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Narrative
Our experience in expanding the Open Technical Communication OER for ALG Grant #486 was somewhat bumpy. We achieved many of the project’s goals and can call the project a success, but because of the COVID-19 pandemic and its subsequent disruption, we were rendered unable to complete several sub-goals. That being said, the unfinished goals are still viable, and we intend to complete them as part of the long-term sustainability plan for the OER.
Initially, we planned to gather lecture content from faculty members, after which we’d identify areas of improvement in the TCOM 2010 master course (which is designed for and primarily used to construct online courses), fix those issues, and then move onward to developing hybrid- and f2f-based master courses. We found, however, that our schedule was perhaps a bit ambitious. The first phase, getting lecture content from the department faculty, proved more time-consuming and challenging than we’d anticipated. 
The first challenge we encountered in this phase was simply managing the contributors. The financial incentive that we offered proved sufficient to recruit them, but therein lay the problem: our colleagues were enthusiastic about the opportunity to develop content for the master course, but their enthusiasm was such that we had too many of them interested; at one point, we’d enlisted too many contributors, which would have had serious impacts on the project’s budget. Then, just to manage the contributors, we had to develop a robust, centralized, public mechanism that allowed our colleagues to select topics and avoid overlap; we’ve handled similar situations with our students signing up for project topics, so although this task seemed simple, it proved deceptively complex. 
Similarly, managing the contributors’ workflows and managing the payroll proved to be challenging and time-consuming. I took on the contributor-facing work, and our two-investigator structure on the grant provided us enough flexibility to collaborate on an ad-hoc basis whenever necessary, but it would’ve been a good idea to more clearly define our roles and pre-emptively refer communications to one or the other grantee based on the topic.
Evaluating the quality of the faculty members’ contributions proved to be another interesting challenge. One aspect of evaluating contributions came down to logistics. We had offered contributors the opportunity to submit three types of item--detailed lesson plans, PowerPoints with scripts, or full video lectures--and therefore had to manage and evaluate three radically different types of contributed materials. Restricting the contributions to one or perhaps two types would’ve been a far better idea.
A second aspect of evaluating our colleagues’ contributions involved maintaining professional relations while evaluating their materials. Especially in a small department like ours, we were caught in a bind: it’s vital to maintain collegial relationships, and blind peer review isn’t possible. Hence, blunt criticism, particularly in the area in which a faculty member is an expert, wasn’t possible, as it could easily lead to long-lasting hard feelings. We found that, in the few instances we needed to request revisions, our colleagues were happy to oblige, but this situation could have been socially fraught.
Once we’d completed the lecture content-gathering phase of the project, we were then looking toward identifying problems with the current TCOM 2010 online master course, fixing them, and then developing the fixed course into hybrid- and f2f-based versions. But then two problems cropped up: First, we realized that we should pilot-test changes to the online master course before making wholesale changes and deploying them across other modalities. Second, the COVID-19 pandemic hit, and all the USG schools went to online-only format. We could have managed--and somewhat did--the first issue by testing changes in Jonathan Arnett’s section of TCOM 2010 during Summer 2020, but the second issue proved intractable; the time required to adapt courses and then complete them in an online format essentially ate the remaining portion of Spring 2020.
By the time Fall 2020 came, we had achieved several successes--we embedded the new materials into the existing TCOM 2010 online master course shell and distributed it to the faculty. We were also able to achieve the grant-related goal of surveying the instructors and students, but our success on the survey was tempered by forces beyond our control. For one, our university switched its IRB team and went to an online IRB approval platform, meaning we needed to learn an entirely new IRB protocol and interface. Using this new system was itself a struggle, and to make matters worse, we received patently incorrect feedback on our IRB application; after several rounds of resubmissions, Jonathan Arnett eventually left some borderline-snarky comments that boiled down to “I DID THAT. LOOK AT THE ATTACHMENT THAT’S BEEN ON THIS PAGE FOR TWO SUBMISSION CYCLES,” and we finally got approval a week after the survey should’ve been released. For two, the COVID-19 pandemic meant that students in f2f sections were actually taking the course in a semi-online format in which they only attended f2f classes occasionally, meaning the course instructors weren’t able to leverage classtime and motivate their students to take the grant-related survey; it ended up with a ridiculously low 3.5% response rate.
In summary, we achieved several positive impacts on instruction: We motivated our instructors by involving them in the course’s development and incorporating their voices into the class; we brought new ideas into existing course content; and we fleshed out under-developed sections of our master course. At the same time, we still need to gather more and longer-term data to prove positive impacts on students.
Quotes
Student Quotes
General Feedback
· “I love this textbook. I found the text engaging and fun to read.”
· “Extremely easy to use and access. Seemed well organized. Would have been an extremely useful tool if I this was my fist time being exposed to many of these topics. I am not crazy about being unable to search the entire book for a term. Search seems to be limited to the page or chapter you are accessing at the current time. Plus it is free, which is a big deal for the college students. All in all, an excellent product.”
· “I’m positive that I’ll be using a lot of the information taught in class will benefit me throughout the life but a lot of the quizzes are irrelevant or unimportant, only the major assignments seem to help”
· “Open Technical Communication is a helpful book. I like that its free that really means a lot in a college course.”
· “I liked the textbook. It was all relevant information, and I think the textbook industry is a racket and abusive. Thank you for providing a resource like this. I really enjoyed the links to example documents or pages that were relevant.”
· “I believe this is one of the classes that you should be able to CLEP out of. Personally, I have been in the professional field for quite some time and the information in this course is very familiar to me. I understand that other student may not have the same experience as I do, so it may be of more benefit to them.”
· “It’s very interactive which forces me to learn and remember important terms; overall really useful compared to standard textbooks.”
· “The class is good, but sometimes the quizzes can be impossible.”
· “there are parts that are not finished”
Faculty Quotes
Survey Question: “Which of the following most closely describes your feelings about using Open Technical Communication as the required TCOM 2010 textbook?” à “Please tell us why you feel that way.”
· “I really like the book, I like the face that it’s free for students, and I appreciate the time and work that went into crafting it. That being said, I believe there are some chapters that need updating and some content that could be added for students.”
· “It is an easy book to use”
· “I think that providing this resource is a big help to students.”
· “Students like saving money.”
Survey Question: “What new topics or missing information would you add to Open Technical Communication?”
· “It doesn’t necessarily have a lot missing, it’s just the order it’s presented in could be different, and maybe it should contain different visuals or interactive elements, since it’s inside of SoftChalk.”
· “Some information regarding updated core topics to technical communication or even just more information on the field in general could be helpful.”
· “No new topics but more on already covered topics.”
· “Overall, the book feels like it’s been updated slowly over time. The chapters don’t feel consistent with one another. It needs more visuals, more headings, and more bulleted lists.”
General Feedback
· “I have had students complain that the content of the book doesn’t give them enough information to complete the assignments. I would lean more to say that they probably aren’t reading it thoroughly. It might be helpful to add more interaction inside of the chapters to help reinforce concepts reviewed within the chapters, if you all are still planning to house it within SoftChalk.”
· “This is an incredible resource and I appreciate all of the hard work that went into this. The students really seem to enjoy it (more than the face that its free -- though that’s a huge selling point), and the direction its moving towards in regards to textbooks in general is great.”
· “I appreciate your hard work, and how it has benefitted our students.”
· “Students like the online textbook but are often put off by the embedded activities within the textbook.”
Quantitative and Qualitative Measures
Uniform Measurements Questions
Student Opinion of Materials 
Was the overall student opinion about the materials used in the course positive, neutral, or negative?
Survey Question: “Compare the overall quality of Open Technical Communication to other textbooks (not including non-textbook assigned readings) for your other classes.”
Total number of students affected in this project: 625
*3 respondents removed—see measures narrative.
· Positive: 	50% (10) of 20 respondents
· Neutral: 	40% (8) of 20 respondents
· Negative: 	10% (2) of 20 respondents
Faculty Opinion of Materials
Was the overall faculty opinion about the materials used in the course positive, neutral, or negative?
Survey Question: “Which of the following most closely describes your current feelings about using Open Technical Communication as the required TCOM 2010 textbook?
Total number of faculty participants in this project: 13
*1 respondent removed—see measures narrative.
· Positive:	62.5% (5) of 8 respondents
· Neutral:	37.5% (3) of 8 respondents
· Negative:	0% of 8 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?
Student outcomes should be described in detail in Section 3b.       
Choose One:  
· ___ Positive: Higher performance outcomes measured over previous semester(s)
· _ X  Neutral: Same performance outcomes over previous semester(s)
· ___ Negative: Lower performance outcomes over previous semester(s) 
Student Drop/Fail/Withdraw (DFW) Rates
Was the overall comparative impact on Drop/Fail/Withdraw (DFW) rates in the semester(s) of implementation over previous semesters positive, neutral, or negative?
Depending on what you and your institution can measure, this may also be known as a drop/failure rate or a withdraw/failure rate.
_13_% of students, out of a total _240_ students affected, dropped/failed/withdrew from the course in the final semester of implementation. 
Choose One:  
· ___ Positive: This is a lower percentage of students with D/F/W than previous semester(s)
· _ X  Neutral: This is the same percentage of students with D/F/W than previous semester(s)
· ___ Negative: This is a higher percentage of students with D/F/W than previous semester(s)
Measures Narrative
Quantitative Measures
The ancillary materials that this ALG grant sponsored were implemented for Fall 2020, in the online version of TCOM 2010, the course in question, but the results reported in this and the previous section may not accurately represent the materials’ impact. 
· It’s possible for instructors who teach the f2f version of TCOM 2010 to use the ancillary materials that the grant led to, but it’s not guaranteed that they used the new materials. We need to extend the online master course to hybrid- and f2f-centered master courses and, as the Student Measures section below explains, extend our research to multiple semesters before we can accurately gauge the ancillary materials’ impact. 
· Grade-based data was only gathered for the online sections of TCOM 2010, which has a relatively low (e.g., N=240 for Fall 2020) compared to the total number of students in the course’s onsite sections (e.g., N=412 for Fall 2020).
· Due to the upheaval caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s unlikely that any numerical comparisons between DFWI rates in Fall 2020 and previous semesters are meaningful. 
· Changes in grade categories (particularly in F and F/WF rates) appear to be trade-offs rather than actual changes; it appears that for Spring 2020 and Fall 2020, students withdrew rather than take F’s. The F rate fell from 10% in Fall 2019 to 4% in both Spring 2020 and Fall 2020, but W/WF rates increased from 5% in Fall 2019 to 11% in Spring 2020 and 13% in Fall 2020. Thus, the aggregate F and W/WF rate for Fall 2019, Spring 2020, and Fall 2020 remained steady at 15–16%. 
· An alternate interpretation is that the aggregate DFWI rate staying steady over the COVID-19 pandemic is actually a sign of success.
Student Qualitative Measures
Twenty-three students responded to the student survey. One person responded that they never opened the textbook. Because the study relies on use of the textbook, we removed that person from the data. Of the remaining students, all but two stated that they were enrolled in an asynchronous online class. Because course modality can significantly impact perceptions of course materials, I removed the two students in a face-to-face class from the data as an outlier. With these three students removed from the data, I was left with 20 participants. Because the response rate was so low and because we don’t have significant feedback from face-to-face courses, we may re-run this survey in future semesters to gather more responses.
Students were asked who their instructor was so that we could look for patterns in response based on differences in teaching style, however no significant patterns existed for any question on the survey in relation to course instructor. This gives us hope that, for the most part, students did complete the survey based on their perceptions of the textbook itself rather than the course and/or instructor—which is what we wanted.
When asked about the completeness of the textbook, most students felt like the content of the textbook was complete. However, four did say that they felt like there were missing topics or lacking information about existing topics, which echoes some of the notes from the faculty. Unfortunately, only one student provided feedback on the issue, stating that the textbook needs more examples. We expected this comment, as the team has been discussing the need for more and updated examples of technical documents.
Students reported decent use of the textbook. In an ideal world, students would always read the whole assigned reading all of the time, but that isn’t always practical for every student, and the results of this question show that. Four students said that they always read the assigned readings, eleven said they use it to study before all quizzes, and seven said they use it to study occasionally. Jonathan Arnett (2018), one of the co-PIs on this project, did Google Analytics research on the original version of this textbook to see how his students were using it, and he found that students weren’t using it in any meaningful way. As a group, we have wondered if teaching style impacts that—for example, in lecture-heavy classes, do students read the readings the same way they would in a flipped-style class? These results, in addition to Arnett’s, give a good indication that student use of the open textbook isn’t consistent across the board, but it may not be all that different from their use of a commercial textbook either. 
When asked about the supplemental materials in the textbook, more than a third said they didn’t use them at all. However, of those who did, most said that they were at least somewhat helpful, if not very. The students who indicated that the materials were helpful also ranked the materials. On average, the quizzes were ranked as most helpful, followed closely by the activities, then the videos, and then the sample documents. 
General interest in the textbook was pretty average, with responses hovering around the neutral option. However, usefulness and quality were both generally rated as neutral or higher. This result brings up the question of whether the “interest” factor is ranked based on general interest in the course, or if it just means that students don’t have to be interested in a book for it to be useful and perceived as high quality. Regardless of interest, usefulness, and quality, most students were extremely pleased with the zero cost of the textbook, and only two indicated that they were neutral on the matter. Interestingly, one of the students who indicated neutral feelings about the cost of the open textbook also indicated that in general, cost has a high impact on their decision to purchase a textbook. Similarly, one of the students who responded with extreme pleasure at the cost of the open textbook also responded that cost has no effect on their decision to purchase a textbook. These two responses seem inconsistent and questionable.
Faculty Qualitative Measures
Nine of the 13 faculty teaching this course in the department responded to the faculty survey. After collecting the survey responses and analyzing for outliers, we found that one person responded that they did not use the textbook in their class. Because the study depends on the use of the textbook, we removed that person from the data, leaving us with eight people in the survey. 
Faculty were asked how they felt when they first learned that Open Technical Communication was to become the required textbook in all sections and how they felt about the change after it was implemented. For the most part, faculty reported feeling neutral or better about switching to the textbook both before and after implementation. This result was surprising, since a couple of them showed signs of unease in the initial meetings to discuss the transition, which prompted us to implement a collaborative approach to developing ancillary materials for the textbook and course, involving and compensating the faculty in the process. The neutral or better feelings on both sides of the project may be a sign that this inclusion of the faculty in developing materials was a positive step, or it may just be that they came around to the idea on their own. That said, two faculty did move down a level after implementation. One moved from “extremely happy” to “somewhat happy,” and the other moved from “somewhat happy” to “neither happy nor unhappy.” When asked for details on why they felt this way after implementation, the comments provided valuable feedback including the following:
1. The chapters need updating, more details, and more visuals.
2. We need to provide more context for examples like the Challenger explosion as our students become farther and farther away from the reference.
3. The tone can be negative and overly prescriptive.
However, one faculty member did move up a level of happiness after implementation, citing that students like saving money—the most common reason for faculty adopting open resources.
Faculty made comments that there are topics missing and a lack of information on existing topics, but there were no specific indications of what topics and what information. This topic requires further study, perhaps with the use of focus groups in which we can discuss essential topics and information for introductory technical writing courses and how they can be better met in the textbook.
The experiences teaching with the textbook from faculty were interesting and almost contradictory. On one hand, engagement with the course seemed pretty neutral with the exception of two courses in which course engagement was less. Similarly, engagement with the textbook itself was pretty neutral. One person reported it as higher, and two reported it as less—the same two who reported less course engagement, which is noteworthy. However, despite the few reports of lower engagement, academic achievement in the courses was reported as neutral or better in all courses.
Some of the additional feedback left by faculty does leave me with contradicting needs in the textbook. One faculty member stated that “[s]tudents like the online textbook but are often put off by the embedded activities within the textbook,” but then another suggested adding more interactive elements to help students retain the information better.
Sustainability Plan
Tiffani Reardon continues to update the Open Technical Communication as the project manager, regularly adding new ancillary materials and resources. She also maintains a record of known adoption outside of KSU. She will continue to do so. 
Jonathan Arnett, in his capacity as TCOM Program Coordinator, will continue to require Open Technical Communication as the sole text for TCOM 2010, and as part of his faculty-supervision duties, he will remind instructors that the ancillary materials are available for their use. In addition, he plans to update the online master course’s sequence during 2021. Following this update, he plans to adapt the revised online master course into master courses for hybrid- and f2f-based versions.
Future Affordable Materials Plans
This particular grant has not changed our views appreciably, Both the investigators--Tiffani Reardon and Jonathan Arnett--have worked with OERs before and are highly motivated to continue doing so.
Future Scholarship Plans
The textbook team regularly submits proposals to present at conferences on our work with the textbook, the most recent being a lightning talk from Tammy Powell and Tiffani Reardon at the Open Education 2020 conference titled “Ethical Dilemmas in an Open Technical Communication Textbook: Lessons in Audience Awareness.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]Arnett and Reardon also have plans to submit research on this collaborative department-wide adoption for publication in the near future.
