
	 108

CREATING AN OER EBOOK ON TEACHING EARLY LITERACY:  
A DESIGN CASE
Nandita Gurjar, Rhode Island College

In this design case, I discuss the design and development 
of an open educational resource textbook on teaching 
methods of early literacy, primarily geared toward preservice 
teachers in Iowa. This design case intends to provide an 
interdisciplinary example of an accessible, multimodal, 
interactive, contextually relevant, and culturally inclusive 
open-access eBook on early literacy for effective teacher 
preparation. 

Nandita Gurjar is an Assistant Professor of Elementary Education 
at Rhode Island College. Her research interests are culturally 
inclusive instructional design, online learning, networked learning, 
and ethical implications of emerging technologies on teaching and 
learning.

THE CONTEXT
As the science of reading gains traction to enhance the 
reading proficiency in K-5 schools, educators have become 
aware of their specific contextual needs to address the gap 
in reading achievement through effective literacy preservice 
teacher preparation. According to the Nation’s Report Card 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2022), reading pro-
ficiency scores have declined from previous years. Children’s 
lack of reading proficiency by the 4th grade impacts their ac-
ademic achievement in content areas. Preparing preservice 
teachers equipped with the knowledge, skills, and disposi-
tions to be innovative, creative, collaborative future educa-
tors is crucial for children’s literacy development. One of the 
ways we can address literacy preservice teacher preparation 
is through the creation of high-quality, comprehensive, and 
contextualized open-source materials that are accessible, 
engaging, inclusive, and easy to use for anytime, anyplace 
microlearning at their own pace. This work advances the field 
by illustrating designing an early literacy eBook within the 
paradigms of authenticity, care, and cultural inclusivity from 
an interdisciplinary teacher education perspective. It also 
demonstrates the impact of positionality and value-based 
system in the design of a learning experience.

The affordances of information technology enable cross-pol-
lination of innovative ideas and pedagogical practices 
across the globe. Open-sourced materials facilitate the 
democratization of knowledge where learners can access 
training materials globally and adapt them to their local 
context. My co-authors and I were interested in creating 
an OER eBook to address effective teacher preparation by 
leveraging information technologies to connect people, 
ideas, and places through open education. Training teacher 
candidates with open educational resources can cultivate a 
disposition of sharing and openness. In addition, it provides 
opportunities for gaining valuable digital literacy skills such 
as creating, composing, and evaluating information in digital 
spaces when instructors design relevant learning experienc-
es to leverage open education. Creating an open-sourced 
eBook allowed us to accomplish our goals of democratizing 
knowledge while developing necessary skills, dispositions, 
and literacies associated with the use of OERS. We aimed to 
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empower the digital learning (Ma, 2021) of our learners by 
creating this open textbook.

Regarding the content, the need for this open-sourced 
eBook came about because of a lack of a comprehensive 
text on early literacy that addressed the local and contextual 
needs while also addressing the larger goal of developing 
the essential skills in digital, critical, cultural, and home 
literacies. Also, the textbooks that we had been using in our 
respective universities did not address the needs of a begin-
ner’s literacy course in providing a strong, broad foundation. 
They lacked interdisciplinary connections, digital literacy, 
and critical literacy topics. Discussion of home literacies of 
culturally diverse families was also lacking in our current 
texts. Further, elements of diversity and inclusion were 
missing from the textbooks in terms of discussion of dyslexia, 
trauma-informed instruction, dual language learners, and 
selection of multicultural literature within a responsive 
classroom. By creating this open-sourced eBook, we also 
addressed Iowa’s specific need to incorporate science of 
reading and discussion of dyslexia in early literacy methods’ 
courses while providing a broad overview and multiple 
perspectives on literacy as a meaning-making experience. 

In addition, we wanted to create a learner experience (LX) 
that differed from the experience of owning a static textbook 
with interactivity, multimodality, ease of navigation, and 
inclusivity to empathize and care for our learners. We hoped 
these elements would address diverse learner needs in 
accessing and comprehending information in chunks and in 
multiple formats. 

We were driven by the need to have a digital, open access 
resource that can be revised and kept updated with the 
changing times, not only by the authors but also by others 
who wish to remix or revise, thereby leveraging the collec-
tive pool of distributed expertise and innovative ideas. My 
co-authors and I wanted to move away from using scripted 
curricula to open-sourced eBook that instructors could use 
to design creative and engaging learning experiences and 
innovative assignments best suited to their local contexts. 
We hoped that the use of this open access eBook format 
would foster OER-enabled pedagogy (Wiley & Hilton, 2018), 
where other educators could contribute supplementary 
materials and renewable assignments to share widely. We 
were motivated that our inter-university collaboration would 
positively impact preservice teachers by providing access 
to free materials. It would also support “pedagogic variety” 
(Weller, 2020, p.80) by leveraging our distributed expertise 
situated in our unique backgrounds and lived experiences. 

The development of our eBook was timely as university 
students were increasingly susceptible to disengagement, 
lack of motivation, and financial crises during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. They needed something to sustain 
their interest and attention while easing their financial 

burden. Shortly after COVID-19, there was a greater need to 
mitigate financial barriers in accessing course materials on 
time. We hoped that the free nature of the text would be 
able to alleviate students’ financial distress, especially after a 
major global pandemic. Additionally, the accessible nature 
of the digital text would also provide an at-your-fingertips, 
anywhere, anytime learning resource for a diverse group of 
learners with varying needs and abilities. Further, it would 
cultivate the disposition to leverage in-the-moment any-
time, bite-sized learning for learners who may be juggling 
multiple responsibilities. Since this free resource could also 
be accessed on mobile devices, it presented a convenient 
reference source where personalized learning could occur 
without having to spend money on buying books or return-
ing books to the library. It presented a convenient way to 
access course texts when social contact was limited during 
the pandemic. An interactive, multimodal resource would 
also support student comprehension by breaking up the 
text into small segments with strategic interactive quizzes, 
reflection questions, and multimedia, thereby addressing 
diverse cognitive, socio-emotional, and personal contextual 
needs.

Our decision to create a textbook over other online formats, 
such as ancillary materials, Google website, or class blog, 
was driven by the following reasons: First, we wanted to 
house our comprehensive content of the course on a single 
platform (Pressbooks) with multimodal affordances and H5P 
interactivity to reduce the cognitive load. Trust et al. (2023) 
note that familiarity with the textbook format lends itself to 
better acceptance by the students due to ease of navigation, 
thereby reducing students’ cognitive load. Second, my 
co-authors and I wanted to create an eBook that can be kept 
updated to include recent developments in literacy to adapt, 
revise, or remix based on contextualized needs. Third, eBook 
allows for enhanced engagement through H5P interactive 
content and multimodality. Finally, eBook format reinforces 
inclusivity through accessible content. Therefore, when an 
opportunity presented itself through a grant, we took on 
the challenge of creating an open-access book on early 
literacy. Next, we present the positionality of the authors as it 
determines the value-based decision-making.

OUR POSITIONALITY 
The positionality of the eBook authors is important to con-
sider as it influences the values embedded in the design. The 
second author and I were first women of Southeast Asian 
descent from South Korean and Indian heritage, respectively. 
We came to the United States as immigrants, international 
students to pursue our graduate degrees. Being immigrants, 
creating a sense of belonging, care, and cultural inclusivity 
was important for us. The third author of the eBook was 
Caucasian from the Midwest who worked extensively in 
community outreach and family engagement to promote 
reading to diverse populations and had deep contextual 
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knowledge of Iowa. Hence, our eBook was informed by 
diverse perspectives and life experiences. However, our 
values of care and inclusivity were in alignment in terms of 
the Learner eXperience (LX) we wanted to create by design-
ing this eBook.

OUR VALUE DRIVEN DESIGN
Abramenka-Lachheb et al. (2025) posited that “designers’ 
philosophies, values, and design judgement play a significant 
role in design practice, and they are the driving force behind 
the enactment of frameworks and philosophical stances” (p. 
2). They recommend that when designers become critically 
aware of their values, they can evoke and manifest successful 
design judgments. Value sensitive design (Friedman et al., 
2013) systematically incorporates human values throughout 
the design process, prioritizing ethically significant values, 
such as human welfare, ownership, freedom from bias, 
universal usability, trust, autonomy, identity, and so on. 

We incorporated the values of care and social justice in 
our human-centered design process. Our values of care 
and social justice are manifested in our design decisions in 
ensuring the ease of navigation, reduced cognitive load, 
multimodality and interactivity, accessibility, and cultural 
inclusivity, where everyone feels a sense of belonging, care, 
and empathy toward one another. We also worked toward 
ensuring a balanced perspective that is free from bias by 
presenting both the science of reading and the whole 
language approach to literacy that is rich with meaningful, 
diverse literature. We wanted our learners to have autonomy 
of anywhere-anytime access and ownership of educational 
content without financial barriers. Autonomy, access, and 
ownership play a role in promoting human welfare by 
mitigating barriers to equitable quality education. We do 
recognize that digital inequity and technological barriers in 
terms of access to devices and Broadband 
connection would impact equitable educa-
tional access. However, we hoped to mitigate 
barriers that were within our control. Our val-
ues became the driving force behind creating 
this open-access eBook on early literacy.

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE DESIGN
As teacher educators, we grew professionally 
by being engaged in the experience of the 
design. We became resourceful and flexible as 
we problem-solved unanticipated issues and 
situations beyond our control. We developed 
pedagogic variety through discussions and 
sharing of lived experiences. We shared our 
pedagogical practices, approaches, and meth-
ods that worked in our classroom contexts, 
teaching early literacy. Each co-author tapped 
into their strengths and areas of passion as we 

designed this open-access book. We all believed passionate-
ly in cultivating a joy of reading in children and applied an 
interdisciplinary approach to literacy. Our work was informed 
by our individual strengths, such as cultural inclusivity and 
technology integration in literacy for me, multicultural 
children’s literature and music in literacy instruction for the 
second co-author, and guardians as partners in literacy and 
school-community partnership for the third co-author.

Through this experience of design, we learned valuable skills 
in coordination, collaboration, cognitive flexibility, and critical 
and creative thinking. We approached setbacks as a neces-
sary path to success. We learned to have patience and grace 
with ourselves and others. We learned to play with technical 
issues and provided support to one another as a team. Lastly, 
we tapped into our creativity and imagination to design an 
eBook that we hope preservice teachers will find relevant 
and easy to use.

DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
We were intentional in choosing relevant design principles 
as we created this open-source digital resource on early 
literacy. We considered the following design principles in our 
writing.

Design Principle 1: Writing for the Web 

We aimed to create a learner experience with the ease of 
navigation and a focused reading experience in chunks that 
the reader can revisit to continue reading anytime, any-
where. Therefore, we structured our content with headings 
and subheadings to guide the reader; we used bullet points 
and white spaces to relieve eye strain to make the content 
easy to read. We chose bold or italics where needed to 
emphasize key ideas or points, and a variety of styles in text 
boxes to present concepts, learning objectives, and key 

 
Figure 1: An example of writing for the web with headings, bullet points, and a text box 

 

Figure 2 and 3 (diagrams) on MS PowerPoint (attached) 

FIGURE 1. An example of writing for the web with headings, bullet points, and 
a text box.
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takeaways. We used simple, clear, and concise language to 
remove any readability barriers. We either avoided using the 
acronyms or explained the acronyms that may pose barriers 
in understanding for a culturally diverse audience. We hy-
perlinked outside resources for learners to explore concepts 
further at their own time.

We utilized Trust’s (2019) “made to stick” guiding principles in 
our work. Trust noted these guiding principles as SUCCESS in 

writing for the web: Simple, unexpected (sur-
prise), concrete (relevant), credible (current, 
accurate, and reliable information), emotion, 
and story. We applied simple, concrete, 
credible, and story. As this book was geared 
toward students early in their program, we 
kept the content and the language simple 
and easy to comprehend. We connected the 
content to readers’ lives to make it relevant 
and concrete. We made personal connec-
tions in the form of a story to engage the 
reader’s emotions and used storytelling to 
connect with the audience throughout the 
book. Figure 1 showcases simple language, 
concrete (relevant) content, and credible 
information (current, accurate, and reliable) in 
digestible chunks with text boxes, headings, 
and bullet points. 

Design Principle 2: Mayer’s Multimedia 
Principles

We used text with images (Mayer, 2005) to 
illustrate key points such as the example in 
Figure 2. 

We created simple diagrams to focus on 
pertinent information, such as how mean-
ing-making occurs during reading.

We drew attention to important information 
by emphasizing key information with bold 
text and call outs (text boxes). To make the 
content relatable, we tailored our language 
toward future teacher candidates and guard-
ians reading this book and often used 2nd 
person pronouns to directly communicate 
with our audience. 

We kept related elements together, such 
as the learning activity and the directions. 
We broke down complex information into 
coherent, manageable, bite-sized chunks 
with headings, subheadings, numbered lists, 
bullet points, and text boxes. We activated 
prior knowledge and reviewed key concepts 
before diving deep into the main content. 

We included a variety of modalities, such as text, graphics, 
and videos, to present information. We either created dia-
grams or selected relevant, meaningful Creative Commons 
images and videos that aligned with our learning objectives 
(Mayer, 2005). We embedded YouTube videos and made 
them accessible by transcribing them with a transcript 
download.

/c/ /a/ /t/ CAT

FIGURE 2. An example of multimedia principle: Using text with images to 
illustrate a concept. 

Reader Text

Sociocultural context
Personal context
Age/life situation

Meaning 
Making 

FIGURE 3. An example of coherence principle to demonstrate how meaning-
making occurs using a simple diagram.

 
Figure 4. An example showing signaling principle by emphasizing key information in bold text and 
personalization principle to talk directly with the audience 

 

 

FIGURE 4. An example showing signaling principle by emphasizing key 
information in bold text and personalization principle to talk directly with the 
audience.
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Design Principle 3: Cognitive Load 
Theory

We composed this OER eBook to build on 
learners’ prior knowledge while considering 
the linguistic difficulty, relevance of imag-
es, and selection of media for our target 
audience. 

We aimed to reduce the extraneous cognitive 
load (Clark & Kimmons, 2023) by only includ-
ing what was pertinent for beginning pre-
service teachers. We focused on enhancing 
Germane cognitive load processing (Sweller, 
1988) or the mental effort needed to transfer 
short-term information into long-term 
memory through consistency, multimodality, 
and interactivity. 

We kept a consistent organization with the 
introduction of key terms, learning objectives, 
key takeaways, reflective prompts, and 
interactive elements across the chapters. We 
explained key terms early on and kept the 
language difficulty low using simple sen-
tences and a conversational style of writing 
targeted at our audience.

We explained concepts using visuals and 
summarized points in text boxes. We revisited 
concepts that were introduced in earlier 
chapters to refresh our learners’ memory and 
gave our learners repeated exposure to the 
concepts to build on their prior knowledge. 
We broke up the text to lessen the cognitive 
load with bullet points and short, concise 
sentences, and interactive elements such 
as drag and drop, and self-check learning 
activities and quizzes.

Design Principle 4: Heutagogy or Self-
Determined Learning

We designed this book to facilitate self-deter-
mined learning for our preservice teachers. 
Our goal was to empower our adult learners 
with learner agency to access bite-sized 
information at their convenience, anytime 
and anyplace without any spatial or temporal 
constraints. We wanted to provide options 
for our learners to be able to leverage mobile 
learning to pursue their self-determined 
learning goals through heutagogy, which 
is a learner-centered approach (Hase & 
Kenyon, 2001; Moore, 2020). By presenting 
digital information nonlinearly through 
hyperlinks and interactive knowledge 

 
Figure 5: An application of Mayer’s pre-training principle to review important concepts  FIGURE 5. An application of Mayer’s pre-training principle to review important 
concepts. 

 
Figure 6: Interactive elements to enhance Germane cognitive load processing 

FIGURE 6. Interactive elements to enhance Germane cognitive load processing.
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checks, we empowered our learners to take ownership of 
their learning toward their personalized goals. Heutagogy 
implies the “self-directed knowledge journey” (Moore, 2020, 
p. 382) where learners learn and apply their knowledge. 
This is particularly relevant in teacher preparation as teacher 
candidates learn concepts and strategies and apply it to 
their work in practicum and student teaching. It provides 
learner autonomy for teacher candidates that is useful while 
personalizing and differentiating instruction for children. 
Figure 7 shows how learners can personalize their reading 
experience without feeling the need to read sequentially in 
a linear manner. For example, teacher candidates can just 
focus on the topic of spoken word poetry and revisit readers’ 
theater later. 

We made several key design decisions guided by the princi-
ples mentioned above. We were also guided by our values 
and philosophy rooted in care and social justice to mitigate 
barriers to ensure a satisfying learner experience. We aimed 
for the ease of use, access, and accessibility, and reader 
engagement through multimodality and interactivity while 
addressing diversity and inclusion. Based on our values, we 
see diversity as a strength and empathy as a valuable tool 
in developing intercultural understanding. In our book, 
we brought in multicultural literature, and the diversity of 
authors representative of our pluralistic society. We wanted 
to honor and celebrate our diverse learners and wanted their 
intersectional identities and concerns to be reflected in our 

eBook to prepare them to be empathetic, 
caring future educators.

In the following section, we describe our 
design decisions.

Design Decision 1: Create an Open-
Access Ebook Instead of a Print Book

We decided to create an openly licensed 
textbook that students and educators can 
access under a Creative Commons license 
instead of a print-based book due to several 
reasons. We wanted to create a free resource 
to mitigate barriers in accessing higher 
education due to the cost of books. From 
our personal experience, we feel the cost of 
textbooks can be a hindrance for students. 
Textbook costs have risen tremendously over 
the past 20 years, even after controlling for in-
flation (Ritholz, 2018). Consequently, the cost 
of traditional textbooks presents a significant 
barrier in students pursuing higher education 
(Durbin, 2015). Open textbooks offer cost 
savings for students (Weller, 2014). OpenStax 
initiative has saved students about $3 million 
in textbook costs (Green, 2013). Further, if we 
were to compare the efficacy of traditional 
textbooks versus open textbooks on student 

learning outcomes, there is no difference; therefore, open 
textbooks are equally effective without the added cost 
incurred with buying the traditional textbook (Beile et al., 
2020; Hilton, 2016). 

Thoughtfully designed open access eBooks can also support 
academic progress of students with their current updated, 
culturally relevant content, and multimodal interactive 
features (Asrowi, 2019). Trust et al. (2023) have indicated 
that eBook adoption has continued to rise post-pandemic, 
and they are regarded as a valuable teaching and learning 
resource. Apart from their increased usage in K-12 (OverDrive 
Education, 2020), they continue to be adopted by university 
faculty as well (Whiteford, 2021). 

We created an open textbook as it provided us with more 
freedom of choice in selecting content and the ability to up-
date it as needed through iterations, not only by the authors, 
but also by others who choose to revise, remix, and redistrib-
ute it. Open access allows free, open knowledge exchange 
and innovation in education. OER materials democratize 
education by providing open access to learning for all. That 
was the deciding factor in designing an open-sourced book 
vs a regular eBook behind a paywall that others could not 
revise or remix through open licensing. 

We aimed for an inclusive, contextually relevant resource 
that was geared toward preservice teachers taking their 

 
Figure 7: A screenshot of Heutagogy or self-determined non-linear learning through hyperlinks and 
segmented text. 

 

 

FIGURE 7. A screenshot of Heutagogy or self-determined non-linear learning 
through hyperlinks and segmented text.
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first literacy course. Knowing the benefits of open-source 
textbooks, we aimed to create a contextually relevant open 
eBook that our preservice teachers needed in a beginning 
literacy course. We provided our teacher candidates with a 
broad overview of literacy through multiple perspectives 
and the foundational concepts pertinent to preK-3 literacy 
teaching. 

We found that no early literacy textbook was comprehensive 
enough to include the broad overview of pertinent topics 
such as technology integration in early literacy teaching, 
family literacy, cultural literacy, digital and new literacies, 
and supporting diverse learners that included children with 
adverse childhood experiences, dyslexia, and dual language 
learners. Discussion of children’s multicultural literature was 
often not included in the early literacy books. In our open 
text, we sought to connect multicultural literature with 
dialogic reading relevant in the early grades. We also felt 
that conveying the explicit connection between literacy and 
other disciplines was missing in our textbooks. Our goal was 
to present a broad foundational view of early literacy with 
interdisciplinary connections while addressing diversity and 
inclusion in our open-sourced eBook. 

We based our choice of content to align with universally 
recognized Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium 
(InTASC) standards. Through the creation of this openly 
licensed eBook, we strived to provide preservice teachers 
access to contextually relevant resources that would build 
teacher candidates’ broad foundational knowledge of early 
literacy as a meaning-making practice, as well as facilitate 
self-directed learning at their fingertips. Creating an OER 
book would also contribute toward effective teacher 
preparation as it would strengthen teacher candidates’ 
digital literacy skills and dispositions to share and learn with 
and from others for the common good, i.e., contributing to 
instructional innovation and pedagogic variety. 

Second, we wanted to democratize knowledge where any 
educator could engage in the 5Rs: Retain, reuse, remix, 
revise, and redistribute (Hilton & Wiley, 2018) our text under 
a Creative Commons license. As opposed to static text, open 
educational resources like open access eBooks can be kept 
current through ongoing updates and revisions without 
incurring any additional cost. Open educational resources 
are educational materials that reside in the public domain, 
and everyone has permission to engage in retaining, 
reusing, revising, remixing, and redistributing them (Creative 
Commons, n.d.). The repurposing of open content and their 
adaptation based on a contextualized setting makes them 
distinctly unique, and therefore they promote democratizing 
knowledge. Educators may collaborate with other educators 
to repurpose the content or co-create with students. Our 
goal was to be able to update our book as it becomes 
necessary with evolving research paradigms, participatory 
technologies, and sociocultural changes. These updates are 

instantaneous for readers and provided them with immedi-
ate access to open content. Other interested educators can 
contribute their ancillary materials to support the content of 
the book, or they may choose to engage in the 5Rs. 

We decided to publish our book under a CC by 4 Creative 
Commons license, where educators would be free to share 
and adapt the material if they give attribution and appropri-
ate credit to the original work and the authors. We chose not 
to have any restrictions by adding other licensing criteria to 
keep it simple for educators to use and adapt as they see fit. 

Design Decision 2: Design an Interactive, Multimodal 
Ebook

Our choice for creating an open eBook was driven by being 
able to make it engaging for students through accessible, 
interactive, and multimodal content. Interactivity has a 
beneficial effect on reading performance, especially with 
questions that provide feedback (Clinton-Lisell et al., 2023) 
in teacher preparation. Our quizzes included feedback in 
terms of correct responses for students to self-check and 
revisit sections of the text that needed more study. Hence, 
our interactive content provided personalized, self-directed 
learning in chunks, especially for those teacher candidates 
who may not be able to concentrate for longer periods of 
time or prefer to study in short, manageable chunks with 
knowledge checks in between through interactive quizzes 
and reflection questions. Therefore, an interactive multimod-
al OER eBook makes for a substantive and detailed teacher 
preparation through personalization and opportunities for 
self-directed learning to accommodate various needs. 

In our teacher education program, we often get non-tradi-
tional students who may be returning to school with family 
and work responsibilities. Providing them with access to mul-
timodal, interactive, engaging content that they can access 
on their mobile devices anytime, anywhere to study in short 
segments of time sets them up for success as it supports 
their self-determined and self-directed learning. Students 
with disabilities also benefit from having multiple means to 
access the information. Additionally, open access, interactive, 
multimodal text not only helps in building teacher candi-
dates’ knowledge but also builds pertinent digital literacy 
skills and dispositions to value learning from and with others, 
and to contribute to the common good through sharing of 
pedagogical practices and innovative ideas. Therefore, we 
believe leveraging open-source textbooks plays a crucial role 
in effective teacher preparation.

We used the Pressbooks authoring tool as that was support-
ed by our universities, and the lead librarians were ready 
to collaborate and offer support with the technicalities 
of the platform. They also added the capability of social 
annotation in our eBook upon our request if students were 
interested in collaborative meaning-making. In Pressbooks, 
we were able to embed hyperlinks, media, interactive H5P 
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content, and accessibility features with “alt tag” for images 
that provide a description of the image for screen readers to 
be able to read the description, close captioning for videos, 
and transcript download options for videos that were auto 
close-captioned. The transcript download had the readable 
script with punctuation and capitalization, unlike auto-gen-
erated versions. 

The interactive features with quizzes, drag and drop, etc., 
were strategically placed in the text to enhance students’ 
learning experience. Videos either had a reflective prompt 
embedded within them at strategic points, or we provided 
a follow-up reflective prompt or activity. Hyperlinks and 
interactive features created a non-linear electronic text 
that was digestible in bits and pieces instead of all at one 
time, leading to reduced cognitive load and more on-task 
engagement (Sweller,1988). We also chose to break up the 
text into readable sections with subheadings, bullet points, 
or numbering, and had a consistent organization for ease of 

use. Most chapters began with a quote, had 
a vignette and standards where warranted, 
learning objectives, key terms, learning activ-
ities, resources for teacher educators, and key 
takeaways. The information presented was 
supported by visuals, videos, and interactive 
knowledge checks. We hoped that strategic 
planning and interactivity of the electronic 
text would foster ease of use and make it 
engaging for students.

Multimodality or the combination of text, 
visuals, and audio or video (Mayer, 2005) 
affords greater access to information through 
multiple means of representation (CAST, 
2018), thereby lowering barriers by providing 
multiple access points to comprehend the 
material (Trust et al., 2023). In our open 
eBook, we incorporated supporting videos 
and visuals that enhanced understanding of 
the material. We selected most of our visuals 
either from Wikimedia or other sites offering 
free, Creative Commons images. Having the 
content in more than one modality benefits 
the reader by creating a multisensory experi-
ence. Based on CAST (2018), multiple means 
of representation provide options of percep-
tion and comprehension. We chose to have 
colored textboxes for focused attention on an 
example or important points. The following 
video (A Room of Writers, n.d.) provides an 
example of a writing lesson.

DESIGN DECISION 3: DESIGN AN EASY-
TO-USE EBOOK

Our goal was to reduce the cognitive load 
(Sweller, 1988) and make the eBook easy to 

use by applying pertinent design principles. We applied 
Torrey Trust’s writing for the Web techniques (Trust, 2019), 
Mayer’s (2005) multimedia principles, Sweller’s (1988) 
cognitive load theory principles, and Hase and Kenyon’s 
(2001) heutagogy for self-determined learning. We used 
bold text as necessary to highlight points; broke up the text 
into headings and subheadings to guide the reader; used 
white space between paragraphs; used bullet points and 
numbering to make it easy to read; and had shorter para-
graphs as compared to a traditional print-based book. We 
used relevant, supporting visuals and videos, and text boxes 
to bring attention to the content. We strategically used a 
different font for quotations from the rest of the text. 

We chose to keep a consistent organization throughout the 
book, which made it easy to use and navigate. Each chapter 
had learning objectives, keywords, learning activities, key 
takeaways, resources for teacher educators, and references. 

 
Figure 8. Screenshot of an interactive activity from the Methods of Teaching Literacy 
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Chapters also had a textbox on important terms or a 
glossary that was relevant for the chapter. We included state 
standards for chapters on phonological awareness, pho-
nics, vocabulary, fluency and comprehension, and writing 
specific to Iowa, and guided readers to refer to their state 
standards. Learning activities were strategically placed within 
the text for students to pause and reflect on their learning 
or self-evaluate their progress with interactive quizzes. A 
consistent, easy-to-navigate organizational structure was 
intentionally created for self-directed learning based on 
students’ personalized goals. Learners could explore the 
material in chunks and revisit it later to continue the learning 
experience. 

Design Decision 4: Use Instructional Design 
Framework Centering Social Justice

We decided to use Nancy Fraser’s (2005) social justice 
framework which aligned well with the values of open 
education. This framework promotes democratizing knowl-
edge for social justice and equity and empowers educators 
with agency to contribute to open education by co-creating, 

adapting, revising, remixing, and redistribut-
ing to fit their contextual needs. 

Fraser’s social justice framework (Fraser, 
2005) consists of representational justice, 
recognitive justice, and redistributive justice. 
Representational justice ensures that margin-
alized voices and perspectives are included 
in images and the text. In every chapter, we 
included diverse perspectives, including ad-
dressing the needs of dual language learners. 
We created the book centering the learner 
as a human being with their diverse cultural 
identities, life roles, and varied contextual 
needs as a global learner. We included cultur-
ally relevant texts that would act as mirrors 
to reflect our students’ lived experiences and 
build on their background knowledge, while 
other texts would act as windows or sliding 
doors (Sims Bishop, 1990) to another cultural 
context; thereby, widening students’ horizons 
and perspectives on plurality of our diverse 
society.

In the first chapter, we presented literacy 
from diverse, global perspectives, including 
UNESCO’s view of literacy as a human right, 
and brought in critical literacy and a culturally 
sustaining framework with affirming, inclusive 
learning environments that view cultural 
differences as assets in teaching and learning. 
In Chapter 9 on discussion of diverse learners, 
we made sure to have inclusive represen-
tation of disabilities, Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE), multilingual learners, 

and newly migrant students who are new to the dominant 
cultural context. Further, we discussed trauma-informed 
instruction, cultural literacy practices, translanguaging, and 
multicultural books that provoke critical thinking around 
issues of safety, belonging, race, gender, and social class. 
We also included videos and images in our book that were 
representative of our diverse society and cultural contexts. 
For example, in chapter 8 on writing, we included a picture 
prompt using a photograph taken in India. In chapter 5, the 
introductory visual shows a mixed-race family with mom and 
dad from different races.

In recognitive justice, contributions of diverse authors are 
valued and recognized. To address recognitive justice, we 
included perspectives from diverse authors and marginalized 
voices in our book. For example, we referenced Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie’s video The danger of a single story (2009), Sim 
Bishops’ (1990) mirror, windows, and sliding door metaphor, 
Hayes et al.’s (1998) asset-based approach working with 
migrant students, among other diverse authors, including 
children’s multicultural book authors, whose valuable 
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contribution we recognized for bringing diverse perspectives 
to the content of this book.

The picture prompt in Figure 12 represents the Indian cul-
tural context and activates learners’ background knowledge 
and honors diverse perspectives in writing. The picture was 
taken by the author while visiting India. 

Our text also addresses redistributive justice. Redistributive 
justice, in the context of open education, is being able to 

access the information without paywalls and 
being able to modify it to redistribute it to 
others. Under redistributive justice, equitable 
access to opportunities to thrive and realize 
one’s potential is the main goal. We hope that 
making this text freely available without any 
cost involved will be a step toward ensuring 
equitable access to education for all. 

Design Decision 5: Include Teacher 
Educator Ancillary Materials

We took on this ambitious goal of creating 
and including ancillary materials for teacher 
educators. The decision to include teacher 
educator materials materialized because of a 
desire to create a one-stop learning experi-
ence and resource center, both for preservice 
teachers and teacher educators. 

As literacy teacher educators at our respective 
universities, we all contributed materials 
we used in our classes in the form of slides, 
assignments, and quizzes. Having some of the 
educator materials as part of our coursework 
motivated us to continue finding pertinent 
ones online to include in this book. The goal 
was to empower teacher educators by provid-
ing them with a foundation to build, create, or 
customize teacher educator materials based 
on their context. The decision to include 
resources that educators can build upon and 
materials they can adapt, revise, or remix was 
meant to provide support both for preservice 
teachers and teacher educators.

UNFORESEEN OBSTACLES
Several unanticipated obstacles arose that 
made us reflect and evaluate our deci-
sion-making. We relied on our values and 
our problem-solving skills to overcome these 
obstacles. We discuss unforeseen obstacles in 
the following section.

Obstacle 1: Political Polarization 

In the climate of political polarization, it is 
challenging to write about important issues of cultural 
and linguistic identity, equity, diversity of backgrounds and 
perspectives, and social justice topics that are relevant in 
literacy teacher training. We were situated in a predominant-
ly white, rural midwestern state with strong political and 
religious beliefs. Political polarization was especially promi-
nent during the COVID-19 pandemic when people debated 
everything from vaccines to school openings. To negotiate 
these challenges, we tried to convey a balanced narrative 

 
Figure 11. Screenshot of an inclusive picture prompt for writing illustrating Representational Justice from 
Methods of Teaching Early Literacy 
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Representational Justice from Methods of Teaching Early Literacy.
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Literacy 

 

FIGURE 13. Screenshot of resources and materials for teacher educators from 
Methods of Teaching Early Literacy.
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with multiple perspectives and diversity of viewpoints in a 
culturally pluralist, democratic society.

While designing the book, we wanted to be authentic 
to who we were, what we believed in, and its ethical 
implications in training preservice teachers to teach PreK-5 
children and future leaders of tomorrow in elementary 
schools. We believed that as the diversity of U.S public K-12 
schools increases, it becomes essential to prepare preservice 
teachers to teach a diverse population where all learners 
can be successful in achieving their innate potential, hopes, 
and dreams. Our values of care, human welfare irrespective 
of socioeconomic status or national origin, and social justice 
were evident in our design. Values of care and empathy 
permeated our design decisions and helped us overcome 

this challenge. The quotes in Figure 14 reflect 
our values as illustrated in chapter 9.

In the following learning activity, our values of 
care and social advocacy is reflected in every 
child deserving the best education and the 
opportunities to succeed through personal-
ization of learning. Here is the direct link to 
this video (Ted, 2013).

Obstacle 2: Beginning Reading 
Instruction Debate

There has been a great debate about how 
to effectively teach children how to read, 
with people taking opposing views focused 
either on decoding with emphasis on 
phonics instruction or meaning making with 
emphasis on the whole language approach 
(Chall, 2013; Thomas, 2022). The science of 
reading is sometimes oversimplified and 
branded as a phonics only approach by 
commercial vendors. Thomas (2022) notes 
that “robust research base supports policies 
and approaches that acknowledge a range of 
individual student needs and argue against 
one-size-fits-all prescriptions” (p. 3). 

In the design of our early literacy book, we 
took a balanced approach with a focus on 
personalization of learning based on indi-
vidual needs. We guided our readers to the 
science of reading as a concept, focusing on 
both explicit teaching of decoding as well 
as language comprehension, as illustrated in 
the simple view of reading in chapter 7 on 
fluency and comprehension. We emphasized 
the diversity of our learners, such as English 
Language Learners (ELLs), and the individu-
alized approach that is needed to design for 
their success. We brought in rich, high-quality, 

award-winning children’s literature that would motivate 
children to enjoy reading instead of isolated, decontextual-
ized passages. We emphasized the importance of providing 
choice in reading and having a consistent time for indepen-
dent reading. We discussed a variety of reading experiences 
that should be part of children’s literacy experience, such as 
interactive read-aloud (dialogic reading to expose children 
to challenging texts), shared reading (children share the text 
and chime in at strategic points to cultivate enjoyment of 
reading), guided reading (teacher leads the targeted skill 
based instruction to address student needs in small homog-
enous groups using leveled texts), and independent reading 
(children reading on their own with their choice of books at 
any level for enjoyment of reading based on their interest 
and choice) to mitigate challenges related to the reading 

 
Figure 13. A screenshot of the value of cultural diversity 
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debate. The learning activity in Figure 16 
illustrates the value of independent reading 
and book choice in cultivating joy in reading.

OBSTACLE 3: THE PANDEMIC AND LIFE 
TRANSITIONS 

The book was being written, and the content 
development of phase 1 occurred during 
COVID from 2020-2021. Given the realities of 
COVID, everyone had to be flexible with the 
timelines for completion of work. We had to 
have grace and patience during those uncer-
tain times when being sick or a loved one’s 
sickness could upend everything for weeks. 
We developed perspective as we continued 
working on this book during the challenging 
times of a global pandemic.

Coordinating our schedules as co-authors 
presented challenges, as we had different 
professional commitments and schedules 
among the three of us. However, we exhibited 
great flexibility with one another, and if one 
of our team members was unable to attend 
a Zoom meeting, we debriefed one another 
over the email or phone. Time constraints 
arose as some team members took on new 
professional responsibilities, and we had to do 
what we could, given our circumstances. 

One of us relocated to another state for a 
new job during the tail end of COVID. Hence, 
there were multiple obstacles and challenges 
in completing this work, but we persevered 
during those difficult times to successfully 
complete this project. Our peer-reviewed OER 
book has been in the recommended list of 
libraries at several universities and is housed 
in the Open Textbook Library, Iowa State 
University, and the University of Northern 
Iowa with a digital object identifier.

LIMITATIONS
We could not implement this book in our 
classes as we had intended. We had planned 
to assess the impact of our OER Book on 
student perceptions and student learning 
outcomes. Due to relocation and our new 
professional responsibilities, we were not 
in the same state and did not have the 
same classes that we designed this book 
for. Therefore, it was not feasible to see the 
impact on student perceptions or learning 
outcomes. We were also unable to have an 
interactive glossary and index as we had 
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Figure 16: A screenshot of the published peer reviewed book housed in the Open Textbook Library 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 17. A screenshot of the published peer reviewed book housed in the 
Open Textbook Library.
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planned due to limitations on our time and resources once 
the project was over. There would always be room for im-
provements that we hope to address in the future through 
our iterative work.

CONCLUSION
We became more aware and intentional about our design 
practices involving fundamental design principles, ethics 
and social justice, and value-based decisions (Abramenka-
Lachheb et al., 2025) in designing this early literacy OER 
eBook. Since this was our first design project, we learned a 
lot about our strengths and the growth areas of our work 
through this process. We recognize the limitations and the 
growth potential in many aspects of our work. Our design 
team has decided, because of this project, what generally 
should not be done. The project may not have proven 
all intended realizations in Learning Experience Design 
(Schmidt & Huang, 2021), but it has brought them to the 
attention of our project team. This design project made us 
realize that designing an OER eBook is an iterative, continual 
process of learning and growth that evolves with changing 
circumstances and constraints situated in socio-cultural, 
political, technological, and pedagogical contexts. 

This OER eBook is intended to fill the gap in perspectives on 
effective literacy preservice teacher preparation and conse-
quently to address the literacy achievement gap in K-12. We 
brought in a balanced perspective utilizing the science of 
reading and structured literacy situated within a rich, mul-
ticultural children’s literature program while personalizing 
learning for each child to meet their individualized needs. 
Further, we focused on multiple perspectives on literacy 
and emphasized building digital literacy, critical literacy, and 
new literacy skills in preservice teachers. We also focused on 
meaningfully integrating culturally relevant literacy practices 
and experiences across content areas and collaborating 
with guardians to advocate for the rights and needs of all 
children. Through the creation of this open-source eBook, we 
hoped to empower preservice teachers with learner agency 
to seek pertinent knowledge, skills (digital literacy skills), 
and dispositions to connect, collaborate, and co-create 
to accomplish their personalized learning goals as future 
educators.
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