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Abstract. Global, national, and state proponents of open educational resources (OERs) have argued for their value based on data
suggesting that they have saved students billions of dollars in
textbook costs. However, cost savings are just the tip of the iceberg
when it comes to the conversations that technical and professional communication (TPC) should be having as programs and
individual faculty evaluate adopting OER, and other free-digital
and low-cost materials, in their courses. To create a foundation
for a strategic conversation about OERs and TPC, this article offers
five categories of challenges that we have identified by talking to
students and faculty at our home institution and by reviewing the
literature about OERs in higher education. These five categories
are: Awareness, Choice, Quality, Efficacy and Use. The article ends
with suggestions for further research about OERs in TPC, especially
in the areas of usability and user experience, and a call to a more
coordinated field-level approach.
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The following points underscore one of the major reasons open
educational resources (OERs) have garnered so much attention among
various media, governments, non-profit organizations, academic
institutions, and research groups (our emphasis):

alongside free- and open-source software, open access, open data,
and crowdsourcing platforms. In addition to traditional open licensing
for teaching, learning, and research materials, digital or otherwise,
TPC instructors today pragmatically and freely use a variety of other
resources that have no-direct cost to users but that also implement
commercial copyright licenses, such as YouTube videos, TEDTalks,
Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab (OWL), social media, and more.
This also includes institution-level subscriptions through the college
or university library (for example, our own library’s subscription to the
IEEE Guide to Writing in the Engineering and Technical Fields) and OERcreation platforms through offices of academic innovation (OAIs) and
similar offices (e.g., our own OAI’s subscription to Pressbooks, a popular
open-source WordPress OER e-publishing platform among academic
institutions). Some new OER models also create free textbooks for
students but then sell copies to students, faculties, and programs
outside of the college/university. In this article, we generally adopt a
broad scope definition of OERs, meaning learning resources that have
no direct cost to students and that are usually accessed digitally. Some
of the research that we cite, however, maintains a narrower, traditional
definition of OERs, and we endeavor to clarify for the reader when
these distinctions matter to our argument.
In order to provide a foundation for an informed discussion about
OERs in TPC, this article offers five categories of issues, challenges,
and barriers that we have identified in the broader literature that we
believe also face TPC faculty when adopting and adapting OERs for use
in the online or in-person classroom:

•

•
•

In 2015, Student Public Interest Research Groups estimated
that if every undergraduate in the United States had one
of their traditional $100-textbooks displaced by an open
textbook, students would save more than $1 billion per year
(Senack, 2015).
In 2016, nearly 5.2 million U.S. undergraduates spent a total of
$3 billion dollars of their financial aid on textbooks (Senack &
Donoghue, 2016).
In 2020, the OER publisher OpenStax announced that over
eight years, their collection of no-cost textbooks had been
used by 36,000 instructors and saved 14 million college
students a combined $1.2 billion (Falk, 2020), nearly doubling
the $616 million saved by a combined 6.2 million students two
years earlier in 2018 (Ruth, 2018).

Billions of student dollars saved is a lot of money, and big-money
numbers have made for powerful arguments, especially in higher
education where resources for universities, faculty, and students
are notoriously tight, particularly during the belt-tightening caused
by COVID-19. As such, the trend towards a wider adoption of OERs
in higher education broadly, and in technical and professional
communication (TPC) more specifically, is often warranted by the
potential to save students money. And students by and large agree:
unsurprisingly, most would prefer a course text that they do not have
to pay for, at least in the traditional out-of-their-pockets sense.
Cost savings, however, are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to
the conversations that TPC should be having and needs to be having
as programs and individual faculty evaluate adopting OER material in
their courses. In TPC, the authoring and adoption of OERs has gained
momentum and visibility recently in tandem with broader investment
from states and universities in the development of OERs. Increasingly,
it seems like a good idea, if not an ethical imperative, for TPC programs
and faculty of introductory technical writing courses to consider
substituting commercial textbook materials for OERs. Doing this,
however, is not necessarily a simple substitution of two like things. On
the contrary, the ecosystem of OERs brings with its advantages a host
of other issues and questions.
To further complicate the discussion, it’s also important to
identify just what we mean when we talk about OERs. In fact, OERs
are just one part of a larger, ever-evolving ecosystem of other free
and otherwise open solutions. Traditional OERs coexist (or not)

•
•
•
•
•

Awareness: Do faculty and students know of, where, and how
to find OERs for TPC?
Choice: Among the available OERs for TPC, how do we decide
which ones to use?
Quality: How do and should OERs for TPC compare to
commercial textbooks?
Efficacy: Are student learning outcomes maintained in current
OERs for TPC?
Use: How do students really use, engage with, and experience
current OERs for TPC?

We offer this analysis because there is currently no definitive place that
faculty, students, researchers, and administrators can go to answer
these and related questions. This article gathers what is known from
the broader OER literature and synthesizes this into information for
programs transitioning to, or currently using, OERs for their TPC. Below,
we discuss our experience introducing OER texts into introductory
TPC courses at our own institution while sorting through the broader
literature of the open pedagogy movement. In addition, we gathered
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voices and perspectives from our own faculty and students and put
them in conversation with the broader literature.
Our aim is to articulate for TPC instructors, researchers, and
administrators alike what we found to be the most important
challenges and opportunities that OERs bring to our field currently.
Based on this information, we try to offer ways forward for TPC to
adopt a more informed and evidence-based value system for the
wide adoption of OER textbooks in introductory TPC courses so that
researchers and professional organizations can focus their energy on
addressing the most pressing issues for the field.

Our Journey with OERs at Our Institution
At our institution (a large western metropolitan state university) our
journey with OERs and TPC began as a working group of instructors
funded by an open education initiative from our university library to
create instructor resources for the adoption of OERs in introductory
technical writing courses. To meet this goal, we opted not to write
another OER on introductory TPC topics; instead, we undertook
authoring an instructor’s guide to choosing and adapting existing
OERs for TPC. Our aim was to reduce the primarily adjunct and
graduate assistant instructor labor required for finding relevant,
quality OERs and other no-cost-to-student resources for introductory
technical writing courses.
After nine months of work, in May 2020 we published the
OER Guide for WR 227 Instructors on our university’s open access
publishing platform (Read et al., 2020). The OER Guide offers
suggestions for instructors of Introduction to Technical Writing at our
institution (WR 227) on how to choose OER resources for a technical
writing course and reviews commonly used OER TPC textbooks. In
addition, the OER Guide includes a topic-based resource for instructors
searching for OERs about specialized technical writing topics that are
often overlooked (e.g., usability, video production, etc.).
After publishing the OER Guide, however, we felt that, given the
length and complexity of our working group’s conversations about
OERs and TPC, there was more to say and research about the topic.
When we first embarked on the project to develop the OER Guide for
instructors of introductory technical writing courses at our institution,
we began our grand OER adventure with our own practical knowledge
based on our own experiences teaching the course. However,
what had begun as discussion about the form and content of the
developing the OER Guide evolved into discussions driven by deeper
questions about the value and challenges of OERs for TPC. We started
having more nuanced conversations about not just the affordances
but also limitations of using OER texts in college classrooms, and we
realized that we needed some perspective about the adoption and
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efficacy of OERs in higher education more broadly.
Added to this need to understand the larger OER movement, along
with feedback on drafts of the OER Guide from TPC instructors during
professional development sessions funded by the library grant, we
also realized that we needed to know more about both faculty and
student experiences with, and perceptions of, OERs for TPC in order to
advance a more strategic conversation about their value for classes at
our institution and for TPC as a field more generally. Thus, the working
group evolved into a research group.
To quickly garner more information about the range of student
experiences with OER materials, we surveyed students from three
sections of Introduction to Technical Writing at our institution during
the spring and summer quarters of 2020 (despite the pandemic!)
(24 students responded; IRB approval granted). These sections relied
exclusively on no-direct-cost-to students and traditional OER materials,
including a selection of topics from online texts, including Kennesaw
State University’s Open Technical Communication textbook and David
McMurrey’s long-running TPC site, Online Technical Writing, as well as a
commercial textbook about engineering writing, IEEE Guide to Writing
in the Engineering and Technical Fields, which was free to students as an
e-book via an institutional subscription through our university library.
We asked students to share their experiences and attitudes of the open
TPC course material in a combination of Likert-scale questions and
write-in questions about their awareness, perceptions, behaviors, and
experiences. Student comments cited in the article below are quoted
from the write-in questions in the student survey.
In order to get a sense of the range of faculty attitudes and
experiences with OERs, we asked the seven faculty involved in the
grant-funded professional development sessions to share their
thoughts and feelings in a Google Form. They were asked to respond
to open-ended write-in questions that gave us insight into their
current thinking about OERs, even though not all faculty had not yet
fully implemented OERs in their sections of Introduction to Technical
Writing. Since it was instituted as programmatic research, the faculty
feedback form was not IRB approved. In this article we refer to the
faculty data in summarized terms only and filtered through our
experiences working with faculty and OERs. Because of the small scale
of the student and faculty research, our aim was not to report the
frequency of student and faculty responses or to make generalizations
about student and faculty attitudes and experiences with OERs. Our
aim was to begin to document the possible range of responses that
are out there, which we should be paying attention to in our work
at our institution. Our assumption going into this research was that
if an experience or concern with OERs was raised in student and
faculty responses, then it was likely that at least some other students
and faculty share the same concerns at our institution and also in
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institutional contexts similar to ours.
In our review of literature, while charting the landscape of OERs for
TPC against the backdrop of the OER movement, we quickly realized
that although the broader OER movement has been documented
(Bliss & Smith, 2017), when we looked for historical documentation
about OERs for TPC, we could not find any definitive authoritative text.
However, by analyzing OER networks and organizations and collecting
textual artifacts of various OERs for TPC, we were able to use these
artifacts to trace some of the openly licensed content back to their
creative-license origins in the past, which revealed a decades-long TPC
presence in the broader OER movement.

Five Challenges Facing OERs for TPC
Based on our analysis of the literature on OERs in higher education,
along with the voices of our students and faculty, we distilled our
discussion into five OER challenges facing TPC:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Awareness
Choice
Quality
Efficacy
Use

These challenges are expanded on in the sections below. We begin
each section with student and faculty voices and perceptions at our
institution and follow this with a short literature review. In the end, our
hope is to provide a framework for further conversations and research
in these areas as they relate to OERs for TPC.

1. Awareness: OER Adoption Rates on the Rise

One of the common, early conversational threads of our team during
the researching and drafting of the OER Guide had to do with an
awareness of OERs, understanding what they are, how they work,
how many were out there, where they came from, and how we could
document them in a meaningful way for instructors. It turns out that
we were not alone. While the term ‘OER’ has formally been around
since the turn of the century (UNESCO, 2002), awareness of OERs has
been relatively low according to some studies. We could also not locate
studies on the levels of awareness of OERs among TPC faculty and
students specifically. However, there is mounting evidence from some
research that more faculty are adopting and adapting OER material for
their students at faster rates across the board.
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What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER
Awareness
Even though some students have anecdotally told us that they and
other students will avoid classes with pricey textbooks, the great
majority of students responding to our student survey indicated that
they did not register for the technical writing course because they
would not be required to purchase materials. In fact, most found it to
be a pleasant surprise that they would not be required to purchase
a textbook. Student comments also included confidence in OER
materials, as well as the suggestion that knowing when registering
would have been a reason to register for the course. No student
responded that the discovery of no-cost textbook materials was a
negative. Students commented:
I love the use of free and low cost materials. I find them just
as effective as the overpriced paid ones.
The free textbook is always welcome. I registered for this
section originally because of scheduling.
Since I found out that the book was free, I was more than
happy to stay in the class.
I wasn’t aware that the textbook is free for this course
when I registered. However, I think it would be one of
the reasons for me to choose the course if I knew the
information early.
All of the emotional and economic positivity about a free textbook
aside, this last quote in particular points to an important component
for TPC instructors, researchers, and administrators: student awareness
about the cost of materials for a given course is tightly tied to local
institutional efforts to tag courses that use OERs in the university
scheduling and registration systems. If they are aware that course
materials include free digital resources and low-cost hard copies, this
could affect their choices.
What We Learned from the Literature about OER Awareness
The history of open and affordable course markings dates back to state
and federal legislation in the mid-2000s concerning textbook price
disclosure in an institution’s schedule of classes (Ainsworth et al., 2020).
Since then, institutions that have launched initiatives to promote OERs
for students are working to make textbook material cost information
more visible to students. This includes our state, as an example, which
passed legislation requiring institutions to “prominently designate
courses whose course materials exclusively consist of open or free
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textbooks or other low-cost or no-cost course materials” in course
descriptions and campus bookstores (H. B. 2871, 2015, p. 2). More
recently, House Bills introduced in 2021 introduced requirements
for Oregon public colleges to publicize information on student fees
and other costs (Powell, 2021). Our institution is making efforts in
the direction of making courses with OER materials more visible to
students, but tagging courses for OERs in university systems is also an
IT issue that may or may not be easy to implement, depending on the
program. In the past, we have used workaround email correspondence
and Google Form surveys to communicate this information.
Student awareness is driven predominantly by faculty adoption
and course descriptions, but OER pedagogy varies from instructor
to instructor, and institution to institution. A 2018 study of Oregon
students across the state’s 24 institutions of higher learning found that
students primarily learn about OER materials from their instructors,
although not early enough to influence their course selection at
the time of registration (Freed et al., 2018). In our own pool of TPC
instructors who helped build our OER Guide, we had a range of
different levels of awareness. One of our faculty was specifically
researching OERs, and several of our faculty were also teaching TPC
courses at local community colleges known for promoting OERs, while
some were relatively new to OERs and a couple were novices. Our
group spanned the gamut.
Our own awareness findings made us wonder if there were studies
on OER in TPC, and while we could not find any literature specific to
our field, several studies have been done over the past few years that
point to a low-but-increasing awareness among most faculty. Here in
Oregon, a 2018 report from the state’s Higher Education Coordinating
Commission (HECC) (Freed et al., 2018) found that while most
institutions had implemented designations, in particular community
colleges, “students were not always aware of them, or the information
had not become available to them, in time to use the designations to
factor in cost when selecting courses” (Ainsworth et al., 2020, para. 14).
The 2018 Oregon HECC report essentially found no consistent method
of marking course schedules across all institutions in the state, and a
majority of students surveyed were unaware of what the abbreviation
OER even meant (Freed et al., 2018).
Low overall OER awareness seems to still be a common refrain
across the country. According to a national survey in 2017, of 2,700
faculty across numerous disciplines, approximately one in five faculty
reported that they were either “aware” or “very aware” of OERs and
Creative Commons (CC) licensing. The level of adoption of OERs was
less likely; only about one in ten faculty had actually adopted OERs
(Seaman & Seaman, 2017).
Low and fluctuating levels of awareness of OERs do not seem
that surprising. Compared to traditional textbooks, OERs are more
legislatively fueled and cannot rely on powerful traditional publishing

infrastructures and distribution channels fueled by marketing and
PR machines. However, thanks to federal and state legislation, even
without traditional textbook publishing mechanisms, awareness of
OERs seems to have been trending upward over the past few years.
According to Julia E. Seaman and Jeff Seaman (2017), the openlicensed textbook adoption rate of one in ten faculty in 2016-2017
represented an increase over the rate of one in twenty from the
previous year’s study. In the survey conducted a year later, it was
reported that faculty awareness of OER across the disciplines had
increased for a third consecutive year, jumping to 46 percent of faculty
in 2018 aware of OERs, nearly one in two faculty (Seaman & Seaman,
2018).
As OERs trend up, however, the rise in choice only introduces its
own set of unique challenges for teachers and students confronting
the options.

2. Choice - The Cornucopia of OER Options

The onus to find available OERs for TPC courses is often on instructors
and writing program administrators, but not all instructors know
where to find such resources. Commonly cited challenges include
finding suitable resources in the desired subject area, locating
resources of sufficiently high quality, and knowing where to locate
resources (de los Arcos et al., 2015). Options can also vary in type and
include full courses and partial course modules and materials, full and
partial textbooks, videos, sample quizzes and tests, special software,
and many other tools, materials, and techniques used to support
access to TPC knowledge. One of the strengths of open content is the
diversity of choices; however, given the number, type, and mode of
available OERs for TPC, all of this can add up to an overwhelming task
that can spiral out of scope when developing a syllabus built on OERs.
For example, try searching for OERs for TPC in one of the common
platforms available. We used the website MERLOT.org, the oldest OER
search engine and online creative-commons repository of instructional
material, which was established in 1997 and is still running today
(MERLOT, n.d.). Searching for “technical communication” reveals 299
free textbook results (Figure 1)1. Using the keywords “technical writing,”
instead of “technical communication” narrows down the number of
results to 230. Even taking the top 10 titles presented on the first page
of results is not a small amount of material to work through, which
is what we did for our instructor’s OER guide. There are no platforms
solely devoted to TPC that help searchers consolidate OERs for TPC
with/by specific TPC standards. That is not to mention that in the end,
MERLOT is just one of multiple OER platforms to choose from that have
developed in the decades that MERLOT has been online.
1 https://www.merlot.org/merlot/materials.htm?keywords=technical+
communication&sort.property=relevance
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Figure 1. First Page of 299 Search Results for “Technical Communication” on MERLOT.org

students, and others on free and reduced tuition programs. For all
faculty and programs engaged in incorporating OER texts into courses,
it is important to ensure that quality textbooks do not become the
privilege of only the students who can pay for them.
Responses from the faculty feedback questionnaire regarding
choice raised concerns about the additional workload required by
designing a course around OER and other no-cost-to-students digital
materials. This concern arises from the reality that there are now a
dizzying number of full-length texts and supplementary materials
available across the internet for introductory TPC courses. Faculty note
how it is time consuming, tedious, and difficult work for an instructor
to find OER materials that will serve all of their course’s modules and
assignments. In addition, most OER texts available online have been
developed by faculty for a course at their institution and are therefore
finely attuned to the student population at the institution served by
that course (e.g., they primarily serve engineering, computer science,
or business students).
Streamlining instructor labor for finding and adopting OER
materials from sites like MERLOT was one of the aims of our OER Guide,
which suggests choosing a “base text” that serves as a resource for
about 60 percent of the course modules and assignments and filling
in remaining content area gaps by searching for other sources (Read,
et al., 2020, p. 8). In this scenario, while a so-called base text may help
ameliorate the problem for students of juggling multiple texts, course
planning still requires substantial research to track down and vet texts
that will support the instructor’s unique pedagogy and assignments.
All of this takes time, especially for new and less experienced
instructors.

What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER Choice
The issue of choice looks quite a bit different for faculty and students.
For students, choice is seen primarily as one between text materials
that they have to purchase versus text materials made freely available
to them in class, mostly OERs, but also e-books and articles hosted by
the library as well as free copyrighted materials available online (e.g.,
Purdue’s OWL). For faculty, the issue of choice in the context of OERs is
related to their labor as instructors.
Responses to the student survey indicated that students would opt
for a no-cost-to-them text over any alternative, possibly even at the
cost of quality. And it’s not a surprise, given what studies have shown
about student access to textbooks being affected directly by textbook
costs (Grimaldi et al., 2019). One respondent was explicit about the
priority of no-cost over quality:
Maybe require less reading or use a different textbook. I
feel like most students aren’t understanding half of what’s
written in the current one. But if that requires making
students pay for a new textbook, then definitely don’t
change it.
However, one student respondent did express a willingness to pay
for quality texts. This response reminds us that there is a population of
students for whom quality is a preference over cost, especially, we can
assume, at institutions that enroll students of higher socio-economic
status. However, at our institution, preference for no-cost texts does
reflect the financial constraints of the overall student body, which is
heavily a first-generation and lower socio-economic population with a
high percentage of subsidized federal aid recipients, veterans, transfer

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Choice
Choices for OERs in TPC have been developing over several decades.
The term “open educational resources” was globally recognized in
2002 during a UNESCO forum on the impact of open courseware for
higher education in developing countries (UNESCO, 2002). The global
declaration itself was the culmination of the prior decades, as the
conceptual work of assembling digital resources into instructional
design in the 1970s and 1980s gave way to the emergent technologies
that fueled the Internet in the 1990s.
The year 1994 was particularly active. Muriel Harris and David
Taylor started the world’s first Online Writing Lab at Purdue (Purdue
Online Writing Lab, 2021). Wayne Hodgins introduced the concepts of
online learning architectures and learning objects (Wiley, 2002), terms
that would be adopted into the IEEE’s Learning Technology Standards
Committee (IEEE Standards Association, 2020). Notability for OER
enthusiasts, in 1994, James Spohrer was awarded a National Science
Foundation (NSF) grant for his work on educational object economies
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(Bliss & Smith, 2017). This NSF grant would allow Spohrer and others
three years later to launch the Multimedia Education Resource for
Learning and Online Teaching (aka, MERLOT.org) in 1997.
MERLOT was a first-of-its-kind network, an online-platform-turnedcreative-commons that could serve as an institutional repository of
free and open instructional material devoted to higher education.
Managed by California State University’s Center for Distributed
Learning and hosted by Apple, the platform provided a shared
framework by which the OER movement could propagate not just the
open content but the concept and awareness of OERs (MERLOT, n.d.).
The year 1997 is also significant to the history of OERs for TPC,
as this was the year that a teaching website emerged called Online
Technical Writing (OTW), created by David McMurrey, a former IBM
employee, while he was at Austin Community College (McMurrey,
2001, 2017, n.d.). OTW has become a small but long-running OER
for TPC presence that has endured since the early days of the online
OER movement and is still used among TPC faculty today. Over time,
several state-supported programs have also adopted and adapted
the OTW text into their own OERs, including the states of Oregon and
Georgia OERs for TPC (DeSilva et al., 2017, Reardon et al., 2021).
In the decade that followed UNESCO’s coining of the term
OER in 2002, the movement went through a period that has been
referred to as its “open’s adolescence” (Bliss & Smith, 2017, p. 14).
From the beginning, the broader OER movement was buoyed by
major philanthropic contributions like the Hewlett Foundation in
2002 (Hewlett Foundation, 2021); however, after a decade, with no
formal participation from countries, UNESCO renewed the broader
conversation again with a new declaration in June 2012 during its
World OER Congress held at the Paris headquarters (UNESCO, 2012).
With government assistance came a precipitous rise in OER
choices. UNESCO’s Digital Library website alone provides many
responses to the call by various participating countries, from Australia
to the Kingdom of Bahrain, Brazil, Germany, India, Indonesia, and
Malaysia (Miao et al., 2016). In North America, Canada is notable
for its open-ed frontiering. The same year of the Paris declaration,
Canada piloted an open government license allowing for remixing
and non-commercial uses in an Open Data project similar to the
United States’ Creative Commons attribution non-commercial license,
CC BY-NC (Government of Canada, 2020). Since then, the Canadian
government has continued to build on this initiative (McGreal et al.,
2016), with Creative Commons Canada emerging in 2018 (Aesoph,
2019; BCcampus, 2021). Several popular OERs for TPC exist, which in
our own research group includes Suzan Last’s Essentials of Technical
Communication at the University of Victoria (Last, 2019) and others
(BCcampus, 2021).
The United States seems to have been slower to catch up. Even

though federal legislation has been championed since 2013 in the
form of the Affordable College Textbook Act, the bill has died in
committee four times in Congress. The most recent version of the bill
(Affordable College Textbook Act H.R.2107, 2019; Affordable College
Textbook Act S.1036, 2019) was introduced in April of 2019 but did
not receive a vote (GovTrack, 2021). With legislation stalled, there has
been some federal agency participation with states. Headed by the
Office of Educational Technology, the U.S. Department of Education’s
2017 National Education Technology Plan (search hashtag #GoOpen),
was kicked off to support states, districts, and educators using OER
materials (Office of Educational Technology, 2020).
In the absence of federal legislative support for the OER
movement, states have been comparatively more active, with the
west coast states in particular leading the charge. Oregon was the
forerunner in 2015. In 2017, Open Oregon Educational Resources
sponsored the publication of the state’s first official OER specifically
focused on TPC called Technical Writing, (DeSilva et al., 2017), which
even has some of David McMurrey’s OTW creative commons content.
California soon followed in 2016, with Washington in 2017 to round
out the Pacific Northwest (SPARQ, 2020; Ainsworth et al., 2020).
These regions, added to the already OER-aware British Columbia
region, make for a large OER ecosystem. Away from the west coast,
Georgia has also been highly active in promoting the development
of OER materials. Most relevant to TPC, Georgia has supported
the development of a popular OER published by Kennesaw State
University, Open Technical Communication (OTC), formerly titled Sexy
Technical Communication, is currently published on the Affordable
Learning Georgia (OpenALG) platform (Reardon et al., 2021).
To understand where each state is in terms of adoption, there are
state policy trackers, as well as policy playbooks for the creation and
adoption of OERs on higher-ed campuses, such as the one provided
by the Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC,
2020), which is composed of hundreds of academic and research
libraries in the United States and Canada who promote the creation
and adoption of OERs. According to SPARC, more than half of all U.S.
states have considered OER legislation in past years, and researchers
suggest that the trend is likely to continue as OERs have increasingly
become a more popular strategy for legislators looking to make
college education more affordable and effective (SPARC, 2020). This is
not to mention that if the U.S. Congress decides to pass the Affordable
College Textbook Act, it would lead to a whole new blossoming of OER
choices for TCP here in the United States.

3. Quality - OER Production Costs and Perceived Value

Even if an OER is free or low cost to students, the resource still costs
money to create, update, and maintain, not to mention ongoing web
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maintenance with digital content. Perceptions of quality of OERs by
students and faculty alike are sometimes the result of the varying
levels of investment in editorial, design, and production of first edition
OERs and their future editions.
Each OER varies in its production level and maintenance over
time. Some OERs last longer than others, while other OER content can
shift over time. One example of a long-lasting OER for TPC that has
undergone years of updating and refinement is David McMurrey’s
OTW, which was launched in 1997. Another example is Kennesaw
State’s OTC, a revised and modernized remix of OTW, that has itself has
seen dozens of grant-cycle editing and over time has changed titles,
platforms, and URLs in its evolution (GALILEO, 2021). In the end, the
best of what OERs for TPC have to offer seems to be a mix of both old
and new: somewhat aged but established first-generation content
revised and combined with newer content and pedagogy served
through an evolving platform delivery—from David McMurrey’s OTW
(Figure 2) to Sexy Technical Communication on GALILEO (Figure 3) to
OTC on OpenALG (Figure 4).
Many OER projects do not have the luxury of a traditional textbook
publisher or funding from a state agency for dozens of refinement
cycles. This real cost of production and maintenance will arise
occasionally when reading through OERs offered on different creative
commons sites. There is content, for example, that “cannot easily be
changed or adapted, crude simulations, poorly produced graphics,
and designs that fail to make clear what academic concepts they are
meant to illustrate” (Bates, 2019, para. 11). Some OERs for TPC also have
inaccessible content, such as static PDFs without links headings for
navigation or other accessible content like alternative text for screen
readers. Others have unavailable content, like content hyperlinked to
other platforms that leads to broken URLs. For example, web pages
with embedded hyperlinks of content on other platforms in OERs
are not uncommon, e.g., a video from a third-party video-streaming
service, e.g., YouTube or Vimeo, but this can sometimes have unwanted
consequences if the content from that account is no longer available
(Figure 5). These and other legacy editorial artifacts that occasionally
arise can sometimes confuse students, distract them from their
reading/learning process and decrease knowledge retention and trust
in the content.
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Figure 2. Online Technical Writing by David McMurrey

Figure 3. Sexy Technical Communication from Kennesaw State
University on GALILEO
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Figure 4. Open Technical Communication from Kennesaw State
University on Open ALG

Figure 5. Unavailable Third-Party Video Streaming Service
Embedded in Technical Writing on Lumen Learning

What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER Quality
The issue of how students prioritize or understand the quality of
textbooks faculty require them to acquire for courses is one where
there is surprisingly little research, yet we found it to be the most
interesting takeaway from our survey of students and the faculty
feedback. What “quality” means, of course, is highly subjective and
varies according to student and faculty perspectives.
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In the literature, we found that some faculty will equate
low production value with OERs. One study quoted a full-time
mathematics professor who encapsulated this perception, “I would like
to find material at low cost, but high quality is more important” (Allen
& Seaman, 2016, p. 9).
Not surprisingly however, based on our limited survey data,
for students, quality is most easily assessed in terms of their own
experience with, or the usability of, the textbook. This student view is
in contrast with concerns about quality that faculty have expressed, as
discussed below, such as whether a textbook is designed to teach, upto-date, in-depth, and whether it can accommodate multiple learning
styles.
The student survey did return limited insight into the usability of
the course texts. Student perspectives came through in a question that
asked students to choose their top 5 of 13 listed items that are most
important to them about textbooks. Across all 24 respondents, these
5 items were most frequently listed among the respondents’ top five
choices:
•
•
•
•
•

Easy to understand
Low/no cost
Engaging/interesting
Easy to use
Easy to navigate

What we found interesting about what students prioritize is that
four of these five items relate directly to the user experience (UX)
that students have with the text. Based on the students’ expressed
priorities, the UX should be “easy” and “engaging.” While it is not really a
surprise that students would prioritize their experience using the text,
these priorities contrast with what faculty identify as concerns about
quality when it comes to textbooks. In fact, items that turned out to be
more indicative of quality for faculty were among the least frequently
chosen of the 13 items students could choose from, including
“Features in-depth coverage” and “Visually appealing.” This difference
in how students and faculty perceive “quality” in textbooks is worthy of
further study, especially via formal usability testing of textbooks with
students.
The most telling takeaway from faculty is that they all expressed
some amount of concern with the general quality of OERs and other
no-cost-to-students digital texts. Concerns voiced about quality
included the depth and breadth of the content in the text, the design
of the text, the consistency of the design and context across multiple
course texts and how the ethos of the instructor is impacted by the
perceived quality of the text by students.
As we mentioned above, it’s interesting that quality is such a

Open Educational Resources and TPC

Open Educational Resources and TPC

concern for faculty, but apparently much less so for students, except
when understood within the context of usability. Our limited data
from the student survey seems to suggest that students are concerned
that the usability of the text be “easy” in its various aspects, whereas
instructors understand quality more in terms of the design, content,
and consistency of the text.
When faculty raise concerns about the quality of texts, it is often
not just a reflection of their concern that the content of the texts can
adequately support their pedagogy and assignments. When it comes
to developing an authoritative and credible ethos as a teacher of
technical writing, the overall quality of the texts can matter as well.
This may be especially true for newer instructors to technical writing,
who may lean on the authority of the text as a replacement for their
own lack of experience with the topic and/or teaching. Related to this
issue is that student expectations for what will be taught in a technical
writing course tend to be strong and generally highly conventional
(focused on learning common workplace genres and style and
grammar conventions). Instructors who have developed pedagogies
that are less conventional often rely on a text to support the ethos of
the course for students. This can be difficult with some OER web-based
or PDF texts, which may look out-of-date, be text-heavy with few
design or graphical elements, or be clunky to navigate. While generally
an experienced instructor can help students navigate texts with some
problems and fill in gaps in missing or confusing material, this is
harder for newer instructors. Quality, then, is an issue that matters to
instructors from the perspective of supporting their pedagogy, their
curriculum, and their ethos in the classroom.

other contextualised measures, has not yet been sufficiently explored”
(Falconer et al., 2013, p. 4 ).
The impact of design and production quality, both real and
perceived, is not trivial, but the quality of the instructional design, the
availability of supplemental teaching and learning materials, and the
choice of print or digital editions all come at a cost.

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Quality
Comparable to OERs, commercial textbooks have for years set high
expectations for production value (e.g., four-color; heavily graphic;
complex information design) and are designed with the professional
savvy and editorial and design expertises of the teams at commercial
publishers that develop the polished trade editions. Publishers in
this way have generated a type of confidence in consumers through
advertising, market coverage, and glossy production, which can create
a mistrust in any materials that don’t resemble a traditional textbook.
In an overview, and analysis of practices with OERs in adult education
in Europe in 2013, researchers wrote that “the ability of the masses to
participate in production of OER—and a cultural mistrust of getting
something for nothing—give rise to user concerns about quality,”
concluding that the “issue of scale-able ways of assuring quality in a
context where all (in principle) can contribute has not been resolved,
and the question of whether quality transfers unambiguously from
one context to another is seldom surfaced. A seal of approval system
is not infinitely scale-able, while the robustness of user reviews, or

Production Value that is Designed to Teach. Commercial
textbooks in technical communication and writing across the
disciplines often come with a number of different typographical
elements to enhance content (both aesthetically and instructionally for
different types of in-text learning aids), including callouts, textboxes,
running glossaries, figures such as photographs, illustrations, diagrams,
charts, graphs, tables, and other built-in pedagogical aids.
In comparison, OERs can sometimes lack this type of content that
speaks to different learners, e.g., a diagram for visual learners instead
of blocks of just text. As a result, TPC instructors may have “concerns
about the long-term viability of open educational resources, and worry
about who will keep the materials current” (Seaman & Seaman, 2017,
p. 30).
In summary, many commercial textbooks have been explicitly
designed as teaching tools, whereas many OER texts deliver content
without as much attention to the activity of learning.
Ancillary Teaching Materials for Instructors and Students.
Some commercial textbooks can include paid access to proprietary
supplemental packages of extra instructional content, such as quiz
assessments and other course material in formats like puzzles,
matching exercises/games, application questions, and ready-made
flashcards (Gurung, 2017; Seaman & Seaman, 2017). TPC textbook
publishers also follow this practice; McMillan’s The Handbook of
Technical Writing, for example, has corresponding LaunchPad digital
resources for instructors looking to enhance their TPC course (Alred et
al., 2020). While some “pedagogical aids may not necessarily always aid
learning” (Gurung, 2017, p. 234), and certainly add to their cost, there
is also evidence that textbook technology supplements are associated
with greater student learning (Becker-Blease & Bostwick, 2016; Gurung,
2015). Some research has suggested the possibility “that students
associate flashy production values with quality and are more likely to
read a book awash in multiple cartoons, graphics, photographs, and
figures” (Gurung, 2017. p. 234).
It is likely that students also pick up on the fact that OERs offer few
supplementary packages. The literature also speaks about “concerns
on the part of faculty about the limited nature of OER materials,
particularly the lack of associated materials like tests, quizzes, and
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homework assignments, that are typically provided by commercial
alternatives” (Seaman & Seaman, 2017, p. 3).
Although open syllabi, assignment sheets, quizzes, and other
ancillary materials TPC OER textbooks exist, they are harder to find
and not as robust a resource though one example is Kennesaw State
University’s OTC, which offers syllabi, quizzes, and other ancillary
materials for technical communication instructors (Reardon et al.,
2021). The Washington State Board for Community and Technical
Colleges also publishes sample ancillary materials with funding
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Washington State
Legislature (Woodard et al., n.d.).
Availability of Print and Digital Editions. There might also be
a common perception among both instructors and students, based
on past studies, that while many commercial textbooks are also
available online, many OERs are not available in print due to costs.
Some research suggests students tend to still prefer hard copy books
(Woody et al., 2010; Millar & Schrier, 2015; Gurung, 2017). The faculty
perception that OERs are inferior in quality has also been associated
with concerns that students do not learn as well from electronic
textbooks (Daniel & Willingham, 2012; Gurung, 2017).
One edge that OERs have over many commercial textbooks is
the ease with which they can be accessed and used online, not to
mention their adaptability and polymorphism. OERs are, as one study
put, almost “online by default” (Gurung, 2017, p. 234). In addition to
this, adoptions of digital textbooks have been increasing because
of lower cost, greater convenience, and wider access to the internet
via digital venues (de Noyelles et al., 2015; Jhangiani et. al, 2018;
Reynolds, 2011). One 2014 study reported that 60 percent of U.S.
college students had used a digital textbook for at least one course,
an increase of 18 percent from 2012 (Jhangiani et. al, 2018), and in the
report, institutions were told to “consider investing in or expanding
their use of e-textbook and open content” (Dahlstrom & Bichsel, 2014,
p. 3). McGraw Hill Education (which currently holds a 21 percent
market share) saw its digital content sales surpass its print sales for
the first time in 2015 (McGraw Hill Education, 2016). However, the
adoption of digital textbooks is still impeded by non-standardization
of digital platforms, issues with distribution and discoverability, quality
concerns, differences in the reading experience, and resistance to
change (Jhangiani et al., 2018).
High Production Values Equal Higher Cost. High production
values come with higher costs, and of all of the above items that
commercial textbooks offer for a price, few OERs provide for free. With
that said, there are also OER platforms that have tried to address the
print desire and/or concern by bridging the gap, such as the OpenStax
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model which provides this alternative in addition to a freely distributed
digital version (Seaman & Seaman, 2017). More and more OERs for
TPC provide options for low-cost print editions, often through an
intermediary company. For example, the online OER textbook Technical
Writing from Open Oregon Educational Resources is available in print
on demand through Lulu, and online text on OTC from Kennesaw State
and OpenALG is available in a low-cost paperback through Amazon.
Some institutions provide textbooks for free to their students but then
sell hard copies to faculty and students outside their program. Still,
whereas some OERs provide a hardcopy version for a small charge,
commercial textbooks are usually higher in perceptible production
value, e.g., commercial textbooks might be hard cover versions with
more than one color, whereas an OER might be softcover and/or onecolor (Gurung, 2017).

4. Efficacy - OER Effectiveness in Learning Outcomes

With issues of quality come questions of efficacy, and from early
in the OER literature, research has noted the “perception that free
textbooks equal lower quality textbooks and therefore lower learning
outcomes” (Hilton, 2020, p. 854; Kahle, 2008). The pairing of quality
and efficacy is also echoed in recent literature: “concerns have been
raised about the quality and efficacy of open textbooks” (Vander Waal
Mills et al., 2019). In one national survey in 2014, 60 percent of 2,144
respondents cited “proven efficacy” the most among a list of 15 criteria
for choosing OERs, with the related concern about “trusted quality” a
close second at 50 percent (Allen & Seaman, 2014, p. 8). This had been
a thread of conversation in our own research group that we found
echoed in the broader OER literature. The perception that OERs affect
learning outcomes seems natural, and it is real, but we did not really
understand how real.
What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER Efficacy
All faculty expressed concern about whether OER or other no-cost-tostudents texts are good for students. Overall, the efficacy of OERs for
student learning is intimately tied up with students’ preferred mode of
learning and the features that OER texts have to support student study
habits.
Unsurprisingly, and similarly to issues of quality regarding OER
materials, relevant student responses about efficacy are focused on UX
of course textbook materials. Two aspects of course texts mentioned
by students as obstacles to their use as a learning tool are length
and density. Our review of OERs for TPC revealed to us that many
textbooks (e.g., Open Oregon’s Technical Writing) can be text-heavy
and include less graphical presentation of material and examples than
a commercial text (whether print or digital). Reading dense pages of
printed text can be challenging for any student, but it’s made much
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worse via digital modalities; this is compounded by the fact that many
students enrolled in TPC courses are international students, as at
our institution the computer science and engineering majors attract
a sizable number of students from abroad. One student succinctly
summed up the challenge they face with the text: “English reading.”
While the obstacles of length and text density are not unique to
OER resources, they are likely intensified by the fact that most OERs are
available digitally and our student survey results suggest that very few
students print them out, particularly younger students. Additionally,
when it comes to digital OERs (whether web-based or PDF), it is likely
that screen reading (especially on small screens, such as phones)
makes interacting with text heavy materials even more difficult and
likely has an impact on the efficacy of the text for a student.
On the plus side, however, students specifically mentioned
features of digital or electronic texts (which most OERs are) as
assets for supporting their learning, including keyword search,
copying and pasting, and the navigation panes in PDF readers. This
takeaway speaks to how digital texts can support ways of reading
and study habits for some students that print-only texts do not.
For some students, these tools enhance their ability to engage the
text. In addition, screen readers are an accessibility feature of digital
environments that can support students in accessing difficult texts,
especially students for whom English is not their first language.
Finally, several students mentioned video as a preferred mode
over text for accessing course content and instruction. While not
necessarily connected to any singular course text, video can easily be
linked to digital course texts like OERs, or be embedded right in them,
an affordance that print texts do not have. While our TPC students vary
in ages, for the majority in the younger generation, searching YouTube
for how-to video clips is more natural than reading a print manual, a
point we believe has significant weight.

the literature to indicate the level of maturity. After UNESCO’s
endorsement in 2002, for example, OER’s first decade has been
referred to as “open’s adolescence” (Bliss & Smith, 2017, p. 14). More
than a dozen years later, at the opening of the 2016 Open Education
conference, founder David Wiley remarked that the annual family
reunion had entered its “teenage years” (Jhangiani, 2017, p. 141).
Although the OER movement was by that time indeed in its teens,
chronologically speaking, research on the efficacy of OERs (the study
of their negative and positive impacts) is much younger. In 2017, one
researcher characterized the “research age” on OERs and textbook UX
as “still in its infancy” (Gurung, 2017, p. 235), and some research has
painted the OER movement in a picture of “adolescent identity crisis”
(Jhangiani, 2017, p. 144).
It comes down to the question: Are OERs just as effective for
achieving learning outcomes as commercial textbooks, or do they hurt
students? It turns out the story is mixed. Most studies have shown null
effects, and studies that found a neutral or positive impact on learning
outcomes were more common than negative outcomes (Grimaldi et
al., 2019).
The “best studies” use standardized or similar exams that “show
no differences in exam scores between OER users and STB [standard
textbook] users” (Gurung, 2017, p. 235; for example, also see: Allen
et al., 2015; Hilton et al., 2013;). One study synthesized an analysis of
36 previously published studies between 2015 and 2018 that looked
at OER influence/impact on student efficacy in higher education
settings and the perceptions of college students and instructors who
have used OERs. The combined data represented 121,168 students
and instructors, concluding that more than 95 percent of published
research indicates “OER does not lead to lower student learning
outcomes,” and “the vast majority of students and faculty who have
used both OER and CT [commercial texts] believe OER are of equal or
higher quality.” (Hilton, 2020, p. 873)
This positive-to-null outcome result for OERs in terms of learning
outcomes was essentially the same result as earlier studies (Vander
Waal Mills at al., 2019; Jhangiani et al., 2018; Hilton, 2016). That said,
OERs are not without some impact. Of what research there has been
over the years on how OER use impacts student learning (Allen &
Seaman, 2014), there has been questionable efficacy in some OER
efficacy studies and a thread of conversation about “statistical and
design limitations taint existing research” (Gurung, 2017, p. 235).
These findings have been echoed elsewhere as well: “Most real world
educational research is plagued by instructor artifacts, confounding

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Efficacy
In 2019, seventeen years after UNESCO’s first declaration and twentytwo years after McMurrey published his OTW textbook, there seems to
still be some astonishment about the lack of efficacy studies: “To our
surprise, despite the ubiquity of textbooks in higher education, there
are few studies examining the effects of textbooks in general (both
OER and non-OER) on learning outcomes” (Grimaldi et al., 2019). The
same is true for TPC; there is not a robust body of efficacy research.
When it comes to efficacy research today, studies of OER impacts on
learning outcomes seems to be a fairly new conversation compared
to the two decades as a global movement initiated by UNESCO.
The relative age of research is perhaps best summed up in the
early-developmental metaphors that have been used throughout
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variables, and random differences between groups,” and some “argue
that the standard approach taken in past research on OER efficacy is
severely limited in its functional ability to properly evaluate the impact
of OER” (Grimaldi et al., 2019, p. 3).
This skepticism about efficacy studies for OERs seems to
support faculty who perceive OERs as less-than effective, hindering
effectiveness, or having a negative impact on learning outcomes.
When some marked differences in ACT scores showed up in a study
between OER users and nonusers, one conclusion to draw is that
we “should temper enthusiasm for OER adoption or at minimum
necessitate the focused comparison of learning outcomes when
adopted” (Gurung, 2017, p. 245).
In the end, the question as to whether OERs are effective for
student learning and can be trusted remains open, especially in TPC.
While robust forms of analysis have been created to compile study
data and authoritative results about the efficacy of OERs for student
learning outcomes, there are still too many factors to draw any certain
conclusions. In many ways, courses are black boxes, meaning it is
difficult to know exactly what variables are the most impactful in any
given course to factor into and also confound efficacy (instructor,
pedagogy, curriculum, text, home life, technology, pandemic, etc.).
While comparisons of efficacy of commercial textbooks and OERs for
TPC may show the same efficacy, in the end, all these factors and the
choice of using an OER or a conventional textbook may not be that
impactful on learning efficacy in TC courses, but at this point we just
do not know.
Whichever way you cut it, textbook prices disproportionately
impact community college students, who traditionally use more
financial aid than peers at four-year institutions. One study found
that 50 percent of students report using financial aid for books at
community colleges, compared to 28 percent at four-year public
schools (Senack & Donoghue, 2016). When comparing and contrasting
OERs to commercial textbooks, student access to text materials is key
to understanding the benefits and drawbacks of OER adoption and
adaptation. This phenomenon has been called the “access hypothesis,”
which states that, “OER benefits learning by providing access to critical
course materials, and therefore predicts that OER should only benefit
students who would not otherwise have access to the materials”
(Grimaldi et al., 2019, p. 1). In other words, the more likely a textbook—
any textbook—will help a person from a group whose members are
hindered from possessing (often through buying and owning) the
knowledge, for instance by costs and economic situations, the more

likely an efficacy study will see positive benefits from OERs. What this
means is that the results of studies that do not account for access
when comparing OER versus non-OER learning outcomes may be “just
as likely to detect a real effect of OER as they were to detect a false
effect of OER” (Grimaldi et al., 2019, p. 1).
While there is evidence that OERs increase average grades for
new and continuing students, student factors like demographic
background and educational experience have a far greater impact
on course grade and likelihood of passing or withdrawing than an
instructor’s use of an OER text. Given that the rate of textbook access
will vary across contexts and student populations (Grimaldi et al.,
2019), studies have shown evidence that the affordability of OERs can
support at-risk learners who are engaged in learning (de los Arcos
et al., 2014; Farrow et al., 2015; Winitzky-Stephens & Pickavance,
2017; Colvard et al., 2018). One large-scale study of 21,822 students
measured the impact of course-level faculty adoption of OERs, and
the results indicated that OER adoption affects students beyond
just the lower-costs; OER adoption improved end-of-course grades
for all students, and at greater rates for Pell recipient students, parttime students, and populations historically underserved by higher
education (Colvard et al., 2018).
Given these findings, OER researchers suggest that future research
should focus on the longer-term impacts of OER on retention,
completion, and transfer (Winitzky-Stephens & Pickavance, 2017) and,
in particular, on OERs as “effective methods for improving retention for
at-risk students” (de los Arcos et al., 2015, p. 7). All these data reinforce
how the socioeconomic context of students cannot be separated from
questions about the efficacy of OERs for students.

5. Use - Student and Faculty User Experiences with OERs

Understanding how we experience OERs for TPC today necessitates
a closer look at how faculty and students use them. With the advent
of digital platforms over the last two-plus decades giving rise to
OER publishing has come the ability to track user data in ways
that print textbooks cannot. This goes well beyond PDF, EPUB, and
other downloadable file rates and moves into areas of detailed
UX dimensions and metrics (e.g., navigation behavior, page views,
time spent on parts of pages, page-by-page flows, bounce rates,
demographic data, and a toolbox of other features and their
combinations) to gather and analyze data from custom analytics goals
that can be configured for different use cases.
Usage and UX research using analytic software is not by any
means new, and like developing a website, pretty much anyone can
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start learning its ins and outs, and it gets easier every day (i.e., more
automated and more fully featured). Still, “there is little to no empirical
evidence about students’ actual usage of OERs” (Arnet, 2018, p. 207).
This is perhaps partly because, like the old HTML pages of McMurrey’s
OTW, the technology that exists today for analytics still requires not
only a basic understanding of how the backend of a website works, but
also an understanding of how to use analytics in support of other data
and information gathering methodologies for UX, like focus groups,
surveys, and interviews with individuals.

to using their mobile phones. We found that our limited survey of
students did not support this worry. The student survey suggests that
about 50 percent of students access course materials on their mobile
phones, although not necessarily exclusively, often as a response to
having no wireless router access and using the mobile carrier to access
the internet. Respondents could choose multiple options and most
respondents indicated that they access materials on a laptop computer
(over 87 percent) or other types of devices (desktop, table, e-reader).
This suggests that most students we surveyed do have access to
larger-screen technologies to access course materials, even if they are
also using their mobile phones for access some of the time. For these
reasons, the development of OER and digital texts cannot ignore the
fact that most students will be using them exclusively or partly on
small screens and therefore OERs need to be designed for those use
contexts (e.g., responsive design, low-memory digital content, mobilebrowser friendly).

What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER Use
Our limited survey study did not collect quantitative data about the
time students spent with course materials. For the course surveyed,
however, student responses suggested that they had spent time using
the textbook as a learning tool. Several students commented, too, that
their positive experience of the course was related to the substantive
instructional support offered by the instructor, including instructional
videos, presentations of the textbook material and extensive course
documentation. In the end, the textbook may not have been the main
learning tool in the course for many students, but merely a supporting
resource. One student summed it up in some learned practical
wisdom: “Don’t rely too much on remembering the textbook. It’s more
of a guide than a piece you have to remember and study.”
For faculty, the issue of textbook use by students is one that they
think about in different ways. On the one hand, faculty view assigning
textbook reading as a way to prepare students for class activities
and discussion. Additionally, faculty rely on textbooks as a source
of authority when it comes to presenting content to students. This
is perhaps more true for new instructors and instructors without a
background in TPC. Both of these viewpoints assume that students are
engaging with the textbook regularly, which may or may not actually
be the case. Faculty views on use included a reluctance to assign an
expensive textbook given that students may not actually read it and
also the countervailing view that if students are asked to invest in a
textbook then they may be more likely to read it. However, like most
of the student respondents, most faculty commented that the issue
of reducing cost for students was more important overall than their
assumption about students being more motivated to use purchased
textbooks.
Another major use concern of instructors is internet access, since
for digital texts access to both a computing device and the internet
is required (at least initially to download). It is true that there is still a
proportion of students who have limited access to the internet when
not on campus, a problem which the pandemic exacerbated. Related
to this is faculty concern about the technology that students will utilize
to access course materials, especially if some students are limited

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Use
UX testing and usability studies of OERs for TPC are not prolific, but
there is some indication in the literature that OER use is an issue. One
analysis of backend Google Analytics data gathered from users of the
OTC textbook at Kennesaw State University, for example, found that
many students did not use the OER; only a small number of students
accessed the OER regularly; a small number accessed it occasionally;
and both the number of pages accessed per session and the average
session lengths were low, suggesting that all students who used the
OER had essentially skimmed the contents of these pages (Arnett,
2018).
Perhaps most resonant for us during researching the literature was
the disparity between faculty perceptions and student perceptions
that resonated in our results. Student textbook use does not often
align with faculty expectations. Quality, it turns out, isn’t the issue
at all; one study found that students and faculty perceived the open
textbook as “equal in quality to other textbooks,” but only 30 percent of
students in that study reported reading their textbooks compared with
a much different 85 percent of faculty expecting students to read the
textbook (Vander Waal Mills et al., 2019, p. 8). In some cases, there may
even be a higher expectation that OERs will be used because of their
easy accessibility (no/low-cost, device friendly, etc.); in that same 2019
study, the faculty who did implement open textbooks expected the
textbook to be used more often for reference and review compared
with faculty who use traditional commercial textbooks (Vander Waal
Mills et al., 2019).
However, there is not much data and information available on
“use,” a topic for further research that we pick up in the conclusion.
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Conclusion

surprisingly, however, we were not able to find usability testing studies
of materials in the OER literature in general or for TPC specifically. We
feel that this is a significant gap in the conversation about OERs and a
site where TPC researchers can make a particular contribution. In short,
the most up-to-date and in-depth OER, or no-cost-to-students digital
textbook, will not have any usefulness if students find the design and
presentation too difficult to navigate or interact with. In addition, the
text will not be adopted by instructors either unless their criteria for
usability are also met: the materials are easy to find and acquire; the
content supports their pedagogy; the content is credibly presented to
support the instructors’ ethos; and the text is comprehensive enough
to cover most of their course content modules. Knowing more about
the usability and UX of specific texts for students and faculty would
be useful for shaping a more strategic, field-level discussion about the
value of OERs for TPC.
As a way to start feeling out how it would be possible to use the
opportunity of introductory TPC courses to do usability testing on
OERs for TPC, a pilot usability study was designed around selected
chapters in the OTC textbook (Covey, 2021). Students were asked, for
example, about the experience and to self-report about the ease and
efficacy of Chapter 2.6, “Instructions,” in completing that chapter’s
Exercise 1 (also notable is that this chapter in OTC is an adapted,
“remixed” version of McMurrey’s decades-old OTW). Students were
asked to complete a survey about their experience of using the text
to complete their assignment. In the survey, students commented on
the interactivity of the text and expressed a preference for alternative
ways to engage with the text in addition to reading them for content.
Additionally, come in the course commented, without knowing the
history of the text, on inconsistencies in tone and terminology that
are the outcome of the text’s adaptation over time from institution
to institution. Finally, students commented extensively on the
navigational tools that structure the OER. They expressed ideas for how
navigation could be more integrated and seamless, to make moving
between content areas and chapters easier and more intuitive. They
also suggested new technologies and functionalities that would add
to their experience of the text. These informal findings suggest that
interactivity, textual cohesion, navigation, new functionalities, and
other UX areas are key areas of usability that merit further attention.
Given that there is no one best solution that suits all people and
situations, we feel it is time to move conversation about the value of
OERs in higher education away from arguments about whether OER
adoption saves students money, increases access, threatens quality or
is more or less labor intensive for instructors. Instead, we look forward
to further research that builds on the expertise of TPC, especially in the
areas of usability and UX. In addition, we hope to see more strategic
conversation about ways that the field of TPC can centralize the

In this article, we have consolidated and summarized literature about
OERs in higher education and synthesized this with the specific case of
OERs for TPC. Our aim has been to lay out the landscape of challenges
that shaped both our journey and our conversation about the place
of OERs in TPC going forward. We offer our experience and these
takeaways as more TPC institutions and individuals move forward with
adopting more informed and evidence-based value systems related
to OERs, which are becoming more competitive year by year with
commercial TPC textbooks of the same subject. While money-savings
for students is an important, ever-present aspect of the conversation
around OERs, our own research and our review of the literature found
both challenges and opportunities for the more strategic adoption of
OERs in five categories:
1. Awareness: Overall, awareness of OERs is on the rise in
higher education; however, the Affordable Textbook Act
still sits in the U.S. Congress unpassed.
2. Choice: Despite a proliferation in OER resources for TPC,
there is no centralized, stable, peer-reviewed and curated
list, repository, or database of these resources.
3. Quality: Faculty and students have differing viewpoints
on quality. Faculty are more concerned with the depth and
relevance of the text to the course curriculum, whereas for
students, quality is more related to the textbook’s usability,
user-interface, and online reading experience.
4. Efficacy: The impact of OER textbook use on student
learning outcomes can be hard to measure, since student
use of any textbook is more beneficial than students
having no textbook resources due to prohibitive cost or
poor accessibility.
5. Use: With a general lack of studies in the overall literature,
but the growing capability to track UX metrics with
analytics, there is potential for more research in the
category of use.
Although all five categories offer salient insights relevant to taking
a more strategic approach to OER adoption in TPC, our experience
and research suggests the need to pay more attention to one issue
in particular: use. While in a simple sense, the issue of use refers to
how often and for how long students and faculty actually use OER
materials, we would like to propose linking this category with that of
quality by reframing “use” as “usability.”
As we have discussed above, from the student perspective, quality
is inextricably linked to the usability and the UX of a text. Somewhat
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organization of OER texts to make them easier to find, update and vet
for quality. Overall, TPC finds itself at a point where it has a wealth of
OER resources, but it is just at the very beginning of knowing how to
make them strategically integrated into our research and teaching.
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