eTECHNOLOGY 
Jana Schellinger, Librarian Liaison to Brody School of Medicine, East Carolina University & Jeffrey G. Coghill, Column Editor 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Open Education Resources: Are We Ready for Prime Time? 
  
Jana Schellinger
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5571-4754

Jeffrey G. Coghill 
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9817-0320 
  
Abstract 
With the advent of the Internet, more resources can be found online that can be provided for student use. This paper will examine the use Open Education Resources or OERs to reduce the cost of attendance for medical and nursing school. No longer are students, faculty and librarians linked to traditional print resources. Now, college and university staff and students can leverage the power of the Internet to reduce student costs for materials and provide the necessary resources for good outcomes in the classroom anywhere in the world.
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According to Creative Commons, the organization responsible for different types of copyright licenses, open educational resources (OERs) are “free and openly licensed educational materials that can be used for teaching, learning, research, and other purposes”.1 Due to decreasing or stagnant budgets in schools and the increasing costs of educating children, the use of OERs is increasing at the primary school level. The NAACP believes that OERs are equalizing factors, allowing all schools to access materials regardless of their financial situations.2 If schools do not have to pay money for new textbooks every few years, they can utilize their limited funds for other student resources. 
 
Colleges and universities have been slower to adopt OERs for many reasons. Each time a faculty member adopts a new text for the curriculum, the text must be vetted by the faculty member and a curriculum committee from the department or school and then the faculty members have to re-work the course around that resource. For those faculty members, the easiest path is to continue with the resources they are already using. Many texts are gold standards in their fields, with recognizable author or editor names. These provide the background and foundation for the professionals who will graduate in these fields.  In the healthcare fields, they also provide the basis for interventions and treatments for clients and patients.  To deviate from the use of these gold standard materials is frowned upon.  In academia, the unethical and predatory practices of some journal publishers have tainted the opinion of many toward open resources, especially in medical and health fields.  From the perspective of the authors, considerable time and effort go into the creation of academic texts, and there is little return on that investment when the text is free.  Texts would require frequent updates for continued use, and this could be taxing to an author who also has other responsibilities, such as teaching or clinical practice.  Finally, few people have a comprehensive understanding of copyright law, and they may be concerned about their rights after releasing an OER or they may be concerned about being sued for infringement. 
 
The cost of higher education has increased at an alarming rate.  Between the 2006-7 school year and the 2016-17 school year, the cost of undergraduate tuition, fees, room, and board at public institutions rose 31% after adjusting for inflation.3 Due to rising educational costs, many students are cutting costs where they can.  Emerging research on food insecurity among college and university students is also alarming.4 When given a choice between purchasing food and purchasing school supplies and textbooks costing from $250-$1000 each, the choice seems easy. According to a 2013 survey of 2,039 students from over 150 universities across the US, 65% of the surveyed students did not purchase a text because of the cost. Of those students, 94% were concerned that they would perform poorly in class because of their decision. These students are accepting the risk of a lower grade to avoid paying for their assigned textbooks.5
 
College and university libraries are working diligently to aid students in accessing required texts. Many utilize booklists to ensure they have the required materials for classes available to students. Where possible, libraries are purchasing access to electronic versions of required texts. These measures often come at high cost to the libraries. When libraries purchase in-demand texts they often go missing, creating strain in already inadequate budgets. Electronic resources, when available, increase in cost almost every year and most have limits to the number of concurrent users and the amount of content users can download. These limits are often extremely inconvenient to users. An excellent example of what can be done is The Internet Pathology Laboratory for Medical Education website http://core.ecu.edu/som/strausbauchp/webpath/webpath.htm.7 This resource “includes over 4000 images along with text, tutorials, laboratory exercises and over 3000 examination items, that demonstrate gross, microscopic, and radiologic findings associated with human disease conditions.” The website was created by Dr. Edward C. Klatt, Department of Pathology, University of Utah. A second website that could serve as an OER example is The JayDoc HistoWeb (https://www.kumc.edu/instruction/medicine/anatomy/histoweb/). Their website notes: 
The JayDoc HistoCD is a histology atlas that corresponds with the laboratory exercises of the Cell & Tissue Biology course of the School of Medicine of the University of Kansas. The HistoCD provides succinct explanations of the tissues to guide the first-year medical student in the use of their microscope. The HistoCD subsequently serves as a permanent histology resource for all medical students and physicians.8 

The single most important drawback is the frequency of updates to the website. Lisa D. Travis’ article on “Histology Resources” demonstrates that medicine can adopt OER materials for online use successfully.9

Students are finding other workarounds to access the materials they need. Quick searches on Google result in PDFs of several key medical resources and cursory searches in several social media platforms result in easy access to numerous titles. Whether students are unaware of or blatantly ignoring copyright regulations is unclear.   
 
Many discussion boards indicate that students should wait until after the first week of school to purchase required books so they can find out if it is necessary to purchase books. Some students create study groups that share texts. Other students are satisfied to purchase older versions of the text, in hopes that the newest version will have minimal changes. Some students purchase the less expensive study guides for a course or a subject and hope that the key information for tests will be covered in that limited material. The resourcefulness of students proves that the old saying, “where there’s a will, there’s a way,” still applies today. 
 
It is easy to advocate for OERs for college students.  They would decrease the cost of higher education and increase compliance with federal copyright laws.  They would allow professors to tailor materials to their courses so that students are not purchasing texts that are only somewhat relevant to their education.  In some fields where foundational knowledge is well-established, OERs could be easily adopted.  For other fields, like the health fields where knowledge is constantly changing, the idea of OERs becomes more complicated.  Keeping OERs updated could be a full-time job.  Gaining respect, reputation, and traction for materials in certain fields could be an uphill battle.  For the sake of our students, we should adopt OERs wherever we can and as they become more accepted, hope that they will gain traction in other fields of study. 
 
Considerations before going to OER materials and questions to take into account before, during, and after OER rollout for a library and librarians: 

What faculty are doing? What is their uptake of OER resources? 
· Barriers to providing OER access? Not all publishers who publish print books make those same texts available in an online format. Some publishers choose not to turn print books into electronic versions on purpose. 
· Copyright concerns—faculty are reluctant to borrow other online resources from other faculty for fear of copyright claims. However, if faculty create and control the content for their courses, they completely control any copyright issues. 
· Time—faculty are reluctant to create their own “textbooks” because of the time needed to update and keep resources new and fresh. 

What are students doing?  
· Are they getting access to materials? 
· How does buying textbooks affect their bottom line? 
· What kinds of “work arounds” do they use to bypass the campus bookstore? Avoiding the costs? We were able to access Hurst’s the Heart and Harrison’s in PDF within 10 minutes downloading PDFs of textbooks online. 
· Sharing Google Drive or Dropbox links with PDFs of textbooks. 
· Borrowing and not returning textbooks to libraries. 
· Using slightly older editions of the same book, where available. 
· Renting or buying used editions of textbooks, where available. 
· Sharing common print copies of textbooks. 
 
Why are the students doing this? 
· Students are avoiding costs—the cost of books can vary from $250-1000 per semester. The cost for textbooks is small compared to tuition, but if students can save money, they will. Students have opted paying rent or buying groceries over buying textbooks. 
 
What are librarians doing to support OERs? 
· Institutions are supporting the creation of online textbooks by asking individual faculty to create their own textbooks. This only works when faculty volunteer to coordinate with institutional resources and librarians who assist in getting content online and accessible to students. 
· Libraries are purchasing access for resources such as ProQuest’s Ebook Central. However, there are limits to the downloading of pages and chapters. Students will not be satisfied with limits on printing pages and will go elsewhere for textbook content. There were 4 nursing books available on the platform. There were few to no medicine or dental books on this platform. 

Levels of OER acceptance for an institution: 
1. No change to current status. Allow current system to remain in place. This is the most expensive mode for students. Also, faculty will need to coordinate with their respective institutions to be sure course texts have enough seats licensed for student use. Librarians and faculty would have to work together to purchase and make available OER course materials available to all students. A campus would benefit from librarian involvement.

2. Hybrid OER acceptance: faculty can write their own materials to provide to students through course management systems. Also, faculty can adopt publisher materials for inclusion into the course management system. In this way, the students have access to both faculty produced OER materials and commercial publisher materials. A campus would benefit from librarian involvement. Movement has already been made at UMass, Amherst, UCLA, Emory University, the University of Minnesota and Ohio University.10 Furthermore, Virginia Tech, the University of Missouri and Penn State University have designated librarians as key players in the OER movement on their respective campuses. Other adopters of OER materials include the University of Hawaii and the University of Minnesota.11 The University of Minnesota has even partnered with the university bookstore to provide electronic resources for students.12

3. Total OER acceptance: faculty may write all of their own course materials and distribute to their students. This method is the most time consuming for faculty. Maintenance of up to date information is incumbent on the faculty member’s willingness to continually update, revise and edit OER materials. This is the least expensive mode for students. A campus would benefit from librarian involvement.

In examining the overall picture of the expense of medical school, for example, $250-1000 per year for textbooks and other classroom materials is low. The AAMC notes that the median cost to attend Public Medical Schools for 4-Years Cost of Attendance averages $187,400 and $246, 000 Median 4-Year Cost of Attendance Private Medical Schools. The 4-year average of $1,000 per year for textbooks is only 2.1% of the cost of attendance for public institutions and 1.6% for private institutions.13
Finding the Champions at an Institution
Initiatives must start somewhere. Librarians can be agents of change. So can top level administrators including chancellors, presidents, provosts, vice chancellors, deans or other administrators can help facilitate change. Librarians should look outside of their buildings to find partnerships wherever they can to bring OER to their respective institutions.14
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