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Lumen Learning is dedicated to facilitating broad, successful adoption of OER. Dr. Wiley 
collaborated on the Next Generation Learning Challenges grant-funded by the Kaleidoscope 
Open Course Initiative in 2012 to replace textbooks with OER in community college 
classrooms. Lumen Learning was founded to 1) expand a collective vision of what is now 
possible with OER, and 2) help K-12 and higher education institutions, faculty, and learners take 
full advantage of its benefits to cut costs and strengthen student learning. 
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OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES (OER) 
 
The main case for open educational resources (OER) is around improved effectiveness of 
teaching and learning - students learning more. A secondary case is increased flexibility for 
faculty. The final case for OER is related to costs - decreasing costs. Therefore, as a student 
when you don’t have access to the instructional materials that you need, or you don’t have the 
book, or you can’t afford to purchase a subscription to the website, you can’t read the homework 
and you can’t work the problems it becomes hard to be prepared because you can’t read before 
class and you can’t even do the homework. The result therefore, is that it becomes impossible 
to pass your class.  

As a faculty member, you might have four or five or ten textbooks to choose from as you’re 
getting ready to teach a class, but those are all the choice you have. Therefore, you can only 
choose this book or that one. Once you have chosen a book, because it’s completely 
copyrighted and you have no control over the order things are in or maybe there are only 
examples that were written for this region but you teach in another region and you wish you 
could take some things out (take out photographs of the mountains and put in photographs of 
forests) or you want to take out examples about something’s and put in other kinds of things. 
You just don’t have that possibility to do this at all with closed materials.  

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
http://lumenlearning.com/innovative-projects/
http://lumenlearning.com/innovative-projects/
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Therefore, as a faculty member what you can ask students to read is dictated to you by the 
publisher. However, to win in such cases you can now make a choice to use openly licensed 
materials where you do have permission to make changes and that’s really empowering for you 
as a faculty member because you now have more flexibility and are able to do exactly what you 
want, instead of not being able to do what you want. For students, if they were earlier required 
to buy textbooks, they would love to get free textbooks instead of having to pay a lot of money. 
Furthermore, there’s also now the idea of continuous improvement by; being able to teach the 
class, go back and looking at the data on that class in order to see how students performed on 
the assessments and then improve on that.  

Therefore, as a professional educator this process allows you to reflect on what worked and 
what didn’t work and to think about what you want to improve in the next semester when you 
teach the course again or next year when you teach the course. Therefore, as you find 
problems and other things which need to be improved, you are now able to open up the course 
and change everything, whereas if you adopt a commercial textbook and it turns out that there 
are some portions of the text that really are not supporting student learning in the ways you 
desire, your only choice is to maybe assign a second textbook that might do a better job. 
However, now you have students buying two textbooks and only reading part of one and part of 
another, but you can’t really engage in continuous improvement if somebody else owns the 
rights to the materials that you’re teaching. So in summary I think OER delivers; better learning 
outcomes for students, more flexibility for faculty, lower costs for students and furthermore, 
teachers are also being re-professionalized and engaging in a continuous improvement process 
of their teaching. 

I would guess that most of the people using OER today are using it in their classrooms. I don’t 
know what the real number is but I would guess; maybe 90% of all classes that are taken are 
still taken face-to-face as opposed to being taken online. Therefore, only a few courses are 
being taken online compared to the total number of courses students are taking in the higher 
education system. Thus, I would guess that probably 90% of presentations regarding this matter 
are related to using OER in the classroom and only a couple of them are about using OER 
online. However, I view content as infrastructure. Because you’ve got to have some content for 
students to watch, to read and to interact with, in order that you can get on with the business of 
doing you’re pedagogy and the activities you want them to engage with in their formative 
assessments. Right now most schools are not capable of making a big transformation or doing 
something really innovative with OER. However, the thing that they can do is to take a normal 
textbook out and replace it with an OER textbook, In those cases the pedagogy remains exactly 
the same because they made only one change because that was the only change that they 
could make at that time.  

In online classes, the content is often still built-into the course and on the first week of an online 
class students still have to open their textbook and read chapter one. Therefore, online classes 
still have all the issues associated with commercial and proprietary content being; expensive, 
inflexible, and not having the ability to do improvements on that content. Therefore, I can’t say 
that I think OER directly benefits face-to-face versus online more, I mean its content and both of 
those delivery modes need content, however, in some cases more flexible content. 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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LEARNING OUTCOMES & COST BENEFITS (4:47) 

For the last three years we’ve been doing a range of advocacy studies on what happens when a 
teacher stops assigning commercial textbooks and starts assigning OER instead, not OER as a 
supplement to but as a replacement. What we’ve seen over and over again and also in this 
most recent study completed where we had 16,000 students across nine different colleges in 
the United States respond is; we found in that that students, whose faculty members assigned 
OER instead of commercial textbooks, had higher completion rates. Therefore, fewer of the 
students withdrew from the course and a larger percentage of them finished the course with a 
grade of C or better. Those students also enrolled in more classes during the semester when 
OER courses where being deployed. Furthermore, students enrolled in more classes in their 
following semester after they had taken an OER course.  

We think the explanatory mechanisms there are purely about access. If I have access to all the 
materials that I need for a course I’m more likely to complete that course with a better grade just 
because I have the opportunity to read the homework and to do the practice problems. In the 
US context, students are often waiting for two or three weeks for their financial aid to arrive from 
the government before they can buy the textbook, even though they want to buy the textbook. 
The result is that they haven’t been able to buy the textbook during the first two or three weeks 
of the course. Therefore, they’re behind in their studies and at some point they have to make a 
judgment call about whether there’s a day by which they should drop the class. Before that date 
they can still get their tuition money refunded and there’s also no penalty on their grade card. 
And so they’re now behind by two weeks on the course readings and they’re trying to decide 
whether they’re going to be able to catch up in the class or not. A lot of students just play it safe 
and drop out. As a result; their graduation slows down, they have to wait a whole semester to 
sign up again and the institution is giving back money to students which they had collected 
earlier. Therefore, the institution is losing money. In addition, there is an impact on how many 
courses students can take. As a student, if I have a certain budget for how much I can afford to 
spend on schooling in a given year and I save $200 or $400 on textbooks, I can reinvest those 
saving in order to take additional courses or engage in some other kinds of educational 
experiences. So that’s a pure affordability issue which means they’re going to move faster and 
do better because they can now afford to. 

Regarding performance-based funding models; if you’re keeping students in the system longer 
(taking courses), if faculty members have more flexibility and can do more personalized things, 
if more students are completing, if more students are completing with a grade of C or better, if 
students hit their credit milestones more frequently and they hit them faster, the university will 
unlock funding from the government faster. An institution might have 5,000 students, but if every 
year 20% of them drop and that institution constantly needs to add new students, they never get 
the funding because the students never hit the milestones. Therefore, using OER is a way to 
reduce costs for the institution. Furthermore, the library is no longer paying for content and the 
faculty members are empowered to take more direct control over what’s taught (in what order 
and what kinds of examples are used). In that context more students finish, more of them finish 
with a good grade, they take more credits and the institution gets to unlock funding more quickly 
than they might be able to do otherwise. 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/
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IMPLEMENTING ONLINE OER (8:24) 

What works the best is an incremental model. It starts with institutional leadership, maybe the 
Academic Vice President or maybe the Dean of colleges who says, “This is important to me, I 
want to help make this happen, I won’t force anything, but I will let the faculty know I support 
this. I will provide some incentives and encourage faculty, but I’m not going to require them to 
do anything.” The first thing that a leader might do is to get somebody to come in and provide 
training with faculty and explain OER; why is it powerful? How can you use it and what things 
you can do with OER that you can’t do with commercial materials? We then lay out the broader 
argument to faculty about what we’re talking about and why it is important? Faculty who are 
self-selected (volunteer to participate) and who say ‘I want to try changing my course from a 
traditional textbook into this model’, can then be supported for a longer period of time, coached 
through the process and introduced to the very basics of educational design and instructional 
design. Furthermore, we can then discuss where to start if you don’t have a textbook, ‘what 
shall I do’? We lead them through that process and support them. Furthermore, we set up things 
from the beginning (analytics) in order that they can later gather the right kinds of data. Based 
on this process, when the course is completed, they can come back and say, ‘okay now here’s 
what we did for a control group and our treatment group in terms of research design, have the 
students who used open textbooks performed better’? Faculty can then go ahead and run an 
analysis; did our completion rates change, did the grades change, did the drop-rate change 
etc.? Institutions must be ready and plan to ask all those questions from the beginning. 

There are two different approaches you can take regarding content management and curation. 
You can either take open content and copy or paste it directly inside you Blackboard within 
whatever learning management system (LMS) you deploy. The other option is that Lumen 
Learning have developed an open source platform that does this and we curate content using a 
standard called LTI. LTI projects the open source content inside of the learning management 
system (LMS) however, for students that content appears like it is inside the LMS and they don’t 
have to cut and paste. LTI uses some kind of technical wizardry to make it appear part of the 
LMS through LTI.  

The complementary between OER & Online is more relevant if you haven’t done online before 
and you’re getting ready to go online for the first time. Because your faculty have never taught 
online before, this transition gives you an opportunity to say, “Hey, while you’re going online and 
online is different, maybe we should think about some different practices instead of print 
textbook. Maybe we should use digital materials with the students. And if you’re going to use 
digital then maybe we might as well use open source materials, let me tell you what that means. 
When I was a tenured faculty member, what I often taught was instructional design. I know from 
that experience that no faculty member with a PhD in Physics will believe you if you tell them 
that they don’t know how to teach Physics because they have a PhD in Physics. But that same 
faculty member may have never taken an education class or have had any training in pedagogy.  
However, they do have a Ph. D in Physics. So you can’t walk in to them and say ‘let me help 
you teach better’.  

 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/


 Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

5 | P a g e  
OER www.onlineedureport.org D. Wiley 

 

 

However, when teaching is going online, online is something they do not understand. So now 
there’s a sneaky opportunity for you to put a little instructional design in there and to say to 
them; ‘you’re moving online and you don’t know how to do that, let me help you’. During that 
process you can build some best practices into the process while getting them online. I would 
say one of those best practices should be moving or flipping them off of proprietary content onto 
open content. Therefore, this can be achieved more easily when they’re making the transition to 
online. However, it’s really dependent upon the commitment of the faculty. However, in that 
previous case that is made possible because they won’t notice during the change process that 
you are flipping to OER and employing new instructional design processes because they’ll be 
thinking mostly that ‘online is a big change’. Part of the change will then become moving from 
proprietary content to open content, but because they know there’s a big change coming, 
they’re now ready for that as well. However, without something as big as moving from face-to-
face to online it might be harder to get faculty to make yhat big change. 

Working with external support (Lumen Learning) could begin with a webinar involving some of 
the university leadership and a couple of faculty who are always trying innovative things and 
who are generally excited by technology, media and learning. You get six or ten people on a 
webinar to talk about it (OER) and discuss the fit. Following that, if the decision is made to do 
something, then you could do a two or three-day on-campus visit involving; training with faculty, 
discussions around open licensing, legal challenges, copyright law and those kinds of things. 
From there it just kind of goes on.  

TIDEWATER COMMUNITY COLLEGE PROJECT (12:54) 

We started working on the Tidewater Community College OER textbook-free program in 
January and we launched in August. In eight months we went from having nothing to having 16 
classes ready and the other classes (14 classes) were ready in the winter term. Once Tidewater 
made the decision to go ahead and their faculty got excited and committed, we came in and 
delivered training and workshops. Because everybody was really energized, the process went 
very quickly. As far as higher education goes, to be able to flip a whole program in under a year 
is really fast. However, it all depends on the interest of faculty and their level of commitment. 
Faculty are the ones who drive this whole process. You can support them financially and we can 
support them with knowhow and tools, but at the end of the day we’re waiting for faculty to 
actually do the work. If the faculty is really gung hoe then it can move really fast, but if they’re 
not really interested it can be very slow. 

CHALLENGES (14:00 

Even though the administration and leadership might be supportive of such an effort, if your 
individual faculty have academic freedom and can choose to ‘do it or not do it’, despite the 
excitement of leadership the faculty might just say ‘no, no thank you’. In that case you might 
have to create some pretty powerful incentives to get them to volunteer and adopt, because the 
day that you try to enforce it, you break. You can’t really make faculty do anything.  

 

 

 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/


 Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

6 | P a g e  
OER www.onlineedureport.org D. Wiley 

 

Another challenge is that there is much more open content available in the ‘general course’ or 
‘introductory course’ level, then there is at a ‘graduate school level’ or ‘senior level’ (fourth year 
classes). Therefore, depending on the content area that the faculty member is working with, 
there might or might not be enough open content available. Furthermore, there might be or not 
be enough open assessments content available. For example; you might have heard of a faculty 
member who is really excited about OER, however when you look back over the last three, four 
or five years there’s been very little work done. You might have had a course on 
ethnomusicology, I don’t know that there are any open materials available on ethnomusicology, 
Nonetheless, if you have introductory Biology, Psychology, Algebra or Calculus courses (very 
common subject areas) - there’s a lot of open content available. Once you start to get into some 
more specialized areas, depending on that area, sometimes there’s less content. Therefore, that 
can be a challenge. 

 

LINKS 
 
 
Lumen Learning:  
http://lumenlearning.com/ 
 
7 Things About Open Educational Resources: 
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7061.pdf  
 
Tidewater Community College:  
http://www.tcc.edu/news/press/2014/zdegreecbn.htm 
 
Blackboard:  
www.blackboard.com  
 
Open Educational Resources In U.S. Higher Education: 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf 
 
2015 Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United States 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf 
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