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Access Equals Achievement 
We at Cengage are proud to support this booklet on access to education by Inside Higher Ed. 

Remember sitting in orientation on your first day of school? Chances are, the dean at your institution 
looked out over the sea of students and asked each of you to turn to the right and then turn to the left; 
after which you were offered a bleak prediction: one of the students sitting next to you probably wouldn’t 
make it to graduation. Deans across the country, at all different types of schools, repeat this same routine 
each year on day one, but this performance is more than just a cliché: about half the higher ed students 
in the U.S. don’t complete. That’s a somber statistic, and improving it is what drives educators to do what 
they do every day. 

Here at Cengage, the very same commitment drives our work. We know that access to education doesn’t 
end with simply getting into school; it’s imperative that students have access—each and every day—to 
affordable, high-quality solutions and support systems to keep them in school and help them thrive. That’s 
why we’re breaking the mold to provide students with choices that remove obstacles.  It’s clear one size 
doesn’t fit all, so we offer an array of options, enabling each student to find the most effective learning 
materials. This dedication to affordability, choice and quality compelled us to launch Cengage Unlimited, 
a subscription that gives students complete access to our vast library of content and technology—that’s 
22,000 digital learning products across 675 courses—for one price.

Cengage Unlimited is the result of years of innovations that have evolved over time to ensure every 
student gets what they need—in whatever format they prefer. Our Inclusive Access model provides 
institutions with a seamless way to lower the cost of learning materials; meanwhile, for those learners who 
love print, they can find it—for rent or for purchase, in hardcover or loose leaf. And for those devoted to 
OER, we offer OpenNow, a dependable way to find well-vetted and highly-effective open resources. 

Our simple goal is to offer access in any and every way, making the path to  
(and through) education as frictionless as possible, propelling more students 
toward graduation…and we’re far from finished. Thank you for joining us on  
the journey to help learners. 

Michael Hansen
CEO
Cengage

cengage.com/iheaccess
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Introduction

In the not-so-distant past, educational materials for students meant 
textbooks and maybe lab equipment for science courses. The big choice  
for students was “new or used?” Long lines at the campus bookstore meant 
that a new semester was starting.

In the last decade, colleges have seen a revolution in education  
materials – changing what they were, how they were bought and sold  
and the business models of the companies that sold them. The articles  
in this compilation explore some of the changes – in policies and attitudes 
– at the classroom, campus and industry levels.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to cover these trends. We welcome  
your reactions to this booklet and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

mailto:editor@insidehighered.com
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News
A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

Professors and Provosts  
on Educational Materials
Excerpts from the recent Inside Higher Ed / Gallup surveys

Inside Higher Ed conducts annu-
al surveys of faculty members and 
provosts on key issues, including 
educational materials and open  
educational resources. The follow-
ing are excerpts from articles about 
the two surveys.

Faculty attitudes:
A third of faculty members said 

their courses had used digital 
courseware, software that delivers 
instructional content that can be 
customized and adapted to work 
across different types of learning 
environments. Seventy percent of 
those instructors said the course-
ware they used had “adaptive or 
personalized learning tools or func-
tionalities.”

Nearly two-thirds of instructors 
(62 percent) said they were involved 
in the selection of digital courseware 
when creating an online or blend-
ed class, but most of them appear  
to be doing so in an ad hoc way.

PG. 49 - TEXTBOOKS

Yes

%
Priced too high

No

%
Not priced too high

Thinking now about the cost of textbooks and other course materials, in your opinion, are course materials including textbooks 
priced too high, or not?

Should faculty members make price a signifi cant concern when assigning course readings?

Should faculty members assign more free open educational resources?
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Barely a quarter (28 percent) 
said their institution had a formal-
ized process for evaluating such 
software, and more said they learn 
about the effectiveness of such 
tools from recommendations from 
colleagues (83 percent) than from 
any other source, followed by dis-
cussions with vendors (52 percent), 
vendor marketing materials (36 
percent) and peer-reviewed aca-
demic publications (35 percent).

Faculty respondents overwhelm-
ingly (93 percent) said they believed 
that course materials were too  
expensive, that instructors should 
make price a “significant concern” 
when assigning course readings 
(82 percent), and that professors 
should assign more free open edu-
cational resources (90 percent).

Jill Buban, senior director of re-
search and innovation at the Online 
Learning Consortium, said she was 
heartened that instructors general-
ly felt like they were able to choose 
their courseware, rather than it be-
ing foisted on them from the “top 
down.” But more institutions should 

probably be creating more formal-
ized processes to ensure that in-
structors are getting good, accurate 
information, rather than depending 
excessively on vendors or the per-
spectives of individual faculty col-
leagues.

Provost attitudes:
Increasingly in recent years, col-

leges have debated whether text-
books are too expensive (many 
agree) and what to do about it (there 
is far less consensus).

One issue that angers many stu-
dents is when professors assign 
books that they have written, and on 
which they will earn royalties. Fif-
ty-seven percent of provosts agree 
that this shouldn’t happen. But two-
thirds of provosts reported that their 
colleges permit such arrangements.

Most faculty members, of course, 
don’t write commercial textbooks. 
But there has been a growing push 
by many students and some ad-
ministrators for faculty members  
to factor in student costs when 
making choices about educational 
materials.

Only 35 percent of provosts said 
that faculty members and institu-
tions should be open to changing 
choices on materials to save stu-
dents money, even if the lower-cost 
options are of lesser quality. The 
figure was highest in communi-
ty colleges, where 43 percent of  
provosts answered that way. At 
many community colleges, textbook 
and educational materials make up  
a larger share of total education 
costs than is the case at four-year 
institutions.

When it comes to general edu-
cation courses, 48 percent of pro-
vosts agreed that open education 
resources are of sufficiently high 
quality for use there.

In what could be a crucial issue 
in the years ahead, provosts seem 
hesitant to take away faculty control 
on textbook and educational mate-
rial selection. Asked if the need to 
help students save money justified 
some lessening of faculty control 
over choosing educational materi-
als, 38 percent of provosts agreed, 
while 41 percent disagreed.          ■

Faculty technology survey:
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/survey/faculty-buy-builds-bit-bit-survey-faculty-attitudes-technology

Provost survey:
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/survey/2018-inside-higher-ed-survey-chief-academic-officers
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had made textbooks too expensive 
and had seen sales drop as a result. 
“The print model is really a broken 
business model for us,” he said, 
adding, “we’re thinking about how 
to move away from print, and move 
towards digital.”

Pearson’s inclusive-access busi-
ness is growing quickly, said Peyton. 
“Since the beginning of 2016, which 
is when we launched a repeatable 
and scalable model around inclu-
sive access, we’ve signed agree-
ments with over 200 institutions,” 
he said.

Scott Virkler, chief product officer 
at McGraw-Hill Education, said that 
the publisher had also seen “signif-
icant growth” in inclusive access, 
with its customer base doubling in 
the last year. Lori Hales, senior vice 
president of institutional partner-
ships at Cengage, said that Cen-
gage, too, has seen rapid expansion 

‘Inclusive Access’ Takes Off

Hundreds of colleges are signing on to publishers’ programs, with apparent  
savings to students. Some applaud the movement, while others are skeptical.

By LINDSAY MCKENZIE // NOVEMBER 7, 2017 

Major education publishers -- 
including Pearson, Cengage and 
McGraw-Hill Education -- report 
that the number of colleges offer-
ing “inclusive-access” programs 
has grown rapidly in recent years. 
Where previously students might 
have been assigned textbooks indi-
vidually, now many institutions are 
signing up whole classes of stu-
dents to automatically receive digi-
tal course materials at a discounted 
rate, rather than purchasing individ-
ually. The “inclusive” aspect of the 
model means that every student 
has the same materials on the first 
day of class, with the charge includ-
ed as part of their tuition.

For publishers with struggling 
print businesses, the inclusive-ac-
cess model is a lifeline. Tim Peyton, 
vice president of strategic partner-
ships at Pearson, said it was no 
secret that publishers like Pearson 

in this space. The publisher current-
ly works with more than 275 institu-
tions and expects its revenue from 
inclusive access to double this fis-
cal year, said Hales.

The growth is not only due to new 
institutions trying inclusive access, 
but institutions that already offer 
inclusive access expanding it to 
more courses, said Hales. Typically, 
an institution will start with a pilot 
in one or two courses before scal-
ing up, she explained. Hales said 
that at Cengage, which has been 

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-pearson-outlook/pearson-plunges-as-digital-switch-forces-new-profit-warning-idUSKBN1521KA
https://news.cengage.com/corporate/cengage-partners-with-hundreds-of-colleges-and-universities-to-offer-students-more-value-for-their-course-materials/
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offering inclusive access for around 
four years, they are now starting to 
see some institutions going “all in” 
on the model, and more “seriously 
considering” the same.

A Win for Publishers, 
Discounts for Students
The inclusive-access explosion 

appears to have been precipitated 
by a 2015 Department of Education 
regulation, which enabled institu-
tions to include books and supplies 
in their tuition or fees. Now instead 
of buying textbooks with credit 
cards or cash, stu-
dents can be auto-
matically charged 
for course mate-
rials by the insti-
tution when they 
enroll. To do this, 
institutions must 
give students the 
option to opt out, 
and they must 
have deals with 
publishers to ensure materials are 
“available to students below com-
petitive market rates.”

Publishers can offer discounts 
of up to around 70 percent with in-
clusive access because their cus-
tomer share is increasing, explained 
Peyton. Publishers previously lost 
a lot of revenue from textbooks 
because many students bought 
secondhand, rented, pirated or just 
skipped buying textbooks altogeth-
er. Inclusive-access programs have 
changed that. Now whole classes 
are automatically signed up and 
charged when they enroll in a class, 
with a typical opt-out period of 

around two weeks. “In these mod-
els, the institution charges every 
student that enrolls -- that uptick 
in volume allows us to lower the 
price,” said Peyton.

Publishers have moved quickly 
to diversify their inclusive-access 
offerings in the past few years. All 
offer digital versions of textbooks, 
which are often integrated into 
learning management systems 
through partner companies such as 
Redshelf or VitalSource. In addition, 
many publishers are also building 

new digital course materials from 
scratch and using their own propri-
etary platforms to distribute them. 
With enhanced features, however, 
come enhanced prices. While these 
materials are still cheaper than the 
retail price of equivalent print text-
books, the savings are much less 
impressive than for typical etext-
books.

The Lure for Institutions 
Inclusive access is a simple way 

for institutions to bring down the 
cost of college attendance, said 
Anastacia Morrone, professor of 
educational philosophy and dean 
of information technology at Indi-

ana University-Purdue University 
at Indianapolis. She said that her 
institution, which has inclusive-ac-
cess agreements with more than 
25 publishers, had saved students 
more than $2 million this semester 
alone. Morrone said this figure was 
calculated by taking the retail price 
of a textbook, subtracting the cost 
that students paid for the equivalent 
etextbook and then dividing the cost 
saving in half to account for the fact 
that many students would not have 
bought the book new.

Many other in-
stitutions with 
established inclu-
sive-access pro-
grams, such as 
the University of 
California, Davis, 
also say that they 
have saved stu-
dents millions of 
dollars, offering 
average savings 

of 50 to 70 percent off print retail 
price of equivalent materials.

For faculty members, a key sell-
ing point of the inclusive-access 
model is that students have all the 
materials they need ready on the 
first day of class. Robin Anderson, 
a lecturer in child and family stud-
ies at the University of Tennessee at 
Knoxville, said she was a fan of the 
inclusive-access model and used it 
in all her classes. She took part in a 
pilot two years ago and said that it 
wasn’t difficult to adjust for her or 
her students. Students like the con-
venience of the system, said An-
derson, and all have access to the 

The growth is not only due to new 
institutions trying inclusive access, but 
institutions that already offer inclusive 
access expanding it to more courses.

“
“

https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f26563f69fbe76d894166903c246601c&mc=true&node=se34.3.668_1164&rgn=div8
https://www.redshelf.com/
https://get.vitalsource.com/
http://ucdavisstores.com/SiteText.aspx?id=32616
http://ucdavisstores.com/SiteText.aspx?id=32616
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most up-to-date 
content, instead 
of some students 
having different 
editions of the 
same textbook.

A key differ-
ence between 
inclusive access 
and buying print textbooks is that 
students effectively lease the con-
tent for the duration of their course, 
rather than owning the material. 
If students want to download the 
content to access it beyond the du-
ration of their course, there is often 
an additional fee. This model also 
means that students typically only 
have access to the material where 
there is Wi-Fi access, which can oc-
casionally cause problems, such as 
students not being able to complete 
assigned in-course assessments or 
reading. Anderson said that prob-
lems like this were rare, though.

The Role of Campus Stores 
Campus stores are often the 

ones driving inclusive-access ini-
tiatives, as they receive a cut of the 
sales. While the profit margins are 
smaller than for print, inclusive ac-
cess means that the stores receive 
revenue from a larger number of 
customers. Donovan Garcia, course 
materials manager at the Univer-
sity of Mary Washington, said that 
lower margins were also mitigat-
ed by lower overheads. “We’re not 
purchasing books, we’re not pay-
ing shipping, we’re not having to 
put any time or effort into returning 
unused books or paying restocking 
fees,” said Garcia.

Garcia said that he felt inclusive 
access was a good deal for stu-
dents. The institution works primar-
ily with Pearson as its inclusive-ac-
cess provider, as “they have the titles 
that we thought would work for us,” 
said Garcia. Typical discounts are 
60 percent off print price, he said. 
The inclusive-access materials for 
one psychology course cost $86, 
versus $245 for the bundled print 
package sold previously. Garcia 
said that currently five courses are 
offering inclusive access, but the in-
stitution is looking to expand and is 
inviting interested faculty to discuss 
whether the option would work for 
them.

Shirley Streeter, assistant direc-
tor of the University of Tennessee 
at Knoxville’s campus store, Vol-
shop, said typical savings at her 
institution were around 40-45 per-
cent across 105 courses. Knoxville 
does not yet have any statistics on 
whether inclusive access has im-
proved student learning outcomes, 
but Streeter said anecdotally that 
faculty members felt that students 
having materials on the first day of 
class helped them to progress fast-
er. She added that in-house surveys 
indicated that students like the pro-
gram, and that almost all instructors 

who piloted inclu-
sive access decid-
ed to stick with it.

A spokesperson 
for the National As-
sociation of College 
Stores said that 
stores are often 
best placed in the 

institution to lead inclusive-access 
programs because they have es-
tablished relationships with faculty, 
publishers and students. The asso-
ciation shared the results of a soon-
to-be-published survey of indepen-
dent college stores, which found 
that 23 percent of these stores had 
inclusive-access programs in place 
for the 2017-18 academic year, and 
another 32 percent said they were 
considering it.

Mike Hale, the vice president of 
education in North America for Vi-
talSource, and Tim Haitaian, the 
CFO and co-founder of Redshelf, 
both said that they had seen many 
more college stores introducing 
inclusive access in recent years, 
both noting, however, that they had 
seen greater growth at indepen-
dent -- rather than leased -- college 
stores. Patrick Maloney, president 
of Barnes and Noble College, said 
that many leased stores were offer-
ing inclusive access through Barnes 
and Noble College’s program First 
Day. He said that the number of 
campuses using First Day had dou-
bled since last year, but did not in-
dicate how many campuses this 
represents.

Inclusive or Exclusive? 
Though inclusive access is be-

We’re not purchasing books, we’re not 
paying shipping, we’re not having to put 
any time or effort into returning unused 

books or paying restocking.

“ “
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coming popular, there are some 
who criticize the model. Nicole Allen, 
director of open education for the 
Scholarly Publishing and Academic 
Resources Coalition, said that she 
feels the term “inclusive access” is 
a misnomer. “It’s the opposite of 
inclusive, because it is premised on 
publishers controlling when, where 
and for how long students have ac-
cess to their materials, and denying 
access unless they pay for it,” she 
said.

Though inclusive access os-
tensibly solves a crisis created by 
too-expensive textbooks, Allen said 
the model replicates many of the 
same structures that led to high 
prices in the first place, with little 
real price competition between ven-
dors. She also questioned whether 
the savings presented by publishers 
were genuine, since few students 
buy books new, and those who do 
often resell them.

An alternative to inclusive ac-
cess is open educational resources, 
which Allen’s organization, SPARC, 
supports. OER has also seen a “tre-
mendous increase” in popularity 
over the last few years, said Allen. 
Unlike inclusive access options, 
OER is completely free. OER texts 
can also be downloaded, edited and 

Joe Wert, professor of political 
science and Faculty Senate presi-
dent at Indiana University Southeast, 
disagreed, however, that academic 
freedom was a big issue in inclusive 
access. “I don’t think it’s the case 
that some faculty are feeling pres-
sured to adopt these materials,” he 
said. “At least, I haven’t heard any 
complaints or concerns from faculty 
along those lines.”

With OER, Jhangiani said, faculty 
have complete autonomy over their 
course materials, as everything can 
be customized. The quality of OER is 
also improving, he said. “If you look 
for OER that is low in quality, you will 
find it, because anyone can produce 
OER. But just like with commercial 
resources, many OER resources 
have strict criteria for what goes into 
their repositories,” he said.

“Ultimately, it is up to faculty what 
kind of content is used in their cours-
es,” said Allen, of SPARC. “I do think 
it is likely that traditionally published 
content will continue to be used at 
colleges and universities, although 
whether or not it is through inclusive 
access remains to be seen. Text-
book publishers have been through 
many iterations of models for propri-
etary digital content -- it is hard to 
know how long any one will last.” ■

adapted by instructors in the way 
that best suits their teaching ap-
proach, as there are no copyright 
restrictions on the materials.

Unrestricted Choices 
Rajiv Jhangiani, university teach-

ing fellow at Kwantlen Polytechnic 
University in British Columbia and 
open education adviser at BCcam-
pus, an OER initiative in Canada, said 
that he had concerns that inclusive 
access limits students’ choice. He 
said that many students still pre-
fer using print over digital materials 
when they are offered at the same 
price. With OER content, institutions 
are free to adapt and share content 
without the need to obtain permis-
sions, and print copies can be made 
cheaply and without restriction, said 
Jhangiani. In one of Jhangiani’s 
psychology courses, for example, 
students can have a professionally 
bound 400-page copy of their OER 
course materials made for just $13, 
while the rest of the online content 
is free. An equivalent print textbook 
might cost $150, said Jhangiani.

Academic freedom for faculty us-
ing inclusive access is also a con-
cern for Jhangiani. “Limiting faculty 
to one particular publisher or con-
glomerate of publishers is certainly 
an issue,” he said.

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/07/inclusive-access-takes-model-college-textbook-sales

https://bccampus.ca/about-us/
https://bccampus.ca/about-us/
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THE PATH TO ACCESS
+ AFFORDABILITY

At Cengage, we know that access
to education doesn’t end with simply 
getting into school; it’s imperative that 
students have access—each and every 
day—to affordable, high-quality
learning materials and support 
systems to keep them in school and 
help them thrive. That’s why we’re
breaking the mold to provide students 
with choices that remove obstacles.
It’s clear one size doesn’t fit all, so we 
offer an array of options, enabling each 
student and every institution to find the 
most effective learning materials.

CENGAGE OFFERS THE FOLLOWING
PURCHASE OPTIONS:

PRINTED TEXT
For rent or for purchase,

in hardcover or loose leaf

eBOOKS AND
DIGITAL COURSEWARE
Digital materials to support
evolving teaching and
learning environments

OPEN EDUCATIONAL
RESOURCES (OER)

Dependable course solutions,
such as OpenNow and Web Assign, 
that deliver well-vetted, technology- 

supported open resources

INCLUSIVE ACCESS
A seamless way for institutions 
to lower the cost of learning 
materials at the course level

CENGAGE UNLIMITED
A first-of-its-kind digital subscription

that offers students complete access to
our vast library of content and technology 

— that’s 22,000 digital learning products 
across 675 courses



Inside Higher Ed

New Models for Educational Materials

11

For years, big-time publishers 
have been skeptical of open educa-
tional resources, questioning their 
quality and durability. But one of 
those publishers, Cengage, is today 
announcing a new product line built 
around OER.

Cengage predicts that the use 
of OER -- free, adaptable educa-
tional course materials -- could 
triple over the next five years. In  
a report published last year, Cen-
gage said that education and tech-
nology companies were ready to 
“embrace the movement” -- adding 
their own services and technology 
to create “value-added digital solu-
tions that help institutions use OER 
to its best advantage.”

With OpenNow, Cengage is 
sending its clearest signal yet 
that it is serious about OER. Tak-
ing OER materials freely available 
online from sites such as Open-
Stax, Cengage has added its own 
assessments, content and tech-

nology to the materials, which will  
be delivered through an “intuitive, 
outcomes-based” platform that 
can be integrated into students’ 
learning management systems. Fo-
cusing on general education, Open-
Now has launched with courses in 
psychology, American government 
and sociology, and more courses 
in science, economics and the hu-
manities will be available this fall.

The “open” in OER is commonly 
understood to mean that content 
should be openly licensed. Accord-

ingly, Cengage says that all written 
content in the OpenNow platform, 
including assessments and some 
materials that were previously un-
der a Cengage copyright, will be 
registered under an open CC-BY  
license so that institutions can 
adapt and customize the content to 
meet their own needs.

Though the course content 
is ready to use “out of the box,” 
Cengage said that it can offer in-
structional design team services 
if desired. The OpenNow platform, 

A Big Publisher Embraces OER

Cengage will offer open educational resources, curated and adapted to include  
proprietary assessment tools, from $25 per student for general education courses.

By Lindsay McKenzie // October 10, 2017

http://assets.cengage.com/pdf/wp_oer-evolving-higher-ed-landscape.pdf
http://www.cengage.com/opennow
https://openstax.org/
https://openstax.org/
http://opencontent.org/definition/
http://opencontent.org/definition/
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and all its con-
tent, complies with 
Americans With 
Disabilities Act reg-
ulations.

Cheryl Costan-
tini, vice president 
of content strategy 
for Cengage, said 
that the content 
in the OpenNow platform would 
be “available for anyone to use for 
free outside of our solution.” But for 
those who want to use the Open-
Now platform, fees start at $25 per 
student per course. “The $25 is for 
the delivery of content that’s aligned 
to assessment and learning objec-
tives, the additional assessments 
and videos we either curated or 
created, and the outcomes-based 
platform with personalization and 
analytics,” said Costantini.

The $25 price point is in line with 
prices charged by Lumen Learning, 
which has also developed propri-
etary OER courseware, and which 
could be a potential competitor for 
Cengage. Though obviously more 
expensive than finding OER content 
and providing it to students for free, 
Cengage said that the $25 price 
point was still affordable and would 
ensure access to high-quality ma-
terials. The average price point for 
Cengage’s other digital course-ma-
terials products is $80. Many gen-
eral education courses have his-
torically required the purchase of 
books that can easily top $100.

Asked why Cengage was choos-
ing to move into the OER space now, 
Michael Hansen, Cengage CEO, said 

that the company is evolving to 
meet the needs of a changing mar-
ket. “We respect that some of our 
customers want to use OER, and 
it has the potential to change the 
learning experience,” said Hansen. 
“OER offers pedagogical flexibility 
-- instructors can change it, remix 
it, improve it -- and students can 
actively contribute to it. This can 
make learning more engaging and 
effective. Giving our customers this 
flexibility, while providing students 
value, is a positive thing for every-
one,” he said.

“Instructors aren’t just looking 
for affordable content; they want 
the ownership that comes with 
OER. But it takes time to find and 
vet OER content that is current and 
accurate,” added Costantini. She 
said that a pilot launched last year 
by Cengage, which blended OER 
and proprietary content, had taught 
the team a lot about working with 
OER. “We learned how to maintain 
and sustain this content. And we 
learned how to improve it and then 
give it back to the community,” she 
said.

Richard Baraniuk, the founder of 
OpenStax -- a nonprofit provider of 
free, peer-reviewed OER textbooks, 
which is based at Rice Universi-

ty -- said he sup-
ported publishers 
and companies 
taking OpenStax 
content and adapt-
ing it. “We actually 
feel great about it; 
OpenStax is 100 
percent oriented 
toward helping stu-

dents, so we’re in favor of any prod-
uct or service that improves student 
learning and saves students mon-
ey,” said Baraniuk.

Asked if he minded companies 
making money from OpenStax con-
tent, Baraniuk said he didn’t have a 
problem with companies charging 
for content they had added value 
to. He noted that while OpenStax 
does have several relationships 
with companies and publishers that 
provide OpenStax with a revenue 
stream, there are no legal restric-
tions on companies wishing to take 
OER content and build on it.

Phil Hill, the co-publisher of the 
blog e-Literate and a partner at 
MindWires Consulting, said he was 
not surprised by Cengage’s OER an-
nouncement. “If you’ve been paying 
attention, you’ll know that Cengage 
has been saying for at least a year 
that they wanted to get into this 
space,” he said. Hill says he was 
surprised, however, at how aggres-
sively Cengage seemed to be pro-
moting OER with this announce-
ment. “We’ve seen other publishers 
dipping their toes in, but this seems 
as if it is central to Cengage’s strat-
egy.” He noted that the announce-
ment could cause other publishers 

We’ve seen other publishers dipping 
their toes in, but this seems as if it 

is central to Cengage’s strategy.

“ “

http://www.lumenlearning.com/how/payment-options/
http://www.mindwires.com/
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/10/10/cengage-offers-new-oer-based-product-general-education-courses

to accelerate their OER strategies. 
“The movement is not going away,” 
he said.

While previously OER might have 
been viewed as a threat to publish-
ers who set high textbook prices, 
Hill said he thought there had been 
a shift in publishers’ opinion of OER 
“from threat to opportunity.” He 
noted that many problems faced by  
traditional publishers -- how to re-
duce prices, how to enable custom-
ers to customize content, how to 
ensure students have their materi-
als on the first day of class -- were 
problems that OER can solve. “So 
why not use OER to solve them?” he 
asked.

And indeed other major publish-
ers -- such as Macmillan Learning, 
Pearson and McGraw Hill -- have 
been talking about the benefits of 
using OER, offering help in doing so 

or adding business lines focused on 
OER.

Hill noted that the timing of the 
Cengage announcement -- just 
before the annual Open Education 
Conference in Anaheim, Calif. -- 
was interesting. “I think this is going 
to cause a lot of heads to spin in the 
OER community,” said Hill. “There 
are some who are antipublisher 
through and through, and others 
who don’t mind who provides OER, 
as long as they are following open 
principles and providing cheaper 
curriculum to students. It’s going 
to be really interesting to see what 
the receptivity to this news is at the 
conference.”

Nicole Allen, director of Open Ed-
ucation at the Scholarly Publishing 
and Academic Resources Coalition, 
which supports the adoption of OER 
on campus, agreed that Cengage’s 

announcement signaled a shift in 
thinking of big publishers towards 
OER. “The traditional publishing  
industry has done a complete 180 
on OER,” said Allen. While she said  
it was great that publishers were 
“getting with the program,” she said 
it was important for consumers to 
keep asking questions.

“It’s one thing to brand some-
thing as open, and another thing 
for it to actually be open,” Allen 
said. “As OER has gained mo-
mentum, more and more compa-
nies want to attach themselves 
to the idea of being open. But for 
each product that’s launch-ed, we 
need to keep asking questions.  
Is it really open, or is it just being 
branded as open? Open is not just  
a set of attributes, it’s a set of val-
ues and practices that make edu-
cation better.”                                    ■

http://www.intelluslearning.com/2017/01/17/macmillan-learning-acquires-intellus-learning-an-educational-platform-as-a-service-company-for-higher-education/
http://www.pearsoned.com/education-blog/open-educational-resources-get-started/
https://www.mheducation.com/news-media/press-releases/mhe-knovation-team-up-engrade-users-searchable-curated-online-resources.html
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Interest in open educational re-
sources -- freely accessible and 
openly licensed learning materi-
als -- is booming. But while OER’s 
growing popularity with faculty 
members has delighted supporters, 
it has also attracted the attention of 
commercial publishers. Macmillan 
Learning, Cengage, Pearson and 
McGraw-Hill have all recently in-
troduced products that incorporate 
open educational resources into 
platforms that also include propri-
etary material.

The development of these prod-
ucts has sparked concern among 
some OER advocates, who question 
whether OER that you pay to access 
is really still open. But publishers 
say they are adding value by mak-
ing it easy for faculty members to 
adopt OER, by helping them find the 
best content and enhancing it with 
supplementary materials such as 
homework and exam questions.

The question of “what makes 
a good actor or not” in OER is one 
that Lisa Petrides, founder and 
CEO of the Institute for the Study of 

Knowledge Management in Educa-
tion, has addressed in a new guide 
for OER stewardship. ISKME is the 
organization behind the OER Com-
mons, a public OER library.

The CARE Framework, published 
today, is co-written by Petrides; 
Douglas Levin, founder and presi-
dent of the consultancy firm EdTech 
Strategies; and C. Edward Watson, 
chief information officer at the As-
sociation of American Colleges and 
Universities.

The purpose of the framework is 
to articulate how individuals and or-
ganizations that use OER can help 
the movement grow in a way that 
is sustainable and “consistent with 
the community’s values.”

A Guide to Good OER Stewardship

Concerned about commercial publishers profiting from open educational  
resources, a group of advocates wants organizations and individuals  
that benefit from OER to think about giving back.

By Lindsay Mckenzie // March 5, 2018

The CARE Framework encourag-
es good OER stewards to:
■	 “Contribute” via financial or 

in-kind contributions to “advance 
the awareness, improvement, and 
distribution of OER.”
■	 “Attribute” by making sure 

that those who create or remix OER 
are “properly and clearly credited” 
for their contributions.
■	 “Release” by ensuring that 

OER can be shared and used out-
side the platform in which it is was 
created or delivered.
■	 “Empower” by striving to make 

OER meet the needs of all learners, 
and supporting the participation of 
diverse voices in OER creation and 
adoption.
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Watson, one of the authors of the 
framework, said he hoped these te-
nets would ensure “the future health 
and ecology of the OER ecosystem.” 
Though there are many definitions 
of OER, Watson said he felt it was 
“time for an update” that explicitly 
addressed stewardship, given how 
quickly OER seems to be becoming 
part of the mainstream.

The framework isn’t a pledge that 
people can sign up to endorse, said 
Petrides, but it is something she 
hopes people will accept as a “set 
of norms” by which OER users can 
“hold each other to account.” In the 
future, Petrides hopes to develop a 
set of best practices based on the 
framework, but for now she wants 
to start a discussion.

Taking an OER textbook, chang-
ing the design and then selling 
it (as Petrides said she has seen 
some publishers do) is not an ex-
ample of good OER stewardship, 
said Petrides. “The license says you 
can do it, but what has been given 
back?” she asked.

Though critical of how some 
publishers are using OER, Petrides 
says that publishers are “by no 
means excluded” from the CARE 
Framework. “We would encourage 
them to follow the framework,” she 
said. Petrides wants individuals and 
organizations that use OER to “sow, 
as well as harvest.”

Publishers Macmillan Learning 
and Cengage said they were eager 
to support the principles laid out in 
the framework.

Renee Altier, vice president of 

institutional strategy at Macmil-
lan Learning, said the publisher is 
already striving to adhere to the 
“principles and values of the open 
education community” with its new 
Intellus Open Courses OER product, 
but noted she would like to engage 
with the authors of the framework 
to see if there are ways the publish-
er could improve.

Cheryl Costantini, vice president 
of content strategy at Cengage, said 
it too is working to support the OER 
community by contributing prod-
ucts “that offer pedagogical flexibil-
ity and value, in accordance with the 
CARE Framework,” she said.

David Wiley, chief academic offi-
cer at Lumen Learning, a company 
that provides OER resources and 
tools, said the CARE Framework 
does a good job of explaining “how 
not to be a free rider.”

But Wiley worries the frame-
work could be off-putting to fa- 
culty members who are new to OER 
and not ready to create their own 
content. “Is it really a problem if 
someone wants to use OER in their 
classroom but not become a full-
fledged ‘steward of OER’? I certainly 
don’t think so.”

Wiley said that he thinks Lumen 
Learning, which enhances OER text-
books with personalized learning 
tools, is already “doing very well” in 
each area of the CARE Framework, 
though he acknowledged “there’s 
always room to do better.”

Richard Baraniuk, founder and 
director of OpenStax, a nonprofit 
that creates openly licensed, peer- 

reviewed textbooks, said that a 
framework to help guide organi-
zations and individuals on “how to 
keep the benefits of OER available 
for the long term” is a good idea. In 
particular, Baraniuk said he would 
like to see creators of OER credited 
in a way that is “ethical and colle-
gial,” adding that “simply burying an 
attribution link at the bottom of a 
webpage isn’t enough.”

“We’re at a pivotal point in higher 
education where OER has become 
mainstream, yet there aren’t es-
tablished norms that ensure a sus- 
tainable OER movement. To ensure 
that the entire community bene-
fits from OER for years to come, a 
framework like CARE should be tak-
en seriously,” said Baraniuk.

Nicole Allen, director of open ed-
ucation at SPARC, a coalition that 
supports open policies and practic-
es in education and research, said 
that the CARE Framework was a 
good starting point for a “really im-
portant conversation that the OER 
community needs to have.”

“It’s important for new actors to 
understand that there are a whole 
set of values behind OER, be- 
yond free content,” she said. Al-
len said she was pleased that the 
framework had addressed the in-
clusive nature of OER with the 
“Empower“ tenet. “Open educa- 
tion is intrinsically linked with the 
idea of inclusivity and equity,” she 
said. “It’s about removing barri- 
ers and making sure that ev-
eryone has the opportunity to  
participate.”      ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/03/05/advocates-develop-framework-stewardship-open-educational
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More and more instructors 
are choosing open educational 
resources over traditional text-
books, a survey of more than 
2,700 faculty members reveals.

The “Opening the Textbook” 
survey, published by the Babson 
Survey Research Group today, 
reports that the number of fac-
ulty members at two- and four-
year institutions using OER as 
textbooks has nearly doubled in 
the last year -- from 5 percent in 
2015-16 to 9 percent in 2016-17.

Awareness of OER -- openly li-
censed and freely accessible teach-
ing and learning materials -- has 
also increased. Twenty-nine per-
cent of faculty described them-
selves as “aware” or “very aware” 
of OER this year, up from 25 per-
cent last year and 20 percent the 
year before. The proportion that 
reported they had never heard 
of OER fell from 66 percent in 
2014-15 to 56 percent this year.

But while increases in adop-
tion and awareness have been 
significant, Jeff Seaman, co-di-
rector of the Babson Survey Re-

OER Adoptions on the Rise

The number of faculty members choosing open educational  
resources over traditional textbooks has nearly doubled  
in the last year, but awareness over all remains low.

Lindsay McKenzie // December 19, 2017 

search Group, points out that over 
all, awareness of OER is still low. 
He noted that many faculty mem-
bers also continue to report sig-
nificant barriers to wider adoption 
of OER, particularly finding and 
evaluating the quality of materials.

Fifty percent of respondents to 
the survey said it was too difficult 
to find the materials they need, 
and 47 percent said there were not 
enough resources available for their 
subject. These issues have been re-
ported as the top barriers to wider 
adoption of OER for the past three 
years. Just under 30 percent of 

respondents said they were con-
cerned OER materials might not 
be updated, and around the same 
proportion reported concerns that 
OER would not be high quality.

Raising Awareness
Nicole Allen, the director of open 

education for SPARC, a coalition 
that supports open policies and 
practices in education and research, 
said that over all the results in the 
survey were promising for OER. 
“New options are always judged 
against what has come before,” she 
said. “OER is new, and any innova-
tion is going to face an uphill bat-

OpenStax’s OER textbooks

https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/oer.html
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tle. Change doesn’t 
happen overnight.”

Allen said it 
was not surprising 
that faculty mem-
bers would report 
that OER is hard 
to find compared 
with more estab-
lished offerings 
from commercial publishers. “A 
sales rep isn’t going to call or mail 
you the latest OER offering,” she 
said. Allen predicted that librarians 
would play an increasingly import-
ant role in helping faculty mem-
bers find and evaluate OER content.

Asked why more people hadn’t 
heard of OER, David Wiley, chief 
academic officer of Lumen Learn-
ing, a company that provides OER 
resources and tools, said that 
many faculty members were in-
centivized to publish research 
rather than adopt pedagogical in-
novations like OER. “At institutions 
where faculty are promoted and 
tenured primarily on their teaching, 
awareness and adoption of OER 
seems to be moving faster,” he said.

He agreed with Allen that the re-
sults of the survey were positive 
for OER. “More faculty state that 
they will definitely use OER in the 
next three years (7 percent) than 
those who say they are definite-
ly not interested in using OER over 
the same period (6 percent). The 
remainder are still persuadable,” he 
said, adding, “these trends all seem 
to be pointing in the right direction.”

OER and Open Licensing
OER materials such as text, me-

dia and other digital assets are 
openly licensed, meaning that they 
can be freely shared and modified. 
OER advocates argue that open li-
censing offers a big advantage 
over using copyrighted commercial 
materials, as instructors are free 
to customize the content. While 
the survey found awareness of 
Creative Commons licensing is in-
creasing, with 47 percent of faculty 
reporting they are “aware” or “very 
aware” of the term (up from 38 per-
cent last year), Allen and Wiley ac-
knowledge there is still some way 
to go to increase understanding of 
this issue. However, both said they 
were pleased at the speed at which 
awareness of OER and Creative 
Commons licensing is increasing.

Seaman suggested that some 
faculty members might be using 
OER textbooks or materials with-
out realizing that they are free to 
modify the materials. Some 16 
percent of faculty members who 
had assigned digital textbooks to 
their students said that they did 
not know how the material was li-
censed. One anonymous faculty 
member quoted in the survey re-
marked, “I may have used OER, but 
don’t know them by that name.”

Lynn Nagle, an 
instructor in ed-
ucation and psy-
chology at Penn 
State Altoona, said 
that she believed 
it was likely some 
faculty could be 
using OER content 
without realizing. 

Nagle started using Barnes & Noble 
Education’s OER courseware in fall 
2016 and said she found charts and 
materials included in the course-
ware, which she had seen before 
but had not realized were OER. 
Nagle said she appreciated that 
Barnes & Noble had “prepackaged” 
this content, removing any ambi-
guity and saving her valuable time 
in finding OER resources, which 
she described as “a bit obscure.”

Barnes & Noble Education, like 
other companies such as Cengage 
and Knewton, has started offering 
curated OER through its propri-
etary platform for a per-student fee. 
Though these offerings are typically 
cheaper than buying an equivalent 
commercial textbook, they have 
been criticized by some OER ad-
vocates who say that all OER ma-
terials should be accessed for free.

OER Versus Commercial
Cost was found in the survey to 

be a key driving factor for faculty 
members when selecting course 
materials. Faculty members re-
ported that their required textbooks 
cost an average of $97, with just 22 
percent saying that they were “very 
satisfied” with the cost. Just over 
a third of faculty reported that 90 

At institutions where faculty are 
promoted and tenured primarily on their 

teaching, awareness and adoption of 
OER seems to be moving faster.

“ “

http://www.bnedcourseware.com/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/10/10/cengage-offers-new-oer-based-product-general-education-courses
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/12/11/knewton-returns-new-pitch
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percent or more of 
their students had 
purchased the re-
quired textbook, 
and 87 percent of 
faculty reported 
that cost was “im-
portant” or “very 
important” when 
making their selection.

Among faculty members who re-
cently chose a new textbook for a 
large-enrollment introductory-level 
course, 16.5 percent said they had 
adopted a textbook from Open-
Stax, a leading nonprofit provider 
of OER course materials. Last year, 
the rate of adoption of OpenStax 
textbooks was 10.8 percent. The 
survey suggests that faculty mem-
bers are now choosing OpenStax 
textbooks for large-enrollment in-
troductory courses at roughly the 
same rate as commercial textbooks.

Faculty who did not select an 
OpenStax textbook for their in-
troductory-level course reported 

the same numbers,” 
the survey said.

Richard Baraniuk, 
founder and director 
of OpenStax, said 
that it was clear that 
OER providers need 
to make discover-
ability a priority. He 

also highlighted the need to develop 
more supplemental materials to at-
tract more faculty members to OER. 
OpenStax already provides simple 
PowerPoint slides and test banks, but 
has also launched OpenStax Hubs as 
a forum for faculty members to devel-
op and publish additional resources, 
a resource he expects will “flourish.”

“We’ve crossed the threshold 
into mainstream,” said Baraniuk, 
but this doesn’t mean that Open-
Stax will rest on its laurels. “With this 
unprecedented growth, we have a 
responsibility to take the next step 
to improve learning, while continu-
ing to increase access for all and 
preserving choice for faculty.” ■

an average cost of $125 for com-
mercial textbooks, whereas those 
who had selected an OpenStax 
text reported an average cost of 
$31. While print copies of Open-
Stax textbooks can be ordered for 
a fee, like most OER, the content 
can be accessed digitally for free.

The survey noted that adoption 
of OpenStax textbooks in these 
courses was primarily among fac-
ulty who reported a greater willing-
ness to move away from traditional 
teaching styles and a higher appre-
ciation for digital materials. “It is un-
clear if faculty with more traditional 
approaches, or greater reliance on 
associated materials, will follow in 

With this unprecedented growth, we have  
a responsibility to take the next step to improve 

learning, while continuing to increase access  
for all and preserving choice for faculty.

“ “

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/12/19/more-faculty-members-are-using-oer-survey-finds

https://openstax.org/
https://openstax.org/
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Four states -- California, Oregon, 
Texas and Washington -- have in 
recent years passed legislation re-
quiring institutions to add labels in 
course schedules and online regis-
tration systems for courses that use 
free textbooks or open educational 
resources (OER). Scattered institu-
tions outside those four states have 
begun this process as well.

The recently or soon-to-be en-
acted laws differ in the strength of 
their requirements; Texas, for in-
stance, established standards for 
private institutions as well as public 
ones, and California is requiring la-
bels only for courses that use free 
content, without a specific require-
ment for highlighting OER. Propo-
nents of such changes argue that 
more labeling promotes transpar-
ency and gives students with finan-
cial constraints easier access to 
courses that won’t require exorbi-
tant textbook fees.

Some observers are more criti-
cal of the impulse to label courses, 
though, and implementation issues 
remain as the practice grows more 
widespread. Creating a labeling 
process requires contributions from 
multiple constituencies on campus, 
and some faculty members believe 
the system puts courses with re-
quired textbooks at an unfair dis- 
advantage.

Organic Origins
According to Nicole Allen, director 

of open education for the Scholarly 
Publishing and Academic Resourc-
es Coalition, OER labeling is a natu-
ral outgrowth of existing price dis-
closure practices. In the mid-2000s, 
for instance, several states passed 
legislation requiring institutions to 
mark textbook costs in the course 
catalog. Now that that practice is 

OER and Affordable –Textbook 
Labeling Gains Ground

Institutions in several states are now required to label courses with OER  
and affordable materials. Proponents cheer the move toward transparency,  
though some challenges remain.

By Mark Lieberman // December 6, 2017 

The courseware label used at Columbia Gorge Community College
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Chae, policy asso-
ciate for the state 
board’s elearning 
and open educa-
tion department. 
The State Board 
for Community 
and Technical Col-
leges found that 
its initial “Open Ed-

ucational Resources” label caused 
confusion among students and in-
structors, who didn’t know what the 
phrase meant or how it was being 
applied, prompting a statewide sur-
vey later that year.

The survey helped the state 
board clarify the meaning of OER for 
those using the registration service. 
It also revealed a need for labeling 
other types of affordable materials 
that don’t fall under the OER banner, 
according to Chae. The state board 
distributed another survey this fall 
to gauge students’ “threshold of 
what is considered low cost for 
course materials,” Chae said. More 
than 6,000 students have already 
participated in the survey, which will 
conclude later this month.

Implementation 
Challenges
College bookstores typically 

manage textbook and course ma-
terial adoption, which puts them in 
an important position as coordina-
tor for OER labeling, according to 
Richard Hershman, vice president 
of government affairs at the Na-
tional Association of College Stores. 
Stores typically solicit information 
from faculty members through sub-
mission forms to make distinctions 

in Virginia -- another early adopter 
-- labeling became a part of the 
culture in 2013, at the same time 
the institution started offering its 
z-degree program and z-courses, in 
which students pay zero dollars for 
textbooks thanks to OER replacing 
100 percent of the published course 
content.

“We don’t have to go in and 
guess which courses and which 
sections are z-courses,” said Linda 
Williams, professor of business ad-
ministrator at Tidewater’s Chesa-
peake campus, and the institution’s 
faculty lead on the labeling project. 
Labeling also distinguishes student 
success data between z-courses 
and regular courses in the institu-
tion’s back-end system, Williams 
said. As a result, comparisons are 
easier to make, and reveal that stu-
dents in z-courses persist at a rate 
6 percent higher than do students 
in traditional courses. Williams has 
also observed early evidence that 
students in z-courses take slightly 
more credits per semester -- pos-
sibly because they have money left 
over from their textbook savings.

Washington State, meanwhile, 
has undergone a trial-and-error pro-
cess since its law was implement-
ed in 2016, according to Boyoung 

fairly common, “it’s 
a natural extension 
to think about how 
[we can] improve 
the transparency of 
students in terms 
of what kinds of 
materials are in 
courses,” Allen 
said.

OER labeling allows students 
to make more informed decisions 
about the cost of their education, 
and offers transparency to students 
with limited financial means, Allen 
says.

Columbia Gorge Community Col-
lege, in Oregon, was among the first 
institutions to begin labeling OER 
courses in registration materials, 
according to Allen. The idea for the 
change, according to John Schop-
pert, the institution’s director of li-
brary services, came from a 2014 
open education conference at which 
one of the presenters put an OER 
icon on the conference program. 
Schoppert undertook the project, 
which took “a couple months,” with 
the institution’s bookstore manager.

“Students have told me coming 
into the library that they really ap-
preciate that information being in 
the schedule,” Schoppert said.

Due to some technical challeng-
es, the labels haven’t yet reached 
the online registration system, but 
they’re in the course catalog and on 
printed PDFs of registration offer-
ings. Implementation into the online 
system is in the works, Schoppert 
said.

At Tidewater Community College, 

It’s a natural extension to think about  
how [we can] improve the transparency 

of students in terms of what kinds 
of materials are in courses.

“ “
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on registration materials.
But the process isn’t always that 

clean, according to Hershman. For 
instance, label definitions can vary: 
Does the course require OER only, 
or a mix of OER and non-OER? Are 
the courses zero cost or simply 
affordable compared with typical 
textbook fees? What constitutes 
“affordable” and “low cost”?

Because registration typically 
opens half a year before the se-
mester begins at most institutions, 
instructors sometimes change their 
mind about course materials in  
the intervening time. Publishers 
can change prices over that period  
as well. And in some cases, ad-
junct instructors aren’t assigned  
to courses until a few weeks be- 
fore the semester, which means 
their courses might not have been 
accurately labeled up to that point.

The process can also be more 
time-consuming at quarter-based 
institutions, where version chang-
es of textbooks and other materials 
need to be updated more frequent-
ly than at institutions with semes-
ter-based schedules.

The prospect of undertaking a 

massive labeling process can be 
intimidating for bookstores, Hersh-
man said.

“They’re already heavily bur-
dened. Some have cut back on staff, 
some have outsourced the course 
material delivery,” Hershman said. 
“Some of the resources, they don’t 
have as many as they had in the 
past. It’s a question of who’s going 
to assume that role.”

The association’s underlying 
concern, according to Hershman, is 
“making sure that whatever infor-
mation [is] being provided to stu-
dents is accurate.”

Jeff Seaman, co-director of the 
Babson Survey Research Group, 
which surveys faculty members 
about various technology issues, 
including the spread of OER, has 
already heard from faculty mem-
bers who support these efforts. The 
one caveat he’s observed thus far, 
though, is that broad awareness 
of OER, among faculty members 
and administrators, isn’t yet wide-
spread.

Some faculty members have  
reportedly expressed concern that 
OER labeling will put courses with-

out OER materials at a disadvantage 
in the registration process. Williams, 
on the other hand, said this issue 
hasn’t come up on her campus. She 
thinks students’ course decisions 
would factor in textbook costs just 
as much even without labels.

“Literally I have never heard a 
faculty member approach me or 
anyone on the team who felt like  
the fact that these OER courses ex-
isted in any way impacted in a neg-
ative way their enrollment in their 
courses,” Williams said.

Textbook publishers have largely 
stayed out of this debate, support-
ing transparency and acknowl-
edging the concerns over the cost 
of materials, according to Mari-
sa Bluestone, a spokesperson for  
the Association of American Pub-
lishers.

Observers agree that more 
course labeling is in the future, even 
as debates over proper implemen-
tation continue.

“Whether this happens through 
legislative mandates or campus-
es being transparent, I think we 
are likely to see more of this,” Allen  
said. ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/12/06/states-mandate-oer-and-affordable-textbook-labeling-challenges
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Technology comes up in virtually 
every discussion about the modern 
classroom experience. “Inside Dig-
ital Learning” wants to show you 
how it’s being applied on the ground.

In our new series, “How Tech-
nology Enhances [fill-in-the-blank] 
Learning,” we’ll explore innova-
tive uses of digital tools in a giv-
en discipline. This time: literature.

Creating Objects to 
Illuminate Words
Aaron Santesso, a professor 

of literature at Georgia Institute 
of Technology, wanted students 
to think about “the connections 
between design, production and 
communication within an aes-
thetic and historical context.” 
He also hoped to help students 
break out from established rules 
of composition and production.

During a course on 17th-century 
literature he taught last year, Sant-
esso asked students to use lasers 
-- specifically a device called a Tro-
tec Speedy 300 Laser Cutter -- to 
create replicas of medallions that 

were used during that time period 
as mass communication devic-
es, celebrating military victories 
and commencing political careers.

The project offered students 
the opportunity to incorporate text 
into the produced object, to re-
flect on the nature of digital word 
processing as it differs from more 

painstaking forms of letter cre-
ation and to work within an es-
tablished framework of limita-
tions (the size of the object, etc.).

In other classes, 3-D printing can 
challenge students in similar ways. 
Erika Boeckler, assistant professor 
of English at Northeastern Univer-
sity, spurred one of her graduate 

How Technology Enhances 
Literature Learning

Contrary to reputation, literature classrooms are full of technology possibilities.

By Mark Lieberman // January 31, 2018 

Graduate student Jonathan Fitzgerald in Erika Boeckler’s literature  
courses at Norteastern used 3-D printing to create physical versions  

of 17th-century poems.
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students, Jonathan Fitzgerald, to 
create physical representations of 
pattern poems. The goal, Boeck-
ler said during a panel earlier this 
month at the Modern Language 
Association meeting in New York, 
is to help students grasp tricky 
concepts like textual materiality.

The process involved a succes-
sion of programs: SketchUp for 
drafting the image, MeshLab for cre-
ating a 3-D framework, Processing 
for turning the image into a height 
map and Adobe Photoshop and 
Illustrator for modifying and cre-
ating final images. Fitzgerald said 
during the MLA panel that the “fits 
and starts” he experienced helped 
him understand the poem’s func-
tion as much as the final products.

Connecting to a Wider 
Audience
For generations, students have 

bemoaned that the hard work that 
goes into writing essays is for 
naught, because the final prod-
ucts reach an audience of one.

Nancy Comorau, associate pro-
fessor of English at Ohio Wesleyan 
University, asked her students to 
write a reading guide -- now avail-

able online -- in a particular subject 
area of interest, such as black Brit-
ish music or queer literary culture. 
In addition to assembling writing 
materials and writing for a broad ar-
ray of readers, students got a basic 
education in web design and layout.

“I’ve been very happy with the 
work they’ve done, but the posi-
tive I hadn’t quite anticipated was 
the pride they’d display in their 
work,” Comorau told “Inside Dig-
ital Learning.” “We’ve met during 
the final exam period to hold a 
‘launch party’ for their new site, 
and they’ve really enjoyed showing 
off what they’ve built and talking 
about the choices they made.”

Putting Thoughts 
Into Action
Digital tools can help students see 

more traditional learning materials 
in a new light, as in a course on liter-
ature by undocumented immigrants 
taught by Allison Fagan, associate 
professor of English at James Mad-
ison University in Virginia. Students 
there often don’t have a well-defined 
sense of the dynamics at play at 
the U.S.-Mexico border, and Fagan 
wanted them to gain a deeper un-

derstanding of the assigned books.
During previous iterations of the 

course, students used Google Earth 
to map character journeys. But the 
tool proved clunky and convolut-
ed. Esri’s Story Maps tool was a 
better fit, Fagan said, and students 
used it to make more sophisticat-
ed arguments about the impact 
of a character’s location on their 
experience. The semester-long 
project also involved conducting 
background research into histori-
cal events and placing them on the 
same map, to illustrate the connec-
tions between reality and fiction.

By the end of the course, five or six 
students out of 20 said they had read 
the book five or six times to ensure 
they were familiar with nuances that 
became part of their projects. Fagan 
said some students struggled at first 
to adjust to the experimental nature 
of the assignment, but by the end, 
they were itching to complete more 
sophisticated tasks than the pro-
gram would allow. In future semes-
ters, Fagan might team up with an 
instructor from a more tech-orient-
ed discipline to capitalize on the stu-
dents’ interest in digging deeper. ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/01/31/technology-tools-work-literature-classrooms

https://www.sketchup.com/
http://www.meshlab.net/
https://processing.org/
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Alternative forms of teaching and 
learning are generally geared to-
ward increasing students’ enthusi-
asm and capacity for absorbing the 
material. The University of Nebras-
ka Medical Center thinks it’s found 
a way to further that goal: directly 
involving students in the creation of 
learning materials.

The institution’s E-Learning Pro-
gram pairs students interested in 
creating online modules with fac-
ulty mentors and instructional de-
signers who guide them through 
the process. A faculty-only stab 
at the initiative began in 2013, but 
eventually it refocused on students, 
putting them in control of material 
that ends up in their courses and 
online as constantly available re-
sources.

“The idea is that some students 
learn differently,” said Linda Sobes-
ki, clinical assistant professor in the 
institution’s College of Pharmacy. “If 
we can offer them options for learn-
ing in different ways, that enhances 
the student learning experience.”

Early Rumblings
The idea for the initiative first oc-

curred to Dele Davies, the institu-
tion’s senior vice chancellor for ac-
ademic affairs, in 2013 during a visit 
to campus from Richi Desai, a for-
mer Khan Academy executive, who 
discussed his view that students 
exhibit stronger outcomes when 

they’re involved in creating course 
material themselves.

That notion struck Davies as ap-
pealing but ambitious. He decided 
to start a new program with more 
modest aims: recruiting a couple of 
faculty members to create a hand-
ful of online modules to supplement 
their courses. The first cohort for 

When Students Teach Students

Students take the lead on creating elearning modules used in classrooms  
at a Nebraska medical institution -- and faculty members say the content  
helps them appeal to students more directly.

By Mark Lieberman // January 24, 2018

The opening slide of an elearning module created by two UNMC students.
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Even though we were getting excellent 
feedback about the actual modules, only  

a few key people wanted to do it.

“ “

that program was 
successful and 
quickly spawned a 
second. After each 
cohort, Davies and 
his team learned 
more about what 
works and what 
doesn’t in online 
modules -- how much audio to add, 
when transcripts are essential, how 
to keep branding consistent among 
disparate units.

By that point, the program was 
humming along, but Davies saw a 
need for evolution. Faculty mem-
bers said modules took 100 hours 
or more to create. “Even though 
we were getting excellent feedback 
about the actual modules, only a 
few key people wanted to do it,” Da-
vies said.

That’s when Davies came back 
around to the idea of utilizing stu-
dents. The program’s third cohort 
consisted entirely of students, who 
were given free rein to create mod-
ules in subject areas of their inter-
est. What came back were resourc-
es useful for many students that 
nonetheless strayed considerably 
from the curriculum.

On the fourth cohort, Davies 
reached what he sees as a hap-
py medium: students and faculty 
members team up to create mod-
ules, with the former taking an ac-
tive, or even leading, role.

“[Students] love it,” Davies said. 
“They all felt it helps them un-
derstand the work that it takes in 
teaching, what it takes to create the 
content.” Faculty members, mean-

while, get to work one on one with 
passionate students and create 
modules that serve them well in fu-
ture semesters.

Typical modules last 20 minutes 
or less and include interactive el-
ements. Key components include 
learning objectives, new content, 
quiz questions with instant feed-
back, and an option to review ma-
terials at the end. The narrow sub-
ject of each module means that 
students can pick and choose the 
ones they really care about, rather 
than having to wade through dense 
material they don’t need. Many 
modules fall within the field of anat-
omy, but they span relevant subject 
matter across all the institution’s 
colleges and institutes.

The program started with a few 
early adopters and spread through a 
model Davies calls “diffusion of in-
novation” -- success led to positive 
feelings among participants, who 
recommended it to their colleagues. 
Recruiting students worked similar-
ly, particularly with the promise of a 
$1,000 stipend that funds the proj-
ect and compensates them for their 
labor.

No Small Feat
Just as faculty members experi-

enced challenges when embarking 

on new technolog-
ical pursuits, stu-
dents had mixed 
success early on. 
Some were sur-
prised at how much 
work was required, 
even for a relatively 
simple slice of con-

tent.
“The ones who were really suc-

cessful made plans over Thanks-
giving and Christmas to put in a 
significant amount of time in that 
period,” said Peggy Moore, UNMC’s 
director of elearning.

Daniel Cloonan, a fourth-year 
student pursuing a career in gener-
al surgery, was inspired to create a 
module after experiencing one too 
many “awkward situations” during 
his introduction to real operating 
rooms. Cloonan hadn’t yet been 
formally taught the process of don-
ning gloves, scrubbing in, touching 
certain things and avoiding others 
-- but he felt these skills were im-
portant to know before students 
start real-world internships.

After teaming up with a fellow 
student and submitting an appli-
cation, Cloonan recruited a faculty 
mentor who secured his group ac-
cess to an official operating room 
for filming.

“We’re trying to make it very con-
versational. Students watching it 
are being led by someone, literally 
myself, who’s been through these 
embarrassing moments,” Cloonan 
said. “Every mistake you see in the 
module is a mistake I made in real 
life.”

https://www.unmc.edu/elearning/egallery/a-clean-getaway-scrub-techniques-and-or-etiquette/
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https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/01/24/nebraska-medical-school-puts-students-charge-creating-elearning

Shooting took a day and a half, 
and editing took a week. The entire 
process from idea to execution took 
approximately seven months.

If he could do it again, Cloonan 
thinks there are parts of the video 
that might have been more effec-
tive as a hands-on lesson. But the 
experience gave him valuable cur-
riculum-development skills that 
could be useful if he applies to work 
in places that value “learner-based 
development,” he said.

Why Faculty Wanted In
For faculty members like Sobeski, 

the E-Learning Program offered an 
opportunity to improve course ma-
terial while developing closer bonds 
with standout students.

Sobeski recruited two of her 
pharmacy care students to create a 
module in fall 2015 explaining how 
to take a patient’s medical history. 
Together they created an outline for 
the project, and the students came 
up with language describing the 
justification for the learning module 
and its place in the curriculum.

“How to do something like inter-
view a patient is difficult to explain 
in words. It’s much easier if they 
could see it,” Sobeski said. “I had 
tried several times before to look 
on the internet for sample videos 
of patient medication history inter-
views, and I couldn’t find anything 
that I liked.”

The finished module seemed to 
reach students better than the “reg-
ular old dry didactic lecture” it re-

placed, Sobeski said. Students were 
able to explain it on a level other 
students could understand, where-
as Sobeski thinks she sometimes 
skipped steps that were obvious to 
her but not to a novice.

In some cases, one elearning 
module experience prompted many 
more. Tanya Custer and Kim Mi-
chael teamed up with a student to 
create a module geared toward dis-
tance students in anatomy courses. 
The pair went on to create 53 more 
modules, even securing funding for 
their own instructional designer. 
Their original idea was for a couple 
of dozen modules, but Custer and 
Michael quickly realized that mod-
ules with narrower focus tend to 
be more successful than attempts 
to cram an entire subject into one 
lesson.

“It’s probably something Tanya 
and I would never have gotten into if 
the university would have put a call 
out for it,” Michael said.

Why It Works
Modules are accessible on the 

institution’s public e-gallery page 
and in the learning management 
system. Some modules appear 
as mandatory assignments within 
courses, while others simply exist 
to serve students who need them 
on the spot.

The institution anecdotally re-
ports that students respond well to 
the availability of the modules. It’s 
taken steps to seek more concrete 
data on that issue, now requiring 

participants in the program to meet 
with an evaluator to design an out-
comes assessment for each new 
module. Eventually, Davies hopes, 
the institution will know how much 
time people spend on modules, 
where students are clicking within 
them and which aspects cause the 
most difficulties.

Student participation in the course 
development process seems like  
a minefield for intellectual property 
debate, but the institution insists 
it’s clear-cut: the university owns 
the module, though instructors can 
request to use it royalty-free if they 
move to a different institution.

Other institutions have expressed 
interest in partnering with Ne-
braska on the program, or at least 
sharing its fruits, according to Da-
vies. UNMC is in the early stages  
of developing a partnership with 
George Washington University 
and the Mayo Clinic to develop an 
e-module on interprofessional edu-
cation for use as a shared resource 
on all three campuses, Davies said.

Sobeski sees the elearning pro-
gram as an important step in giving 
medical students the teaching skills 
they may find useful later in life.

“We’re health-care profession-
als who educate, but we love be-
ing in that environment and mak-
ing that contribution to health care 
by developing the practitioners 
of the future,” Sobeski said. “Any 
time that we can develop a learn-
er in a unique way is good.”      ■

https://foundation.asrt.org/news-stories/full-story/asrt-foundation-funds-imaging-science-education-study
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A few years ago, math instructors 
at Stevens Institute of Technolo-
gy noticed their calculus students 
consistently struggling with the ba-
sics once they reached upper-lev-
el courses -- or, in some cases, 
they were failing their introductory 
courses and abandoning math al-
together.

The crux of the problem, it 
seemed, was that students at the 
New Jersey institution struggled 
most while doing homework, away 
from the instructor or anyone else 
who could help.

“People could do well in calculus 
but learn nothing,” said Alexei Mias-
nikov, professor and director of the 
department of mathematical sci-
ences at Stevens.

After several years of tireless 
software development, along came 
Gradarius -- a tool developed at 

Stevens that has replaced writ-
ten homework assignments and 
even textbooks in all of the institu-
tion’s face-to-face Calculus 1 and 2 
courses. Gradarius offers automat-
ic, real-time feedback, guidance and 
encouragement as students show 
their work.

Other institutions -- Pennsylvania 
State University, Arizona State Uni-
versity and Hunter College among 
them -- have started using the tool, 
and it’s drawn positive feedback 
from students after some initial 
kinks were worked out. Miasnikov 
said he’s glad to have created the 

Integrating Technology, 
Homework Help and Calculus
Stevens Institute of Technology in New Jersey developed software  
that has replaced written homework -- and textbooks -- in the institution’s  
calculus courses. Developers see the tool as a model for technology- 
enhanced learning.

By Mark Lieberman // February 28, 2018 

Screenshot of the Gradarius platforms
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new tool but now realizes the enor-
mity of the task he gave himself.

“If I had known how difficult this 
is, I would have never started doing 
it,” Miasnikov said. “There were a lot 
of headaches.”

Long Road to Success
Development of Gradarius be-

gan in 2010, when Miasnikov and 
his team determined that software 
in the area of math homework help 
was mostly limited to lower-level 
disciplines like algebra and geom-
etry.

Using investments from fami-
ly and friends as well as volunteer 
hours, developers fused computa-
tional algebra research and algo-
rithms with adaptive learning tech-
niques. This advanced combination 
of technology is currently patent 
pending, and it aims to take the 
place of a “seasoned tutor,” Mias-
nikov said. The name comes from 
Latin for “progressing step by step.”

One of the biggest hurdles to 
overcome was creating a program 
that acknowledged the myriad ap-
proaches students could take to a 
single calculus problem. Account-
ing for those variables took several 
years and quite a few episodes of 
trial and error, Miasnikov said.

“We were very experienced in 
building software systems for vari-
ous symbolic and algebraic compu-
tations, but to make one which can 
be used in classrooms and at home 
by thousands of students brings 
absolutely different requirements,” 
said Miasnikov, who cultivated his 
skills in software development with 
substantial National Science Foun-

dation grants earlier in his Stevens 
career.

The technology also connects 
students to instructors even when 
they’re not in the same room. In-
structors can view students’ step-
by-step processes and the false 
starts and confusion points that led 
them to their solution.

The software wasn’t an instant 
hit with students. When Jan Can-
nizzo, teaching assistant professor 
in the department of mathemat-
ical sciences, introduced the tool 
in his class a couple years ago as 
a replacement for a few homework  
assignments, students balked at the 
lack of introductory or training ma-
terials to get them acquainted with 
the software, and they struggled to 
navigate the clunky user interface.

“We had a lot of criticism from the 
students. It was really an impetus 
for us to change the software and 
keep working on it,” Cannizzo said. 
“It’s much, much better than it was 
then.”

Instructors also learned the soft-
ware through “trial by fire,” Cannizzo 
said. Once he got comfortable with 
it, he created a hybrid version of his 
course that combined traditional 
writing assignments with Gradarius 
homework. As students grew more 
accustomed to Gradarius, Cannizzo 
phased out written homework alto-
gether, followed by the textbook.

Positive Impact
In addition to difficulties with of-

fering in-depth grades and com-
ments on written calculus home-
work, Cannizzo often found that 
students simply skipped assign-

ments or submitted “shoddy work.” 
Gradarius holds them accountable.

It also helps Cannizzo and fel-
low instructors focus on substan-
tive material during lectures. Now 
they’re not as focused on basic 
problem solving; Gradarius takes 
care of that for them.

“It was part of our mission to not 
make calculus just this dry, rote 
memorization type of subject,” Can-
nizzo said. “We have found time to 
focus more on concepts during lec-
tures.”

Miasnikov believes Stevens stu-
dents’ struggles with calculus were 
rooted in a K-12 emphasis on “cum-
bersome procedures that allow one 
to get the answer to some very 
particular standard questions.” He 
hopes Gradarius will help students 
overcome that lackluster training.

Future plans for the software in-
clude incorporating more instruc-
tion via text, images and links, and 
to bring the tool to online cours-
es that would require “a minimum 
amount of human instructor su-
pervision.” One idea for that course  
is a two- to three-week calculus  
refresher that students who need 
help with the basics can take right 
before or during a more advanced 
calculus course -- particularly use-
ful for transfer students who might 
have had different material in previ-
ous math courses, Cannizzo said.

“I personally am concerned a 
bit about losing the human ele-
ment of instruction,” Cannizzo said. 
“It’s not like we intend these on-
line courses to replace curriculum. 
They’re really supplementary.”     ■
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When I first started learning about 
open education and open educa-
tional resources about five years 
ago, I knew OERs were different 
than other educational resources in 
that they have an open license, but 
I thought of them as similar in the 
sense of being created by instruc-
tors in educational institutions. But 
it’s clear to me now that students 
also have a valuable role to play in 
creating and revising OERs, as well 
as in promoting open education 
more widely.

An open education movement 
with students is much more effec-
tive than without, and creating and 
revising OERs can be a valuable 
way for students to learn and to 
have their work make a larger im-
pact than just earning them a grade.

Asking students to contribute ed-
ucational resources that are made 
publicly available and openly li-
censed is a way to avoid what Da-
vid Wiley, chief academic officer of  
Lumen Learning, calls “disposable 
assignments”: assignments that 
are marked for a grade and oth-
erwise add no value to the world. 
Student work in many courses can 
be very useful to other students in 
a course, to community groups and 
to the wider public.

Wikipedia projects are one way 
for instructors to involve students 
in OER creation or revision while 
contributing to a widely used pub-
lic resource. As one student put it 
in a quote on the Wiki Education 
Foundation website, “There is much 
gratification in leaving your person-

al mark on something that will help 
others to learn.”

In addition, writing for Wikipedia 
can help students gain important 
digital and information literacies, 
such as learning how to find and 

Students’ Vital Role in OER

Through creating and spreading open educational resources, students learn more 
and make an impact on the world, writes Christina Hendricks.

By Christina Hendricks // December 13, 2017 

Views
A selection of essays and op-eds

http://opendefinition.org/guide/
http://lumenlearning.com/
https://opencontent.org/blog/archives/2975
https://opencontent.org/blog/archives/2975
https://wikiedu.org/changing/students/
https://wikiedu.org/changing/students/
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Students are not only interested
in saving money; many are also excited
about the opportunity for student work

to have more of an impact by being made
publicly available, reusable and

revisable by others.

“

“

cite reliable sourc-
es and how to write 
for a nonspecialist 
audience. At the 
University of Brit-
ish Columbia in 
Vancouver, in Can-
ada, students are 
editing Wikipedia 
in courses ranging 
from food, nutri-
tion and health to 
Canadian literature 
and human ecology. The Wiki Ed-
ucation Foundation provides many 
useful resources for those wanting 
to incorporate Wikipedia assign-
ments into their courses.

Students can also provide valu-
able contributions to open text-
books -- textbooks that are openly 
licensed and provided at no or low 
cost (printed versions usually have 
a nominal cost). It might seem that 
only upper-level students would be 
able to do so well, but that need not 
necessarily be the case. As Plym-
outh State University professor 
Robin DeRosa puts it, “Students are 
the perfect people to help create 
textbooks, since they are the most 
keenly tuned in to what other stu-
dents will need in order to engage 
with the material in meaningful 
ways.”

One of the books DeRosa created 
with students is The Open Antholo-
gy of Earlier American Literature, in 
which students gathered public-do-
main texts, wrote introductions and 
created discussion questions and 
assignments to accompany them. 

One of the examples in a newly 
published “A Guide to Making Open 
Textbooks With Students” from the 
Rebus Foundation features stu-
dents adding new chapters to The 
Open Anthology of Earlier American 
Literature, while in another example 
student lab instructors for a course 
in economics revised and added 
new content to an open microeco-
nomics textbook from OpenStax.

The Open Logic Project, an in-
ternational collaboration of people 
contributing to an open textbook in 
logic, includes a number of gradu-
ate and undergraduate students, 
and students also contribute to the 
open textbooks in the Libretexts 
collection, including those in chem-
istry, mathematics and humanities.

Other Student OER Projects
Students are working on many 

other kinds of OERs as well. At the 
University of Edinburgh, a group of 
undergraduate students revised 
existing OERs to add materials on 
LGBTQ health for the medical ed-
ucation curriculum. Graduate and 
undergraduate students at the UBC 

Vancouver are writ-
ing open case stud-
ies that can be used 
in educational or 
other contexts. The 
UBC Vancouver 
geography depart-
ment has a web-
site showcasing 
student research 
projects on envi-
ronment and sus-
tainability issues, 

including case studies, infographics 
and projects in geographic informa-
tion science.

In addition, eCampusOntario 
(Canada) has recently established 
a student experience design lab, in 
which students work on projects 
such as a platform for students and 
faculty to create virtual reality expe-
riences and a repository of student 
work done in courses -- all of the 
outputs of this lab will be openly li-
censed.

Furthermore, the University of 
Calgary in Alberta, Canada, has 
developed a program to support 
OER adoption in which undergrad-
uate students work to locate OERs 
that align with a number of cours-
es at the university, and graduate 
students provide reviews of those 
OERs. Along somewhat similar 
lines, students at the University of 
Edinburgh in Scotland are working 
as open content curators “whose 
role is to repurpose materials cre-
ated by staff and students around 
the university to ensure they can 
be released under open license and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Wiki_Ed/University_of_British_Columbia/FNH200_Exploring_our_Foods_(Summer_2017)
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The #textbookbroke campaign
on Twitter and other social media,

often organized by student governments,
features images of students showing 
how much they spent on textbooks.

“ “
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/views/2017/12/13/students-have-vital-role-creating-and-spreading-oer

shared in places 
where they can 
be found and re-
used.”

Student Ad-
vocacy

Promoting open 
resources is a nat-
ural fit for student 
advocacy, given 
concerns about 
the rising cost of 
higher education. But students are 
not only interested in saving money; 
many are also excited about the op-
portunity for student work to have 
more of an impact by being made 
publicly available, reusable and re-
visable by others. I have found in 
my own work that student advoca-
cy is crucial, as students often have 
powerful voices when speaking to 
campus administrators and gov-
ernment leaders.

The #textbookbroke campaign 
on Twitter and other social media, 
often organized by student govern-
ments, features images of students 
showing how much they spent on 

textbooks for a term in order to re-
veal how expensive textbooks are. 
In British Columbia, student lead-
ers from Simon Fraser University, 
UBC Vancouver and UBC Okana-
gan launched #textbookbrokebc 
in 2015. The student association 
at the University of Saskatchewan 
in Canada has taken a somewhat 
different road to support OER adop-
tion: last year the association pro-
vided certificates of innovation for 
instructors who use OERs.

Student support for OER adop-
tion and creation can have wider 
impacts on university policies and 
practices. In Scotland, the Edin-

burgh University 
Student Associ-
ation’s advocacy 
provided an im-
portant impetus 
for the develop-
ment of an OER 
policy at the uni-
versity that “en-
courages staff 
and students to 
use, create and 

publish OERs.” At the UBC Vancou-
ver, student government leaders 
worked to get language into an im-
portant guide to promotion and ten-
ure for faculty in the teaching stream 
at UBC. Faculty in that stream must 
engage in “educational leadership,” 
and the new language in the tenure 
and promotion guide clarifies that 
contributions to OER can be count-
ed as one way to show educational 
leadership.

I can no longer imagine being 
an effective open educator without 
working closely with students, and I 
hope this article has provided inspi-
ration for others to do so, too!     ■

Bio 
Christina Hendricks is a professor of teaching in philosophy and deputy academic director of the Centre for Teaching, Learning and 
Technology at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver. Other examples of student contributions to open education can be 
found in this blog post.
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Learning about Creative Com-
mons licenses was a game chang-
er for me. I’d been teaching under-
graduates for almost two decades 
when I first heard Cable Green 
speak about how open educational 
resources can allow for easier shar-
ing and collaboration around edu-
cational materials. I sensed that a 
seismic shift was going to happen 
in my pedagogy, but it’s taken me a 
few years to see OER’s even larger 
potential for my work.

When my students and I devel-
oped The Open Anthology of Ear-
lier American Literature in order to 
replace a commercial anthology of 
public-domain literature, the idea 
was pretty basic: save students 
about $86 a pop and share the work 
so other students and faculty could 
use and improve the book. When 
the anthology took off and students 
and scholars started to revise and 
add to it, and my own class began 
to develop nondisposable assign-
ments that added texture and con-
text to the literature in the collec-

tion, I realized that the cost-saving 
aspect of OER is only the beginning 
of their benefits.

But part of my excitement about 
the power of OER is tempered by my 
sense that we are dabbling in the 
trees while the forest is on fire. By 
now, most people involved with OER 
know the truly shocking statistics 
about textbook costs and how they 
adversely affect student success. 
The more I learned about textbook 
costs, though, the less I cared about 
them, in particular. In other words, I 
started to see them as just one of 
the prohibitive ancillary expenses 
that students face as they try to 
fund their college educations.

From there, it was just a short hop 
to realize that for me, OER is a larg-
er social justice issue, foundation-
ally related to the question of who 
should have access to knowledge, 
knowledge creation and education. 
That led me to this question: How 
can we reframe OER advocacy in a 
larger landscape of social justice? 
Because so much of my thinking 

has been helpfully inflected by my 
collaborator Rajiv Jhangiani, who 
lives and teaches in Canada, I have 
also realized how contextualized 
the answers to that question are, 
and should be.

I began considering the larger 
role of open in a social justice agen-
da targeted at public higher edu-
cation in the United States, where 

OER: Bigger Than Affordability

Open education resources can catalyze a much-needed national conversation  
about what we mean by “public” higher education, Robin DeRosa writes.

By Robin DeRosa // November 1, 2017
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I live and teach. First, I looked to 
Sara Goldrick-Rab’s research on 
how the hidden costs of attending 
college make college graduation an 
unattainable goal for such a large 
portion of our nation’s population. If 
50 to 80 percent of the total sticker 
price of college is coming from non-
tuition costs, as she demonstrates, 
we need to confront the complete 
set of material conditions that con-
strain students.

Not only can OER drive down the 
real cost of college, but thinking 
about textbook costs can propel 
faculty, in particular, to think about 
how course and program design 
can be adapted to make access 
-- more broadly writ -- a priority. 
Is food insecurity on the radar of 
your chemistry department? If OER 
is appealing because they can help 
make knowledge more accessible, 
then we must care about the myriad 
issues -- from child care to trans-
portation -- that prevent our poten-
tial students from even coming to 
our classrooms in the first place.

In addition, if we care about OER 
from a social justice and access 
perspective, then we will also care 
about the aspects of open that can 
(inadvertently) reinscribe or aug-
ment inequities. Do your students 
have access to broadband at home 
so they can easily get into their on-
line textbooks? Do they have lap-
tops, unlimited mobile data plans, 
digital literacy skills to navigate in-
volved technologies?

Is our new OER built with univer-
sal design in mind, or does it rep-
licate commercial textbooks that 

need to be retrofitted for individual 
learners with disabilities? When we 
design open and connected learn-
ing assignments, are we using com-
mercial platforms that mine and 
monetize our students’ data with-
out their knowledge or consent? My 
thinking here is informed by Chris 
Gillard’s illuminating work on “dig-
ital redlining” and the problematic 
ways technology can invade priva-
cy, reduce agency and augment the 
inequalities it purports to alleviate.

As I focused in my own academ-
ic program on driving down the real 
cost of college and critically consid-
ering how we could -- and couldn’t 
-- use technology to increase ac-
cess to learning, I started to feel that 
open was changing the nature of my 
identity as a teacher and scholar. I 
wanted to understand more about 
how the work I was doing intersect-
ed and sometimes clashed with the 
national and institutional contexts 
within which I was working.

Tressie McMillan Cottom points 
out that we now think of college 
as an individual good, rather than 
a collective good that benefits so-
ciety, which helps explain the cre-
dentializing craze that encourages 
learners to gird themselves against 
a rough labor market by accumulat-
ing certificates and degrees. Calling 
this “lower ed,” McMillan Cottom 
links the recent rise of for-profit col-
leges to our growing national aver-
sion to public responses to labor 
market crises. Christopher Newfield 
explores this from inside public in-
stitutions, looking at the “devolu-
tionary cycle” that occurs when 

our public universities (and their 
leaders, in particular) retreat from 
articulations of the public good 
and instead subsidize sponsored 
research, hike tuition and contract 
with private vendors to offset the 
co-occurring divestments by state 
governments.

In effect, both McMillan Cot-
tom and Newfield are concerned 
with the increasing privatization 
of the terrain of higher education 
in the U.S., which is happening not 
only with the burgeoning for-prof-
it college industry, but also with 
the increasingly privatized revenue 
streams and conceptual strategies 
that public colleges and universities 
(mistakenly) believe will help them 
make ends meet.

As someone who teaches at a 
regional public university, I confront 
the diction of austerity and panic 
every day in daily institutional oper-
ations and in the push to innovate 
to address our challenges. But we 
can’t save public higher education 
by privatizing it, despite our current 
national frenzy to do just that.

My blossoming hope is that 
we can use some of the tools and 
rhetoric of open to build a public 
response to the crisis in American 
public higher education. OER can 
help us conceive of how the public 
can generate the materials it needs 
to support its education, and can 
help us center access as a key com-
ponent of any equitable learning en-
vironment. Open-access publish-
ing can help our public institutions 
share research and information with 
the public, which would then set a 
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If we care about OER from  
a socialjustice and access perspective, 
then we will also care about the aspects  

of open that can (inadvertently)  
reinscribe or augment inequities.

“

“
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/views/2017/11/01/oer-catalyst-national-conversation-about-public-higher-education

logical premise for 
restoring state al-
locations and fed-
eral funding. Open 
pedagogies that 
empower learners 
to contribute to the 
shape of knowl-
edge can assure 
that the labor mar-
kets they graduate 
into are responsive 
to their vision for the future of our 
societies.

I value the diversity of ways that 
people define “open,” but for me in 
my context as a public university 
professor in a country where the 
system seems to be privatizing 
rapidly, I am most interested to see 
how the concepts around working 

open can help us find a way to talk 
about the value -- in particular the 
nonmarket social value -- of pub-
lic higher education, and imagine 
a sustainable future for our public 
institutions. This might mean ex-
ploring the distinctions between a 
knowledge commons and a public 
education system, and it would cer-

tainly mean becom-
ing more concrete 
and coherent with 
all of our terms.

There is no pana-
cea in this, but one 
of Newfield’s main 
premises is that 
we in public high-
er education have 
failed to articulate 
the value of pub-

lic in our rush to embrace a private 
market approach to generating rev-
enues. I am starting to see open not 
only as a pedagogical tool and way 
to make college more affordable, 
but also as a rhetorical strategy for 
catalyzing a much-needed national 
conversation about what we mean 
by “public” higher education.   ■
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