
What is the cost of course materials for a transfer degree at each community college in 
Oregon? 
 
Executive Summary 
 
When we talk about the cost of textbooks at Oregon’s community colleges, how much money 
are we really talking about? Open Oregon used a standard methodology to gather locally 
relevant cost data that could be easily compared across institutions. 
 
Key research findings:  
 

●​ The statewide average materials cost for a 2-year degree is $2,142.84 for the AAOT; 
$2,002.96 for the AS; and $2,316.19 for the ASOT-BUS. 

●​ The number of hours at minimum wage ($9.25/hr) to earn that much money is 231.66 
hours for the AAOT; 216.54 hours for the AS; and 235.67 hours for the ASOT-BUS. 

●​ For the AAOT, materials cost $23.61 per credit, 20.23% over tuition cost; for the AS, 
materials cost $21.95 per credit, 23.49% over tuition cost; and for the ASOT-BUS, 
materials cost $25.30 per credit, 27.19% over tuition cost. 

 
The typical Oregon community college transfer degree student is likely to incur materials costs 
that are just a little under the College Board’s national average of $1,364 per year for materials, 
or $2,728 for two years. Redesigning courses around open educational resources can save 
students a significant portion of this money.  
 
Bookstore managers are at the front lines of affordability. Through used book and rental options, 
they offer an average savings of over $1,000 on AAOT degree materials. Our campuses are an 
ecosystem and we all need to work together toward the shared goal of student success - we 
don’t want to put the bookstore out of business, but we also recognize that students need 
affordable access to their course materials. 
 
There is great work going on right now in Oregon’s community colleges, as evidenced by over 
100 adoptions recorded to date on the Open Oregon Resources page. More and more faculty 
are taking the time to thoughtfully redesign their courses around lower-cost materials, with and 
without the help of grant money and other incentives.  
 
We have a chance to reduce textbook costs by 10% or more in the next biennium. We intend to 
repeat this research year after year to track our progress toward making textbooks affordable to 
more students. Oregon is poised to put the elements together and create a significant change.  
 
A recorded presentation on this research is available at Archived webinars: OER Research. 
 

 

http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets-2015-16
http://openoregon.org/resources/
http://openoregon.org/archived-webinars-oer-research/


Part 1 of 2: Why do we need this research? 
 
The often-cited figure for a year’s worth of books and supplies is approximately $1200, a 
number that is reported annually by The College Board. Yet many variables call this estimate 
into question: students shop around for the cheapest alternative or skip buying expensive books 
altogether; different data sources might lead to different estimates; textbooks purchased with 
student loan dollars will cost more than their sticker price after interest is calculated; and so on. 
When we talk about the cost of textbooks at Oregon’s community colleges, how much money 
are we really talking about? 
 
Quill West, Open Education Project Manager at Pierce College, decided that the most reliable 
and persuasive data for her institution would also be the most local. With the help of an 
academic adviser, she drew up a sample schedule for an average student at her college and 
then “went shopping” at the bookstore to find out what it would really cost to buy books and 
supplies for an entire two-year degree program.  
 
West’s research idea was amplified during a conference call led by Nicole Allen, Director of 
Open Education at SPARC, the Scholarly Publishing & Academic Resources Coalition (an 
offshoot of the Association of Research Libraries). Members of the LibOER group (academic 
and research librarians interested in open educational resources) volunteered to use a standard 
methodology to conduct similar research at their own institutions. The goal was to produce 
locally relevant cost data that could be easily compared across institutions.  
 
Allen created a standard methodology for the project, and Open Oregon will conduct the 
research for all 17 community colleges, leveraging publicly available data. Finding out the likely 
cost of course materials for each college helps establish a baseline that we can measure future 
progress against. It also provides a compelling talking point for when we reconvene for the new 
school year this fall and pick up our conversations about reducing student costs.  
 
As I started working on this research project, I was initially surprised by the high dollar amounts I 
found on a test run with Allen’s methodology (which I will describe in Part 2). In my role as 
statewide coordinator I know very well that there are OER heroes on every Oregon community 
college campus making a tremendous effort to reduce textbook costs on behalf of students. 
Why doesn’t the cost of a degree reflect this work?  
 
There are probably many answers to this question, but one possible explanation has to do with 
the economics of the textbook publishing industry. Textbook prices rise about 6% per year, 
according to the analysis How Much Do College Students Actually Pay For Textbooks?. OER 
champions are therefore fighting a rising tide. In fact, a materials cost increase, as long as it 
stays under 6%, represents something of a win for students in this context. Achieving a cost 
reduction of 6% means that expectations for student spending would stay the same, year over 
year. To see a real decrease, campuses would need to aim for a minimum of 7% cost reduction 
per year.  

http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets-2014-15
http://www.sparc.arl.org/
http://www.arl.org/
https://groups.google.com/a/arl.org/forum/#!forum/sparc-liboer
http://mfeldstein.com/how-much-do-college-students-actually-pay-for-textbooks/


 
One casualty of this model is the campus bookstore: high textbook prices drive students away 
from the bookstore as they shop online, rent, or skip buying the textbook altogether (for more on 
this, see About the Diverging Textbook Prices and Student Expenditures). David Wiley has 
published a helpful analysis On OER and College Bookstores that shows how open materials 
can help college bookstores reclaim some of that textbook revenue. Faculty, for their part, can 
make sure to let the bookstore know well in advance if they plan to switch to OER so that the 
old book doesn’t get ordered - an entirely preventable mishap that really does hurt the 
bookstore’s bottom line.   
 
The hypothesis underlying this research is that we can do more to help make college materials 
affordable for students, but we need to know the real amount that we are working to reduce. Is it 
very large, requiring a concerted and systematic shift? Is it not quite as bad as we thought, with 
major change within reach? I look forward to providing answers to these questions by the end of 
the summer.  
 

 
 
Part 2 of 2: Method and results 
 
Part 1 of this post, Why do we need this research?, provides the context for the data presented 
here. This post presents the method and results of the research.   
 
How much does it really cost to buy the textbooks for a two-year degree in Oregon? Rather than 
rely on national estimates of materials expenses, Open Oregon participated in an informal 
research project coordinated by SPARC to develop locally relevant data to answer this question. 
 
The short answer is that the typical community college transfer degree student is likely to incur 
materials costs that are just a little under the College Board’s national average. While this data 
was collected using a different methodology than the College Board uses, both numbers make 
one thing clear: textbook costs are a problem for students both here in Oregon and across the 
country. Redesigning courses around open educational resources can save students a 
significant portion of this money.  
 
Bookstore managers: Affordability heroes 
 
This project would not have been possible without the assistance of all 17 of Oregon’s 
community college bookstore managers. Collaborating with them made very clear the extent to 
which campus bookstores are on the front lines of affordability. They negotiate with publishers 
for the best possible deal, but there is only so much that they can do to control costs because 
they don’t choose the books in the first place. One manager described getting out her purse to 
buy a book for a homeless student. 
 
The data presented below was double-checked by each bookstore manager. In some cases, 

http://mfeldstein.com/about-the-diverging-textbook-prices-and-student-expenditures/
http://opencontent.org/blog/archives/3168
http://openoregon.org/what-is-the-cost-of-course-materials-at-each-community-college-in-oregon/
http://www.sparc.arl.org/
http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets-2015-16


where courses aren’t offered every term, they looked up price information from previous terms. 
They offered advice about which courses are continuations that reuse a book from a previous 
term. They used their expertise to ensure the accuracy of the numbers collected for their 
colleges.  
 
The data on traditional textbooks is grim: according to data provided by the National Association 
of College Stores, between 2007-2013 the average price of a new textbook increased from $57 
to $79 - a 38% increase in just 6 years.  
 
Bookstores are often concerned that OER will hurt their bottom line, or affect their ability to meet 
general fund contribution targets. However, bookstores may find that they sell more copies of 
printed OER than traditional textbooks, so the increased market share can offset the lower price. 
Our campuses are an ecosystem and we all need to work together toward the shared goal of 
student success - we don’t want to put the bookstore out of business, but we also recognize that 
students need affordable access to their course materials. 
 
Research method: Where the numbers come from 
 
This research looked at textbook costs for three of Oregon’s transfer degree programs: 
Associate of Arts Oregon Transfer (AAOT), Associate of Science (AS), and Associate of 
Science Oregon Transfer-Business (ASOT-BUS). Community college students who complete a 
transfer degree will be accepted at a 4-year college or university with their first two years of 
lower-division requirements completed. While not all transfer degrees are offered at each 
community college, they are all accepted at Oregon’s public universities as well as many private 
colleges and universities. These degree pathways are obvious places to focus efforts toward 
textbook cost reduction because they include foundational requirements that apply to many 
other degree programs as well, greatly extending the impact of any change in course materials 
cost.   
 
The course requirements for each of the transfer degree programs are specified in the course 
catalog for each college (for example, worksheets from Portland Community College show 
requirements for AAOT, AS, and ASOT-BUS). While there are a few specific courses required 
for each degree, there are many possible ways to meet the requirements for disciplinary studies 
and electives.  
 
Therefore, where there were multiple options to meet a requirement, this research used the 
course with the highest enrollment at that college to fill in the blank. Data on course enrollments 
for each college was provided by the Office of Research and Data of the Oregon Higher 
Education Coordinating Commission from the most recent year available, 2013. This program 
doesn’t represent a pathway or sequence that any individual would take, but rather looks at the 
courses that students collectively take most often at each college. This is where cost reductions 
can have the greatest impact.  
 

http://www.nacs.org/research/industrystatistics/higheredfactsfigures.aspx
http://www.nacs.org/research/industrystatistics/higheredfactsfigures.aspx
http://www.pcc.edu/programs/university-transfer/transfer-guides/documents/worksheet-aaot.pdf
http://www.pcc.edu/programs/university-transfer/transfer-guides/documents/worksheet-as.pdf
http://www.pcc.edu/programs/university-transfer/transfer-guides/documents/worksheet-as-business.pdf


The next step was to visit each college bookstore’s website and look up the required textbooks 
for each of the courses for the current term. If multiple sections of the course were being taught, 
the first one on the list was selected. This arbitrary choice accounts for the fact that students 
often can’t choose their courses based on textbook cost because of competing priorities such as 
work schedules or childcare.  
 
The data collected meets the requirements of the research project methodology that other 
campuses participating in this project used: for each course, the most and least expensive 
options for the total cost of materials was recorded. If one book could be used for more than one 
course in a series, its cost was only counted once. Where the bookstore provided price 
comparisons with external retailers, the lowest-cost option was selected.  
 
This research method calls for both the maximum and minimum price in order to capture the 
situation faced by students in more detail. The maximum price represents what the syllabus 
asks of them. The low number represents the bare minimum that they could spend via the 
bookstore in order to access the required materials during the course - though they may not be 
able to retain the materials for future reference if they are rented.  
 
The research didn’t account for the many other ways students access their books. These 
methods include creative ways of downloading, sharing, using library course reserves, or simply 
hoping to pass the class without the book.  
 
Results: More details about the numbers 
 
When the first part of this post was published, the College Board’s estimate for students at 
public two-year colleges was $1,328 per year for books and supplies. The 2015-16 College 
Board report is now available, and not too surprisingly, the estimate has gone up: students at 
public two-year colleges should now expect to budget $1,364 per year for materials, or $2,728 
for two years.  
 
On average, Oregon colleges are a under that number, though some colleges are on par or 
above the national average. This comparison to College Board data is not apples-to-apples 
because the two figures are derived from different methods, but the national data provides a 
useful point of reference.  
 
This data is not intended to be used to rank Oregon’s colleges. Because it is a snapshot it 
doesn’t have the degree of accuracy needed to make useful comparisons. Rather, it may be 
seen as a record of the kinds of initiatives and faculty choices that are working well throughout 
the state.  
 
Table 1, below, shows the average cost of materials for each of the transfer degrees at each 
college (averaging the high and low costs for each degree). The last entry on the x axis 
presents an average of the numbers in each column. Based on this data, the statewide average 
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materials cost for a 2-year degree is $2,142.84 for the AAOT; $2,002.96 for the AS; and 
$2,316.19 for the ASOT-BUS. 
 
Table 1: Average of high/low textbook costs for transfer degrees 
 
 

 
 
Table 2 presents the number of hours it would take at Oregon’s 2015 minimum wage of $9.25/hr 
to pay for those average materials costs. Note that Oregon’s minimum wage is changing this 
year, and not all community college students earn minimum wage. We also know that Idaho, 
Washington, and California students work in their home states but take courses at Oregon 
community colleges (sometimes paying out-of-state tuition as well). The statewide average 
number of hours at minimum wage is 231.66 hours for the AAOT; 216.54 hours for the AS; and 
235.67 hours for the ASOT-BUS.  
 
Table 2: How many hours at minimum wage to buy textbooks? 
 

http://openoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/image.png


 
 
Table 3 compares cost of course materials to tuition cost. Because the colleges handle fees 
differently, this comparison looks only at tuition per credit hour. Looking at statewide averages: 
for the AAOT, materials cost $23.61 per credit, 20.23% over tuition cost; for the AS, materials 
cost $21.95 per credit, 23.49% over tuition cost; and for the ASOT-BUS, materials cost $25.30 
per credit, 27.19% over tuition cost.​
 
Table 3: Textbooks as percent of tuition per credit hour 
 

http://openoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/image-1.png


 
 
Last, Table 4 considers in more detail the difference between the maximum and minimum 
materials costs for the AAOT. This data shows the effort that bookstore managers are making to 
keep textbook prices down for AAOT courses. Through used book and rental options, they offer 
an average savings of over $1,000 on AAOT degree materials.  
 
Table 4: Difference between max and min prices for AAOT materials 

http://openoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/image-2.png


 
 
The data supporting these tables can be found in the Aggregate Statewide Data spreadsheet. 
Data for each college is available upon request.  
 
What does this tell us? What’s next? 
 
As a result of this research, we know that Oregon community colleges, on average, are slightly 
below the College Board’s national average of $1,364 per year for course materials. Students 
can expect to spend many weeks’ worth of wages on their textbooks. Textbook costs are a 
problem for students both here in Oregon and across the country.  
 
Having this data on a very local level offers insights into why textbook costs are often correlated 
with other student success measures. When we know that buying textbooks is like paying tuition 
for an entire extra course each quarter, we have a potential explanation for why these costs 
have an impact on retention and time to degree. We also have a clearer picture of which 
courses we can prioritize converting to OER for the highest immediate impact on student 
spending.  
 
There is great work going on right now in Oregon’s community colleges, as evidenced by over 
100 adoptions recorded to date on the Open Oregon Resources page. More and more faculty 
are taking the time to thoughtfully redesign their courses around lower-cost materials, with and 
without the help of grant money and other incentives.  
 

http://openoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Untitled-drawing.png
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Is9BGoc6um1SzKloaB_iwn483yPHYD7VUWv6Zs71TYo/edit?usp=sharing
http://openoregon.org/resources/


We have a chance to reduce textbook costs by 10% or more in the next biennium. We intend to 
repeat this research year after year to track our progress toward making textbooks affordable to 
more students. Oregon is poised to put the elements together and create a significant change.  


