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the greater strategic plan of the university. Finally, it is necessary that students have a means of directly 

supporting and offering feedback to their instructors about educational resources, engaging one another 

about the financial burdens associated with their educations, and ultimately recognizing that their voices 

are being heard and considered by faculty and administrators. When factored in broadly among the 

contexts, cultures, and infrastructure of a university, it becomes difficult to situate OER as sustainable in 

itself. It is the active contribution of all stakeholders that enables an OER adoption program to thrive at the 

institutional level, because programs, like OER, must be designed and iterated to fit the contexts of a specific 

university.  

 

The K-State OAER Model 

The K-State Open/Alternative Textbook Initiative (OATI) is now in its fourth year. Spearheaded by faculty 

members from Mathematics, Food, Nutrition, Dietetics and Health, and the Libraries, the design of K-

State’s initiative recognizes that a lack of financial reward, release time, and university support discourages 

faculty from implementing open or alternative resources to replace textbooks within their courses. Mindful 

of grant-
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interdepartmental nature of the collaboration backing the KOATI and an offer of an additional $10,000 of 

financial support from the K-State Libraries if a $50,000 ask was awarded through SCTE. This SCTE 

proposal was accepted in April, and a call for OAER proposals was drafted and distributed to faculty. Table 

1 summarizes annual initiative activities. 

Table 1  

Annual Initiative Activities 

Spring 

Early April Call for OAER grant proposals 

Mid May Announce faculty OAER grant awards 

Early July Awardees receive first half of their grant funds 

Early November Distribute second half of funds if faculty meet approved 
expectations/outcomes and are teaching with resource instead of textbook 
during Fall Semester 

Fall 

Late September Call for OAER grant proposals 

Early November Initiative faculty communicated with and/or met individually with 
awardees to discuss their progress and plans for completing and/or 
teaching with OAER 

Early December Announce faculty OAER grant awards 

Early January Awardees receive first half of their grant funds 

Early February Distribute second half of funds if faculty meet approved 
expectations/outcomes and are teaching with resource instead of textbook 
during Spring Semester 

Late April Awardees upload resources to LMS, allowing all awardees to access 
resources prior to meeting and discussing their experiences from 
participating in the initiative 

Summer Initiative faculty communicate with and/or meet individually with 
awardees to discuss their progress and plans for completing and/or 
teaching with OAER 

 

Since SCTE funding was likely a one-time award, KOATI organizers sought representation and input from 

across the univers 0 0 1 12
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during the first two years of funding. In addition to these students, invitations to serve on the evaluation 

panel were also extended to the staff of the Teaching and Learning Center and to the Office of Vice Provost 

for Undergraduate Studies. A representative from each served on a panel during the first year. Awards went 

to 12 out of the 14 applicants, with $60,000 committed to funding their OAER projects during the first year 

of the program. All 12 faculty members proved successful in creating, adapting, and/or adopting OAER to 

use in their courses and received full financial compensation. Resulting OAER took a variety of forms 

including adapted OpenStax resources, interactive course modules within the K-State learning 

management system (LMS), instructional videos or website media, and iBooks-based alternative texts.  

Iterating KOATI 

After the first year, the wording in the 2013 call for SCTE applications had been revised to discourage repeat 

awards but few alternatives existed through which the initiative might secure funding. The K-State Libraries 

again pledged $10,000 in funding and a smaller $30,000 SCTE application was submitted in December 

2013. The more modest proposal was accepted, and the KOATI began implementing the same schedule 

outlined in Table 1 for the program’s second year. In summer 2014, the K-State president and provost 

requested a meeting with organizers to learn more about the KOATI and expressed interest in supporting 

and potentially expanding the initiative based on its success and estimated returns on investment. A 

proposal was developed for central administration by KOATI leaders that described an approach for scaling 

up the adoption of OAER with the goal being that OAER would replace commercial textbooks in 75% of 

freshmen and sophomore courses.  

Just before the review of OAER applications for Fall 2014, a pair of 2015-2016 student body president and 

vice president candidates contacted KOATI organizers and were interested in learning more about the 

program and potentially including it as a part of their collective SGA platform. The candidates served as 

student representatives on the Fall 2014 evaluation panel and were later elected on a platform that included 

the KOATI. During the Fall Semester, word circulated that funding for the KOATI would be provided by the 

central administratioA
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Under the urging and support of the student body president and vice president, the K-State Division of 

Communications and Marketing 
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Given the university’s financial investment in OAER courses was under $150,000, the annual return on 

investment was 6 times greater in terms of student savings. Assuming that these courses continue to use 

OAER as other courses adopt OAER, this rate will only grow over time. 

If, from the beginning, a $10 course fee were imposed on the 17,963



Cultivating Textbook Alternatives From the Ground Up 
Lashley, Cummings-Sauls, Bennett, and Lindshield 

 

221



Cultivating Textbook Alternatives From the Ground Up 
Lashley, Cummings-Sauls, Bennett, and Lindshield 

 

222 
 

publicly available website resources has expressed interest in making the websites’ content open through a 

Creative Commons licenses rather than copyrighted. Six of the 11 awardees who have authored document 

resources indicated that they were in the process of making them open or interested in making them open. 

One awardee did not think their resources were ready to be made open yet, while two others noted that 

their resources could not be made open because they contained copyrighted content. Among those with 

iBook resources, one awardee, who has received two awards, expressed interest in moving them to a 

different platform in order to make them open. The other iBook author indicated a preference to focus on 

K-State students rather than making it open. The LMS module resources typically use copyrighted 

resources and thus are not openly available. For instance, one OAER has used library resources heavily in 

order to access library-
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facilitate arguably greater immediate adoption from any instructor because s/he is capable of both 

leveraging paid-for university, and copyrighted resources when developing content and devoting more time 

and attention to designing materials around their students’ needs. For these reasons, initiatives that start 

with a push for low-cost yet innovative alternative resources, in particular, may meaningfully prompt a 

http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthetextbook2016.pdf
https://oerknowledgecloud.org/sites/oerknowledgecloud.org/files/OPAL2011.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/college-tuition-and-fees-increase-63-percent-since-january-2006.htm
http://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/college-tuition-and-fees-increase-63-percent-since-january-2006.htm
http://www.ijello.org/Volume3/IJKLOv3p029-044Downes.pdf
http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/articles/101788630/case-student-adoption-open-textbooks
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Appendix 

Open/Alternative Textbook Proposal  

 

Overview  

The College Board estimates that an average student spends over $1000 per year on textbooks. With over 

19,000 undergraduates, that would be a total of around $20 million per year spent by our students on 

textbooks. By moving away from purchased textbooks, we can recover part of this money, reducing costs 

to our students while increasing funds available to meet the goals of K-State 2025.  

With support from the student government and K-State Libraries, we have run the Open/Alternative 

Textbook program for the past two years. This program has provided grants, typically of around $5000, to 

faculty who wish to convert their class to use free materials. This has involved everything from updating a 

syllabus to use existing online materials in place of a purchased textbook, designing supplemental materials 

to adapt existing online materials to the needs of a specific course, developing a completely new online text, 

or moving from a textbook entirely to using video or other modern resources. The program has been very 

successful in saving students significant amounts of money on textbooks in the affected classes, with 

$96,000 in one-time awards leading to annual savings in the range of $800,000 to $1 million. 

Furthermore, initial results are that using materials that are more precisely aligned with the course leads to 

increased student use and increased student learning. This is a successful program and should be rapidly 

expanded. There are several issues that can and should be addressed in this expansion.  

 We have only been able to address about 20 classes over three semesters of funding. While we have 

targeted primarily large-enrollment classes, the amount of total funding needs to be significantly 

increased for students to know most of their (at least low-level) classes will not require costly 

textbooks.  

 Because funding from the student government comes at inconvenient times, our advertising of the 

availability of funds has been limited to a short window. While conversations with faculty show 

many are interested in moving to a more affordable model for textbooks, they need to have time to 

think through the issues and plan before submitting a proposal, which is not possible given the 

current funding window.  

 Right now we only need to fund new developments. But just as textbooks come out with new 

editions every 4 years or so, running a course with an open/alternative textbook requires 
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1. Funding for the Open/Alternative Textbook Initiative should become a responsibility 

of central administration, rather than depending on grants from student 

government. 
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but of course not every project is likely to need or want a mentor. An additional amount needs to be provided 

for running workshops and other professional development opportunities, leading to the rough estimate of 

$400,000 per year. The plan calls for the budget to scale up over time so we will not reach that level 

immediately. Given that the current pilot program is already saving students on the order of $800,000 to 

$1 million a year, this seems a reasonable investment, particularly if some funding can be raised from 

donations.  

 

Outcomes  

Primary Outcome  

 By Fall 2018, over 75% of student credit hours in the first year of college will not 

require purchasing a textbook. There are approximated 200 lower-level classes that use a 

textbook currently on campus. While some faculty will not change, others have already switched to 

open/alternative materials. Targeting the larger classes, we will need about 75-100 classes to switch 

to meet this goal. This is a stretch, but with both improved funding and increased campus 

acceptance of the need to consider open/alternative textbooks, it seems possible. We will of course 

also try to encourage and support faculty in higher-level classes in using open/alternative textbooks 

as appropriate.  

 

Secondary Outcomes  

 K-State will become more affordable. By decreasing the overall amount students pay, we will 

become more affordable for both in-state and out-of-state students. Since financial issues are the 

primary barrier to student enrollment and are one of the two main issues in retention, this should 

directly improve our enrollment management efforts, our freshman-sophomore retention rate, and 

our six-year graduation rate.  

 K-State students will learn more. Giving faculty a month of summer support to adapt or 

develop course materials will improve the learning experience for students. Open/Alternative 

materials offer the ability to more closely integrate the materials and the course than a prepackaged 

textbook. They also can be updated much more quickly and easily to adapt to changing situations. 

Students learning will improve with the appropriate use of these materials.  

 We will become part of the national conversation about top colleges. Making and 

keeping a plan to significantly reduce purchased textbooks will be a signature accomplishment that 

will draw national attention to K-State. Such stature will improve our ability to draw students from 

across the country and the world. It will also make it easier to attract top-tier talent in pursuit of 

the goals of K-State 2025.  
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