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TOPIC: RECOMMENDED GRANTS FOR 2026 - 2027 OER GRANT PROGRAM YEAR 8

PREPARED BY: CHEALSYE BOWLEY, DIRECTOR OF OPEN EDUCATION AND LEARNING INNOVATION, COLORADO DEPARTMENT OF HIGHER EDUCATION

I. SUMMARY
This item recommends approval of grants identified through the comprehensive review process conducted by the Open Educational Resources (OER) Council and Department staff for the 2026 - 2027 cohort 8 of the OER Grant Program.

II. BACKGROUND
The OER grant program is presently in its seventh year. The first six years of the grant program have converted 2,291 courses to OER and saved students $59.7 million dollars – an over 11 times return on investment. The 2025 request for proposals was released in April 2025. For the cohort 8 grant cycle, there are six types of grants:
· Institutional zero textbook cost degree up to $100,000;
· Collaborative zero textbook cost degree up to $100,000;
· Collaborative up to $75,000;
· General Incentive Fund up to $50,000;
· Small group up to $25,000; and
· Individual Course up to $10,000

Z-degrees are degrees that can be completed with zero textbook cost (ZTC). A program must convert enough courses to using OER or other free materials for students to realistically complete all credential requirements. This conversion process for a ZTC degree takes years as a minimum of 20 to 40 courses must be converted by a small group of instructors and staff. As of fall 2025, there are 16 complete ZTC degrees or certificates, and 18 in progress ZTC degrees or certificates across Colorado institutions. The recommended grant projects for the eighth grant cycle will increase the amount of in progress ZTC degrees and certificates to 29.

Applicant Pool:
Thirty-five submissions were received in September 2025 from 24 lead public institutions of higher education with requests totaling more than $1.5 million for $1 million in available funds. Among the submitted proposals for this grant cycle, 31% (11) were from institutions for general incentive grants, 26% (9) were from institutions for zero textbook degree development, 14% (5) were collaborative or partnership grants, 17% (6) were for individual grants, and 11% (4) were for small group grants. Some zero textbook cost degree development proposals contain multiple projects and in total represent 11 new ZTC degrees or certificates and six ZTC degrees already in development from prior grant cycles. 

The OER Council and staff completed a three-month comprehensive review. OER Council members recused themselves from proposals associated with their home institutions and systems. As a result of the review, the OER council and staff are recommending funding 28 proposals – 10 general incentive grants to fund the adoption or creation of OER, 8 zero textbook cost degree development grants, 4 small group grants, 3 collaborative grants, and 3 individual grants with a total funding amount of $1,001,640.

The 28 proposals are collectively from 20 lead public institutions of higher education, both urban and rural, and the community college system with collaborators at Aurora Science and Tech High School, Colorado College, and the Colorado Department of Education. The recommended grants include new ZTC degrees or certificates in associates of applied science, construction project management, data science, interior design, mathematics, nursing, and psychology. The performance period for award projects will run from February 2026 to June 2027. Cohort eight is the final cycle of OER grants with present legislation repealing on November 1, 2026.

III. STAFF ANALYSIS

The Colorado OER Community has demonstrated continued dedication to OER and ZTC initiatives through professional engagement and delivering the largest grant application pool to date. Governor Polis re-issued the ZTC Challenge in May 2025. Colorado institutions answered the challenge with 11 new ZTC programs proposed in this grant cycle. Attendance at the Colorado OER Conference increased 21% between 2024 and 2025. All but one rural public institution of higher education was represented at the 2025 Colorado OER Rural Pre-Conference. The OER Council engagement with rural institutions over the last year resulted in Colorado Mountain College applying for its first grant since cohort four, Trinidad State College applying for its first grant since cohort three, and Morgan Community College applying for its first grant since cohort two. This renewed engagement, increased ZTC development, and largest OER grant application pool to date indicates that interest in OER among Colorado educators is continuing to expand.

Department staff provided pre-notifications of recommended proposals to applicants in November 2025. This afforded institutions an opportunity for future planning and to provide revised budgets to CDHE based on the recommended funding with the understanding that final approval of their grant status would take place at the December 2025 CCHE meeting. 


IV. STAFF RECOMMENDATIONS

Staff recommend approval of grants to advance OER and ZTC development in Colorado.

V. STATUTORY AUTHORITY

23-4.5-104. (3a) The council shall review the grant applications received and recommend to the commission applicants to which the commission may choose to award grants and the amount of each grant. Subject to available appropriations, the commission shall award grants through the grant program. The commission shall take into account, but is not bound by, the recommendations of the council. 

ATTACHMENT(S):
Attachment A: Colorado OER Grant Program Recommended Award Recipients OER Grantees - Year 8
Attachment B: Colorado OER Grant Review Rubric Year 8


