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New York City College of Technology, CUNY

City University of New York (CUNY)

● Federation of 24 colleges
● > 270,000 students

NYCCT a.k.a “City Tech”

● Urban commuter college in 
downtown Brooklyn

● Baccalaureate & Associate 
degrees



City Tech Students and Faculty

Students

● 61% < $30k household income 
● 27% work more than 20 hours per week 
● Majority African-American, Hispanic, Asian
● 38% born outside of U.S. (175 countries)
● 73% speak language other than English at home

Faculty

● PhD and professional degrees
○ Architects, Chefs, Biologists, 

Dentists, Physicists...

● 411 full-time + 1,030 part-time



Goals for today

Context

● Institutional context 
● OER program

○ Our approach
● Behind the scenes tour

Application
● Practical strategies to diffuse accessibility and usability principles throughout 

OER initiatives
○ Practice critique
○ Map support documentation to Universal Design for Learning Guidelines 



OER Initiative

● $ Stipend
● Traditional Publisher Textbook → OER 

○ Zero-cost materials
● 4 Professional development seminars

○ Basics, putting together site skeleton, working session
● Develop OER over one term + pilot in the next term 
● Create OER website for public access (WordPress multisite)

Model based on early initiatives at Temple University and UMass Amherst - unlike the majority of 
initiatives which focus on open textbooks. See: Hilton, J. (2016). Open educational resources and college 
textbook choices: a review of research on efficacy and perceptions. Educational Technology Research 
and Development, 64(4), 573-590.) and more recently, http://openedgroup.org/review.



Platform: The OpenLab

● Wordpress multisite enhanced by BuddyPress to create a social teaching and 
learning platform

“City Tech’s OpenLab is an open-source digital platform where 
students, faculty, and staff can meet to learn, work, and share their 
ideas. Its goals are to support teaching and learning, enable 
connection and collaboration, and strengthen the intellectual and 
social life of the college community.” 

Learn more at: https://openlab.citytech.cuny.edu/about/





Phase 1: Professional Development

Strengthen professional development programming around usability & accessibility 

● 3 structured seminars (6 hrs)
○ OER fundamentals 
○ Creative Commons, Finding / Selecting materials, Attribution
○ Accessibility, usability, pedagogy

● 1 working session (2 hrs)



Challenge

How do we support faculty to develop usable and accessible OERs?

 



Challenges
Faculty autonomy

● Academic freedom
● [Librarians] treading into instructional design
● The politics of authority at the University

○ Course coordination or lack thereof
○ Disciplinary factors

Austerity 

● Adjunctification of higher education
● Corporatization of higher education



Goals

● Improve professional development with universal design principles
● Test results of our programming (OER sites) with student feedback
● Incorporate student feedback into programming



Generic header image

Vague menu titles -
“What we’re doing”

Arbitrary image

Inaccessible 
color contrast, 
all caps

Sidebar 
cluttered 
with 
irrelevant 
items 



Excessive Menu Items

● HOME
● ADA
● ASSIGNMENTS
● CHEATING AND PLAGIARISM
● COURSE MATERIALS
● COURSE OUTLINE

● DESCRIPTION AND LEARNING OUTCOMES
● DISCUSSION GUIDES FOR FILMS
● FINAL
● GRADING 
● POLICIES 
● WELCOME-OVERVIEW



Fine motor skills obstacle course - 00:05.30 seconds



Peaks and Pits



Peak!

● Faculty member who had 
worked with the OpenLab and 
the OL team many times

● Very open to critique and 
embraced instruction

● Took to the suggestion of using 
a citation format with links for 
readings



Pit!

● Faculty who met one on one during 
a semester 4 times after taking the 
seminar

● Would fight suggestions throughout
● Had a very hard time with proper 

citation and licensing practices



Peak(s)!

● Have seen incremental improvements each 
round of the review process

● Two Peaks
○ Review process: more structured, streamlined, 

easier
○ Quality of OER sites: improvement over time, 

especially:
■ Customized header image and site 

homepage
■ More streamlined menus
■ Incorporation of visible CC license for site
■ Fewer accessibility issues

Colorado by Bryce Bradford is licensed 
under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/brb_photography/8739190297/


Peak & Pit - Combo!

● Teaching faculty how 
to create a hyperlink 
while formatting 
materials in a citation / 
context friendly way



Modeling https://openlab.citytech.cuny.edu/oerfellowship/



What is UDL?

● CAST defines Universal Design for Learning as a framework to improve and 
optimize teaching and learning for all people based on scientific insights into 
how humans learn.

● This framework is broken into 3 parts
○ Engagement - For purposeful, motivated learners, stimulate interest and motivation for learning.
○ Representation - For resourceful, knowledgeable learners, present information and content in 

different ways.
○ Action and Expression - For strategic, goal-directed learners, differentiate the ways that 

students can express what they know.

http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.XKTUIrh7mAx


OER Creation Checklist

● We found that faculty struggled 
without clear guidelines

● We could do this in a face to face 
workshop or in one on one 
meetings but faculty needed 
something to come back to

● Links go to help documentation 
on the OpenLab



Abstracted OER Checklist

● Abstracting the checklist away 
from the specificity of the 
OpenLab allows for quicker, 
easier adoption

● Basic structure stays the same
● Emphasis is on basic site 

elements and usability and 
accessibility



Goals of the Checklist

Support scaffolding

Checklist → Criteria → Framework

Checklist: list of requirements

Criteria: standards to judge quality 

Framework: supporting structure to build from



Towards an evaluation spreadsheet

Version 1

● Each reviewer added all 
feedback in a single cell   

● Difficult to manage  
● Communicating feedback 

to faculty was 
time-intensive



Version 2: combined the checklist and the evaluation criteria to provide a more 
structured and streamlined evaluation process.



Accountability 

“Below are recommendations for your OER. As a condition of the program, 
please review and address these items before the start of the semester. If you 
have questions, don't hesitate to reach out. 

If you'd like to make edits during the OER Refresh workshop, please come by!

January 23, 2019
11 - 12:30 pm / 2 - 3:30 pm
Room L540”



OER feedback template: example

Created a feedback template based on spreadsheet, and recurring themes we tend 
to see in OER sites.



Providing feedback to faculty: Ideal approaches

● Useful to have a single person cull all feedback 
○ Helpful that Cailean is coordinator of the initiative, the “enforcer”

● Similar to best practices for feedback on student writing 
○ Avoid overwhelming with too many details > Focus on structure, argument, and evidence
○ E.g.: Writing Comments on Student Work

● Avoid overwhelming faculty with small details - focus on:
○ Overall usability, site structure 
○ Site is accessible to a wide variety of users and different devices
○ Clarity in license and attribution throughout the site 

● Strike a balance between constructive criticism and positive feedback
● Tone is clear, firm, and authoritative, but also friendly

https://gsi.berkeley.edu/gsi-guide-contents/grading-intro/communicating-about-grades/comments/


Activity



Activity

1. Collectively critique an O.E.R. site
a. Purpose: 

i. Generate raw feedback together, 
ii. This process has no explicit guidance - a chance to “freewheel”

2. Introduce U.D.L. Chart and “Checkpoints”
a. Purpose: 

i. Pivot to abstracted principles of U.D.L. 
ii. Consider and individually reflect upon the value of the principles

3. Map U.D.L. Checkpoints to O.E.R. Website Creation Checklist
a. Purpose: 

i. Engage with both documents in application

4.  Revisit O.E.R. site critique with guiding principles and documentation 
a. Purpose: 

i. Test out the U.D.L. framework and the OER Creation Checklist
ii. Ponder 



1. Site to review: 
https://bit.ly/2uz54kw 

https://bit.ly/2uz54kw


2. Mapping U.D.L. Checkpoints



Takeaways

Modelling 

Transparency - making knowledge and thinking processes visible

Cultural awareness

What is this?

Who is it for?



References / Documents

Universal Design for Learning Guidelines

OER Creation Checklist

U.D.L. Checkpoints table

http://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1e-dbAgBCLdeQR_Q8ZNs5xWit0re69meSCKjdN0yKw_Y/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1q6uzNNyZHm4LIwA7uTvibjrkhGiRrO0pUFQsPEDucKg/edit?usp=sharing


Selected Resources

About Universal Design for Learning

● U.D.L. Guidelines, CAST
● U.D.L. Syllabus, UDL ON CAMPUS website

About City Tech’s OER Initiative 

● OER Faculty Fellowship website
● Building a Culture of Open Pedagogy from the Platform Up

CBOX OpenLab Platform

● OpenLab Showcase 

http://udlguidelines.cast.org/
http://udloncampus.cast.org/page/planning_syllabus#.XKJhDFVKiCo
https://openlab.citytech.cuny.edu/oerfellowship/
https://repository.tudelft.nl/islandora/object/uuid%3A9a2ce6ca-2059-463a-b840-82a3003772b6
https://commonsinabox.org/cbox-openlab-showcase


Want your own OpenLab?

● CBOX OpenLab is a free open-source software 
platform for teaching, learning, and collaboration. 

● Created by a collaboration between the OpenLab 
and CUNY Graduate Center’s Commons In A Box 
(CBOX) teams

● https://cbox.org

https://commonsinabox.org/
https://commonsinabox.org/


Questions?
Get in touch!

● Cailean Cooney: 
ccooney@citytech.cuny.edu

● Andy McKinney: 
Andrew.Mckinney@cuny.edu 

● Bree Zuckerman: 
bzuckerman@citytech.cuny.edu 

mailto:ccooney@citytech.cuny.edu
mailto:Andrew.Mckinney@cuny.edu
mailto:bzuckerman@citytech.cuny.edu

