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Foreword

This paper explores Universal Learning – an innovative 
approach for academic learning content procurement and 
provisioning. Universal Learning is a solution for providing 
college students with course materials, including digital 
textbooks, library reserves, courseware, and other assets. 

Universal Learning matches and packages learning content 
assets with enrollments in a class, typically providing 
access to digital learning resources through learning 
management system access. Students can access digital 
learning resources on the first day of class at a lower price 
point than conventional textbook access. 

Furthermore, students can download digital learning 
content onto devices of their choosing, creating a better 
learning experience and signifying a shift towards a more 
student-centric learning environment.  

 Universal Learning transforms digital transformation results 
into a deliberate strategy to provide tangible benefits for 
students, such as more affordable course materials, ease 
of access, and content availability from day one of class. 
Universal Learning takes advantage of innovations, from 
how content is secured and licensed to how it is distributed 
and managed while providing analytics to evaluate use 
patterns and student performance.

At its simplest level, digital transformation describes what 
happens when technology systems integrate into crucial 
operations and when data from those operations are used 
to continuously revisit, revise and reform core operations 
to meet stakeholder needs better. Digital transformation 
now impacts how a college or a university plans for its 
future, from reconsidering mission statements to redefining 
expectations for digital skills required for future success, 
including student success.

During the past ten years, this focus on improving student 
success has led institutions to look for accurate predictors 
of student success, especially related to student retention, 
progress, and completion. Some of the variables that have 
been shown to predict student success include:

 Student characteristics (such as age, gender,  
and socio-economic background);

 Student behaviors (including study behaviors, 
organizational behaviors, and self-management 
behaviors);

 Feelings of “fit” and of a student‘s perceptions  
of belonging;

 Student supports – including interventions such  
as advising, case management, and tutoring as  
well as engagement activities such as orientations,  
club memberships, and service organizations;

 Course and program characteristics – how they  
are designed and delivered;

 Instructor behaviors and characteristics – instructional 
techniques, strategies, delivery methods.1

Contemporary research related to student success has 
made it clear that the value of non-academic supports 
(e.g., food security, counseling, and community) are 
significant contributors to student success, and will affect 
students of different characteristics in different ways. 
Student care and well-being can no longer be considered 
as an afterthought, because some of those variables can 
impact a student’s motivations to achieve.

Perhaps even more pointedly, the value of academic support, 
including access to academic resources such as textbooks, 
journals, and other course materials has been recognized as a 
vital factor contributing both to students’ sense of well-being 
(that is, feeling confident, secure, and prepared) as well as 
being ready to face their academic challenge. 

As readers will see from the following discussion, Universal 
Learning provides institutions with “vital infrastructure to 
student learning” that opens doors and levels playing fields. 
It offers new ways to think about how institutions can be 
proactive in helping students succeed.

Dr. Ellen D. Wagner
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1. Vignare, K., Wagner, E. & Swan, K. (2017) The value of common definitions in student success research: Setting the stage for adoption and scale.  
Journal of Internet Learning Learning Volume 6 Number 1 - Spring 2017/Summer 2017. https://www.apus.edu/academic-community/journals/dl/
jolrap-06-01.pdf#page=7 
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INTRODUCTION

Access to Course Materials  
is a Student Success Issue

Even in challenging times, U.S. colleges and 
universities can boast one major success: 
they’re accessible to more people than ever.

College participation rates for virtually every 
racial group are at or near historic highs, 
especially for Black and Latinx students. 
American higher education has become very 
good at getting young people from diverse 
backgrounds to attend. Yet, at non-profit 
institutions, college persistence and graduation 
rates remain mired for most groups at less 
than 50 percent, with the lowest rates for Black, 
Latinx, and Native students. 

Amid the constellation of why students 
don’t succeed in college, there’s an entirely 
preventable one: many face a huge challenge 
simply accessing course materials, particularly 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
The key to this is textbook accessibility. 

Due to issues such as textbook piracy, rentals, 
and publishing costs, textbook prices have 
outpaced inflation. For students from low-
income backgrounds, textbooks and course 
materials are often a “last-dollar expense”—they 
prioritize expenses like college tuition and fees,  
childcare, and other living expenses higher. A 
recent national survey spotlighted the scale of 
the problem: in 2020, 65 percent of students 
surveyed reported skipping buying a textbook 
because of cost. This survey also showed how 
the most disadvantaged students struggle with 
last-dollar expenses: 82 percent of students who 
reported missing a meal due to the pandemic 
also reported skipping buying textbooks.

In this context, a new approach to textbook 
accessibility, called Universal Learning, 
presents the possibility of equalizing access to 
opportunity across the entire higher education 
system. Universal Learning is about ensuring 
all students have access to the content they 
need on the first day of class—in ways that 
can have a transformative impact on student 
persistence, retention, and success.

65%
of students surveyed in 2020 
reported skipping buying a 
textbook because of cost
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PART ONE

Universal Learning:  
A Student-Centric Solution

Universal Learning takes an inclusive stance to ensure that student access to learning 
content is not limited by their financial means or learning disabilities. Universal 
Learning focuses on providing equitable access to content for students from all 
backgrounds and removing the costs and constraints that often accompany course 
materials. Core to Universal Learning is the idea that textbooks, journals, and other 
course materials are vital infrastructure to student learning.

Universal Learning solves a problem that has uniquely plagued higher ed: colleges 
and universities have primarily equalized the costs of virtually every service they 
provide -- except course materials. While colleges and universities charge vastly 
different tuition rates from each other, they have for decades made an implicit 
judgment about costs within their walls: tuition is the same regardless of major. 
Universal Learning helps institutions ensure that textbook costs do not also impose 
differentiated burdens on students based on their chosen field of study.

Universal Learning is a content procurement and provisioning model where content 
is packaged with enrollment in a class, and there is a set per student fee per course. 
With Universal Learning, course materials, for the most part, are digitally distributed 
through learning management systems. Students enrolling in a course automatically 
gain access to the digital materials at no extra cost or a reduced cost on day 1 of 
the course. For students, Universal Learning delivers a significant reduction in course 
material expenses: cost savings can range from 30 to 50 percent.

Continued on next page
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Universal Learning prioritizes digital content, which conveys other benefits for 
students beyond mitigating the last-dollar expense barrier. By its very nature, 
the digital format also promotes equity in different ways by making course 
materials available on students’ preferred devices (e.g., laptop, mobile phone, 
tablet). Most notably, digital content provides enhanced access to students with 
learning disabilities, such as dyslexia or vision impairment. The National Center 
on Accessible Educational Materials suggests that publishers and educators can 
improve the accessibility of materials by making them more perceivable, operable, 
understandable, and robust. While being digital doesn’t mean the content is more 
accessible to students with learning disabilities, it does provide an opportunity for 
technology providers to develop features that reduce barriers to learning, such as 
keyboard commands, reader settings that magnify content, flux and night reading 
modes, and text-to-speech capabilities. 

Universal Learning helps deliver a more level playing field for academic success by 
reducing the affordability barrier to course materials. Research suggests that the 
likelihood of academic success is much higher for students who have access to 
all required materials. Unsurprisingly, student surveys capture their anxiety about 
access to textbooks. As the U.S. Public Interest Research Group found, “Students 
are still very concerned that not purchasing materials will negatively impact their 
grade, with 90 percent reporting being significantly or somewhat concerned.” 

For students, Universal Learning 
delivers a significant reduction in 
course material expenses:  
cost savings can range from

30-50%
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PART TWO

Universal Learning Delivers  
Campuswide Benefits

Universal Learning provides tangible benefits 
for students by making course materials lower 
cost, available on day one, easier to access, 
and more accommodating for different 
learners. Together, these innovations have the 
potential to help institutions move the needle 
on student success. 

Institutions that implement Universal Learning 
Equity can accrue various benefits, from 
reinventing the role of libraries to acquiring new 
insights on student learning.

For academic libraries
Universal Learning offers libraries the potential 
for a new role as they coordinate course 
material requests across the institution. In 
this new model, libraries can serve as the 
department that delivers essential materials 
directly to students without charging for content. 
“Everything changed for our campus library in 
the wake of the pandemic,” says Valerie Nye, 
Library Director at Santa Fe Community College 
and author of an op-ed on the role of libraries in 
expanding access to course materials. “At a time 
when access to course content is both more 
important and more difficult than ever, we’ve 
been able to bridge the gap for students who 
would not have had any other way to get the 
resources and materials they need.”

For faculty 
Universal Learning provides access to a wide 
range of content -- enabling academic freedom 
for faculty. Rather than traditional digital solutions, 
which limit faculty to choosing content from 
one or a small selection of publishers, Universal 
Learning solutions offer a wide range of content 
from thousands of publishers, including Open 
Education Resources (OER), via a single platform. 

For universities and colleges 
The ease with which students can access 
materials makes the arrangement cost-
effective and in line with university and college 
missions to maximize success for all students.  
Done well, Learning Enablement platforms 
like BibliU, which enable Universal Learning, 
can streamline and automate the workflows 
associated with identifying, selecting, procuring, 
and distributing content -- achieving significant 
cost avoidance savings for institutions, which 
can reach $500,000 per year.
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PART THREE

Learning Enablement Platforms:  
Underpinning Universal Learning 

The widespread impact of Universal Learning 
Equity on student success and campus offices 
is based on its connection to a new category of 
academic content management platforms—
Learning Enablement. 

Learning Enablement focuses on equipping 
all faculty and students with consistent 
and systematic access to the right learning 
content at each stage of learning, with 
the overarching aim of optimizing student 
outcomes. Learning Enablement leverages 
digital content management, automation,  
and analytics to enable more efficient, 
effective, and equitable learning. 

Learning efficiency
Learning Enablement applies automation to reduce the manual work 
traditionally associated with the curation, procurement, management,  
and distribution of content. With Learning Enablement, students have  
access to the content they need to succeed on the first day of class.

Learning efficiency
Learning Enablement applies automation to reduce the manual work 
traditionally associated with the curation, procurement, management,  
and distribution of content. With Learning Enablement, students have  
access to the content they need to succeed on the first day of class.

1

Learning effectiveness
Learning Enablement leverages learning analytics to give school  
leaders, librarians, faculty, and publishers a deep understanding  
of how students study, how learning resources and course materials  
are used, and which students need support. With Learning  
Enablement, student learning is facilitated by technology  
designed for interactivity, collaboration, and accessibility.

2
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PART FOUR

Universal Learning in Action

Leveraging Digital Content to Advance Student Success  
for At-Risk Students
A large public research university serving over 
30,000 students leverages Universal Learning  
to make learning content more accessible  
for underrepresented students. 

Challenge
In the face of rising student need, the university 
sought a pioneering partner to help attain three 
key objectives: 

1. To improve academic performance 
among students most at risk of stopping 
or dropping out by providing better 
access to course materials. 

2. To find a more cost-effective and accessible 
way to share course materials with more  
in-need students.

3. To generate learning analytics to personalize 
the student learning experience.

Solution
BibliU’s Learning Enablement platform 
possessed the flexibility and functionalities to 
transform student access to textbooks: 

 5,000 first-year students from underserved 
populations received access to digital 
versions of the core textbooks for over  
160 different courses

 All 30,000 students were granted access  
to materials through the Discovery Layer, 
BibliU’s search function that allows for 
diversified learning

 BibliU’s platform supported learning 
effectiveness through analytics  
tracking student engagement

Outcome: 
 Day one access to course materials—With 
the integration of BibliU into the school’s 
learning management system, students 
got access to all the course materials 
they needed, with seamless single sign-
on integration. The easy-to-use interface 
made the transition smooth and intuitive 
for both students and faculty.

 More content at lower cost—By switching  
to digital content delivery with BibliU, faculty 
and departments found it considerably 
easier to find lower-cost textbooks for 
reading lists from BibliU’s library, including 
95% of all requested texts.
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Reinventing Library Reserves in the Face of COVID-19
Santa Fe Community College (SFCC) serves 
2000 full-time students and over 13,000 adult 
learners. As an open-enrollment institution 
serving a primarily Latinx student population, 
it plays a crucial role in helping underserved 
students earn credentials that support 
socioeconomic advancement.

Challenge
Valerie Nye, the Library Director at SFCC, knew 
that the library’s reserve textbooks were critical 
to students’ academic success with the most 
significant financial needs, as they would 
come in to borrow textbooks for 2 hours at a 
time to complete assignments. The reserve 
shelf included 175 textbooks, circulating 2,000 
times a year and serving 500 unique users. 
COVID forced the library’s closing to students, 
so students had to wait for 72-hour quarantine 
periods to access the reserve textbooks. 
Moreover, none of the reserve textbooks were 
available to remote learners.

As the pandemic persisted, the Library Director 
sought a content partner that would provide 
cost-effective access to digital textbooks for 
the most in-need students.

Solution
Using funding provided by the CARES Act, 
which helped institutions manage the COVID 
transitions, SFCC and Valerie pinpointed BibliU’s 
Learning enablement platform as the long-
term solution—delivering immediate digital 
access to reserve textbooks. 

 BibliU provided reserve textbooks on a 
digital platform via an intuitive interface 
that students found easy to use, removing 
a key success barrier to remote learning 
for students.

 As minimal staff involvement and training 
were required for onboarding, BibliU was 
ideal for a school that needed a quick and 
effective solution. SFCC used BibliU’s unique 
User-Activated Acquisition model, which 
met the school’s needs for affordability 
while ensuring all students had on-demand 
access to any book in the library

 BibliU enabled Valerie to expand textbook 
availability while keeping in line with 
copyright laws. Under fair use law, only 20% 
of a textbook can be scanned and shared, 
limiting how much a librarian can fulfill 
student requests. BibliU solved this problem 
by providing full access to most textbooks on 
reserve for SFCC’s most in-need students.

Outcome:
 Restored access to reserve textbooks— 
SFCC’s most financially struggling students 
gained free access to the textbooks they 
needed during an especially challenging 
academic year

 Operationalized Learning Equity— BibliU 
played a crucial role in ensuring no student 
was at a learning disadvantage due to their 
financial circumstance as distance learning 
became the norm at SFCC. 
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Conclusion

When it comes to improving equality of 
opportunity, Universal Learning translates 
into greater student success. Regardless of 
a student’s circumstance, Universal Learning 
enables them to quickly, seamlessly, and cost-
effectively access their course materials. 

To get a sense of the promise of this 
development, look to Europe. In 2021, about 80 
percent of European universities now have one 
key thing in common: no campus bookstore. 
The vast majority of European universities have 
taken up the responsibility for directly providing 
required class content to students digitally as 
part of existing tuition and fees. According to 
Ian Dunn, Provost of Coventry University, a large 
public research university in the U.K. with over 
30,000 students, “Our commitment to equity 
is rooted in the idea that it can -- and should 
-- be achieved through as many approaches 
as possible. That means that in everything 
from our admissions policies to our Learning 
Equity programs for digital content, we make 
decisions to prioritize equity and affordability.” 

As the U.S. higher education community 
continues to reel from the aftershocks of a 
global pandemic and faces the uncertainty 
of the coming months, Learning Enablement 
and Universal Learning can play a critical role 
in institutions’ approach to removing the last 
dollar expense burden for disadvantaged 
students, providing day-one access to textbooks 
and course materials. Now, institutions have 
an opportunity to reimagine their approach to 
content in ways that better respond to students’ 
needs in a new digital age.

Regardless of a student’s 
circumstance, Universal 
Learning enables them to 
quickly, seamlessly, and 
cost-effectively access  
their course materials.
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About BibliU
BibliU’s Learning Enablement platform 
leverages digital content management, 
automation, and analytics to enable more 
efficient, effective, and equitable learning.  
BibliU is proud to enable universities and 
colleges around the world to improve both 
student engagement and outcomes, putting 
digital textbooks, courseware, and monographs 
at the fingertips of all students, no matter their 
economic backgrounds. Working with 2000 
publishers and OER providers to deliver 2 million 
digital assets and counting, BibliU combines 
academic freedom with innovative affordability 
and automation to deliver unmatched value to 
institutions, as well as the students they serve.

Learn more at BibliU.com
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