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Founded in 1968 as a part of the Virginia Community College System, Tidewater Community 
College (TCC) is enrolling nearly 45,000 students annually—the second largest undergraduate 
student body in the Commonwealth of Virginia. It is the 11th largest public two-year community 
college in the entire nation. Tidewater Community College’s textbook-free online degree (Z-
Degree) in business was launched as a pilot program in the Fall 2013 semester. 

NOTE: Links to sources referred to in this text can be found at the bottom of this page 
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Z-DEGREE (OER Online) 

Tidewater has been offering online programs a very long time, since the late ‘90s; therefore, we 
offer a lot of online. About 25% of the FTE (full time equivalent)…20% to 25% is online. 
Tidewater has got roughly 45000 credit students at any given time. 

Of the whole student body, the breakdown is about 50-50 (traditional & online) and up to this 
point we’ve encouraged faculty to teach on their respective campus, and to teach on a timeline 
whether it’s a 16 week course or an 8-week course. Therefore, on a timeline that’s comfortable 
with them. As we get more sophisticated in our analysis, we have offered courses in an 8-week 
format, however the comparable courses outside of the Z-Model, we haven’t yet offered them in 
an 8-week format. Therefore, we’ve seen some nuance in the success of students moving 
through an 8-week version in a Z-format versus the traditional 16 week format. That  has 
becomes a factor when we schedule out future semesters and how we put them in class 
schedules, based on what the date is telling us for our student success. 

I met with David Wiley in August of 2012 in a panel discussion regarding Open Educational 
Resources (OER). It’s really was my first exposure to OER. So I listened to the panel and at the 
end of the discussion David just casually made the statement that; ‘it was possible that an entire 
degree could be based on OER, but that no one had done this’. Therefore, that kind of stuck 
with me. I left that panel discussion and went to the next one, but I couldn’t shake what he had  
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said. So I sat through that next panel discussion; but I all I could think about was the earlier 
statement by David. Therefore, as soon as that session one was over, I went back and found 
David and I asked him, ‘Was that true? Was there really enough OER content that someone 
could put together an entire degree program based solely on OER and really that no one had 
done it’? And he confirmed that that was possible and that no one had done it. OER is anything 
that you would find in the Commons; anything that’s freely licensed including, video, textbooks, 
PowerPoint, you name it. Therefore, Creative Commons licensed content is any object in the 
domain that’s licensed for use publicly. From there you can draw from it, wherever it might exist. 
Most of the content comes out of the Commons and the Commons sources. 

So I asked David if he would be willing to help us do it (OER Program) at Tidewater and he said 
absolutely. Then I kind of thought about it for the next week or two and considered where we 
might start the conversation at Tidewater. First of all we have a lot of good faculty at Tidewater, 
but there was one faculty member in particular who I thought… ‘This sounds like her’. And so I 
asked her two questions. Her response was immediate and positive and I knew with both of 
those responses that we’re going to find a way to make this happen. First, I asked if she thought 
it could be done (to create what we were not calling a Z-degree, but a textbook-free degree, not 
knowing what else to call it)? Could we do this? And she’s said “Oh yeah absolutely.” I then 
asked her if she’d be willing to lead a team of faculty to create it. And she said ‘Absolutely’. That 
was late 2012. In January 2013, we started the process and by August of that year, within 12 
months of hearing it was possible, we launched in pilot-mode our business degree and 
Associate of Science in business administration.  

Now, what had happened in that timeframe was that we identified a group of faculty and 
selected 21 courses that would be a part of the Z-business degree. We then went through a 
process of identifying which courses – half of the courses in our business degree are required 
program course and the other half are electives. In the electives, we went and looked at what 
our business students were taking within that mix.  After we had identified that list of courses we 
compared that to the OER which was available and matched that up with the courses. So now 
we had the 21 courses and we had found the team of faculty. There were 13 faculty members 
initially. After we got to that point, we brought in the trainers and began to learn a little bit about 
OER and the process we were going to use to structure courses. The way that process worked 
was; each of those 21 courses were stripped right down to the learning outcomes and then they 
were rebuilt upon the OER content that matched the defined course outcomes.  

We had all the courses ready to go in August of 2013 and we launched. From that point on, 
we’re now in our second year of our pilot which we’ll wrap it up at the end of the spring 
semester, we’ve learned a lot. What we’ve been working throughout start to finish is building the 
capacity to determine in the end have we answered that question; yes it can be done. The next 
question is how far can we go with this and what comes next? Therefore, we’re now putting in 
place the capacity to replicate what we have done with this Z-Degree in any program we choose 
at Tidewater. 
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I feel so fortunate; I was at the right place and at a right time hearing David say it could be done. 
I was also at the right place and at the right time finding a faculty member who could lead the 
effort and we built the team around her essentially. The faculties who are involved are; 
innovative and willing to try something new. Furthermore, because we made adjustments where 
they had concerns going through this process, we’ve really not had pushback.  

However, there have been challenges but those challenges have been the kind of challenges 
that you will expect in launching an effort like this. The learning curve was steep for all of us. 
None of us knew anything about OER. We also had to draw on what we were doing outside of 
OER in terms of setting standards, and that helped. As an example of where we had to make 
adjustments in order to make this work; when we initially went through the training on the front-
end we got into conversations about the Learning Management System (LMS). I had, leading up 
to this conversation, wanted to explore other LMS solutions. That matter also speaks to our 
conversations on scalability, which we are often asked about. So going back to the beginning of 
this forest, we started what we have done with the intent of it being scalable and a couple of 
things that means are first and foremost; courses that we offer in the Z-Degree format are online 
courses, traditional courses and hybrid courses (flipped). Furthermore, It also means that it’s not 
just fulltime faculty we employ, we also have adjunct faculty teaching. Therefore, in our Z-
Degree mix there’s ample opportunity for any faculty member to participate and deliver it in any 
format they’re comfortable with. 

However, when you look at our policy the standards are set very high and one thing the policy 
states is; it doesn’t matter how you’re teaching or who is teaching it, all of the content in a Z-
Degree must be placed in our LMS (Blackboard). The reason for that is when you look at the 
components of our model, one of the components is continuous improvement and we state in 
policy that a faculty member who teaches a Z-course for us must use and demonstrate use of 
the quantitative data – that we provide them at the end of the course, and they must analyze the 
courses outcomes. Therefore, faculty must use that data to improve their courses. By having 
that content in our LMS, it gives us the ability to run those analytics, generate a report and hand 
off that report to the faculty members.  

MISSION (8:29) 

We started in the business program for a couple of reasons. For one, our business program is 
our second highest producer of graduates and so it’s offered in all of our locations (four 
campuses). Therefore, business is offered wherever we have a location for the business 
program and that means we have lots of sections of those courses that are available. That was 
the first reason. The second reason was, as I began to think through whom on the faculty side is 
going to be the best champion to drive this forward, the person who came to mind was 
Professor Linda Williams (business faculty) who’s been our champion from day 1 on this effort. 
Therefore, putting those two things together was the logical place to begin. 
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Just now we’re starting the analysis and lining up the rest of the degrees that we offer and 
assessing; where (if) we begin to expand, where do we have courses in those degree areas that 
we want to bring online and what are the future needs to be built-out? Once we have a good 
idea of what courses need to be built-out, using the processes we have already employed with 
the Z-business degree, we’ll have an idea of what comes next. Therefore, we’re very much in 
the process of doing that analysis. 

For example; the most popular degree at Tidewater is our Social Sciences degree, so we have 
now looked at that degree and all the courses that can be used to complete it. We first looked 
at; what courses have we already develop at Tidewater, then matched those up against the 
courses that are in the Social Science degree, then we looked at what courses the system in 
Virginia has created which are outside of our portfolio, but are potential courses which we can 
adopt to Z-format. Furthermore, we looked within the OER world; so assume that Psychology 
101 is a course we don’t have in the Z-mode and it’s not within our inventory. Therefore, we 
need to; build that course out, find the faculty member, put that faculty member in place and 
have that course created. 

The Z-Degree can be taught either way (online, blended, and traditional). The degree was 
designed online in our LMS in order that it would become an outward facing course system for 
anybody to use. That’s also the requirement in policy. The other key thing that we’ve done and 
have learned along the way is that our librarians can and will play a huge role in our ability to 
sustain this. Therefore, our librarians are being trained to be trainers for our courses. That will 
give us the capacity at the campus level to deliver every course to any faculty member who 
wants to deliver it forward to students. The librarians have taken that a step further and created 
library guides for anyone who wants to teach with OER or a Z-course at Tidewater. Therefore, 
they will become the content curators and the point of contact as our internal experts for faculty 
to reach out too and ask questions as they (faculty) get into the pipeline. Therefore, we’re still 
identifying what those core components are in order for us to be sustainable beyond our pilot. 
However, we have laid much of that ground work in place and I’m pretty confident that when we 
come out at the end of this pilot we can take it anywhere we want to take it.  

ORGANIZATION (11:40) 

There are six components that have helped us achieve and get to where we are with Z-degree 
and I have spent some time talking about policy – institution level policy. We’ve not been able to 
find institutional level policy out there in the open world that we could draw on and begin to 
shape what we’re doing. So we really started from scratch and in two years or a year-and-a-
half’s time, we’ve came up with pretty solid policy and procedures that are designed to help our 
faculty and to provide guidance and support for them. 

The Z-team included; I, an Associate Vice President who works for me and has been an asset 
in this process all along and Professor Williams is the lead faculty member. However, we also 
built a 13 member faculty-team who’s done most of the work in getting us this far. Furthermore, 
my lead administrator put together an advisory committee that’s made up of all those pieces 
outside the classroom that need to make it work in the classroom; counselors, advisers, the 
data collection and the Deans who are impacted by what we’ve done with the Z-option. They’ve  
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helped guide this process from start to finish. In determining what capacity we need to sustain 
this thing beyond pilot, we have since created an online course for faculty to certify them in 
teaching OER online and that is now a requirement. If faculty wants to teach a Z-course, they 
have to complete that course. If they want to just use OER, they don’t have to take that course, 
but they should.  

Our policy opens with a purpose statement and that purpose statement has been clear since the 
day we launched. Furthermore, it’s aligned with our mission and states the outcomes we are 
trying to achieve with this Z-degree. The first outcome is; we want to provide students access in 
order that they can be successful and that means to the extent that we can eliminate textbook 
costs as a barrier. That’s the goal. The second outcome is; we want our faculty to be as 
effective and efficient as they can be in using OER, which means they have the ability to mix, 
re-use, and pull out what doesn’t work. We are hoping to end the practice of (and our faculty will 
agree with this), ‘teaching chapter six in a book because it’s between chapter five and seven’. 
Now, we’re only using content that’s aligned to the outcomes of a course. Therefore, it’s a 
leaner course and we can measure the effectiveness of that course; the way that content is 
used and the way that content it’s designed within the course. Therefore, we come out of this 
with some analytics that inform us in a quantitative way what we can do to improve a course. 

As I mentioned earlier, we had considered a new LMS but our faculty said it was too much for 
them to learn a new LMS while at the same time learning about OER. I wanted to push into 
moving towards a different LMS however, I backed away from that because it may have tipped 
over our project and the project wouldn’t have gotten off the ground. Therefore, we have made 
some key decisions along the way that I think have helped enable and encourage our faculty. 
For example, there was a financial incentive. About 60% of the cost for that, which have gotten 
us to this point, has been in development costs and paying faculty to build these courses out. I 
think that incentive helped.  

Another key thing about what we’ve done and captured in policy was; our faculty were 
uncomfortable initially in designing these courses and making them outward facing for the world 
to see. Therefore, it was deliberate on my part not to make that the reason why we were doing 
this, however knowing that we were going to at some point get into that conversation. Therefore, 
if we were to be successful we needed to figure out how we’re going to handle that matter. What 
our faculty said, as we gained experience, was that they wanted to teach in this Z-format at 
least twice in order to get comfortable with it and before they shared it with the world. Therefore, 
that’s what we put in policy. What we say in our policy when you look at it is; each of our 
courses that are Z-degree courses must go through two continuous improvement cycles before 
we make them available to the world.  

Now, one of the questions we have gotten consistently every time we present is; when are your 
courses going to be available to the wider world? Again, my job has been to be somewhat 
protective of our faculty as they need to be comfortable before we turn this into a chaos of sorts. 
Therefore, we can now say that when you look at the policy, our faculty have said let’s teach it 
twice and only then make it available. We come out of our two-year pilot in the spring 2015 and 
at that point our content will be outward facing. Some of it is now, but we’ll be at a point then 
where we can share most of what we have done. 
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Furthermore, our accreditation is coming up in two years and I can’t see anything in terms of 
what we need to respond to in the accreditation standards that speak to open content. But we 
get those kinds of questions frequently. One of the questions that I got early on from a faculty 
member who is not in the Z-degree was; ‘well what about our biggest transfer institution in the 
business degree? They’re not going to like it that we’re not using books’. My response to that 
question is; ‘if they’re deciding what students they’re going to allow into our school based on a 
book we’re using in a business program, we’ve got bigger issues than the textbook, so let’s sit 
down and figure out what those are’. That conversation has dried up.  

I don’t see and I haven’t got any word of any show stoppers in terms of what we are doing that 
impact or will impact us in terms of accreditation or any other regulation. Another question I get 
asked about is our bookstore; “are there concerns about this and what are they’re saying about 
what we’re doing with a degree that doesn’t require students to find textbooks”. Our bookstore 
partner at Tidewater is Barnes & Noble. We invited them into the Z-conversation from the 
launch. My thinking had been all along to encourage them to join us, as they may have had a 
role to play concerning where we’re headed with OER. I didn’t know what that role might be, 
that was for them to figure out. However, they were welcome to partner with us and learn as we 
go. They’ve not been in the conversation since that initial launch. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES (17:40) 

We’ve noticed a lot from this process and we’re going to continue to watch this thing very 
carefully. We have started by asking our students what they think about taking a course that’s 
OER-based and not a textbook-based course. The response to student satisfaction questions 
has been (85% or higher) they like the Z-courses and Z-courses are just as good if not better 
than the traditional textbook course. Furthermore, they would recommend it to their friends. 
What we’ve seen since we launched (we launched 21 courses, one section for each one and 
together with faculty teaching on our campus), is that students began to say to us as well, ‘I 
want to take the Z-course on the campus where I’m normally taking courses, can you add one?’ 
And so now, on pilot year 2, we’ve expanded the group of faculty and the number of sections we 
need to begin to meet that demand. That’s the satisfaction data. 

In the metrics that we pay attention to on students’ success (dropped, withdrawn, and success 
levels) we’ve applied the same standards that we did with faculty in selecting content. What we 
were hoping to see was that the students would do at least as good if not better in Z-courses as 
they have do in the non-Z-courses. In fact, that is what we’re seeing. Furthermore, we’re not 
losing as many students in Z-courses as we are in the non-Z-courses. Therefore, we are 
retaining more and getting them to the finish line in larger numbers.  

This is important for us and has become not only a key metric in terms of students’ success, but 
a potential factor which will assure long-term sustainability and how we fund this effort. If we’re 
retaining more students and not losing those students and the tuition dollars stay with the 
college, that’s a good thing, a very good thing. Now the last thing is in terms of student savings 
– I’m assuming you’ve seen the numbers that a typical student spends $1200 a year on 
textbooks in the U.S.A. The number we use is conservative; it’s $100 a textbook given by 
SPARK and some of the other agencies who are trying to put a number on a per-textbook cost 
savings.  
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We will wrap up our pilot soon and based on what we know right now, we’ll have somewhere in 
the neighborhood of 2700 students who completed a Z-section in a two-year pilot mode for us. If 
each of them has saved $100 a textbook, that’s a little over a quarter of a million dollars those 
students have saved in taking a Z-course. We’re taking that one step further and have looked at 
bookstore sales on textbooks (textbooks and textbook materials only) at Tidewater. If we take 
just one college (business) and look at the summer of 2013, fall 2013 and spring 2014 – one 
academic year. In that one academic year at one college we spent $11.9 million on textbooks 
alone – 60% of that number, a little over $7 million, was financial aid spent on those textbooks 
(Pell Student Loan Program). Therefore; one college, one academic year and just under $12 
million on textbook savings! So you think about that and play this scenario out, that’s the kind of 
impact potentially we can have on eliminating costs of textbooks across the board.  

However, I say that, but I also say at the same time that what we are doing with the Z-degree in 
a ‘no-textbook option’ is from our perspective one measure of how we’re trying to reduce costs. 
We do also offer textbook rental options and that number has climbed significantly over the last 
three years. Furthermore, we also offer an e-textbook option, which have not taken off but it’s 
out there as an option to reduce costs. Used textbooks have also been out there for a while. 
Therefore, in our list of options we’ve now added one that’s a no-textbooks cost savings option, 
not knowing where this is going to go long-term. That’s sort of how we see the taxonomy of 
reducing costs. 

IMPACT ON COSTS (23:18) 

Well, some of the answer to this question is back in our data. If we are retaining students and 
more of them are succeeding absolutely there is a bottom-line impact. With our bookstore 
partnership (I don’t know the exact numbers), but let’s assume that as a college we do generate 
some income from textbook sales however, the amount of that income pales in comparison 
those financial aid dollars. So the larger economic response I think is beyond us. If we can say 
to the taxpayers ‘we can save $12 million in one college alone’ and we’ve got the data to show 
that it can be done, you tell me? We have not had those kinds of conversations yet, however I’d 
love to have this conversation. Therefore, instead of the students spending their financial aid 
dollars (whether it’s loan money or their own money) on textbooks, wouldn’t it be smarter for 
them to be able to use that money to buy the devices to access the content rather than buying 
the books? That content is out there for them to see all the time.  

The primary reason why I mention scale goes back to that initial comment from David that ‘a 
degree could be put together this way’, I remain somewhat baffled to this day as to why other 
colleges haven’t taken it to scale. I didn’t mention this data point, but for the student who 
finishes the entire Z-degree, that student will save about a third of their entire course (degree) 
costs with a Z-degree format ($2500 or more in textbook savings). I don’t know why any college 
wouldn’t be putting entire programs on that path rather than a pocket here and a pocket there. I 
think other institutions need to move beyond that point. If anybody is going to have a real impact 
it needs to be taken to a larger scale, and the degree I think is the next logical place to take it. 
We have seen success at the course level in pockets of areas, but that’s enough. Put the entire 
degree on that scale. We have at Tidewater roughly 3,000 students any given time in our 
business program and 10% to 12% of them are graduating each year. If each one of them 
saves $2500, that’s significant. 
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Going back to hearing David say what he said, I couldn’t logically understand how it was 
possible to produce a degree in this format and to eliminate the costs, yet no one had done it. 
Why hasn’t anyone done this? There were a lot of unanswered questions there. Therefore, my 
job as the Chief Academic Officer was to create the conditions for our faculty to experiment. If 
that experiment didn’t work okay, well at least we tried it and we took the risk, it’s over. 
However, if it did work, what did it take to make it work? In the early conversations, one of the 
statements that I made right up front to the faculty, so that I could put them at ease in opening 
the door for them to experiment, was they were responsible as subject matter experts to select 
the OER. The OER that they selected had to be at least as good as or better than the traditional 
textbooks that they were currently using to teach their courses. Therefore, they were in the 
driver’s seat and remain in the driver’s seat and we reinforce that in policy. So that eliminated 
any concern about whether or not they had to use it (OER) and who was making that decision. 
My job has been to make sure that as we advance this process the faculty are comfortable and 
we’re in agreement as a college and as a faculty on how that works. That form of agreement 
comes from the top and it comes from the bottom.  

Therefore, for us it’s very much been sort of a top-down and a grassroots bottom-up effort. It’s 
not been strictly top-down and I think that’s why partly we’ve not seen in other institutions 
degrees and programs like what we’ve done at Tidewater. Those other efforts have been 
essentially bottom-up efforts and as a result of that you only see pockets of variance and not 
entire programs.  

 

LINKS 

Tidewater Community College (TCC):  

http://www.tcc.edu/ 

 

Tidewater policy number 21 open educational resources  
http://www.tcc.edu/policies/2000/2108-UseofOpenEducationalResources.pdf 
 
7 Things about OER:  

https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7061.pdf  

 

David Wiley:  

http://lumenlearning.com/ 

 

The Learning Management System Evolution:  
http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/learning-management-system-evolution  
 

Blackboard:  
www.blackboard.com  
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Canvas LMS:  

http://www.canvaslms.eu/ 

 

7 Things About Flipped Classroom:  
http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/7-things-you-should-know-about-flipped-classrooms 
 

Creative Commons:  

http://creativecommons.org/ 

 

Lumen Learning:  

http://lumenlearning.com/ 

 

SPARKaction:  

http://sparkaction.org/ 

 

Federal Student Aid - PELL Grants:  

https://studentaid.ed.gov/types/grants-scholarships/pell 

 

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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