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Presentation Notes
In this talk, I will briefly cover Open Educational Resources, including Open Textbooks, which I will refer to as “OER” throughout this talk, including some information on how to find and evaluate them, and some thing that instructors can do to incorporate OER. Image by Open Source Way https://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6555466069/in/album-72157628737045569/ Licensed under a CC-BY-SA license



http://sgb.pitt.edu/government/
governing-documents/
Highlights:
• Pitt has the highest in-state tuition in the 

country for public universities.
• Students take on additional debt to pay 

for textbooks, or 
• Students “undercut their own learning” by 

not purchasing textbooks.
• Pitt “should do everything in its power to 

control the cost of higher education”.
• This resolution calls on faculty to expand 

use of OER, admin to support with grants 
and incentives, the library to help with 
resources, and the government to support 
the Affordable College Textbook Act. 
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Presentation Notes
This is a timely and important discussion because of this resolution passed by our Student Government Board earlier this year. You can read the entire thing at their website, and I pulled out some highlights. The students have identified a fundamental issue in education these days – the expense. While a textbook cost does not approach the full cost of tuition, often times for various reasons students have to find extra sources of funding for their books, including taking on additional student loan debt. Some students don’t buy textbooks at all, either going without them or borrowing them for an hour here or there when they can in order to do their studying. I think we can all agree that it is a bad situation when students must go into further additional debt to pay for the books that we require for their courses, or they have to purposefully undercut their own learning by going without. The resolution calls on Pitt to do everything in its power to control the cost of higher education, and they target the use of OER in courses as one way that faculty and admin can make a positive difference in education. 

http://sgb.pitt.edu/government/governing-documents/


Our students are not alone…

"The direct relationship between textbook costs and student 
success" by Oregon State University is licensed under CC BY-NC 4.0

Source: Student PIRGS “Fixing the Broken Textbook 
Market”, 2014. 

Presenter
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For some context, our students are not alone. There are many, many studies, only two of which I’ve shown here, that show a direct relationship between student success and textbook costs. This study at Oregon State University showed that about two-thirds of their students made the choice to not purchase a textbook at some point due to cost, and about a third of their students specifically chose not to take certain courses because the textbooks cost too much. This other study done by the Student PIRGs organization targeted the fact that students do not buy textbooks even though they are concerned about the impact on their grades. In these reports, students say things like that they have to choose between a textbook and their rent, and they couldn’t do anything without a place to live; alternatively, that one textbook was most of their food budget for the semester, so they chose eating over the textbook. I think that, given those choices, none of us could find fault in them. So what can we do? One way to alleviate this particular problem is to move away from expensive textbooks and use Open Educational Resources. 

http://openoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/The-direct-relationship-between.pdf
http://oregonstate.edu/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://studentpirgs.org/sp/our-textbooks-research


What are Open Educational Resources?
• “syllabi, lesson plans, lab books, worksheets, 

video lectures, textbooks, and full courses 
published under an Open License that allows 
their reuse and repurposing by others and 
are freely available for anyone to use online”

What are Open Textbooks?
• “a textbook written by education professionals” or experts in the field 

“and released online under an Open License permitting everyone to 
freely use, print, share, and adapt the material”

Source: University of Pittsburgh Student Government Board, “B.R. 2018.1” 
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Presentation Notes
OER, defined in that resolution and agreeing with many other expert definitions, include all kinds of things, from syllabi to lesson plans and worksheets, and even full courses that are published under an open license that allows for them to be reused and repurposed, and are freely available online. Open Textbooks are a specific kind of OER, referring to textbooks authored by education professionals or experts in the field and also released under an Open License. I want to talk more about that Open License and what that means for people who use these materials, then I’ll talk about some more details on how to find and evaluate them. 

http://sgb.pitt.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/B.R.2018.01-Open-Educational-Resources.pdf


Presenter
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An OER, whether it’s a textbook or other material, follows the FIVE Rs, meaning that it is free to retain, redistribute, reuse, remix, and revise. This means that an instructor can freely share copies of the material with students, avoiding any complicated login or purchasing instructions, and students can keep that material forever – and even share it with others in the future. There is no cost, no renting, no worrying about putting too many highlights in and destroying the resale value. Instructors can also remix and revise the content to suit their particular class, teaching style, or purpose. Found two different Open Textbooks that you wish you could put together? No problem with OER – just pick the content you like out of each one and put them together in any order you like. Don’t particularly like the exercises or discussion in one chapter? You could edit it yourself to make it your own, or remove it and put in other open content that you prefer. 



“You get what you pay for…”
Many studies have shown that when instructors 
thoughtfully use OER and Open Textbooks, the 
quality is as good or better than a traditional 
textbook. 

Furthermore, use of OER is associated with the 
same or better student outcomes, including course 
completion, passing scores, and overall grade. 

Source: Bliss, T., Hilton III, J., Wiley, D., & Thanos, K. (2013). 
The cost and quality of online open textbooks: Perceptions of 
community college faculty and students. First Monday, 18(1). 
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Comparing OER Courses to Traditional Courses in Terms of 
Student Outcomes

Same Results OER Better OER Worse

Source: Fischer, L., Hilton III, J., Robinson, T. J., & Wiley, D.A. 
(2015). A multi-institutional study of the impact of open 
textbook adoption on the learning outcomes of post-
secondary students. Journal of Computing in Higher 
Education, 27:3.

Presenter
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The most common concern that I hear about OER is the “you get what you pay for” argument. This argument goes: If they’re free, they can’t be good quality, right? �I would challenge anyone thinking this to consider the Smithsonian Museums in Washington, D.C., which have free admission. What is their quality? We all know that those museums are funded in other ways in order to make them accessible to the public. OER are the same way, and studies have shown that they are associated with the same or better student outcomes, and students find them as good or better than a traditional textbook in their classrooms. The Bliss chart on the upper right shows surveys done by students who were in new OER courses about how they perceived their textbooks. You can see that most students thought the OER were either better or about the same as the quality of other texts – and if they’re the same, then they have a leg up because they don’t cost anything and more students have access to them. The Fischer chart on the bottom – they studied 15 courses that were converting to using OER, taking data once with the traditional textbook and once with an OER. In most cases, the outcomes for the students were the same in both kinds of courses – which is overall good, because they did just as well as with an expensive textbook, and they didn’t have to take on additional debt or go without food to get the textbook. In a few cases, OER courses actually performed better in terms of student outcomes. In one case – and it was the same class in both categories – the OER version of the class had worse student outcomes. The authors of this study note that in that course, there were dramatically fewer withdrawals in the OER course than in the traditional course, so that could have contributed, or maybe it was just a bad semester.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5210/fm.v18i1.3972
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12528-015-9101-x


“But are they peer reviewed?” 

Merlot Open Textbook Library

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another common question that I hear all the time is “How can I tell the quality? Are they peer reviewed?” Many of our favorite OER sources have peer review mechanisms built in. Some of these follow a traditional model, like OpenStax Textbooks, where a panel of experts (you can see their names and affiliations) acts as a team of editors in the development of an Open Textbook, just as in the traditional textbook market. Others have other kinds of peer review. For example, the Open Textbook Library solicits reviews of the textbooks that they include from people who either use the book or who are considering it for their courses. You can see a star rating and read the full reviews, which can include helpful information like what the reviewers found particularly useful, or what they found lacking. Another version of this is at Merlot, which is for OER materials (everything, not necessarily textbooks). This is evaluated by any users who look at the material (the reviews aren’t solicited) and the reviews say whether the item was used in a course or not, and how much time the reviewer spent on the material. These reviews are moderated, so it’s not just random comment spam. Review sources:https://www.merlot.org/merlot/viewMaterial.htm?id=401789http://open.umn.edu/opentextbooks/BookDetail.aspx?bookId=11#Reviews



How to find and use OER?

Use the guide!     http://pitt.libguides.com/openeducation/

Start with some of our favorite sources:
OpenStax (textbooks) 

Open Textbook Library (textbooks)
Merlot (OER) 

VC/UHV Library (discipline-specific resources)

You can also
ask your librarian! 
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So how do you find OER that you can use in your course?I made a guide that contains a lot of information and resource lists. Please feel free to go there and browse. There are also links to other research studies if you want to know more about the efficacy of OER. And of course, if you know of something I’ve missed, I’m always adding things here!You might also start with some of our favorites. I’ve mentioned three of these already – OpenStax for textbooks, the Open Textbook Library, and Merlot. The Victoria College and University of Houston libraries have put together these great lists of OER outlets sorted by discipline with I also find really helpful. And of course, your librarians are here to help with questions just like these! Contact a subject specialist for some assistance in finding OER outlets or help in evaluating or putting together OER materials. Photo source: OpenSourceWay on Flickr: https://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6554315179/in/album-72157625612605617/ 

http://pitt.libguides.com/openeducation/
https://openstax.org/
http://open.umn.edu/opentextbooks/
https://www.merlot.org/
https://libguides.uhv.edu/OER/Disciplines
https://library.pitt.edu/subject_specialists


If you don’t have the time…
You don’t have to revamp your whole course!
Try replacing one module, reading, activity, or homework with an OER. 
Then you can build up from there. 

If you find a good or a bad OER, leave a review for it and share! 

• Stay tuned for funding from the Federal 
Government!

• Watch for updates and recommendations from 
the Provost’s OER Committee!  

• Incorporate OER into funding for course 
development.

• e.g. Future Course Incubator grants from CTL!

If you need more support…

Presenter
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Many people are interested in OER, but have some things standing in their way. The first one is time. Many people say that they don’t have the time to fully revamp their course. The good news is that you don’t have to do it all at once, but the next time you’re doing an update, or if something in your class needs to be refreshed or revisited, consider using an OER. Replace one module, reading, activity, or homework with an OER from one of these outlets, and build up from there. You can also be a good community member and help others – if you find a good OER, leave a review for it, and share it with colleagues. The other thing I hear often beyond time is support for doing this work. It’s a lot of work! Well I can tell you that the libraries and the Center for Teaching and Learning are here to help. We have expertise in these areas and we all would be happy to work with you to see where we can help you. Beyond that – The spending bill just passed last week by the Federal Government includes an appropriation to fund Open Textbooks. We’re not really sure just yet how this money will be distributed, but if you’re interested, stay tuned. There may be grants available. As soon as I know anything more about this, I’ll share it with the campus community. The Provost’s office has also convened an OER committee to address some of the calls from the Student Government Board. We’ve met a couple of times and we hope to have some recommendations and guidance for you soon! And finally, consider incorporating OER into your future requests for funding for course developments. One example of this is the Course Incubators, a fantastic program out of CTL, and OER would be a great addition to a future application for that program. 

https://sparcopen.org/news/2018/open-textbooks-fy18/
https://teaching.pitt.edu/course-incubator/


Some thoughts on evaluation and recognition…
• For the department chairs and 

administrators in the audience:
• Consider ways that you can 

reward your colleagues who use 
OER. 

• Assign a stipend, graduate 
assistant, or other benefit for 
those who are working to convert 
their course materials to OER. 

• If a colleague authors an OER, 
make sure to recognize it in their 
review documents!

• For instructors in the audience:
• Did you create materials for your 

course? Consider making them OER.
• Did you compile many OER or make 

special edits for your course? 
Consider sharing that work with the 
original authors & platforms to 
broaden use. 

• Claim your work in your CV and 
share the experience at a 
conference or in an article. 
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We had a fantastic e-mail exchange before this plenary that made me think about evaluation and recognition for teaching when it comes to OER. I have a few thoughts on this, but I’d like to hear yours during the break-out sessions. What are the ways that we can get professional credit for doing OER work? My preliminary ideas – For department chairs and administrators, consider ways that you could reward colleagues who use and pilot OER, whether they have done it for a while now or whether they make the switch. Perhaps there might be a way to assign a stipend or extra funding, perhaps a graduate assistant or other benefit for those who are converting course materials to OER. And if a colleague authors OER, make sure to recognize it in review documents as a valuable contribution to the field. For instructors, if you created materials for your course, consider making them OER. If you did a lot of work to compile OER from many sources to customize the materials for your particular course, please consider sharing that work with the original authors and platforms. This means that someone else can start from your edits if they are teaching a similar course, and you can get some authorial or editorial credit. This can also be of great help for your colleagues who might be embarking on a similar journey with OER. And finally, whatever you do with OER, I encourage claiming it on your CV and sharing the experience, perhaps in a conference presentation or a short article. This can help others see what OER might be useful in the field, and you will also have a line item on your CV. These are just some early ideas and I’d love to hear more about what’s possible here, and I’ll definitely be asking that in the break-out session. 



Thank you! 
Contact:
Lauren B. Collister
Office of Scholarly Communication and Publishing
University Library System

E-mail: lbcollister@pitt.edu
Twitter: @parnopaeus
ORCID: 0000-0001-5767-8486

This presentation, except where noted, is licensed under a 
Creative Commons – Attribution 4.0 License.
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That’s the end of my talk. Thank you for listening, and thank you to the Faculty Senate for inviting me. You can contact me in these ways if you ever want to talk about OER or share what you’re working on. 

mailto:lbcollister@pitt.edu
http://twitter.com/parnopaeus
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5767-8486
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