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A textbook program is NOT for us: 
Re-Imagining failure into new possibilities

Heidi Blackburn hblackburn@unomaha.edu or @heidiblackburn
Tammi Owens tammiowens@unomaha.edu
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Creating the UNO textbook pilot:

1. Heard about textbook programs at ACRL 2017
2. Did a literature review on textbook programs
3. Saw student needs in our socioeconomically 

diverse campus as a metropolitan-serving 
university

4. Would meet recruitment and retention goals 
for UNO

5. Asked to pilot the project at UNO Libraries
6. Wrote policies for textbook pilot project

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Heidi

Here is a quick refresh for everyone who could not attend our session at NLA last year: We heard about textbook programs at ACRL in the spring of 2017 and I was really excited to try this because science and engineering books can run almost $400 apiece! Being a good librarian, I came home after the conference and read everything I could about textbook programs at other institutions. We saw a real need for textbook accessibility for students because UNO is a socioeconomically diverse campus serving the metro UNO area. This pilot would help us meet recruitment and retention goals for UNO overall as well. So we asked to pilot the project at UNO Libraries and we wrote up policies for the project. 



Primed for success:
By July 2017, we had:
Buy-in from library administration - $$$
Buy-in from other subject librarian liaisons
Buy-in from the bookstore (partnership)
Buy-in from student government
Buy-in from advisors who saw student needs
Promoted program through targeted emails, 

campus website, library signs, daily campus 
newsletters, social media, and word-of-mouth
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We took what we learned from ACRL presentations and posters and from the literature and thought we were ready to go. By July 2017, we had buy-in from the administration, including a small amount of seed money for 11 titles that would theoretically be supporting hundreds of students. We had convinced the other subject librarians this would be beneficial to all students, not just the ones in STEM. We had worked with the bookstore, which was the biggest hurdle according to everything we had heard, and convinced them to partner with us. We had spoken with student government representatives who were all for “free textbooks” and we had enthusiastic approval from advisors who were seeing situations where students were choosing not to buy food or pay rent in order to afford books. We also had started promoting the program through targeted emails, the campus website, library signs, the daily campus newsletter, social media and word-of-mouth. 



Summer 2017

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Heidi

So, this is what it felt like starting the pilot in the summer of 2017: we just took a big leap and hoped for the best. 



Summer 2018
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By summer 2018, it felt more like this: we took a leap that felt really big but didn’t get us where we wanted to be. And when we looked up, we had to look around to assess why we didn’t get there. 



Why we failed
• Low checkouts
• Not sustainable
• Did not meet outside student expectations
• Marketing program could have been better
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There are a number of reasons why we decided to name the textbook pilot project a failure, which is often really hard for us to admit: 
We had a low, low number of checkouts compared to the number of students enrolled in each section. Some were single digits for courses with over 400 students enrolled. 
Classes required new copies of textbooks faster that anticipated
There were a lot of student expectations about what we meant when we said “pilot” and that meant every textbook for every course for everyone
Looking back, we realized the marketing plan was pretty soft and didn’t pick up steam. It was not all confetti guns blaring right out of the gate and we hesitated too long to tell people about the program in a big way. 



Lessons learned
• Students verbally said it was great but…
• Assessment can be difficult
• Be mindful with communication
• We needed all the gen ed textbooks or none
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Every failure is an opportunity for lessons, even if we don’t want to learn those lessons right at that moment. 

Things we learned: 
Students verbally, and enthusiastically, told us they wanted textbooks but the checkouts told us they weren’t committing themselves to using our copies
We assumed checkouts would define our success but we needed to be clearer on what success would look like to our institution
We need to be mindful with our communications; we had a few well-meaning staff who caught others off-guard when stacks of textbooks showed up and signage showed up early on the library’s website. They thought they were doing us a favor with being done with their tasks early but it really confused other folks. 
We needed all the textbooks for the general education classes or none; we picked the high enrollment classes thinking that would be the maximum number of students with our small amount of textbooks but we missed out on serving smaller classes with students just as much in need. And we should have let students take the textbooks out of the library to study or to go to class. 




Embracing failure in the project

• Developed insight into our library culture
• Found interested partners for other low-cost 

textbook solutions
• Placed textbooks in reserve collection
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Pilot died a slow death not from neglect but from lack of enthusiasm from an otherwise supportive culture 
Needed to get more staff buy-in at the library and throughout the university, but we did find partners who want to help us win the low-cost textbook race
Were fine with keeping textbooks in reserve collection, even though we don’t collect textbooks as a rule
If they ever make it up to the circulating collection, we’re sure they’ll be checked out there
Our innovative library has had plenty of new program hits
We know that every franchise has one failure among epic blockbusters
The textbook pilot was our The Incredible Hulk: it sounded great in the meetings, it had all the right components, but just didn’t click 

From here, our questions were: How do we frame it? How do we move forward? How do we find a solution to this problem that is clearly defined and definitely not going away?
The answer is NOT to quit and never try something like this again. FOr us, that's not an option for something that will be so helpful to our students.




Open Educational Resources
• OER changed the conversation
• 25 faculty from all colleges have expressed 

interest in OER
• Working with textbook pilot champions to 

generate interest in OER
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Because students weren’t coming to us, we have to go to them
Office of Digital Learning came to us with the idea of OER with the opportunity for a large NU system grant
We found ways to reach the faculty: Money! Grants for them, and real money savings without any inconvenience for their students ($2,500 to rework their course as a fully OER course)
Faculty will also have more control over their content using OER
We are marketing OER directly to the faculty, mostly at department meetings
Also are generating interest through our learning communities



Building the culture
• Agile decision making
• “Why not?” rather than “We can’t”
• Relentless assessment
• Learning from our not-so-successful ideas
• Quickly rolling out adjusted programs, services, 

policies, or materials
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We make decisions based on what is best for our students, not based on our egos or our personal agendas. Sometimes these two things align, but sometimes, like with this program, they don’t.
Lean towards innovation. While we do our due diligence and take stock of cautionary tales, we’re also aware of our specific unique community at UNO and the talent we have at UNO Libraries. Always begin with “why not” and “yes” before you have to say no. 
Our leadership is 100% behind assessment. We track most of what we do in order to make things better, and that is a simple expectation in our library.
Important: this assessment in in the service of LEARNING and SUCCEEDING in our drive to provide the best services and materials for our students, not in the service of judgment or blame. We are curious about what works, what doesn’t, and if something doesn’t work, why it doesn’t
If something works, we keep it. If something doesn’t, we adjust and decide if it’s worth it to roll out a new program or not.



Failure is an opportunity

Lack of success
+

Resilience and creativity
=

Better than you expected
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Some people really don’t like the word “failure”
Just means “lack of success” – but it doesn’t mean you’ll always lack success
Trying once, failing, and never doing something like it again is not tenable if we want to be the best for our students
Part of failure is resilience and creativity
Resilience = keep on trying, but not necessarily the same thing every time
Creativity = find new things (related to an idea you think is fundamentally worthwhile)
You have to be willing to learn from your mistakes, tweak your outcomes (AKA ”move the goalposts”)
Think, discuss, decide what success will look like





Questions to ask
1. Did I define a clear problem?
2. Do I know what others have tried in this situation?
3. In solving this problem, what might success look like?
4. Is there more than one path to success?
5. Have I communicated well, with all stakeholders?
6. Do we have enough champions to make it work?
7. Will more money, people, or time help?
8. What does my assessment data say about the 

problem and my first solution?
9. Should I try again?
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When something doesn't work, take time to reflect on your process, your event, or program or project, and your intended and actual outcome. For me personally, and for events and programs within my bailiwick, I work with my supervisor to answer some or most of these questions
Why did I do what I did? I have found so far that ideas that sound fun or cool often don't work well if we haven't thought about how it will work for our students
Due diligence = ask your networks, do a literature review
What do you want to happen? (For instance: "I want students to pay less for their course materials.")
Be creative and ask lots of people – including the community who cares most – about options
Communicate in many channels, including in person. OER is gaining traction in my areas because I know what motivates each potential adaptor
Champions are key. List them, name them, and know what motivates them. Don't assume anything
This answer doesn't always have to be yes (but often it is)
Don't be afraid to take a careful look at the data. Most importantly, though, do something with the results. The students weren't coming to us, so clearly we need to go to them, and we need to go big with it
Again, this answer could be no, not right now, or especially, yes but in a different way




Remember…
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This is the epitome of failure breeding success. Persevere, rethink, and reimagine. This isn’t lowering expectations, it’s changing the game.
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