
Figure 1. Screenshot of the Pressbooks user interface.

Instructor Benefits
For the instructor, the benefits of a self-created OER text 
include:
• The text is tailored specifically to the course content, 

so everything the instructor wants to cover is included 
in the text. The students do not have to wade through 
extraneous material that is not covered in the class.

• The text can be updated easily in real time, allowing 
authors to make changes without having to wait for 
new print editions.

.

Instructor Challenges
Creating a text yourself also brings some challenges for 
the instructor:
• It is very time consuming. Fortunately, existing OER 

resources can be incorporated and modified, so not 
everything must be created from scratch.

• The author may not have the level of expertise in every 
area within a course, and may not feel qualified to 
write about certain topics. (In my case, the sections on 
geology). Again, utilizing existing OER resources can 
alleviate this problem.

• Where to find appropriate images and other 
resources? Creative Commons 
(https://search.creativecommons.org/) and Wikimedia 
Commons 
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Main_Page) 
provide access to multimedia resources, but often the 
author may have to create images themselves. I have 
used work-study students with artistic abilities to create 
artwork for the text.

• How much additional content that is not covered in 
your course should you include to make it more 
appealing for use by a wider audience? 
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Introduction
Instructors embracing the OER movement often look for 
resources to incorporate into their courses, but find that 
those resources don’t yet exist, or are not appropriate to the 
instructor's needs. The instructor is then left to create the 
resources themselves; which is an intimidating prospect.

For this project I created an OER textbook for Principles of 
Oceanography, an introductory-level course at RWU, taught 
every semester to 25-60 students. The course is taught by 
several RWU faculty members, and is a foundational 
marine/environmental science course at campuses 
worldwide. While there are several introductory 
oceanography texts on the commercial market, the cost of 
new editions often exceeds $150, and there is very little 
difference between them. I chose to create this book 
because it could be used frequently by multiple faculty 
across several sections at RWU, it could be customized to 
focus on local oceanographic conditions, and it could 
potentially have broad usage at many institutions.

The Platform
The text was created using the Pressbooks platform 
(pressbooks.com). Pressbooks allows authors to create and 
publish their work in a variety of ways, including web, PDF, 
and several e-book formats. Pressbooks offers a simple 
interface, and a variety of style templates to choose from 
(Figure 1). Pressbooks is free to use, however the free 
version limits image uploads to 10 MB and places 
watermarks on exported files. A $99 per book upgrade 
provides 250 MB of storage, no watermarks, and a wider 
range of export formats (Figure 2). 

Student Perceptions
The text was utilized in the Spring 2017 and Fall 2017 
semesters, each with a class of 28 students. In Spring 2017 
the text was still in development, so sections were only 
made available as they were covered in class. In Fall 2017 
the students had access to the entire text from the first day 
of class. Students were surveyed towards the end of the 
semester about their usage and perceptions of the electronic 
text. 

Combining survey data from both semesters showed that 
60% of the students preferred or greatly preferred the 
electronic text to a traditional textbook (n = 45). Only 13% 
preferred or greatly preferred a traditional textbook, while 
27% had no preference (Figure 3).

When asked to name the positive aspects of the online text, 
the most common responses were that it is free and easily 
accessible. Students also appreciated that there was no 
book to carry around, and that the content was concise and 
tailored specifically to the course (Figure 4). 

The most common negative aspect of the text was that some 
students preferred to read from paper rather than a screen; 
some felt they studied better from paper, and some 
referenced headaches from reading from a screen. The 
other common responses were that the electronic text is 
difficult to annotate or highlight, and that it cannot be used 
without internet access (although downloading a PDF or e-
book version would solve these problems). It is worth noting 
that the fourth most common response was that there were 
no negative aspects to the text (Figure 5).

Student use of the online text was highly variable, with half 
reporting they had read 50% or more of the relevant sections 
of the book up to that point. It is not known how these 
percentages compare to a traditional hard copy textbook.

There was no significant difference in mean grades on the 
first two exams during the two semesters when the online 
text was used (75.2 ± 13%, n = 118) compared to the two 
semesters prior to the text being used (75.9 ± 12%, n = 
126) (t-test, p > 0.05).
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Figure 5. Negative aspects reported by students (n = 43).

Figure 4. Positive aspects reported by students (n = 47).

Figure 3. Student preferences for text format (n = 45).

The complete text can be accessed at http://webboceanography.pressbooks.com
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