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ABSTRACT

The high cost of college textbooks is an access barrier for students
to overcome during their pursuit of a college degree. Perhaps most
at risk are community college students, an older, more diverse,
and lower-income population in comparison with their universi-
ty peers. Recently, community colleges have considered replacing
traditional, commercially produced textbooks with free open ed-
ucational resources (OERs). In this work, two aims are addressed.
First, a small-scale investigation of the need for a low-cost textbook
alternative was conducted in an introductory psychology course.
In response to the finding that over a quarter of students could
not afford the course textbook, a psychology OER was adapted
from existing resources and piloted in three sections of this course.
The second aim was to assess the impact of this OER textbook.
Findings from this second survey found that the psychology OER
was easy to use, was high quality, and supported students in their
understanding of course content. Students also reported that the
money saved from not having to buy a textbook made taking the
course easier. Together, these findings support that OER textbooks
are suitable replacements that can reduce the financial burden on
low-income students and support them in the achievement of their
academic goals.

Keywords: open educational resources (OER), psychology, text-
books, community college, access barriers, low income, Hispanic-
serving institution
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Superar las barreras de acceso a los libros de texto en un
curso de introduccion a la psicologia: un estudio de REA
en una institucion que sirve a hispanos

RESUMEN

El alto costo de los libros de texto universitarios es una barrera de
acceso que los estudiantes deben superar durante su busqueda de
un titulo universitario. Quizas los que corren mayor riesgo son los
estudiantes de colegios comunitarios, una poblacién mayor, mas
diversa y de menores ingresos en comparacioén con sus comparie-
ros universitarios. Recientemente, los colegios comunitarios han
considerado reemplazar los libros de texto tradicionales produci-
dos comercialmente con recursos educativos abiertos y gratuitos
(REA). En este trabajo se abordaron dos objetivos. En primer lugar,
en un curso de introduccidn a la psicologia se llevé a cabo una in-
vestigacion a pequea escala sobre la necesidad de una alternativa
de libro de texto de bajo costo. En respuesta al hallazgo de que mas
de una cuarta parte de los estudiantes no podian pagar el libro de
texto del curso, se adapté un REA de psicologia de los recursos
existentes y se puso a prueba en tres secciones de este curso. El
segundo objetivo fue evaluar el impacto de este libro de texto REA.
Los resultados de esta segunda encuesta encontraron que los REA
de psicologia eran faciles de usar, de alta calidad y apoyaban a los
estudiantes en su comprension del contenido del curso. Los estu-
diantes también informaron que el dinero ahorrado por no tener
que comprar un libro de texto facilité la realizacion del curso. Jun-
tos, estos hallazgos respaldan que los libros de texto REA son re-
emplazos adecuados que pueden reducir la carga financiera de los
estudiantes de bajos ingresos y apoyarlos en el logro de sus metas
académicas.

Palabras clave: recursos educativos abiertos, REA, psicologia, li-
bros de texto, colegio comunitario, barreras de acceso, institucio-
nes de bajos ingresos que sirven a los hispanos
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Introduction

The cost of college textbooks has
ballooned an estimated 945%
from 1978 to 2014; a dramatic
increase not observed in non-educa-
tional book costs or the overall consum-
er price index during the same period
of time (Perry, 2015). This increase, to-
gether with rising tuition costs, pushes
the goal of obtaining a college degree
further from the reach of many stu-
dents. Despite these difficulties, a total
of 16.8 million students in the United
States were enrolled at undergradu-
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ate institutions in 2017, although this
number represents a 7% decrease from
2010 enrollment figures (Snyder et al.,
2019). One possible explanation for
such high enrollment in light of ris-
ing costs is that students are adjusting
their college experience in an attempt
to reduce financial hardships. In a
study conducted by the Florida Virtual
Campus (2018), students reported en-
rolling in fewer courses, not buying a
required textbook, not registering for a
specific course, or earning a poor grade
in a course as a consequence of not be-
ing able to afford a textbook. Students
engaging in these behaviors may see
an immediate reduction in the cost of
pursuing a college degree while simul-
taneously undermining their success in
achieving their academic goals.

Perhaps most at risk of experi-
encing the negative consequences of
rising textbook costs are students en-
rolled in community colleges. Com-
munity colleges serve a unique role in
postsecondary education, generally en-
rolling an older, more diverse student
population than their university coun-
terparts (Snyder et al., 2019). A high-
er percentage of independent students
from lower income backgrounds enroll
in community colleges, close to half of
whom earn less than $20,000 per year
(Radwin et al., 2018). Additionally,
over half of the independent students
enrolled in community colleges have
their own dependents, further stretch-
ing their limited financial resources
(Radwin et al., 2018). Despite pursuing
this lower-cost route, over 60% of stu-
dents enrolled in community colleges
do not complete a degree or certificate

within six years of their enrollment,
with financial difficulties regularly cit-
ed as a main reason for leaving school
(American Association of Community
Colleges, 2018; Michalski, 2014). This
trend is particularly troubling con-
sidering that students who complete
an associate degree earn, on average,
$5,400 more annually than high school
graduates, a figure that outweighs the
$3,600 estimated annual cost of attend-
ing a community college (Belfield &
Bailey, 2017).

Considering their limited finan-
cial resources, a reduction in the total
cost of attending college could improve
the educational experiences of many
community college students. Given
the current cost of textbooks, replace-
ment with open educational resourc-
es (OERs) is an attractive solution for
reducing the cost of attending college.
OERs “are any type of educational ma-
terials that are in the public domain or
introduced with an open license” (UN-
ESCO, 2002). Currently OERs for doz-
ens of disciplines can be found online
through project-specific websites (e.g.,
Rice University’s OpenStax) or through
networks such as OER Commons. Psy-
chology, a popular discipline across
many campuses, is fortunate to have a
wide array of OERs available for use.
A search on OER Commons identified
521 OERs for lower-division psycholo-
gy courses. However, not all psycholo-
gy OERs are created equal. While some
OERs undergo a review and editing
process similar to that of commercial-
ly produced textbooks (e.g., OpenStax,
Noba), practices are inconsistent. De-
spite the differences between OERs
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and commercially-produced textbooks
used in psychology courses, students
typically report similar use and percep-
tions of these two resources (reviewed
in Clinton, 2019), although data about
performance in courses using OERs
is less clear, in part, due to variations
in how performance is assessed (e.g.,
Gurung, 2017; Hilton & Laman, 2012).
Taken together, these findings suggest
that the replacement of a commercial-
ly produced psychology textbook with
an OER textbook is a money saving
solution that is unlikely to negatively
impact the educational experience of
students.

The aims of this project were
twofold. The first aim was to assess the
impact of textbook cost on textbook
purchasing and subsequent percep-
tions of how students felt about their
course performance in an introducto-
ry psychology course. The second aim
was to develop and pilot a psychology
OER for this course from existing re-
sources and assess student perceptions
of its quality and impact on their expe-
rience in the course. It is hypothesized
that findings related to textbook cost
and purchasing will reflect an inability
to afford the course textbook for many
students, and that this inability will
negatively impact how students feel
about their performance in the course.
Further, it is hypothesized that stu-
dents will have positive perceptions of
the piloted OER and the impact it had
on their experience in the course.

Materials & Methods

Participants, Institute, and
Service District Demographics

two separate surveys. The first sur-

vey assessed the need for a low-cost
textbook alternative in an introductory
psychology course (n = 56 respondents)
and the second assessed attitudes about
an OER textbook piloted that same
course the following semester (n = 92
respondents). To ensure the anonymi-
ty of all data, no personally identifying
information including gender, race, or
age were collected from participants.
All data were collected during the
2014-15 and 2015-16 academic years
(2015 calendar year) through the main
campus of a two-year community col-
lege located in the northwest of the
United States. This college is designat-
ed as a Hispanic-Serving Institution
with over 25% of students identifying
as Hispanic. During the 2014-2015 ac-
ademic year, this institution served a
population of 31,800 full and part-time
students (11,802 full-time equivalent
students of which 3,707 were full-time
students) with an average age of 25.
Of the total student population, 56.4%
identified as female and 48.4% as per-
sons of color or interracial. Sixty-five
percent of enrolled students were either
degree or certificate seeking. In total,
7,887 students were awarded financial
aid or other assistance. The college’s
service district covers four counties
and approximately 618,000 residents.
During the time data were collected,
the main campus had a population that
was 21.8% non-white and a nominal

I n total, 148 students participated in
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median household income of $46,069,
with 16% living below the poverty level
(United States Census Bureau, 2010).

Introductory psychology series
and textbook

The introductory psychology course at
the institute where data were collect-
ed is split into two, term-long courses.
The first course in this series covers the
history of psychology, research meth-
ods, biological bases of behavior, sen-
sation and perception, development,
consciousness, memory, and learning,
while the second course in the series
covers language, cognition, intelli-
gence, motivation, emotions, stress,
personality, social psychology, and the
diagnosis and treatment of psycholog-
ical illnesses. The decision to split the
introductory psychology course into
two smaller courses was, in part, driven
by the institution’s four-term academic
calendar (i.e., fall, winter, spring, and
summer). Given the sheer amount of
content in a typical introductory psy-
chology course, all topics could not be
realistically covered in a single 10-week
term.

Additionally, the split allowed
for better alignment with degree-level
objectives in a number of different pro-
grams to meet the needs of university
transfer and career/technical education
students. For example, a student pursu-
ing a criminal justice path would only
be required to take the second course
in the series, while one wanting to
transfer to a nursing program would be
required to take both.

To cover the learning objectives
for both of these courses, a single in-
troductory textbook is used across
the two-course series. The textbook, a
popular college-level text with a retail
price of $199.99 for a new hardcover
edition, covered all content areas for
both courses and included additional
chapters on popular topics beyond the
scope of a typical introductory course.
This book was available for purchase in
the campus bookstore in only hardcov-
er format, but could also be purchased
online as either a new or used book at
a number of different price points (of-
ten cheaper) and in a number of differ-
ent formats (i.e., hardcover, softcover,
loose-leaf, or digital). It is worth not-
ing that students receiving financial
aid for textbooks were limited to only
purchasing those books offered at the
campus bookstore and, therefore, had
to purchase the most expensive option.

Depending on the specific de-
gree plan, it is possible that a student
would have spent $199.99 on a textbook
that was only used for a one-term psy-
chology course. If a student happened
to purchase this textbook at the end of
its publishing cycle for use in one part
of the introductory psychology series,
it is also possible that they would be
expected to purchase the newest edi-
tion should they later take the other
course. These students would be fur-
ther impacted by the low likelihood
that they would be able to resell their
textbook in order to recoup part of
their financial investment. These fac-
tors, together with the demographic
composition of this institution’s service
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district, motivated interest in exploring
low-cost alternatives for the textbook
currently being used in the introducto-
ry psychology series.

Survey 1: Assessing the need for a
low-cost textbook alternative

At the end of the winter 2014-2015
term (March, 2015), an optional sur-
vey was administered to a sample of
students enrolled in two sections of the
first course of the introductory psy-
chology series (n = 56). The survey was
administered after the submission of
final grades and all data were collected
without the inclusion of demographic
information in order to preserve ano-
nymity. Students completing the survey
received a “Thank You” message after
submission, with no further academic
or monetary compensation.

The survey consisted of five
items: four statements that students
were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert
scale (1: strongly disagree, 3: neutral,
5: strongly agree) and one statement
where the students had to respond with
either true or false. The survey was ad-
ministered online and took around
three minutes to complete. The sur-
vey was designed in such a way that
responses needed to be provided for
all statements in order for the submit
button to function. Because of this,
100% of submitted surveys contained
responses for all items. Survey ques-
tions were designed to assess attitudes
students had toward the cost and use-
fulness of textbooks, how their own fi-
nancial situation limited access to these
resources, and the impact of textbook

access on their performance in the
course. Statements were presented in
the following order:

1. Textbooks are too expensive (5-
point Likert).

2. The usefulness of a textbook is
worth the price (5-point Likert).

3. Regardless of format (hardcover,
softcover, loose-leaf), I would buy
the cheapest available textbook for
a course (5-point Likert).

4. 1 couldn’t afford the textbook for
this course (True/False)

a. If the student answered
“True,” they were given
Statement 5. If the answered
“False,” they were given
Statement 6.

5. My performance in this course
would have improved if I could
have afforded to buy the textbook
(5-point Likert).

6. My performance in this course
would have suffered if I didn’t buy
the textbook (5-point Likert).

Building an OER textbook
replacement

Based on the expected results of the
first study, a decision was made to ex-
plore low-cost alternatives for the text-
book currently used in the first course
of the introductory psychology series.
When evaluating options for a textbook
alternative, interest immediately turned
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to currently available OERs. The aim
was to provide a resource that mirrored
the currently used textbook in content,
format, and readability that was ei-
ther free or much lower cost than the
current book. After evaluation of two
psychology OERs (OpenStax Psychol-
ogy and Noba), a decision was made to
adapt Noba for the introductory psy-
chology series. Noba was selected due
to the ease of customization, level of
readability, accessibility, quality of in-
structor resources, availability of an ex-
tremely low-cost print option (around
$10), and eagerness of Noba staff in
supporting the adaption of their OER.
This resource was also selected due to
familiarity on part of the author, who
previously wrote a module for inclu-
sion in Introduction to Psychology:
The Full Noba Collection (Privitera,
2020).

To mirror the structure and con-
tent of the textbook currently used in
the first half of the introductory psy-
chology series, modules covering each
topic were arranged in the same order.
Because Noba is a modular OER, it was
often the case that multiple modules
had to be included in a single unit in
order to cover the full scope of a single
textbook chapter. However, given the
short length of each module, the total
length of one unit was comparable to
that of a chapter in the current text-
book. The finalized OER textbook was
356 pages long, containing eight units
comprised of 20 separate modules.

Students were able to access
the OER textbook using a computer
or smartphone as either a website or

downloadable PDF through a link sent
out two weeks before the beginning
of class. This link was also included
on the course syllabus and website for
students that lost the original email. In
the event that a student wanted a hard
copy of the OER textbook, a low-cost
print option was provided through a
third party (www.lulu.com). The total
cost for a softcover, black and white
copy of the textbook was around $10,
including postage. Piloting of the OER
textbook took place in two face-to-face
(n = 67) and one online section (n =
29) of the first course in the introduc-
tory psychology series taught by the
author.

Survey 2: Assessing student
attitudes toward an OER textbook

At the end of the fall 2015-2016 term
(December, 2015), an optional survey
was administered to a sample of stu-
dents enrolled across the three OER pi-
lot sections (n = 92). Survey adminis-
tration details were identical to those of
the first survey. The survey consisted of
13 items: nine statements that students
were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert
scale (1: strongly disagree, 3: neutral,
5: strongly agree), two statements with
multiple choices including one that al-
lowed for a single selection to be made
and another that allowed for multiple
selections, and two statements where
the students had to respond with ei-
ther true or false. The survey was ad-
ministered online and took around five
minutes to complete. Survey questions
were designed to assess attitudes stu-
dents had toward the OER textbook,
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how they accessed the book, the impact
of this book on their performance in
the course, and the impact of textbook
cost. Statements were presented in the
following order:

1. Inormally pay for textbooks (True/
False).

2. I have been unable to afford text-
books for some courses. (True/
False)

3. Please select the way you accessed
your course materials. (Three choic-
es, multiple selection)

4. How much would you have paid for
this textbook? (Seven choices, sin-
gle selection)

5. I had easy access to the textbook.
(5-point Likert)

6. The textbook used for this class was
easy to use. (5-point Likert)

7. I actually read this textbook. (5-
point Likert)

8. Tunderstood the content much bet-
ter because of the textbook. (5-point
Likert)

9. The textbook used for this class was
of a high quality. (5-point Likert)

10. I would recommend the use of this
textbook to my classmates. (5-point
Likert)

11. All sections of this class should use
this textbook. (5-point Likert)

12. If I had a choice in the future to
take a course that utilized open ma-
terials vs. one that did not, I would
select the course that did. (5-point
Likert)

13. The money I saved by not buying
this textbook has made taking this
class easier. (5-point Likert)

Data Analysis

Datawere analyzed using SPSS software
with response percentages rounded to
the nearest integer. Due to the nature
of this study, survey data were ana-
lyzed using descriptive statistics. Stu-
dent responses for 5-point Likert scale
questions were collapsed into agree,
disagree, and neutral categories in the
interest of reducing the complexity of
interpretation. To estimate the average
price for Statement 4 in the Survey 2,
categorical price options were convert-
ed to continuous dollar values (i.e., the
“Around $10” option was converted to
$10, the “Over $50” option was con-
verted to $51, etc.), multiplied by the
frequency, summed, and averaged.

Statement 3 from Survey 1 was
included to address an internal concern
that switching the print format of the
currently offered book to a cheaper for-
mat (i.e., softcover or loose-leaf) would
decrease student purchasing because of
format preferences. Because this item
was not related to the research ques-
tions, this item was not included in fur-
ther analysis.
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Results

Survey 1: Assessing the need for a
low-cost textbook alternative

When assessing general attitudes to-
ward textbook cost and usefulness, 98%
of students agreed that textbooks were
too expensive with only 12% agreeing
that the usefulness of a textbook jus-
tified the price. Questions assessing
students’ personal experience in the
introductory psychology course re-
vealed that 33% of students could not
afford the assigned textbook, with 19%
of these students feeling that their per-
formance in the course would have im-
proved if they had been able to buy it. Of
those students that were able to buy the
book, 56% felt that their performance
in the course would have suffered if
they had not purchased the book. These
results support that students feel that
textbooks are unjustifiably overpriced,
that the cost of our current introduc-
tory psychology textbook limits access,
and that this limit has the potential to
impact how a student feels they will do
in the course.

Survey 2: Assessing student
attitudes toward an OER textbook

Results from the second survey are pre-
sented in Table 1 below.

The vast majority of student re-
spondents (96%) are responsible for
purchasing their own textbooks, with
45% of students reporting that they
had been unable to afford textbooks for
some courses. When given access to a
free OER textbook for the first course
of the introductory psychology series,

87% of students felt that the resource
was easy to access, with 82% of students
choosing to access the book through
the course website, and fewer students
utilizing the PDF (38%) or low-cost
print options (27%). Most students be-
lieved that the OER textbook was easy
to use (85%) and of high quality (74%),
with 76% reporting that they actually
read the book and 65% reporting that
they understood the class content much
better because of the textbook.

While the OER textbook was
entirely free, 99% of students indicated
that they would have paid for access (M
=33.62, SD = 15.70), including 25% re-
porting they would have paid over $50
for it. Although almost all students re-
ported being willing to pay for access to
the OER textbook, 79% indicated that
taking the course was easier because
of the money they saved by not hav-
ing to buy a book. Seventy-six percent
of students reported that they would
recommend the textbook to their class-
mates and 73% believed that the OER
textbook should be used in all sections
of the first course of the introductory
psychology series. Finally, 83% of stu-
dents expressed a preference for se-
lecting courses that use open materials
compared with those that did not. The
results from the second survey echo the
finding from the previous survey that
students struggle to afford textbooks
for courses. However, the use of an
OER textbook is seen as an accessible,
high-quality option that supports stu-
dents in their understanding of course
content and meeting the demands of a
college-level course.
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was met with positive feedback from
students. Access issues as a result of
high textbook costs were directly ad-
dressed by providing a free resource,
easily accessible in both digital and, for
a small fee, print formats. Despite pre-
vious studies suggesting a preference
for printed over digital textbooks (e.g.,
Millar & Schrier, 2015), the current re-
sults support the opposite, even when
the cost of a printed version was ex-
tremely low. One possible explanation
for this discrepancy is that students have
different textbook format preferences
for courses in different disciplines, a
finding previously reported in business
majors (Ciampa et al., 2013). In light of
the current finding, colleges looking to
utilize OERs may want to consider of-
fering digital resources without delay-
ing their switch until after hard copies
can be produced.

Most importantly, the majori-
ty of students using the OER textbook
felt that it helped them understand the
course content. This is perhaps due to
students’ belief that the resource was
easy to use or the large number of stu-
dents reporting that they were actually
reading the textbook, although previ-
ous work suggests that self-reported
reading rates may be inaccurate (Sap-
pington et al., 2002). It is worth noting
that, based on the demographic makeup
of the college this study was conducted
at, a significant number of respondents
were likely English language learners.
This, in combination with the high ease
of use ratings, suggests that the provid-
ed OER was a suitable textbook replace-
ment for students not speaking English
as a first language.

Most students also believed that
the money they saved from not buy-
ing the book actually made taking the
course easier. It is unclear how students
interpreted this particular statement,
but one possible explanation for the
high level of agreement is that students
could afford to work fewer hours be-
cause they did not have to buy this book,
allowing more time to be dedicated to
school. Considering the $199.99 price of
the original textbook, a student would
have to work close to 30 hours at a min-
imum wage job in order to cover the
cost. Whether the use of OER textbooks
reduces the number of hours students
work and how this free time is used were
not explored in this study. Further work
exploring the impact of OERs outside
the classroom can provide additional
insight into the benefits of reducing the
cost of attending college.

The findings of this work sup-
port that free, high-quality alternatives
to commercially produced textbooks
exist and that their use supports stu-
dents in the achievement of their aca-
demic goals. While these findings mir-
ror those of other studies, they must be
interpreted with caution. The present
work was conducted in a small number
of sections of an introductory psychol-
ogy course taught by a single instructor
and may not generalize to larger sam-
ples. While demographic information
was not collected in the interest of pre-
serving student anonymity, this deci-
sion prevented further exploration of
differences between groups based on
gender, race, or other significant vari-
ables. In some cases, the way in which
a survey item was presented could have
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prevented a clear answer from being
collected. For example, if a student re-
ported that they could afford the text-
book for a course, it does not mean
they actually purchased it. This study
also did not include an assessment of
course performance, a common feature
of other OER studies, as it was not ger-
mane to the research questions. Final-
ly, this work should not be seen as an
endorsement of any specific psychology

OER and should, instead, be seen as an
example of how schools can begin the
process of launching and evaluating the
impact of OERs on their campus. The
high cost of textbooks places a signifi-
cant hurdle in front of students on their
path to a college degree. OER adoption
provides a solution that directly ad-
dresses this access barrier, supporting
students in their academic journey.
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