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Abstract: Open Educational Practices (OEP) have emerged as transformative strategies in higher education, extending beyond the
affordability of open educational resources to embrace participatory, collaborative, and socially just approaches to teaching and
learning. By promoting access, flexibility, and inclusivity, OEP align with broader efforts to address inequities that persist in higher
education institutions worldwide. However, scholarship on OEP remains fragmented, with limited systematic synthesis of how these
practices concretely advance equity and social justice across diverse contexts. This study conducted a systematic review guided by
the methodological framework of Strech and Sofaer (2011), which emphasizes transparency, rigor, and replicability in synthesizing
empirical evidence. A comprehensive search of ERIC, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar was undertaken using keywords
such as “Open Educational Practices,” “social justice in higher education,” and “inclusive pedagogy through open education.”
The review included peer-reviewed articles, dissertations, and policy reports published in English between 2013 and 2025. A total
of 25 studies met the inclusion criteria and were analyzed using a narrative synthesis approach to identify thematic patterns. Three
major themes emerged from the synthesis: (1) expanding access and democratizing knowledge through OEP, (2) fostering
transformative pedagogies and inclusive learning environments, and (3) addressing institutional challenges, policy frameworks, and
sustainability. The findings highlight both the opportunities and limitations of OEP in advancing social justice. While OEP can
reduce barriers and empower learners, their impact depends on institutional readiness, equitable digital infrastructures, and
supportive policy contexts. This review concludes that embedding OEP within broader systemic reforms is essential to ensure their
sustainable contribution to equity and inclusion in higher education.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Higher education continues to confront persistent
challenges of inequality, exclusion, and unequal access to
knowledge. Despite growing enrollment worldwide, many
students remain marginalized by systemic barriers such as
financial constraints, language dominance, digital divides, and
the privileging of certain knowledge systems (Thiem &
Dasgupta, 2022). These inequities underscore the urgency of
identifying pedagogical and institutional strategies that extend
beyond access to encompass participation, representation, and
empowerment (Burke, 2017). In this context, open education
has emerged as both a movement and a practice that seeks to
democratize learning, reduce barriers, and foster equity (Kalir,
2018). Among its key dimensions are Open Educational
Practices (OEP), which extend the promise of open
educational resources (OER) toward more participatory,
collaborative, and socially just approaches to teaching and
learning (Bali et al., 2020).

Although OEP have been widely celebrated for their
potential to transform higher education, the existing body of

research remains fragmented and uneven in its treatment of
equity and social justice (Croft & Brown, 2020). Much of the
scholarship on open education has focused on the technical and
economic aspects of open resources—such as affordability and
licensing—while relatively fewer studies have critically
examined the social, cultural, and political implications of
openness (Hodgkinson-Williams & Trotter, 2018). Similarly,
while higher education institutions increasingly reference
equity and inclusion in their strategic visions, there is limited
synthesis of how OEP are concretely advancing these goals
across diverse global and local contexts (Katz & Van Allen,
2022). Without a comprehensive review, the discourse risks
overstating the promise of openness without adequately
addressing its limitations, contradictions, and structural
challenges.

This study addresses this gap by systematically reviewing
the literature on OEP in higher education through the lens of
equity, inclusion, and social justice. Guided by the
methodological framework of Strech and Sofaer (2011), the
review synthesizes empirical evidence, conceptual models,
and policy perspectives to identify recurring patterns,
practices, and tensions. By examining how OEP are designed,
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implemented, and institutionalized, this study aims to
illuminate both the opportunities and the barriers that shape
their contribution to social justice in higher education.
Ultimately, the findings contribute to a more nuanced
understanding of openness as not only a matter of access but
also a framework for empowerment, participation, and
transformation in the pursuit of inclusive education.

2. METHOD

This systematic review adopted the methodological
framework developed by Strech and Sofaer (2011), which
emphasizes transparency, rigor, and replicability in
synthesizing empirical evidence. The primary aim of this
study was to examine the role of Open Educational Practices
(OEP) in advancing equity and inclusion in higher education,
with particular attention to how they contribute to broader
social justice agendas. By focusing on OEP as both
pedagogical strategies and institutional practices, this review
sought to identify recurring themes, conceptual frameworks,
and practice-based insights that illuminate their potential and
limitations in addressing inequality and exclusion in higher
education contexts.

A comprehensive literature search was conducted across
major academic databases, including ERIC, Scopus, Web of
Science, and Google Scholar. The search strategy employed
Boolean operators and key terms such as “Open Educational
Practices in Higher Education,” “OEP and Social Justice in
Universities,” “Equity and Inclusion through Open
Education,” “Open Pedagogy in Tertiary Education,” “Open
Educational Resources and Higher Education Access,” and
“Inclusive Practices in Open Learning.” The search was
limited to peer-reviewed journal articles, dissertations, policy
reports, and action research published in English between
January 2013 and June 2025, ensuring the relevance and
currency of findings. Both international and Philippine-based
studies were included to provide a comparative and
contextualized perspective on OEP and social justice.

To ensure methodological rigor, clear inclusion and
exclusion criteria were applied. Studies were included if they:
(@) explicitly examined OEP in higher education; (b)
addressed themes of equity, inclusion, or social justice; (c)
reported empirical findings, conceptual models, or policy
implications; (d) were peer-reviewed or published in
scholarly and institutional outlets; and (e) were available in
full-text English. Excluded from the review were studies that:
(a) focused solely on basic education or corporate training; (b)
lacked connection to OEP or social justice; (c) were opinion
pieces, editorials, or non-peer-reviewed content; and (d) were
duplicates or inaccessible.

The initial search generated approximately 1,250
articles. These were subjected to a multi-phase screening
process. First, titles and abstracts were reviewed to determine
relevance to OEP and social justice in higher education.
Second, duplicates were removed using citation management

tools. Third, a full-text screening of the remaining articles was
conducted to ensure alignment with the research objectives.
Following this process, a final selection of twenty five (25)
studies was included in the review. These studies represented
a range of methodological designs, including qualitative case
studies, survey-based research, mixed-methods studies, and
institutional policy reports from both global and Philippine
contexts.

Key data were extracted using a structured protocol.
Information gathered included author(s), year of publication,
geographic and institutional context, type of OEP examined
(e.g., open pedagogy, open educational resources,
collaborative practices), reported outcomes related to equity
and inclusion, institutional or policy supports, and noted
challenges or limitations. The extracted data were analyzed
thematically using a narrative synthesis approach consistent
with Strech and Sofaer’s framework. This process involved
iterative reading, comparison, coding, and categorization to
identify thematic patterns across the literature.

From this synthesis, three major themes emerged: (1)
Expanding Access and Democratizing Knowledge through
OEP; (2) Transformative Pedagogies and Inclusive Learning
Environments; and (3) Institutional Challenges, Policy
Support, and Sustainable Practices. Collectively, these themes
offer a holistic understanding of how OEP can serve as
strategic tools for promoting social justice in higher
education, while also highlighting the structural and cultural
barriers that must be addressed for their equitable and
sustainable implementation.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Theme 1: Expanding Access and Democratizing Knowledge
through OEP

Open Educational Practices (OEP) are widely recognized
as tools for dismantling traditional barriers to knowledge by
making educational resources freely accessible (Mishra,
2017). In higher education, where costs of textbooks and
proprietary learning materials often exclude marginalized
learners, OEP provide alternative pathways for participation
(Adhya et al., 2024). The democratization of knowledge not
only reduces financial barriers but also challenges the
dominance of elite institutions in controlling access to
academic content (Rowell & Feldman, 2019). By promoting
open licensing, resource sharing, and collaborative production
of knowledge, OEP contribute to an educational ecosystem
that values inclusivity and equal opportunity (Croft & Brown,
2020).

Beyond affordability, OEP support broader access by
providing flexible learning modalities (Naidu, 2018). Open
resources can be adapted to local languages, cultural contexts,
and disciplinary needs, allowing underrepresented groups to
engage with content that resonates with their lived realities
(Bradshaw & McDonald, 2023). This localization helps ensure
that learners who have historically been excluded from higher
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education are not only granted entry but are also offered
culturally responsive materials (Quinlan et al., 2024). In this
way, OEP advance the principles of equity by addressing the
systemic inequities embedded in traditional knowledge
dissemination.

However, access does not automatically guarantee equity.
Scholars note that while OEP may remove some financial
barriers, structural challenges such as digital divides and
limited institutional support continue to impede full
democratization. Students in rural or low-resource contexts
may still lack the devices, internet connectivity, or digital skills
required to benefit from open materials (Chiappe & Ramirez-
Montoya, 2024). Thus, the pursuit of social justice through
OEP must go beyond mere provision of access and include
systemic efforts to ensure digital equity, capacity-building, and
sustainable institutional policies.

Theme 2: Transformative Pedagogies and Inclusive Learning
Environments

A central aspect of OEP is their potential to transform
pedagogy in higher education. Unlike traditional approaches
that treat students as passive recipients of knowledge, OEP
encourage active participation, collaboration, and co-creation
of learning materials (Paskevicius & Irvine, 2019). This
participatory ethos aligns with social justice perspectives by
validating students’ voices and positioning them as partners in
knowledge production. Through activities such as open
textbook creation, collaborative wikis, and open peer review,
students become active contributors to their learning
communities, fostering empowerment and deeper engagement
(Aktas, 2021).

Such  participatory  pedagogies  create  inclusive
environments where diverse identities, perspectives, and
experiences are represented. By integrating learner
contributions into curricula, OEP disrupt hierarchies between
teacher and student and support the recognition of
marginalized knowledge systems (Lapidot-Lefler, 2025). This
inclusivity resonates with Paulo Freire’s concept of education
as a practice of freedom, where dialogue, critical reflection,
and co-creation are central. The shift from consumption to
participation makes education more equitable by valuing
multiple forms of knowledge, including those historically
excluded from academic discourse (Misoczky, 2023).

Nevertheless, the transformative potential of OEP is
contingent on institutional culture and faculty readiness. Not
all instructors are equipped or willing to redesign their
pedagogy to embrace openness and co-creation (Stagg et al.,
2023). Resistance to participatory practices, concerns about
academic quality, and lack of recognition for innovative
teaching can limit the integration of OEP into higher
education. Addressing these barriers requires professional
development, institutional incentives, and supportive policies
that encourage faculty to embrace inclusive pedagogies
grounded in openness (Kammer et al., 2024).

Theme 3: Institutional Challenges, Policy Support, and
Sustainable Practices

While OEP are often celebrated for their emancipatory
potential, their long-term success in promoting equity and
inclusion depends on supportive institutional and policy
frameworks. Higher education institutions play a critical role
in embedding OEP into curricula, research practices, and
administrative structures (Campbell et al., 2023). Without
systematic policy support, OEP initiatives risk being limited to
isolated pilot projects or the efforts of individual champions.
Institutionalization ensures that OEP are not just experimental
innovations but integral to a broader strategy for social justice
in higher education (Lee, 2020).

Policy support is essential in addressing challenges of
recognition,  sustainability, and quality  assurance.
Governments and accrediting bodies can incentivize the
adoption of OEP through funding programs, curriculum
reforms, and inclusion in faculty evaluation systems (Tlili et
al., 2019). Equally important is the establishment of ethical
guidelines on licensing, authorship, and attribution, ensuring
that open practices do not unintentionally exploit contributors.
By aligning OEP with broader goals of equity, inclusion, and
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), policy
frameworks can provide coherence and legitimacy to open
practices.

Despite these opportunities, significant challenges remain.
Resource  disparities  between institutions, lack of
infrastructure, and limited faculty awareness can hinder
widespread adoption (Huang et al., 2020). Moreover, the
discourse of openness may sometimes mask persistent
inequities, as access to open resources does not necessarily
address deeper systemic injustices such as language
dominance, cultural erasure, or epistemic exclusion (Koseoglu
& Bozkurt, 2018). To fully realize the social justice potential
of OEP, higher education must pursue policies that not only
promote openness but also critically engage with power
dynamics and inequities within academic systems.

4., CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings of this review affirm that Open Educational
Practices (OEP) hold significant promise in advancing equity
and inclusion in higher education. By expanding access to
knowledge through open licensing, affordable resources, and
flexible modalities, OEP address longstanding barriers faced
by marginalized learners. Moreover, their participatory and co-
creative pedagogies empower students to move from passive
recipients to active contributors of knowledge, aligning with
social justice ideals of representation, dialogue, and
empowerment. However, the literature also reveals that access
alone does not equate to equity, as systemic inequalities such
as the digital divide, language dominance, and epistemic
exclusion continue to shape learners’ experiences in higher
education.
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At the same time, the transformative potential of OEP is
mediated by institutional readiness, faculty engagement, and
policy support. Without structural investment, recognition, and
capacity-building, OEP risk remaining limited to isolated
innovations rather than becoming mainstream strategies for
inclusive education. Faculty resistance, lack of awareness, and
concerns about academic quality highlight the need for
professional development and institutional incentives that
encourage the adoption of open pedagogies. Likewise,
institutional policies must ensure ethical use of open resources,
protect contributors, and recognize the labor involved in
developing and sustaining open practices.

In light of these findings, higher education leaders and
policymakers are encouraged to adopt a holistic approach to
OEP that integrates access, pedagogy, and institutional reform.
Investments in digital infrastructure, faculty training, and
equitable policy frameworks are critical to ensuring that
openness translates into real inclusion and social justice.
Future research should explore longitudinal impacts of OEP
on student success and examine how open practices can
challenge deeper structural inequities in higher education. By
embedding openness into both culture and policy, institutions
can move beyond the rhetoric of access to create genuinely
inclusive and socially just learning environments.
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