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Open Books, Open Minds
Open educational resources (OER)—freely licensed, remix-
able learning materials, from single lessons to full textbooks—
lower the overall cost of attending college, improve student 
retention and success, and result in more equitable outcomes. 
When educators offer all students in a class free materials 
on day one, they can help level the academic playing field. 
Research shows that in certain contexts in which educators 
provide OER, student performance gaps shrink and withdraw-
al rates decline. More than 3,000 faculty across the United 
States have signed an open textbook statement of support 
sponsored by Student Public Interest Research Groups 
(Student PIRGs), pledging to consider cost in choosing course 
materials and to promote the use of high-quality open text-
books. But more faculty can take advantage of OER as they 
plan their courses. Even though 82 percent of faculty select 
materials for their courses, just 17 percent were “very aware” 
of OER in 2019–20, according to the report Digital Texts in 
the Time of COVID: Educational Resources in U.S. Higher 
Education, 2020 by Julia E. Seaman and Jeff Seaman. 

All types of higher education institutions should consider 
OER as a quality, equity, and affordability strategy as they 
seek to bolster their student success efforts. Effective OER 
initiatives do not need to be massive, resource-intensive, 
or exhaustive. They do, however, require strategic planning, 
targeted approaches, collaborative leadership, and goal- 
oriented advocates. 

OER Can Help Students 
Earn Their Degrees
Community college students who 
enrolled in sections of introductory 
courses that used OER had higher 
retention rates (by 14 percentage 
points) than students in non-OER 
sections, according to a 2021 study 
published in Educational Research-
er. The study defined retention as 
students who remained in the course 
past the tuition drop date. 

Students who took courses with 
OER were more likely than peers in 
earlier semesters without OER to 
earn grades of A (5.5% increase), 
A- (7.7% increase), and B+ (1.1% in-
crease), according to a 2018 study in 
the International Journal of Teaching 
and Learning in Higher Education, for 
which Nicholas B. Colvard, C. Edward 
Watson, and Hyojin Park examined 
six years of data on UGA instructors 
who switched from paid materials to 
OpenStax textbooks. The courses 
also saw decreases in students earn-
ing grades of B or lower. The positive 
effects of OER usage were particu-
larly visible in end-of-course grades 
when the data was disaggregated  
by low-income status (using Pell-
grant eligibility), part-time enrollment, 
and race.

OER use does not 
negatively affect 
learning. Research 
shows OER cours-
es have similar 
learning outcomes 
to other courses. In 
relation to course 
difficulty, grades 
dropped less with 
OER use than 
when OER wasn’t 
available. (Interna-
tional Journal of 
Open Educational 
Resources)

How Does 
OER Work?

as of August 2020, amount Rice University estimates its Open-
Stax initiative has saved students since 2012. OpenStax has 
published 42 OER titles in math, business, and the humanities, 
sciences, and social sciences. 36,000 instructors and 14 million 
students around the world use these resources. 

amount the University System of Georgia (USG)’s textbook 
affordability programs saved students in textbook costs be-
tween 2014 and 2020. About 23% of all course sections across 
USG have used low- or no-cost materials as of August 2020. 

amount students saved thanks to USG’s Affordable Learning 
Georgia (ALG) initiative, which gives grants to faculty to adopt 
or create OER, many of them peer reviewed and published by 
the University of North Georgia Press. As of 2020, ALG grant 
initiatives had been implemented at all 26 USG institutions. 

amount in textbook costs OER saved State University of New 
York (SUNY) students from 2017 to 2020. At this time, 435,000+ 
students took 14,581 OER course sections. SUNY aims to offer 
OER in 36% of general ed courses by the end of 2023. 

$1.2 billion

$82.5 million

$69.2 million

$47 million+

Students Save Money with OER

Textbook 
Costs Are  
Soaring, 
and That 
Hurts  
Student  
Learning
$410
was the average 
amount students 
at private four-
year and public 
four- and two-
year institutions 
budgeted for 
course materials in 
2021–22.  
(College Board)

65%
of students said 
they didn’t buy a 
course textbook 
because it was 
too expensive.  
(Student PIRGs)

82%
of students 
believed they 
would do “sig-
nificantly better” 
on schoolwork if 
course texts were 
freely available 
online.  
(Student PIRGs)

48%
of 2,039 students 
surveyed on  
150+ campuses 
said textbook 
costs affected 
which courses 
they took. 
 (2014 Student 
PIRGs report) 

55% OF STUDENTS WERE “SIGNIFICANTLY” 
CONCERNED THAT NOT BUYING A TEXT WOULD 
HURT THEM ACADEMICALLY. (STUDENT PIRGs)

Open 
Educational 
Practices 
Promote . . .

Economic justice 
when they make 
the learning 
experience  
accessible to 
those who oth-
erwise would not 
have access.

Cultural justice 
when they 
re-create the 
learning experi-
ence with an eye 
toward those 
normally without 
access and ac-
knowledge their 
culture in the 
experience.

Political justice 
when they bring 
those normally 
without access 
into reimagining 
the learning  
experience,  
promoting  
equitable  
representation 
and participation.

“While not a panacea for higher ed, OER is one of the few solutions that contributes 
to affordability, quality, and equity aspirations. In many contexts, the results have been 
remarkable. These outcomes led AAC&U to launch the Institute on OER, which helps 
campuses accelerate their OER plans toward large-scale engagement and adoption.” 
—C. Edward Watson, AAC&U associate vice president for curricular and pedagogical innovation

Tips to Boost Use of OER on Your Campus
→ Maximize impact by engaging faculty who teach large en-
rollment courses that also currently use expensive textbooks.

→ Offer grants or stipends that help faculty transition from 
traditional materials to OER.

→ Provide course redesign support through your center for 
teaching and learning (CTL) to assist faculty as they transition 
away from expensive textbooks to OER.

→ Make OER a cornerstone attribute of your general educa-
tion curriculum.

→ Consider creating a zero textbook cost degree pathway or 
a pathway through your general education curriculum that 
solely uses OER. 

→ Track savings and student success metrics and share your 
progress publicly. Make disaggregating your data by key stu-
dent demographics a hallmark of your reporting.

→ Charge multiple offices with an ownership stake in OER 
adoption. This might include libraries, online learning, CTLs, 
student government associations, and others. Each brings 
unique strengths and audiences.

→ Incorporate OER into professional development, online 
education, and recognition for tenure and promotion.

→ Created by faculty 
and other experts.

→ Published 
under an open 
copyright license 
that permits users 
to reuse, revise, 
remix, redistribute, 
or retain the OER 
(or that places 
it in the public 
domain).

→ Can be freely 
and legally down-
loaded from online 
libraries or printed 
on demand at a low 
cost.

→ Can be adapt-
ed to better suit 
student needs.

→ Can be de-
ployed at many 
levels, from indi-
vidual faculty to 
entire curriculum 
redesigns.
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“I’ve had many students never purchase a 
textbook due to cost. I write my own physics 
problems to avoid their having to purchase one.” 
—Jennifer Carter, assistant professor of physics, Susquehanna 
University, commenting at AAC&U’s 2022 annual meeting

Join AAC&U’s 
OER Institute
In July 2021, AAC&U 
launched the inaugural 
Institute on Open Educa-
tional Resources. Utiliz-
ing a new institute model, 
the Institute on OER pro-

to actualize an ambitious 
strategy to broaden 
campus engagement with 
and adoption of OER. 

The application 
process opens in early 
March, and the Institute 
begins in July each year. 

vides a yearlong, online 
engagement opportunity 
for teams from campuses 
or state systems seeking 

Learn More
aacu.org/trend-
ing-topics/
open-education-
al-resources-oer

openstax.org 

oercommons.org

iskme.org

affordablelearn-
inggeorgia.org 

hewlett.org/
strategy/
open-education/

20mm.org/oer/

sparcopen.org

inclusiveaccess.
org

oer.suny.edu

asccc-oeri.org/
oer-and-ztc/
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