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Abstract
When academic librarians began to address the high cost of textbooks 
a decade ago, they typically created textbook affordability programs 
tailored to the needs of their own institutions. Acting independently 
allowed for fast implementation and progress, but the downside of 
going it alone is the potential lack of sustainability. While colleges and 
universities continue to develop local programs, the predominant 
trend more recently is the statewide open educational resources 
initiative. This article reports the findings of a survey of these state 
initiatives to learn more about their governance structures, as no 
one model has emerged. This information can benefit existing and 
future statewide initiatives to optimally structure their governance 
model for productivity, inclusiveness, and sustainability.

Introduction
There is a proverb of uncertain origin that goes, “To go fast go alone, but 
to go far go together.” These words reflect the progression of the open ed-
ucational resources (OER) and textbook affordability movement among 
American colleges and universities. Led by their academic librarians, 
dozens of institutions have implemented, to some degree, an initiative to 
encourage and support educators to replace more costly textbooks with 
no- or low-cost learning materials over the past decade. When these ini-
tiatives were in an earlier, more experimental stage, with librarians work-
ing independently or with campus colleagues to develop their alternative 
textbook programs, they were typically limited to single institutions. While 
these early adopters engaged with each other in informal networks, they 
gave little or no thought to tackling the problem of textbook affordability 
in formalized coalitions.
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Two early adopter examples, Temple University and the University of 
Massachusetts–Amherst, established a model for what are now known as 
faculty incentive programs, in which the academic library manages a fund 
to provide awards to faculty who agree to flip their course from a commer-
cial textbook to no-cost learning materials (Bell 2012; Allen, Bell, and Bill-
ings 2014). These and similar programs operated entirely independently 
from each other despite their similar structure and intention (Billings et al. 
2012). Jensen and West (2015) identified ways in which institutional librar-
ies could lead the development of initiatives on their campuses. In their 
review of academic library support for OER, Reed and Jahre point almost 
exclusively to individual efforts by academic libraries to advance textbook 
affordability. Writing in 2019, as more statewide initiatives were emerging, 
they stated that “libraries that can make themselves central partners in 
collaborative institution- or state-wide OER programs can ensure that they 
will be part of the long term conversation around OER and maintain their 
role as the information experts on campus” (241). This demonstrates that, 
over time, as individual academic library initiatives evolved, there was a 
growing recognition that statewide programs offer potential as a reliable 
route to sustainable affordability efforts.

One early effort to create a more formal network of OER librarian ad-
vocates, the Open Textbook Network (OTN; which in 2020 changed its 
name to the Open Education Network), brought these individual program 
leaders together in 2014 to discuss strategies to effectively promote faculty 
adoption of open learning content. It was not until the second annual 
meeting, known as the Open Textbook Network Summer Institute, that 
some newcomers to the OER scene made an appearance. Representatives 
from a few of the early statewide OER projects, having joined the OTN as 
institutional members, participated in the program. Although their ap-
proaches to textbook affordability were different from the individual in-
stitutional members, they demonstrated a capacity to achieve widespread 
impact by engaging many academic libraries in their initiative. Strength 
in numbers could clearly prove effective in obtaining state funding and 
support. In addition, the traditional library consortia that were the orga-
nizing bodies for the statewide groups brought professional administra-
tion and management to the effort. If it was not immediately apparent 
then, individual members could see advantages that statewide approaches  
could yield.

When the author proposed to their state’s academic library consortium 
that it should engage with member libraries to initiate a Pennsylvania 
statewide textbook affordability project, the response was enthusiastic and 
affirmative. An initial set of conversations between consortium leaders and 
library deans and directors led to a firm commitment to establish a state-
wide initiative in Pennsylvania. Over a six-month period, a small group of 
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state leaders already leading institutional OER initiatives or interested in 
doing more to achieve textbook affordability met to start the organiza-
tion process. The one simple challenge was how to organize the initiative. 
There was no blueprint for how to structure it. This left the newly formed 
steering committee with little guidance on which organizing structure 
might work best.

Discovering this dearth of information on the organizational structure 
of existing statewide OER initiatives led the author on a journey to inves-
tigate how and why formal statewide initiatives chose a particular gover-
nance structure. Was there a particular model emerging as a favored struc-
ture? What mix of librarians and consortium staff or government officials 
constituted the governing body? How were these structures organizing to 
conduct work such as education, awareness building, data collection, and 
other functions? The primary source of information for this research is 
the current consortium members of the OTN. These organizations have 
formal structures in place for governing their projects. These structures 
can vary from small executive groups to more complex hierarchical struc-
tures. Both consortium directors and governance participants responded 
to questions about their motivation for and satisfaction with participating 
in these initiatives. Secondarily, other state leaders for OER movements 
were contacted to gather information about the structure of less formal 
approaches to statewide initiatives. While there are also university systems 
that operate collaborative statewide OER networks, such as the State Uni-
versity of New York or California State University systems, this article fo-
cuses on statewide efforts that enlist the colleges and universities of many 
different institutions to work in statewide coalitions, in which some or all 
members of a state university system may participate.

This communication led to the collection of information about and 
analysis of the governance structures of existing statewide OER initiatives. 
This article shares information about who participates in these organiza-
tions, the nature of their experience, and what approaches are used to 
conduct the work of the initiative for education, outreach, and advocacy. 
The overarching goal of this research is to identify organizational struc-
tures and recommendations for use by existing and future statewide OER 
initiative projects to optimize their work to promote OER adoption and 
other textbook affordability measures in higher education.

State Initiatives on the Rise
In the years since that OTN meeting where three states, Louisiana, Vir-
ginia, and Illinois, were represented, college and university libraries in 
additional states have organized to tackle the challenge of textbook afford-
ability. Perhaps the best indicator is the increase in number of state mem-
bers of the OTN as presented on their 2019 members list. To date, those 
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states represented include Colorado, Florida, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, 
Louisiana, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, New Jersey, Ohio, Pennsylva-
nia, South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Washington. Other states that are 
not members of OTN, such as Massachusetts and Michigan, are forming 
statewide approaches under the auspices of their states’ departments of 
higher education. Among the advantages that academic librarians could 
realize in partnering with their statewide consortium are:

• Increase funding opportunities from state governments
• Centralize education and training for statewide reach
• Enable underresourced libraries to participate more fully
• Access to the resources of the OTN (if acquiring membership)
• Leverage faculty and student partners for greater advocacy power

The primary disadvantage of the statewide approach to textbook afford-
ability, as with any large-scale effort, is determining how each participant 
will engage with the initiative and have an opportunity to equally par-
ticipate and influence decision making. In the majority of cases, the sin-
gle-campus initiative has the distinct advantage of nimbleness; it has the 
potential to start and progress more quickly as there is no need to ac-
commodate the differences of large/small, public/private, urban/rural, 
two-year/four-year institutions that will come together under the statewide 
umbrella. The success of any statewide initiative, compared to an individ-
ual campus one, is largely dependent on the way it chooses to structurally 
organize and offer opportunities for engagement and governance across 
the spectrum of participating institutions.

Leaders of early statewide programs had few specific OER models to 
guide how best to organize governing their statewide projects. A common 
arrangement for other types of initiatives, such as a statewide digitization 
project, was for librarians to align with their state library consortium staff. 
Library consortia were natural partners, providing expertise at opera-
tionalizing and managing collaborative library projects and applying it to 
emerging statewide OER initiatives. To advance their efforts, formal state-
wide initiatives began to join the OTN. This effort enabled all members of 
the consortium, regardless of local resources, to take advantage of train-
ing and development for librarians, outreach to faculty, and advocating 
in state legislatures for OER funding and support. An initial examination 
of these early leaders revealed little or no consistency in their governance 
models. While states with no formal or informal statewide initiative remain 
in the majority, it is clear that more states are on a trajectory to develop 
an initiative in the coming years. That trajectory raises the question of 
how any new statewide initiative should organize its governing structure 
to optimize the resources of consortium staff, librarian, and non-librarian 
participants.
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Literature Review
There is no prior research on the topic of statewide OER initiatives and 
their governance structures. Little formal research exists at all on the 
subject of state OER initiatives and their operations, members, and im-
pact. Most of what is known about these statewide efforts comes from lo-
cal reports of their activity. It was reported that the Idaho State Board of 
Education joined the OTN in 2018 to create more opportunities among 
state colleges and universities to promote textbook affordability across the 
Idaho higher education system (Tomtas 2019). In 2016, Rhode Island in-
stituted a statewide Open Textbook Initiative that brought together seven 
higher education institutions to use openly licensed textbooks. It now in-
cludes all Rhode Island higher education institutions (Raymond 2018).

In one of the few published pieces about statewide OER initiatives, Bell 
and Salem (2017) wrote about the advantages that statewide OER col-
laborations offered over individual institutional efforts. Having started 
textbook affordability projects at their respective institutions, the authors 
concluded that there were significant benefits to engaging many institu-
tions to work together to advance OER awareness, adoption, and advocacy.

Methodology
Data were collected in two stages using a standard Google survey form. In 
the first stage, conducted in the summer of 2018, only statewide or consor-
tium members of the OTN were contacted with invitations to participate. 
Within this stage, there were two unique surveys conducted. One of them 
was designed for the administrators or directors of the consortium or state 
government leading that state’s textbook affordability initiative. The sec-
ond version was directed to members or participants, primarily librarians, 
serving on a formal or informal committee, task force, or other group 
organized to conduct the work of the initiative. The author received the 
cooperation of the initiative coordinators to send an invitation to partici-
pate to all other organization participants.

In spring 2019, a list of state OER leaders was informally compiled to 
identify advocates within states leading textbook affordability initiatives. 
Individuals were invited to add themselves or colleagues they identified 
as OER leaders in their own state. This information was compiled in a 
Google spreadsheet located at http://bit.ly/oerleaders. While this list 
could omit the names of formal leaders working in some official capac-
ity within a state network while including the names of individuals whose 
actual involvement in statewide OER initiatives is at best tenuous, it still 
provided information that proved useful to this research project by iden-
tifying additional individuals who could share their experience serving 
as a governance participant in a statewide project. Each individual whose 
name appeared on this spreadsheet was sent an email invitation to com-
plete the participant survey.
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Findings
With little known about the organizational and governing structures of 
these OER statewide initiatives, the collected data were used to explore 
several questions:

• What are the organizational structures of these initiatives, and is there 
any single model that is prevalent?

• Is there a single organizational model that is particularly effective for 
achieving the goals of these initiatives (e.g., education, training, aware-
ness, increasing adoptions, etc.)?

• What is the experience of librarians serving on these governing bodies?

This research is intended to develop strategies for existing, developing, 
and future statewide OER initiatives. When the author’s own state initia-
tive was in the early stage of organizing, they found that information gath-
ered from the few existing state OER groups yielded limited information 
about governance practices. The four states contacted had organized in 
completely different ways. One used mostly consortium staff to operate 
the initiative, with few practitioners contributing to the governance. An-
other organized a steering committee mostly composed of practitioners to 
serve as decision makers while consortium staff managed day-to-day tasks. 
Yet another organized several working groups for functional areas such as 
education, training, and advocacy. No single, dominant model emerged. 
While all of the initiatives could point to accomplishments and progress, 
the author and colleagues wondered which of these approaches could 
prove most efficient and inclusive for achieving their own goals. The fol-
lowing three sections share survey results from each of the three groups 
surveyed.

OTN Members—Directors
This group was the smallest population contacted as it included only the 
directors of the statewide organizational members of OTN. There are 
more organizational members, but some, such as the Boston Library Con-
sortium, are not statewide. A total of ten responses were received. Respon-
dents self-identified as either executive directors of a library consortium 
or directors of the consortium’s affordable learning project. In 2018, all 
of the initiatives were still fairly new, with 80 percent in existence between 
six months and two years (see figure 1). Only one initiative had reached 
the three-year mark. The impetus to start the initiative was evenly divided 
between a request from consortium members and consortium staff (see 
figure 2). There was considerable variation in how respondents (eight of 
ten responded) described the governing structure of their initiative:

• Governed by a consortium staff member along with one librarian elected 
to serve as the system representative by the consortium board of directors

• Governed by an administrative team that reports to the consortium 
Scholarly Communications Advisory Group
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• Governed by an OER task force that reports to the consortium board
• Governed by a steering committee that includes two consortium staff 

members and eight library members that form an “affordable learning 
ambassadors” group

• Governed by an advisory committee that reports to the consortium’s 
Librarians’ Council (which reports to the consortium executive com-
mittee)

• Governed by an affordable learning administrators group, made up of 
one representative from each campus, that reports to the consortium 
executive director

Figure 1. Age of consortium initiative.

Figure 2. Motivation to create the initiative.
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• Governed by a steering committee that includes consortium staff and 
representatives from member institutions, a representative from the 
state library, and a representative from a community college; tasks del-
egated to a team of OER specialists and “campus partners” (one “part-
ner” from each member institution)

• Governed by the state Board of Regents that provides funding and direc-
tion, with day-to-day oversight by the consortium executive and staff, with 
support from a group consisting of one librarian representative from 
each member institution

The number of librarians who serve on the designated governing body av-
eraged six to ten members at 50 percent of the responding consortia, one 
to five members at 20 percent of the responding consortia, and more than 
ten librarians at 30 percent of the responding consortia (figure 3). The 
consortium leaders were asked to share information about the academic 
professionals who participate in their governing bodies. As anticipated, 
the majority, at 80 percent, are academic librarians. Other participants 
rounding out the governing bodies are non-librarian faculty, instructional 
designers, and other teaching/learning center staff. These participants 
put most of their effort into organizing programs for other members 
of the OER initiative, facilitating awareness about and the adoption of 
OER and collecting data about or assessing these activities. Among the 
most routine functions or activities of those governing body members are 
(number reporting this activity by percentage):

• Coordinate OER initiative programming (80 percent)
• Conduct OER training courses (70 percent)
• Conduct data collection or assessment activity (60 percent)
• Serve as their campus liaison for local programming (40 percent)
• Establish policies to govern the initiative activity (40 percent)
• Review proposals/applications for funding (30 percent)

One governance area where there is considerable variability is in how 
members are selected for the initiative governing body. Among the ways 
it happens are:

• Selection by a central steering committee
• Selection by the consortium staff through an application process open 

to all member institutions
• Selection directly by the consortium board of directors
• Selection by a state organization that funds the consortium
• Informal channels in which participants express their interest in serving
• Appointment by the library dean
• Some combination of all the other selection or appointment methods
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What else did the directors survey reveal about these consortia OER initia-
tives? At the time of the survey, only half of them had a formal governance 
document for their initiative. The majority of those who did made it pub-
licly available on their consortium website. The majority, at 60 percent, had 
attended at least one OTN Summer Institute, where attendees from con-
sortia and independent institutions received OER advocacy training. Or-
ganizing the initiative happened quickly for the majority of respondents. 
There was little advance planning, and it usually began in response to a 
recognized internal need or member pressure to join the effort to advance 
OER awareness and adoption. As a result, structuring the governance was 
more haphazard or improvised than well planned out in advance. There 
was a clear sense of urgency to seek funding or engage member institu-
tions in order to leverage the advantages of a statewide effort.

OTN Members—Governance Participants
Among the ten OTN consortium members contacted, it was unclear how 
many were librarians or other professionals. The invitation to participate 
came from the consortium administration, not the author. A total of 
twenty-six individuals responded to a survey constructed specifically for 
librarian and non-librarian governance participants. The majority of those 
responding self-identified as scholarly communications librarians. Other 
reported positions include variations on reference or public services librar-
ian, distance services librarian, and collections librarian. Only three posi-
tions were specific to OER, such as open education librarian. The author’s 
observation, based on the appearance of position advertisements for OER 
librarians, is that there were far fewer of these positions at the time of the 
survey than there are now. Two respondents identified as consortium staff, 
most likely coordinators assigned to lead the OER initiative project. The 
majority of the respondents reported their home institution as a doctoral 
research institution. That was followed directly by four-year liberal arts 
colleges and then community colleges (figure 4). The LOUIS (Louisiana) 

Figure 3. Number of librarians serving on the governing board.
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consortium was the most represented, with 39 percent of the respondents. 
Other consortia represented in the participants’ survey were PALNI (In-
diana; 23 percent), CARLI (Illinois; 15 percent), and OhioLINK (Ohio; 
12 percent), with MOBIUS (Missouri), FALSC (Florida), VIVA (Virginia), 
and NCLIVE (North Carolina) represented with less than 5 percent of the 
respondents (figure 5).

If a college or university library currently supports its own local text-
book affordability initiative, do staff from those institutions tend to domi-
nate the participation in statewide initiatives? To an extent, that may be 
the case, as 50 percent of the respondents replied that their institution did 
currently support its own OER or textbook affordability initiative. Another 
27 percent of the respondents indicated they were currently in the process 
of planning their local initiative. The remaining 23 percent indicated they 
had no faculty or administrative support, had a previously failed initiative, 
or have never attempted to develop one (figure 6).

Figure 4. OTN participants’ type of library.

Figure 5. OTN participants’ consortium affiliation.
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As most of the statewide OER initiatives were fairly new at the time of 
the survey, a lack of experience was reflected in those who participate 
in the governance structure. The majority of them, at 40 percent, had 
served for less than two years. Another 32 percent served less than one 
year. Just a few, or 28 percent, had served three years (figure 7). When 
asked to describe their own OER experience prior to joining the govern-
ing body of their statewide initiative, respondents revealed a relative lack 
of experience with OER issues or fundamentals. The majority of respon-
dents, at 80 percent, described themselves as either “beginner/novice” 
or “basic knowledge but relatively new,” while the remaining 20 percent 
claimed “advanced/expert” knowledge or “experienced but not expert” 
at the time they joined the initiative (figure 8). Serving on the governing 
body of a statewide OER initiative has a strong positive impact on adding 
to or improving the OER knowledge or skill level of participants. An over-
whelming 89 percent of respondents indicated that serving had increased 
their OER knowledge and skills (figure 9). That benefit of serving on the 
governing body quite likely led 58 percent of the respondents to describe 
their experience as “excellent,” while another 31 percent described it as 
“good” and the remaining few as “fair” (figure 10).

While consortium staff are typically assigned to work with the govern-
ing body, there are a variety of ways for participants to become members 
of the governance structure. Among the commonly stated paths, the most 
frequently mentioned was “responded to a call for participants” followed 
closely by “appointed by dean”:

• Responded to a call for participation from my statewide consortia (seven 
respondents)

• Appointed by my library dean or immediate supervisor (six respondents)
• Already participating in consortium scholarly communications commit-

tee (six respondents)

Figure 6. OTN participants’ OER/textbook affordability initiative status.
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Figure 8. OTN participants’ prior OER experience.

Figure 9. Impact of participation on OTN participants’ OER skills.

Figure 7. OTN participants’ length of time serving on governing body.
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• Joined owing to individual interest in attending the OTN Summer In-
stitute (two respondents)

• Invited to join owing to connection to my position responsibilities (two 
respondents)

Respondents further elaborated on their path to participation by sharing 
their personal motivation for joining the governing body. These reasons 
can be grouped into the themes below. The most frequently cited reasons 
for joining the governing body were serving at the request of dean or 
other administrator, desire to further engage with OER, and advancing 
OER adoption:

• Serving at the request of library dean or another administrator (five 
respondents)

• Desire to further engage with OER resources or gain experience with 
them (five respondents)

• Advance OER adoption and awareness with consortium colleagues 
(four respondents)

• Fulfill the library’s mission to promote open access and open solutions 
(three respondents)

• Support economically disadvantaged students by eliminating or reduc-
ing textbook costs (three respondents)

• Become the OER leader at my institution (two respondents)
• Past satisfactory experience in consortium projects and desire to work 

on new project (two respondents)

With multiple structural variants on how statewide OER initiatives orga-
nize and engage participants in conducting the work of the initiative, the 
survey sought to learn more about the ways in which governance partici-
pants serve. Participants described a variety of committee assignments that 

Figure 10. OTN participants’ governing body experience.
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facilitated their ability to contribute to OER activity. The coordination of 
these committees typically fell to consortium staff, or they reported to a 
consortium leadership group. Based on comments about their responsibil-
ities, these participants are multitaskers. While most of their work revolves 
around developing workshops and promotional material and promoting 
the OER initiative, they are also involved in policy development, advocacy, 
and coordinating between the statewide initiative and their campus. The 
more general tasks and responsibilities identified by the respondents in-
clude:

• Promote the OER initiative, policies, and events to institutional stake-
holders

• Develop educational and promotional materials to create textbook af-
fordability awareness

• Develop and coordinate educational workshops for librarians and fac-
ulty

• Organize a statewide OER annual summit
• Support member efforts to develop OER resources
• Participate in seeking funding and grants to support initiative activities
• Contribute to data collection and tracking of OER adoption
• Communicate initiative activity back to my institution

More specific tasks, such as developing or maintaining a LibGuide or 
other website related to OER, are shared in the responses, but most of the 
tasks focus on the education, training, and promotion goals of statewide 
initiatives. Support for publication and dissemination of OER texts and 
learning objects was mentioned but appeared infrequently as a specified 
task. These tasks are likely to increase as more project participants develop 
OER publishing capacity, along with the ability to establish statewide re-
positories to retain and provide access to this open content.

It is also of interest to go beyond why respondents commit to participa-
tion in statewide OER initiatives to learn what they get out of that experi-
ence. Respondents were asked what they thought was the best thing about 
their governing body participation. Several themes emerged:

• Working together with like-minded colleagues for a good cause
• Creating awareness about OER on and beyond their own campus
• Contributing to a valuable cause that is bigger than their own work
• Knowing the statewide initiative benefits from colleagues working to-

gether and accomplishes more than single-campus programs
• Getting to work with instructional designers, faculty, consortia staff, and 

other non-librarian colleagues
• Opportunities to learn more about OER and how to become an effec-

tive advocate
• Building an OER community for our state that also contributes to na-

tional-level projects
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These are the types of responses the author would expect from librar-
ians who support textbook affordability activity. Respondents’ open-ended 
comments expressed clear passion for their work as they seek opportuni-
ties to achieve more beyond their own campus:

I’m learning a great deal and getting to know people at other institu-
tions who have a great deal more experience than I do.

Community! We do more together.

The overall excitement and motivation from the members. It’s fantastic 
to work with people who want to collaborate on such a big task as a 
consortium OER initiative.

Everyone is very passionate and proactive about promoting OER and 
helping students and faculty.

There was a noticeable absence of comments related to direct support of 
students and their need for a more affordable education. Perhaps it was 
hardly mentioned because it is so obvious. The responses make little ref-
erence to the creation or publication of new OER. While that was hardly 
an unknown practice at the time of the survey, far fewer OER initiative 
participants had achieved experience in this area, and statewide initiatives 
were focused on more fundamental issues such as education, awareness, 
and funding.

These statewide projects present their share of hurdles and barriers to 
effective participation. Many are formed as grassroots efforts and develop, 
at first, with limited formal planning and organization. There is a desire 
to take action and get results and to do so on a fast track. To gain more 
insight into the challenges or frustrations that the participants encoun-
tered in their governance experience, the survey asked them to identify 
the most challenging or disappointing thing about serving on the state-
wide initiative’s governance group. Several themes emerged from their 
responses:

• Lack of support and recognition for these initiatives outside of the aca-
demic library

• Too little awareness of the work accomplishments of the statewide ini-
tiative

• Conflict in reaching consensus on how to best achieve the work of the 
initiative

• Insufficient time allowed by supervisors to devote to the work of the 
initiative

• Frustration with the lack of knowledge library administrators have 
about OER

• Need for more support of the initiative than just the designated librarian

Some responses alluded to an internal conflict between keeping the work 
focused on “affordability” as opposed to OER adoption and publication. 
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In the landscape of OER initiatives, both institutional and statewide, “text-
book affordability” is sometimes used interchangeably with or in addi-
tion to OER. Whereas OER refers specifically to openly licensed materials, 
textbook affordability includes non-OER affordability solutions such as 
licensed library or free web-based content. Some advocates believe that 
resolving the textbook cost crisis is primarily or only a conversation about 
advancing OER. Others bring a broader perspective to this conversation 
by including other no-cost learning material options: 

I would like this group to do more. However, there is political pres-
sure to cave to “affordability” rather than investing in open. I find this 
very discouraging. There is little will to invest in creating OER that we 
really need.

The leaders of the consortium know less about OER than the system 
leaders and sometimes make decisions that have negative impact on 
open by adding library subscriptions to the mix.

The difference between “affordable” and “open” is a familiar source of 
tension in the OER community, as reflected in these comments, where 
more vocal advocates for openness want to focus on open, no-cost solu-
tions and are less willing to accept low-cost, non-OER options as accept-
able. Comments from respondents sounded a familiar refrain about the 
value and power of academic libraries and consortia working together to 
achieve great things. Despite identified concerns, governance participants 
overwhelmingly expressed a desire to do even more to support OER adop-
tion and publication throughout the state.

OER State Leaders
An additional thirty-seven survey respondents were reached after their 
names appeared on an informally organized spreadsheet of state OER 
leaders. An invitation to add the names of formal or informal state OER 
leaders led individuals to add either their own name or the names of other 
recognized leaders in their state. The author emailed all 138 of these in-
dividuals to invite them to reply to the same survey as the governance 
participants serving on OTN member organizations. To avoid duplication, 
the email invitation indicated that those who previously responded should 
ignore the message. The resulting added responses reflected a broader 
group of participants from organizations beyond OTN and included new 
types of respondents. As the responses from this informal group bear 
resemblance to the OTN responses shared above, this section primarily 
focuses on the characteristics of these additional respondents and any 
unique responses to the survey questions that shed new light on the roles, 
responsibilities, and perspectives of statewide OER initiative governance 
participants.

The job titles listed by respondents to identify their institutional roles 
reinforce that most of the statewide initiative participants are academic 
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librarians and that their primary roles are in the scholarly communica-
tion, public service, and electronic resource coordination areas. A lesser 
number of respondents described their role as library deans, directors, or 
other academic administrators. The modes by which the respondents en-
gaged in a state leadership role were also similar to the OTN respondents. 
It was most frequently a nomination or appointment by a dean or director, 
by virtue of staff position (e.g., OER librarian), by invitation to join the 
steering committee, or through involvement in a state-level library com-
mittee or organization. Compared to the OTN respondents, this group’s 
responses suggest their participation was based on some preexisting ex-
pertise with textbook affordability and OER projects.

While the majority of the respondents in this group were from research 
universities and four-year colleges, the number of participants from these 
institutions was less dominant owing to greater institutional diversity in 
the state OER leaders’ group. More state government agency and consor-
tia staff were represented, but the representation from higher education 
institutions was more evenly divided in this group, although community 
colleges continue to be less well represented (figure 11). By comparison, a 
significantly higher number of these community college respondents (73 
percent vs. 50 percent) reported that their institutions supported an OER 
initiative (figure 12). While this leaders’ group participated in the survey ap-
proximately seven months after the OTN participant group, that is unlikely 
to account for the difference. Rather, it is more likely that these leaders 
gained their stature by virtue of personal practical experience with an insti-
tutional OER initiative. In terms of the amount of time spent working for 
the state-level initiative, the two groups were roughly the same. If anything, 
the OTN respondents had slightly more time spent in their governance 
roles. While 12 percent of the OTN group had more than three years of 
participation time, no one in the state leaders group indicated more than 
three years of experience. Yet 51 percent of the state leaders group had 
between six months and two years of experience, while 60 percent of the  
OTN group had the same limited amount of governance time (figure 13).

Despite reflecting a more diverse and representative body of partici-
pants than the OTN group, there was still relative similarity in the reasons 
that motivated the respondents to take on a statewide initiative gover-
nance role. Common responses included wanting to make higher edu-
cation more affordable and accessible for students, a desire to promote 
the adoption of OER by educators, the opportunity to learn more about 
OER, wanting to expand OER initiatives to new institutions, seeking more 
involvement for the institution, and other responses that reflected the 
leaders’ passion for seeking change and social justice through OER and 
textbook affordability initiatives. To be sure, some of the responses were 
more mundane, reflecting that participation in the state initiative was a 
job responsibility or owing to a directive from above.
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Figure 11. State leaders’ type of library.

Figure 12. State leaders’ OER / textbook affordability initiative status.

Figure 13. State leaders’ length of time serving on governing body.
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One area where the two groups of respondents, OTN and state leaders, 
differ more considerably is in their personal experience with OER upon 
joining the statewide initiative. The state leaders group showed a greater 
number of respondents reporting advanced or significant experience, at 
46 percent, compared to just 18 percent in the OTN respondents. The 
OTN group reported 76 percent having only novice or basic experience 
with OER, compared to just 54 percent for the statewide leaders (figure 
14). Yet despite this difference in reported experience with OER, the two 
groups were nearly identical in the high percentage reporting that partici-
pation in the statewide initiative governance increased their knowledge of 
OER (figure 15). Where the two groups once again achieved high similar-
ity was their acknowledgment of having an excellent or good experience 
participating in their statewide initiative, with an average of 90 percent 
satisfaction among them (figure 16).

Figure 14. State leaders’ prior OER experience.

Figure 15. Impact of participation on state leaders’ OER skills.
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The statewide OER leaders reported an extensive number of tasks or re-
sponsibilities they performed in their roles as initiative leaders. Many hold 
common ground with the work of the OTN governance participants, and 
they center around six activities: (1) offer face-to-face and online education 
and training; (2) create advocacy, outreach, and awareness campaigns; (3) 
develop and hold programs and events; (4) formulate and advance OER 
policies; (5) identify and secure grants and funding; (6) facilitate data col-
lection and analysis. Depending on the state, any of these tasks can take on 
local qualities, such as working with a state education agency, organizing 
annual conferences, developing policy with government offices, serving 
on internal governance committees, or representing the consortium in 
national organizations. Based on the responses from both groups to this 
question, an obvious advantage of participating in statewide OER initiative 
governance is the opportunity it provides to librarians and other profes-
sionals who want a more intense and varied open textbook experience 
that exceeds what can be accomplished at a local institution.

When asked to share examples of the type of projects they worked on 
or contributed to, the responses from the state leaders demonstrated the 
varied types of experiences available to statewide initiatives to participants. 
Many of the projects were educational in nature, such as organizing and 
presenting webcasts, conducting workshops on behalf of the initiative, and 
creating learning resources. Other tasks were mostly related to program 
activity or work on grants. Compared to the OTN cohort of participants, 
there appeared to be fewer mentions of policy or advocacy work. It may be 
that the respondents, when thinking about tasks performed, focused more 
on their institutional work than what they did on behalf of the initiative.

Given that more participants responded, and many more states were 
represented in the responses, what the state leader respondents enjoyed 
about their participation as well as what challenged them produced an 

Figure 16. State leaders’ governing body experience.
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extensive list of positives and negatives. Far and away, the opportunity to 
contribute to the advancement of OER and textbook affordability on the 
state level to the benefit of students was the most mentioned reward. 

The best part is simply being involved in an important initiative with a 
mandate that is in the best interests of our students.

Knowing you are launching a program that may make college more 
accessible and affordable.

Hearing the stories from students on how much they saved and getting 
feedback from faculty that student outcomes seem to be improving.

There were many mentions of the value of libraries working together for 
a common goal. Personal satisfaction and learning were also high on the 
list of benefits. Others pointed to their work having a positive outcome 
on the advancement of OER and textbook affordability on their campus. 

Being a state leader in OER allow[s] me to share what I’ve learned 
about OER, Creative Commons licensing, how both benefit students 
and faculty, and how it works at this institution.

As is often the case in collaborative library projects, networking with col-
leagues and making new professional associates were frequent comments.

Most of the challenges focused on funding and the inability to obtain 
it at desired levels to allow all state academic institutions to participate. 
There was also a similar issue to the one reported by the OTN respondent 
group, related to friction between those wanting to advocate primarily or 
strictly for OER versus focusing on all types of textbook affordability op-
tions. 

Some library directors in the state see OER only as a textbooks and cost-
saving measure and have gotten the consortium to apply incentives to 
use library resources . . . and not paying any attention to emphasizing 
the affordances of OER.

Also mentioned multiple times was the lack of time and energy to devote 
to the statewide initiative. Others expressed frustration dealing with gov-
ernment agencies and slow progress owing to bureaucratic barriers. 

Finding time to work on these projects. OER is an added responsibility 
I have taken on in addition to my other responsibilities.

Things move too slowly and we lose momentum.

Finally, participants expressed frustration over the slow pace or lack of 
change at their own institutions, despite their contributions to the state 
initiative.

Despite barriers and frustrations that confront participants in statewide 
OER initiatives, it is clear from their survey responses that they experience 
a wide range of benefits as a result of their participation. While doing so 
adds to their workload, there are intrinsic and intangible benefits, such as 
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seeing students have a more affordable education. There are also concrete 
benefits, such as developing greater expertise in their knowledge of OER, 
Creative Commons licensing, the textbook publishing industry, and other 
skills not traditionally associated with academic librarianship. Statewide 
initiatives appear to have little difficulty attracting librarians and others to 
serve on them, but do the current governing structures in place allow these 
participants to make the most of their participation? Are the governance 
models and organizational structures in place effective to accomplish the 
goals of advancing OER and enabling college students to have greater 
access to an affordable higher education? While this research provides in-
sight into the types of models and those who work within them, it does not 
lead to a conclusion that any one governance model is most optimal. Some 
recommendations do emerge from the findings that can enable statewide 
OER initiatives to design the governance model that best leverages their 
available resources while meeting the needs of stakeholders.

Recommendations for Statewide OER Initiatives
As librarians across the country form statewide OER initiatives, they will 
work with consortia and state government personnel to create governance 
structures to guide their work. Like the author’s own state initiative did as it 
first organized, it helps to examine governance structures already in place 
to identify examples of what works well. New and evolving initiatives could 
choose to adopt an existing model, build a variant based on a best of breed 
approach, or create a completely different model not previously tried. The 
“OTN Members—Directors” section above identified eight different gov-
ernance models, demonstrating considerable variation, and those came 
from only a small population of the earliest statewide initiatives. Based on 
that and other survey responses, there are six recommendations for exist-
ing, developing, and future statewide OER initiatives. One assumption, 
and therefore not a recommendation, is that all statewide initiatives will 
form a central steering committee to guide the overall coordination and 
direction of the initiative, including policy setting, strategic visioning, col-
laborations with other consortium and external agencies, critical decision 
making, and engagement with other high-level matters of importance.

Recommendation 1: Involve Library Practitioners in Governance
One of the most common features of the governance models is the com-
bination of academic library consortium staff and academic library practi-
tioners coming together to form the organizing structure. What shape that 
takes is largely dependent on the nature of the consortium. The larger 
consortia, owing to having greater staff and funding resources, can afford 
to take on the bulk of the work that governance bodies perform. Those 
with fewer resources will need more librarian participation. In either case, 
the first recommendation is to involve library practitioners as much as pos-
sible in the governance structure. One way to achieve this goal is to add 
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working groups beyond the core steering committee. Starting a statewide 
initiative will put many more institutions in a position to advocate for af-
fordable learning materials. Actually getting the work done requires the 
coordination of many librarians performing small but essential tasks. It is 
the role of the steering committee to identify the tasks and priorities and 
then put the teams into place that can advance the goals of the initiative.

Recommendation 2: Strive for Diverse Representation
There is an additional advantage to creating a structure with multiple 
working groups or teams. The second recommendation is to create a gov-
ernance structure that optimizes the opportunity for broad, diverse repre-
sentation from across the state. While it may be possible to create that sort 
of institutional type and geographic location diversity within a steering 
committee, its limited size presents a barrier to a more desirable level of 
participation. One way to achieve this goal is to create an organizational 
group composed of one leader from each participating institution to serve 
as a campus representative. These individuals serve as connectors between 
their campus and the OER initiative, as well as serving as potential partici-
pants for a variety of working groups.

Recommendation 3: Prioritize Enthusiasm and Commitment over Experience
One particularly important revelation appeared in the survey responses. 
In both the OTN and state leaders’ groups, a high percentage of par-
ticipants indicated a significant level of limited experience with OER. An 
even higher percentage, an average of 88 percent, responded that their 
participation in a statewide OER initiative increased their skills and knowl-
edge of OER and textbook affordability. The third recommendation for 
statewide initiatives is to look for enthusiasm and commitment, not just 
experience, in identifying governance participants. Owing to their appar-
ent ability to develop the necessary experience in a short period of time, 
it is hardly necessary to choose participants based solely on experience. 
This also speaks to the quality of support and education that statewide 
initiatives can provide, such as sending participants to the OTN Summer 
Institute or hosting an in-state OTN workshop, to allow them to serve as 
a launching pad for a statewide team of OER and textbook affordability 
experts.

Recommendation 4: Include Training for Your Advocates
There is another reason to create a governance structure that maximizes 
the opportunities for broad participation. While allowing more librarians 
and others to participate is one way to ensure that there are adequate 
numbers of people to do the important work of the initiative, the fourth 
recommendation is directly connected to a core reason for statewide OER 
initiatives to exist. Initiative goals should include training and develop-
ing a body of OER advocates who are empowered to spread the ideas of 
openness and engagement with textbook affordability at their institutions. 
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Comments from the survey reinforced that participation in the statewide 
initiative, plus exposure to training and education, gave participants at all 
levels of experience more confidence in their ability to serve as advocates 
for OER and textbook affordability. For example, governance participants 
typically become skilled at refuting OER myths or responding to faculty 
questions about OER quality or availability. When states lack an initiative 
and only a few well-resourced institutions have access to OTN training or 
the ability to send one staff member to OER conferences or hire an OER 
librarian, far fewer institutions benefit from a local campus OER advocate, 
which ultimately slows the growth of statewide textbook affordability prog-
ress and limits funding opportunities.

Recommendation 5: Provide Opportunities for Engagement
Other recommendations stressed the importance of inviting librarians 
from all consortium members to participate in the governance structure. 
Doing so succeeds only if the governance structure is configured to pro-
vide opportunities for participants to actually accomplish purposeful tasks. 
Inviting participation and offering training will surely be a frustrating ex-
perience if the governance structure then offers little or no opportunity to 
engage with a challenge. The survey comments clearly demonstrated that 
the greatest source of value for participants is making a contribution to 
the advancement of OER adoption and awareness. The fifth recommenda-
tion is to create any of several types of working groups that well-structured 
statewide initiatives should consider as engagement opportunities:

• Education and training—Develop and organize training programs across 
the state; offer regular webcasts aimed at professional development; 
organize and manage the annual statewide OER summit; develop an 
OER training materials repository

• Communication and promotion—Market and promote the initiative’s 
education and training programs; provide faculty OER champions to 
speak to faculty at other institutions; prepare op-ed pieces for local me-
dia outlets; conduct social media campaigns; develop and maintain the 
initiative’s website

• Assessment and data—Conduct surveys and obtain feedback on behalf 
of the initiative; develop an institutional directory of OER projects; 
build a statewide data collection bank; prepare data for annual report-
ing; recommend standards for data collection

• Publishing support—Research a preferred platform for open textbook 
publishing; provide technical support for preparing open textbooks; 
train librarians in the fundamentals of OER publication; obtain assis-
tance from national experts

• Funding outreach—Identify potential sources of support for initiative 
projects; prepare grant proposals; prepare reports to funders; research 
and develop new projects for funding
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• Rewards and recognition—Plan events and activities targeted at celebrat-
ing individual and group accomplishments; assist librarians with campus 
rewards and recognition activity; create a clearinghouse of reward and 
recognition programs

Creating, staffing, and leading teams require additional work. It is usually 
the responsibility of the steering committee to develop the charge and 
goals that govern their creation and ongoing development. It may require 
consortium or agency staff to provide logistical or resource support to 
these working groups. But the additional work is well worth it. In addi-
tion to giving representatives important responsibilities, just a few working 
groups can exponentially expand the statewide OER initiative’s capacity to 
create change and make a difference.

Recommendation 6: Identify an Initiative Project Coordinator
Potentially the single most challenging barrier to accomplishing the work 
of the statewide initiative is the significant amount of time and energy 
required of participants. When asked about what frustrates or challenges 
them the most, multiple participants commented that lack of time and 
other job responsibilities keep them from engaging at a desired level. The 
sixth and final recommendation is to include an initiative project coordi-
nator in any governance structure. This part- or full-time position usually 
reports to consortium or supporting agency staff. Whether it is coordinat-
ing the work of various committees, organizing the governance meetings, 
making arrangements for the annual symposium, or any one of dozens of 
managerial tasks, without a dedicated individual paying attention to all the 
details, large and small, it is far less likely that the initiative will accomplish 
all the things it needs and wants to do. While some consortia may have a 
staff member who is readily available to serve in this role, other statewide 
initiatives may need to obtain external funding support to enable the hir-
ing of this critical position in the governance structure.

Conclusion
For all of its advances, primarily in the expansion of available open text-
books, the OER movement is still relatively new. It is primarily in the last 
decade that awareness of a textbook affordability crisis for college students 
has gained widespread national attention. Prior to 2010, the Student Pub-
lic Interest Research Group criticized publisher practices that drove up 
the price of textbooks. But their 2010 publication, A Cover-to-Cover Solu-
tion, drew far more attention to the textbook crisis, particularly from the 
academic library community. Each year, more faculty respond in national 
surveys that they know what OER is and more indicate they are adopting it 
(Seaman and Seaman 2020). Yet OER advocates know there is still much to 
be accomplished. Many faculty still assign expensive commercial publisher 
textbooks. The textbook industry is hardly standing by while OER and 
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used textbook sales further cut into profits. New digital publishing models 
being presented as affordable are opening new frontiers of questionable 
data collection and privacy practices (Vitez 2020). Now more than ever, 
higher education needs statewide OER initiatives to enable colleges and 
universities to plan and act together in ways to support affordable learning 
for their students. They will accomplish more by working together than 
would be possible individually.

The research presented in this article makes a case for why statewide 
effort is a critical path for the future of OER and other textbook afford-
ability strategies. No single institution or its librarians can do all the ad-
vocacy, education, and awareness-raising work that is necessary to achieve 
progress, long-term sustainability, and a successful systematic conversion 
to mass OER adoption. No institution can single-handedly obtain the re-
quired funding to advance OER adoption at a large scale. As colleges and 
universities collaborate, their librarians leading the way with support from 
consortia and government agencies, they will go further in building a well-
structured and governed OER statewide initiative. Doing so depends to a 
large extent on putting that optimal structure into place. On the horizon, 
as statewide OER initiatives grow, we may see even larger collaborations 
emerge, possibly mega-state initiatives involving regional coalitions. Exist-
ing regional higher education compacts, such as the New England Board 
of Higher Education (NEBHE) and the Western Interstate Commission 
for Higher Education (WICHE), are already establishing OER publish-
ing and adoption of OER as high-priority regional initiatives. There are 
opportunities for future research into the statewide OER initiative, how 
their operations and governance are evolving, and their relationship with 
and impact on learning material choices by educators. Librarians could 
explore the extent to which support and training from statewide initiatives 
contribute to the adoption of OER among their faculty. More in-depth in-
terviews with statewide OER initiative leaders and participants could yield 
deeper insights beyond what this initial research reveals.

This research provides a window into the different organizational struc-
tural models with the intent of allowing existing, new, or planned state-
wide OER initiatives to create the governance structure that best meets the 
needs of its stakeholders. It is unlikely that one model would become the 
standard adopted by each initiative, but every statewide initiative, know-
ing what the different governance approaches are, can make the choice 
of model that works best for its members. When that happens, we may see 
just a few models rise as those considered most optimal for accomplishing 
the work of the initiative. As one respondent commented, “My institution 
does not currently have an OER initiative. I felt that I can help advance the 
OER agenda at the state level because I am knowledgeable and passionate 
about open education.” That speaks volumes about why so many academic 
librarians are joining together at the state level to make a difference for 
the good of college students.
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