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Abstract

Co-creation is an open practice where learners
participate in decision-making about aspects of
course design, which in our context has included
various activities from course design to
assessment decisions. After the OTESSA22
conference, this group of conference attendees
reflected on co-creation practices and experiences
in their respective post-secondary contexts. In this
article we share reflections and challenges with co-
creation as well as ideas to potentially overcome
these challenges. This article, with examples
shared from practice, serves as a starting point for
ongoing dialogue about inclusive approaches to
co-creation.
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Co-Creation During a Course: A Critical Discussion and Reflection

Introduction

Co-creation is an open practice that engages learners and educators in shared decision-making
about any aspect of course design, from setting aims to achieving the aims, to activities, work
modes, and assessment practices. Engaging a whole class of learners in co-creation may
liberate learners to think critically about the role they play in their own education, decision-
making about how they learn best, and the power dynamics at play in traditional classrooms.
Co-creation can help learners develop their evaluative judgement as they build a practice that
requires decision-making, agency, reflection, and authenticity (Killam, Camargo-Plazas, et al.,
2023). These skills can support learners in challenging oppression and inequity in their own
careers, lives, and communities. Involving students in decision-making also improves learner
motivation and engagement in learning (Blau, & Shamir-Inbal, 2017; Deeley & Bovill, 2017). In
our own open practices, we each have witnessed increased skill development, critical thinking,
and autonomy among students through co-creation but we have also faced barriers to and
criticism of its use. Co-creation is rarely constricted to just one method or to following any
specific framework, and thus, it is a context-dependent practice. A few of the challenging
contexts that require extra consideration and thought include fostering trusting relationships in
large classes, promoting inclusion of diverse voices, and balancing teacher and learner
workloads.

During the OTESSA22 conference, we invited multidisciplinary co-creators to explore strategies
for lasting change in how co-creation is used in teaching practices. Even though co-creation can
be a unique experience for each discipline, ongoing discussion of how to deal with potential
barriers (i.e., student or institutional resistance to co-creation, privacy concerns, and
technological infrastructure) may increase our collective readiness to embrace co-design as part
of open educational practice, thus democratising learning and empowering future learners.

Bovill and Woolmer (2019) differentiate between co-creation within the curriculum and co-
creation of the curriculum. In other words, students may be invited into, or may discover
different ways to, participate in co-creation - either during a course (i.e., within the curriculum) or
before a course begins (i.e., of the curriculum). The within-the-curriculum approach invites all
learners to participate in the decision-making of a course as it is experienced (Bovill, 2020b).
The focus of this article is on co-creation using a within-the-curriculum approach in a formal
course setting.

The purpose of this article is to share a collective critical reflection on co-creation in a course
context by a small group of educational practitioners. After a brief definition, we outline personal
experiences as co-creators, and discuss the motivation for engaging their students as co-
creators in a classroom context. Next, we examine some challenges to co-creation and suggest
possible solutions to these challenges. We recognize that there is no one way to engage in co-
creation and thus explore feasible strategies which may be used to facilitate co-creation.

Positioning

Conference attendees gathered virtually through a synchronous video session at the
OTESSA22 conference and identified co-creation practices and problems. All conference
attendees were invited by the first author to collaboratively edit a Google Document during the
session and be named as authors on this article or be acknowledged for their contributions. This
invitation occurred prior to editing the Google document. Participants did not need to contribute

2 Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Journal: 2023, Vol. 3(1) 1-12



Killam, Chumbley, Kohonen, Mitchell, and Stauffer

to the document to be part of the discussion during the conference session. Participants could
contribute while remaining anonymous. Those who wished to be acknowledged indicated so on
the document. Conference participants who indicated an interest in participating in the
collaborative writing of this article were invited to virtual follow-up meetings to discuss, outline,
and write this article as authors.

Reflections in this article are drawn from authors after a conference discussion, including people
who were registered as students, educators, and others who support learning. Conference
participants identified as being from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds within educational
settings ranging from adult literacy to graduate programs in the fields of Nursing, Education,
English, and Theology. Roles were across academia and included those within faculty
development, digital pedagogy support and development, academic research, and facilitation of
learning. Conference attendees had diverse experiences with approaches to co-creation and
technologies.

Defining Co-Creation in a Course

We believe that co-creation means sharing decision-making power with students. It is defined
as working collaboratively with students in a deeply engaged way (Bovill, 2020a). An intentional
focus on shared power during decision-making sets co-creation apart from other methods of
engaging students in active learning. Learning may be contextual within co-creation, so it makes
sense that co-creation may be defined differently in different contexts. As such, there is no
uniform definition of learner-educator co-creation during a course. The amount of power that is
shared, the way that power is shared, and the kinds of decisions that are made together can
differ based on course context and learner needs. We contend that the fundamental principles
of co-creation include (but are not limited to) breaking down learner-educator hierarchies to the
extent possible in the course context, engaging learners, and offering co-creators choice
regarding if, how, and when to engage in co-creation. We agree that co-creation is a partnership
between learners and educators in making course design decisions. We argue that critical
reflection by educators on how the definition of co-creation is communicated needs be
conducted in a way that does not reinforce learner-educator hierarchies and is an important step
in democratising education.

Practical Considerations for Learners

One reason for adopting co-creation as a pedagogical approach is, among others, the potential
for a significant positive effect on academic performance (Doyle et al., 2021). We assert the
benefits, challenges, and strategies of co-creation with a focus in the next section on learner
engagement, improved relationships, and increased inclusion.

Learner Engagement

Increased learner engagement with course content is an important benefit of co-creation. An
attitude of problem-solving as equals may also aid in improving learner-educator relationships.
Engagement has been linked to improved overall student satisfaction and performance within
learning (Groccia, 2018). The conference participants discussed engagement as something
they strive to achieve in their classroom and co-creation as a means to improving learner
engagement. Research shows that co-creation involves more in-depth involvement and agency
for learners than other approaches to student engagement in active learning (Bovill, 2020b).
While engagement is a benefit of co-creation, it is also a strategy for implementing co-creation.
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To effectively support a co-creation project, engaging with learners is critical. Conference
participants shared experiences and approaches to engaging learners including using online
spaces for students to add input that everyone can see (such as a Padlet or Google document),
using Pressbooks, and creating story booklets together. Learners are theorised to be more
engaged when they feel autonomy in their participation (Cook & Artino, 2016). Autonomy was
also highlighted by conference participants as an important element of co-creation and was
linked to the benefits of engagement and empowerment.

Motivation becomes an important factor in keeping learners engaged (Lerdpornkulrat et al.,
2018). One strategy to increase motivation is to invite learners to create personal purpose
narratives as text, video, graphics, or audio to be shared with other participants in the course.
Personal narratives may, with learners’ consent, become part of a repository of exemplars of
student work that may stimulate future learner motivation to engage in course content and co-
creation. If the exemplar is co-created, then it becomes an example of what is possible through
co-creation. This exemplar can be a useful starting point to encourage learners to begin
contributing course content that has significance for other learners and supports the motivation
of everyone to engage in co-creation.

While it is a vital component of open practice, engaging students in a course and during co-
creation is also a complex endeavour. Cook-Sather (2019) states the importance of paying
attention to individual, emotional, intellectual, and motivational factors that result in feelings of
commitment and meaningful participation for learners. Successful student engagement is
influenced by the socio-cultural context, including the student, teacher, institution, and political
contexts (Ursin, 2019). There are many reasons why learners may choose to engage or not in
co-creation. Barnacle and Dall’Alba (2017) argue that engagement should not be thought of as
simply a measure of student performance but as an inclusive way to meet students’ diverse
interests. Furthermore, critical reflection by educators is required as to how this invitation is
made in practice and what exactly students are being asked to commit to (Barnacle & Dall’Alba,
2017). Educators and facilitators must also respect students’ choice not to co-create with
educators during a course.

Strengthening Interpersonal Relationships

Attention to cultivating learner-educator relationships is important for co-creation to occur. Bovill
(2020a) identifies the heart of co-creation as the learning that occurs between educators and
learners. Bovill emphasises that trusting, respectful, and caring relationships with educators and
between students is essential for this learning to be effective. In a system where current
mainstream practices can alienate students, it can be challenging to establish trusting,
respectful and caring relationships (Bovill, 2000a). Actions such as frequent communication and
caring actions are foundational to building positive and caring relationships with students (Bowvill,
2020a). We contend that the onus is on the educator to create an environment for relationships
to be built, which can then lay the foundation for co-creation to occur.

Nurturing an atmosphere of openness requires trust. In a classroom setting, the educator has
the ability to enable an environment where trust and openness can be established and built
upon. Critical reflection on learner and educator actions, and self-awareness are cornerstones
for building a trusting relationship. We have found that when we openly share our own
struggles, trials, and errors pertaining to the learning environment or the process of learning and
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teaching with students, that our openness is usually then reciprocated by learners. This
openness, in turn, can create mutual trust and thus enable further collaboration.

We believe that educators can make power, systems of oppression, and critical reflection a
focus of learning during debriefing with learners. It is our firm belief that the use of critical
reflection on power with learners can further support openness in learning contexts. Critical
reflection on power with learners can include acknowledging innate inequality in a course along
with the desire to strive for equality during co-creation. We acknowledge that educators hold
power that cannot be entirely given to students. For example, given how institutions are
structured, educators hold a position with responsibilities such as submitting final grades that
they cannot remove themselves completely from. Nevertheless, the process of how final grades
are determined can be shared with learners through co-assessment (a form of co-creation).

Inclusion and Accessibility

While taking an inclusionary and accessible approach to learning is not a requirement of co-
creation, we believe that ensuring accessible design is important in all learning contexts and
environments. We contend that the work of democratising education cannot be effective if not all
voices are heard, including those learners who may experience marginalization and may not be
equally represented in a classroom.

We assert that the way in which we co-create can help to improve inclusivity and support
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (CAST, 2018). For shared responsibility for diversity and
inclusion to work in practice within co-creation, fundamental elements need to be in place.
These elements include ensuring safe spaces and inclusive design, which requires agreements
to be established together with everyone within a co-creation project or course. Inclusion should
be central for all co-creators, including both learners and educators.

Many countries and institutions have current accessibility standards to which educators must
adhere. Educators may find it hard to keep consistent with current accessibility standards like
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), which are universal standards for web-based
content. Faculty often express challenges in making courses and materials accessible due to a
lack of experience, knowledge, and resources (Chen et al., 2018). When co-creating, taking
steps to ensure accessibility of the materials and tools, and also the final product, can be
especially challenging with input coming from a number of co-creators.

Accessibility can be part of the co-creation process, ensuring that all participants agree to be
responsible for supporting accessibility within the course. Shared responsibility can be created
by working out guidelines within the collaboration for minimum standards and using community
agreements. There may be institutional support through the accessibility office on educating the
group on standards or the availability of an accessibility audit of the final product. The educator
should also ensure careful selection of tools to support access and use by all participants, which
we discuss further in the section on practical considerations.

The principles of UDL align with the evidence-informed practices for implementing co-creation
(CAST, 2018). Co-creation provides opportunities for learners to exercise autonomy in how they
choose to interact and represent their contributions. Ensuring a wide range of options on how
students can contribute and consume information throughout co-creation can be valuable in
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meeting UDL standards while providing an engaging experience for learners. For example,
students may contribute during class discussions synchronously or in alternate formats. They
may also submit work in different ways, such as graphics, videos, or text.

We have already demonstrated the importance of engagement as a key strategy of co-creation,
and it is worth restating that this strategy aligns well with the UDL principle of multiple points of
engagement. UDL standards recommend providing choice within a topic or project to stimulate
interest and motivate learners. This choice can include options for exploring individual interests
within a larger topic or allowing learners to select specific areas or roles that align with learner
interests.

UDL principles require that learners are provided with multiple forms of representation. In
preparing the materials for learner-educator co-creation, educators should ensure there are
different ways for learners to consume the information, including instructions and background
materials. Educators may consider adding additional background information to support those
learners who would benefit and feel encouragement from additional readings and materials.
Providing readings, videos, and instructional guides can also support learners in this way
(CAST, 2018).

UDL further recommends providing choice in how learners express their contributions (CAST,
2018). This choice most commonly includes providing opportunities for learners to determine
their own format of submission for graded components. It can also include opportunities to
create alternative formats within the co-creation. Some examples shared by the conference
participants included choosing to submit music, videos, art, or written academic formats. We
have heard from many educators who are reluctant to use multiple forms of expression over
fears of complexity and time requirements. We have had personal successes using rubrics that
focus on goals and outcomes rather than a specific format of contribution. This type of rubric
can support an instructor in grading multiple formats for an assessment.

We emphasise the importance of inclusion in supporting the voices of people who may
experience marginalisation. Ensuring diversity within learner representations and contributions
requires that underrepresented members are able to be heard even as they are often the
minority of contributors. Educators should therefore be cautious and avoid making decisions
based on the largest number of votes for a decision. We believe that using standards of
engagement that are recommended within Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) and anti-
oppression research is one way to support all voices being heard. Inclusion of all voices can
involve establishment of shared power between learners, critical reflection, and purposeful
discussion on topics of diversity and anti-oppression (Valcarlos et al., 2020).

Practical Considerations for Educators

We explored many practical concerns and considerations for educators who are facilitating co-
creation. We focused on concerns we have experienced in our own practices and contexts as
well as those in literature and experiences we had heard from others. Considerations that are
addressed in this paper are related to institutional policy and perception, facilitator workload,
and technology selection and use.
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Institutional Considerations

Educators can benefit from institutional support to engage in co-creation. This support can be
achieved through conversations with administrators and peers as well as becoming familiar with
academic literature that supports co-creation. Program-level discussions may be helpful to
prepare students with the skills needed to engage in co-creation (such as communication and
self-assessment). We believe that when multiple educators can work together to support open
educational practices that the experience in one course may not stand out as different or
shocking to learners.

We reflected on concerns we heard expressed and our personal experiences in recognizing that
the perception of peers and administrators within an institution or department was a significant
consideration for them, as faculty, to implement co-creation within their course or program.
Comparison of instructors by students who do and do not support co-creation within the same
program, and even across programs, can be problematic. We acknowledge that there may be a
perception that co-creation could be viewed by peers or department heads as being less
academically rigorous than conventional teaching methods. We disagree and believe that co-
creation, when done well, can be more rigorous that other teaching methods and can prepare
learners for necessary advocacy work.

Instructional Facilitation Factors

One strategy that can support community and diversity within the co-creation process is
community agreements. These are a set of ground rules which are agreed upon prior to the
start of the co-creation process (Marquart & Verdoone, 2020). While these agreements can
include general preferences like not typing in all capitals or a particular citation method, they are
more likely to include statements of inclusivity and decorum. Community agreements can be
valuable tools in supporting the psychological safety of participants. Community agreements
should include methods to support the voices of anyone who may experience marginalisation
such as monitoring of resources as well as regular check-ins and debriefs of content that may
be sensitive or emotionally significant.

In our experience, co-creation is often a new experience for students, and it may take time for
them to understand what educators or facilitators are asking of them, and how co-creation
works. Building relationships and skills takes effort and time. We estimate that it takes
approximately four weeks to establish the relationships and open communication needed for co-
creation to flourish in both online and in-person courses.

During co-creation it is constructive to consider how decisions made will impact workload for
both students and educators. Taking the time to involve learners in decision-making may mean
that it takes more time to come to a decision, but it can also lead to improved student
understanding. Better understanding can decrease the time spent focusing on the course,
assessment, and community expectations. We agree that co-creation does take more time for
learners, a fact that should be explicitly stated at the outset.

An honest conversation with learners about life-work balance for everyone involved helps to
role-model self-care as well as keep the course manageable for all (Killam, Lock, et al., 2023).
Sometimes during co-creation of assessments, students may suggest excellent but time-

Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Journal: 2023, Vol. 3(1) 1-12 | 3



Co-Creation During a Course: A Critical Discussion and Reflection

consuming ideas. It is important to remember that students and educators have responsibilities
external to the course. When students feel too engaged in learning, they may need to be
reminded to keep the scale of the assignment appropriate for the learning outcomes in a course.
Honest conversations about how much time the educator has available to provide feedback may
also be useful to help guide discussions about how and where feedback best supports student
success. A collaboratively developed strategy to integrate ongoing feedback on coursework for
learners may prevent educators from focusing their efforts on strategies that are not beneficial
or used by students. Educators can draw on their knowledge of best practices to guide these
discussions, while students can draw on their self-assessments to identify what would be most
useful to them.

We acknowledge that fostering trusting relationships becomes more challenging as class sizes
increase but maintain our belief that co-creation remains possible through honesty and
openness in communication. Conference participants stated that it remains possible to build
trusting relationships and engage in some co-creation even with larger groups. As one
participant pointed out, social influencers (such as those on YouTube or Instagram) are able to
engage very large audiences in a way that makes viewers feel like they know and trust the
influencer. In a large class, there is less space for individual discussions with students.
However, decisions can be guided by multiple sources of learner input. For example, learners
can be invited to comment on a live document, email messages, meetings, and class
discussions. Decisions can be made in groups of various sizes through both anonymous and
identifiable means of communication. For example, larger group discussions can be
supplemented with open-ended surveys. Surveys can anonymously capture additional
information that learners did not feel comfortable sharing during class. These responses can be
used to inform decision-making.

Technology

The types of software that work well for collaboration can sometimes be challenging or time-
consuming to learn and to use. The wide variety of available tools can make it difficult to select
the correct technology for the task, and each institution may only support some tools. Selecting
the correct tool is felt to be critical for a smooth development and facilitation process. While all
software and programs only work well for some co-creation projects, considering the
functionality, usability, availability, and final output of a given technology can help facilitators
select the best one for a given application.

We believe that tools selected for co-creation should not be evaluated based on the number of
features; a more complicated tool is often inappropriate. More features can make the tool more
difficult for instructors and learners. Tools should be selected based on their ability to do a
necessary task (MacKnight & Balagoplana, 1989). Educators should identify the tasks that they
and the learners will need to complete (Ritter & Blessing, 1998), which will help identify
minimum requirements before exploring options in detail (Locatis & Al-Nuaim, 1999).

We contend that tools must be easy to use and understand, based on the incoming skill level of
the co-creators. Software that takes a lot of time to learn and to develop the resource requires
additional support staff and educator time - increasing the cost of co-creation to the institution
and increasing the workload on the educator. We assert that tools should require only minimum
training to complete basic tasks in the co-creation process. Learners who experience frustration
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in using a tool are less motivated to continue to engage with the learning process and express
poor satisfaction with experience (Novak, 2022)

As co-creation requires all participants to be able to access and edit resources and the technical
tools or software used to create the resource, the availability of the software is critical to the
ease of co-creation. We have experienced challenges with learners not being able to access
and work on the same computer systems, which leads to incompatible file sources, which can
create barriers to learner participation. We feel that ensuring compatible and shareable file
sources is even more important if a project has learners from different institutions that each may
have different levels of permissions to internal systems.

We argue that the cost of potential software is a barrier, especially when developing open
education resources. Even if an institution has a low-cost educational licence for the software
already available, we are concerned that sometimes these resources are only accessible to
support or IT staff or limit the creation of open resources for use within an institution.

Discussion

This piece is a reflection by the authors on what decisions instructors and administrators make
that can ultimately contribute to learner engagement and agency: co-creation accomplished
through learner agency, inclusive technology choices, diverse representation, openness achieve
through trust-building, sensitivity to the cascading impacts of any decision within the realm of
instruction and learning. Each of these areas have an impact on learner engagement and
outcomes. This area within our pedagogical practices deserves greater attention, critique, and
analysis.

The benefit of co-creation is that it can engage many different perspectives in a single
discussion. We contend that there are several other topics and nuances of co-creation which
could have been discussed but that were outside of the scope of this paper. As such, this article
should not be considered exhaustive in terms of benefits, challenges, opportunities, or
perspectives of co-creation. That said, we believe this work can be a starting point for further
research and exploration.

A common theme throughout the article and related discussions is the interconnectedness and
overlapping nature of co-creation strategies, evidence-based pedagogical practices, UDL, DEI
and anti-oppression standards. We contend that co-creation is a strategy to foster an inclusive
learning environment. Across contexts, we recommend that educators can start by developing
trusting relationships with learners in their approaches to co-creation.

We argue that co-creation is a teaching method with many learner benefits. It is our hope that
institutions take a larger role in supporting and encouraging co-creation as a way of nurturing
innovative teaching practices in their classrooms. Prioritising inclusion, openness, dialogue, and
collaboration in learning environments should become part of an institution’s culture. As a
starting point, even before incorporating co-creation within or of the curriculum to courses, Bovill
and Woolmer (2019) suggest critical reflection and open discussion on what educators even
mean by curriculum, learning, or teaching, with colleagues.

In closing, we are conscious of the need to avoid generalisation and have attempted to provide
a balanced discourse which presents our opinions as well as research perspectives that support
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these arguments. A paucity of research on co-creation makes it challenging to support some of
the opinions shared in this paper. However, we feel that it is important to share these thoughts,
given our hope that this article can be a call for further work in this area and that this discussion
will continue as we endeavour to discover new ways to engage learning in an inclusive way.
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