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Toward a Working Definition of Open Pedagogy 
Alan Nicholas Witt, SUNY Geneseo 

 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

This paper analyzes recent literature on or using the term “open pedagogy” in order to distill a 
working definition. The term is currently contested, and is discarded completely by some 
influencers due to a lack of definition and thus usefulness as a rigorous academic term. This 
study analyzes how researchers currently use the term in the literature, searching for 
commonalities, with the goal of proposing a synthesis that encompasses the majority of the field 
and can provide potential common ground for further research on the subject.  
 
The result was a pool of 98 peer-reviewed articles and book chapters, which were then scanned 
and classified to develop a taxonomy. The taxonomy was used to construct a working definition 
of open pedagogy as any pedagogy informed by the practitioners’ conscious identification with 
the open movement, open access, and open educational resources (OER). In effect, open 
pedagogy describes the interaction between the open movement and pedagogy, whereas open 
educational practices (OEP) and OER-enabled pedagogy describe the actual practices arising 
from that pedagogical approach.  
 



Keywords: definition of open pedagogy, open educational practices (OEP), Open Educational 
Resources (OEP), open pedagogy, open movement 
 
Open pedagogy is an inspirational concept that has led many librarians and teachers to adopt new 
approaches to education. As a facet of the growing open movement, it has taken on a life of its 
own in the literature, sparking an ongoing debate as to how open educational resources (OER) 
and the concept of open impacts or should impact pedagogy and how teachers can relate to 
students. This in turn led to attempts to codify the concept, which ran into a common roadblock 
to many academic adventures into classification: disagreement on the specifics. As the 
conversation continued in the literature, author after author added their own spin to the concept, 
to the point where several researchers have thrown up their hands and abandoned it entirely to 
the miasma of uncertainty and slippery meaning, moving on to other terms such as OER-Enabled 
Pedagogy (Wiley & Hilton, 2018). Others have embraced the nebulousness, defining open 
pedagogy as a “site of praxis” (DeRosa & Jhangiani, 2017) to be explored and arguing that the 
concept naturally resists an exact definition. Some also posit that what is termed open pedagogy 
is actually “rediscovering the specificity of their disciplinary pedagogy through a new lens” 
(Beetham et al., 2012, para. 3), in effect arguing that the term is a re-conception of preexisting 
educational theories and is thus partially redundant. 
 
Despite these obstacles, the fact that the concept is inspirational and still can lead to a 
transformation of practice means that it cannot be abandoned just yet. This analysis examined the 
use of the term in the current literature to search for potential commonalities and to develop a 
working definition of open pedagogy that could encapsulate the current field while providing 
utility and rigor for researchers. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
The idea of an open pedagogy is not a new one, as noted by DeRosa and Jhangiani (2017, p. 8), 
who rounded up scholarship from several authors who traced the term back to as early as 1979. 
The current usage of the term, however, has a much more recent lineage, popularized by David 
Wiley (2013) in a blog post in which he issued a call for open pedagogy. He defined the concept 
as “that set of teaching and learning practices only possible in the context of the free access and 
4R permissions characteristic of open educational resources” (Wiley, 2013, final paragraph). The 
4Rs turned into the 5Rs as the conversation changed over time, but that initial definition 
continues to be cited in articles published up to 2019. His conception of the term emerged 
somewhat in parallel with the idea of open educational practices (OEP), coming out of the work 
of Conole (2010), who defines them as “a set of activities and support around the creation, use 
and repurposing of Open Educational Resources (OERs)” (para. 6). The two terms have 
continued to be used, sometimes interchangeably, throughout the literature up to the present day. 
Wiley’s work continues to be influential, and is cited either directly or as an inspiration used by 
authors to refine their own definition. 



 
Hegarty (2015), who built on both Wiley (2013) and Conole (2013), constructed one such 
redefinition. He posited eight attributes associated with open pedagogy: participatory 
technologies; people, openness, and trust; innovation and creativity; sharing ideas and resources, 
connected community; learner-generated; reflective practice; and peer review (p. 5). He also 
noted that it was difficult to disassociate individual elements from each other, and thus an open 
pedagogy would likely have most, if not all, as an integral part of its practice (p. 10). Hegarty’s 
work showed up repeatedly in the articles that followed, likely because it melded both of the 
existing concepts into a coherent whole and gave specific definitions of associated practices. 
Another influential approach to the topic has emerged from the work of DeRosa and Jhangiani 
(2017), both of whom are highly prolific scholars and collaborators in this field. They 
conceptualize open pedagogy as a “site of praxis, a place where theories about learning, 
teaching, technology, and social justice enter into a conversation with each other… This site is 
dynamic, contested, constantly under revision, and resists static definitional claims” (p. 7). They 
engage with the concept of OEP as elements that accompany or emerge out of the adoption of 
open pedagogy. They also specifically tie the concept to other pedagogical schools, specifically 
“constructivist pedagogy, connected learning, and critical digital pedagogy” (p. 10). Given the 
intentional amorphousness of their conceptualization, their work has been popular among 
scholars who recognize the contested nature of the term and want to be precise in their 
imprecision.  
 
More recently, Wiley and Hilton (2018) chimed in again to argue that open pedagogy had grown 
increasingly amorphous to the point of losing its utility, proposing a shift in terminology instead 
to OER-enabled pedagogy, which allowed for more specificity. This has presented some 
confusion given that the acronym is identical to OEP, and all three terms have been used 
interchangeably in the current literature. Wiley and Hilton’s (2018) shift in terminology did not 
change the essence of the definition, but instead strove for clarity of usage as Wiley’s (2013) 
original conception was predicated on the use of 4R permissions that were enabled by OER. 
 
The term “open pedagogy” has been stubbornly resilient, and deserves continued examination as 
a result. This analysis, in the process of codifying a taxonomy of the term’s usage, focused on 
looking for common threads and a potential path out of the interchangeable terminology toward 
more clarity of usage. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The first step was to conduct a search of the literature. Because the goal of this analysis was 
specifically to explore scholars’ use of the term “open pedagogy,” the search process used that 
exact phrase in quotes in both Google Scholar and an institutional discovery tool that included 



access to Education Source, ERIC, and LISTA (along with another 400 databases). The articles 
and book chapters were then scanned using the following criteria: 

● Recent: Articles within the last five years (defined as January 2014 to the present). The 
goal of this paper was to look at the current conversation, and a five-year window 
captured a good cross-section of that conversation, while still being achievable within the 
allotted period. 

● Peer-reviewed/scholarly: This was achieved by using the available filters in the discovery 
layer and reading the author requirements and “about us” sections on the journals in 
Google Scholar. Over the course of the analysis, it became apparent that much of the 
conversation was taking place outside of the bounds of scholarly publishing, but the focus 
of this analysis was on the scholarly publications. The scope of the paper was shifted 
accordingly to look specifically at how the conversation within the context of scholarly 
publishing used the term. 

● Academic journals: Again, as part of the (relatively arbitrary) selection for peer-reviewed 
journals, this weeded out conference presentations, dissertations and theses, and other 
articles that had not gone through either the editing process for scholarly publication or 
the formal peer-reviewed process. 

 
This weeding process yielded 37 results in the discovery layer and approximately 560 results in 
Google Scholar (due to the limited filtering options). These were read to discern whether they 
actually used the term, to weed out the articles that were duplicates, did not meet the scope 
criteria above, or that only used the term in a citation. This filtering process led to a list of n = 98 
articles and book chapters after excluding those that were not obtainable within a reasonable 
period. 
 
Once the resources were obtained, the online, searchable pdfs were scanned using Ctrl. F for the 
term “open ped” to find the full usage of the term, and read through in the case of those that were 
not machine searchable. Physical books were searched using the index, starting with the term 
“open pedagogy” and, where that was not available, searching for open or pedagogy instead. 
Once the term was found, the article was read for context. As the scanning continued, a lexicon 
was developed through an iterative process: each read-through of the assembled articles led to 
new terms and concepts and old concepts were collapsed into categories as it became clear they 
were synonymous or intrinsically connected. After several read-throughs, the categories were 
codified with formal definitions and a final read-through was conducted to make sure every entry 
fit the revision. In cases where the author of a piece explicitly used another author’s definition, 
the cited author’s coding was added to any other meanings the author of the piece imputed onto 
the term.  
 
Once the spreadsheet was completed, the values were compared to look for high percentages of 
co-incidence, as measured by dividing the total number of times two classifications showed up in 



the same article by the total number of articles that fit a particular classification. For example, 
Reflection/Vulnerability occurred six times in conjunction with Explicit, yielding two fractions: 
6/41 and 6/10, denoting respectively how often the combination occurred in the pool of Explicit 
articles and how often it occurred in the pool of Reflection/Vulnerability articles. The level of 
significance was set at 70% or higher, chosen after the chart was completed because 10-15% of 
the articles used the term open more colloquially and a 70% threshold thus represented a solid 
increase above 65%. This is, of course, somewhat arbitrary, but it does establish a decently firm 
ground for discussion. Individual co-incidence of terms at or above 70% was analyzed to discern 
potential reasons for the high rating, and then the entire dataset was analyzed to look for 
potential commonalities that could be used to establish a definition. 

The taxonomy (the full version of which is available in Appendix A) was divided into several 
meta-categories, each of which serves a different purpose for analysis.  

● Type of definition: Implicit vs. Explicit definitions divided the articles by whether the 
author intended to actively define the concept or used the concept without defining it. 
Implicit definitions are more amorphous and context-driven. Primary and Secondary 
referred to whether the author put forward their own definition or used the definition 
from another source. This was useful in determining whether to copy the categorization 
from one entry to another in the data chart: specifically, any entry that used a single 
author’s definition (e.g. Explicit & Secondary). 

● Concept of open: The four categories here looked at different ways in which they 
discussed the idea of open. Spectrum views the concept of openness as a sliding scale, 
where you can become more or less open depending on how you approach an endeavor. 
Collection views open as a checklist, where you would check off elements in order to 
define an endeavor as open. The two of these were mutually exclusive. Adjective 
described articles that used the word open more as an adjective to describe pedagogy and 
other pursuits rather than looking at “open pedagogy” as a discrete concept. Finally, 
Context of the Open Movement describes articles that talked about open pedagogy in the 
same context as open access, OER, or the open education movement. All of these 
concepts are useful in determining how each author viewed the concept of open on a 
more philosophical level. 

● Relation to OEP or OER-enabled pedagogy: These two looked at how the term was 
used in relation to the concepts of OEP or OER-enabled pedagogy, whether open 
pedagogy was viewed as a subcategory or whether the term was synonymous with either 
concept. This is important in measuring the overall trend of the field toward using the 
terms OER-enabled pedagogy and OEP. 

● Student focus: These categories looked at how open pedagogy was defined in relation to 
student autonomy, student- or learner-centered pedagogy, or connectivism and networked 
learning. This is important in situating open pedagogy within the scope of educational 
theory. 



● Practices: These categories looked at elements such as the 5R permissions, co-creation 
of content, reflexive practices, and use of open access materials or courses. This is 
important for looking at the ways in which specific practices were mapped onto the 
concept of open pedagogy. 

DISCUSSION 
After reading and classifying the articles, the following tables were developed: 
 
Table 1: Taxonomy Count 

 
 
 
 
  



Table 2: Raw Data of Co-Incidence 

 
 
Table 3: % of Co-Incidence 

 
 
Analysis was iterative with the development of the charts and taxonomy until the terms were 
fully codified. At that junction, the focus moved toward looking at co-incidence of terms and 
how they interacted. 

Co-incidence of terms 

The comparison of categories within the data to look for co-incidence of terms yielded 31 
combinations that hit the 70% or higher mark for significance. Out of that pool, 13 involved the 
Context of the Open Movement, which was unsurprising given the general subject matter under 
discussion and the fact that many of the categories, by definition, were part of the open 
movement. Therefore, those 13 combinations did not yield any major insights. Another 12 were 



in the type of article category. A likely reason for this lies in the fact that a pre-created definition 
is extremely useful to any researcher looking to have a rigorous foundation for their arguments, 
or for researchers looking for potential tools for instruction. For instance, Secondary articles 
were at a 70% co-incidence rate with 5R Permissions, likely because the category comes from a 
single specific source (Wiley, 2013). Similarly, Secondary sources appeared in consort with both 
of the OEP related categories in high rates, likely because the terms had active authorial 
definitions from Conole (2010) and Wiley and Hilton (2018). 

Other combinations were more axiomatic. For instance, Implicit definitions had a high degree of 
co-incidence with Adjective and Subset of OEP. The former makes sense as using open as a 
descriptor makes it far less likely that you would actively define open pedagogy as a concept, a 
conclusion borne out by the 9.8% co-incidence rate of Explicit definitions to Adjective. Implicit 
also naturally leads to Subset of OEP, because many of those articles listed open pedagogy as 
part of a list of practices within OEP. Similarly, Explicit co-occurred with Collection and with 
the 5R permissions categorization of open pedagogy because both categories involve an explicit 
list of attributes or conditions necessary to qualify for the definition. Finally, Adjective combined 
with Spectrum, because one of the criteria for both was looking for phrases such as “more or less 
open”. 

The more interesting co-incident terms were those five within the category of practices. Creation 
of Content was combined with Attributes, 5R Permissions, and Open Access, all of which makes 
sense given that Creation of Content is either listed as a trait or heavily implied in several 
conceptions of open pedagogy (Hegarty, 2015; Wiley, 2013). Of all the practices, Creation of 
Content was present in the most articles, with 46.9% including it in their conception of open 
pedagogy. Surprisingly, 5R Permissions had a very low correlation with Open Access, though 
this is likely because open access is implicit in the concept of 5R permissions and thus did not 
need an active mention. This is borne out by the fact that Open Access as compared to 5R 
permissions hit 65%; many of the articles discussing open access and open pedagogy also 
explained or referenced the 5R permissions. The last combination was 5R permissions and 
Synonymous with OEP, likely because the use of 5R permissions is implicit in Wiley and 
Hilton’s (2018) construction of OER-enabled pedagogy and because OEP are defined by their 
use of OER, which is intimately tied with the 5Rs. 

Analysis of the data set as a whole 

Despite some relatively high levels of co-incidence between terms, it is striking that the highest 
level of practice failed to break the 50% mark of the articles when defining open pedagogy. The 
only concept that managed that was Context of the Open Movement, which came in at 78.6% of 
all the articles. This indicates that the terminology is ill defined at best, as there is a morass of 
conflicting definitions at play. Several of the articles in this study also noted that the concept of 
open pedagogy had become contested, vague, or otherwise hard to utilize for research (DeRosa 



& Jhangiani, 2017; Reed, 2018; Weller, 2014; Wiley & Hilton, 2018). Apart from a 
preponderance of Creation of Content, there are limited pools of similarity around those who 
used secondary definitions of the terms, and even those authors often added on additional 
categories to their definitions. Additionally, individual authors shifted their definitions over time, 
rarely maintaining complete consistency with how they used the term, although many 
acknowledged that fact in their works (Jhangiani, 2016; Wiley & Hilton, 2018). DeRosa and 
Jhangiani (2017) in particular view the concept of open pedagogy as more of an amorphous site 
of praxis, one that resists active definition, a conception fully corroborated by the data pool. 

This creates several problems for creating any kind of working definition of the term. There are 
several major competing schematics (Hegarty, 2015; Wiley, 2013) and many papers that select 
elements from each of them when crafting their own definitions (DeRosa & Jhangiani, 2017; 
Karunanayaka & Naidu, 2017a). Conceptions such as that of Derosa and Jhangiani (2017), while 
accurate in describing the nebulousness of the concept, do not lend themselves to reproducibility 
of results or rigorous examination of outcomes arising from the use of open pedagogy because 
by definition they cannot be fully defined. To encapsulate the concept, one would need to step 
backward or outward to create an inclusive concept that fits most of the data. The only common 
thread weaving through the vast majority of these articles is the Context of the Open Movement, 
with 77 of the 98 articles directly making that connection. These examine the concept as situated 
within the open movement or stemming from issues addressed by the open movement such as 
access, creation of content, and 5R issues. This presents a potential path forward that 
encapsulates many of the offered definitions and distinguishes the concept from both OER-
enabled pedagogy and OEP: if the former two concepts look specifically at practices and their 
outcomes, then open pedagogy addresses the reasons for adoption or theoretical background of 
those practices. In other words, if OER-enabled pedagogy and OEP address the how, open 
pedagogy addresses the why. 

CONCLUSIONS AND A WORKING DEFINITION OF OPEN PEDAGOGY 
Given the overall chaos in the use of the term open pedagogy within the scholarly literature, 
Wiley and Hilton’s (2018) approach of abandoning the term entirely and switching over to OER-
enabled pedagogy appears to be a workable course. This does carry the risk of a similar 
muddling happening to that concept, but practices have the virtue of being more readily 
definable than pedagogy. Yet the term open pedagogy still occurs with a decent frequency in 
recent literature, despite the prevalence of OEP and OER-enabled pedagogy. This suggests that it 
has staying power, either as an inspirational concept or as a convincing definition in the 
preceding literature. Because the term has continued popularity, sometimes in conjunction with 
the concepts of OEP and OER-enabled pedagogy, it seems worthwhile to attempt rehabilitation. 
Drawing from the discussion above, this paper proposes a working definition of open pedagogy 
as follows: open pedagogy is any pedagogy informed by the practitioners’ conscious 
identification with the open movement, open access, and OER. In effect, open pedagogy 



describes the interaction between the open movement and pedagogy, where OEP and OER-
enabled pedagogy describe the actual practices arising from that pedagogical approach. 

 
This defines the scope of research into open pedagogy to the micro level when talking about 
effects on practitioners’ pedagogy, and to the macro level when talking about student outcomes. 
It mirrors the definitions of several authors that note the path from open pedagogy to OER-
enabled pedagogy or OEP, as well as those who view the terms as similar or synonymous. It also 
allows for some intriguing explorations into the adoption of educational practices that fit pre-
existing educational schools of theory such as Connectivism and Student-Centered Learning. 
Again, this puts the unit of research at the level of the individual educator, the department, or an 
entire school. Adopting this conception of open pedagogy has the potential to lead to more 
rigorous research than the current usage allows, as the mélange of definitions currently in use 
makes generalizability impossible. This new definition also allows the establishment of a clear 
line between open pedagogy and OER-enabled pedagogy/OEP: the latter two are concerned with 
the outcomes of students, while the former is concerned with the activities and behaviors of 
teachers and collectives of the same. 
 
FURTHER RESEARCH 
 
This working definition of open pedagogy as any pedagogy informed by a conscious adherence 
to the open movement has several potential uses. At the macro level, it has utility in studies 
analyzing changes to the pedagogical practices of teachers in reaction to their institutions 
adopting statements of support for the open movement or open access. In particular, it would be 
interesting to uncover whether the adoption of such policies leads to educators themselves using 
more strategies associated with connectivism and student-centered learning. This working 
definition can also be used to study causal linkages between the ideology of open and student 
outcomes by tracing the adoption of existing educational practices back to their source in an 
ideological shift. This avoids the trap that Beetham et al. (2012) alluded to of creating entirely 
new educational theories when existing ones may have greater explanatory power. 
 
OEP have great potential to transform the way librarians, professors, and other educators connect 
with and empower students. If allegiance to the concept of open inspires that shift, then that 
connection is worthy of study, and the conception of open pedagogy outlined here provides a 
coherent basis for that enterprise. 
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix A: Taxonomy 

● Implicit denotes articles where the concept of open pedagogy is assumed to be 
understood by the reader and thus no attempts are made to define it. Implicit definitions 
include listing open pedagogy alongside open access and OER, or as a subset of OEP or 
OER-enabled pedagogy without a specific definition. 

● Explicit denotes articles where the authors actively put forward a definition of the term, 
either by saying “Open pedagogy is defined as…” or using variations such as “Open 
pedagogy, where the learning is…” It includes articles where the authors explicitly 
refused to pin the concept down but still actively discussed the definition. 

● Primary denotes articles where the authors put forward their own definition or spin on a 
pre-existing definition. It also includes articles where the definition was implicit but the 
author did not specifically cite another author’s construction of the term. 

● Secondary denotes articles where the authors implicitly or explicitly used another 
author’s definition of the term. 

● Spectrum denotes articles that view openness as a sliding scale. 
● Collection denotes articles that specify a list of criteria, practices, or attributes, some or 

all of which must be met in order to be open. 
● Context of the Open Movement denotes articles that discuss open pedagogy in the 

context of OER, open access, and the Open Movement. This includes articles that 
contrast open pedagogy with the use of open access materials, but still discuss them in the 
same breath as part of a larger movement. 

● Adjective denotes articles that use open as a descriptive add-on to the term pedagogy 
rather than as a formal category. This can include talking about “opening up the 
pedagogy,” “more open,” “open to,” and other descriptions, and typically implies that the 
author does not view “open pedagogy” as a discrete concept. 

● Subset of OEP denotes articles that describe open pedagogy as a practice within the 
umbrella of OEP (which refers in this case to both OEP and OER-enabled pedagogy). 

● Synonymous with OEP denotes articles that explicitly or implicitly state the equivalence 
of open pedagogy with either OEP or OER-enabled pedagogy. 

● Autonomy/Agency denotes articles that define an element of open pedagogy to include 
students acting without active guidance from teachers, use the terms agency or autonomy 
in their definition, or talk about the students planning their own curriculum. 

● Student-Centered Pedagogy denotes articles that define an element of open pedagogy to 
include adherence to the educational approach of student-centered pedagogy, learner-
centered pedagogy, or student-centered learning using those exact terms. 

● Connectivism denotes articles that define an element of open pedagogy to include either 
adherence to the educational approach of connectivism or the general idea of networked 



instruction where students teach each other while not necessarily excluding professors 
from the equation. 

● Creation of Content denotes articles that define an element of open pedagogy to include 
the creation of content intended for publication or for the open commons. 

● Open Access denotes articles that define an element of open pedagogy to include the use 
of OER or OAR, or that define open as openness to access to the instruction itself. 
Essentially, where open pedagogy revolves around access. 

● 5R Permissions denotes articles that define open pedagogy using Wiley’s (2013) 
construction that open pedagogy is that which is only possible when the 4R permissions 
are fully enabled. 5Rs is used because the field of discussion (including Wiley himself in 
later works) added an R. 

● Reflection/Vulnerability denotes articles that define an element of open pedagogy to 
include self-reflection on the part of the students and/or instructors or instructors opening 
up to their students and showing vulnerability. In other words, psychological openness. 
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