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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.
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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.

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:

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 an 
afterthought because some of those variables can 
impact a student’s motivation 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
Award-winning learning technologist Dr. Ellen D. Wagner 
has extensive leadership experience in the fields of learning 
and learning technology. As founder of North Coast 
EduVisory Services, she helps higher ed organizations make 
better use of analytics resources, talent, and technology 
platforms.
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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 mitigating 
this challenge 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 survey spotlighted the scale of the 
problem: 65 percent of students surveyed reported 
skipping buying a textbook because of cost and one 
in five students reported that textbook costs
influenced whether or not they enrolled in a specific 
course. 

Additionally, one survey showed how the most 
disadvantaged students struggle with last-dollar 
expenses: during the pandemic, 82 percent of 
students who reported missing a meal 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— 
having a transformative impact on student 
persistence, retention, and success.

1

Access to Course Mater ials  is  A Student Success Issue

of  students surveyed in  2020
reported sk ipping buying a
textbook because of  cost

65%

https://www.ncan.org/news/539190/Whats-Causing-College-Access-Disparities-in-15-Charts.htm
https://www.ncan.org/news/539190/Whats-Causing-College-Access-Disparities-in-15-Charts.htm
https://cdn.ymaws.com/collegeaccess.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/data/15charts/15charts-5.jpg
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d20/tables/dt20_326.10.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d20/tables/dt20_326.10.asp
https://educationdata.org/average-cost-of-college-textbooks#:~:text=One%2Din%2Dfive%20students%20report,skipped%20buying%20a%20textbook%20altogether.
https://pirg.org/edfund/resources/fixing-the-broken-textbook-market-third-edition/#:~:text=82%20percent%20of%20students%20who,skipped%20buying%20an%20access%20code.
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Universal Learning takes an inclusive stance to 
ensure that student access to learning content is 
not limited by their location, finances, or learning 
needs. 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 and success.
 
Universal Learning is a content procurement and 
provisioning model in which content is packaged 
with enrollment in a class, and there is a set per 
student fee per class. 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 the first day of class. 

For students, Universal Learning delivers a 
significant reduction in course material 
expenses: cost savings can range from 30 to 50 
percent.

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 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.” 

Universal Learning prioritizes digital content, which 
provides 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., laptops, mobile 
phones, tablets). Most notably, digital content 
provides enhanced access to students with specific 
learning needs, 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 inherently mean the content is more 
accessible to students with specific learning needs, 
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:  A Student-Centr ic  Solut ion

https://www.ccp.edu/can-free-course-materials-improve-student-success
https://uspirg.org/reports/usp/fixing-broken-textbook-market-third-edition
https://bibliu.com/blog/5-ways-digital-textbooks-support-diverse-learning-needs
https://bibliu.com/blog/5-ways-digital-textbooks-support-diverse-learning-needs
https://aem.cast.org/create/designing-accessibility-pour
https://aem.cast.org/create/designing-accessibility-pour
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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 can 
accrue various benefits, from cost avoidance 
savings to acquiring new insights into content 
usage and student learning.

Universal  Learning Del ivers Campus-Wide Benef i ts

FOR HIGHER ED LEADERS

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.

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 STUDENTS

Universal Learning allows students to get the 
content access they need to succeed on the very 
first day of class. For one flat fee, students don't 
have to wait on physical books to be shipped or for 
financial aid just to purchase the materials they 
need. Students have digital access to everything 
they need when they need it. 

This provides a level start for all students and 
enables students to be engaged with course 
content from the very beginning of their course. 
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The widespread impact of Universal Learning 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 Enablement Platforms:  Underpinning 
Universal  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 EFFECTIVENESS

Learning Enablement leverages learning analytics to give higher education leaders, 
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.

LEARNING EQUITY

Learning Enablement enables Universal Learning. By providing access to content from 
thousands of publishers and OERs on a single Learning Enablement platform, institutions 
can achieve a low per-student-per-class price for content, unmatched by other 
approaches.

1

2

3
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Universal  Learning in Act ion

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. 

THE CHALLENGE

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

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

To generate learning analytics to personalize the 
student learning experience.

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

SOLUTION

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.

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

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 percent of all 
requested texts.

Students get  access 
to a l l  the course 
mater ia ls  they 
needed.

"
"
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PRIORITIZING STUDENT SUCCESS THROUGH AFFORDABLE AND ACCESSIBLE DIGITAL CONTENT 

South Piedmont Community College (SPCC) serves Anson County and Union County located South of 
Charlotte, North Carolina. It’s primarily a part-time education institution, with roughly 10% of SPCC’s 10,000 
students at full-time equivalency. From part-time to dual-enrolled students, SPCC values quality, service, 
stewardship, and respect for all students. 

THE CHALLENGE

SPCC has always used the traditional higher 
education bookstore model, but various barriers 
began to arise as a result of this method. Students 
were struggling to obtain needed learning materials 
- 40% of students were being forced to drop or 
delay enrollment in needed courses due to cost- 
prohibitive materials. Additionally, professors had 
limited insights on which texts were aiding students 
in their learning, and which ones weren’t as integral 
in achieving learning outcomes. SPCC knew that 
other online platforms provide e-textbooks for 
students, but that they didn’t provide the analytics 
that faculty and staff needed to ensure that 
students were served in the best way possible.

SOLUTION

December of 2021 ushered in a new initiative at 
SPCC called Learning Reimagined. This project was
an extensive undertaking in which faculty and staff 
meticulously combed through and evaluated 
course materials from every class SPCC offers. 
Learning Reimagined was SPCC’s opportunity to 
reconsider whether every resource and class was
serving students to the best of its abilities. Rather 
than taking a narrow approach to problem-solving, 
SPCC sought to holistically reimagine the entire 
learning experience. This included implementing a 
new learning management system, streamlining 
measures to mitigate access issues, and BibliU. 

OUTCOME

Scalable day-one content access - SPCC 
introduced BibliU to their students gradually, over 
the course of nearly a full year. The number of 
active users increased from 44 students (Fall 21) 
to 240 students (Spring 22), to 1,877 students 
(Summer 22), and across the college to more 
than 5,000 students (Fall ‘22).

Expanded OER offerings - SPCC has seen the 
positive change that BibliU provides through OER. 
35.33 percent of SPCC’s course sections now 
utilize OER. In fall 2022, 20.08 percent of SPCC’s 
courses are using OER. This is a 41.17 percent 
increase from 14.71 percent using OER in the 
previous semester.

The implementation of Universal Learning through 
BibliU has broken down educational barriers and 
leveled the playing field so that every student has 
access to the materials they need from day one of 
class. For the first time ever, SPCC is now able to 
access data on comprehensive material costs, 
overall student success, and course material 
engagement.  

https://spcc.edu/
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When it comes to improving equity 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 on the first day of class. 

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 Dr. Malinda Daniel, Executive Director of Learning Innovations at SPCC, “As an institution that 
functions to get students prepared either to transfer to a 4-year institution or enter the workplace, we are 
helping students achieve their goals and prepare for the future with quality education and skills 
development. We better accomplish this with more accessible resources that meet our students' needs. 
When you know what best helps students, how do you not enact change?”

As the U.S. higher education community continues to adjust to digital learning, Learning Enablement and 
Universal Learning can play a critical role in institutions’ approaches to removing the last-dollar expense 
burden for all 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 the digital age.

Conclusion

When you know what 
best  he lps students ,  
how do you not  enact
change?

"
"
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