
Developing the Open Factors Instrument: An Implementation Questionnaire for Gauging Openness

Abstract: The Open Factors Instrument is a twenty-five item questionnaire instrument used for gauging
perceptions of  openness  in learning environments.  The instrument will  be useful  for  informing design
decisions in the implementation and evaluation of openness and related constructs in higher education
classrooms and organizational training situations. This paper describes the iterative design cycles, cognitive
interviewing processes, and formative feedback sessions used in developing the instrument, and provides a
rough draft of the current instrument.

Introduction
     Openness is an experiment that is simultaneously impacting the education field and trying to find it’s footing. 
There has been a swarm of recent discussion around the concept of openness and its impact regarding education; 
however, there are still several issues that prevent the discussion from being as meaningful as it could be. First, there
is some confusion over the definition. For example, the concept of open regarding content means a thing is both 
gratis (i.e., free as in cost) and libre (i.e., free as in freedom) (Raymond et al., 1998; D. A. Wiley, 2012a, 2012b), 
where the concept of open regarding a university or course may emphasize the reduction of barriers over other 
elements (Freeman & Learning, 2005). Second, the open education movement has a history, a popularizing of the 
movement in the 60s and 70s, that is largely ignored (Shelley & Sherman, 2009). In that history, a number of things 
occurred, such as confusion over definitions, conflicting research findings, overpromising and underdelivering 
results, and sloganizing the term (Giaconia & Hedges, 1982; Hill & Tunnell, 1975; Shelley & Sherman, 2009), that 
are in many ways mirrored in the current open education movement (Baker III & Surry, 2013). Further, there are 
hidden distinctions in the values and goals that indicate different agendas and implicate different design approaches 
held by the various evangelizers of openness (Baker III & Surry, 2013; Hill & Tunnell, 1975). Additionally, there is 
confusion over the various types of learning environments, such as the different versions of Massively Open Online 
Courses (MOOCs), that are not yet settled (Baker III & Surry, 2013; Rodriguez, 2012, 2013).
     The concept of the open classroom suffers from many of the same issues as the larger open education field. In the
original open education movement, there were attempts to define openness in a classroom using a framwork 
approach (Tunnell, 1975), and to gauge the level and impact of openness in classrooms using observations (Klein & 
Eshel, 1980). The open education movement, along with the rest of society, has transitioned from analogue to 
digital, and has picked up interesting and powerful new foundations and influences from which to draw concepts 
such as crowdsourcing (Raymond, 1999), networked participatory scholarhip (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012), open
scholarship (Weller, 2011), personal learning networks (Attwell, 2007), and connected education and learning 
environments (Couros, 2009; Drexler, 2010). 

Defining Openness
     The more current efforts to define openness fall into three main approaches. First, some researchers ground 
openness in a historical moment and attempt to transfer the characteristics, influences and aspects from that moment 
to the current movement. Broudy and Palmer (1965), Couros (2004, 2006), Giaconia and Hedges (1982), Peter and 
Deimann (2013), Peters and Britez (2008) and Wiley (2006) are each examples of this. The second approach 
attempts to retrofit the philosophy of openness to underpin some current structure or action. For example, Peters and
Roberts (2012) discuss openness as a moral good that underpins digital advancments in scientific communications, 
some education efforts, and knowledge production efforts. Another example involves the claim that education by its 
very nature is about sharing; therefore, education is open to some degree by default (D. A. Wiley, 2010). The third 
approach involves grounding it in some practical context such as openness providing certain affordances in Open 
Educational Resources (OERs) (D. A. Wiley, 2012b), or utilizing a less restrictive content license such as the 
Creative Commons Licenses (Creative Commons, n.d.). 
     Openness essentially boils down having a high degree of transparency and the absence of significant interference 
and barriers, referred to here as freedom, in the operation and processes of the learning environment or resource. 
These constructs, transparency and freedom, have some grounding in the literature in addition to being common to 
concepts of openness.  For example, The Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (2007) states that a 
resource’s free digital availability and minimal “technical, legal, or price barriers” (p.32) restricting its use are the 
most important considerations of its openness. Meiszner (2011) continues the idea of openness defined by access 
and use when defining open education as 
the free and open access to, the usage of and the right to modify and re-use digital open educational resources and 
digital educational tools, and the free and open access to the related virtual educational communities, in order to 
learn, teach, exchange or advance knowledge in a collaborative and interactive way (p.6).
     When transparency and freedom are designed into a learning environment or system they enable and encourage 
increases in access, sharing, and learner agency in using the system. The Open Factors instrument is a questionnaire 
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that is intended to gauge the perceived levels of transparency and freedom in a given course, department, college, or 
institution, and provide results that can be used in implementing openness in a classroom. 

Significance
     This questionnaire is a draft of an instrument intended to obtain perceptions of key factors that support openness 
in a classroom. Extensive literature searches have revealed no similar instruments, aside from Klein & Eshel's 
(1980) Open Classroom Scale. Having the ability to obtain an openness profile for a classroom or learning 
environment will aid in designing or transitioning a classroom into a more open state (e.g., more connected, social, 
digital, etc.). Opening the classroom is a phenomena that is increasing in practice and support given the advent of 
the Anchored Open Course (Baker III & Surry, 2013; Baker III, n.d.; Wiley, 2007), Massivley Open Online Courses 
(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2008; Kop, Fournier, & Mak, 2011; Liyanagunawardena, 
Adams, & Williams, 2013), and the connected educator movement (Couros, 2008; Drexler, 2010). Experimenting 
with openness in the classroom is important because, among other things, it helps support calls for community and 
transformative learning in the classroom (Wilson, Ludwig-Hardman, Thornam, & Dunlap, 2004; Wilson, Parrish, & 
Veletsianos, 2008), and it can support the mission and functioning of higher education institutions in teaching, 
research and service (Digital Connections Council of the Committee for Economic Development, 2006, 2009).
     The Open Factors Instrument is a 25 item questionnaire with five items per construct (transparency, freedom, 
access, sharing, agency). It is targeted to obtain data on one unit level (i.e., course, department, college, institution) 
and is designed to be compared either against an ideal or against other units which have also taken the assessment. 

Development and Validation
     The Open Factors Instrument was influenced by Surry’s RIPPLES Model (Jasinski, 2007; Surry, Grubb, 
Ensminger, & Ouimette, 2009; Surry, 2002) for its style and lean toward implementation, and by The Open 
Classroom Scale in (Klein & Eshel, 1980) for determining the openness of a classroom. Where The Open Classroom
Scale focused on observation and is now dated, the Open Factors Instrument uses updated constructs of openness 
and can be used to create an implementation profile soon followed. The questionnaire gauges perceptions related to 
the concepts of transparency and freedom as being enablers for access, sharing, and agency.  
The instrument underwent several formative feedback sessions and iterative design updates. As part of the formative
evaluation, the Open Factors Instrument was subject to three cognitive interviews where the participants took the 
questionnaire and talked aloud about what they were thinking in response to each construct, as recommended by 
Presser et al. (2004). 
     Traditional cognitive interviewing uses the typical end user; therefore, the evaluation process was not a pure 
cognitive interview because the participants were each instructional designers. An additional break from pure 
cognitive interviewing technique is that the participants used their skill as instructional designers to aid in 
formatively evaluating the questionnaire as they took it by making recommendations and discussing their thought 
process and expertise. 
     The interviews each lasted approximately one hour and were recorded and later referenced. The process worked 
such that the participant would read and respond to the construct or item, state their reactions and ideas, and then I 
would clarify any apparent misconceptions in their understanding and we would discuss the understanding, 
intention, wording, and concepts regarding the item.
     The first interview resulted in several changes to the original questionnaire regarding the constructs and the 
wording of some questions. The constructs and ideas surrounding the items seemed to match my conceptions for 
most items, but not for all. Most of these edits included clarifying the wording in a construct or item to be more 
explicit, and rewriting questions so that they better represented the constructs and gathered the appropriate data. An 
issue arose in some items where the wording used in an answer choice unintentionally required participants to be 
hostile or negative toward instructor performance. Each of the remaining items were reviewed to ensure that they 
remained general and neutral. The results and edits from the first interview were considered and incorporated into 
the questionnaire before the second participant interview took place.
    The second interview lasted approximately one and a half hours and produced significant changes in the 
instrument as a result of the interview. We went through every construct and item in detail and considered and 
discussed from multiple perspectives. The assumptions, context, and wording were challenged and every item on the
questionnaire was rewritten so that it reduced cognitive load and clarified the concepts. Most of the items originally 
started with “please rate” and were changed to the wording “I think.” The results and edits from the second 
interview were considered and incorporated into the questionnaire before the third participant interview took place.
     The third participant went through a near final version and responded as a student, an instructor, and an 
instructional designer. The constructs were discussed and a few minor edits were made. For the most part, there were
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no major edits or issues, and the conceptions surrounding the items seemed to match the intended definitions. Typos 
and several confusing terms were changed for clarity. There was some confusion over one of the question styles 
used in the instrument that relates to a single question. This question style was reported as presenting cognitive load 
resulting from the terms; however, no simplification or rewriting of the question has occured at this time. It is 
expected that a small group field trial is needed to provide further fromative feedback  and provide data useful for 
developing a more effective phrasing for the item. 

Discussion 
     The cognitive interviews created an effective setting from which to analyze the questionnaires in depth and 
perform a formative evaluation process. The results from the cognitive interviews and formative evaluations were 
absolutely helpful in developing a better instrument and enabling more constructive thought processes. Having 
access to the thought processes that users engage in when interacting with the questionnaire was critical in its 
development. The instrument could benefit from undergoing several more of these sessions later on so that the 
instrument is as clear as possible before it is used or before it enters small group field trials. 
Based on the results from the cognitive interviews, the ideas that go through the participant’s head closely match the 
intended constructs and the questions seem clear and direct. Some degree of construct validity is credited to the 
instrument in that it has been found to invoke the intended constructs in the users. The degree to which the concepts 
matched the intended construct and to which the questions brought to mind what they intended to measure was 
interesting to see, but hard (if not impossible) to quantify. Cognitive interviewing is an effective way to obtain 
another perspective on an instrument and allow an insight into the thought process of the participant. Using the 
edited versions of the instrument meant that the series of cognitive interviews took place with an evolved instrument
each time, so there was less concern in play about a convergence of results and more focus on an iterative review of 
the instrument as it develops.
     While the Open Factors Instrument is still in development, it is proving a useful exercise in itself for thinking 
through the construct of openness and for exploring ways to assess openness in a learning environment. The 
instrument needs to undergo small group field trials in order to further develop it in a practical setting, but the 
instrument should be useful as it is for thinking about openness in an environment.

Conclusions 
     The Open Factors Instrument is a questionnaire intended to gauge perceptions of transparency, freedom, access, 
sharing, and agency in a learning environment. The instrument is progressing well in its development and has gone 
through several design iterations. It has benefitted greatly from cognitive interviews and formative evaluation 
procedures of other experts and users. The instrument is ready to undergo further formative evaluation in small 
group field trial settings. There is some confusion over one question style, but otherwise the instrument seems to 
clearly invoke the intended constructs in the users. The Open Factors Instrument is important because there are no 
other instruments that attempt to gauge perceptions of openness and the information produced would be useful for 
implementing openness in a learning environment. The current version of the instrument represents several cycles in
the iterative design process and is expected to be a useful contributor to openness and implementation research in 
the near future.
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APPENDIX 

The Open Factors Instrument

INSTRUCTIONS:  The  Open Course  instrument is  intended to obtain data on the perceived levels of
factors that influence openness. The results provide an implementation profile that can be used to create a
plan  for  enabling  openness.  The  factors  are  transparency,  inhibitors,  access,  sharing,  and  agency.
Participants should answer the questions in reference to their experience in the course of interest.

Transparency
Transparency:  Transparency refers  to  the  degree  that  course  related  rules,  procedures  and  materials  are  well
articulated, communicated, and adhered to. For example, a well written syllabus that is jargon free, outlines all of the
assignment guides for the semester, and is followed closely by the instructor would be very transparent, where
jargonistic or hard to locate application guidelines would not be very transparent.

1. I think the rules, procedures, and materials in my course are:                                      
Fully Transparent; Highly Transparent; Moderately Transparent; Slightly Transparent; Not at all Transparent; Don't

Know/Not Sure
2. Ideally, I think the rules, procedures, and materials in my course should be:               
Fully Transparent; Highly Transparent; Moderately Transparent; Slightly Transparent; Not at all Transparent; Don't

Know/Not Sure
3. To people not enrolled in my course, I think the rules, procedures, and materials should be:                            

Fully Transparent; Highly Transparent; Moderately Transparent; Slightly Transparent; Not at all 
Transparent; Don't Know/Not Sure 

4. I think that transparent rules, procedures, and materials outside of the course have a/an ____________ 
impact on learning in my course.                                                  

Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral / No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/ Not Sure

b. Can you list any specific examples?

5. I think that transparent rules, procedures, and materials inside of the course have a/an ____________ 
impact on learning in my course.                                              

Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/ Not Sure

b. Can you list any specific examples?

Inhibitors

Inhibitors: Inhibitors refer to regulations and conditions that limit or interfere with the ways and amounts learners
can connect with people, resources, technologies, and processes of their choosing. They can include technological,
social, regulatory, procedural, or other natures of interference.For example, rules or procedures that block the use of
certain software programs, websites, or types of research allowed for use in class would be inhibitors.

6. I think the level of regulation and inhibiting conditions in my course are:                    
High; Above Average; Average; Below Average; Low; Don't Know/Not Sure

7. Ideally, I think the learner's ability to connect with any people and use any resources, technologies, and 
processes in my course should be:                                                
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Fully Regulated; Highly Regulated; Moderately Regulated; Slightly Regulated; Not at all Regulated; Don't
Know/Not Sure

8. I think the ability for people not enrolled in my course to connect with learners and use resources, 
technologies, and processes in my course should be:                              

Fully Regulated; Highly Regulated; Moderately Regulated; Slightly Regulated; Not at all Regulated; Don't
Know/Not Sure

9. I think the impact on learning from the level of inhibitors outside of the course is: 
Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/Not Sure

b. Can you list any specific examples? 

10. I think the impact on learning from the level of inhibitors inside of the course is: 
Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/ Not Sure

b. Can you list any specific examples?
Access

Access:  Access  refers  to  the  level  of  permission and  encouragement  the  learners  have  for  finding,  using,  and
connecting with a variety of resources and people both inside and outside of the course environment for the purposes
of the course. For example, a high level of access would allow and encourage learners to find blogs, experts, or
research articles AND bring the content or perspectives into the class discussion for consideration by others, where
discouraging learners from consulting certain references such as non-peer  reviewed articles or Wikipedia could
represent a low degree of access.

11. I think the level of access in my course is: 
High; Above Average; Average; Below Average; Low; Don't Know/Not Sure

12. Ideally, I think that a learner's permission and encouragement level for finding, selecting, and consulting 
any materials or people he or she chooses should be: 

High; Above Average; Average; Below Average; Low; Don't Know/Not Sure
13. I think the ability for people not enrolled in my course to access materials or learners in my course should 

be:                                                                                                 
Fully Permissible; Highly Permissible; Moderately Permissible; Slightly Permissible; Not at all Permissible; Don't 

Know/Not Sure;
14. I think the impact on learning from the level of access learners have outside of the course is:                        

Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/Not Sure 

b. Can you list any specific examples?

15. I think the impact on learning from the level of access learners have inside of the course is:                          
Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/Not Sure 

b. Can you list any specific examples?

Sharing

Sharing:  Sharing  refers  to  the  level  of  permission  and  encouragement  the  learners  have  for  creating  and
disseminating ideas and content, both original and course provided, to people both inside and outside of the course
environment for the purposes of the course. For example, an environment that uses openly licensed course readings
and encourages learners to blog their thoughts and share the readings would be a high sharing environment, where
an environment that doesn't encourage collaboration or discussion of the content even within the class between
registered learners would be low sharing.

16. I think my course’s overall level of sharing is:                                                                
High; Above Average; Average; Below Average; Low; Don't Know/Not Sure

17. Ideally, I think that a learner's permission and encouragement level for creating and disseminating 
original and course perceived ideas and content should be:                

7
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High; Above Average; Average; Below Average; Low; Don't Know/Not Sure
18. I think the ability for people not enrolled in my course to share with learners in my course should be:         

Fully Permissible; Highly Permissible; Moderately Permissible; Slightly Permissible; Not at all 
Permissible; Don't Know/Not Sure

19. I think the impact on learning from the level of sharing outside of the course is:  Extremely Positive; 
Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/ Not Sure 

b. Can you list any specific examples?

20. I think the impact on learning from the level of sharing inside of the course is:   Extremely Positive; 
Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/ Not Sure 

b. Can you list any specific examples?

Learner Agency

Learner Agency:  Agency refers to the learner’s level of ownership over their own educational experience. This
Includes their permitted freedom in making choices regarding course content, pacing, assignments, assessments,
learning spaces, and connections (people/resources). For example, a learning environment that allows learners to
select between multiple types of assignments or assessments or sequence the content to some degree through an
academic contract would have an above average learner agency, where a learning environment that dictated group
assignments, controlled sequencing, and limited the freedom allowed in projects would be low agency.

21. I think the level of learner agency in my course is:                                                        
High; Above Average; Average; Below Average; Low; Don't Know/Not Sure

22. Ideally, I think that a learner's agency should be:                                                         
High; Above Average; Average; Below Average; Low; Don't Know/Not Sure

23. I think the development of a sense of agency over course concepts, assignments, and materials by people 
not enrolled in my course should be:                                 

Extremely Encouraged; Encouraged; Moderately Encouraged; Slightly Encouraged; Not at all Encouraged; Don't
Know/Not Sure

24. I think the impact on learning from the learner's agency of things outside of the course is:                            
Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/Not Sure 

b. Can you list any specific examples?
25. I think the impact on learning from the learner's agency of things inside of the course is:                              

Extremely Positive; Positive; Neutral/No Impact; Negative; Extremely Negative; Don't Know/Not Sure 

b. Can you list any specific examples?
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