Who is cited in OER, and which forms  of knowledge are  reproduced in 
OER? we may begin engaging with the politics of citation (Mott and Cockayne 2017). 
Who is cited and included, and who is not cited and excluded? For instance, what will 
we find if we examine whether OER cite women of color and whether they cite them 
in comparative rates and meaningful ways to others? What if we find, say, that OER 
disproportionately cite Anglo- or US-centric perspectives?

These are important questions to ask. Significantly, questions of social justice, equity, 
and inclusion should be asked not just of OER, but of commercial textbooks as well 
(e.g., Wood et al. 2020). You and I should also ask these questions of our own research, 
teaching, and institutions. We should ask whether our curricular include broad and diverse 
voices, and whether those voices are integrated in meaningful and substantive ways in our 
research. Our efforts for more equitable and inclusive futures need to address not just other 
people’s OER, but also our own contexts.
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