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1. Narrative
A. Key outcomes

Although the main purpose of the project has been to make student learning of economics more
affordable, our ultimate goal is to develop an integrated course package that offers high-quality
course materials and learning tools at an affordable price.

As our survey results indicate, students typically spend on average $424 per semester on
textbooks. None of them believes that textbooks offered by commercial publishers are
affordable. Although 94% of the respondents usually still buy textbooks because they are
required, 70% of these students say they often get disappointed because those texts do not help
them much to succeed in the course. We believe, and our experience with the project shows, that
we can do better than that in terms of both affordability and quality of the materials for our
course.

We started the project with outlining our philosophical approach to developing the course
content and came up with the following principles:

1. Focus on the content that best serves the principal goal of the course: help students
develop the ability to make evidence-based decisions using the concepts, models, and tools
of microeconomics.

2. Aim at developing a course package that is application-oriented and as practical as
possible; keep theoretical derivations and technical details at the necessary minimum.

3. Make the course sufficiently rigorous, avoiding misleading oversimplifications and
dumbed down contents.

4. Puta strong emphasis on evidence-based economic analysis and ensuring students’ data
literacy.

5. Make the course content exciting and fun to learn.

The team communicated and collaborated using a “sandbox” course in Folio (Georgia Southern
custom version of D2L-Brightspace).

To ensure consistency in the course topic coverage, learning objectives, and assessment
standards we first defined the course key learning objectives and core topics that need to be
covered to achieve them. To assure academic freedom and encourage the diversity of teaching
styles, we left it to the instructors to choose the sequence of the topics and add optional content
to the course. Another big advantage of this approach is that the course content can be easily
modified to reflect the latest developments in the field and current events.

The main challenge we faced in the process of developing the course was that the OpenStax text,
which we had originally planned to use as the base for our course materials, could not serve this
purpose well. First, its general approach, learning objectives, and topic coverage turned out to be
rather inconsistent with ours. Second, its contents were not accurate and rigorous enough to
satisfy our aspirations to develop a high-quality course package that would be more useful to



students than textbooks available from commercial publishers. Therefore, we decided to develop
a course that would eventually consist of mostly our original content.

This substantially increased the volume of work required. We made some corrections regarding
the implementation process and the project timeline, but the overall amounts of time and
resources that the team had under this grant were insufficient to create high-quality original
content for all the topics. Thus, we’ve developed our own contents for the first five topics of the
course and adopted the OpenStax chapters for the rest five.

Despite these limitations, we consider our textbook transformation project a success. We enjoy
teaching the course contents tailored to directly target the course learning objectives and hence
allowing us to more effectively foster students’ success in achieving them. Unlike the “one-size-
fits-all” texts offered by third-party publishers, our custom-built course targets specific audience
and can be easily further customized to best suit our individual teaching styles and topic
coverage preferences. This helps us more fully utilize our potential as teachers and make better
use of our expertise in specific areas. According to our survey, 73% of the students who have
used our course materials believe that they’ve helped them succeed in the course better (25% say
“much better”) than textbooks typically offered by commercial publishers.

Still, we view this project as only the beginning of a much broader and longer endeavor of
continuous development of customized high-quality, low-cost materials for this course and,
possibly, other courses offered by the Department.

B. Lessons learned

Perhaps the main lesson from this project was that we were too optimistic about the quality of
available open-source materials and their capacity to effectively serve the learning objectives of
a sophomore/junior level course in economics that fulfills a curriculum requirement for business
majors, serving as a bridge between introductory economics and upper division economics and
business courses. Much of the currently available open-source materials for economics is not
rigorous and accurate enough and some of it is outright misleading.

This problem is probably to a large extent discipline-specific. Economics is a combination of
social science, mathematics, and business applications and as such is a challenging subject to
teach and find good course materials for. We’ve carefully vetted numerous sources available on
the Internet and selected materials that we recommend as additional resources for the course
instructors. However, we plan to rely mainly on our own content, supplemental materials, and
courseware when sustaining the project and further developing the course.

Our experience has also shown that for a project as large and ambitious as ours, the amount of
compensation that is about equivalent to one course relief per team member (which is currently
the case) is far from adequate. Our suggestion for the future ALG grants is to lift the $5,000 per
team member restriction on project funding and provide it based on the actual volume of work
needed. We suggest the same regarding the limit on the total amount of funding and the time
framework for the projects, especially when the objective is to develop original course materials
and/or courseware. Although our moral motivation to participate in the ALG initiative is high, as
economists, we also believe in material incentives and consider the opportunity cost of our time.



In this regard, the current ALG compensation rules allow the grants to cover only a fraction of
what the authors of course materials would earn when developing comparable contents for
commercial publishers.

2. Quotes

“Over the course of my college career, | have worked to pay for my college textbooks. I only
make minimum wage at my on campus job so every semester | am hit hard financially with the
cost of college textbooks. It was such a relief to find out that I didn't have to pay for a textbook
for a class that was not even in my major. | really appreciate the fact that I did not have to pay
for an overpriced textbook or an access code for this class.”

Stafford Baum
Junior
Accounting

“I think the eText is a great tool. It’s easy to find material in the eText that is related to the
assignments.”

Gregory Neely,
Junior
Marketing

“I really appreciated having all that | needed provided for me. | feel like | used what was
provided for me a lot more frequently than I did my other textbooks this semester. | liked being
able to have the "text" with me easily without having to carry a heavy book.”

Madison Hyde
Senior
Marketing

“l enjoyed the format because it was all on the same system and | did not have to go back and
forth between websites and paper textbooks.”

Mallory Markham
Sophomore
Management

3. Quantitative and Qualitative Measures
A. Overall Measurements
Student Opinion of Materials

Was the overall student opinion about the materials used in the course positive, neutral, or
negative??

2 The numbers reported here reflect the respondents’ opinion on how our materials helped them succeed in the
course as compared to textbooks typically offered by third-party publishers.



Total number of students affected in this project: 400

Positive:  73.1% of 67 respondents
Neutral: 16.4% of 67 respondents
Negative: 10.4% of 67 respondents

Student Learning Outcomes and Grades

Was the overall comparative impact on student performance in terms of learning outcomes and
grades in the semester(s) of implementation over previous semesters positive, neutral, or
negative?

M Positive: Higher performance outcomes measured over previous semester
O Neutral: Same performance outcomes over previous semester

[0 Negative: Lower performance outcomes over previous semester

Student Drop/Fail/Withdraw (DFW) Rates

Was the overall comparative impact on Drop/Fail/Withdraw (DFW) rates in the semester of
implementation over previous semesters positive, neutral, or negative?

11.5% of students out of a total 75 students in a representative sample dropped/failed/withdrew
from the course in the final semester of implementation.

M Positive: This is a lower percentage of students with DFW than previous semester
LI Neutral: This is the same percentage of students with DFW than previous semester

[0 Negative: This is a higher percentage of students with D/F/W than previous semester

B. Narrative

The survey of the impact of the project on students was conducted at the end of the semester.
The sample included two section of the course where our original course content was used to the
fullest extent. In addition to the materials developed under the grant, other teaching and learning
tools—such as interactive online presentations, online homework assignments, practice quizzes,
and exams—were used to test-drive what we intend to develop according to the plans outlined
below. Out of 75 students enrolled in these sections, 67 completed the survey.

In addition, four students were interviewed about their opinion of our project and the materials
used in the course. The video of the interviews is available on the project website.

The survey data clearly indicate that students are very concerned about the high cost of textbooks
offered by commercial publishers. They typically spend on average $424 per semester on
textbooks. None of the respondents believes textbooks are affordable, but 94% say they usually
still buy them anyway because they are required to. As much as 95.5% of the respondents
typically pay $200 or more per semester for textbooks and supplemental materials, 58.2% pay
$400 or more, and 20.9% pay $600 or more. Yet, 98.4% of the students who usually buy
textbooks say they sometimes get disappointed because those materials do not help them much to
succeed in the course, with 69.8% saying they often get disappointed. Furthermore, 47.8% of the


https://sites.google.com/georgiasouthern.edu/algproject2017/what-students-think

respondents say commercial textbooks are way too expensive and not worth the price the
publishers charge for them.

Answering the question about how the materials offered under this project helped them succeed
in the course as compared with the textbooks typically offered by commercial publishers, 73.1%
of the respondents said our materials were better—with 25.4% saying “much better”—16% said
our materials were about the same, 9% said they were just a little worse, and only 1.5% thought
they were worse. Thus, judging by the survey results, an overwhelming majority of students
preferred our course materials not only because they were offered free of charge, but also
because they were more helpful than third-party texts. This conclusion is further supported by
the students’ responses indicating that the average price they would be willing to pay for our
course materials is $107, with 58.2% of the respondents willing to pay $100 or more, 73.1%
willing to pay $70 or more, and 91% willing to pay $40 or more.

The impact of the project on students’ grades was analyzed using the same two Fall 2017
sections. The grades were compared with those for two Fall 2016 sections where the same
instructor used similar course materials and courseware offered by a major commercial textbook
publisher. The course syllabi, assignments, grading policies, and testing tools were also similar.
That is, when evaluating the impact of the transformation, we tried to hold constant other factor
that might influence the outcomes. An external factor that might have adversely influenced
students’ results in Fall 2017 was that the normal semester schedule was disrupted as the class
was cancelled for a whole week due to inclement weather (Hurricane Irma). The table below
summarizes the results.

Fall 2017 Fall 2016

Number of students 78 85
DWEF rate 11.5% 20.0%
Grade point average 251 2.36

Judging by the criteria above, the impact of our textbook transformation project is noticeably
positive. We would like to note, however, that in general we do not believe the DFW rate is a
useful measure of student learning outcomes. We would like to express our opposition to using it
as an indicator of the quality of course materials, effectiveness of instruction, or overall project
success. Low DFW rates could be easily achieved by dumbing down the course content and
inflating the grades, which is the opposite of what the intention of this project has been. The
same applies to students’ GPAs.

A better way to measure a project’s success would be to define learning objectives for the course
and then evaluate the extent to which students have achieved those objectives using assessment
tools such as embedded exam questions or special assignments. This would also be in line with
the general student learning outcome assessment practices currently used by the USG
institutions. We’ve defined the learning objectives for our course, but we’ve not fully developed
the assessment instruments yet. We intend to do that in the future as part of our sustainability
plan.



4. Sustainability Plan

Our plan is to continue developing the contents and courseware for ECON 2106 Principles of
Microeconomics rather than just sustain what we already have. We view our ALG grant project
as only the beginning of a much broader endeavor to develop high-quality low-cost materials for
this course and, possibly, for other courses offered by the Department.

As Dr. Rand Ressler—the initial sponsor of the project, now Associate Dean of the Georgia
Southern College of Business—notes in his foreword to our course materials, they are a “living
document” in two ways: first, in the sense that updating is ongoing to ensure that the content is
always relevant to current economic events and second, because the authors plan to further
develop the course design and instructional technology.

The Project Lead is highly devoted to the cause of affordable learning and will be taking the
responsibility for continuous maintenance and further development of the course materials. His
initiatives and efforts are supported by the colleagues in the Department, the Department Chair,
and the College of Business Dean’s Office. The Department Chair is considering setting up a
committee charged with ensuring sustainable offering and further development of the course
materials for ECON 2106 Principles of Microeconomics for business and considering
possibilities for extending the project to other courses. The news and updates regarding the
project will be available on the project website.

As evident from our survey and interviews, our students have different learning styles and
preferences with regard to the types and formats of course resources. For example, 38.8% of the
survey respondents prefer a traditional printed text. And the percentage of those who find
electronic resources—either simple PDF or interactive eBook—is exactly the same. There is a
general agreement, however, that the course resources should be offered in one integrated
package and be easily accessible from anywhere, whether using a computer or a mobile device.
And when asked to rank usefulness of various kinds of learning resources, the survey
respondents gave practice exercises with solutions and explanations the highest mark.

Based on our experience with the project and the feedback from students, we plan to further
develop the course content and resources as follows:

1. Create original contents for all core course topics to replace the materials currently
adopted from OpenStax

2. Have every core chapter available both as an interactive eBook and as printable PDF,
with the option for students to order a printed copy at low additional cost

3. Develop interactive online lecture outlines, study guides, practice exercises, and
homework assignments for each core topic

4. Develop assessment instruments and use them to evaluate the extent to which students
achieve the course learning objectives

The ultimate goal is to have an integrated customizable course package for Principles of
Microeconomics that can be uploaded to online learning management systems used by the USG
institutions. We plan to continue using these materials in all sections of ECON 2106 Principles


https://sites.google.com/georgiasouthern.edu/algproject2017/about-the-project

of Microeconomics offered by the Department at both Statesboro and Savannah campuses as
well as fully online. We also plan to make our low-cost-to-students course package available to
any USG institution that would like to adopt it.

5. Future Plans

In addition to what is said above, we’d like to note that our experience with developing and using
custom-made affordable course materials has shown that the ALG initiative has a good potential.
This could become the way most course materials and courseware are offered to students in the
future.

We also believe that we have a competitive advantage over commercial publishers not only
because our materials will cost much less to students, but also because we are in a better position
to closely align the text and other course resources with the course learning objectives as well as
with our lectures and tests.

The higher quality materials that we offer to students at a very low cost will certainly serve the
purposes of both more affordable and more effective learning. Also, as this approach becomes
more and more widespread, it is likely to force commercial publishers to lower their prices as
well, which will further benefit students.

The project lead, Dr. Ogloblin, intends to publish at least one journal article on the subject. He
also plans to present the results and share the experience of implementing the project at the 2018
University System of Georgia Teaching and Learning Conference.

6. Description of Photograph

Students of Dr. Ogloblin’s Business Economics course vote in favor of continuing the efforts to
make learning economics more useful and affordable.

Enclosures uploaded separately (as a .zip file):

1. Foreword to the project materials by Dr. Rand Ressler

2. Course description, learning objectives, and core topics

3. Course outline with links to the materials freely accessible from the project website
4. Student survey results

5. Photograph of Dr. Ogloblin’s class voting in favor of the ALG initiative
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