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Scenario What is it?
Mark is a professor at the University of Central Florida. For 
years he has assigned the latest edition textbooks in his syl-
labus, but he has noticed that in recent years, many students 
do not have textbooks. Students have told him the books 
are so expensive that they can’t afford to buy them. As a 
result, Mark has decided to do something different this se-
mester: He’s chosen to use a free and open source textbook.

To get the textbook, he accesses a free learning re-
pository site which has many free articles, images, and 
learning activities that have been created by other pro-
fessors. He spends many hours vetting the materials, 
adding his own instructional materials, and packaging 
them together into a digital book. When he is satisfied 
that this book will be a good replacement for his previ-
ously used printed textbooks, he “publishes” the ebook.

On their first day of class, students are given access to 
this ebook for free. Throughout the course, Mark re-
quests feedback from students on their experiences with 
the book. The majority of the students like it better be-
cause they can conveniently access the material on their 
phones and tablets in addition to their home comput-
ers. Mark is also pleased to see on one survey that all 
the students in the class had accessed the book. Stu-
dents reported that they liked the convenience and abil-
ity to digitally bookmark or highlight certain parts of the 
book. They liked the helpful videos and images included.

After his first semester of using the free and open source ebook, 
Mark decides that he needs to add a few more relevant ar-
ticles and remove a few activities which students labeled as 
unhelpful. When he goes to the learning repository web-
site to access his original ebook, he notices that someone 
else had created an alternate version to use. He opens up 
their version of the book, and sees that they added original 
content which he really liked and removed the same learn-
ing activities that his students didn’t like. He likes what 
the author did, so he decides to start with those edits and 
add his own for his next class; this saves him quite a bit 
of time. In the end, Mark thinks that the book he put to-
gether was better quality and much more interesting than 
the expensive printed textbook he used to assign. Overall, 
he feels that the open source textbook was a resounding 
success and he will continue to use it in his future classes. 

Who is doing it?

How does it work?

Open source textbooks are a free or inexpensive web-based 
alternative to the traditional printed textbook. Open source 
books have an open copyright license, the Creative Com-
mons license, which allows users to easily access and share 
learning objects. Like open-source software, the open-
source textbook involves contributors creating a final text-
book or learning resource which can then be widely used 
by educators and students alike. Contributors are volun-
teers who receive no financial reward from their work. The 
open-source textbook is an ever evolving product which 
can be continually expanded, edited and reorganized.  In 
order for the textbook to have a cohesive style, there is usu-
ally an editor or administrator to curate other contributors’ 
work and choose whether or not to include it in the book. 
Some open source books are created by individual au-
thors who select learning objects from a repository. Open-
source textbook can be published as an ebook for down-
load or print. Many open-source textbooks also include a 
variety of additional activities such as interactive games 
and videos. These textbooks are a new technology that can 
be used as an educational tool at all institutional levels.

Free and open source textbooks are used by educators and 
students at any educational level. Most of the research con-
ducted on this new technology has concerned the use of 
open source textbooks in the post-secondary classroom. 
Professors are increasingly finding that students who use 
free, open-source textbooks as opposed to using tradi-
tional printed textbooks become more engaged in learn-
ing (Liu 2011.) Universities are discovering that the cost 
of printed textbooks is prohibitive and many students are 
opting for unvetted online resources instead of purchas-
ing the textbook (Fischer 2015). As a result of this trend, 
colleges and universities are now considering the idea 
of creating open-source textbooks for widespread use. 
Although the majority of research has focused on post-sec-
ondary education, primary and secondary school teachers 
are also finding open online educational resources help-
ful. Using interactive online texts allows students to enjoy 
engaging reading activities while learning the material.

Free and open sourced textbooks and resources were ini-
tiated by textbook authors who wanted to permit their 
students and other educators access to educational mate-
rials without the burden of inflated prices and restricted 
copyright. Book publishers and distributors were cogni-
zant of the new trends in textbooks, and as a result, have 
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Where is it going?

What are the implications 
for teaching and learning?

launched startups that can provide an “all access” type of 
ebook creation platform. Users can create content and up-
date their books in real time. On some online platforms, 
such as Connexions, new material goes into a learning 
repository which can be repurposed by other authors. 
The open book innovation provides benefits for authors, 
publishers and students by saving time and expense due 
to the elimination of traditional publishing costs. Addi-
tionally, open source books are more adaptable to multiple 
types of users as well as accessible on multiple devices.
Now free textbooks and open source resources increase 
access for many around the world. As more educators sup-
port the Open Educational Resource movement (OER) 
with their contributions to open source platforms, the 
quantity and quality of highly adaptable content improves.

Open textbooks affect the way learners interact with 
new knowledge and how teachers teach. Since the books 
can be published online and include various multimedia 
tools, students can work more independently than ever 
before while receiving automated feedback through ap-
plications embedded into the ebook. Open source books 
are adaptable to all learning contexts, but are especially 
beneficial for online or blended learning classes. While 
traditional mass produced textbooks were a one size fits 
all assistant to an instructor tasked with aligning instruc-
tion to locally defined objectives, open source textbooks 
are customizable to each learning context. This means 
that textbooks can be tailored for increased differenti-
ated instruction and learning preferences. These open 
source books allow for greater ease of instruction in a 
flipped classroom model. Now instead of lecturing, pre-
sentation and review of materials can be accomplished 
through the interactive open source content. The instruc-
tor’s main role becomes as a coach or a guide who helps 
students work through the textbook and as an instruction-
al designer who is always finding ways to improve text-
book and the learning experience throughout the course. 

In order for free and open source textbooks to exist and 
flourish, many authors need to contribute to the learn-
ing repository, reuse, and reorganize the learning ob-
jects. One of the the biggest benefits of the open source 
aspect of the textbooks the way it can foster innovation 
through collaboration and reuse. However, the problem 
is that instead of being used for collaboration, learning 
repositories may simply be storage units for individual 
authors who never actually use or view other authors’ 
learning objects. As a result, the creativity and innovation 
that would normally be expected from such a collabora-
tive venture as assembling an ebook could be diminished. 

Why is it signficant?
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What are the downsides?

There is a push for more research in the field of free and 
open source textbooks. Student and educator support for 
open sourced textbooks is steadily increasing. Accessibil-
ity to open sourced educational resources is spreading 
and online book publishers are creating more platforms 
for authors to advertise their books to students looking 
for affordable or free textbooks. There is hope that as the 
OER movement catches on, universities will find a new 
model that will incentivize the instructor adoption of 
free textbooks by providing a small financial renumera-
tion for the professors that update and curate content. 
As the field of education continues to move towards more 
collaborative online and blended learning environments, 
more authors of ebooks are able to enhance their books with 
the help of others while implementing feedback from learn-
ers. It is likely that OER content will improve in technological 
sophistication and quality as it becomes more widespread. 

Open-source textbooks are a new technological resource 
that could potentially revolutionize how students and edu-
cators interact with new knowledge. A common complaint 
by students is that textbooks are uninteresting or too long 
with unnecessary rhetoric; open-source textbooks remedy 
to this complaint. They have the ability to incorporate dif-
ferent interactive multimedia tools such as games, video, or 
audio clips to keep the learner engaged and prevent learn-
ing from getting too regimented. These textbooks allow 
students to become an active participant in their education 
by being able to add and comment about their individual 
ideas and experiences. Students are more willing partici-
pate in activities when there is a direct purpose or objective. 
Another significant effect of free and open-source text-
books is on the cost of post-secondary education. Many 
students opt out of purchasing books due to the high 
cost. The use of open source textbooks lowers the cost 
of higher education and makes college more accessible 
to  lower and middle class students. Furthermore, public 
k-12 schools’ cost per pupil would drop significantly if they 
adopt this model. Free and open-source textbooks can re-
ally change the educational landscape by making educa-
tion available to all, no matter their socioeconomic status. 

Another problem is adoption. It takes time and expertise for 
authors to create and continually revise an open source text-
book, and currently there is little to no financial incentive 
in most learning institutions for instructors to spend their 
time doing this. Instead, it is much easier for them to ask 
school districts or students to pay for traditional textbooks. 
Finally, the credibility and quality of the learning objects in 
the repository could be questionable in the same way that 
content on other open source ventures such as Wikipedia is. 
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