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Introduction
The idea of openness in education has sparked a
growing body of discussions, research, and
policies. Rooted in critical pedagogy, the topic
revolves around promises and challenges related to
access, equity, social justice, and removing
barriers, to name a few (Zawacki-Richter, O. et al.,
2020). The commitment of professional educators
and activists to these goals reflects a
transformative movement against restrictive (nay,
closed) educational paradigms. Nevertheless, as
we keep promoting all these efforts, a necessary
self-reflective question arises: is open education
perpetuating colonial frameworks, or is it a
decolonial movement that genuinely empowers all
learning community members? Rather than
providing a definite answer, this column is a
critical invitation to bridge the open education
movement with decolonial theory and practice.

What is Decoloniality About?
Emerging from a long-standing legacy of critical
thinkers in the Global South and the borders of the
Global North, decoloniality is a crucial term
increasingly used by movements, independent
intellectuals, artists, and activists that I will
pedagogically summarize in three theses based on

Maldonado-Torres’ (2016) extensive explanation.
First, the term involves a critique and a change of
power asymmetries deeply embedded in
post-colonial, independent societies. For instance,
think of the systemic racism present in the United
States or the structural economic dependency of
developing countries on industrialized nations.
Second, by unveiling this matrix of power and
inequities, decolonial thinkers try to dismantle
pervasive prejudices and discriminatory and
exploitative practices. Expressions like “implicit
bias” or the “glass ceiling” are examples of
attitudes and unspoken policies that must be
challenged. Third, all of the above pave the way
for building a collective platform where people
and groups systematically marginalized can change
that by sharing and learning from each others’ life
experiences, cultures, and knowledge. We can
think of this as an open, intercultural, pedagogical
life project. This image resonates with the
principles of open pedagogy which emphasizes
sharing, creating, and modifying educational
resources freely.
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Colonial Biases
A decolonial framework, however, helps us to
understand that, despite noble democratic
intentions of making education accessible to
anyone, and regardless of geographical and
financial constraints, open education can
inadvertently reflect colonial biases. Efforts,
platforms, and proposals to implement Massive
Open Online Courses (MOOC) and digital open
educational resources (OER) assume a level of
technological infrastructure and literacy that is not
universally available. By overlooking this type of
gap in the context of asymmetric, interstate,
international relations, techno-centered open
education initiatives could exclude those from less
developed regions, often reinforcing the
educational hegemony of more technologically
advanced countries.

In addition to this exclusionary inclusive problem,
there is the not-so-new issue of misrepresentation
in the content of educational resources, open or
not. Think of a Latinx student taking an
Introduction to Sociology class in a South
American country and learning through an open
textbook about a discipline focused on studying
societies and social group interactions—but from
Eurocentric or Anglo-centric theories. This
dissonance between the lived society and
experience and how it is analyzed—by observing
other, somehow distant, social realities—gets to
the core of the question of open access: to what
relevant knowledge? As of now, even as
educational materials become more accessible, the
viewpoints they present are often limited in their
perspectives. Failing to notice this issue threatens
the promise of diversity, equity, and inclusion
within the open education movement by
marginalizing non-Western knowledge systems
and histories.

This problem is not inherent to the open education
movement per se but to a global education crisis
reflected in a lack of organizational diversity

(student population, faculty body, staff,
administrators, the content of educational
resources, institutional assessment policies, and so
on). For example, Hispanic Serving Institutions
(HIS) in the United States are undervalued due to
“white normative standards,” indicators of
progress and prestige that are grounded in
whiteness (Garcia, 2019). Sustainability teaching,
perhaps one of the biggest challenges of our time,
is trapped in socially and ecologically unjust
economistic conceptions because the hidden
curriculum has been widely overlooked (Barthes,
2023; Seda, 2013). Putting the Latinx sociology
student example in a broader context, higher
education institutions in regions like Europe or
Latin America are “Westernized,” meaning the
way topics are being taught does not reflect the
constitutive cultural diversity and various ways
that people know, understand, and interpret the
world (also known as epistemic diversity) in such
geographic areas (Grosfoguel et al., 2016).
Therefore, a decolonial understanding of open
education should challenge these imbalances and
seek to reframe knowledge production and
dissemination while continuing to remove access
barriers to instructional materials.

Some Evidence
After clarifying that we cannot blame the open
education movement for a much bigger crisis
despite its inadvertent colonial biases, I would like
to comment on some cases directly related to the
movement’s work in various forms.

Farrow et al. (2023) retrospectively examine three
cases of educational technology projects in
Sub-Saharan Africa, Myanmar, and Kenya that
implemented Supported Open Learning (SOL)
models. These models emphasize learner
autonomy while also acknowledging the crucial
role of support systems in enhancing educational
outcomes. By integrating open education with
structured guidance—such as help desks,
assignment feedback, and tutoring—these projects
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aimed to provide a more effective and supportive
learning environment. While none of the initiatives
were conceived to promote decolonization, the
authors provide some guidance on how open
education strategies can be linked to decolonial
efforts by critically assessing them. First, we
should avoid paternalistic attitudes and practices in
this type of international project. Who leads the
project and why? What is the basis for specific role
distribution? Is communication between partners
transparent enough? As the authors noted, open
practices can support horizontal relations, but
openness cannot be used to impose or enforce any
political or organizational agenda. Second, more
translation efforts are required. All three cases
were implemented in English, the dominant
language in international collaboration. That can
affect engagement, especially in non-native
English speakers' settings, and creates an
uncomfortable situation when listening to the
“colonial” language talking about
“decolonization.” Third, the authors acknowledged
that in their experiences, none of the OER were
decolonized; that is, reviewed for suitability. This
goes right to the rhetorical question formulated in
the previous section: open access to what
knowledge? Finally, long-term funding scenarios
are also needed if we truly want to commit to
diversity, equity, and inclusion by decolonizing
dominant practices, histories, languages, cultures,
and knowledge.

That precise concern is addressed by Adam (2019),
who analyses dominant MOOC platforms and the
problem of digital neocolonialism. By that, the
author refers to the use of information technologies
by dominant groups as a way of exercising control
and influence over marginalized groups and
nations. By paying attention to the digital divide as
a reflection of historical inequalities, the author
identified three ways colonial education makes its
way in Sub-Saharan Africa. First, with a small
group of highly-ranked African universities
hosting courses in popular Eurocentric or
Anglo-centric MOOC platforms. Second,

partnerships between institutions in Europe and the
United States and African institutions to co-create
a course with power imbalances and an asserted
division of responsibilities where the latter is the
assistant while the former is the instructor. Third,
courses about Africa are designed by Western
universities without partnership with African
institutions, an unfortunately common way of
producing and disseminating knowledge about the
so-called Third World without acknowledging the
theoretical contribution of its inhabitants.

In this context, which is notably worse when
thinking of areas of knowledge like the humanities
being threatened due to a perceived lack of utility
by academic administrators, Scott and Coetser
(2021) see open education and distance learning as
a liberatory opportunity to cope with the assaults to
basic, cross-functional critical thinking skills and
abilities. Although the authors focused on the
Sub-Saharan African reality, they framed this issue
within a daunting trend: the institutional decline of
support for the humanities in the Global North
through financial cuts, department closures, or the
removal of topics from the curricula. We can all
think of the ban on sociology in Florida as a
striking, unfortunate case.

Continuing with the promises of open education,
the movement has been pivotal in developing Zero
Textbook Cost (ZTC) initiatives through OER in
the United States. Smith et al. (2020) found that at
Houston Community College, the ZTC program
had a statistically significant positive effect on pass
rates for all students. This relates to high levels of
satisfaction and positive perceptions reported by
students in other work (Albert et al., 2021;
Pfannestiel et al., 2020). Despite high levels of
satisfaction and positive perceptions, the
completion rates change, with Asian students
performing better than others. The authors
explained that such change cannot be understood
with the access hypothesis, or whether students
gain access or not to open textbooks. Further
research is needed in that regard, but we can
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hypothesize that part of the difference in
completion rates could be attributed to a diverse
mix of asymmetric socio-economic factors,
familial dynamics, and structural inequalities.

Current research shows that educators and
institutions must be conscious of whose voices are
amplified, whose are still missing, and why. This
awareness should translate into an active effort not
to replicate past and current exclusions, a task
beyond focusing on access.

Conclusion
Due to the complexity of the topic and the
exploratory character of this reflective piece, the
answer to whether open education is a colonial or
decolonial movement cannot be addressed in a
dichotomic way. It is clear that open education
stands at a crossroads. If it does not critically
reflect on its trajectories, achievements, and
challenges, colonial legacies will persist despite
the progressive veneer of the movement. If it
engages in a decisive decolonial turn, open
education can be vital in redefining knowledge
production and dissemination towards social and
cognitive justice—the right of diverse knowledge
systems to coexist and be recognized.

This is not merely an academic debate but a call to
action for all stakeholders in the educational
system across all levels and scales to engage
deeply with the principles of equally distributing
resources and diversifying sources. It involves
actively seeking out and incorporating Indigenous
knowledge, Global South theories, and
non-Western studies of knowledge
(epistemologies) into curricula. This means
creating platforms where educational materials
from diverse cultures are created, shared, and
valued equally. It also involves rethinking the
languages in which resources are offered,
supporting multilingualism beyond the major
global languages to embrace linguistic diversity
truly while increasing engagement and

representation. For instance, collaboration with
educators and scholars from underrepresented
groups in the creation and peer review of OER can
help ensure that multiple perspectives are not only
included but are integral to the learning process.

To sum up, decoloniality requires reshaping the
asymmetric structures that design and produce
educational content and policies. Perhaps this
seems like asking too much of a movement with a
“specific” scope. However, the very reason the
open movement awakened so many hopes decades
ago is precisely the basis for keeping the dreams
alive and building a society where education is a
dialogic process and a fundamental human right,
where everybody can feel represented and
respected as both learners and producers of
knowledge.
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