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abstract: Based on 30 interviews with instructors who implemented affordable materials in their 
courses at a large research university, this study explored their motivations for using such resources, 
the processes they employed, and the extent to which the new course materials influenced teaching 
methods and perceived learning outcomes. Results suggest that most instructors were motivated 
by both student cost savings and hoped-for improvements in teaching and learning. Instructors’ 
choices—such as the decision to adopt an existing textbook in full or to curate a collection of 
disparate materials—were strongly influenced by their perception of how well available resources 
aligned with their own teaching and learning goals. In general, instructors felt student learning 
slightly improved after they put the materials into use, but the extent of improvement seemed 
to vary across the approaches to implementation. Librarians can leverage these results to help 
motivate and support the selection and implementation of affordable materials.

Introduction

College and university librarians are key stakeholders and experts in institu-
tional, national, and international conversations regarding the affordability of 
course materials. In addition to their historical role of procuring and providing 

licensed materials to students at no cost, libraries have begun to support or incentivize 
the use of open educational resources (OER) in college classrooms.1 However, after the 
first round of enthusiastic volunteer instructors have implemented affordable content, 
it may be challenging to engage additional instructors—and to convert their initial 
interest into actual use. This
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This study uses in-depth interview data to explore instructors’ motivations for us-
ing affordable content, as well as their approaches to implementation.2 Most instructors 
created or curated their own materials; only a few adopted existing OER textbooks in 

full. Results suggest that instructors were 
inspired to choose affordable materials based 
on the twin desires to save students money 
and to improve teaching and learning. Their 
implementation approaches—such as the 
choice to adopt an available textbook in full 
or to select and organize a group of diverse 
resources—were strongly influenced by their 
perception of how well the materials aligned 

with their own teaching and learning goals. The use of affordable materials did not 
substantially alter teaching techniques; however, instructors believed student learning 
slightly improved, with some variation in the extent of improvement across approaches to 
implementation. The paper’s conclusion discusses how librarians can leverage these find-
ings to help motivate use of affordable materials, identify approaches to implementation 
that best align with each instructor’s key objectives, and support the chosen approach.

To provide the reader with background on the creation and implementation of af-
fordable course materials, this article first describes the types of resources that qualify 
as “affordable course materials” and how they are created and used. Next, it reviews 
research regarding the teaching- and learning-related motivations for choosing these 
materials. 

What Are “Affordable Course Materials”?
Full-time students at public four-year colleges are estimated to budget $1,240 on text-
books and course supplies, or approximately 12 percent of in-state tuition.3 To improve 
affordability, policy makers, institutions, and individual instructors increasingly look 
to affordable course materials, including licensed library materials, textbooks and other 
open educational resources (OER), and the emerging category of deeply discounted 
inclusive access (IA) commercial textbooks. 

Licensed Library Materials

Historically, college libraries have supported student access to affordable materials by 
including key course materials and occasionally copies of popular commercial textbooks 
in circulating or reserve collections.4 However, given that libraries can offer only a lim-
ited number of copies, this approach typically serves a small proportion of the students 
needing a particular textbook or resource—particularly as many reserve items can be 
borrowed for only a short time or are marked for in-library use. Another traditional ap-
proach to affordability is the “curated course packet,” in which the instructor packages 
a selection of printed textbook chapters, journal articles, or other resources, sometimes 
with the assistance of a librarian. While students still pay copyright fees to obtain the 
packet, they can avoid purchasing textbooks from which they need only a chapter or 

. . . instructors were inspired 
to choose affordable materials 
based on the twin desires to save 
students money and to improve 
teaching and learning. 
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two. With the advent of digital library materials, instructors can now curate a selection 
of library-held or openly licensed digital materials that are completely free for students 
to access, download, and annotate, and can easily be integrated into the course manage-
ment system. However, it is unknown how many instructors integrate digital library 
materials into their courses for affordability reasons, and no current research indicates 
how or why they do so. 

OER Textbooks

OER textbooks are typically created by college professors and are produced as openly 
licensed e-texts in digital platforms that allow instructors and students from around 
the world to freely customize, annotate, and share materials.5 Instructors who use OER 
textbooks appreciate the ability to reorder, add, or 
delete content as appropriate to their own student 
population, teaching style, and desired learning 
outcomes.6 Students also have positive attitudes 
toward OER, rating the materials equally or more 
positively than traditional printed textbooks.7 

Many instructors are reluctant, however, to 
adopt OER textbooks due to concerns regarding 
quality, curation effort, and course management.8 In 
particular, OER textbooks typically lack companion 
materials and tools, such as automatically graded 
homework assignments, quizzes, and exams, which 
instructors of large lecture-style classes often feel 
they need to manage their courses effectively. Accordingly, while penetration of OER 
into college classrooms has increased, it remains relatively low; a recent survey estimated 
23 percent of instructors use OER as supplemental resources and 14 percent adopt OER 
as required components of their courses.9

Inclusive Access

To reduce commercial textbook costs, some college libraries and consortia have partnered 
with publishers to introduce inclusive access (IA) models, in which students pay for a 
commercial digital textbook as part of their tuition or course fees, and the institution pays 
a deeply discounted bulk price.10 Many stakeholders are skeptical of inclusive access, 
however. In a 2019 national survey, 64 percent of faculty respondents felt that “publish-
ers providing a discount to the list price of a textbook, in return for a commitment from 
the school to an inclusive access program” was either “generally not acceptable” or “to-
tally unacceptable.”11 Others are concerned that inclusive access models might enforce 
problematic usage restrictions; lure colleges into an agreement using steep discounts, 
but later increase prices; reduce competition and crowd out smaller but higher-quality 
competitors; and limit student and faculty freedom of choice.12 Although the inclusive 
access model is quite new, an estimated 7 percent of instructors already use it.13 

Instructors who use OER 
textbooks appreciate 
the ability to reorder, 
add, or delete content 
as appropriate to their 
own student population, 
teaching style, and desired 
learning outcomes.

This
 m

ss
. is

 pe
er 

rev
iew

ed
, c

op
y e

dit
ed

, a
nd

 ac
ce

pte
d f

or 
pu

bli
ca

tio
n, 

po
rta

l 2
2.2

.



Using Affordable Course Materials: Instructors’ Motivations, Approaches, and Outcomes308

Why Use Affordable Materials?
Studies of the use of affordable materials have primarily focused on OER textbooks.14 As 
one might expect, the most commonly cited motivation for OER usage is saving students 
money—which in turn may improve course outcomes by ensuring that all students have 
access to the required textbook and by reducing the extent to which financial stress dis-
tracts from their studies.15 In addition to lowering costs, some instructors seem interested 
in the potential of OER to improve teaching or learning.16 For example, in open-ended 
comments captured from two different surveys of college teachers, some respondents 
mentioned the potential pedagogical benefits of customizing OER to the needs of their 
own course objectives or students.17 

The pedagogical impact of OER is unclear. Instructor surveys suggest that most 
respondents change instructional practice to at least some extent when implementing 
OER, but most also see little or no alteration in their students’ behaviors or performance. 
A minority of respondents report changes in their students’ engagement and performance 
when implementing OER—but it is unclear why they observe such differences while 
most others do not.18 This lack of clarity regarding how to achieve improved student 
outcomes with OER may discourage instructors from experimenting with it at all, par-
ticularly given the time and technological learning curve required for implementation.19

In general, instructors may be motivated to adopt OER by a belief that they will 
improve student learning and performance—whether due to cost savings, curricular or 
pedagogical improvement, or some combination of those factors. Indeed, quantitative 
research suggests that OER use may, on average, have a mildly positive impact on student 
course completion and grades.20 This average effect may be highly variable across types 
of OER design or pedagogical implementation, but quantitative studies have no access 
to detailed information on these points and thus cannot determine when OER usage is 
meaningful to student learning and performance, and when it is not. 

Overall, past studies have treated “affordable course materials” as equivalent to 
“OER” and as a monolithic category that should have a similar influence on teaching 
and learning regardless of the type of material adopted, the kind of instructor who 
chooses it, or the motivations for doing so. To extend and deepen the understanding 
of affordable materials, this study examines a university-wide affordability project that 
leveraged library materials, OER, and other freely available digital materials. The study 
uses in-depth interview data to explore the following research questions:

•  Research question 1: Why were instructors motivated to adopt affordable ma-
terials?

•  Research question 2: How and why did instructors select and implement different 
types of affordable materials? 

•  Research question 3: Did affordable materials influence teaching and learning? 
Were there differences across types of materials in terms of their quality, their 
influence on teaching, or their perceived impact on learning? 

The remainder of this paper outlines the university-wide affordability project that forms 
the foundation of the study; explains the qualitative analysis framework (including two 
emergent frameworks of “pedagogical alignment” and “Deeper Learning”); and presents 
and discusses the study’s results and implications. 

This
 m

ss
. is

 pe
er 

rev
iew

ed
, c

op
y e

dit
ed

, a
nd

 ac
ce

pte
d f

or 
pu

bli
ca

tio
n, 

po
rta

l 2
2.2

.



Shanna Smith Jaggars, Kaity Prieto, Marcos D. Rivera, and Amanda L. Folk 309

A University-Wide Affordability Project
In 2016, a multicampus state university launched a grant program to support instruc-
tors in replacing their traditional textbooks with affordable digital learning materials, 
including OER and library materials, but not inclusive access materials.21 The program 
was a joint effort of the university’s Learning Technology unit and the University Librar-
ies. Although the grant program was largely framed as an affordability initiative, it also 
sought to encourage instructor innovation and improve student learning. 

To apply for the program, instructors submitted a short application including a 
description of their course, their initial ideas regarding potential ways to leverage af-
fordable content to replace current materials, an estimated budget for the work, and 
projected student savings. Submissions were refined with program staff, resulting in 
a final proposal reviewed by a selection committee. Most instructors who submitted 
proposals were accepted into the program. Each attended a kickoff workshop that pro-
vided key information and resources (for example, copyright and fair-use guidelines), 
and then worked for approximately eight months with a Learning Technology project 
manager who helped create a plan, tasks, and timelines for each project. As part of this 
process, the instructor determined whether the project would consist of: (1) adopting 
an existing open textbook, (2) writing an original openly licensed textbook, or (3) cu-
rating a suite of digital library materials or other freely available digital resources. The 
project manager connected instructors with relevant experts and resources, including 
subject-area librarians; instructional design personnel, workshops, or communities; and 
copyright librarians. Many of these experts and resources were guided by the principle 
of “backward design”—the concept that instructors should first identify their desired 
learning outcomes, and then design assessments and related materials to support these 
outcomes—although experts may not have always discussed this principle with instruc-
tors in an explicit way.22 

Over the program’s first two years, 30 instructors used affordable materials for 32 
courses and worked with colleagues to implement these materials across 72 class sections. 
All but three instructors were employed full time by the institution. Courses spanned 
a wide variety of disciplines and comprised 17 lower-division, 12 upper-division, and 
1 graduate-level course; social science courses had the highest concentration of lower-
division courses. Courses were typically taught by a full-time instructor (often the fac-
ulty member who received the grant and led the project), although some were taught 
by part-time adjunct faculty or graduate students. Overall, the first two cohorts saved 
students more than $2.6 million between autumn 2016 and spring 2018.

Methods
The researchers invited all 30 grantees in the first two cohorts to participate in an inter-
view study.23 In cases in which grantee materials were adopted by multiple instructors 
uninvolved in the grant, the researchers also invited one or two of those additional 
adopters to participate. Two sets of grantees worked together in pairs to design their 
materials and were interviewed as pairs. Overall, the research team interviewed 25 
grantee instructors, 6 non-grantee instructors, and 1 coordinator of a team of grantee 
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and non-grantee instructors, across a total of 30 interview sessions. Of the 30 interviews, 
15 focused on social science courses, 9 on STEM, and 6 on humanities. Twenty-five 
interviews discussed courses at the university’s selective flagship campus, while five 
focused on courses at open-enrollment regional campuses. 

Interviews occurred soon after the first semester of project implementation, during 
the semester break or subsequent semester. Interviewees described their learning goals 
for the course, why and how they selected affordable materials, how they implemented 
the new materials to support their goals, and the extent to which they felt the new 
materials affected student learning. To elicit a structured set of information on project 
implementation, the interview also included an embedded survey. Interviewees began 
by providing background on the affordability project and project goals for approximately 
the first third of the interview. 

Next, interviewees filled out the survey and discussed their responses in detail with 
the interviewer. If instructors indicated that alterations in teaching and learning occurred, 
interviewers probed for specific examples of how class activities, assessments, student 
behaviors, or student outcomes changed. The embedded survey included 23 questions 
(see the Appendix for survey items) on the materials’ quality, integration into the course, 
and perceived impacts on teaching and learning. Items regarding the quality of resources 
and changes in learning were rated from 1 to 5 (1 = “Much worse/less than before,” 
3 = “About the same,” and 5 = “Much better/more than before”). The integration of 
materials into the course was scored from 1 to 5 (1 = “Never,” 3 = “Sometimes,” and 5 = 
“Every time”). Changes in teaching were rated from 1 to 3 (1 = “No change,” 2 = “Some 
change,” 3 = “Quite a bit of change”). The instructional coordinator interviewee did not 
fill out the survey because although she helped lead the affordability project, she did not 
personally teach the course, resulting in 29 total surveys. Interviews were audiotaped 
and transcribed verbatim by a professional transcription service. The accuracy of each 
transcription was then confirmed.

Analytic Framework and Data Analysis

A basic qualitative approach with an underlying constructivist epistemology was used 
for this study. This methodology is appropriate when the researcher is interested in how 
people interpret experience, construct their own understanding and knowledge of the 
world, and attribute meaning to experience.24 This section first describes why and how 
the researchers classified respondents into project types, then how the researchers devel-
oped and applied the coding scheme for motivations, and finally how they triangulated 
across the transcript coding data and the interview-embedded survey data.

Defining Project Types

The projects varied widely in their approach. To understand the scope and variety of 
projects, the research team worked to classify projects into general types. The first at-
tempt at classification relied on nomenclature used by the Learning Technology project 
manager and grantees: (1) materials adopted wholesale, or with minor modifications, 
from an existing open-source textbook; (2) materials newly created by the instructor; 
or (3) materials curated by the instructor. Researchers used interviewee descriptions of 
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each project and a review of actual course materials to sort projects into classifications. 
However, several projects did not fit neatly into these categories, and researchers thus 
created an additional classification representing (4) an amalgam of curated and newly 
created content.

Creating a Coding Framework for Instructor Motivations

To explore motivations to use affordable materials, the researchers applied inductive 
analysis to identify recurring patterns and themes across interview transcripts.25 The 
researchers first skimmed the parts of each transcript dealing with reasons for creating 
or using affordable materials. These reasons fell obviously and clearly into two major cat-
egories: cost-related motivations and teaching-related or learning-related reasons.26 The 
researchers remained open to emergent patterns and newly uncovered understandings 
as they collaboratively developed and refined a qualitative coding scheme through close 
readings and discussions of the transcripts. From this process, two subthemes emerged 
under teaching or learning: pedagogical alignment and Deeper Learning. 

Pedagogical Alignment

As noted earlier, most grantees likely knew of Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s prin-
ciple of “backward design,” either implicitly or explicitly, through discussions with their 
project manager or another university instructional designer.27 Under the backward 
design process, instructors first identify student performance goals and related learning 
outcomes, then decide how those learning outcomes can be appropriately assessed, and 
finally design learning activities and materials that will support students to succeed with 
those assessments. Underlying the concept of backward design is a broader concept of 
alignment: that different components of a course should not be designed separately, but 
rather should be created to complement and support other components. While none of 
our grantees mentioned the framework of backward design—nor explicitly connected 
all three links in the backward chain from outcomes to assessments to materials—most 
did mention their desire for stronger alignment between their course materials and other 
course components. The researchers coded these instances as pedagogical alignment, 
with three subcodes indicating whether the instructor was trying to align the course 
materials with student needs or desires, objectives for learning, teaching approaches, 
or a combination of those. 

Deeper Learning

The Hewlett Foundation’s Deeper Learning framework defines a set of higher-order 
thinking skills students need to be competitive and successful in the twenty-first century. 
These skills are organized into three domains: cognitive, intrapersonal, and interper-
sonal.28 None of the research participants mentioned Deeper Learning per se. Most did, 
however, express the desire to strengthen student skills that happen to be part of the 
Deeper Learning framework, including cognitive skills (processing of information, such 
as applying content knowledge, problem-solving, and critical thinking), intrapersonal 
skills (self-regulation of learning, including skills such as “learning to learn” and aca-
demic mindset), and interpersonal skills (interactions with others, including effective 
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communication of content knowledge, collaboration, and the shift of learning from an 
individual benefit to a societal one). Several members of the research team utilized the 
Deeper Learning framework to develop a coding scheme, while also remaining open to 
emergent patterns and newly uncovered understandings.29 The researchers coded instruc-
tors’ mentions of these skills as Deeper Learning, with subcodes indicating whether the 
comment discussed cognitive, intrapersonal, or interpersonal skills.

Triangulating the Data

In addition to the motivation codes of cost, pedagogical alignment, Deeper Learning, and 
their subcodes, the researchers created codes to tag and characterize instructors’ descrip-
tions of the project process, challenges, eventual product quality, and related changes 
in teaching and learning. To further understand perceptions regarding product quality, 
implementation in the classroom, and student outcomes, the researchers also examined 
grantees’ interview-embedded survey ratings, including comparing the individuals’ 
ratings to their qualitative explanation, and calculating averages and standard devia-
tions for each survey item across respondents. Finally, after defining the project types, 
the researchers descriptively compared interviewees’ patterns of qualitative codes, as 
well as their associated survey ratings, across types. 

Trustworthiness

When conducting basic qualitative research, methodologists suggest using criteria for 
rigor that cut across methodological approaches.30 The researchers provided rich, thick 
description using instructors’ quotations, which allow the reader to evaluate the transfer-
ability of the findings.31 Further, by presenting the data in the participants’ own words, 
the researchers permit the reader to determine the validity of the analysis.32 Addition-
ally, the use of two data sources—the interview and the embedded survey—allowed for 
“methods triangulation” to overcome any biases that might have arisen from the use of 
a single method. The presence of multiple researchers heightened trustworthiness by 
encouraging “analyst triangulation” to balance any one-sidedness resulting from a single 
observer.33 Together, these strategies support the credibility of the results. 

Results
The first “Results” section addresses research question 1—“Why were instructors mo-
tivated to adopt affordable materials?”—by providing an overview of interviewees’ 
motivations in terms of both cost reduction and teaching and learning improvement. 
The second section deals with research question 2—“How and why did instructors 
select and implement different types of affordable materials?”—by discussing the four 
project types, why instructors gravitated to each type, and implementation processes and 
challenges. These two sections draw exclusively on the qualitative coding of interview 
transcripts, without reference to survey data. A third section addresses research question 
3—“Did affordable materials influence teaching and learning? Were there differences 
across types of materials in terms of their quality, their influence on teaching, or their 
perceived impact on learning?”—by capturing similarities and differences between 
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the project types in terms of product quality, modifications in teaching, and perceived 
changes in student learning. This section incorporates both the interview-embedded 
survey data and instructors’ related qualitative explanations.

Instructor Motivations

Across almost all interviews (27 of 30), instructors cited cost savings as a motivator. Their 
explanations were straightforward and expressed similarly. The following quotation 
from a humanities instructor is representative: “I knew from students of my previous 
classes that some of them just didn’t buy the textbook because it was just too expensive. 
But unfortunately, there was no good print alternative.” Given the homogeneity across 
instructors in their discussion of cost motivations, this analysis does not delve further 
into this theme. In an equally large number of interviews (27/30), instructors cited rea-
sons related to teaching and learning, including pedagogical alignment (25/30), Deeper 
Learning (26/30), or both (24/30). However, instructors discussed these reasons in varied 
ways, as explained in more detail in the following sections.

Pedagogical Alignment

In terms of pedagogical alignment, most instructors were concerned with whether the 
material was appropriately aligned with students’ level and style of learning (23/30 
interviews). For example, one pair 
of instructors who worked col-
laboratively on developing a new 
textbook noted that the previous 
book was not designed for under-
graduate students: “I think for our 
students we’re specifically trying 
to write to a student population, 
so the language is a little different, 
the tone is different.” In about half 
the interviews (17/30), instructors also cited the need to better align their materials with 
particular learning objectives. For example, a social science instructor explained that 
the state had defined a set of key learning objectives for her introductory course, but 
available commercial textbooks did not sufficiently address those statewide objectives. 
Another department had worked to develop more consistency in instructors’ learning 
objectives and approaches regarding student writing, and these instructors noted that 
their collaboratively created affordable materials could be more readily aligned to the 
department’s evolving needs and objectives:

One of the things we did early on was to meet with other instructors in [our STEM] 
program . . . and make sure there was continuity in how we were talking about technical 
communication from that first-year [program] experience through the senior Capstone. 
We saw what we created in this e-textbook [as] something that could bridge all those 
components. 

In terms of pedagogical alignment, 
most instructors were concerned with 
whether the material was appropriately 
aligned with students’ level and style of 
learning 
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Finally, some instructors sought better alignment to their own preferred teaching 
styles (12/30). For example, an instructor who wanted to “flip” the classroom, having 
learners study new content at home and using class time for discussions, felt students 
might not complete traditional textbook readings prior to class but might watch videos 
instead.

Deeper Learning

Respondents touched on each of the three domains of Deeper Learning but most com-
monly discussed issues related to cognitive learning, followed by interpersonal learning 
and then intrapersonal learning. In terms of the cognitive domain, instructors in most 
interviews (22/30) said they wanted students to better understand and apply key con-
tent knowledge. For example, a social science instructor described her desire to make 
the textbook more practical: “Unfortunately, some of the textbooks that we’ve used 
have almost emphasized too much of the theoretical aspect of the concepts that we’ve 
discussed, and not necessarily more the practical. These are the transferable skills that 
you need to get out of this.”

Within the interpersonal domain, instructors in about half the interviews (18/30) said 
they wanted students to improve communication or collaboration skills. For example, 
a STEM instructor desired materials that would help students “engage with issues of 
audience and purpose and some rhetorical strategies” in their writing, and a humani-
ties instructor wanted resources that would support more equality within collaborative 
groups: “[This course has] always emphasized collaboration, and people are required 
to work in teams. But [with the traditional textbook] there used to be more of a dispar-
ity between the abilities of members of a team, based on their prior experience before 
coming into the course.”

The Deeper Learning framework’s intrapersonal domain focuses on whether inde-
pendent learners have the skills and mindset to take control of their own learning. Some-

what less than half the interviews (13/30) spoke to 
this point. For example, some instructors reported 
that students often uncritically regard commercial 
textbooks as a fount of truth. The instructors hoped 
that providing a variety of sources would help 
students learn how to approach questions rather 
than seek one correct answer. Others indicated 
that learners needed to improve their ability to 
synthesize information. A humanities instructor 
explained that moving away from a single textbook 
is “modeling the idea that you gather information 
from a variety of sources, and you can apply each 
of those sources to this idea that you are formulat-
ing.” Several instructors hoped to improve their 

students’ self-directed learning or to help them develop an academic mindset that was 
less focused on grades and more interested in knowledge itself. 

Several instructors hoped 
to improve their students’ 
self-directed learning or 
to help them develop an 
academic mindset that 
was less focused on grades 
and more interested in 
knowledge itself. 
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Across interviews that discussed motivations related to Deeper Learning, 6 em-
phasized only one domain of Deeper Learning, 13 mentioned two, and 7 referred to all 
three. Motivations regarding Deeper Learning and pedagogical alignment often (but not 
always) overlapped. As noted in the section “Instructor Motivations,” 24 of 30 interviews 
included both themes, but some instructors discussed one theme without reference to 
the other. For example, one social science instructor explained that traditional textbooks 
cannot integrate the most current information. She noted, “The students really seemed to 
appreciate talking about things that are very timely and relevant to them.” This instructor 
did not, however, draw connections to Deeper Learning competencies. 

Selection and Implementation of the Project Types
This section addresses our second research question by discussing the four project types, 
why instructors gravitated to each type, and implementation processes and challenges. 
Overall, instructors would most likely assemble a selection of materials (either through 
the “Curate” or “Amalgam” approach) and least likely adopt an existing OER textbook 
in full. The section begins by describing interviewees’ perspective on the “Adopt” ap-
proach (n = 4), followed by “Curate” (n = 10), “Create” (n = 7), and “Amalgam” (n = 9).

“Adopt” Projects: Taking Up an Existing OER Textbook

Across the 30 interviews, 4 instructors adopted an existing openly licensed textbook 
with little or no modification. They seemed most motivated by cost reductions (among 
the four, all emphasized savings to students, three touched on Deeper Learning, and 
only one mentioned pedagogical alignment). All four taught introductory social science 
courses, which tended to have larger class sizes. Perhaps as a consequence, when these 
instructors searched OER repositories, they found one or more openly licensed digital 
textbooks that seemed well-aligned with their students’ level and the course’s learning 
objectives. The OER texts were similar in approach and style to a commercial textbook, 
although they provided fewer ancillary materials (such as slide decks or test banks). 

Given that well-aligned and no-cost materials were readily available and seemed 
easy to implement, these instructors did not strongly consider creating or curating their 
own materials. They characterized the switch to an OER textbook as relatively straight-
forward, similar to the time and effort required for any new textbook, and all finished 
their project on time. However, “Adopt” instructors seemed unenthusiastic about the 
quality of their new materials. One said, “I think some students are still not loving the 
book. They don’t think the book is extremely helpful, but I think the relative proportion 
of those students is smaller . . . Fewer people hate it. Fewer people complain. Fewer 
people say that it was not helpful.” Looking forward, “Adopt” instructors appreciated 
the potential for revising or remixing the openly licensed materials. As another explained, 
“If you want to use a different section or a different—all you have to do is change your 
hyperlink and voilà, it’s all magically changed. I think there’s some great opportunity. 
I think it will ultimately make it easier to adjust your teaching as you tweak it every 
semester, even though the first time was kind of painful.”
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“Create” Projects: Developing Materials from Scratch

Ten interviews were conducted with instructors across a wide variety of disciplines who 
created their own materials from scratch, which they then published under an open 
license. These instructors were motivated not only by economics (9 of 10 discussed cost 
savings) but also by teaching and learning considerations (all 10 interviews talked about 

both pedagogical alignment and Deeper 
Learning). Like most other respondents, 
“Create” instructors felt available com-
mercial textbooks were not a good fit 
for their course. However, they believed 
the best—or only—way to address these 
problems was to develop original materi-
als. They were excited about the oppor-
tunity to have complete authorial control, 
which they hoped would ensure materials 
would match their own teaching style and 

learning goals. For example, one social science instructor wrote an original e-book to 
“write the text in the same way I taught in class. I think that reduces a lot of the confu-
sion students sometimes have.” 

“Create” instructors wrote an original digital textbook, produced original videos 
or interactive Web-based content, or created some combination thereof. To lighten the 
workload, several used grant funds to hire undergraduates, graduate students, or 
professional editors to coauthor or edit materials. Even so, the burden of time and ef-
fort was unexpectedly heavy. Most “Create” instructors committed to an eight-month 
timeline for development but were not done with their materials by the intended date 
of implementation. One STEM instructor mostly completed his materials but feared they 
were insufficient; accordingly, he recommended students use a traditional textbook as 
a supplement. “Create” instructors were somewhat frustrated that their workload con-
tinued through the semester as they continued to supplement or revise their materials; 
however, they also appreciated the ability to make continuous updates to their materials 
in response to student questions or current events. Even if new course materials did not 
yet fully meet their vision, all “Create” instructors expressed happiness with the first 
semester of implementation. As one STEM instructor explained: “There are some aspects 
that are covered more in depth in great ways, and there are other components that are 
not covered at all in the textbook—that are done through lecture or other ways—because 
there hasn’t been the time to be able to actually get it into a form that would be accept-
able to use in the textbook.”

“Curate” Projects: Assembling Disparate Materials

Seven interviews focused on the “Curate” approach, which was implemented across six 
departments and seven courses. All “Curate” interviewees were full-time faculty who led 
the selection of materials. While one instructor was motivated solely by cost savings, the 
others discussed both pedagogical alignment and Deeper Learning motivations in depth. 
These instructors were particularly thoughtful in terms of considering and discussing 

Ten interviews were conducted 
with instructors across a wide 
variety of disciplines who created 
their own materials from scratch, 
which they then published under 
an open license. 
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their students’ goals and interests. They felt learners want more “modern” approaches to 
course materials and believed a curated approach would create the strongest alignment 
between student interests and key learning objectives. Although “Curate” instructors 
were no more likely than their peers to discuss Deeper Learning overall, they did seem 
particularly interested in the intrapersonal learning component (with 7 of 8 making 
relevant comments). They also described the potential of multiple information sources 
to push students toward a more reflective and self-directed learning mode.

“Curate” instructors drew materials from various existing sources, including digital 
open-source or library-held book chapters, freely available online films and lecture videos, 
and open access or library-held journal articles. For example, a STEM instructor wanted 
to offer her students a way to read about the subject that was “not dry and boring” and 
that would serve them well for a long time. She suggested, “It’s really stinking useful 
for students to have read some journal articles as undergraduates. Particularly if any of 
them end up going on to graduate school, they’ve learned a really useful skill as part of 
that.” Her redesigned course materials included several chapters from an inexpensive 
paperback textbook, supplemented with articles from scholarly and practitioner journals, 
videos, and other library or Web-based resources. 

In terms of the “completeness” of materials at the beginning of the implementa-
tion semester, “Curate” materials fell between “Adopt” and “Create” materials: while 
several “Curate” instructors still wanted to improve some pieces, those “gaps” were not 
obvious to students. As one STEM instructor said, “There are a few things I think, still, 
we haven’t found great resources for. I know there are books, like online books that the 
library doesn’t have access to, that are perfect.” “Curate” instructors seemed to view 
this ongoing process of curation as a feature rather than a flaw. 

In general, “Curate” instructors were pleased with the relevance and currency of 
their materials; as a humanities instructor said, “The customized solution . . . suited my 
needs better than anything I could find on the shelf.” On the other hand, most “Curate” 
interviewees noted the materials felt somewhat “ad hoc” or less coherent without the 
structure provided by a traditional textbook. As a STEM instructor said:

I think in retrospect I probably need to be more prepared to either write something 
to provide that connective tissue, or make sure I’m doing that in class. I think that’s 
maybe one of the downsides of having articles instead of textbooks. They’re all written 
by such different voices that the students, if they’re not trained to do so, aren’t seeing 
that connection, necessarily. And I felt, overall, like students were less comfortable with 
that material. 

To fill in gaps, two “Curate” instructors relied on portions of textbooks or had stu-
dents buy other books. In these cases, the research team debated whether the courses 
belonged in the “Amalgam” category. The team ultimately placed them in the “Curate” 
category because they did not intentionally create a connective structure, a consistently 
written narrative that provided context and connections among the resources.

“Amalgam” Projects: Curating Materials with a Connective Structure

Nine interviews focused on “Amalgam” materials, which were used across four depart-
ments, eight courses, and a variety of modalities.34 Six interviews dealt with a single 
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social science department that adopted affordable materials as a strategic initiative and 
took a collaborative approach to materials development across three courses. Across 
these six “departmental initiative” interviewees, four worked at the selective flagship 
campus, were involved in the collaborative team effort, and tended to discuss all three 
motivations. Two others taught at regional campuses, were simply directed to use the 
new materials, and were primarily interested in cost issues. The remaining three inter-
viewees taught in three different departments and designed their own materials for 
their courses. All three of these stand-alone interviewees were triply motivated by cost, 
pedagogical alignment, and Deeper Learning.

Like “Curate” instructors, “Amalgam” instructors wanted to identify a range of 
resources that were relevant, current, and engaging for their students. For example, 
a social science instructor worked to include “real-world examples, and they’re local 
examples, which I think makes it more interesting, or personal examples.” Instructors 
also endeavored to include more career-related content; as one departmental-initiative 
instructor explained, “The materials that we had lent [themselves] to a better under-
standing of connecting to speakers from agencies. So [professionals] who are already 
in practice and their agencies. And asking more questions about how they do their job, 
how do we apply this information.”

In contrast to “Curate” instructors, however, amalgamators anticipated the impor-
tance of a connective framework that would knit the resources together into a more 
coherent whole. For example, a social science instructor redesigned her course around 
a freely available Web-based tool and a series of videos with experts from the field. To 
weave these together, she added written material based on her old lectures. Similarly, a 
social science instructor created content to provide context for the materials she curated:

For the most part, it was like, “Okay, I want them to get this concept. Where is the best 
place for the materials?” And some places there would be an article, some place it would 
be something NIH [the National Institutes of Health] had produced . . . But I needed them 
to have a context for it, and some continuity because the style is different.

Under the departmental initiative, a committee of faculty collaborated to create the 
“Amalgam” materials for several courses. Their creation and implementation process 
was focused on aligning the curriculum between courses at different levels and allow-

ing students to “put theory into practice,” as one 
instructor said. The collaborative process engen-
dered thoughtful conversations about teaching and 
learning, and how curated materials could support 
those goals. For example, one instructor shared:

Looking for resources, watching videos, reading 
things I would never have . . . it made us really 
rethink what we wanted in those courses. And 
maybe how we wanted to teach it. And so, I think 
it made us better instructors. Definitely. Because we 

had to be at one with everything we found, and think about that ultimate goal of: How 
do we really engage with our students and get them to think critically and apply what 
we’re giving them? And are we finding the things that will get them to do that?

The collaborative process 
engendered thoughtful 
conversations about 
teaching and learning, 
and how curated materials 
could support those goals. This
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Yet even with the intentional selection and contextualization, a few “Amalgam” 
instructors felt the materials remained somewhat disjointed. One said she missed the 
“glue” of a textbook; another mentioned that students sometimes wondered where to 
focus their attention. She explained: “I think because there were different places they 
could get material from the textless [resources], you know: Were they going to look at 
all the links? Look at the embedded videos? Were they going to look at the lecture?” 

Like “Curate” instructors, most amalgamators had to downshift expectations for 
certain pieces of their materials to finish on time. In general, however, amalgamating 
seemed to combine the organizational strengths of a traditional textbook with the flex-
ibility, relevancy, and currency of the “Curate” approach. While instructors involved in 
their creation were excited about the “Amalgam” materials, the two who were directed 
to adopt them had no strong opinion; one volunteered that the new materials were not 
better or worse than the previously used book, just different. The other shared, “I didn’t 
feel like it was a huge difference in terms of what I was able to share with the students, 
because I think a lot of the content itself was very much the same.” 

Process Issues
Across all four project types, the process of adopting, creating, or curating affordable 
materials took longer than anticipated, resulting in shifting plans for the final product. 
Instructors not only had to write, curate, 
or update texts, but also had to change the 
accompanying assignments and lectures—a 
time-consuming process even for adopters. 

Navigating copyright issues was also 
time-intensive. A STEM “Amalgam” instruc-
tor explained, “We also had to deal with 
copyright issues . . . but by the time we got 
the permission, and trying to get schedules 
together, and build it, we ran out of time.” 
In general, many instructors felt they would not—or could not—have embarked upon 
and successfully completed their project on their own. As an “Amalgam” instructor in 
the social sciences said:

I would never have been able to do this on my own. I wouldn’t have had any of the 
resources to do it. I wouldn’t have had the kind of orientation to open educational 
resources that—I mean, I had sort of heard the term and that kind of thing. But the kind 
of training and support that the [project] team gave us, plus the ability to purchase some 
help with the [grant] money was—I couldn’t have done it without any of that. 

Changes to Teaching and Learning
To capture similarities and differences between the project types in terms of product qual-
ity, changes to teaching, and perceived changes to student learning, this section examines 
the interview-embedded survey data and instructors’ related qualitative explanations.

In general, many instructors 
felt they would not—or could 
not—have embarked upon and 
successfully completed their 
project on their own.
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Quality and Integration of Materials

Table 1 shows that instructors rated the quality of their new materials highly (close to a 
4, or “Somewhat better than before”) on almost every item. For example, they provided 
an average rating of 3.8 for “engaging and interesting writing” and 4.4 for “relevant 
content.” Table 2 shows that instructors also felt the new course materials were more 
necessary to student learning (average rating of 3.9 for understanding material and 4.4 
for succeeding on assessments), and they would now more likely incorporate mecha-
nisms that required students to review the materials (average rating of 4.0). To explore 
potential differences between the project types, Tables 1 and 2 also provide a separate 
mean for each type. While small sample sizes make it unfeasible to confidently compare 
project types, both tables reinforce the impression that “Adopt” instructors were least 
enthusiastic about their new materials. For example, they rated two aspects of quality 
lower than before (visual quality and study aids, with an average rating of 2.5 for each) 
and would no more likely than before require students to review course materials (with 
an average rating of 3.0). 

Changes to Teaching

During the interview, instructors provided a survey rating and an explanation of the 
extent to which the materials changed their teaching in terms of content coverage, propor-
tion of time spent on activities, assessment issues, and preparation time. Some said their 
teaching did not change at all; for example, one part-time “Adopt” instructor recounted:

Switching to [the affordable material] this year, part of the reason why I didn’t incorporate 
a lot of stuff from the textbook [into class activities] is because I didn’t actually get the 
links to the chapters until like two weeks before the semester. I didn’t really have a lot 
of time to be particularly thoughtful about reading through what was in there. I just 
skimmed it, and I was like, “Oh, yeah, this is good.” I still treat it as, “Okay. This is what 
I’m teaching, and the textbook is a resource.”

Others said their teaching changed considerably; for example, one full-time instruc-
tor who used the adopting approach had long been interested in integrating more active 
learning into her course and now did so by “dramatically” changing the format of recita-
tions. Her previous commercial textbook supported online homework assignments and 
quizzes, and losing this resource made her rethink the use of class time:

Because I didn’t have the ability to do these online homework assignments, I switched 
that assignment to a worksheet they would do in recitation. Recitations became this group 
problem-solving session where they would sit and work in small groups on the worksheet, 
work their way through the problem. My goal was that it would be an opportunity for 
students to explain to each other, and get up and show the class, and by the end of the 
class, they would all know how to solve the problem.

Table 3 shows that, on average, each aspect of teaching changed either “Not at all” 
(1) or “Some” (2) for almost every item and every project type. The only obvious outliers 
were a deeper coverage of topics among “Amalgam” instructors (with an average rating 
of 2.5, which instructors attributed to the use of primary sources as reading materials) 
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Table 1.
Instructor ratings of the quality of open educational resources 
(OER) materials by project type and overall, on a scale of 1 to 5

   Project type 
                                            “Adopt”           “Create”           “Curate”           “Amalgam”           Overall 
 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
 N = 4 N = 10 N = 7 N = 8 N = 29

Good search  
 capabilities 4.0 (1.4) 4.3 (0.8) 3.3 (1.1) 4.1 (0.6) 4.0 (1.0)

High-quality visuals  2.5 (0.6) 4.2 (0.9) 4.0 (1.3) 3.8 (1.2) 3.8 (1.1)

Engaging and  
 interesting writing 3.3 (0.5) 4.0 (0.8) 3.6 (1.1) 4.1 (0.6) 3.8 (0.8)

Understandable and  
 clear writing 3.0 (0.0) 4.2 (0.8) 3.3 (1.0) 4.1 (0.8) 3.8 (0.9)

Helpful and useful  
 study aids  2.5 (1.3) 3.6 (1.0) 2.6 (1.4) 3.5 (1.3) 3.2 (1.3)

Relevant content  3.8 (1.0) 4.8 (0.6) 4.3 (0.8) 4.4 (0.9) 4.4 (0.8)

Current content  3.5 (1.3) 4.4 (0.8) 4.6 (0.5) 4.6 (0.5) 4.4 (0.8)

Average across items 3.2 (0.8) 4.2 (0.4) 3.7 (0.5) 4.1 (0.6) 3.9 (0.6)

and the time required to prepare for class among “Curate” instructors (with an average 
rating of 2.6). “Curate” instructors’ extensive preparation time seemed due to the lack 
of structure provided by a traditional textbook or “Amalgam”-style backbone; they thus 
found themselves filling in gaps throughout the semester. “Curate” instructors also 
tended to use current online resources (which may update content or change locations 
unexpectedly), requiring them to actively check and revise links. 

Changes to Learning

On the interview-embedded survey, instructors indicated the extent to which the ma-
terials changed student learning in terms of engagement, participation, collaboration, 
depth or quality of learning, and performance, on a 1 to 5 scale. Several interviewees 
said learning did change but were reluctant to ascribe that shift to their materials, and 
thus opted to skip one or more items. Table 4 shows that, on average, instructors rated 
student learning either “About the same” (3) or “Somewhat better” (4) than before. While 
small sample sizes make it unfeasible to confidently compare between project types, 

This
 m

ss
. is

 pe
er 

rev
iew

ed
, c

op
y e

dit
ed

, a
nd

 ac
ce

pte
d f

or 
pu

bli
ca

tio
n, 

po
rta

l 2
2.2

.



Using Affordable Course Materials: Instructors’ Motivations, Approaches, and Outcomes322

Table 2. 
Instructor ratings of the integration of open educational 
resources (OER) materials by project type and overall, on a 
scale of 1 to 5

   Project type 
                                            “Adopt”           “Create”           “Curate”           “Amalgam”           Overall 
 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
 N = 4 N = 10 N = 7 N = 8 N = 29

Students required to  
 review materials 3.0 (1.7) 4.3 (0.9) 3.9 (1.5) 4.0 (1.2) 4.0 (1.2)

Materials necessary to  
 understand in-class  
 material, lectures, or  
 discussions 3.3 (1.3) 3.5 (1.0) 4.0 (1.0) 4.6 (0.8) 3.9 (1.0)

Materials necessary  
 to do well on course  
 assessments 4.0 (1.4) 4.4 (0.8) 4.4 (0.5) 4.5 (0.8) 4.4 (0.8)

Average across items 3.5 (1.3) 4.1 (0.7) 4.1 (0.8) 4.4 (0.8) 4.1 (0.9)

Table 4 suggests that “Adopt” instructors were least likely to believe positive change 
had occurred. They provided a relatively low rating of 3.3 across items and were the 
only group to rate any items at “About the same” or worse (a rating of 2.7 for “depth or 
quality of learning” and 3.0 for “performance on assessments”). In contrast, “Amalgam” 
instructors seemed most likely to believe positive change had occurred; they scored a 
relatively high rating of 3.8 across items (including an average rating of 4.3 for “depth 
or quality of learning”).

Instructors who felt quality of participation, collaboration, or depth or quality of 
learning became “Somewhat better” or “Much better” discussed these changes in ways 
that resonate with the Deeper Learning framework. In terms of the cognitive domain, 

some instructors felt the materials helped 
students draw connections between academic 
content and real-world applications. As one 
“Create” instructor in social science said, her 
students “were able to see how everything re-
lated outside of the classroom. Because of all 
the examples that I included in the textbook, 

. . . some instructors felt the 
materials helped students draw 
connections between academic 
content and real-world 
applications. 
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Table 3. 
Instructor perceptions of the changes to teaching by project 
type and overall, on a scale of 1 to 3

                                                                                              Change to teaching 
                                                                                                     Project type 
 “Adopt” “Create” “Curate” “Amalgam” Overall 
 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
 N = 3 N = 10 N = 7 N = 8 N = 28*

Breadth of coverage 1.8 (1.0) 2.0 (0.7) 2.0 (0.8) 1.9 (0.8) 1.9 (0.8)

Depth of coverage 1.5 (0.6) 2.2 (0.6) 1.7 (0.8) 2.5 (0.8) 2.1 (0.8)

Proportion of time spent  
 on different activities 1.8 (1.0) 1.7 (0.8) 1.6 (0.8) 1.9 (0.9) 1.7 (0.8)

Number of assessments 1.5 (0.6) 1.4 (0.7) 1.4 (0.8) 1.4 (0.7) 1.4 (0.7)

Types of assessments 1.5 (1.0) 1.4 (0.5) 1.6 (0.8) 1.6 (0.7) 1.5 (0.7)

Nature of final/most  
 important assessment 1.3 (0.5) 1.4 (0.7) 1.4 (0.8) 1.6 (0.7) 1.5 (0.7)

Time required to prepare 1.7 (0.6) 1.8 (0.8) 2.6 (0.5) 1.9 (0.8) 2.0 (0.8)

Time required to grade 1.0 (0.0) 1.1 (0.3) 1.3 (0.8) 1.4 (0.5) 1.2 (0.5)

Average across items 1.5 (0.5) 1.6 (0.4) 1.7 (0.4) 1.8 (0.4) 1.7 (0.4)

*All 29 respondents are included in this table for the items that they rated, but two were hesitant to rate 
all eight items. Ns in the column headers reflect the number of respondents who completed at least seven 
“Change in teaching” items and were thus included in the “Average across items” calculation.

because of all the popular sources that I included, because of the industry expert videos, 
they were able to see, ‘This is stuff that’s actually important. This is stuff that people 
actually use.’” In terms of the intrapersonal domain, some “Curate” and “Amalgam” 
instructors felt the new materials helped students improve their critical thinking by 
forcing them to compare different sources. For example, an “Amalgam” instructor in 
the social sciences said, 

Before, I wonder if they could have gotten through that course without really reading in 
depth, based on what our assignments were in the past. And I worry that from a critical 
thinking standpoint, we weren’t asking them to do enough . . . We added this new source 
comparison assignment because we wanted something that made them take the concepts 
that they had been reading about, and then take a look at present-day events that were 
happening that were relevant, and really reflect on and consider that.
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Table 4. 
Instructor perceptions of the changes to student learning by 
project type and overall, on a scale of 1 to 5 

Change to learning  
                                            “Adopt”            “Create”           “Curate”           “Amalgam”           Overall 
 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
 N = 3 N = 9  N = 7 N = 7 N = 26*

Level of motivation  
 and engagement 3.5 (0.6) 3.7 (0.5) 3.7 (0.5) 3.9 (0.7) 3.7 (0.5)

Quality of  
 participation during  
 class activities and  
 discussions 3.7 (0.6) 3.7 (0.9) 3.6 (1.1) 3.9 (0.7) 3.7 (0.8)

Quality of  
 collaboration with  
 fellow students 3.7 (0.6) 3.7 (0.7) 3.9 (0.9) 3.7 (0.8) 3.7 (0.7)

Depth or quality  
 of learning 2.7 (0.6) 3.6 (0.7) 3.4 (0.5) 4.3 (0.7) 3.6 (0.8)

Performance on  
 assessments 3.0 (0.0) 3.7 (0.5) 3.5 (0.5) 3.4 (0.5) 3.5 (0.5)

Average across items 3.3 (0.3) 3.6 (0.4) 3.6 (0.5) 3.8 (0.5) 3.7 (0.5)

*Table includes 27 respondents who rated at least some items in this table. Some instructors were hesitant to 
rate all five items; Ns in the column headers reflect the number of respondents who completed at least four 
items and who were thus included in the “Average across items” calculation.

An “Amalgam” instructor in humanities also felt that students now “leave the class more 
curious about the phenomenon we studied, rather than thinking that we’ve answered 
everything.”

Some instructors felt more confident that students read the materials outside of 
class and therefore devoted more class time to interpersonal activities. For example, a 
“Create” instructor in the social sciences explained: 

Since they had a longer period of time to work on [in-class] activities, they were able to 
talk more with their classmates. They were able to ask their classmates more questions. 
They were able to answer some of their classmates’ questions as well, so I would say 
there was definitely more collaboration, more feedback, real-time feedback from their 
peers as well.
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As previously noted, some instructors did not complete all items in this section 
because they could not determine whether observed changes were due to the materi-
als. Other instructors rated changes conservatively; for example, when asked to rate the 
difference in student motivation, a STEM “Create” instructor said:

I would say maybe—I would say “3, About the same.” Maybe it’s sometimes somewhat 
better than before. I don’t know if that’s specific to OER as much as it is—well, I mean, 
I think they’re more inclined to read something that they didn’t have to—if that makes 
sense? It’s there. All they have to do is click a link to go do the reading in the textbook. 
I think that might have helped some.

A “Create” instructor in the social sciences noted a similar difficulty in claiming 
causation. She said, “I definitely want to say that it inspired or made a difference, but I 
don’t want to say it was the only thing that contributed to this difference.” In expressing 
uncertainty about the impact of materials, several instructors mentioned other factors 
that changed: the university switched to a new learning management system in autumn 
2016 and was preparing to provide iPads to every incoming first-year student starting 
in autumn 2018. Several instructors also began teaching online or hybrid-online courses 
at the same time as the implementation of affordable learning materials. Many of them 
were unwilling or unable to attribute changes in teaching and learning to the materials.

Discussion
Overall, this study found that most instructors who opt to use affordable learning ma-
terials were motivated by both student cost savings and hoped-for improvements in 
teaching and learning (including improved alignment and deepened learning). Given 
that most instructors cited both motivations, there was no obvious relationship between 
their motivations and the type of project they elected to pursue. Instead, project choices 
seemed driven by the availability of no-cost well-aligned materials. That is, instructors 
pursued the “Adopt” approach when a reasonably well-aligned open textbook existed; 
they took the “Curate” or “Amalgam” path when they had a wealth of choices among 
many well-aligned resources that addressed different pieces of their course; and they 
employed the “Create” technique when they faced a dearth of well-aligned resources. 
However, the nuances of instructor motivation influenced their perception of whether 
well-aligned materials existed. For example, “Curate” instructors wanted to push stu-
dents’ intrapersonal cognition skills and therefore felt it appropriate to incorporate a 
range of disparate materials into their course.

In terms of project process, “Adopt” projects were relatively straightforward, fin-
ished on time, and required little additional effort throughout the semester. Other proj-
ects were more challenging and time-consuming. 
“Create” projects demanded the most up-front 
effort and often required strong assistance from 
students, consultants, or editors. “Curate” projects 
could be accomplished alone and mostly on time, 
but required substantial ongoing revision after 
initial launch. Regarding changes to pedagogical 

On average, instructors 
felt student motivation 
and learning only mildly 
improved
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practice, instructors cited some changes, but there was no clear link between the type 
of project and the extent of the change. On average, instructors felt student motivation 
and learning only mildly improved, although there was variation (including, on a de-
scriptive basis, little improvement for “Adopt” courses but an obvious improvement 
for “Amalgam” courses).

Motivating Implementation

This study’s results suggest that while instructors who use affordable materials are 
motivated by cost savings, many are also interested in improving the teaching and learn-
ing experience. Thus, the argument for affordable learning materials must expand to 
include benefits outside of dollars saved.35 To do so, librarians can highlight the value of 
improved alignment and deepened learning—which inherently appeal to faculty—and 
discuss digital library materials and OER as potential vehicles to advance these goals. 

In addition to improved alignment and deepened learning, the possibility of in-
corporating open educational practices may also appeal to faculty.36 Open educational 
practices can be used to develop open assignments or meaningful and engaging as-

signments in which students work (often in col-
laborative groups) to create something useful. For 
example, students may develop course materials 
for subsequent semesters by writing chapters for 
an open textbook, annotating a manuscript, or cre-
ating an interactive map. Libraries are well-suited 
to support the creation of open assignments. They 
offer wide-ranging expertise upon which instruc-
tors and students can draw, including information 
literacy, digital humanities and digital scholarship, 
geospatial information, copyright and licensing, 
collection curation, expert searching, preservation, 
and publishing. The prospect of creating assign-

ments or activities for open educational practices may be exciting for some faculty who 
hope to deepen student learning. As a side benefit, open assignments can be designed 
to help the instructor identify, review, or create relevant and affordable course materials 
for future students. 

While many instructors may be interested in using affordable materials, they may 
also be deterred by the time and effort required to do so. In the project under study, 
instructors were incentivized through their project budgets, which could include course 
release time, supplemental compensation, editorial assistance, or other resources. How-
ever, they tended to be most enthusiastic about their project when it was collaborative. 
Working in pairs or teams allowed them to split up the work, become inspired by one 
another’s experiences and ideas, and generally support conversations about improved 
alignment and deepened learning. Accordingly, rather than attempting to motivate 
individual instructors on an ad hoc basis, libraries might consider partnering with 
departments that are already interested in updating their curriculum. Indeed, as of this 
writing, the initiative under study is moving toward projects that involve entire depart-
ments rather than individual instructors.

Open educational practices 
can be used to develop 
open assignments or 
meaningful and engaging 
assignments in which 
students work (often in 
collaborative groups) to 
create something useful. 
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Supporting the Implementation Process

As institutions design the support structures and timelines for their affordability initia-
tives, they should consider that project management and functional expertise (such as 
copyright assistance or technical support) are critical to the success of projects. Given 
that many instructors in this study were more ambitious than the time allotted for their 
work, project managers might also help identify phases of the undertaking and roll out 
changes over the course of more than one semester. 

In addition to logistical support, instructors may need backing in terms of frame-
works and processes. In this study, most instructors had an interest in improved align-
ment and deepened learning but had not explicitly defined these as goals—which in turn 
may make it difficult to redesign a course to maximize student learning. From the outset 
of the project, program staff should help instruc-
tors examine their motivations and goals, which 
can then clarify the type and scope of their efforts. 
If the primary goal is cost savings, then adopting 
a complete OER textbook will be an efficient way 
to meet the goal. If the primary aim is to improve 
teaching and learning, then program staff can help 
instructors explicitly define specific goals in terms 
of pedagogical alignment, Deeper Learning, or both, 
and engage in a process of backward design to cre-
ate or curate course materials that help meet those 
goals. In particular, research suggests that Deeper 
Learning competencies cannot be built solely through lectures, rote memorization, and 
multiple-choice testing; rather, more “active learning” approaches such as discussion, 
collaborative group work, and creative project-based work may be necessary.37 To 
support implementation, librarians can connect instructors with the many resources 
provided by the Hewlett Foundation for their Deeper Learning framework, including 
examples of teaching materials and approaches that support cognitive, intrapersonal, 
and intrapersonal skills.38

While instructional designers or project managers may aid in guiding instructors 
through backward design, librarians are uniquely positioned to contribute to the process 
by helping them: (1) think through learning goals related to information literacy, research 
skills, and related skills; (2) orient to digital library materials and other freely available 
online content; and (3) get support as copyright issues or other challenges arise.

Planning Library Investments

Like individual instructors, college and university libraries need to consider their own 
goals for affordable learning to determine the scope of their initiatives and how they 
will allocate resources. For institutions primarily interested in student costs, libraries can 
emphasize projected cost savings, highlight popular OER textbooks and repositories, and 
consider participating in inclusive access models. While inclusive access was outside the 
scope of this study, libraries need to be aware of inclusive access and carefully consider 
their role in inclusive access initiatives at their institutions.39 Inclusive access can appeal 

From the outset of the 
project, program staff 
should help instructors 
examine their motivations 
and goals, which can then 
clarify the type and scope 
of their efforts.
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to both instructors and institutions because it requires little or no course redesign and 
thus minimal resources in terms of support. However, if libraries seek to address both 
cost savings and the quality of the teaching and learning experience, then inclusive ac-
cess may be only one in a suite of investments in affordable learning.

For institutions interested in advancing teaching and deepening student learning, the 
experiences of the project under study suggest that a collaborative approach will be most 
helpful. First, libraries should partner with other key units, such as learning technology 
units and teaching centers, which can contribute instructional design consultation and 
project management support. Second, within the library, clear roles need to be defined for 
experts—such as liaison librarians, instruction librarians, curators, copyright and publish-
ing experts, and digital humanists––and how each can play a leading or supporting role 
in affordability initiatives. Third, after piloting an initial support model to ensure that 
it works smoothly, libraries might prioritize working with instructor teams—such as a 
group of instructors who teach a course or an entire department that has new strategic 
goals in terms of teaching and learning—over working with individual instructors.

Conclusion
College and university libraries can extend and strengthen the conversation around 
affordable learning by emphasizing its possibilities for improved teaching and learn-
ing. To unlock these possibilities, however, libraries need to be proactive in providing 
frameworks that motivate instructors, as well as supports that enable meaningful course 
redesign. Our results suggest that the Deeper Learning framework aligns well with in-
structor interests and thus may be useful in framing future research and conversations 
about goals for student learning and how those can be achieved. 
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Appendix 

Embedded Survey Items Used during Instructor Interviews
Please read and complete the following survey. Your answers will be kept confidential. 
Your survey answers will only be identified by a code number. Your name will not be 
used in any reporting. Data will only be reported in aggregate form. 

Quality of Affordable Materials

Compared to traditional printed textbooks or readings used in this course in the past, 
how would you rate this course’s digital materials in terms of the following character-
istics? For each row, check the best answer.

1 
Much 
worse than 
previous

2 
Somewhat 
worse than 
previous

3 
About the 
same

4 
Somewhat 
better than 
previous

5 
Much 
better than 
previous 

Good search capabilities 
(easy to find specific 
content) 

High-quality visuals 
(layout, images, 
diagrams) 

Engaging and 
interesting writing

Understandable and 
clear writing

Helpful and useful 
study aids (for example, 
review questions, 
quizzes, videos, or 
games)

Relevant content (to the 
course’s focus and your 
expectations for student 
learning)

Current content (up-
to-date with recent 
advances in the field)This
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Integration of Affordable Materials

To what extent were this course’s materials integrated into assignments and assessments? 
For each row, check the best answer.

1 
Never

2 
Almost 
never

3 
Sometimes

4 
Almost 
every time

5 
Every 
time

Did you explicitly make 
students review the course 
materials (for example, by 
requiring quizzes on them, or 
requiring students to discuss 
them in class)?

Was reviewing the course 
materials necessary to 
understand in-class material, 
lectures, or discussions?

Was reviewing the course 
materials necessary to 
doing well on this course’s 
assessments (quizzes, papers, 
exams)?

Changes to Teaching

Compared to when you’ve taught this course in the past using traditional printed text-
books or readings, did adoption of OER change the design of your course in any of the 
following ways? For each row, check the best answer.

1 
No change

2 
Some change

3 
Quite a bit of 
change

Breadth of coverage (covering more or fewer 
topics than before)

Depth of coverage (going more or less deep 
into key topics)

Proportion of time spent on different 
activities (e.g., lecture versus group work 
versus discussion)

Number of assessments

Types of assessment

Nature of final/most important assessment

Time required for me to prepare for class

Time required for me to grade assessments
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Changes to Student Learning

Compared to when you’ve taught this course in the past using traditional printed 
textbooks or readings, did your students perform better or worse, or about the same, 
in terms of . . . 

1 
Much 
worse than 
before

2 
Somewhat 
worse than 
before

3 
About the 
same

4 
Somewhat 
better than 
before

5 
Much 
better 
than 
before 

Their level of motivation 
and engagement?

The quality of their 
participation during 
class activities and 
discussions?

The quality of their 
collaboration with 
fellow students?

The depth or quality of 
their learning?

Their performance on 
assessments?

Were there any other 
ways that your students 
changed for better or 
worse? [Explain]
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