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CHAPTER 6

Reframing Social Work 
Education Using OER
Jennifer Wood and Mary Jo Orzech
Social work is, by definition, a profession devoted to the pursuit of social justice 
and the eradication of oppression, inequity, disparities, and other forms of injus-
tice. Social workers are focused on the empowerment of marginalized people 
and communities and are expected to adhere to clear standards of ethical and 
competent practice. Additionally, the title of “social worker” is earned through 
the successful completion of social work education, either on the undergradu-
ate or graduate levels. These social work programs are, in the United States of 
America, accredited by the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), which 
periodically revises and updates its Educational Policy and Accreditation Stan-
dards (EPAS)1 and monitors the adherence of each accredited program to these 
standards. Essentially, CSWE determines the learning of every social worker in 
the United States.

There are many codes for ethical social work practice in the United States, 
most based on some aspect of social identity (race, ethnicity, religious affiliation). 
However, the default resource for ethical expectations is the Code of Ethics 
of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW),2 a membership-based 
organization with state, regional, and local chapters throughout the nation. This 
code sets forth basic ethical principles of the profession, along with detailed 
and extensive standards for all aspects of practice, and is revised at intervals to 
reflect changes in culture. Essentially, this code and the CSWE standards guide 
the profession, its practice, and its development and are meant to further the 
anti-oppressive goals of the profession.

Both the CSWE standards and the NASW Code of Ethics call for high levels of 
competency in issues of diversity. The code states, “Social workers should have a 
knowledge base of their clients’ cultures and be able to demonstrate competence 
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in the provision of services that are sensitive to clients’ cultures and to differences 
among people and cultural groups. Social workers should obtain education about 
and seek to understand the nature of social diversity and oppression with respect 
to race, ethnicity, national origin, color, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity 
or expression, age, marital status, political belief, religion, immigration status, 
and mental or physical ability.”3 Therefore, it would stand to reason that the 
materials used in social work education should accurately reflect the perspectives 
and viewpoints of the client systems to ensure some acceptable level of cultural 
competence.

Similarly, the CSWE educational standards also require prospective social 
workers to understand and respect diverse identities, experiences, and perspec-
tives. According to the 2015 EPAS, “Social workers understand how diversity 
and difference characterize and shape the human experience and are critical to 
the formation of identity.… Social workers apply and communicate understand-
ing of the importance of diversity and difference in shaping life experiences in 
practice at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels and present themselves as learners 
and engage clients and constituencies as experts of their own experiences.”4 This 
competency makes it clear that only members of oppressed communities truly 
understand their situation and the meaning of their experiences. The EPAS also 
set forth expectations for how social workers gain knowledge: “Social workers 
know the principles of logic, scientific inquiry, and culturally informed and ethi-
cal approaches to building knowledge. Social workers understand that evidence 
that informs practice derives from multi-disciplinary sources and multiple ways 
of knowing. They also understand the processes for translating research findings 
into effective practice.”5

When this standard is viewed in the context of professional expectations for 
engaging and respecting diversity, as well as the ethical imperative to do the 
same, it shines a light on the need to understand how social work students are 
learning about the needs of marginalized communities—in particular, commu-
nities of racial minority status. We are examining the current sources of social 
work knowledge in educational programs to determine whether ways of teach-
ing align with the professional ethical principles and standards of professional 
education.

Social Work Clients
Social workers provide assistance and advocacy for clients on the micro (individ-
ual), mezzo (families and groups), and macro (organizations and communities) 
levels. Many clients experience poverty and structural oppression, which then 
manifests in community, family, and individual suffering. The Kaiser Family 
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Foundation’s 2019 report6 showed that Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
(BIPOC) experience much higher rates of poverty than their white counter-
parts. They also experience higher rates of acute medical need, family disruption, 
and interaction with the justice system as well as poorer educational outcomes. 
Therefore, BIPOC tend to make up a proportionally greater portion of the clients 
served by the social work profession, which indicates that social work students 
must be prepared to competently and ethically serve communities of color. Social 
work educators must be sure that the materials used to teach future professionals 
accurately portray the etiology of oppressive conditions as well as the reality of 
living in an oppressive society. Only by teaching under these circumstances will 
students become ethical and competent practitioners; otherwise, they have the 
potential to do grave harm to these already vulnerable client systems.

Diversity in Social Work Education
One way to provide accurate education to social work students is to employ 
faculties from the communities served by the profession and to have a racially 
diverse faculty so students from those communities can relate to their educators. 
However, there is a dearth of faculty members in social work who identify as 
BIPOC. It is important to note that requirements for accreditation from CSWE, 
as well as regional accrediting bodies in higher education, result in an increased 
need for faculty members holding a doctoral degree (a PhD or in the case of 
social work, a DSW). As of 2017, only 25 percent of Black people had a bachelor’s 
degree or higher, along with 20 percent of Indigenous people and 17 percent of 
Hispanic people, compared to over 40 percent of white people.7 This is a reflec-
tion of disparities in education that manifest in early childhood. That same report 
stated that roughly 1 percent of Black people attain doctoral degrees, and this is 
true for a smaller proportion of people identifying as Indigenous or Hispanic. 
Therefore, according to current accrediting requirements, there is only a limited 
number of BIPOC who would even be eligible for full-time faculty status.

There are, as of 2021, hundreds of accredited social work programs in the 
United States, each requiring faculty members holding doctoral degrees. There 
are 533 baccalaureate programs, 291 master’s programs, 18 DSW (practice doctor-
ate) programs, and 25 PhD programs; those numbers increase each year (CSWE, 
2021). According to CSWE (2020),8 nearly one-half of students attaining an under-
graduate social work degree identified as Black, Indigenous, or Hispanic. That 
number dropped to 34 percent of MSW students. That same year, 36 percent of 
DSW recipients identified as such, but those individuals rarely go into education. 
Only 23 percent of PhD graduates identified as BIPOC. In total, there were nine-
ty-two tenure-track faculty positions acquired in 2020 by social work doctoral 
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degree holders of any race, so it can be inferred that relatively few BIPOC found 
tenure-track appointments, and the dominance of faculty bodies by white educa-
tors persists. Additionally, students of color often experience structural racism 
that intensifies along with the level of study, frequently resulting in a departure 
from graduate education. This contributes to the issue of poor retention of BIPOC 
students in doctoral study programs as well as the increasing scarcity of minority 
faculty members. Faculty members of color, who are already navigating struc-
tural racism in the workplace, are then overburdened with increasing service load, 
particularly the expectation to lead all diversity and inclusion initiatives. This often 
contributes to faculty burnout and fewer BIPOC faculty members reaching tenure.9

The Concept of “Valid Knowledge”
Within many professional fields, there has been a drive to engage in “more scien-
tific” ways of learning and teaching, often citing the buzzwords “evidence-based 
practice.” Social work is no exception and is not alone in the social sciences in the 
need to prove itself a science as opposed to an art. 10–12 That need and drive are 
reflected in the classroom, where social work educators tout the merits of “peer-re-
viewed” sources and “scholarly journal articles.” However, we must consider who is 
writing and reviewing these articles and who has the access to publishing their work.

As previously discussed, only a relatively small number of BIPOC are able to 
secure tenure-track social work faculty positions that would carry a publishing 
requirement. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the vast majority of these 
scholarly, peer-reviewed articles—those considered to be valid knowledge for social 
work practice—are overwhelmingly written by white academics from the perspec-
tive of whiteness. The overall tone and direction of discourse on diversity in the 
social work profession are set during the years of social work education, so it is 
crucial that future practitioners learn about oppressed communities in a way that 
allows them to best understand the perspectives and experiences of the members of 
those communities.13 Is research done by white academics, using the work of other 
white academics, truly valid? Does that data, filtered through the lens of whiteness, 
truly teach social workers how to serve communities of color in an ethical and 
competent manner? In the absence of diversifying the faculty itself, is there a more 
effective way to teach future social workers what the reality is of racial oppression?

Critical Race Theory and Social Work Principles
While social work presents itself as a field and profession that fully engages in 
anti-oppressive work and the relief of injustice, it is still a field dominated by 
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whiteness and white practitioners. It is both a part and product of the white 
supremacy that guides most systems in the United States. While social workers, 
overwhelmingly, enter the profession with the intention of improving social 
conditions, the dynamics of that profession put them in the position to be poten-
tially harmful and oppressive themselves, regardless of intention.14 Critical race 
theory15 (CRT) is a useful and appropriate lens through which to examine issues 
of inequity and injustice in social work education.

CRT is a framework used to overall examine the fundamental purpose of 
systems to oppress BIPOC. It was used in the 1990s to investigate and critique 
educational disparities between institutions educating primarily white children 
and those educating children of color.16 While the focus was on K-12 schools, 
the whitewashing of knowledge and the dominance of white ways of knowing 
was and is not exclusive to those systems, and it is still seen in post-secondary 
education. The author states that this “hidden curriculum flagrantly services 
white students”17 and serves to, at best, disenfranchise and, at worst, demonize 
Black and brown students. The majority voices determine the status quo and 
what is considered “common sense” and “the norm,” and anything else is “other.” 
If primarily white academics are designing the curriculum (along with the ethi-
cal code and competencies) of social work education, it stands to reason that 
the “normal” education will not represent the truth and reality as known and 
experienced by members of the BIPOC communities.

Hackman and Rauscher,18 in their discussion of CRT, drew attention to the 
fact that insensitive and inequitable curricula serve to truly marginalize vulner-
able students. They set forth the dichotomy of “storytelling” and “counter-sto-
rytelling” as two ways of knowing and understanding. Under this framework, 
the mainstream, whitewashed view of the world is the “storytelling” passed 
through and down white-dominated systems and framed as common sense, 
truthful knowledge as “facts.” The concept of “counter-storytelling” is both a 
learning of the truth outside the white experience and an unlearning of what 
has been commonly accepted as “fact.” That “counter-storytelling” comes from 
members of marginalized communities, whose voices are generally not heard 
in the current conception of “valid evidence.” If the widely accepted practices 
of disseminating knowledge in social work education are serving to perpetuate 
the oppression of those communities, how can educators begin introducing the 
authentic voices of the marginalized and cease the whitewashing of social work 
education?
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An Overview of Open Educational Resources
OER is a powerful and pragmatic way to create novel opportunities for sharing 
counter-storytelling more easily. An open educational framework is well-suited to 
encourage inclusive and open-minded observers, attentive listeners, and flexible 
learners. OER allows social workers, both educators and practitioners, to develop 
a keen situational awareness that comes from exposure to a range of different 
experiences. At the same time, OER is a way to think beyond the textbook in 
recognizing other forms and formats of insightful scholarly communication. 
OER may include podcasts, blogs, video, government and NGO content, and 
more. OER offers a valuable opportunity to evaluate how social justice concepts 
can be put into practice as part of social work instruction.

OER enables the ability to review, reimagine, and potentially revamp social 
work teaching materials. OER is defined as “teaching, learning and research 
materials in any medium—digital or otherwise  —that reside in the public 
domain or have been released under an open license that permits no-cost access, 
use, adaptation and redistribution by others with no or limited restrictions.”19 
“Open,” as related to OER, is described in terms of the 5Rs, allowing users to 
retain, revise, remix, reuse, and redistribute content.20

Using OER in social work education and practice seems to be an obvious 
partnership, with shared goals of equity, diversity, and inclusion that are visibly 
aligned with social work’s stated principles and ethics. There is also rich overlap 
with information literacy frameworks and concepts.21 This intersection provides 
a useful foundation for developing course materials that reflect social justice as 
well as library and social work objectives.

Counter-Storytelling via OER
OER is particularly attractive to instructors seeking to include globally diverse 
or locally representative voices as appropriate. Insightful OER can be created 
to reflect communities whose worldviews, experiences, and underlying value 
systems may not be otherwise explicitly documented. Oral histories, cultural 
traditions, and relevant anecdotes can be explored in a number of ways through 
OER. These can help prevent “the danger of a single voice”22 and discourage 
deficit thinking.

OER enables the movement of learning and teaching beyond the currently 
narrow and restrictive channels for becoming academically credentialed and 
published. It also facilitates discussion and consideration of other ways of 
knowing besides the exclusive reliance on traditional academic journals or even 
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textbooks. New open (or subscription-based) digital platforms and social media 
are providing alternative ways to communicate in a quickly changing world.

Incorporating student writing and collaborative scholarship in OER materi-
als results in successful and motivational examples for others. They provide a 
valuable opportunity to publicly acknowledge and credit student work. They also 
give agency and standing to more informal or other ways of knowing in contrast 
to exclusive traditional academic outlets. Conversational language, jargon, and 
idioms, responsive to specific learners, can make course materials more inter-
esting and understandable. This allows social work students to better relate the 
curriculum to real-life experience and practice. There is a wealth of knowledge 
to be gained outside the classroom, recognizing that students approach social 
work while coming from various disciplines, career entry points, academic back-
grounds, and lived experiences.

OER and Student Retention
For OER, 2018 was identified as a breakthrough year in the move to becoming 
an essential teaching tool.23 Using open course materials ensures that all students 
have access on the first day of classes and levels unanticipated barriers that could 
be detrimental to an optimal learning experience. Saving students money on 
course materials is a positive move to help keep students in the education pipe-
line and able to fully participate throughout a course. Additionally, by providing 
long-term access, materials are available to graduates as part of lifelong learning.

Regarding learning outcomes, a majority of research on OER’s efficacy has 
shown them to be at least as good as traditional textbook-based materials.24 
A study of more than 20,000 students found that students’ grades increased 
using OER, while letter grades of D, F, and withdrawals decreased.25 OER can 
be helpful in removing some of the barriers to retention at many points in a 
student’s journey as an undergraduate, during graduate school, and as part of 
their professional social work experience.

OER Timeliness and Adaptability
The flexibility of OER creation allows for timeliness and sensitivity in responding 
to current events. It can be frequently refreshed as needed to reflect and react 
to the needs of specific communities. Keeping materials updated helps ensure 
that both students and faculty are familiar with topical resources, policies, and 
procedures. Utilizing current data and addressing contemporary issues models 
best practice, develops student confidence, and helps instructor effectiveness. 
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Being able to revise and replace OER as part of continuous improvement allows 
inclusion of real-world, “ripped from the headlines” examples.

Regular examination and review of content can identify gaps, misappropriations, or 
biased lenses for learners. Constructivist education theories encourage students to learn 
by doing and action rather than exclusively relying on passive intake of the words of 
others. Engaging students in producing OER content for a “frequently asked questions 
and answers” section or contributing items for quiz banks can add value and increase 
student ownership of their shared learning environment. OER can leverage resources 
by utilizing a variety of realistically representative case studies, role-plays, field book 
scenarios, and community toolkits.26 This encourages sharing of difficult-to-replicate 
materials and moving away from single-use, disposable assignments to strengthen, 
build confidence in, and encourage developing students’ professional voices.

Textbook Cost, OER, and Sustainability
Cost and convenience are the most frequently cited benefits of using OER.27 Open 
education resources have existed in various forms for many years, although the 
last two decades have seen a dramatic rise in widespread understanding, funding, 
and adoption. Creating OER has frequently been motivated by frustration with 
commercial textbook prices that have risen dramatically well beyond the annual 
rate of inflation. The high cost of textbooks that change frequently with no added 
value (or that do not change enough) provide a valid reason to consider alternatives.

Pressure for alternatives to commercial textbooks has been voiced by 
students28 and faculty as well as policymakers, grant funders, legislators, and 
international rights organizations.29 The desire by authors to control and retain a 
portion of their copyright has also led to the development of licensing platforms 
such as Creative Commons. In the US, federal, state, and local OER initiatives 
have seeded several noteworthy OER projects. The Scholarly Publishing and 
Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC) and other organizations have helped to 
initiate and implement programs supporting OER champions and policy advo-
cates to carry the OER message. Student groups have worked on #TextbookBroke 
campaigns to demonstrate how money for expensive course materials precludes 
the purchase of other necessities such as food, rent, gas, etc. They have been 
successful in helping underscore the need for more affordable learning.30

Integrating OER and Social Work for Equity
It seems there would be much support for OER in social work education, and 
inroads are underway.31 However, DeCarlo notes, “Only one OER social work 
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text is listed in the Open Textbook Library, and that openly available social work 
resources in Merlot and OER Commons lack organization, faculty review, or a 
record of widespread adoption.”32 Currently, not as much OER has been devel-
oped in social work as in allied disciplines such as psychology,33 the professions 
(e.g., education and nursing), or the sciences (e.g., math and physics).

The surprising comparative lack of OER in social work education to date 
provides enormous opportunity. In social work, “OER enables faculty to local-
ize and decolonize learning materials. For example, textbooks on child welfare 
might use common core content and localized content based on state regulations, 
trends, and client populations.”34 Inclusion of images reflective of their commu-
nity can increase students’ feeling of belongingness.35 These modifications may 
assist in student persistence to degree and in eventually finding a disciplinary 
home in the social work field. In this way, OER has significant potential value in 
widening the pipeline to a more diverse cadre of learners and helping to grow 
the social work community.

Meaningfully engaging students as OER partners and advocates has several 
advantages. Participating in OER creation allows social work students to exam-
ine and challenge underlying belief systems, values, and motivations in a safe 
manner. Encouraging students to be part of knowledge creation helps them 
to gain confidence, enhances their standing, and enables them to model both 
solution-seeking and sharing with others.

Understanding that OER materials are always available and can be shared 
allows new social workers to assemble a better suite of tools for real-world work. 
This is especially true and helpful when graduates may no longer have access 
to an academic library for paywalled articles or access to a continuing profes-
sional education budget to keep up with the field. Teaching students critical 
information literacy emphasizing OER and open access materials helps prepare 
graduates to navigate beyond Google for their own use and to assist the clients 
they serve.

It should be mentioned that one weakness of OER, in general, is that it may 
not include supplemental materials or other textbook ancillaries such as quiz-
zes, gradebooks, practice exercises, and more. Although some may be critical 
of quality, OER by definition affords the opportunity to improve, update, and 
enhance materials as part of the larger professional learning community. Inviting 
students to contribute to creating additional materials such as quiz banks and 
exercises can also help them develop their professional voice. In this way, OER 
not only gives credibility to those who might not otherwise be heard but, more 
importantly, enables additional ways to respectfully listen and make change.

From a larger perspective, Hodgkinson-Williams and Trotter36 discuss some 
of the economic, cultural, and political responses to social injustices. They posit 
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that OER and open educational practice can be categorized as either ameliorative 
(i.e., remedial) or transformative (i.e., addressing the root causes). They classify 
straightforward OER adoption as ameliorative, but it becomes transformative 
when students become more directly involved in developing class structure, 
activities, readings, and assessment. The acknowledgment of the power of proac-
tive student involvement offers a framework for further examination of under-
lying pedagogical structures, assumptions, and open practices37 in social work 
education and elsewhere.

This framework also leads to a clarion call for deeper empirical research in the 
use of OER as a means of examining redistributive social justice for underserved 
students.38 All OER cannot be embraced uncritically. OER will only be trans-
formative and ensure its sustainability by continuing to ask, “Open for whom?,” 
“Open by whom?,” as well as, “Open in what context, for what reason, and for 
what outcome?”39

Incorporating OER in Social Work Education
It is important to acknowledge that integrating OER in social work education is 
a process and does not happen overnight. Below are some practical ways it can 
be encouraged.

1. Utilize OER conversation to re-visit other needed changes in 
curriculum toward being more accessible and inclusive.

2. Find and reward champions from faculty, students, and other 
stakeholders who have been successful with OER in their courses 
to help carry the message to others.

3. Work with information literacy experts (e.g., librarians) to ensure 
students understand how to evaluate open resources and repudi-
ate misinformation.

4. Conduct research that asks students for their perception of OER 
use and suggestions for improvement. Include and acknowledge 
student voices whenever possible.

5. “Lean into open” in all areas including open data, open educa-
tion, and open access journal publishing40 to break down 
paywalls and silos.

6. Encourage faculty to recognize and reward the development of 
OER materials and open educational practices in promotion and 
tenure guidelines.41

7. Advocate for additional OER support at departmental, institu-
tional, association, state, and federal levels.
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8. Celebrate by sharing successful programs and initiatives that can 
be adapted by others.

Social work has historically been a field that has been known for flexibility of 
thought and method. That flexibility must extend to methods of teaching and 
learning to allow the profession and its education to change in response to the 
changing world. One such potential change is rethinking scholarship require-
ments for tenure and promotion. The ever-present push in academia for articles 
in “peer-reviewed publications” is a driving force behind elitism in publishing. 
Additionally, the desperation to publish in a competitive field has facilitated the 
rise of predatory publishers, charging authors large sums of money to publish 
articles with little review or oversight.42 The result of this trend is a flood of 
potentially low-quality research that is framed as “expert data” to students and 
practitioners. Rethinking tenure requirements and perceptions of “valid” schol-
arship would allow faculties more flexibility and creativity in how they conduct 
research and produce knowledge for consumption.

As previously discussed, social work education and social workers overall 
should expand the definition of what is considered valid knowledge, including 
and elevating the words and voices of the communities they serve. That process 
could begin with the introduction of materials from nontraditional sources, 
currently often seen as unorthodox and not sufficiently “scholarly” for inclusion 
in the social work curriculum. These materials could include blogs, podcasts, 
and posts on social media platforms, as these are channels currently available to 
members of marginalized communities such as BIPOC.

Conclusion
As a profession, social work prides itself on its focus on social justice, action, and 
advocacy on behalf of oppressed and marginalized communities. In particular, 
there has been a recent focus on anti-racist work within social work. Social 
workers are uniquely poised to provide valuable service to communities such 
as BIPOC; however, they are also uniquely poised to do harm to these same 
vulnerable people. Much of the influence that determines this course comes 
from social work education, so it stands to reason that anti-oppressive work 
must begin when practitioners are learning their trade. Social workers do not 
learn best about racism and its impact from white academics within a field domi-
nated by whiteness; true learning comes from the voices of those whose lives 
are impacted by racism. The development and use of OER not only broadens 
the scope of information available to educators and students, it also reflects the 
ethical principles of the profession.
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Many of the issues plaguing social work education are not unique to that 
discipline; tenure requirements, accreditation standards, and the exclusion of 
BIPOC from academia are problems identified throughout higher education. 
However, social workers, by virtue of their interaction with vulnerable human 
beings, have a unique imperative to adapt their pedagogy to the changing needs 
of their students and the world around them. Through the use of OER, social 
work education can better reflect its values and ethics and impart those, along 
with a better understanding of client needs, to future practitioners.
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