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Introduction 

A 2014 study conducted by the Student Public Interest Research Groups (PIRGs) found that 65% 

of postsecondary students elected not to purchase a textbook due to its cost, leaving 94% of those 

students concerned about how this decision could affect their grades (Senack, 2014, p. 4). Moreover, 

the study suggests textbook affordability may have a long-term impact on the academic decisions of 

students as high costs can impact course selection and course load, potentially altering degree plans 

(Senack, 2014, p. 5). Among students most heavily impacted are first-generation and first-year students, 

raising concerns about retention (Salem, 2017, p. 35), as well as students dependent on financial aid, 

which may not cover the rising costs of textbooks (Boczar & Pascual, 2017, p. 95). Postsecondary 

institutions across the nation are devising initiatives to combat this issue and often turn to campus 

libraries for guidance and support due to their roles in collection development, reference and 

instruction, and liaison services. Regardless of their individual approaches, these peer institutions aim to 

expand use of open educational resources (OER) and/or affordable course materials (ACM) on their 

respective campuses. Rice University’s own OpenStax is frequently cited as a champion for OER and 

ACM; however, its existing content does not always align with course offerings at Rice. The Vision for the 

Second Century, Second Decade (V2C2) consists of seven core goals, all of which an affordable learning 

initiative facilitated by Fondren Library could help fulfill while catering to the specific needs of the Rice 

community. This report demonstrates how such an initiative aligns with the V2C2, especially through 

expanding access, diversity, and inclusiveness while simultaneously extending Rice’s reach and impact. 

The report also details strategies adopted by other institutions in developing their own affordable 

learning initiatives. Strategies include gathering and analyzing data, building relationships, and 

conducting outreach while the academic library provides ongoing support. Through the approaches that 

follow, Fondren Library might consider creating its own Rice Owls SOAR (Scholarly Open and Affordable 

Resources) initiative. 
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Data Gathering and Analysis 

 Prior to undertaking such a project, the academic library should seek to understand the state of 

textbook affordability and attitudes surrounding the issue on its own campus. Peer libraries such as 

those at the California State University system (Borchard & Magnuson, 2017), North Carolina State 

University (Thompson et al., 2017), Pennsylvania State University (Salem, 2017), Temple University (Bell, 

2017), University of California, Los Angeles (Farb et al., 2017), and Utah State University (Davis et al., 

2016) collaborate with their campus bookstores to obtain textbook lists and prices. Libraries first 

compare this data to their own collections, identify instances in which students already have access to 

course materials through library services, and notify faculty members so they may relay the information 

to their students accordingly. Martin and Wallace (2017) offer an email template that can be sent by 

librarians to faculty via mail merge to alert them about ebooks available through the library (p. 17-18). 

For textbooks not already available, libraries may strategically target high-enrollment courses with high-

cost materials through affordable learning initiatives to achieve the widest impact (Farb et al., 2017, p. 

160). While introductory undergraduate courses are most commonly targeted, higher-level 

undergraduate and graduate courses can also benefit from a shift to OER and ACM due to the potential 

for more interactive and customizable course materials at no cost to students (Stern, 2017, p. 379-381). 

Fondren Library has previously procured a textbook list through the bookstore, which is promising for 

future partnership between the two. Alternatives to obtaining such data from the campus bookstore 

include academic libraries conducting syllabus audits to create their own textbook lists or analyzing 

course reserves and interlibrary loan data for high-demand materials (Hines et al., 2017, p. 124; Hughes, 

2017, p. 60-61; Siler, 2017, p. 26). 

 On one hand, students express overwhelming support for open and affordable course materials. 

82% of students from the 2014 Student PIRGs survey “felt they would do significantly better in a course 

if the textbook was available free online and buying a hard copy was optional” (Senack, 2014, p. 5). On 
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the other hand, attitudes of librarians and faculty members vary. In 2019, Library Journal issued two 

textbook affordability reports based on surveys of librarians and academic faculty respectively. The 

librarian survey contained questions pertaining to concerns with textbook affordability, offering digital 

alternatives, faculty interaction and collaboration, faculty receptivity, faculty barriers, and assessing 

affordability efforts (Library Journal, 2019b), while the academic faculty survey contained questions 

pertaining to concerns with costs, digital resources, and relationship with the campus library (Library 

Journal, 2019a). The results detailed in the Library Journal reports reveal discrepancies between 

librarian and faculty perspectives surrounding affordability, communication and collaboration, and 

access (Shaw et al., 2020). For example, the reports highlight inconsistencies between concerns about 

affordability versus the motivation to act on the part of faculty; 87% of academic faculty surveyed 

recognized that course material costs were a major concern for students, but only 73% expressed 

affordability as a major concern when selecting course materials (Library Journal, 2019a, p. 2). 

Furthermore, only 70% of faculty respondents cited affordability as a reason for integrating digital 

resources, offering other motivations and barriers to integration (Library Journal, 2019a, p. 3). In 

comparing the two Library Journal reports, Shaw et al. (2020) expose disparities regarding faculty 

interactions with the library as reported by both groups: 

Library-Faculty Interaction Faculty Library 

Visit the class to provide instructional support for use of course materials 33% N/A 

Purchase course reserves 30% N/A 

Create course reading/resource lists 21% 49% 

Suggest/select course materials 17% 56% 

Coordinate course curriculums 8% 18% 

Develop and publish an open access textbook 4% 22% 

Other 10% 14% 

None of the above 35% 11% 
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Shaw et al. (2020) comment on the particularly alarming numbers – over one third of faculty report 

having no interaction with the academic library while 11% of librarians report having no interaction with 

faculty. Library Journal (2019a) notes “many faculty and libraries work well together, but often they are 

two separate camps developing their own individual solutions to the same basic problems” (p. 41). 

While both parties share the same goal of student success, they may not always communicate or agree 

upon how best to facilitate that goal. Fondren Library might consider conducting a similar survey of Rice 

librarians, academic faculty, and even students. Both Library Journal reports and the Student PIRGs 

report provide methodologies and questionnaires, which could be adapted to understand the specific 

needs of the Rice campus. 

Relationship Building 

 Before undertaking an affordable learning initiative, the library should identify potential campus 

partners. Aside from the bookstore, the library might consider pursuing relationships with student and 

faculty groups, academic and administrative departments, and other campus entities (Cromwell, 2017, 

p. 94-95; deNoyelles et al., 2017, p. 108-109). Collaborations with student government prove a popular 

option for many academic libraries in garnering widespread campus support for OER and ACM (Braddlee 

& VanScoy, 2019, p. 430; Cromwell, 2017, p. 99; Salem, 2017, p. 37; Senack, 2014, p. 15). Similarly, 

libraries could direct promotional efforts toward faculty senates (Bell & Johnson, 2019, p. 318) and 

recruit existing adopters or creators of OER and ACM to advocate for the initiative within faculty circles 

(Crozier, 2019, p. 149; Salem, 2017, p. 36). Furthermore, libraries may build relationships with faculty 

groups through academic departments, especially through subject librarians (Avila & Wray, 2018; 

Borchard & Magnuson, 2017; Crozier, 2018; Davis et al., 2016; Goodsett et al., 2016; Thompson et al., 

2017). Bell and Johnson (2019), librarians from Temple University, describe the benefits of conducting a 

textbook listening tour at their campus. Their textbook listening tour entailed meeting with department 

chairs and faculty members along with subject librarians to discuss textbooks. The goal was to first listen 
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rather than promote an initiative. Listening allowed the library to learn about how departments make 

instructional material and textbook decisions. Librarians were excited to discover that many faculty 

members were already using no-cost resources, and they also encountered faculty who were interested 

in a textbook affordability initiative for their own courses. Overall, a textbook listening tour has the 

potential to improve partnerships between faculty members and librarians while also informing the 

library about what is already happening around the institution, what is needed, and who is already 

interested. 

 In order to receive maximum traction and support for an affordable learning initiative, the 

library should develop a strong relationship with administration. The postsecondary institution’s mission 

and goals are typically developed and marketed by its administration, and when the provost buys into 

an academic initiative, the initiative has a greater chance of receiving campus-wide support (Budd, 2012, 

p. 89). Additionally, many affordable learning initiatives across the United States offer faculty members 

financial incentives for adoption or creation, such as those at the California State University system 

(Borchard & Magnuson, 2017), North Carolina State University (Thompson et al., 2017), Rutgers 

University (Todorinova & Wilkinson, 2019), the University of California, Los Angeles (Farb et al., 2017), 

and the University of Texas at San Antonio (Santos, 2020). Faculty incentives may be supplied through 

the library budget, grants, or institutional funds (Cromwell, 2017, p. 99). Other institutional incentives 

might include a faculty tenure and promotion system which encompasses student success and 

recognizes “participation in affordable learning initiatives as valued campus service” (Borchard & 

Magnuson, 2017, p. 10). Katz (2020) acknowledges that libraries “can begin this conversation, but it falls 

to personnel and budget committees to make the determination” (p. 390). At the very least, academic 

libraries should make the administration aware of its initiatives and share its successes in order to 

advocate for increased administrative support. 
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 The academic library might also consider enlisting the support of other campus entities in 

pursuit of a successful affordable learning initiative. Several case studies describe involving instructional 

designers and pedagogical specialists in remixing or developing OER (Avila & Wray, 2018, p. 97; Borchard 

& Magnuson, 2017, p. 3; Katz, 2020, p. 386; Stern, 2017, p. 380; Walz, 2015, p. 27). Accordingly, Fondren 

could develop a partnership with the Center for Teaching Excellence in building the Rice Owls SOAR 

program. Fondren should also solicit the help of the Disability Resource Center to ensure any adopted 

materials can meet the needs of all students (Borchard & Magnuson, 2017, p. 3; deNoyelles et al., 2017, 

p. 108). Finally, Fondren can learn about how to implement a successful OER initiative from Rice 

University’s own champion, OpenStax. Dani Nicholson, Director of Marketing and Communications for 

OpenStax, desires to work more closely with Rice and encourages Fondren to join OpenStax’s 

Institutional Partner Program, a partnership “designed to provide institutions with free coaching, 

training, and support with the goal of increasing use of OpenStax and other [OER]” (OpenStax, n.d.). 

During a conversation with Nicholson, she mentioned that OpenStax is in the process of creating new 

titles and could envision Rice faculty developing their own specialized versions of existing OpenStax 

textbooks through participation in the Institutional Partner Program. OpenStax provides additional 

support to institutions and faculty through interactive materials, print options, courseware, ancillary 

resources, learning management system course cartridges, and resources for promoting OER. As part of 

Rice, OpenStax can support university OER leaders both formally in the Institutional Partner Program 

and informally outside the boundaries of the program. With the amount of expertise available at Rice, 

Fondren should build relationships with anybody deemed pertinent to improving an affordable learning 

initiative. 

Outreach  

 Faculty buy-in often proves the largest barrier to OER adoption (Doan, 2017, p. 665). Many 

faculty members simply lack awareness of OER initiatives while others are hesitant to commit their time 
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and energy to adopting or creating OER without incentives (Davis et al., 2016, p. 23; Doan, 2017, p. 665-

666). Even if no institutional funds are available, the library might provide financial incentives through its 

own budget or by securing a grant, although one-time payouts raise questions of long-term 

sustainability (Chadwell & Fisher, 2016, p. 124). Potential grantors include the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation, the Charles Koch Foundation, the Institute of Museum and Library Services, the Tocker 

Foundation, and the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, all of whom have previously granted funds 

for affordable learning initiatives. Academic libraries, “on their own or in partnership with academic 

leadership, student government, or educational foundations,” can also create monetary prizes or 

nonfinancial awards to recognize adopters of OER and ACM (Braddlee & VanScoy, 2019, p. 430). In one 

initiative of note, the University of Southern Mississippi Libraries created a three-tiered system of grants 

(“Adopt,” $400, “Modify,” $800,” and “Create,” $1600) for which faculty could apply (Cromwell, 2017, p. 

95-96). Faculty might perhaps showcase such recognition in the tenure and promotion process (Alpi et 

al., 2017, p. 82; Doan, 2017, p. 666). Librarians should also share data with faculty members about the 

need for affordable learning initiatives and how they might impact student success. Faculty use of OER 

and ACM may even result in improved course evaluations due to the often more engaging and 

affordable nature of those materials (Katz, 2019, p. 388). Finally, faculty who feel overwhelmed at the 

prospect of revamping traditional course materials might be incentivized by the support of a graduate 

student, a pairing which could be facilitated by library (Alpi et al., 2017, p. 80; Davis et al., 2016, p. 31; 

Goodsett et al., 2016, p. 337). At Rice, those students could be members of the Fondren Fellows 

Program. 

 Understanding that academic faculty may lack awareness of affordable learning initiatives and 

accompanying incentives, librarians must conduct outreach to raise awareness and recruit participants. 

Aforementioned, academic libraries might consider starting the conversation through subject librarians 

or faculty promoters, existing adopters or creators of OER and ACM. The University of North Carolina at 
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Charlotte’s Atkins Library performs outreach through traditional marketing, presentations, and word of 

mouth (Siler, 2017, p. 31-32). Traditional marketing includes emails, web postings, and print materials. 

Siler (2017) explains: 

Each semester an e-mail is sent out through the Academic Affairs discussion list, which reaches 

all full-time teaching faculty, around the same time as deadlines approach for submitting 

textbook requests through the bookstore. Adjunct faculty are informed of the program through 

the adjunct faculty website. Faculty are reminded of the program and are encouraged to visit 

the database as well as consult with the subject librarians on choosing titles to use in their 

classes. Once this e-mail goes out, subject librarians are instructed to forward the message to 

their respective departments with their own personalized message to cultivate participation in 

their areas. Print marketing can also be an effective tool to get faculty attention, and the library 

plans to do a large-scale print mailer at the beginning of the semester to engage professors who 

are more likely to delete or ignore e-mails. (p. 31-32) 

After identifying potential participants, the academic library can deliver a presentation or host an 

introductory workshop with more information about the initiative. Siler (2017) suggests that “it is 

preferable to meet with small groups of faculty members, through department meetings and in concert 

with the library liaison” (p. 32) so discipline-specific needs may be addressed (Crozier, 2018, p. 145-146). 

While outreach through word of mouth is unpredictable, the library can encourage faculty promoters to 

spread the word (Crozier, 2019, p. 149; Salem, 2017, p. 36). Alpi et al. (2017) also use social media, GIFs, 

press releases, and testimonials on the library website to market the North Carolina State University 

Libraries’ Alt-Textbook Project (p. 84). Finally, libraries might concentrate outreach efforts during Open 

Access Week each October and Open Education Week each March (Bell & Johnson, 2019, p. 318; 

Crozier, 2018, p. 148; Salem, 2017, p. 37). Once the academic library secures faculty participants, 

librarians should provide ongoing support to help ensure success of the initiative. 
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Library Services 

 After initial recruitment efforts and informational sessions, the academic library should conduct 

workshops, assist with discovery of OER and ACM, and designate librarians or committees toward 

continued services. Duties as a designated librarian for an affordable learning initiative might be added 

to job descriptions for existing librarians (e.g., subject librarians, scholarly communications librarians, 

etc.) or comprise an entirely new position. For example, the University of Texas (UT) Libraries at UT-

Austin recently received a grant from the Tocker Foundation for the development of an OER initiative, 

including funding for a designated open education librarian (Lyon et al., 2020, p. 294). Affordable 

learning committees might encompass librarian “expertise in a variety of areas including instructional 

design, digital literacy, collections, digital tools and development, copyright and fair use analysis, 

electronic resources and course reserves, scholarly communication and publishing, and [OER], as well as 

diverse subject specialties” (Alpi et al., 2017, p. 76). Librarians might also form communities of practice 

around OER and ACM (Smith & Lee, 2017), perhaps even inviting academic faculty to join (Alpi et al., 

2017, p. 78). Regardless of who is tasked with leading the initiative, an individual or group should be 

designated to drive momentum. 

 The academic library can host workshops to educate faculty on issues surrounding affordability 

and support faculty throughout the affordable learning initiative (Goodsett et al., 2016, p. 337). 

Workshops should include clear definitions of OER and ACM and explore options for adoption and 

creation (Borchard & Magnuson, 2017, p. 8). Workshops might be specifically customized for academic 

departments (Crozier, 2018, p. 148) to allow for a focus on course design (Braddlee & VanScoy, 2019, p. 

431) and any gaps in the curriculum (Borchard & Magnuson, 2017, p. 7; Walz, 2015, p. 28). Workshops 

should also advise academic faculty on copyright, licensing, fair use, and proper attribution. Cromwell 

(2017) describes the approach at the University of Southern Mississippi: 
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The workshop outlined appropriate guidelines for reusing a variety of material types so that the 

open textbook authors understood what they could and could not do based on U.S. copyright 

law and fair use. For example, faculty members were taught how to embed links to library 

resources that redirected through the library’s proxy server, so the students using the book 

could access those resources using their university credentials. (p. 97-98) 

Farb et al. (2017) describe a hands-on workshop approach at the University of California, Los Angeles: 

“The workshop was designed to accomplish the following: (a) have faculty describe their objectives; (b) 

have the library discuss relevant search strategies, including possible sources for open access or low cost 

resources; and (c) have faculty and library staff brainstorm on possible approaches and sources” (p. 

159). Crozier (2018) suggests academic libraries use the campus course management system for 

workshops to “give the faculty a sense of ownership, since they would be added to the course as 

instructors with editing privileges” (p. 148). Fondren can adapt existing courses on Canvas Commons for 

use with Rice faculty. 

Workshops and continued library services should also address discovery of OER and ACM and 

evaluation of resources. Avila and Wray (2018) acknowledge several barriers to adoption of OER and 

ACM by faculty such as difficulty with discoverability and skepticism regarding the quality of OER (p. 90-

91). Librarians can direct faculty members toward affordable learning options by compiling lists of 

relevant materials and repositories. Lists may take the form of a LibGuide, such as the Affordable Course 

Materials LibGuide created by Fondren’s own Shannon Kipphut-Smith, Scholarly Communications 

Liaison, or could be embedded into a course management system like Canvas for the same argument 

above (Crozier, 2018, p. 148). Crozier (2018) explains that “this would allow the faculty to add, remove, 

and reorganize the content to suit their needs. In addition, seeing the course in their list of courses may 

provide an occasional reminder about the concept” (p. 148). Librarians can also equip faculty with tools 

to aid in discovery. For example, the Open Textbook Library is a free database for discovery of peer-
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reviewed, open-licensed textbooks in a variety of subjects (University of Minnesota, n.d.). EBSCO Faculty 

Select is a subscription discovery interface that allows faculty to search and access quality OER and 

request the purchase of DRM-free ebooks through the library’s workflow (Shaw et al., 2020). Through 

these tools, OER and ACM have already been evaluated and deemed quality resources. However, 

librarians should assist faculty in evaluating other discovered resources, either in a workshop format or 

through individual consultation, to assuage concerns over quality (Avila & Wray, 2018, p. 91; Braddlee & 

VanScoy, 2019, p. 430; Katz, 2019, p. 385; Okamoto, 2013, p. 272). Moreover, Davis et al. (2016) 

recommend enlisting the expertise of subject librarians who can use “their discipline knowledge to assist 

in the evaluation of resources for appropriateness of both content and level” (p. 29). Academic faculty 

must feel confident in the materials they adopt to forgo their existing ones and participate in an 

affordable learning initiative. 

Finally, the library should provide ongoing support throughout the adoption process. Cromwell 

(2017) describes continued services at the University of Southern Mississippi: 

Each [participant] was partnered with a research librarian who was tasked with helping the 

author identify library resources or openly available materials that were appropriate for 

inclusion within the textbook. Each faculty member met at least once with their designated 

librarian, but at least one participant scheduled ongoing meetings with her librarian to continue 

working on the textbook. (p. 98) 

Although the above scenario involves faculty creating OER, the model demonstrates how librarians can 

facilitate faculty discovery and adoption of OER and ACM. Additionally, Cromwell (2017) suggests 

establishing a structured timeline to foster collaboration, communication, and accountability between 

faculty members and librarians (p. 99). Avila and Wray (2018) present a five-step process for 

collaboration: “(1) Pitch the idea, (2) Guide and assist, (3) Locate and explain, (4) Collaborate and close, 

and (5) Evaluate then repeat” (p. 95). Furthermore, Avila and Wray (2018) detail each step of the 
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process at length, cite examples, and conclude with future recommendations (p. 95-98). Outside library 

services, Cromwell (2017) recommends pairing participants with faculty mentors to offer guidance in 

instructional pedagogy (p. 98). Continued services will be unique to each individual and institution; 

however, the academic library should remain invested in affordable learning initiatives as costs to the 

library pale in comparison to student savings (Siler, 2017, p. 34). Moreover, the Library Bill of Rights 

explicitly requires libraries to “cooperate with all persons and groups concerned with… free access to 

ideas” (American Library Association, 2019). 

Conclusion 

Higher education faces an unprecedented shift to widespread distance learning while many 

students face unanticipated financial hardships due to the current pandemic. The time is ripe for an 

affordable learning initiative at Fondren Library. V2C2 goals are still attainable through such an initiative. 

Vogus (2019) explains how Colvard and Watson (2018) used longitudinal metrics to determine student 

success by comparing grades from OER and non-OER courses, finding “the benefits of OER courses went 

well beyond cost savings. Overall, student grades were higher in OER courses. Pell grant students were 

less likely to drop, fail, or withdraw from OER courses. Grades also improved in OER courses for part-

time students and nonwhite students” (p. 244). Affordable learning initiatives have the power to 

improve student performance while alleviating the economic burden of costly course materials. The Rice 

Owls SOAR initiative can help Rice University continue to fulfill V2C2 goals related to providing 

transformative undergraduate education and renowned graduate programs during this shift. Similarly, 

an affordable learning initiative requires investment in faculty members and expands access, diversity, 

and inclusiveness, two other V2C2 goals. With the potential of new or remixed publications by faculty 

authors, the Rice Owls SOAR initiative can extend Rice’s reach and impact, another V2C2 goal. Finally, an 

affordable learning initiative could engage Houston and empower its success, the final V2C2 goal, 

through external outreach efforts. For example, UT-Austin’s affordable learning initiative entails “a 
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collaborative project between the UT Libraries, the Austin Public Library (APL), and Austin Community 

College (ACC) designed to promote the adoption, development and distribution of [OER]” (University of 

Texas Libraries, 2020). Promoting access for all engages the wider community and empowers its success 

while still catering to the specific needs of the Rice community. This report examined strategies utilized 

by peer institutions in terms of data gathering and analysis, relationship building, outreach, and library 

services and translated those strategies into recommendations for an affordable learning initiative at 

Fondren Library. The overarching goal of an affordable learning initiative is to break down the 

educational barriers that textbooks often create and achieve equity. Considering the pandemic, some 

students now face their biggest educational barrier yet. Regardless of the eventual strategies employed, 

Fondren Library has an opportunity to lighten the increasingly heavy load students carry while assisting 

faculty members in the transition to virtual instruction through Rice Owls SOAR.  
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