
Whether you’re ready or not, the move to 
digital formats and OER is a trend that is 
gaining momentum for several reasons: 
• A new generation of incoming students 

who are used to accessing learning 
materials on devices wants the same 
experience in college. 

• Students are eager to transition to more 
cost-effective options, and faculty and 
publishers are responding. 

• Educators are expressing an  
increased desire to leverage online  
support materials that are integrated 
with digital course materials. 

 
 
 

• The quality of most OER course  
materials has advanced to match  
the quality of traditional textbooks —  
at a greatly reduced cost. 

• Schools are seeking ways to lower the  
 cost of course materials for students. 
 
There are many ways to add digital and 
OER options to your mix of learning tools. 
The transition can happen over time in 
steps with the support of a partner that  
has a breadth of publisher relationships 
and industry connections. Understanding 
the landscape of digital resources and 
OER currently available is the first step for  
making the move in a strategic manner that 
benefits both students and your institution.
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Adding Digital and OER to  
Your Course Material Choices 
A Useful Guide When Considering Adoption Options
Selecting the right course materials  
for students is an important decision 
for faculty, schools and campus 
bookstores. Recent advances in 
technology are rapidly expanding 
options for how content is delivered. 
Adding digital books and open  
educational resources (OER)  
can seem overwhelming if these  
categories are new to your institution.

Digital OER
Understanding  
the options
Digital Course Materials
eBooks and other content  
immediately available online 

Open Educational  
Resources (OER)
Learning materials curated  
from copyright-free sources
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What If a Student Wants 
a Physical Textbook
Some students may express a  
preference for a physical textbook. 
What then?  

In the end, it comes down to a trade-off 
between cost and form. Schools that 
want to offer a more affordable option 
for students can achieve their goals by 
selecting digital formats. When students 
understand the lower price difference — 
of up to 90% — they are more likely to 
abandon their desire for hard copies.

If your on-campus research reveals a 
demand from your student body for both 
hard and digital formats, offer both. The 
right partner has the systems in place to 
simultaneously support both options.

 

Benefits for Schools Benefits for Students

Physical textbooks take up a lot of bookstore 
space and are generally only sold at the 
beginning of a new term. By comparison, 
digital books require only an access code 
that can be purchased by students online  
or printed on a card purchased at the  
bookstore or issued via email. Moreover, 
they are never out of stock.

With fewer textbooks on the floor,  
bookstores can convert the space to offer  
in-demand and on-trend stock such as 
spirit wear and general merchandise. 

Additionally, offering a digital option  
meets the expectations of your student 
body. Some students also may not want 
to take a class that relies on physical text-
books. Newer faculty are often eager to 
incorporate digital options, which enable 
them to engage students via online chats, 
check progress on quizzes and include 
interactive features. 
 
For example, a biology professor may 
direct students to an online tool that  
lets them manipulate a cell and observe 
outcomes. A math instructor can provide 
nongraded quizzes to test students’  
mastery of concepts. An English  
professor might engage with students  
in online chats to answer questions  
about requirements for a paper.

Best Practice: When selecting  
course material, always partner with 
the campus bookstore to see whether 
digital versions of your required content 
are available. Currently, about 70% of 
course materials are available in digi-
tal format. That number is expected to 
increase as more students seek the  
convenience and cost savings of  
the format.

Digital books can be up to 90% less  
expensive than their print counterparts.3  
In addition to cost savings, students  
appreciate the convenience of being  
able to quickly download eBooks to  
their devices and use the integrated 
search, highlighting and, in some  
cases, note-taking capabilities. 

Digital books are also easier to update 
because there are no associated printing 
costs. Students can expect current  
content, which reflects recent world 
events, scientific breakthroughs or changes 
in the business world, for example. 

Working with a partner that has deep  
relationships with bookstores and  
publishers makes it easy to select the 
version that works best for your student 
population — without the need to rollout  
a new program.

For a number of years, digital 
eBooks have been available in 
two formats: portable document 
format (PDF) and electronic 
publications (ePub). Students 
typically access the content  
on laptops or tablets.
John Fallon, CEO of Pearson, a major 
textbook publishing company, says that 
currently more than one half of all students 
use at least one eBook.1 

Major publishers are responding  
to the growing student demand for  
less expensive digital options with  
announcements about the adoption  
of “digital-first” strategies.2

 
Newer versions of digital course materials 
now include content that can be directly 
integrated into a school’s learning  
management system (LMS). Faculty 
can direct students to online features, 
such as quizzes, links to additional 
reading materials and interactive  
tools as well as solicit direct  
student feedback within the  
digital content itself, to augment 
what they learn in class.
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Open Educational Resources (OER) 
OER are learning materials curated  
from copyright-free sources either by a 
company or faculty member. They have 
come a long way since their introduction  
as photocopied materials but still have  
a way to go to move past their early  
reputation. There is a growing under- 
standing of the benefits of OER among 
faculty and institutions that builds  
confidence to pioneer the adoption  
of this more affordable course  
materials option.

Developments in OER mean that students 
can now get access to peer-reviewed 
course materials curated from a variety 
of copyright-free materials. The content 
matches the level and rigor of textbooks, 
but OER are generally less expensive  
than most print options.

Some states, such as Florida and  
Alabama, require some core classes  
to offer at least one session that utilizes 
OER to provide students with a lower  
cost way to meet requirements.

A common misconception about OER  
is that this option is always free. Although 
the content does not require copyright 
clearance or payments to the author, there 
can still be costs associated with curating 
materials and distribution. A recent study 
estimates that students save between $66 
and $121 per course using OER materials.4 

 

4 Young, Jeffrey R. “Free Textbooks Are Not Always Free: New Study Analyzes OER’s Costs to Colleges,”  EdSurge, October 18, 2018.  
Retrieved from https://www.edsurge.com/news/2018-10-18-free-textbooks-are-not-always-free-new-study-analyzes-oer-s-costs-to-colleges

Lumen Learning is a pioneer in OER 
with a mission to strengthen student 
learning by making course materials 
accessible and affordable. Educators 
employed by Lumen create and 
manage materials for 50+ high- 
enrollment OER college subjects.

The company offers OER course 
materials in three ways. OER course materials can provide the same level of rigor and learning 

benefits as traditional textbooks but at a much lower cost.

Waymaker  
combines OER with 
customer learning  
tools to improve  

communication between 
students and teachers.

Candela  
offers extremely  

affordable eBooks with 
curated text, video, 

interactives and other 
learning materials.

Lumen OHM  
provides low-cost  

online homework and 
other learning resources 

for mathematics.

Leads the Way
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Access to OER course materials  
significantly reduces the cost  
of attending college. 
For some students, that could make the difference 
between being able to afford assigned materials  
or going without.

The learning experience of students in classes  
that use OER is equal to or better than for students  
in corresponding classes that require more  
traditional textbooks.

The growth of OER expands options for students  
who compare the overall costs of attending different 
schools when making their enrollment decisions.

The ability to greatly reduce the  
cost of course materials is appealing  
to many schools. 
Fees associated with OER course packs, curated  
collections of learning materials, can still be routed 
through the bookstore. Just as with digital books,  
OER course packs require a much smaller footprint  
in the bookstore than physical textbooks. The freed- 
up space can be flexed to feature merchandise that 
students need on a regular basis, or the school may  
opt to use some of the space for other purposes.

OER enables faculty to have more control over the  
curriculum for their classes because they are not bound 
by the content of a publisher’s textbook (of which they 
may not even address all chapters). Instead, professors 
are able to design their own courses by building on 
available content from OER aggregators that host large 
collections of open resources.

Benefits for Schools Benefits for Students

Students assigned OER vs. traditional  
copyrighted materials5 
• Took an average of 2.15 additional credits 
• Dropped classes at a 0.78% lower rate 
• Had a 6.1% higher course throughput rate  

(an aggregate measure of course completion) 
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Now Is the Time
The barriers are coming down that  
previously may have made digital books 
and OER seem cumbersome to adopt. 
Publishers are now pursuing digital-first 
strategies. LMS connections are in place. 
Faculty is onboard. Lecture halls are 
equipped to handle digital content.  
And most importantly, students want  
easy access to course materials at  
more affordable prices.

Follett® Can Help
Follett has deep relationships with  
a wide breadth of publishers and the  
buying power you need to ease the  
transition to digital books. We have  
extensive experience helping schools 
incorporate digital content into course 
material offerings.  

Also, you don’t need to worry about IT  
issues. You establish one connection  
with Follett, and we handle everything  
on the back end.

Students get full transparency into the 
formats available to them for learning  
materials from which they are able to make 
cost comparisons. This feature enables  
students to choose what works best for 
them in terms of both format and price.

Follett also partners with Lumen Learning  
to offer high-quality OER materials for  
a variety of courses. Lumen employs a  
team of educators and technologists  
to curate copyright-free materials, add  
timely updates and offer technical support 
to make the transition to open content  
simple, reliable and effective for instructors 
and students.

 

Tell the World 
Students are a school’s customers. It is in the best interest of the students 
and the institution to offer course materials that meet the needs of the 
market. Schools that have already jumped into the pool are realizing the 
advantages of offering digital course materials and OER. Now they are 
sharing the good news as part of admissions recruiting campaigns.

Southeast  
Missouri State  
University’s 
math department replaced  
traditional textbooks for  
nine courses with OER  
course materials.
Southeast estimates that the  
switch saved $135 for each of  
the approximately 1,400 students 
enrolled in these courses —  
for a total savings of $189,000  
every semester.

For more information  
about how digital books and OER  
can support learning objectives at 
a lower cost, download the Follett 
white paper, “Outcomes Made  
Accessible: Improving Outcomes  
and Retention While Lowering the 
Cost of College Learning Materials” 
and visit follett.com/affordability. 

Old Dominion  
University 
recently launched a  
program to offer lower cost 
digital course materials 
through the institution’s LMS. 
This prescient move meant that 
when the state of Virginia passed 
House Bill 4546 in 2018, which  
required universities to lower the 
price of course materials to address 
affordability, retention and student 
success, Old Dominion was ready 
and could tell prospective students 
about their program. 

The University  
of Florida’s 
UF All Access program delivers 
digital course materials for  
more than 170 courses. 
This institution focuses on providing 
customer service to help students  
take advantage of the program.  
For example, during the start of the  
school year, the campus store offers 
a special information desk to answer 
questions about specific course  
materialsand explain how  
the program works. 

https://www.follett.com/assets/www-doc/L19678-Follett_ACCESS_and_Student_Outcomes_White_Paper.pdf
https://www.follett.com/assets/www-doc/L19678-Follett_ACCESS_and_Student_Outcomes_White_Paper.pdf
https://www.follett.com/assets/www-doc/L19678-Follett_ACCESS_and_Student_Outcomes_White_Paper.pdf
https://www.follett.com/assets/www-doc/L19678-Follett_ACCESS_and_Student_Outcomes_White_Paper.pdf
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Our purpose is to “Improve the World by Inspiring Learning and Shaping 
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