
2026 STUDENT TECH GUIDE  /  VISUAL QUIZ

What are you paying for?
Get your course work done for free!
Brand names are hidden. The interfaces are real. For common student work, can you spot the proprietary app - or the
open-source one?
CHALLENGE 1  /  WRITE, FORMAT, COMMENT, EXPORT

A

Word processor A

paid / licensed open source

B

Word processor B

paid / licensed open source

C

Word processor C

paid / licensed open source

CHALLENGE 2  /  CROP, LAYERS, CURVES, RETOUCH

D

Image editor D

paid / licensed open source

E

Image editor E

paid / licensed open source

MAKE YOUR GUESS

Which tools will still be yours after graduation?
Hint: a familiar toolbar is not a lifetime contract. Flip the page for the reveal - and the Student-Price Cliff.

TURN THE PAGE  >

Real screenshots, cropped/anonymized for this educational comparison. Interfaces and feature sets are not identical; the quiz focuses on common student tasks.

A student resource from the Apereo Foundation - the source for open source in education.



THE REVEAL

A lot of everyday capability is already there.
A Google Docs B LibreOffice Writer C Microsoft Word D GIMP E Adobe Photoshop

Avoid the Student-Price Cliff
NO-COST WHILE YOU'RE A STUDENT DOESN'T ALWAYS MEAN FREE.

The apps are not identical - but for many everyday assignments, the capability overlap is large. The cliff happens when free or discounted
campus access turns into years of files, habits and skills - and then a full-price subscription or difficult migration after graduation.

FREE / CHEAP TODAY > 4 YEARS OF WORK > FULL PRICE / LOCK-IN

WRITING & OFFICE

Microsoft 365 Personal: $99.99/year; Google Docs: $0 personal
OPEN: LibreOffice + CryptPad - $0/free

Keep local copies and open formats so four years of papers do not become
decades of dependency.

NOTES

Notion Education Plus: $0 -> Plus: $10/month for the comparable
paid plan
OPEN: Joplin or Logseq - $0
Your “second brain” should not depend on a school email address or one
company’s service.

PDFS

Adobe Acrobat Pro student: $19.99/month
OPEN: LibreOffice Draw, PDF Arranger, Okular - $0

Avoid a recurring fee just to edit, reorder, annotate or keep control of your own
PDFs.

RESEARCH & CITATIONS

EndNote 2025 Student: about $150 one-time
OPEN: Zotero - $0

Your research library can follow you through grad school and your career
without a license cliff.

CREATIVE WORK

Adobe Creative Cloud Pro: $19.99/month year 1 -> $39.99/month
after
OPEN: GIMP, Krita, Inkscape, Kdenlive, Blender - $0
Creative lock-in compounds: files, techniques, plug-ins and workflows all
accumulate over time.

STATISTICS

SPSS: campus/student access varies; commercial access is paid
OPEN: JASP, GNU PSPP, R - $0

Your ability to analyze your data should not disappear when your campus license
does.

STEM COMPUTING

MATLAB + Simulink Student Suite: $119/year
OPEN: GNU Octave; Python + NumPy/SciPy - $0

Open code and skills stay runnable and reusable when school access ends.

CAD & 3D

AutoCAD: $0 education access -> $2,095/year commercial
OPEN: FreeCAD + Blender - $0

“Free for students” can be the steepest cliff when the professional price arrives
later.

3 MOVES TO MAKE THIS SEMESTER

1 Learn one open alternative.

2 Export master copies to portable formats.

3 Test what survives your campus account.

IF A COURSE REQUIRES PROPRIETARY SOFTWARE, SPEAK UP

“Would it be acceptable for me to use [open-source tool]? It
supports the required functions and file formats, and it reduces
additional software cost for students.”

Want to learn more about open source on campus? community@apereo.org apereo.org
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