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Leading and 
Collaborating in a 
Complex Space: 
Developing and Evaluating a 

Course Materials Program

Catherine Fraser Riehle & Melissa Gomis*

Librarians at a large public university describe ongoing efforts to develop 
a strategic, multi-pronged Libraries Course Materials Program to reduce 
course material costs for students. These efforts include the integration of 
course materials in the university’s learning management system in addition 
to offering course materials reviews, consultations, and grant opportunities 
for instructors. A pilot program in the College of Business provided a path 
for direct outreach to instructors as well as significant potential student cost 
savings and revealed challenges related to communication and recruitment. 
Authors share their approach to program evaluation for understanding and 
communicating impact and for estimating the program’s return-on invest-
ment as well as their plans to test the feasibility of determining and pro-
viding the lowest-cost version available of selected course materials at scale, 
campus-wide. 

Introduction
Increasingly, academic libraries are leading affordable course materials programs. In a forthcom-
ing study of library-led textbook affordability initiatives in the United States, authors Mitchell 
Scott and Rachel E. Scott posit that the growth of these programs was accelerated by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic and associated increases in online learning, and that they continue because 
of their connections to student success, improved access, and library and institutional goals.1 
While course materials affordability is not a new space for libraries—course reserves programs 
and intentional purchasing of course-adopted textbooks are longstanding efforts for a variety of 
academic libraries—Scott and Scott argue that increased availability of unlimited access e-books, 
library priorities focused on student success, and investment of resources to acquire course ma-
terials has made these efforts “more formalized and widespread than ever before.”2 
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The affordable course materials landscape is a complex space. Libraries’ affordable course materials work is 
frequently paired with efforts focused on Open Educational Resources (OER). Because OER programs empha-
size adopting, adapting, or authoring materials with open licenses, they are often rooted in broader goals that 
support democratization of education and information and disruption of traditional publishing models. Even 
while working in tandem, tensions may exist between these two approaches. 

In addition to Libraries-licensed online content and OER, many campuses offer as part of their affordable 
course materials initiative Inclusive Access (IA) programs, which provide students access to required course 
materials and add the cost of those course materials to their tuition and fees. IA programs may be provided by 
campus bookstores, which also offer e-versions of textbooks, rental programs, and used physical copies. There 
are many stakeholders invested in course materials costs, including students, campus and bookstore leadership, 
libraries, parents, and even state and national governments. 

Background: Affordable Course Content Initiatives 
at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln
The University of Nebraska-Lincoln, a public land-grant R1 university serving over 20,000 students, began pro-
grammatic efforts to support affordable course materials in 2017, when a staff member in the university’s Aca-
demic Technologies unit was charged with forming an informal working group comprised of individuals from 
units across campus interested in promoting the use of OER. The group included members from Academic Tech-
nologies, University Libraries, and the university’s teaching and learning center. With strong support from cam-
pus leadership and $50,000 of internal grant funds, the working group launched an OER grant program, which 
provided funds and support for instructors willing to replace traditionally licensed textbooks with OER. In 2018, 
the informal working group took on a new name, Successful Teaching with Affordable Resources (STAR). 

While UNL’s STAR initiative initially focused efforts on supporting adoption of OER, over the next several 
years the affordable course materials landscape shifted and broadened both on UNL’s campus and throughout 
the University of Nebraska system, which includes campuses in Omaha and Kearney. In 2019, UNL began offer-
ing a consortia-provided Inclusive Access program, which prompted the campus bookstore to offer its own IA 
program. After funding four cohorts of grantees working on 28 OER projects, the COVID-19 pandemic slowed 
and eventually stalled STAR’s OER grant program in 2021. Instructors, experiencing overwhelm while shifting 
courses online and balancing the myriad demands of the pandemic and subsequent effects, were not applying 
for OER grants at the same level. 

By 2022, the University of Nebraska system began to roll out “Open Nebraska,” a course marking system 
featuring new attributes related to course materials costs in campus registration systems. Budget cuts and shift-
ing institutional pressures prompted STAR leadership to focus efforts on more systemic and scalable affordable 
course materials-focused programming. With the OER grant program on hiatus, STAR members took on work 
to more broadly and clearly understand the course materials selection and adoption processes at UNL and to 
design and deliver opportunities to make it as easy as possible for instructors to select the most relevant and af-
fordable course materials available for their courses. At this juncture, the University Libraries, bolstered by new 
technical infrastructure for purchasing and providing access to multi-license versions of e-resources, began to 
provide a proactive path with potential to significantly impact UNL’s course materials adoption process. 

From Passive to Proactive: The UNL Libraries Course 
Materials Program
ExLibris product Leganto provided technical infrastructure to elevate the Libraries as a leader in this space. A 
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course reserves and course materials delivery platform, Leganto integrates with the UNL Libraries’ existing Pri-
mo and Alma systems to seamlessly deliver a variety of course materials content (books, book chapters, articles, 
embedded video, websites) in Canvas, UNL’s course management system. Leganto was implemented in Fall 2022 
as the Libraries’ course reserves system, replacing an e-reserves workflow that involved manually creating static 
html pages in Canvas. In Fall 2024, the Libraries expanded to Leganto’s full functionality, enabling instructors to 
create their own course materials lists with support from library staff available as needed. The Canvas-embedded 
tool, named “Libraries Course Materials,” propelled development of a new affordable course materials-focused 
program within the UNL Libraries comprised of traditional print-based course reserves, course materials em-
bedded within Canvas (via Leganto), and eventually, course materials-focused reviews consultations, and grant 
opportunities for instructors.

To enable the advancement, coordination, and development of workflows, tasks, best practices and services 
of the Libraries Course Materials Program, a new Libraries Course Materials Team, comprised of Libraries 
faculty and staff representing the Teaching Partnerships, Content & Collections, Course Reserves, Libraries IT, 
Acquisitions, and Strategic Communications units, was formed to provide direction and oversight. The authors 
serve as program and Team co-leads, as well as the Libraries’ representatives on the campus-wide STAR team. 

With infrastructure in place, we designed new opportunities for instructors interested in exploring more 
affordable course materials in their classes. In Fall 2023, we successfully proposed to UNL Libraries’ administra-
tion a pilot for an affordable course materials (syllabus) review opportunity to: 

•	 provide an (relatively low barrier) opportunity for instructors to integrate and adopt more affordable 
and open course materials,

•	 increase awareness about open and Libraries-provided no-cost course materials options,
•	 learn about and contribute to conversations about instructor decision-making relevant to course mate-

rials to inform future programming and support in these areas,
•	 significantly impact course materials affordability in participating courses, and to
•	 increase usage of and awareness about the Libraries Course Materials tool in Canvas.
To experiment with these new offerings and test the potential impact, we invited instructors to submit syl-

labi or course materials lists for review and consultation focused on improving affordability of required and rec-
ommended course materials. Librarians would search for and provide alternatives to consider. In addition, after 

FIGURE 1

Affordable Content Initiatives at UNL, 2017-2022
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a consultation, instructor participants were invited to apply for one of two levels of course transformation grants: 
A $500 grant to support conversions to courses with low-cost (less than $40) course materials and a $1,000 grant 
to support course conversions to no-cost ($0) course materials. Grant funds acknowledge the labor required to 
make these changes and incentivize instructors to take on this labor and to participate in program evaluation.

While these review and grant opportunities were described on the Libraries’ website and available to all 
instructors, we focused the pilot within UNL’s College of Business (CoB), thanks to a partnership with and sup-
port from the College’s Director of Teaching, Learning, and Accreditation. The Director saw these opportunities 
as supportive of College and university-wide goals relevant to inclusive teaching and offered to connect us with 
CoB instructors who had indicated in a pre-semester survey interest in making their teaching “more inclusive.” 
During Fall semester 2023, the Director provided course materials information for 29 courses. Of these, 23 re-
quired or recommended course materials that were not freely available for students. 

Program Evaluation and Determining and 
Communicating Return on Investment
For all but one of the 23 CoB courses, we provided instructors with course materials alternatives, including 
Libraries-licensed e-versions of current textbooks, Inclusive Access options, and relevant OER or other freely 
available resources. The course for which we were unable to provide alternatives required a specialized text on 
life insurance policies—it was not available for Libraries to purchase online, there were no Inclusive Access op-
tions available, and we were unable to find freely available relevant alternatives. 

For six (23%) of the courses, the Libraries could provide access to unlimited license e-versions for at least 
one of the course’s required materials. We purchased e-versions for titles for which we didn’t already have access 
and contacted Spring 2024 instructors for each of these courses to let them know about the no-cost versions and 
various paths for access. The Libraries’ Reserves Associate created a Libraries Course Materials list in Canvas for 
every section of these courses, with a link to the free version of each e-text. 

When determining an approach for calculating and reporting student savings data, we were informed by 
guiding principles presented in The OER Starter Kit for Program Managers, including: 

•	 Be able to say, “It’s at least this much.” 
•	 Use transparent methods.
•	 Adapt your methods to the needs of stakeholders.
•	 Before you begin collecting, have a plan for what you need to collect, why you need to collect it, and 

how you will collect it for the purposes of decision-making and reporting.3 
For the Libraries Course Materials Program, the UNL Libraries uses course enrollment data provided by 

Leganto via Canvas, with an approach recommended by the Open Education Network (OEN): [Enrollment] x 
[$75] = [Potential Cost Savings].4 While the OEN uses for their calculations $100 as the average cost of a text-
book, the UNL Libraries decided to use $75 when calculating potential cost savings. This choice is supported 
by calculated averages of a Libraries Course Materials item, in addition to an OpenStax recommendation5 and 

TABLE 1

Key Numbers Related to the College of Business Pilot
23  Eligible courses participating in the pilot
22  Courses for which we were able to provide alternative course materials suggestions
6   Courses for which we could provide an unlimited e-license, which included items already in our collections
$370  Funds spent to acquire 3 additional unlimited license e-texts 
$46,125  Calculated potential student cost savings for two semesters.  
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examples from similar programs at other universities, including Oregon State University6 and the University of 
Minnesota.7 We used this formula to determine potential student cost savings for the pilot in the CoB. For the six 
courses for which the Libraries created a Libraries Course Materials list with at least one unlimited license e-text, 
the total potential student cost savings for two semesters (Fall 2023 and Spring 2024) was $46,125.

A Mixed Success
For the next phase of the CoB pilot, it was more challenging than we had hoped to recruit instructors interested 
in course materials consultations and affiliated course transformation grants. In a pre-Spring 2024 survey sent 
by the Director of Teaching, Learning, and Accreditation to approximately 100 instructors in the College, six in-
dicated interest in the opportunities. Of those six instructors, three responded to our communication, and only 
one shared a syllabus for review before deciding current course materials were more suitable for her teaching 
and learning goals than alternatives presented. We have since received additional direct referrals to CoB instruc-
tors with whom they have consulted and provided alternative course materials options. As of the start of Spring 
semester 2025, no instructors in the CoB have applied for a course (materials) transformation grant; to date, the 
program has funded one grant for an instructor in the College of Law. 

We consider the pilot in the CoB a mixed success. The pilot provided a path for direct outreach, increasing 
awareness about course materials options and related consultations and grants among CoB instructors. This 
resulted in direct communication between Libraries faculty and staff and nearly 20 CoB instructors. We and our 
partner in the CoB were pleased with the potential student cost savings and felt encouraged about the potential 
impact offered by this program both College and campus-wide. 

The CoB pilot revealed some challenges for this work as well, related to communication and instructor 
buy-in and engagement. Despite targeted communication and even expressed interest by CoB instructors, few 
shared syllabi or course materials information for review and consultation, and none applied for course trans-
formation grants. We also noted that, despite receiving communication from Libraries about no cost e-versions 
made available for their courses via Libraries Course Materials lists in Canvas, several instructors continued to 
list those texts as required for purchase at the campus bookstore. Despite these challenges, we were pleased to 
receive a CoB grant proposal among a record number of proposals for STAR’s OER seed grant program, which 
relaunched Spring 2025. 

The Libraries Course Materials Data Dashboard
While we prepared, shared, and discussed with the CoB’s Director of Teaching, Learning, and Accreditation a 
report documenting the pilot program’s potential student cost savings, successes, challenges, and recommenda-
tions, Libraries Course Materials Team members proposed and implemented a plan for communicating cost 
savings for the Libraries Course Materials Program more broadly. With the OER Starter Kit for Program Man-
ager’s calculation and reporting guiding principles in mind, a sub-group identified stakeholders, including Li-
braries administration, program donors and potential donors, instructors, students, STAR team members and 
sponsors, the University of Nebraska system affordable content partners, campus administration, and campus 
bookstore leadership. 

Libraries Course Materials Team members decided that an online, publicly available data dashboard would 
provide a solid path for transparently sharing with stakeholders current data, while helping the team monitor 
program impact longitudinally. With inspiration and helpful information provided by colleagues at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Libraries, who had created such a dashboard, we connected with a colleague in UNL’s Office 
of Institutional Effectiveness and Analytics. With his Tableau expertise and access to usable course-level data, 
the Libraries Course Materials Team developed and published a dynamic “Libraries Course Materials Impact 
Dashboard”8 that provides data and visualizations for student enrollment in sections with a Libraries Course 
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Materials List, potential student cost savings by semester, course sections with a Libraries Course Materials list, 
total list citations, and total potential student cost savings. As of Spring semester 2025, the Libraries Course Ma-
terials Program estimates total potential student cost savings of approximately $2.7 million.

Return on Investment
Since the Libraries Course Materials Program began in 2022, we have purchased 192 course materials items and 
spent an average of $19,000 per semester. In seven semesters, we have spent approximately $133,000 and saved 
students potentially $2.7 million on course materials costs. Return on Investment (ROI) assessments are a com-
monly used approach libraries take to examine the financial value of their services9 (IFLA, 2020). According to 
authors Kelly, Hamasu, and Jones, “Simply speaking, ROI is the right tool when talking about money.”10 ROI as-
sessment calculates the ratio of an investment’s net benefits (total financial benefits minus cost) to the total costs 
of an investment. To date, the program’s potential ROI is approximately 1,930%.

ROI = Net Benefits / Total Cost
1,930% = (2,700,000 - 133,000) / 133,000
ROI is not a perfect approach for communicating this program’s value. We acknowledge this approach’s limi-

tations and emphasize that our calculations are based on potential student cost savings, which are compounded 
every semester once an unlimited e-license is purchased while our financial impacts decrease per course when 
materials are reused each semester. In addition, it does not consider the costs associated with acquiring, imple-
menting, and supporting Leganto and Rialto, platform and publisher subscription or acquisitions costs, or the 

FIGURE 2

Screenshot, The Libraries Course Materials Savings Dashboard
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labor of individuals who support this work at UNL. ROI should not be used as a sole or primary indicator of this 
program’s impact or effectiveness. Nevertheless, we believe this is one of several data points that reveal signifi-
cant potential impact of investment in our program and in similar programs at other academic libraries.

Conclusion: Takeaways, Next Steps
The pilot with the COB revealed communication-related challenges with instructors, which we hope to mitigate 
by offering additional opportunities for relevant referrals and time-of-need connections to the Libraries Course 
Materials Program. Following the pilot’s conclusion, we attended meetings with instructional designer groups 
across campus, to share about the program, including opportunities for review, consultation, and grants. We 
hope that connecting instructors with the program and these opportunities while they are working with in-
structional designers on relevant course-related projects, such as reviewing or updating their course presence in 
Canvas or designing or redesigning a course, will be more successful than broad communication from program 
leads at various points during the semester. A study to explore instructors’ motivation, perception, and effective 
strategies for communication and information-sharing about these opportunities, would also be helpful. 

In addition to communicating and working with individual Colleges and instructors, the Libraries Course 
Materials Team is piloting additional workflows to expand the reach of the program and scale potential student 
cost savings across campus. With integration in 2024 of ProQuest Rialto, a vendor-neutral marketplace that en-
ables UNL Libraries to purchase materials within (Leganto) Libraries Course Materials lists, and donated funds 
designated for purchasing multi-license e-materials, the Team will test the ability to search across UNL’s various 
affordable content options, including Inclusive Access, Libraries-licensed, and OER, to determine and provide 
instructors the lowest-cost version of their selected course materials. We hope to disrupt the status quo to reduce 
or eliminate course materials costs for as many students as possible, while simplifying instructors’ process for 
identifying and adopting the most affordable version of their selected course materials. To test these expanded 
workflows, team members are seeking 30-50 Fall 2025 course section instructors who are willing to provide the 
Libraries their course materials lists and feedback at the conclusion of the pilot. This will allow UNL Libraries to 
test and determine the feasibility of implementing this program campus-wide. 

Whether this work is feasible every semester at a campus-wide scale is dependent not only upon the ef-
fectiveness and efficiency of the data and tools implemented and the continued availability of funds to support 
materials purchases, but also ability to communicate with and integrate materials from platforms, partners, and 
entities outside the Libraries. UNL’s pilot in the CoB and other smaller-scale relevant acquisitions testing reveal 
the Libraries will be able to purchase unlimited licenses for approximately 25% of total course materials selected. 
This means that for most instructor-selected course materials, Inclusive Access programs and other bookstore-
provided options will be the most affordable alternatives, and this program’s success will rely on the Libraries’ 
ability to access cost and availability data from our partners and work with them to seamlessly provide instruc-
tors and students access to IA and other options. Success will also rely on a shared commitment to this work and 
to student success among our partners, which for some, could result in sacrificing profit.

A recurring theme in Scott and Scott’s research is that “textbook affordability initiatives are one of the most 
direct and meaningful ways a library can support student success.”11 For UNL and the UNL Libraries, like many 
other institutions of higher education and their academic libraries, this work aligns clearly with organizational 
goals and priorities. Will the myriad stakeholders, partners, and players in the affordable course materials space 
successfully advocate and navigate the complex technical and communication challenges necessary to deter-
mine and make available for students on day one of class the most affordable version of their course materials? 
Will the University Libraries and affiliated faculty and staff, with expertise in publishing, library and course 
management systems, copyright, licensing, acquisitions, and pedagogy, provide effective leadership? Will a pro-
gram focused primarily on publisher-provided content provide instructors effective exposure to more open and 
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flexible options such as OER? These and other questions about this work remain, though leading, collaborating 
and experimenting within this complex space is worthwhile and the potential to impact students’ course materi-
als cost is significant.
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