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First, some background
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What is “course marking”?

▪ AKA course designations, attributes, tags, and more
▪ Means assigning specific, searchable attributes to 

courses
▪ E.g. honors, service learning, or writing intensive

▪ Can be letters, numbers, symbols, colors, or phrases

4



What is “course marking”?

Indicating whether a class uses low- or no-cost resources
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“NoLo” labels in Connecticut State Colleges and 
Universities course schedule

University of Texas at Arlington’s search filter in 
schedule of classes



Trends in course marking

States are beginning to pass legislation requiring 
marking 

Learn more at SPARC’s State Policy Tracker

6

State Year Passed Name of Law Type of Institutions Impacted Type of Materials Covered

Oregon 2015 HB 2871 Public institutions OER, no-cost or low-cost

California 2016 SB 1359 Public institutions OER

Washington 2017 HB 1375 Community & technical colleges OER

Texas 2017 SB 810 Public institutions OER

Colorado 2018 HB 18-1331 Public institutions OER or low-cost

Virginia 2019 HB 2380 Public institutions No-cost or low-cost

Louisiana 2019 SB 117 Public institutions OER or low-cost

https://sparcopen.org/our-work/state-policy-tracking/


Trends in course marking

▪ Every institution will be different 
▪ Requires collaboration between a number of 

stakeholders
▪ Impact still unknown
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Learn more 
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Marking Open and Affordable 
Courses: Best Practices and Case 
Studies
Chapters on policy, stakeholders, 
mechanics (platforms and processes), 
communication and branding, and 
impact. Plus 9 case studies.

https://uta.pressbooks.pub/markingopen
andaffordablecourses/

https://uta.pressbooks.pub/markingopenandaffordablecourses/
https://uta.pressbooks.pub/markingopenandaffordablecourses/
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“
VA § 23.1-1308. Section F

The registrar or another appropriate 
employee of each public institution of 

higher education shall identify 
conspicuously in the online course 

catalogue or registration system, as 
soon as practicable after the 

necessary information becomes 
available, each course for which the 
instructor exclusively uses no-cost 

course materials or low-cost course 
materials.
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https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title23.1/chapter13/section23.1-1308/


State Requirements
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1. Public higher education institutions
2. “Identify conspicuously in the online course 

catalogue or registration system”
3. “as soon as practicable after the necessary 

information becomes available”
4. Courses using no- or low-cost course materials



Local 
Implementation
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Virginia Commonwealth University: Policy
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Courses for which the instructor has chosen to use low-cost or no-cost 
course materials must be conspicuously identified in the online course 
catalog or registration system. Deans will require departments to 
maintain an accurate list of such courses. Departments will include the 
information in course section updates to the registrar. The registrar will 
ensure the information is entered into the registration system in a 
prominent location easily visible to users (e.g., students, advisors, 
faculty). Academic units must report to the registrar whether they 
want courses marked at the course or section level.

VCU Textbook Adoptions and Sales Policy
Updated 3/9/20

https://policy.vcu.edu/universitywide-policies/policies/textbook-adoptions-and-sales.html


Virginia Commonwealth University: Policy
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1. Is further guidance available regarding what constitutes “low-cost?”

Federal and state regulations do not define a dollar amount for low-cost 
per course. At VCU, a course or course section is considered “low-cost” if 
the total cost of all course materials is $40 or less. This figure is in 
alignment with state and national trends. The cost for each course 
material is derived from the pre-tax price at the university bookstores of 
the least expensive purchase option—whether new, used or rental—for 
which the university bookstores are able to obtain sufficient stock for all 
enrollments.

VCU Textbook Adoptions and Sales Policy, FAQ
Updated 3/9/20

https://policy.vcu.edu/universitywide-policies/policies/textbook-adoptions-and-sales.html


In VCU course schedule 
search (Banner)
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In VCU course schedule 
search (Banner)
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Marymount University
MU undergraduate student body profile:

● Majority minority student body
● ⅔ commuter
● Majority female
● 25% pell eligible

Reports from professors stating that students aren’t doing their reading because 
they don’t have access to textbooks.

Textbook cost is a barrier to student success, aligned w national trends.
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Thomas Nelson Community College

Mary Hanlin - OER Librarian 
First started considering “course markings” in 
November 2017.  
Economics had gone all OER for Spring 2018, and 
because of simple advertising of OER enrollment rose 
up by 30%.  
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Fall 2018

▪ Attempted Course Markings in Fall of 2018. 
▪ Got list from faculty chairs, sent list to course 

scheduler.  
▪ Also, communicated with the bookstore about which 

classes I knew to be OER.  
▪ Only totally free/OER material is marked.  
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Two Issues: 

● Communication from the faculty chairs wasn’t perfect, 
several faculty wouldn’t respond without frequent reminder 
emails and some didn’t fully know what all of their faculty 
were teaching with.  (Example: English chair didn’t know 
that some of her faculty were teaching with No Cost 
material.)

● Bigger problem: at the last minute classes were being 
canceled, switched, added.  The class attribute wasn’t being 
taken off, and in more than one case, students enrolled in a 
class only to discover the class was not zero cost.  



Spring/Fall 2019

22

● Long-time course scheduler retired and OER tagging essentially fell 
by the wayside.  

● Summer of 2019, new course scheduler was hired.  She worked at a 
different position at the college, and we had a good rapport.

● Fall 2019, I began sending her my list of who teaches what for OER.  
● In November of 2019, scheduler emailed and indicated that she’d 

talked to an administrator and it was decided that they would only 
tag classes as OER where the entire discipline was OER.  

● This was to avoid the confusion that happened when classes were 
switched/canceled/reassigned at the last minute.



Fall 2020: The good news: 
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● We have several disciplines 
that are entirely OER: History, 
Economics, Music, and Speech, 
Spanish, Political Science.  

● All are tagged as OER.  



Fall 2020: The Bad News:
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● We have a lot of disciplines where individual faculty 
teach with OER but their course is not being marked 
because the entire discipline is not OER.  

● Example: The majority of English 111/112 classes are 
taught with OER.  The majority of Philosophy classes 
are taught as No Cost.  These classes, and many others, 
are not being marked as No Cost.  



Example Student Schedule Versus Bookstore: 
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Why did you 
choose those 

markings?
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Biggest 
challenges
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Lessons Learned
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Q&A
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Thanks!
Jessica Kirschner, kirschnerj2@vcu.edu
Jenise Overmier,  jovermie@marymount.edu
Mary Hanlin, HanlinM@tncc.edu
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Credits

Special thanks to all the people who made and released 
these awesome resources for free:
▪ Presentation template by SlidesCarnival
▪ Photographs by Unsplash
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http://www.slidescarnival.com/
http://unsplash.com/



