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Executive Summary 

When we talk about the cost of textbooks at Oregon’s community colleges, how much money are 

we really talking about? In 2015 and 2017, Open Oregon Educational Resources gathered locally 

relevant cost data that could be compared across institutions. Over two years, estimated costs 

have fallen as textbook affordability initiatives in Oregon’s colleges have grown. 

Key takeaways: 

▪ Lowering textbook costs allows students to redirect funds to help pay for additional 

courses or living expenses such as food, housing, transportation or childcare. 

▪ Prominently designating no-cost and low-cost courses in the schedule enables 

students to make informed choices as they plan their term. 

▪ Administrative support for textbook affordability programs can mitigate the impact 

of tuition increases on student costs. 

The results below show that statewide, average materials costs have fallen over the past two 

years for each of the three degree pathways included in the study. Where no-cost and low-cost 

course materials information is available in the course schedule, the lowest-cost degree pathway 

offers an extraordinary potential savings of 75% over the 2017 average materials cost. Statewide, 

Oregon is well below the national benchmark published by the College Board. 

Summary research findings: 

▪ The average materials cost for transfer degrees studied is 16% lower than in 2015. 

▪ The 3,464 students who completed Associate of Arts Oregon Transfer (AAOT) 

degrees in 2017 each saved ~$332.58 from 2015 course material costs, a total of over 

$1 million. 

https://openoregon.org/author/hofera/
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▪ The 116,468 students in the highest-enrolled 10 courses statewide saved almost $2 

million from 2015 average materials costs. 

▪ The lowest-cost pathway through the AAOT degree requirements averages $461.48 

in course material costs for a two-year degree. 

▪ The number of hours at minimum wage it would take to cover materials costs has 

fallen by ~25% across all three degrees because of lower prices and higher wages. 

▪ The cost of course materials as a percentage of in-state tuition per credit has also 

dropped, despite tuition increases at most colleges. 

Oregon’s community colleges are doing high-profile work to reduce costs for students. We are 

already having a significant impact on the cost of college; in the coming biennium we can stay on 

track and continue lowering costs, especially for high-enrollment courses. Read the full report. 

Background 

Open Oregon Educational Resources showcases textbook affordability efforts in Oregon and 

statewide initiatives in support of this important work, such as grants, training, and sharing open 

educational resources. Two years ago, Open Oregon Educational Resources conducted a study to 

gather baseline data on the cost of textbooks for transfer degrees at Oregon’s community 

colleges. Why do we need this research? provides context for the first study and the followup 

presented here. What is the cost of course materials for a transfer degree at each community 

college in Oregon? provides a detailed writeup on the method and results of the first round of 

research. 

The present study investigates the difference between the cost data collected in 2015 and 2017. 

In addition, now that most Oregon colleges have implemented no-cost and low-cost course 

material designations in the schedule as a result of HB 2871, it is also possible to determine the 

lowest possible materials cost while meeting degree requirements. 

The first study found that the College Board’s national average cost for course materials was a 

little bit above the average for Oregon’s community college transfer degree students. As an 

informal target, Open Oregon Educational Resources set a goal of reducing overall costs at 

Oregon’s community colleges by 10% over two years, when the study would be repeated. 

According to the College Board’s Average Estimated Undergraduate Budgets, 2017-18, students 

at public two-year colleges should budget $1,420 for books and supplies. This estimate, which has 

increased each year, suggests that for a two-year degree students would budget $2,840. Oregon’s 

colleges are now well below the College Board benchmark and have lowered costs by an 

estimated 16% versus 2015, while the schedule designation makes it possible to identify very low-
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cost degree pathways that represent an extraordinary 75% savings on course materials for 

students. 

Bookstore managers: Essential partners 

This project, in 2015 and 2017, would not have been possible without the assistance of all 17 of 

Oregon’s community college bookstore managers. Each bookstore manager double-checked the 

data presented below to ensure the accuracy of the information collected for their colleges. 

Collaborating with the bookstore managers made very clear the extent to which campus 

bookstores are on the front lines of affordability, yet also vulnerable to the changes sweeping the 

industry. Bookstore managers negotiate with publishers to secure the best possible deal on 

materials, but there is only so much that they can do to control costs because they don’t choose 

the books in the first place. At the same time, according to student spending data provided by the 

National Association of College Stores, average student spending has decreased over the last 

decade, which affects the bottom line for stores. 

In previous years, student spending decreased even as textbook prices increased. In a 2015 

article, About the Diverging Textbook Prices and Student Expenditures, Phil Hill writes that many 

students choose not to acquire course materials for a variety of reasons. They might borrow, 

share, pirate, or do without the materials altogether. In 2015-16, though, based on textbook price 

data provided by the National Association of College Stores, it seems that lower student spending 

may be in part a result of lower new and used textbook prices. With students saving money 

through use of open educational resources, comparison shopping, rentals, and other cost-cutting 

strategies, not to mention more competitive pricing from publishers, bookstore revenue is taking 

a hit. 

Some managers find themselves on the receiving end of advocacy for lower textbook prices, on 

the one hand, and pressure to maintain revenue to support the general fund on the other hand. A 

2016 Student PIRGs report, Covering the Cost: Why We Can No Longer Afford to Ignore High 

Textbook Prices, concludes that community college students are more likely to use financial aid to 

pay for textbooks, in addition to using more of their financial aid on textbooks than their 

university counterparts. Keeping textbook prices artificially high is not a sustainable revenue 

source for the general fund. 

Our campuses are an ecosystem and we all need to work together toward the shared goal of 

student success. A thriving campus store is part of the community, and students need affordable 
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access to their course materials. Bookstore managers are essential partners in figuring out how to 

balance these needs. 

Research method 

This research estimates course materials 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). The course requirements for each of the transfer degree 

programs are specified in the course catalog for each college. We collected the requirements and 

identified the courses that could meet each requirement. 

While there are some 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, the course with the highest enrollment at that college 

was selected to fulfill that requirement. 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, 2015 (for the 2015 study, the most recent enrollment data 

available was from 2013). This research does not suggest a pathway 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. 

The next step was to visit each college bookstore’s website and look up the required course 

materials 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 are not able to choose their courses based on course materials cost because of 

competing priorities such as work schedules or childcare. 

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, those options were 

considered when selecting the lowest cost. 

The research method described so far was conducted in 2015 and repeated in 2017 in order to 

make an apples-to-apples comparison. In addition to that, one more layer of analysis was added. In 

2015 Oregon passed HB 2871, which requires all public colleges and universities to designate no-

cost and low-cost courses in the schedule. This policy assumes that students will make course 

https://olis.leg.state.or.us/liz/2015R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB2871/Enrolled


selections based on the cost of materials where they can. Thirteen out of the 17 colleges had 

implemented the schedule designation by Fall 2017, so for the 2017 study one more step was 

added: using the schedule to find the AAOT degree pathway with the lowest possible materials 

cost (this is the degree that is offered consistently by all 17 colleges). Again, this is not a program 

that any individual would pursue, but demonstrates the significant cost savings that are possible 

when faculty make changes in course material selection with cost in mind. 

Results 

In 2017, average costs at almost every Oregon community college are under the College Board 

benchmark of $2,840, a change from 2015 when some colleges were on par or above the national 

average. The statewide average cost of materials for a 2-year AAOT degree is $1,810.26. 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 and shows that 

Oregon’s efforts to lower course materials costs in the colleges are having a real impact for 

students. 

The data supporting the charts below can be found in the 2017 Aggregate Statewide 

Data spreadsheet. Data for each college is available in the appendix (available in the full report), 

and the course/bookstore data for each college is available upon request. 

2015-2017 Cost Comparisons 

At the majority of colleges, the cost of materials is down for all three degrees included in this 

study, which reflects the work undertaken over the past two years to lower textbook costs. When 

always choosing the first section of the highest-enrolled courses to meet degree requirements, 

costs are as follows: 

▪ AAOT cost has fallen $332.58, or 16%; 

▪ AS cost has fallen by $293.41, or 15%; 

▪ ASOT-BUS cost has fallen by $359.95, or 16%. 

Assuming maximum flexibility to select courses based on materials cost, the average lowest cost 

AAOT degree pathway represents a savings of $1,348.78 from 2017 costs, or 75%. This is an 

extraordinary savings that demonstrates not only the tremendous impact of faculty choices but 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1ntCMgWxm5XsFDUCAA9Zjs-WYdxpXVH06iViUa9WhuY4/edit?usp=sharing
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also the importance of prominently designating courses in the class schedule to make the savings 

information readily available to students. 

Figure 1, below, shows the statewide average cost of materials for AAOT, AS, and ASOT-BUS 

degrees (averaging the high and low materials costs for the degree). The blue bars show the 

average cost in 2015, the red bars show the average cost in 2017, and the yellow bar shows the 

lowest possible cost pathway through the AAOT degree requirements. 

 

Figure 1: Average course materials costs for AAOT, AS, and ASOT-BUS degrees in 2015, 2017, and lowest cost AAOT in 

2017 

According to the Oregon Community Colleges Data Mart, 3,464 students completed AAOT 

degrees in 2016-2017 (the most recent year available). An average savings of $332.58 from 2015 

costs adds up to a statewide estimated savings of $1,152,057.12 for the students that completed 

their AAOT degree last year. If they were all able to pursue the lowest-cost degree pathway, those 

graduates would see an additional savings of $4,672,173.92. 

Of course, many more students take core degree courses than earn a degree in any year. Table 1, 

below, shows the student savings in 2017 based on average materials costs and headcount 

https://datamart.hecc.oregon.gov/Screens/Default.aspx
https://openoregon.org/two-years-and-a-big-difference-transfer-degree-course-materials-costs-are-down-at-oregons-community-colleges/chart/


enrollment in the 10 highest-enrolled courses. These numbers show that while materials costs for 

writing courses are generally low, the courses are so highly enrolled that the potential savings is 

great. The data also demonstrate that immediate savings can be found by ensuring that courses in 

sequence, such as MTH 111 and MTH 112, use the same textbook, lowering the effective course 

materials cost of subsequent courses in the series to zero. Oregon’s college students saved nearly 

$2 million in these 10 high-enrollment courses alone compared to 2015 costs, and the potential 

future savings, as more faculty make the change to OER and lower-cost materials, is nearly $7 

million. 

Table 1: 2015-2017 cost comparison for highest enrolled courses 

Course 

2015 

Average 

Cost 

2017 

Average 

Cost Difference 

2015 

Enrollment 

Student Savings 

from 2015-2017 

Potential savings 

from 2017 

WR 121 $60.95 $42.63 $18.32 27,614 $505,888.48 $1,177,071.12 

MTH 

111 $114.96 $84.70 $30.25 17,250 $521,873.38 $1,461,105.44 

WR 122 $28.48 $22.91 $5.57 15,573 $86,759.93 $356,713.31 

COMM 

111 $55.94 $49.16 $6.78 11,526 $78,166.62 $566,638.50 

PSY 201 $126.82 $99.50 $27.32 9,597 $262,166.05 $954,943.49 

MTH 

112 $30.36 $52.82 -$22.46 7,943 -$178,382.65 $419,558.60 

BA 101 $108.67 $88.82 $19.85 7,317 $145,210.71 $649,900.24 

MTH 

243 $127.14 $60.50 $66.64 6,998 $466,363.19 $423,362.53 



PSY 101 $94.11 $91.11 $2.99 6,461 $19,330.82 $588,681.59 

WR 227 $66.59 $63.22 $3.38 6,189 $20,894.44 $391,247.95 

Total 
   

116,468 $1,928,270.96 $6,989,222.77 

2015-2017 Maximum and Minimum Cost Comparisons 

Figure 2 considers in more detail the difference between the maximum and minimum materials 

costs for the AAOT. The orange bars are the maximum (retail) cost of materials, and the yellow 

bars are the minimum that a student might pay for materials at the bookstore through rentals, 

used materials, required only, etc. The green line shows the difference between the maximum and 

minimum costs. This data highlights the efforts of bookstore managers to keep textbook prices 

down through negotiations with publishers as well as used book, digital, and rental options. 

In 2015, on average, the difference between the maximum and minimum price at the bookstore 

was $1,070.74 – a significant savings for the savvy shopper. In 2017, on average, the difference has 

narrowed to $868.89 – still a significant savings, but a drop of $201.85, or 19%. With maximum 

prices lower to begin with, the savings to be found have shrunk. In 2017, the difference between 

the maximum and minimum lowest-cost AAOT pathway is just $250.59. For community college 

students every dollar counts, yet these figures demonstrate that as overall prices come down, 

traditional savings tactics may become less relevant. 



 

Figure 2: Difference between max and min prices for 2015 AAOT materials 

2015-2017 Hours at Minimum Wage Comparisons 

It is also illustrative to calculate the number of hours it would take at minimum wage to pay for 

average materials costs at each college. Note that not all community college students earn 

minimum wage, and 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). 

When the benchmark study was conducted in 2015, the statewide minimum wage was $9.25/hr. 

Beginning July 1, 2016, Oregon’s minimum wage is set to increase each year, and additionally 

there are different rates for the Portland Metro area and nonurban counties (more information on 

this at Oregon Minimum Wage Rate Summary); this analysis takes into account these changes. 

Figure 3, below, shows the number of hours it would take at the respective minimum wage to earn 

the average cost of materials for AAOT, AS, and ASOT-BUS degrees (averaging the high and low 

materials costs for the degree). The blue bars show the average number of hours in 2015, the red 

bars show the average number of hours in 2017, and the yellow bar shows the number of hours for 

the lowest possible cost pathway through the AAOT degree requirements. 

http://www.oregon.gov/boli/WHD/OMW/Pages/Minimum-Wage-Rate-Summary.aspx
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Statewide, the average number of hours that a student would have to work at minimum wage to 

cover the costs of materials is down, as a result of both the lower average textbook prices and the 

increased wages: 

▪ AAOT number of hours has fallen by 56.81, or 25%; 

▪ AS number of hours has fallen by 51.41, or 24%; 

▪ ASOT-BUS number of hours has fallen by 61.45, or 25%; 

▪ The average lowest-cost AAOT degree pathway represents a time savings of 130.27 

hours from the 2017 estimate, or 75%. 

 

Figure 3: How many hours at minimum wage to buy course materials for AAOT, AS, and ASOT-BUS degrees in 2015, 

2017, and lowest cost AAOT in 2017? 

2015-2017 Course Materials to Tuition Cost Comparisons 

Last, it is possible to compare the cost of course materials with the cost of tuition. Because 

community college tuition is relatively low, course materials costs represent a larger proportion of 

the total cost of a degree than they do at a four-year college or university. That said, tuition at 

almost every college in Oregon has gone up since the 2015 study was completed. 

https://openoregon.org/two-years-and-a-big-difference-transfer-degree-course-materials-costs-are-down-at-oregons-community-colleges/chart-2/


The data shows that rising tuition costs can be offset by course materials savings. This finding 

suggests that tuition increases may be more palatable for students if administrators put real 

support behind textbook affordability initiatives to find the savings elsewhere. 

Figure 4, below, shows average materials cost for AAOT, AS, and ASOT-BUS degrees as a 

percentage of average in-state tuition per credit hour. The blue bars show the percentage in 2015, 

the red bars show the percentage in 2017, and the yellow bar shows the percentage for the lowest 

possible cost pathway through the AAOT degree requirements. The statewide average 

percentage is down: 

▪ AAOT materials cost as percentage of tuition has fallen by 5.03 points, or a 20% 

decrease; 

▪ AS materials cost as percentage of tuition has fallen by 5.64 points, or a 24% 

decrease; 

▪ ASOT-BUS materials cost as percentage of tuition has fallen by 5.73 points, or a 21% 

decrease; 

▪ The average lowest cost AAOT degree pathway cost as percentage of tuition has 

fallen by 15.3 points from 2017, or 76%. 

 

Figure 4: Materials cost as percentage of tuition per credit hour 

https://openoregon.org/two-years-and-a-big-difference-transfer-degree-course-materials-costs-are-down-at-oregons-community-colleges/chart-3/


Conclusions 

The 2015 study established that Oregon community colleges, on average, were slightly below the 

College Board’s national estimate for course materials. That study concluded that it would be 

possible to reduce costs by 10% in the following biennium. 

The present study demonstrates that statewide, Oregon’s average materials cost is well under the 

national estimate. Of even greater local relevance, compared with the 2015 benchmark, statewide 

average materials costs for transfer degrees have fallen by 16%. Where no-cost and low-cost 

course materials information is available in the course schedule, the lowest-cost degree pathway 

offers an unexpectedly huge potential savings of 75% over the 2017 average materials cost. 

Having this data on a very local level offers insights into why course materials costs are often 

correlated with other student success metrics. 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. Translating the savings into fewer work 

hours and a lower percentage of cost per credit hour shows how affordable course materials truly 

lower obstacles to student success. 

The lowest-cost degree pathway data offers exciting directions for new research, not available 

when the first study was undertaken. Analyzing the schedule with this lens shows which courses 

can be redesigned around no-cost or low-cost materials for the highest immediate impact on 

student spending from a degree perspective. For colleges that are still working on their 

implementation, the data in this study shows why the course designation is high impact and worth 

prioritizing. 

Oregon’s community colleges are doing high-profile work to reduce costs for students. More and 

more faculty are taking the time to thoughtfully redesign their courses around no-cost and low-

cost materials, with and without the help of grant money and other incentives. Oregon is already 

having a significant impact on the cost of college; in the coming biennium we can stay on track and 

continue lowering costs, especially for high-enrollment courses. 
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