INITIATIVE FOCUSES ON EXPANDING FREE ONLINE TEXTBOOKS
Open textbooks gain ground as economical, educational alternative

With community college enrollments and textbook prices on the rise, a U.S. and Canadian consortium of community colleges this week announced plans to expand a free digital textbook initiative with $1.5 million in funding from The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation.

Efforts by the Community College Open Textbook Collaborative over the next two years could save students millions of dollars by increasing the number of free high-quality textbooks available online as alternatives to expensive printed textbooks sold by publishers. The collaborative also will train community college instructors in how to get the most out of free digital textbooks to meet the learning needs of their students.

"This grant comes at an opportune time,'' said Mike Brandy, chancellor of the Foothill-De Anza Community College District, which is leading the collaborative. "It coincides with the growing interest in open educational resources, such as President Obama's proposal to invest $500 million over the next decade in developing free high school and college courses. Open textbooks are moving into the mainstream as financially distressed states such as California look to free digital textbooks to reduce the cost of public education.''

The grant from the Hewlett foundation will support a campaign to raise awareness about open textbooks among community college instructors and students and increase the number of free, high-quality digital textbooks available online for community college courses with the highest enrollments.

Funding for the collaborative will expand the work of the Community College Consortium for Open Educational Resources (http://oerconsortium.org), which includes 94 member colleges across the United States and Canada. Founded in 2007 by the Foothill-De Anza district, the consortium (CCCOER) already has peer-reviewed several new open textbooks for use in community college courses and identified more than 250 others for consideration. Open textbooks are freely available for use without restriction and can be downloaded or printed from web sites and repositories. (See the Community College Open Textbook Project web site, http://www.collegeopentextbooks.org.)

 "The collaborative will make it much more convenient for faculty to feasibly explore alternatives to expensive textbooks,'' said Judy Baker, dean of Global Access at Foothill College and founder and director of CCCOER.  "Digital content is much more flexible than a printed textbook, so instructors can customize their content using free material on the Internet, instead of having to adjust their instruction to match what a publisher locks into print."

The collaborative's academic partners include Rice University's Connexions, the California-based Faculty Collaborations for Course Transformations program, the Florida Distance Learning Consortium, the California Community Colleges Chancellor's Office, the Institute for the Study of Knowledge Management in Education (ISKME) and the League for Innovation in the Community College.

Last year, CCCOER and Rice's Connexions (http://cnx.org), one of the world's largest repositories for open textbooks and other open educational resources, worked together to produce a proof-of-concept open textbook, Collaborative Statistics, written by two De Anza College mathematics instructors. Since its posting in the fall 2008, some 25 instructors nationally have adopted the free digital textbook for use in 43 course sections by an estimated 1,720 students.

Open textbooks will gain greater acceptance as more faculty become familiar with them through training, and as more of the textbooks are peer reviewed, Baker said. Until those things happen, adoptions of open textbooks will be limited to what she calls "innovators and early adopters."  

Such limited use would be a loss, Baker said, because not only do open textbooks save students money, they also can improve the learning experience for both students and faculty. "Open textbooks let students and faculty bring greater context, timeliness and relevance to their instruction through Internet linking and networking opportunities,'' she said.

Using web-based social networks, the collaborative will link community college instructors into a learning community where they can share their knowledge and experiences with creating and using open textbooks for their courses. The collaborative also will solicit authors to write open textbooks and assemble panels of subject matter experts to review open textbooks for standards of quality, accessibility and cultural relevance.

The Hewlett Foundation has been a global leader in funding open educational resources, which are digital learning materials that are freely available to anyone with Internet access. The Foothill-De Anza Community College District is located in Silicon Valley and educates more than 44,000 students annually at two colleges, Foothill College and De Anza College. The Hewlett board awarded the two-year grant on July 20 and notified the district of the award on Aug. 3.

##


Following is a calendar of some  upcoming events coordinated by the Community College Consortium for Open Educational Resources (CCCOER)

August
 Presentation on "Dispelling Myths of Open Textbooks" at the OpenEd Conference, University of British Columbia, by Jacky Hood and De Anza College mathematics instructor Barbara Illowsky, co-author of the open textbook Collaborative Statistics (Aug. 12). Illowsky also will appear on a panel at the conference.
 Presentation by Judy Baker, CCCOER founder and dean of Global Access at Foothill College, titled "If Content is King, then Let Openness be Queen," at the MERLOT Conference, San Jose (Aug. 15).

 September

 Quarterly meeting of the Community College Consortium for Open Educational Resources at Foothill College, Los Altos Hills (Sept. 30).
 
October
 Workshop for community colleges on adoption of open textbooks, facilitated by Jacky Hood, Detroit (Oct. 15).
 Presentation on open textbook project director Jacky Hood at the Alternative Courseware Workshop/Forum, Detroit, hosted by the Strategic Horizon Network (Oct. 16).

November
 Presentation by open textbook author Barbara Illowsky at annual conference of the American Mathematics Association of Two-Year Colleges, Las Vegas (Nov. 12).
 Presentation by Roger Mack, De Anza College economics instructor, at Economic Science Association meeting, Tucson, AZ. (Nov. 12).

December
 Quarterly meeting of the Community College Consortium for Open Educational Resources at Foothill College, Los Altos Hills (Dec. 9)
